A modified version of this piece was originally published as "Saved by Grace," Ephesians, Harding University Lectureship Book (1994).

Saved by Grace (Ephesians 2:8-10)

In recent years there has been a renewed interest in the biblical doctrine of grace.  But this interest has largely had a polemical tone.  On one side are those who stress salvation as a divine work on our behalf and appear to some to minimize the role of human responsibility.  They cry that no one can effect their own justification, do anything to save themselves or contribute to their salvation.  God's grace is the sole salvific power in conversion.  God saves us despite ourselves rather than because of ourselves.  On the other side are those who stress human responsibility and appear to some to minimize the divine work of salvation.  They insist that there is something humans must do to effect their justification or contribute to their salvation.  We are saved, they claim, when we act in response to the gospel; when we do something.  We are saved because we do something.


This polarization has become acute in the past few years.  It has become part of the fabric of the discussion of the "new hermeneutic."  Those who advocate or practice a "new hermeneutic" tend to stress grace and claim a new perspective which had not been previously known or was at least relatively rare among churches of Christ.  Those who oppose the "new hermeneutic" tend to stress human responsibility and claim that churches of Christ have always understood and preached grace.
  As a result, the discussion of grace has become intertwined, to some degree, with the discussion of the "new hermeneutic."


This is unfortunate because the problem is not a hermeneutical one, but is a matter of theological precision and understanding.  The polarization of positions on grace, particularly as focused in the question "Who is a Christian?" is more a matter of semantic confusion than it is a real theological difference.  In the context of Ephesians 2:8-10, I hope to mediate this growing polarization.  Yet, before mediation, we must understand something of the polarization as it now exists.

The Polarization.

In 1990, Rubel Shelly penned a bulletin article entitled "Arbeit Macht Frei"
 where he addressed a kind of "spiritual neuroticism" which affirms that only through "doing enough" can one feel secure in his salvation.
   His article contained these two sentences which have inflamed much of the contemporary controversy over grace: "It is a scandalous and outrageous lie to teach that salvation arises from human activity.  We do not contribute one whit to our salvation."  Thomas Warren responded that "our brother eliminates all human activity from salvation.  If he were right, then every human being will be saved, because God's grace is offered to all men."
  Garland Elkins, under the sponsorship of the Knight Arnold Church of Christ in Memphis, Tennessee, challenged Shelly to debate the relationship of divine grace and human obedience.
  Shelly declined, but he did participate in the 1992 Annual Preacher's Forum at Harding University Graduate School of Religion which attempted to mediate between Shelly and his critics.  But the polarization had already set in:  it was a difference between those who said that we do not contribute to our salvation and those who say we do.


Wineskins produced a special issue on grace in June, 1993.  One article in particular has drawn fire for its statements.  Roy Osborne, in an article entitled, "Dead Men Don't Climb Ladders!," wrote:  "We seem unable to give up the idea that we must DO SOMETHING to effect our justification.  Some of the most prominent preachers, in and out of the Church of Christ, teach justification as a cooperative effort on the part of God and man. . . . Those who are dead cannot contribute anything to the process."
  Wayne Jackson has written a response to Osborne's article in which he characterizes his teaching as "a shocking example of the type of neo-denominational thinking that has contaminated our brotherhood in recent years."
  In response to Osborne's fundamental thesis, Jackson asks:  "But is there not a sense in which man is seriously involved in his own salvation?"
  The polarization appears once again:  it is a difference between those who say we do nothing to effect our justification and those who say we must do something to effect our justification.


This polarization is not new.  It has generated conflicts about the doctrine of grace for generations within churches of Christ.  While there are several historical examples of this conflict, one of the best is the publication of K. C. Moser's The Way of Salvation in 1932.
  The significance of the book may be judged by the difference it highlighted between two influential contemporaries, G. C. Brewer and Foy E. Wallace, Jr.  When the book appeared, Wallace, the editor of the Gospel Advocate, noticed it an editorial.  His tone is noticeably negative though tempered by his brother Cled's preface to the book.  "We do not think," he wrote, "that [Moser's] 'approach' to these subjects is more effective than the plain preaching of faith, repentance, confession, and baptism as 'conditions' of salvation, like all faithful gospel preachers have always preached. . . .  Such preaching is not to be criticized."
  Towards the end of his life, Wallace regretted "having contributed to its circulation" and noted that his brother Cled regretted having written the preface.  Wallace blamed Moser for "indoctrinating young preachers with denominational error on the plan of salvation."  Moser's "'salvation by faith' hobby" is contrary to the "gospel plan of salvation" and is "no more nor less than denominational doctrine."


