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Introduction 
 
1. Words. They are the first units of language that we learn to communicate as a child. They are the 

most important means that we have to express our emotions and ideas. Words carry the power to 
heal or hurt, build up or blow up, acclaim or accuse.  

 
• The wisdom book of Proverbs in the Bible refers to the importance of our choice of “words” in 

many wisdom sayings. Two examples:  
 

“Worry weighs a person down; an encouraging word cheers a person up.  
Proverbs 12:25, NIV 

 
“A gentle answer deflects anger, but harsh words make tempers flare.”  

Proverbs 15:1, NIV 
 

• Who can forget the school yard taunt?: “Sticks and Stones can break my bones, but words can 
never hurt me”. Could there ever be anything more untrue? 

 
2. Words have impact because in their essence they seek to define. Here is a word that defines: 

“Onomatopoeia”. Onomatopoeia is an ancient Greek word that means: “The property of a word 
sounding like what it represents.” So the word “Crash” is onomatopoeia. Some others include: 
“Smooth, Buzz, Clatter, Bark, Drip, Honk, Growl, Hiccup, Gurgle, Plop, Squish, Moist, Ouch, (have 
you had enough yet?!?) Tweet”  
 
Other words are not strictly onomatopoeia but can come close. For instance: “Delightful, 
Effervescent, Kind, Wholesome, Helpful, Respectful, and Winsome”. There is a word that 
represents the greatest gift in the human experience. It also is not onomatopoeia but gives that 
sense…just listen: “Grace”. The word itself, when pronounced has a strong beginning and end. 
“Grace”. It feels soft but also has some sharp edges. “Grace”. It can be spoken loud: “GRACE”, or 
hushed: “grace”, or sung sweetly: “amazing grace how sweet the sound”. 

 
3. Dictionaries define the word “grace” to mean ‘that which brings delight, joy, happiness, or good 

fortune’1 as in the farewell greeting: “Thank you for gracing me with your presence”…meaning that 
you brought delight, joy, and happiness. In the Hebrew texts of Scripture the Hebrew word for 
grace is: 

 
                                                
1Achtemeier, P. J., Harper & Row, P., & Society of Biblical Literature. (1985). Harper's Bible dictionary. Includes index. 
(1st ed.) (357). San Francisco: Harper & Row. 
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 ֵחן
 

“chen” 
 
… “cḥēn”.2 It means: ‘favor.’ Some additional nuance includes “adornment, charm, pleases, as “in 
you’re my favorite!”” In the New Testament, the writers referred to grace in the Greek word: 

 
χάρις 

 
“charis” 

 
…“charis”.  The word “charis” built on the Hebrew meaning and is understood as “unmerited 
favor.”3 

 
4. We are in the second week of a six-week series on the first century shorter New Testament letter 

of Paul to churches in the Roman province of Ephesus. We have titled this mini-series “Grace is 
for Everybody” because it is the main theme of Paul’s letter. And, just as our teaching series on 
Galatians spent six weeks on “freedom in Christ” as if we were turning a precious gem to get 
different viewing angles, so will the series on Ephesus be like taking different viewing angles on 
the gem of grace. Today’s angle invites us to view grace as gift and a way of live that our creator 
infused into the human experience and confirmed in Christ.  
 
Ephesians Chapter 2: 

 
Dramatic Scripture Reading 
 
2 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you 
followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work 
in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of 
our flesh and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature deserving of 
wrath. 4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ 
even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved. 6 And God raised us 
up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the 
coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in 
Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, 
it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s 
handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 
11 Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by 
those who call themselves “the circumcision” (which is done in the body by human hands)—
 12 remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and 
foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in 
Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 
14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the barrier, the 
dividing wall of hostility, 15 by setting aside in his flesh the law with its commands and regulations. His 
                                                
2 http://biblehub.com/hebrew/2580.htm (accesses 11-18-17) 
3 http://biblehub.com/greek/5485.htm (accessed 11-18-17) 
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purpose was to create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus making peace, 16 and in one 
body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. 17 He 
came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. 18 For 
through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 
19 Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with God’s people 
and also members of his household, 20 built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with 
Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. 21 In him the whole building is joined together and rises 
to become a holy temple in the Lord. 22 And in him you too are being built together to become a 
dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 

Ephesians 2 (NIV) 
 
My approach to this text will be in two parts: “Grace.” And, “Grace as gift.” First, “grace”—quite 
possibly, and paradoxically, one of the simplest and most complex ideas in the Christian faith. 
 
