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Eph 2:8-10 WORKS OF ART 10/25/09 

Introduction: 
A. Illus.: There was a new billboard up in downtown Chicago this week that got 

some attention and stirred some controversy. It said, “Are you good 
without God? Millions  are.” It was put up by an organization called the Chicago 
Coalition of Reason. According to the Tribune, their coordinator said the billboard aims to hearten 
humanists, atheists and agnostics who might feel isolated or misunderstood in their quest for 
alternatives to religious world views. [10/22/09, by Manya A. Brachear]  
So can a person who rejects God’s very existence, let alone his authority, do good? Well, of course, 

they can be honest and kind, pay their taxes and give money to the poor. But from a Christian point of 
view, that misses the point.  

B. Good without God? Last Sunday, Pastor Jared took us to Eph. 2:1-3… Good without God? Not so much! 
We were in a lethal bondage to “transgressions and sins”—constantly crossing moral boundaries and 
missing moral targets, all because of a blind and mindless submission to the ways of the world and to 
Satan.  Our very nature was sinful and everything we did—everything we did, even the good deeds—
fed the insatiable desires and thoughts of that sinful and selfish nature. Thus, like everyone else, we 
were by nature (not just by deed) the focus of God’s wrath. My son’s junior American lit class just read 
the famous sermon by the Puritan Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the hands of an angry God.” I suspect 
students who read that are expected to shake their heads that people could have ever thought of God 
in this unenlightened way. But how could a righteous and good God be anything other than angry with 
sinners so far gone? He is a loving God, to be sure, but he also knows moral indignation! 

C. The verses before us today, Eph. 2:8-10, are very familiar. These verses are the very heart of all that 
the Apostle Paul wrote—the essence of the Christian faith. They are a treasure to people who know 
they are not good without God. If you know it, quote vv.8-9 with me… 

 
I. WE ARE SAVED BY GODΩS GRACE ALONE. WE HAD NOTHING GOOD TO CONTRIBUTE. (2:8-9) 

A. Christians are saved by God’s grace. Paul said exactly the same thing in v.5. After telling us just how 
dead, how bad and how our sin infuriates God in vv.1-3, Paul spelled out what God’s grace did in vv.4-
тΧ  God’s great love and rich mercy brought us dead sinners to life by removing the deadly poison of 
sin and guilt from our souls. Then having raised us up in our own personal Easters, he seated us with 
Christ in heaven, even now! Jesus, of course, deserved to be seated in heaven’s highest place, but us!? 
People who were once objects of God’s wrath, now enjoying God’s most intimate hospitality?! God did 
this to “show the incomparable riches of his grace.” And that is what Paul is thinking when he says, “For 
by grace are you saved through faith.” 

B. “…and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” “This” means being saved by grace through faith. 
That whole salvation package is a sheer gift, including the faith by which we trusted God’s promise. 
Nothing about my new life started from me. Someone might say, “Well, it wasn’t much, but I did bring 
my faith.” Is a man who flees down the fire escape in a fire doing a good deed when he trusts that 
ladder? Can the woman who lunges for the lifeguard’s ring claim any credit if she lives? It is certainly a 
good thing to trust God, but trusting God does not contribute to our salvation. We bring nothing. And 
that is why this is such good news. Despite our hopeless situation, we bring nothing and God in his 
grace does everything to save us 

C. “Not by works, so that no one can boast.”  This phrase is a monkey wrench thrown into the well-oiled 
gears of religion; even the Jewish religion which God himself established. In the Old Testament God 
himself spelled out the good works he expected and some people earnestly tried to keep them. But 
being good, even by God’s standards, cannot erase our bad works, nor stop the insatiable selfish 
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desires of our sinful nature, nor redirect our heart’s deepest loyalty away from this world or its dark 
prince. Good works can’t stop the devastating tsunamis that our bad deeds and words have unleashed. 
Our sinful nature is so cussedly proud that, were it possible, even in heaven we’d brag: “Well, I 

know I wasn’t much, but God must have seen something in me.” No! God saw no good thing in you. 
“Yeah, well, at least I trusted God. Those people in hell didn’t do that?” And even the faith you 
exercised to trust God was God’s own gracious gift to you. There is not a single, solitary thing in any 
Christian’s backstory that gave them the slightest edge in God’s gracious choice to save them.  