G. C. Brewer, on the other hand, had almost nothing but praise for the book.  One year after it was published Brewer specifically commended it and suggested that it be read "two or three times".
  It is "one of the best little books that came from any press in 1932," according to Brewer.  Further, he commended Moser for going to Scripture first instead of first searching for what is taught among churches of Christ and then going about to establish it by Scripture.  Brewer wrote:  "The author's independence of all denominational views or brotherhood ideas, or of what the 'fathers' taught, or of what has been 'our doctrine' is the most encouraging thing I have seen in print among the disciples of Christ in this decade."


It is clear that Wallace and Brewer had two entirely different views of this book.  Wallace believed that it was too critical of brotherhood preaching and offered denominational doctrine in the place of biblical preaching on the plan of salvation.  Indeed, he noted that the renowned Baptist debater Ben Bogard used to flaunt Moser's book in his debates with gospel preachers.
  Brewer, on the other hand, welcomed the critique of legalism among the churches of Christ.  In his review, Brewer noted that "some of us have run to the extreme of making salvation depend on works."
  It is apparent that either Brewer or Wallace were misreading Moser, or that neither was understanding the other, or that there was a clear theological difference concerning the biblical doctrine of grace between these two pillars of the churches of Christ in the 1930s.
  There was polarization among churches of Christ on the doctrine of grace in the 1930s as well as in the 1990s.

The Text:  Ephesians 2:8-10


One of the clearest, yet most disputed, texts on the doctrine of grace in the New Testament is Ephesians 2:1-10.  It is clear because it is a declarative statement from which we gain the phrase "grace through faith."  It is disputed because it demands interpretation.  It is rarely sufficient to quote the text of Ephesians 2:8-9.  Everyone wants to know what you mean when you quote it.
   I propose to provide a meaning which unites the polarized groups among us.

EPHESIANS 2:8-10

1.  You have been saved by grace



[2:4, rich in mercy; through his great love]



[2:6, by grace you have been saved]



[2:7, showed his incomparable riches of his grace]



[2:7, kindnesses to us in Christ Jesus]

2.  through faith,



[2:5, he made us alive together with Christ]



[2:6, he raised us up with him]



[2:6, he seated us with him in the heavenly places]




not from (ek) yourselves (it is the gift of God),




not from (ek) works, so that no one may boast.

3.  For we are God's workmanship ("doing"),



created in Christ Jesus to do good works,




which God prepared in advance for us to do.


Ephesians 2:1-7 is a single sentence in the Greek text.  It describes our sinful condition before God, God's act in Christ to save us according to his mercy and grace, and his goal of glorifying us along with his Son.  We were dead in sin, so God raised us up with Christ so that he might pour out his riches upon us.  This is a statement of grace--God acts on our behalf.  It is God's act in Christ where he made us alive with him, raised up with him and sat us in heavenly places with him.  This single sentence sets the motive and nature of God's actions in the context of God's mercy, kindness and grace.  Our actions did not move God to grace, but God's grace moved him to act on our behalf.  His work is a gracious work for sinners who did not deserve it.


Ephesians 2:1-7 is grounded in the principle of Ephesians 2:8:  "For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith."  The term "for" has explanatory force.  The principle of verse 8 explains in summary fashion what he has just described in verses 1-7.  In fact, the whole of verses 8-10 have a summary character to them.  Paul is summarizing the nature of salvation in Christ.  I think his summary can be unpacked in three points.


First, grace is the ground of our salvation.  Salvation is God's work, not ours.  This is the plain meaning of the word "grace"--it is unmerited favor; it is God's disposition of saving love toward undeserving sinners.  Wrath is what is owed, but grace is bestowed.  The central assertion of the doctrine of grace is that salvation is God's work.  It is God who saves.


God is the subject of the verbs relating to salvation in verses 1-7.  He is the active worker here.  Further, Paul explicitly clarifies this point by excluding works from the ground of salvation.  Salvation is "not from yourselves, it is the gift of God."  Salvation does not arise out of our own goodness, our own worthiness.  Salvation is arises out of God's gracious heart who gives us salvation.  We are not saved from within, but from without.  We do not save ourselves, but God saves us.