A. Grace 
 
1. I’m not going to bring criticism of Paul for making grace more complicated than it need be, and yet 

I am compelled to point out that Paul’s choice to frame grace in terms of one specific idea of 
atonement raises a point of concern here about the nature of God’s grace. Before I explain what I 
mean when I say “idea of atonement” it needs to be pointed out that Paul is one of many 
theological thinkers in the entirety of the Bible. He is prominent because of all that he did and 
wrote about as the Christian Church was being born in the first century and because Christ 
followers give priority to the teachings of the first eye witnesses of Christ above those who came 
before Christ.  
 
For those who are curious as to why Paul is a controversial figure at times, one only has to look as 
far as Christians elevating him above other New Testament theological thinkers, and above Christ. 
Christian theology is consistently a diverse conversation and debate because the Bible is 
ultimately a library of letters and books and many different streams of theological thought with 
Paul as one voice among many. Healthy and life giving deliberation and debate about what our 
holy texts mean rests in the illumination of our highest level agreements and pushes back against 
any particular demand for absolute certainty on the hundreds of other topics for which there may 
never be definitive understanding. 
 
As a side, American Poet Mary Oliver once wrote a poem title Mysteries, Yes with a few lines 
being:  
 

Let me keep my distance, always, from those  
who think they have the answers.  
 
Let me keep company always with those who say  
“Look!” and laugh in astonishment, 
and bow their heads.4 

 

                                                
4 https://onbeing.org/blog/choosing-to-marvel-at-mystery/ (accessed 11-18-17) 
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Reading and Studying Scripture, and Paul’s letters should be as much a creative learning 
experience as an exploration of how he personally transformed his understanding and theology of 
God in light of Christ. And, then how he instructed Christian community as one voice among many 
other first followers of Christ who were eye witnesses and apostles. We must never forget that as 
we read Paul’s theologically loaded letters. And, in terms of interpreting Scripture (and because 
we are called “Christ-i-ans” and not “Paul-i-ans”) it is Jesus’ teaching and voice who gets priority in 
what the Bible means to us overall. Christ is our first interpretive lens and thankfully spoke at a 
level where mystery, creativity and generosity are always welcome. That in itself is a gift. And, that 
is a gift that Paul exercised for himself as he wrote his first century letters.  
 

2. Back to Paul’s specific idea of atonement. In today’s Scripture reading Paul presents us with an 
atonement theory that has two main points (I will explain what ‘atonement’ is in just a moment): 
First, that God created humans to deserve wrath.5 And, second, that God came in the form of God 
the Christ to save humans from the wrath that God created in the first place. If this seems fatalistic 
and even a bit sadistic to you, you are not alone! And, thank goodness Paul’s theory of what some 
theologians call “Penal Substitutionary Atonement” is only one theory among many in the New 
Testament. Sit with me for a few minutes in this, because how we understand and use the idea of 
grace hangs in the balance.  

  
3. In regards to the human capacity for wrong doing, we face a two-pronged question: “how do we 

transform our shadow side and how can humans with the capacity to sin ever be accepted by a 
holy God?” Atonement through Jesus is the Christian theological answer to that question. And yet, 
as I said, there are many different theories of atonement that seek to interpret the means with 
which the life, death, and resurrection of Christ atoned for (or made reparations for) the sins of 
humanity. And, the crux of the matter resides in the questions: “why did God in Christ have to 
atone for our sins and make peace with us in the first place?” And, even more pressing, “did the 
death and resurrection of Jesus somehow change God’s mind about us?”  
 
Every one of the New Testament atonement theories can be backed up with supporting Scripture 
texts and has support from one or another Christian religious tradition over the last two thousand 
years. 
 

4. One atonement theory in the Protestant tradition, and alluded to here in Ephesians 2, is a “power 
over” theory. It states that humanity is held in bondage to sin, death, and the devil, with Jesus, in 
his atonement, liberating us by defeating all the powers that enslave us. The weakness in this 
approach is that sin is perceived more as a broad power over us, rather than the inner work that 
we must do to wrestle with and transform our shadow or separate self.  
  
