
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2009 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

Works 

 

No. 8 Ephesians 2:8-10 March 15, 2009 

Series: Ephesians  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
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. 

 

Introduction 
 Have you seen the movie Catch Me If You Can with Leonardo DiCaprio and Tom 

Hanks?  Leo plays a masterful con artist who poses as a pilot, a prosecutor, a doctor, 

among other things.  It’s based on a true story.  Well there’s a scene where he’s having 

dinner with the family of the woman he’s seducing at the time while pretending to be 

somebody he’s not.  The suspicious father asks Leonardo DiCaprio’s character if he 

would like to say grace… “Unless you’re not comfortable.” 

“Absolutely,” DiCaprio says.  And he bows his head and begins to pray 

something he heard his father say when he was a kid, “Two little mice fell into a bucket 

of cream.  The first mouse quickly gave up and drowned, but the second mouse, he 

struggled so hard that he eventually churned that cream into butter and he walked out.  

Amen.” 

Everyone said, “Amen.”  And then the girl’s mom exclaims, “Oh, that was 

beautiful!  The mouse, he churned that cream into butter.” 

It’s funny, but the reality is that this kind of humanistic, self-improvement, pull-

yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps brand of religion will get you by with a lot of people.  

It’ll pass.  This is what most people think of when they think of Christianity – we keep 

trying and never give up and make ourselves good enough to get out of hell.  It’s the 

natural way of relating to God.  If someone’s forced to pray, this is how they do it. 

Today’s text takes aim at that notion.  It continues the theme from two weeks ago 

when we looked at vv. 1-7 – that there’s nothing we can do to get ourselves up to God.  

He has to raise us up with Christ.  Our own works can’t save us.  We’re not even like 

drowning mice in a bucket of cream paddling and squealing for help.  We’re spiritually 

dead, floating face down.  We need new life. 

And this has kind of been the theme of Ephesians so far, hasn’t it?  He chose us in 

Christ before the creation of the world.  He redeemed us with Christ’s blood in the 

fullness of time.  We saw that being a Christian isn’t a matter of degrees.  There aren’t 

those who have just barely gotten in and then those who have attained higher levels.  
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Either you’re in Christ or you’re not.  You can’t make yourself a better Christian.  

There’s no such thing.  In fact, you don’t even make yourself a Christian.  As we saw two 

weeks ago in v. 5 and see repeated again this week in v. 8 – it is by grace that you have 

been saved.  “And” as Paul says in Romans 11:6, “if by grace, then it is no longer by 

works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace.” 

If you’re a Christian, you didn’t do anything to make God love you and there’s 

nothing you can do to make God love you any more.  It’s all sheer grace out of infinite 

love. 

Now, if you’re not thinking to yourself this: “So then what’s to keep me from 

living however the heck I want, if it’s all grace and my good works don’t earn me any 

merit before God?”  If you’re not at least asking that question, then you haven’t been 

tracking or I haven’t explained things clearly.  If people aren’t asking, “Well why do 

good works at all if they don’t play a part in salvation?” then the gospel hasn’t been 

preached. 

How can I say that?  Well, that’s what Paul experienced.  For example, in Romans 

5 after he got done talking about how Christ died for the ungodly while they were still 

powerless and rescued them from his wrath… after teasing out the whole Adam/Christ 

connection (union with Adam = death; union with Christ = life)… after stating clearly 

that salvation is a free gift… in other words, after preaching the gospel in Romans 5 what 

does he say in Romans 6:1?  He anticipates their thoughts – “What shall we say, then?  

Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase?” 

Sheer, radical, free, magnificent grace when it blows up and obliterates legalism 

(the exhausting and devastating attempt to work your way to God) naturally calls forth 

the question, “What then?  Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace” 

(Rom. 6:15)?  And what is Paul’s forceful response?  Does anyone know?  “BY NO 

MEANS!  MAY IT NEVER BE!”  We’re going to see the same thing in today’s text. 

I’m seeing two things happening right now at Immanuel.  I believe many people 

are experiencing a deepening understanding of grace and the gospel in our church.  It’s a 

paradigm shift.  It’s liberating.  It’s wonderful.  Christianity’s utterly unique.  It’s not 

about me and what I have to do.  It’s about Jesus and what he has done! 