D. And that is the good news of Jesus Christ. You don’t have to do anything to be saved—for nothing 
you’d do would count. God does all the heavy lifting, and to save us God’s grace lifted a far heavier 
weight than any of us will ever imagine. Salvation is ours for the taking; God’s free gift. Tell God that 
you trust him to save you by his grace, and it is yours. Right now. Right here. Forever. 

 
But, lest you think otherwise, good deeds do matter immensely. Illus.: Remember the Tin Man’s quest in The 
Wizard of Oz? He wanted a heart. When they all finally get to the Wizard he warns the Tin Man that hearts can 
be broken and the Tin Man says, “But I still want one.” So the Wizard says, “Back where I come from there are 
men who do nothing all day but good deeds. They are called phila--eh, phil--um, yes, uh--good-deed-doers. And 
their hearts are no bigger than yours, but they have one thing you haven’t got…" God might say to the “good 
without God billboard people, “When Christians do good deeds properly, their hearts are no bigger than 
yours, but they have one thing you haven’t got…” Look at ǾΦмлΧ 
II. GOD HAS RECREATED US AS GOOD-DEED-DOERS (2:10) 

You can see the paradox here: our good deeds, such as they are, contribute nothing to our salvation, but 
we are saved to do good deeds. Doing good is not the means of salvation, but the outcome—the product. 
And our good deeds start with God’s workmanship… 
A. “We are God’s workmanship”.  That sounds like creation. In his great poetic sermon about that James 

Weldon Johnson pictured God’s creative workmanship this way: 
Up from the bed of the river 
God scooped the clay; 
And by the bank of the river 
He kneeled Him down; 
And there the great God Almighty 
Who lit the sun and fixed it in the sky, 
Who flung the stars to the most far corner of the night, 
Who rounded the earth in the middle of His hand; 
This Great God, 
Like a mammy bending over her baby, 
Kneeled down in the dust 
Toiling over a lump of clay 
Till He shaped it in His own image; 
Then into it He blew the breath of life, 
And man became a living soul. 
Amen. Amen. 
That was God’s workmanship, to be sure. But that was creation; Paul is actually talking here about re-
creation. As we’ve seen, in re-creating people God had less than a lump of clay to work with; now 
there was death and selfishness and rebellion. God’s own image in mankind was deformed. Yet from 
that stained and hard clay, God fashioned saints. “We are,” say several translations, “God’s 
masterpiece.” The Greek word here for workmanship is poiema—like ‘poem,’ but the Greek word 
referred to anything someone would make, and anything God makes is a masterpiece.  
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It would be artistry of the highest degree if God had just taken twisted, shrunken people and 
restored us to be like Adam and Eve. “How did he do that?!?” the angels would exclaim in 
astonishment. But God did more, for we are (it says here), “created in Christ Jesus to do good works.” 
When God re-created us he wrapped us in the life of the perfect immortal human, Jesus Christ, so our 
hearts and minds now carry his imprint, his spiritual DNA. He implanted within us the Holy Spirit. And if 
there is one thing no one doubts about Jesus Christ, it is that he did good deeds, and he did them at 
a profound, soul-healing level. So when God cocoons us in Jesus Christ, we are re-created as good-
deed-doers in his likeness. Now, often without us even being aware of it, our good deeds, done in 
Jesus’ name and power, salt this dying world and bring a holy light to dark alleys and empty lives.  

B. Then there’s this… “Which God prepared in advance for us to do.” Isn’t that an arresting idea? People 
speak of doing “random acts of kindness.” We Christians don’t actually believe in that. We believe that 
God has prepared good for us to do and then puts us in position to do it.  
I have a ‘to do list’ that helps guide my week. God has for me a ‘to do good list.’ I don’t need to see 

his list because he’ll put me where I need to be to do the good things he’s planned. Judging from the 
good deeds described later in this book, these can be pretty ordinary things—speaking truthfully, 
controlling anger, working honestly, giving to the needy, singing to the Lord, loving your wife, 
submitting to your husband, obeying your parents.  