A second atonement view is rooted in juridical or legal language. Medieval theologian Anselm of 
Canterbury understood sin to be an affront to God so serious that the sinful human race must offer 
reparations to God. Reformed Theologians like John Calvin pushed this emphasis to an even 
greater extreme…to the point that God is more than offended, God is angry and stands wrathfully 
against our sin and demands that the sinner is punished. Thus, Christ’s work of atonement on the 
cross was to appease the wrath of God that stands against people and their sin. While we cannot 
completely link Calvin and Anselm’s atonement theories to Paul, this juridical theory originates 
with Paul in writing like what we find in Ephesians chapter 2 and several other letters. The 
weakness of Paul’s argument (and Anselm after him, and Calvin after him…) is that the starting 

                                                
5 Ephesians 2:3.  
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point of our relationship with God is adversarial and so very different than how Jesus framed 
humanities’ starting point with God. 

 
5. The view of atonement of the Covenant denomination for which we belong is best summed up by 

the writings of theologian Paul Petter Waldenström who echoed writings of others in Christian 
history including a pre-Protestant theologian-philosopher from the High Middle Ages named Duns 
Scotus.6 Waldenström’s five points of atonement theory states that Jesus didn’t change God’s 
mind about us; rather, Jesus changed our minds about God. God did not need Jesus to die on the 
cross to decide to love humanity. God’s love was infinite from the first moment of creation; the 
cross was Love’s dramatic portrayal in space and time.7  
 
The work of Christ was to end our cycles of violence and need for such things as blood sacrifice, 
and to confirm what God had intended all along: The Creator of all, loves us…and gives us grace 
(unmerited favor) in spite of our capacity for sin and for the simple reason that we are loved. 
Completely. And, it is our privilege to awaken to this grace through the Spirit of Christ “in” us, one 
of the mysteries of our faith, and a theology that started with Jesus and one that Paul gifted the 
Christian movement through his personal testimony and reflections in most of his letters. 
 
It’s that straight forward and why (as Paul articulated in Ephesians 2:5-7) simply having faith, or 
believing in God’s grace, opens the door for us to experience grace as gift and grace as love.  
 
Waldenström wrote: 
 

“Atonement has its origin in God’s love. All of God witnesses to this love but only in Jesus is its 
essential nature fully disclosed. There it is seen to be unconditional: ‘it does not love for any 
other reason that it is love’. Like an artesian well it constantly flows out, completely unearned 
and undeserved. It is not primarily a matter of emotion but is a movement of God’s being 
toward those in need. Love moves God to stand at the side of sinners and to identify with them 
at whatever cost.8 

 
As you might imagine, Waldenström’s theology pushed against the headwinds of Protestant 
Reformed Theology in the late 19th and early 20th century, and was considered controversial in 
some circles. Much less so today. I have a great appreciation for his atonement theory because it 
promotes a theology of grace that is grounded in the inexhaustible love of God and not some 
legalistic or illusory meritocracy.  
 

                                                
6 https://cac.org/love-not-atonement-2017-05-04  (Accessed 11-18-17) 
7 The contribution of P.P. Waldenstrom to the dialogue surrounding the significance of the cross can be summed up in the 
following five points: 1) That through man’s fall no change occurred in the heart of God. 2) That therefore, it was neither 
cruelty nor wrath in the mind of God which, as the result of the fall, was obstructing man’s salvation. 3) That the change 
which occurred in the fall was a change in man alone in that he became sinful and thereby fell away from God and the life 
which is in him. 4) That, as a result, an atonement was needed for man’s blessedness, but not an atonement which 
appeased God and rendered him, once more gracious, by (an atonement which took away man’s sin and rendered him 
righteous. 5) This atonement took place in Jesus Christ. (Karl A. Olsson, A Family of Faith (Chicago: Covenant Press, 
1975), p 20f.) Duns Scotus (c. 1266-1308) built his argument on the pre-existent Cosmic Christ described in Colossians 
and Ephesians. Jesus is “the image of the invisible God” (Colossians1:15) who came forward in a moment of time so we 
could look upon “the One we had pierced” (John 19:37) and see God’s unconditional love for us, in spite of our failings. 
8 Covenant Affirmations: This we Believe, by Donald Frisk. Page 101. 
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6. Western Protestant Christian religion has lived under the Reformed teaching of wrath for so long it 
doesn’t even recognize its own vitriol. And, while it is important to accept Paul as a particular 
theologian in a particular time alongside other essential what we call “apostolic” voices, the 
greater point of Ephesians two is Paul’s point that it is God’s grace and kindness leads us toward 
repentance9 and becoming our best selves. And, that it is kindness and forbearance that is the 
ground in which grace as unmerited favor is a gift that we both receive and give to others, which is 
the second point of today’s teaching—grace as gift to others. 