I’m also noticing at the same time a creeping moral laxness, an upsurge in 

immorality, a lowering of the bar of holiness.  Part of that is due to the fact that when you 

actually preach the gospel, more non-Christians mysteriously start showing up.  Funny 

how that happens.  And that’s great!  If you’re investigating our community and just 

exploring Christianity, of course we expect your lifestyle and personal ethics to be 

different.  Please know that we’re not trying to morally reform you. 

But for some Christians, propelled by a strong preaching of grace, there may also 

be a movement away from legalism that first overcompensates towards licentiousness.  

The answer is not to freak out and start hammering people with legalism again.  The 

answer is to preach grace even more, even better, even harder so that people come 

through both errors and see how grace – immense, overwhelming, effective, costly grace 

that forgives sin so heinous that the sinless Son of God had to die – actually produces 

lives of radical obedience to God, countercultural living, and fruitful service to others. 

So we’re going to hammer home the gospel of grace again today – it’s by grace 

you have been saved, not by works.  But we’re also going to show from this text that such 

sovereign grace inevitably leads to a life of good works.  In short, what I wish to 



3 

communicate to you today is just this: you’re not saved by works, but you are saved 

for works. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Not By Works 
 Two weeks ago when we looked at Ephesians 2:1-7 we saw that because of God’s 

great love and rich mercy and nothing else, sinners are transferred from death to life; they 

are synched up with Christ.  The cause is God’s grace.  The result is our union with 

Christ.  The purpose is stated in v. 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.” 

 It’s like God is throwing an eternal parade to display his majesty and glory, to 

show off his grandeur and goodness… and we are the floats in his parade!  And the 

reason why we show forth God’s glory is because/for “it is by grace you have been 

saved.”  Paul repeats himself again.  This is the greatest attribute of God.  This is what 

God wants to be known for throughout endless ages – that he is a God of grace.  The fact 

that objects of wrath as we are by nature, could be objects of love, prized possessions is 

the greatest testimony to God’s character. 

 “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith…”  I skipped ahead and 

mentioned this last time.  Paul introduces a new element in the mix here – faith.  The 

cause is God’s grace.  The result is our union with Christ.  The purpose is displaying the 

riches of God’s grace.  The means is faith.  Back to the float analogy… we’re a float in 

God’s parade, Jesus is the tractor we’re attached to, grace is what pulled us up to him, 

and faith is the hitch. 

 You can’t be connected to Christ apart from faith.  But faith doesn’t do anything 

in and of itself.  It’s simply the means by which you get in on all that Jesus is.  A float has 

no power in itself.  Its hitch doesn’t make it go.  It’s just what connects it to the power 

source, the tractor.  Are you with me?  Christ is the tractor, we’re connected to him by 

God’s grace, but through faith in order to be paraded around for all eternity. 

 And faith itself is not a work that someone has to do to get in on Jesus.  When the 

Bible talks about justification by faith, not by works it doesn’t mean all other works are 

useless except for the work of putting your faith in Jesus – “All you have to do is put 

your faith in Jesus.  God gives you a gift, but you have to unwrap it.”  Look at what the 

text says next: “by grace… through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of 

God.”  Grammatically the demonstrative pronoun ‘this’ could be referring exclusively to 

faith (that’s how I like to read it) or it could refer to the whole kit-n-caboodle – salvation 

by grace through faith.  But it doesn’t really matter much because either way faith is 

included in what is not from ourselves.  It’s not that God gives us a gift of salvation but 

we have to unwrap it by our faith.  Our faith is part of the gift! 

The bottom line is this: we don’t have life, we don’t do anything to achieve life, 

we don’t contribute or cooperate with God’s activity to bring us to life; it’s all – from 

start to finish – God’s doing.  If you’re a Christian, God has pulled you, totaled and 

wrecked by the fall, out of the junkyard, given you a hitch and hitched you to the tractor 

that is Christ and parades you throughout endless time in front of the cheering angels to 

display the glory of his name. 
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By grace… through faith… not of yourselves… a gift of God… not by works.  