Paul underlines this point by offering a further contrast.  Not only is salvation "not from yourselves," it is also "not by [literally, out of] works."  Salvation does not arise from the works that we do.  Our works do not contribute to our salvation--they are not the source of our salvation.  Salvation does not arise out of the quality and character of our works.  Salvation is fundamentally a gift of God and anything that undermines that principle is legalism and denies the gospel.  In this sense, there is nothing we can do to effect our justification and there is nothing we can do to contribute to our salvation.


It is important to note that Paul does not qualify the kind of works he is talking about here.  He does not say "works of merit" or "works of the law of Moses."  Rather, he simply says "works."  It does, however, provide a motive for why works are excluded as the source of salvation:  "so that no one can boast."  Paul excludes all boasting from salvation except the boasting that is in Christ.  No one can boast about his works in relation to salvation.  If we boast in any work, human effort, or obedience to law, then we exclude Christ.  God's grace means that we do not boast in our works, but in his work in Christ.  It is God who saves.  We do not save ourselves.  Salvation does not arise out of our works.


Second, salvation is by faith.  We are saved through the instrumentality of faith.  Faith is the means by which we receive God's grace.  Through faith we have access to God's grace, and by faith we continue to stand in his grace (Rom. 5:1-2).  Faith is the human response to God's gracious offer of salvation.  Faith receives what God is willing to give.  God saves by grace, but through faith.


Human response is required for salvation.  No is saved without faith.  Faith is the condition of salvation, and faith is a human response to God's gracious offer.  God's grace is offered to everyone, but is only applied to those who receive it through faith.  Consequently, there is a sense in which we must do something to receive salvation--we must "do faith" or we must believe in Jesus Christ and trust him as our Savior.


What about baptism?  If all works are excluded, does this mean that it is faith alone which saves without baptism?  We must remember that in verse 8 Paul is summarizing verses 1-7.  We are saved by God's act, not ours.  But what was God's act which saved us?  When we were dead, God made us alive with Christ, raised us up with Christ and sat us in the heavenly places with him.  God raised us from the spiritual grave and made us alive through his work in Christ.  We who were dead in sin are now alive in Christ through our death and resurrection with him.  If Colossians is any indication (as well as Rom. 6), Paul is alluding to baptism in these phrases.  God circumcised our hearts, made us alive with Christ and forgave us our sins when we were "buried with him in baptism and raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead" (Col. 2:12).  When Paul says that God "raised us up with Christ" (Eph. 2:6), the total context of his thought and the parallel with Colossians implies a baptismal context.


Baptism saves, not as a work, but as an expression of faith in the work of God.  Baptism is fundamentally God's work--he forgives, he raises up, he makes alive.  We simply entrust ourselves through faith in his power.  In baptism, we do not do anything, but receive everything.  Salvation does not arise out of baptism, it arises out of God's grace.  But we receive salvation through faith as we submit to God's requirement to express our faith in the context of immersion.  Baptism does not belong in the category of "work" but in the category of "faith."  It is a human response which arises out of faith, expresses faith and receives God's gracious salvation as a gift.


Third, good works are the result of salvation; they are not the basis or ground of salvation.  We are not saved because we work, but we work because we are already saved.  Ephesians 2:10 is a comment on the relationship between works and salvation, as if Paul wishes to clarify or head off misunderstandings of his point in verses 8-9.  We are saved by grace through faith--not of ourselves or our works, but as a divine gift so that no one can boast.  This is true because, as verse 10 says, we are created for good works, and not because we do good works.  Rather, we are God's work--we are God's doing, his creation.  We work the works of God because we are God's work of salvation--new creatures in Christ.


As one looks at the structure of the text, "works" follow salvation.  God saves us by grace, not works.  But he saves us so that we can do good works.  Works are the result of salvation.  We are his creation for good works.  Paul's order is clear:  Grace, faith, salvation, works.  It is not:  grace, faith, works and then salvation.  Works are not a means to salvation, they are the evidence of salvation already received.  Works are evidence of God's work of creating us.  They testify that we are God's new creation; they testify to our salvation--they do not create the salvation.


Salvation, then, is by grace through faith unto good works.  Salvation arises out of God's grace, and we do not save ourselves.  Rather, God creates us through faith--we are his work; his doing.  He raises us up with Christ and makes us alive through faith in his power which occurs when we are buried with Christ and rise with him in baptism.  God saves us through faith at baptism--we do not contribute to the act of God's saving.  Rather, through a human response we receive God's gift.  As a result, we are God's workmanship who are dedicated to good works, holiness, and discipleship.  It is because we are saved that we seek to please God in every respect.  Salvation, in summary, is by grace through faith at baptism unto good works.

