
Scripture Lesson:   Ephesians 2:4-22       Pew Bible N.T. pg. 181 
4 God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he loved us 5 even when we were 
dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you have been 
saved— 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, 
7 so that in the ages to come he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness 
toward us in Christ Jesus. 8 For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God— 9 not the result of works, so that none may boast.  10 For we are 
what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so 
that we may walk in them.  11 So then, remember that at one time you gentiles by birth, called 
“the uncircumcision” by those who are called “the circumcision”—a circumcision made in the 
flesh by human hands— 12 remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from 
the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and 
without God in the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought 
near by the blood of Christ. 14 For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both into one and has 
broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us, 15 abolishing the law with its 
commandments and ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of 
the two, thus making peace, 16 and might reconcile both to God in one body through the cross, 
thus putting to death that hostility through it. 17 So he came and proclaimed peace to you who 
were far off and peace to those who were near, 18 for through him both of us have access in one 
Spirit to the Father. 19 So then, you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens 
with the saints and also members of the household of God, 20 built upon the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone; 21 in him the whole structure 
is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord, 22 in whom you also are built together 
spiritually into a dwelling place for God. 

Response to the Word 
 One:  This is the Word of God for the people of God 
 All:  Thanks be to God! 
 

Video Clip:   Happiness for Beginners:  I wanted to push myself; to feel like somebody” 
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As we wrap up our sermon series using Happiness for Beginners, we meet Hugh today, who 
figures much more prominently in the movie than he does in the book.  Hugh, in many ways, is his own 
worst enemy.  He seems to expect the worst, is down on himself and his own abilities, and struggles to 
hold onto hope.  I felt a certain kinship with Hugh, not because I share his bleak outlook, but because 
I’ve met so many over the years for whom life has not gone as they planned, and they’ve grown 
resigned to unhappiness.  As we’ve explores these past few weeks what makes for true joy, we’ve 
talked about gratitude, and about teamwork and being part of something bigger than ourselves.  We’ve 
talked about let God use weaknesses for strength.  Today, it’s even more basic – joy is found in seeing 
ourselves as God sees us.  Precious.  Valuable.  Capable.  None of us are better than others.  But the 
converse is also true.  None of us are worse than others.  Every last one of us has a right to be here on 
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this earth.  Every last one of us has gifts and graces to offer the world.  And in case no one has told you 
recently, let me say this as clearly and as concisely as I can:  the world is a better place because you are 
in it.  YOU are a precious and beloved child of God.  No matter what mistakes you’ve made or what 
burdens you carry, grace is what we preach and practice as followers of Jesus Christ.  Hugh wants to 
push himself.  He wants to feel like somebody.  Would that he already knew that he is somebody in 
God’s eyes.  He can push himself because God has already blessed him to make a difference in the 
world.  And he does make a difference, at least in Helen’s world.  Despite all his cynicism and his 
negativity, he imagines for Helen a future she doesn’t dare to dream for herself.  So like I said:  
sometimes, we’re our own worst enemy. 

In our lesson today for Ephesians, Paul paints a picture using metaphor.  It’s not necessarily a 
pleasant picture, at least, not at the outset.  Tragedy, treason, doomed fate.  That’s us, that’s our state, 
as long as sin retains power in our lives.  It’s not the easiest thing in the world to stomach, if you really 
take in what he’s saying about humanity.  He says we’re as good as dead.  I had a friend in seminary 
who maintained that she would never preach on Paul, especially Ephesians, because Paul is such a 
misogynist, and so pessimistic about humankind in general.  And I see where she’s coming from, but 
really, there’s some good stuff here, too—rich, empowering, inspiring stuff.  I mean, Paul doesn’t write 
in the hopes that the church will think, “Oh, what’s the use, let’s just fold into ourselves and hold on 
until we die.”  He means to galvanize the church to be a force for good in the world.  Hear these words:  
“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…  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.” 

You know, it’s too bad more people don’t memorize this verse like they do John 3:16 or Psalm 
23.  Really.  If more people truly ingested these words, turned them into a guiding principle in life, our 
world would look a lot different—a lot better.  And we would know joy more deeply.  Because God has 
turned things upside down.  Tragedy is overcome.  Treason is reversed.  Doomed fate is eradicated 
entirely.  The future is wide open, bright with possibilities.  Human nature itself is being remade in 
God’s image.  Not because we deserve it.  Not because we control it.  But because God is at work.  God 
is at work in us, through us, with us.   

“I am reminded of the story of the farmer who was helping one of his cows give birth, and he 
had the calf about half-way out of that mother cow when he noticed his four-year-old son at the fence 
soaking in the whole event.  The farmer thought to himself, "Great!  Four years old and now I've got to 
start explaining the birds and the bees."  He started to say something and then he stopped himself.  
"No,” he thought, “I’m not going to plant any ideas.  I'll just let him ask whatever he wants and that’s 
what I’ll answer."  

“So after he had safely delivered the calf and it was wobbling about beside it’s mother and all 
was well, then the farmer walked over to his little boy and said, "Well, son, you’ve seen quite a lot this 
afternoon.  Do you want to ask me any questions?” 

“Wide-eyed, the boy said, "Just one, dad—how fast was that calf going when it hit that cow?" 
“When it comes to understanding how God works in our lives, far too many of us have things 

backwards.  [4 ¶s adapted from “www.Salvation.com” by James Merritt, www.Sermons.com.]  We 
automatically assume that for God to work in our lives, we’ve got to let God in.  The assumption is that 
grace begins and faith takes root when we open our hearts—that it all starts with us.  But that’s 
backwards.  Catawampus!   