Works is a term used in the Bible often to refer to human effort aimed at getting on God’s 

good side, making oneself acceptable to God.  And when used this way it always has a 

negative connotation.  At the end of Romans 9 Paul says, “What then shall we say?  That 

the Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness, have obtained it, a righteousness that is 

by faith; but Israel, who pursued a law of righteousness, has not attained it.  Why not?  

Because they pursued it not by faith but as if it were by works” (Rom. 9:30-32).  They 

sought to establish their own righteousness before God (see Rom. 10:3). 

‘Works’ is often short for ‘works of the law’.  The Judaism of Paul’s day had 

warped biblical religion into just another religion maintaining that by observing the 

Jewish Law you could be righteous in God’s eyes.  But in Galatians 2:16 Paul says, “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” (ESV). 

Paul says something similar in Romans 3:20-22.  He says, “By works of the law 

no human being will be justified in [God’s] sight, since through the law comes 

knowledge of sin.  But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the 

law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it – the righteousness of God 

through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.”  The only way to be righteous in God’s 

sight is to be united to Christ through faith/belief. 

Knowing God’s commands should just show us how sinful we really are.  Seeing 

God’s standard of perfection should be like a mirror that shows us how imperfect we are, 

not a picture of what we can be if we just try harder.  It should bring us to repentance. 

One angle to go at this from (and you’ve probably heard it before) would be: 

you’re so far from God’s standard that you could never get there on your own.  It’s like 

you’re stranded in the middle of the ocean 5,000 miles from land.  There’s no way you 

could swim even if you were Michael Phelps.  That’s helpful.  But we say, “What if it’s 

not really that far?  Or what if there are some islands?  Or…” 

Here’s a different angle: what people don’t understand or have a hard time getting 

their minds around is that works of the law actually take us backwards.  They don’t get us 

any closer; they actually get us even farther away.  Trying to get ourselves up to God just 

dig us into a deeper hole.  Get this: in coming to faith in Christ we don’t just have to 

repent of the bad things we’ve done; we have to repent of the good things we’ve done.  

We just don’t confess our sins and turn from them; we have to confess our good works 

and repudiate them too. 

Do you know what I mean by that?  Isaiah 64:6 – “All of us have become like one 

who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”  Maybe you’ve heard this 

before, but that phrase translated ‘filthy rags’ is literally ‘menstrual cloths’.  Shocking 

language in the Bible!  To God, our good deeds designed to get on his good side actually 

incur more wrath. 

I read somebody describe his experience this way once; see if you can relate: 

 

My best moments are marred by impure motives.  I anonymously give 

money to a needy friend and secretly hope to be discovered.  Or 

congratulate myself that I do not care.  Then my conscience kicks in, and I 

realize that my act of giving is contaminated by pride.  So I repent of my 
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arrogance, but even as I am confessing, I think, “Great catch, Mike!  You 

must be close to God, for you are sensitive to a sin that less pious people 

would barely notice.”  Realizing that this thought itself is conceited, I 

confess the pride in my confession, pat myself on the back for catching it, 

and on it goes.
1
 

 

 We can’t just repent of our sins.  We must repent of our good works.  We have a 

sinful nature that affects everything we do.  Our works aimed at making ourselves 

acceptable to God actually hurt our case.  Are you starting to see grace more clearly?  We 

need an intervention! 

So we’re saved by grace… not by works… so that no one can boast.  Christianity 

is set up to eliminate all pride, all bragging rights, all self-congratulating, self-exalting, all 

boasting.  If it is by works, even partly, then you can give yourself a pat on the back and 

look at other people and shake your head, “Such a shame they couldn’t get it or do it like 

I did.”  But if it is by grace then you can only lift your empty hands up in joyful, thankful 

praise to God for his kindness to us in Christ Jesus and look at others with affection, 

hope, and humble servitude. 

 

But For Works 

 Let’s look now at that effect that understanding God’s grace has.  Does receiving 

God’s grace make a person more self-centered, more prideful, more self-gratifying?  

