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IT’S ALL ABOUT GRACE      
26th July 2020 
Readings: Luke 15: Ephesians 2:1-10 
 
The African slave trade was a great 
evil. For 300 years Africans were 
transported on slave ships to the 
Americas through what’s called the 
Middle Passage. Millions died on the 
way with their bodies thrown 
overboard. As a result, sharks began 
following the ships. To this day, sharks 
still travel the Middle Passage 
because this was their feeding pattern 
for 300 years. Yes, the African slave 
trade was a great evil. 
 
As you can imagine many scoundrels were involved in the trade. Sailors had a 
rough reputation as it was, but one captain tells of a young man who joined his 
crew who was particularly bad. In a culture where swearing was common, this 
young man was punished several times - not for just using the worst words the 
captain had ever heard, but because he created new ones that made even the 
most experienced sailor’s hair stood on end. The young man also made up a 
number of crude songs, some aimed at the captain, that the crew took great delight 
in singing.  
 
However, on one crossing a storm struck that was the worst the ship had ever 
encountered. A large wave struck and a sailor standing where the young man had 
just been, was washed overboard. So, he with another shipmate “manned the 
pumps” by roping themselves to the pump and working it for hours. During the 
worst of the tempest he turned to the captain saying, “If this will not work, then Lord 
have mercy on us”. 
 
Finally, after many long hours the storm abated and the ship, though damaged, was 
still sailable. However, the young man’s own cry for mercy in the midst of great peril 
had a deep impact. Grateful to be spared from drowning he wondered about this 
God he’d called on. Anyway, after a short time he asked Jesus into his life and was 
saved. And he was changed. Now, the cussing took the longest to sort out but 
without a doubt he was a new man.  
 
Now, why would God be interested in someone like this? Why would God have 
mercy on a slave trading, cussing, debauched young man who’d mocked, derided 
and ridiculed many a Christian with his sharp tongue and incisive wit? Well, let’s let 
the young man answer for himself. You’ll know his name… John Newton. And if 
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you don’t know his name, you’ll know his hymn we still sing today… Amazing 
Grace. Listen to John Newton’s words about why God saved him - the worst of 
sinners. 
 
Amazing grace, How sweet the sound 
That saved a wretch like me. 
I once was lost, but now I am found, 
Was blind, but now I see. 
 
You see… it’s all about grace. Grace that saved a wretch like me. Today as we 
open up our Ephesians passage we’re going answer three questions: 
 
I. Why would God save us? 
II. How we are saved? 
III. What next? 
 
Let’s pause to pray before diving in… 
 
I. Why would God save us? 
Now, some people object to the word “wretch” in Newton's Hymn - “That saved a 
wretch like me”. They claim that though it might apply to a debauched slave-trader 
it certainly doesn’t apply to most who sing the hymn today. Some have even 
rewritten the offending line to read "That saved and strengthened me”. Though true 
it is very wrong to remove the word “wretch” when in accurately describes you and I 
 
You see, the Bible is clear, and we saw this last week when we opened up 
Ephesians 2:1-3. There we are portrayed as dead, enslaved, and condemned. 
Everyone who is apart from Christ - no exceptions - is dead, enslaved to the world, 
the devil and our sinful nature and because of this, condemned. So “wretch” is 
exactly the right word to describe everyone who’s apart from Christ. And this is 
such grim news. However, this desperately bad news, in turn, makes the Good 
News even more amazing. Listen to Ephesians 2:4… 
 

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 
even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—
by grace you have been saved. Ephesians 2:4–5 (ESV) 

 
These and the next few verses help us to answer the question, “Why on earth 
would God want to save ratbags like ourselves.?” You see, in these verses are four 
qualities of God that bring about our salvation - our transition from being dead to 
undead.  
 