But when we do these good deeds, drawing on our life in Christ, drawing on the wisdom Christ 
gives us, putting his heart into our good deeds—those good deeds carry a holy potency. For one thing, 
they reshape us from the inside out. We become more like Christ. The beauty of Jesus can be seen in 
me. And for another, these ordinary good deeds touch others with the love and grace of God, as 
though Jesus himself were in the room.  
What’s more, as Christians do these things together—as the church quietly lives out good deeds in 

a school or neighborhood or business—this Christlike grace has a cumulative effect. In the quiet 
artistry of ordinary good deeds done by Christians Jesus is seen and felt. It is goodness to a higher 
power. Someone might, in a manner of speaking, be good without God. But they can’t be good like 
this.  

 
Conclusion: 
 At the end of a sermon, people want to know what to do. Well, the point of vv.8-9 is, first, put your trust in 
Christ to save you because our good deeds will never bring us close to God. And for those of us who have done 
that, rejoice that God has given us such a wonderful free gift. 
 The application of v.10, of course, is to do good works. On one level, this means we need to behave 
ourselves this week. Be patient, submissive, respectful. Don’t indulge anger or impurity. But at another level, 
grab every opportunity God puts in your way to do good to others. It is what you were made for, and God will 
put before you opportunities for which you are perfectly suited. After all, you are his masterpiece; he created 
you in Christ Jesus to do good works, and he even set them up for you long ago. Christians doing good in the 
ordinary course of their lives have huge impact.  

Illus.: Bettye Tucker is a cook, a Christian cook, working the night shift at Children’s Memorial Hospital in 
Chicago. She’s been doing this job for 43 years—28 of them on the night shift. Parents come in to her dining 
room who are frightened and weary. The parents standing in line one night, for example, included a mom 
who’s three-year-old fell out of a second story window that morning, another whose 17-year-old battles a rare 
form of leukemia and third whose 18-year-old had endured seven hours of brain surgery. 

According the article in the Chicago Tribune, “Their stories break your heart, all right. They break Miss 
Bettye’s too. That’s why she feeds every last one of them as if they had walked right into the ‘too-small’ 
kitchen of her South Side brick bungalow.” 

One of the housekeeping crew said, “You need someone to bring you life, and she brings it in the middle of 
the night.” So Miss Bettye serves not only what’s on the menu, but pretty much what anyone might ask for. 
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“My mother always told me: What comes from the heart, touches the heart,” she says. “My food comes from 
the heart.” 

The pictures in the paper show a woman with an incredibly beautiful smile and it is hard to imagine what 
that smile would mean to a suffering parent or child. She says, “When I ask, ‘How you doin’ today?’ and they 
say it’s not a good day, I say, ‘Don’t lose hope.’ When the nurses tell me it’s a bad night, I say, ‘I understand it’s 
a bad night. But guess what? I am here for you. I’m going to get you through the night.’” 

One of the pictures in the paper, shows Bettye sitting down, head bowed, over a meal. “I’m a praying 
lady,” she says quietly. “I pray every night, for every room and every person in the hospital. I start with the 
basement, and I go up, floor by floor, room by room. I pray for the children, I pray for the families, I pray for the 
nurses and the doctors.... I say, every night while I’m driving in on the expressway, ‘Oh, Lord, I don’t know what 
I’ll face tonight, but I pray you’ll guide me through.” 

The reporter, Barbara Mahany, concluded her story this way: “Just might be, that divine helping on the side 
is the most essential item on Miss Bettye’s menu. The one she stirs in every broth, and every whisper. The 
ingredient that makes her the perpetual light shining in the all-night kitchen.” 
 [Chicago Tribune, Section 6, 9/20/09, “Cooking up compassion,” by Barbara Mahany] 
 
 Bettye Tucker is God’s masterpiece made just for that place. And you, dear friend, are God’s masterpiece, 
too, for the place where he’s put you. 

  