Does not being saved by good works cause someone to want to do bad works?  Let’s look 

at v. 10.  While Paul rejects any idea that the Ephesians’ “change in status from spiritual 

death to life and exaltation with Christ is due to any human effort… he concludes by 

stating that salvation is a call to a life of good works.”
2
 

 Paul says, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good 

works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  It’s not our works that saved us; 

it’s God’s work!  We can’t boast, because (as it says literally) it’s God’s doing.  He made 

us new creations.  Just like Jesus’ body was dead and God re-created it, we have died 

with Christ and been made anew.  We’ve been remade, given new natures, by God’s 

grace 

 We are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus… to do good works.  We 

can’t re-create ourselves, but when God does it it’s for the purpose of doing good works, 

works Paul says “which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  The chapter started off 

describing how we, with our sinful natures in Adam, walk in transgressions and sins.  It 

ends describing those who have been re-created in Christ walking in good works – what 

the NIV translates ‘do’ is literally ‘walk’, as evidenced by the other translations. 

For a Christian, you don’t wake up every morning doomed to go right along with 

the world, listening to Satan’s lies, following your corrupt desires and thoughts.  You’ve 

been released from those bondages.  And you don’t wake up and get right to work trying 

to earn God’s approval or acceptance… or keep it.  You wake up as accepted by the 

Father as his beloved Son is, because you’re in him.  And you embark on a treasure hunt 

for all the good works which he has prepared for you to do that day.  Not to try to make 

yourself alive, but because God has made you alive – alive to him, alive to others, alive to 

what’s truly good and pleasurable and satisfying. 
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Conclusion 

Let me close with a biblical analogy, a quote, a story, and then a biography.  First 

the biblical analogy – the vine and the branches.  Jesus paints this picture in John 15.  He 

is the vine.  We are the branches.  By grace we have been grafted in to Christ, connected 

to him, synched up with him.  And through him we receive life-giving sap.  We’re alive.  

And if we’re alive we will produce fruit.  “No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must 

remain in the vine.  Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me,” Jesus says.  “I 

am the vine; you are the branches.  If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear 

much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing” (Jn. 15:4-5).  On your own you’re dead 

wood ready for the fire.  But alive in Christ you will inevitably produce fruit – good 

works. 

That’s the biblical analogy.  Here’s the quote.  It comes from a pastor named 

Horatius Bonar who lived about 100 years ago: 

 

 It is forgiveness that sets a man working for God.  He does not 

work in order to be forgiven, but because he has been forgiven, and the 

consciousness of his sin being pardoned makes him long more for its 

entire removal than ever he did before. 

 An unforgiven man cannot work.  He has not the will, nor the 

power, nor the liberty.  He is in chains.  Israel in Egypt could not serve 

Jehovah.  “Let my people go, that they may serve Me,” was God’s 

message to Pharaoh (Exod. 8:1): first liberty, then service. 

 A forgiven man is the true worker, the true Law-keeper.  He can, 

he will, he must work for God.  He has come into contact with that part of 

God’s character which warms his cold heart.  Forgiving love constrains 

him.  He cannot but work for Him who has removed his sins from him as 

far as the east is from the west.  Forgiveness has made him a free man, and 

given him a new and most loving Master.  Forgiveness, received freely 

from the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, acts as a spring, an 

impulse, a stimulus of divine potency.  It is more irresistible than law, or 

terror, or threat.
3
 

 

 Isn’t that good?  Forgiveness frees people up to do good.  Law or terror or threat 

cannot motivate people to do good.  Grace is really the only incentive for good works.  

Now here’s the story.  It’s a fairy tale. 

A long, long time ago in a land far, far away there lived a King and Queen of a 

great kingdom.  In the Queen’s house there lived a poor servant girl.  She was a 

seamstress and one day she stitched a piece of embroidery into a kerchief.  It was the 

finest work she had ever produced.  And she loved her Queen so she gave it to her.  The 

Queen in return showered the poor servant girl with all kinds of gifts. 

