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You were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once lived, following
the course of this world, following the ruler of the power of the air, the spirit that is
now at work among those who are disobedient. All of us once lived among them in
the passions of our flesh, following the desires of flesh and senses, and we were by
nature children of wrath, like everyone else.  But God, who is rich in mercy, out of
the great love with which he loved us even when we were dead through our
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ – by grace you have been saved – 
and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ
Jesus, so that in the ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his
grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace you have been saved
through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of
works, so that no one may boast. For we are what he has made us, created in Christ
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life. 

(1)
By grace you have been saved! Not because of anything you have done. Not because of any of
your accomplishments. Not because of anything that would be a reason for you to boast. Rather:
purely because of something God as done on your behalf, you have been saved. And you did
need saving! You needed to be saved from the lordless powers of this world. You needed to be
saved from what sin has done to you and your world.

Sin is failure or refusal to conform to God’s good will and way. And sin is a power in this world
that entangles us in its grip beyond our ability to disentangle ourselves. When it comes to
conforming ourselves to the will and way of God, we all fall short; we all miss the mark; we all
give sin the upper hand. And one of sin’s best tricks is to blind us to how under the influence of
sin we really are. Sin deviously blinds us to sin. It closes us off to the extent to which there are
forces at work in this world, powers and principalities that hold sway over the world, attitudes,
customs, habits, and ways of being in this world, that cut us off from the future that God intends,
and that we need to be saved from, if that future is to become our future.

And we have been saved! Just not by our own efforts. Rather: by God’s gracious determination
to save us despite our sinful ways.  Even as the sinners we are, we have been saved by God for
a future with God. We’ve been saved for reasons that have nothing to do with our goodness and
everything to do with God’s love for us despite our sin. For that love, God’s love for us, is
unconditional love. We haven’t saved ourselves from sin, but God’s unconditional love for us has
saved us despite our sin. And Ephesians doesn't stop at that. It goes on to offer an extraordinary
and unusual testimony regarding God's love: Our being loved by God, the letter tells us, is
related to our being put in our place and knowing our place.

(2)
Ordinarily when we talk about “being put in one’s place” and “knowing one’s place,” we’re not
talking about acts of love. If you “put me in my place,” that means you showed me up, or cut me
down to size, or maybe humiliated me. And when someone talks about people needing to "know
their place," what usually is meant is: “Those people are beneath me, and they shouldn’t be so
uppity; they don't deserve to be where I am, or to have the things that I have.”
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I can well imagine that the earliest Christians often were spoken of as needing to "know their
place."  Remember, the earliest Christians came more from the underside than from the upper
crust of society. They were not well off or influential. Yet there they were, actively seeking to
change society itself – in the name of one whom that very society had executed on a cross as a
rabble-rouser. I expect other people often thought: "Those ridiculous Christians are in no
position to be telling us what to do. They need to know their place – and stay in it!”

Being told your place and being put in your place are generally the very opposite of being loved.
Yet, Ephesians talks about our being put in our place and knowing our place as God’s way of
loving us! For what God’s unconditional love declares to us is this: Your real place is not in a
world overrun by sin. Your real place is among the heavenly powers that spell sin’s defeat. That
is to say: Where you really belong is in the heavenly places, with Christ.  

Letting us know this, letting us know that we belong in the heavenly places, belongs to God's
love for us. And letting us know this, is precisely what God did through the life and mission of
Jesus Christ. God's unconditional love has been revealed to us in Christ in a way that
announces to us that our place is in the heavenly places with him.

Indeed, the letter puts it even more strongly: Not only has God in Christ let us know our place,
God in Christ already has put us in our place!  Listen again: "In Christ, God has raised us up with
Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly places!"  

The letter does not say: One of these days God is going to raise us up into the heavenly places. 
Rather it says: In Christ, God already has raised us up into the heavenly places. It says: We are
already seated with Christ in the heavenly places!  

That’s a baffling thing to hear! How can we, here on earth, be already in the heavenly places?

To make sense of this, we need to remember that Ephesians doesn’t talk about heaven simply
as life in a time following our physical death. Rather, heaven is the most important aspect even
of our present life here and now! To be sure, heaven is where sin and death are defeated, never
to rise again.  But heaven also is what is most important about our life here and now. As it is put
in chapter one of Ephesians, being in the heavenly places means being raised up above the
dominion of merely worldly values. Being in the heavenly places means being raised up above
every ungodly attitude, demeanor, power, force, drive, or desire that might ever try to get us into
its grip. And that is precisely what God in Christ already has done for us. In Jesus Christ, God
has not simply punched our ticket to a heavenly place to come after our earthly death. Rather: in
Jesus Christ, God already has lifted us up into the heavenly places – God already has lifted us
up into the power of God's saving grace. And it is from there, it is in terms of God’s saving grace,
that we now are to understand who and what we are and how we are to live. It is from there, it is
in terms of God’s saving grace, that we now are to know peace and take courage in the face of
all that God is calling on us to do about our world of sin.

(4)
To do? Salvation is “the gift of God, not the result of our works.” Grace is purely a divine gift, and
not something we have to do anything to bring about. However, did you notice what is said right
after we’re told that this is the gift of God and not the result of our works?  What is said is this:
“For we are what God has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God
prepared beforehand to be our way of life.” 
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True, grace is a gift. However, it is not a gift that we can stick in our pockets – or in our hearts,
or in our souls – and save for ourselves alone. Rather, grace is the gift of a task.  

Yes, grace is what God is and does for us, to save us for life with God. Grace is God’s
determination to all eternity to share God’s life with us and to love us into readiness for sharing
life with God. Grace is God’s decision and promise not to go God’s way without us, but to be
always at work to save us from the powers of sin by sheltering us under God’s own lordship. 

On the other hand, God is out to do that not with coercion but with love. God wants us in God’s
future not as marionettes, not as puppets on a string, but as free persons. God isn’t going to
force us to do God’s bidding; rather, God is out to love us into freely embracing God’s good will
and way. God is out to love us into growing responsibly toward the life that it is God’s good
pleasure to give: life in the fulness of God’s love. And so it is that the gift of salvation comes to
us from God as the gift of a task – the task of Christian discipleship. Grace is the Son of God,
Jesus Christ, coming among us and interrupting all the voices of merely worldly attitudes and
powers around us, in order to say to us this: “You thought you knew who you are. But I say to
you, you are my chosen disciple. You thought you knew why you are here. But I say to you, you
are here to yield your life freely to this service, and not to seek to save your life for yourself.” 

Yes, grace is what God is and what God does for us. But also: grace is the path to what we are.
It’s not something we stash away now for later use. It’s what God gives us to do here and now
as pilgrims on a journey to God. Grace is to guide us toward and ready us for our journey’s end.
God’s grace is Christ’s call to discipleship, a call that comes to us both as absolute demand and
final comfort. Grace is a task laid upon us as a blessing from God; it is a blessing laid upon us
as the gift of a divine task. “For we are what God has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life.”

God has raised you up with Christ and seated you with him in the heavenly places.  May that
mean for you the peace, the courage, and the freedom to do what Jesus says, when he speaks
to you these words of grace: “Come, follow me.”  Amen.