God has mercy on us, and because he loves us, he offers his grace in a wonderful 
show of kindness. Four qualities of God - his… 
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a. Mercy - mentioned once 
b. Love - mentioned twice 
c. Grace - mentioned three times 
d. Kindness - just the once, in these verses and the next couple 
 
Now, to help us understand how these four attributes of God are behind our 
salvation we’re going look at the parable of the Prodigal Son. For the youngest son 
in the parable is indeed a wretch. He’d rebelled against his father. In Biblical days 
claiming an inheritance while a parent was still alive was saying, “you’re dead to 
me”. Realising the capital from the land would have also put the family business in 
jeopardy. On top of this the youngest son’s shameful actions would have caused 
embarrassment to the family name. In a shame-based culture the negative impact 
on the family would’ve been huge. 
 
Though this was the mess the youngest son left behind it was nothing nothing 
compared to the mess he got himself into after he traveled to a far off land… Luke 
15:13 
 

And there he squandered his property in reckless living. And when he had spent 
everything, a severe famine arose in that country, and he began to be in need. 
So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent 
him into his fields to feed pigs. And he was longing to be fed with the pods that 
the pigs ate, and no one gave him anything. Luke 15:13–16 (ESV) 

 
For a Jewish person to be tending pigs is incredibly shameful. But to be so 
desperate as to want to eat their food is to be a truly miserable wretch. 
 
Eventually, we’re told that youngest son “came to himself” thinking that even his 
father’s servants are better treated then this. So, he decides to travel home and ask 
to be taken on as a hired worker to appeal to his father’s mercy. 
 
You see, the son knows he deserves nothing from the father. The younger son is 
as good as dead to the Father because of the early inheritance, the impact on the 
family and the public shame. But, no matter how slim, there was the possibility of 
mercy. 
 
You see, if the father accepted the son’s request to be a hired servant then this 
would be a wonderful act of mercy. Undeserved but merciful. 
 
So, the son makes the long journey home, hoping, longing, looking for mercy. But 
while he’s a way off the ever-watchful father sees him in the distance and runs to 
meet him. The son blurts out… 
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“Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to 
be called your son.” But the father said to his servants, "Bring quickly the best 
robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. And 
bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For this my son 
was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” And they began to 
celebrate. Luke 15:21–24 (ESV) 

 
Well, this is a surprise. The son was hoping for mercy but received much more. For 
he received his father’s love. You see mercy alone would see the father set up his 
son in the hired men’s quarters and pay him an hourly wage. Instead, love exalted 
the son to the right hand of his father. 
 
For it’s when love and mercy meet that we have grace. Grace is the undeserved 
mercy and great love of the Father directs to us, the most wretched of sinners. 
 
And this is what the Bible is talking about in our Ephesians passage… verse 8 
 

For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; 
it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. Ephesians 
2:8–9 (ESV) 

 
This fits exactly the prodigal son and also John Newton, you and I. “For its by grace 
we have been saved, through faith.” 
 
And this brings us to our second question… 
 
II. How are we saved? 
Now that God has offered us his undeserved grace, how are we to respond? Well, 
verses 8 & 9 answer this in two ways – what to do and what not to do.  
 
In the positive, what we are to do is believe, to have faith. “For by grace you have 
been saved through faith”. It is for us to accept God’s wonderful offer in the same 
way the surprised younger son accepts the special clothes, the ring, the feast and 
the father’s great joy. With gratitude and thanks and for us, by faith 
 
You see Hebrews 11:1 tells us  
 

Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 
Hebrews 11:1 

 
Unlike the younger son who felt his father’s embrace we do not have our Heavenly 
Father’s physical touch. However, we believe, and the Holy Spirit makes the 
Father’s love real to us. Unlike the younger son who had new clothes and the ring 
we believe that we are adopted as dearly loved children, rescued from slavery  - 
and Holy Spirit makes this real to us. And though we cannot taste the fattened calf, 
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BBQed to perfection, when we take communion we believe - and the Holy Spirit 
makes it real to us. And unlike the son who heard the father tell the servants in 
Luke 15:24 
 

“For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.” Luke 
15:24 

 
By faith we believe God speaks these words over us - and the Holy Spirit makes 
this real to us.  
 
Remember earlier in Ephesians when we were told we were dead - very dead - 
well, here verses 8 &9 tell us when we believe we become undead. We were lost 
but now are very much found. And this all by faith. Faith in our Lord Jesus who 
himself died but was raised from the dead. Romans 10:9 
 

Because, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your 
heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. Romans 10:9 

 
So, in the positive we are saved when by faith we believe God’s offer of grace. 
 