Another girl in the Queen’s house, this time one of the royal family, saw this and 

so she went and got the Queen an expensive diamond necklace and gave it to her.  The 

Queen took the necklace and gave the girl nothing.  The girl was obviously puzzled and 

the Queen understood why.  So she said to her, “The servant girl gave me the 

handkerchief.  You gave yourself the necklace.” 
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If you’re giving someone something because you want to get something in return, 

you’re giving yourself the gift.  If you feed the hungry and clothe the naked and visit the 

sick and those in prison in order to get something from God, you’re in actuality feeding 

yourself, clothing yourself, visiting yourself.  You’re not serving others and loving God.  

Until you understand salvation by grace and not by works you cannot really serve God, 

you can’t really do any good works.  Love and gratitude wells up in response to his grace 

and good works spring from that.
4
 

Okay, let me finish up with an example from history of what this looks like.  If 

you’ve heard it before you can never grow tired of hearing it again.  If you’ve never 

heard it, you must.  It’s the story of Martin Luther… condensed, of course. 

Martin Luther lived in 16
th

 century Germany.  He was a troubled soul.  He wanted 

to serve God and so he became a monk.  He went above and beyond what was expected 

of the other monks.  Looking back later he said, “I was a good monk, and I kept the rule 

of my order so strictly that I may say that if ever a monk got to heaven by his monkery, it 

was I.”
5
 

But Luther could never be content, he never knew God was pleased, he always 

felt he had to do more.  So he worked harder.  He confessed more, irritating the priest 

hearing his confession and (as might be expected) driving himself batty.  He was 

embarked on a futile attempt to save himself, to raise himself up to God and he said, “I 

was myself more than once driven to the very abyss of despair so that I wished I had 

never been created.  Love God?  I hated him!”
6
 

But it happened one day as he was reading the Apostle Paul’s words in Romans 

1:17 – “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by 

faith from first to last, just as it is written: ‘The righteous will live by faith.’”  And for the 

first time he heard the good news and his heart leapt for joy – “I felt myself to be reborn 

and to have gone through open doors into paradise.”
7
  He understood that righteousness 

wasn’t something that he could attain to on his own, but something that was offered to 

him freely in Christ.  He didn’t have to strive to do enough to make God happy with him; 

he could simply rest in what Jesus had done for him.  He understood that salvation was 

by grace through faith, and not by works. 

And what happened?  He said, “Screw this!  Now I can live however the heck I 

want!”  NO!  He embarked on leading the Reformation.  He wrote books to help people.  

He did great things for God.  “Luther said that before [this rebirth], he spent all of his 

resources trying to save his own soul.  But now that he realized his soul was safe in 

Christ, he had a lot of time on his hands.  No longer worried about securing his own 

salvation, he could use his time and money to serve others.”
8
  And he wrote this, and with 

it I will close: 

 

Although I am an unworthy and condemned man, my God has given me in 

Christ all the riches of righteousness and salvation without any merit on 

my part, out of pure, free mercy, so that from now on I need nothing 

except faith which believes that it is true.  Why should I not therefore 

freely, joyfully, with all my heart, and with an eager will do all things 

which I know are pleasing and acceptable to such a Father who has 

overwhelmed me with his inestimable riches?  I will therefore give myself 

as a Christ to my neighbor, just as Christ offered himself to me; I will do 
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nothing in this life except what I see is necessary, profitable, and salutary 

to my neighbor, since through faith I have an abundance of all good things 

in Christ.
9
 

 

You’re not saved by works, but you are saved for works. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
“Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself, and God our Father, who loved us and gave us 

eternal comfort and good hope through grace, comfort your hearts and establish them in 

every good work and word” (2 Thess. 2:16-17). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 15, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Michael E. Wittmer, Don’t Stop Believing: Why Living Like Jesus is Not Enough (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 2008), 69. 
2
 A.G. Patzia, Ephesians, Colossians, Philemon (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1990), 183. 

3
 Horatius Bonar, God’s Way of Holiness (Durham, England: Evangelical Press, 1979; originally published 

1864), 51-52. 
4
 Story taken from a sermon by Tim Keller. 

5
 Martin Luther, as quoted in Roland Bainton, Here I Stand (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1950), 45. 

6
 Ibid., 59. 

7
 Ibid., 65. 

8
 Wittmer, 56. 

9
 Martin Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian,” in Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings, 2

nd
 ed., ed. 

Timothy F. Lull (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 406. 