WORKS IN EPHESIANS

Are the works of 2:10 included or excluded by 2:8-9?


1) Some argue that the works excluded by 2:8-9 are redemptive-historical in character, that is, it excludes the works of the Mosaic Law.  Thus, the works of 2:10 are part of the concept of "faith" in 2:8 and are not excluded by 2:9.  The works included are the works of God required by the faith system.


2) Others argue that the works excluded by 2:8-9 are categorical in character, that is, it excludes all good works, including the works of 2:10.  The works of 2:10 follow salvation and are not the means of salvation.  I think when Paul excluded works in 2:8-9 he was including the kind of works that he named in 2:10.

We have the same question when we see that works are excluded from our past salvation (justification).  We have been saved without works according to: 


2 Timothy 1:9:  



God saved us and called us to a holy calling, 




not according to our works, but according to his own grace.


Titus 3:5-7:  



God saved us not out of works of righteousness we had done, 




but through the washing of regeneration 




and renewal by the Holy Spirit...having been justified by grace.


Romans 11:6:  



But if by grace, then it is no longer out of works; 




otherwise grace would no longer be grace.

The Pastoral texts are particularly significant because of the consistent way in which the term ergon (work) is used in the Pastorals.  It clearly signals that Paul is excluding the good moral works which God has commanded and to which he calls his people from the saving work of God.
WORKS IN THE PASTORALS

Are the good works required by the Pastorals included or excluded from the rejection of works in 2 Timothy 1:9 and Titus 3:5?


1) Some argue that the works which are excluded are the works of the law of Moses or the works of self-righteousness.  The works of God, however, are included.


2) Others argue that good works (works which God commands) are excluded from the nature, ground or means of our salvation.

Alternative 2 is the correct one when one considers the way the term "works" is used in the Pastorals.  The texts do not think about the works of the law of Moses or works of self-righteousness, but the good works which Christians are commanded to do as the people of God (1 Tim. 2:10; 5:10,25; 6:18; 2 Tim. 2:21; 3:17; Titus 1:16; 2:7,14; 3:1,8,14).  Paul clearly excludes even good works from the ground of justification.

The Point
I believe the semantic confusion which lies behind the current polarization among churches of Christ on the doctrine of grace is the failure to distinguish between the ground of salvation and the means of salvation.  This distinction is recognized by both groups, but they do not recognize it in each other.

There is a distinction between the ground of our salvation and the means by which we appropriate it.  The ground of our salvation is the merit by which we stand before God.  It is that which earns our righteous standing (salvation) before God.  The means by which we are saved is the method of appropriation.  It is the way in which we receive our righteous standing (salvation) before God.

The ground of our salvation is wholly outside of ourselves.  It is external to us; it comes from outside of us.  Titus 3:5 explicitly denies that we are saved by "works of righteousness," that is, works which earn righteousness.  We are not saved on the basis of the merit of our obedience or works.  We are not saved on the ground that we are good enough.  Rather, we are saved by the merits of Christ's work and not our own.  It is the righteousness of God which is imputed to us as a gift which saves us (Rom. 1:16-17; 4:1-8).  The righteousness by which we are saved is not earned or churned up by our own moral and positive obedience.  Our obedience, no matter how blameless it may be, will never be sufficient to earn us a righteous, perfect standing before God.
It is in this sense that we can say salvation is wholly of God, that is, the merit or righteousness by which we are justified in the sight of God is not our own; it is the gift of God.  The ground of our salvation, then, is the grace of God alone as it is offered to us in Christ Jesus.  We are justified on the merits of what Christ has done, not on the merits which we have earned.  He imputes to us a righteousness which is not our own.
Salvation, however, does not come to everyone.  This gift of righteousness is not universally distributed.  Rather it is given to believers.  Without faith no one can please God or enter into his presence since it is through faith that God gives his gift of righteousness.  Faith is the means by which we receive the righteousness that comes from God.  As a means, it does not contribute to the merit of our righteous standing, but it is the instrument by which the righteousness from God is received.  The gift is the righteousness; faith is the open hand that receives the gift.  Faith is a human act which responds to God's gracious offer of the gift of righteousness by accepting it.  Faith, then, as a human act, is the means or instrument by which we appropriate salvation.
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