And to reinforce that’s it’s all about grace verse 9 tells us what not to do. We do not 
earn our faith by good works. No – not by works so no one can boast. Our salvation 
is a gift that can never be earned.  
 
And it’s this grace that is not earned by good works that distinguishes the Christian 
faith from all other religions. With all other religions it’s about what you do that puts 
you right. Getting right is earned by good works like giving to the poor, pilgrimages, 
prayer and fasting, studying sacred scriptures and the rest. Once you’ve reached a 
certain standard you are in and those who don’t reach the standard are out. In other 
religions it’s all about what you do. 
 
Not so for Christianity. Being right with God is all about what’s been done for you - 
by Christ. For a Christian being right with God - salvation - is all about accepting 
God’s underserved favour - by faith. 
 
Just as the prodigal son did nothing to earn his father’s love or be welcomed back 
into family home so we can do nothing to be adopted and welcomed into our 
Heavenly Father’s home. By grace alone through faith alone we are saved to Christ 
alone to the glory of our Father alone. And we know this how? By scripture alone. 
 
III. What next? 
So, we realise that salvation is by grace and by faith accept the offer – but what 
next? We were dead but now we are alive - Amazing Grave - but how are we to live 
our lives? For people that have been dead this is an important question. One 
answered in Ephesian 2:10… 
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For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. Ephesians 2:10 

 
Paul switches metaphors here. We’ve seen God as our Father but now God is 
portrayed as the master craftsman and we his special project. The tense of the 
sentence is in the present so at our salvation we’re not a finished product - as a 
master craftsman carves a slab of swamp kauri into a great work of art so God is 
working to shape us into his treasured position, his inheritance and his delight. Yes, 
at salvation we ask Christ into our lives and as he dwells in us, we are shaped to be 
more like him. 
 
How does he do this? Well, as we do good works. Good works. Are you sure? 
Haven’t we just been warned we are not saved by works? Haven’ we been warned 
that works lead to boasting? Yes, this is true. We are not saved by good works. But 
once saved our lives are to be marked by good works. 
 
Think back to the youngest son. Imagine the morning after his return. The 
celebrations were long and joyful but over. What next? What is he to do? One can 
imagine as he lies in bed the memory of his father’s love rushing back to mind so 
with a spring in his step he jumps out of bed and says, “Right, where can I help. 
This is a busy farm. I’m sure I can help my dad somewhere”. And so out of a deep 
sense of love and gratitude the younger son throws himself into farm work - not out 
of forced obligation or trying to earn back what he squandered but out of deep love 
for his dear father. 
 
This is the “good works” that Ephesians 2:10 refer too - not to earn favour but the 
natural overflow of a grateful heart. 
 
So, where does this leave us? Well after last week’s brutal message on how were 
dead, enslaved and under condemnation this week we’ve moved from the bad to 
the good and of God’s Amazing Grace. And why would God want to save a wretch 
like you or me. Because in his love he showers us with mercy. And on the cross 
God’s mercy and love combine in the most amazing way - in amazing grace. God’s 
undeserved kindness that he offers freely to all who believe. And it’s this believing 
that is key to receiving all the benefits of God’s grace. For the Holy Spirit stirs up 
this faith that when placed in Christ see’s us made alive - the dead becoming 
undead - and we are saved. And God’s does not stop here. For we’ve seen we are 
his workmanship, a great treasure in the making, as we are shaped to be more and 
more like Jesus and as good works overflow from our grateful hearts.  
 
'Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, 
And grace my fears relieved. 
How precious did that grace appear 
The hour I first believed. 
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Now there may be some people here who’ve not previously believed - but this is 
your hour. Maybe you’re hearing the good news about Jesus for the first time. Or 
maybe you’ve heard it time and time again but today it’s making sense in a way it 
never has before. You’re sitting thinking, “You know I do believe - I do believe that 
Jesus died to make me right with God and he was raised from the dead. And yes - I 
do want to follow him” Well, in a moment I’ll pray and there’ll be an opportunity for 
you to respond. Let’s pray 
 