 3 

Please don’t misunderstand:  I’m not saying there’s no place for free will—quite the contrary.  
What I’m saying is that it starts with God.  God is at work before we know it, before we’re aware of it, 
before we understand it.  The moment we enter this world, God’s grace envelopes us.  At every turn, 
every choice, every thought, every action, God’s grace presents itself.  We may not see it or understand 
it, but it’s there.  It’s always been there.  And it’s never too late to embrace it.   

It starts and ends with God, but we aren’t robots.  God calls us to relationship.  We respond.  
We recognize the bad stuff for what it is—sin.  We recognize the good stuff for what it is—grace.  And 
let go the former, hold on to the latter, admit our need for God in life, and in that experience, Paul says 
we are saved by grace through faith.  Grace is what God does.  Faith is our response.  It is recognizing 
that God’s hand is already there, extended, waiting, and we simply reach out and take it, trusting. 

More than sixty years ago now, Julie Andrew and the late Christopher Plummer first lit up the 
silver screen as a novice nun-turned-governess named Maria and a domineering naval captain Georg 
Von Trapp.  I was a tiny child the first time I saw it.  I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know that 
music.  I can still recite every line, much to my younger brother’s chagrin.  Interestingly, when the 
decided to make it a movie, they dropped a really sweet love song between Maria and the Captain 
called “An Ordinary Couple” about growing old together and treasuring the simple things of life, and 
Oscar Hammerstein wrote a new love song just for the movie. 

 
Perhaps I had a wicked childhood; perhaps I had a miserable youth. 

But somewhere in my wicked, miserable past, there must have been a moment of truth. 
For here you are, standing there, loving me, whether or not you should. 

So somewhere in my youth or childhood, I must have done something good. 
Nothing comes from nothing; Nothing ever could 

So somewhere in my youth or childhood, I must have done something good. 
[from “Something Good” in The Sound of Music by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein] 

 
As songs go, it’s pretty.  A theology goes, it’s horrible!  It is the total opposite of grace.  Love 

comes, not because we did something good somewhere along the way, but because we are created 
good and are precious in God’s sight.  “It’s like Dennis the Menace says in the old cartoon strip as he 
and his little friend Joey are leaving Mrs. Wilson's house, their hands full of cookies.  Joey says, "I 
wonder what we did to deserve this."  Dennis answers, "Look, Joey.  Mrs. Wilson gives us cookies not 
because we're nice, but because she's nice."  [from Billy D. Strayhorn, “Cross Road: For God So Loved”, 
on www.Sermons.com.]   

Grace is God’s character, and it’s given to us knowing we need it so that we can do something 
good along the way.  We are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand so that we may walk in them.  Those good works we do are not the grounding or 
the root of God’s love for us.  We don’t earn it.  No, they’re the fruit.  They’re the results, our response 
in faith.  And we do them because we’re in love.  We do them not because God has threatened us 
saying “you must” but because God has empowered us saying “you can!”   

Now this is one of those instances where the New Revised Standard Version Translation kind of 
lets us down when it says, “we are what he has made us”.  The NIV captures it better when it says, 
"…For we are His workmanship.  The word workmanship comes from the Greek word poiema from 
which we get the English word poem.  Two thousand years ago, however, that word could refer to any 
work of art, not just a poem.  It could refer to a sculpture, a song, a painting.  It literally means a 
masterpiece."  [adapted from “www.Salvation.com” by James Merritt, www.Sermons.com.]   
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Did you catch that?  We are God’s masterpiece.  By grace, we emulate Christ and we are God’s 
fullest and best expression of love in the world.  If you find that intimidating, you’re not alone.  But I 
hope you’ll also find it encouraging that this is how God sees you – as God’s masterpiece.  Don’t you 
wish you could tell Hugh that he is God’s masterpiece.  That’s it’s never too late to find your way back.  
That joy comes from see that truth and living it out.  If that doesn’t make you feel like somebody, what 
will? 

The late Rev. Dr. Fred Craddock taught preachers the art of preaching for more than three 
decades, first at Phillips University in Enid, OK, and the at the Candler School of Theology in Atlanta.  He 
is best known for stories that teach without a word of instruction.  He tells a story about a nurse friend 
of his who worked on the pulmonary unit in downtown hospital.  It’s a story about grace.  I’ve told it 
before, but some stories are worth hearing again.  Craddock writes about how his nurse friend resigned 
the other day.  She has fellows in her unit with one lung, half of one lung, or less, lying up there in bed.  
At night, sometimes with nothing but pajamas and robes on, they tied bed sheets together and sneak 
out through a window, door, or any way; go to a liquor store and get all liquored up; the go to the 
corner store and smoke half a pack of cigarettes.  And then they come back in the chill of the night, 
wheezing and coughing.  She gets the oxygen, she nurses them, she goes over another twelve-hour 
shift.  She’s a beautiful woman, but her legs have those big, knotted veins from standing 16 hours to 
bring some poor fellow or another back to breathing again.  Finally, it clears up.  He’s breathing again; 
she takes away the oxygen; and he ties the bedsheets together and goes out the window to the corner 
store all over again. 

“And she quits.  Why should I care?  He doesn’t care!  Let him die. 
“The next morning, she goes to work.  [From Fred B Craddock, Craddock Stories (St. Louis 

Missouri:  Chalice Press, 2001)  p. 41.] 
Amen. 