 
B. Grace as Gift 
 
1. The second half of Ephesians chapter two is a discussion about Christ followers becoming 

reconciled across differences. This is almost a re-run of what we have spent extensive time 
explaining in our six-week series on Paul’s letter to the Church in Galatia. In Galatians, Paul 
wanted his reader to understand that “freedom in Christ” was synonymous with “freedom to 
include” across differences. Freedom in Christ was Paul’s tool for establishing who belongs…. 

 
14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the 
barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15 by setting aside in his flesh the law with its commands 
and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity out of the two, thus 
making peace, 16 and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which 
he put to death their hostility. 17 He came and preached peace to you who were far away and 
peace to those who were near. 18 For through him we both have access to the Father by one 
Spirit. 
19 Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with God’s 
people and also members of his household, 20 built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. 21 In him the whole building is 
joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. 22 And in him you too are being 
built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 

Ephesians 2:14-22 (NIV) 
 

Paul’s Ephesians tool for inclusion is grace reinforced by the image of everyone across 
differences being built together into a household, a temple, or a dwelling where God’s Spirit is 
especially present. These beautiful metaphors place us in shared space and on equal standing 
before God and one another on the basis of God’s unmerited favor for everyone. 
 

2. It is important to note, however, that the pivot between Paul’s defining moment about a theology of 
grace and his application of grace is a most curious and again paradoxical set of verses. He 
wrote:  
 

8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is 
the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast.  
 
10 For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared 
in advance for us to do. 

Ephesians 2:8-10. NIV 
 
                                                
9 Romans 2:4. 
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This tells us that grace is a gift that we can’t earn through good works and yet we are hard wired 
to do good works none-the-less because of the effect of God’s grace on our lives. And, 
provocatively Paul goes so far as to say that God created us to do good works that are pre-
designed for us such that when we do them, we are not only doing what we were uniquely created 
to do, we are being who we were created to be. And all of this circular thinking is an invitation to 
understand grace as a gift and way of life. 
 

3. To this point I have been talking in mostly technical terms and seeking to be precise in Paul’s 
words and how we work in the rich theological soil that he placed them in. Forgive me if this has 
tilted toward a mostly cerebral experience so far. As my wife Holly says, “my sermons may not be 
brief, but at least they are exceptionally dense while long!” Shifting to a different way of looking at 
grace, I am going to turn to an interesting poem to conclude, that illustrates a few ways that we 
can both receive grace as gift, and give grace as gift.  
 
After saying all that you are going to probably ridicule me for the poem’s highly theologically titled 
title: “Epistemology”. Technically speaking “Epistemology” is the branch of philosophy concerned 
with the theory of knowledge.10 True to most poets, Catherine Barnett of New York University 
chose the title for its irony. 
 

4. Barnett said this about the poem’s origins: “Once I dragged a lectern out to a field and wrote there, 
facing the trees, and felt at a wonderful loss for words. What could I say to trees that might 
matter? Nothing but praise. Trees pay no attention to fences….I marvel at how the honey locust 
grows right beautifully through the chainlink and into the schoolyard…”11 With that in mind… 
 
Epistemology by Catherine Barnett 

 
Mostly I’d like to feel a little less, know a little more. 
Knots are on the top of my list of what I want to know. 
Who was it who taught me to burn the end of the cord 
to keep it from fraying? 
Not the man who called my life a debacle, 
a word whose sound I love. 
In a debacle things are unleashed. 
Roots of words are like knots I think when I read the dictionary. 
I read other books, sure. Recently I learned how trees communicate, 
the way they send sugar through their roots to the trees that are ailing. 
They don’t use words, but they can be said to love. 
They might lean in one direction to leave a little extra light for another 
          tree. 
And I admire the way they grow right through fences, nothing 
stops them, it’s called inosculation: to unite by openings, to connect 
or join so as to become or make continuous, from osculare, 
to provide with a mouth, from osculum, little mouth. 
Sometimes when I’m alone I go outside with my big little mouth 
and speak to the trees as if I were a birch among birches. 

 
                                                
10 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistemology (Accessed 11-18-17) 
11 https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/epistemology (accessed 11-18-17) 
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Conclusion 
 
1. Here are visual images of inosculated12 trees, and trees that grow through fences: 
 

      
 

Oh, to live our lives with the generosity of trees! Sending sugar through their roots to the trees that 
are ailing. “They don’t use words, but they can be said to love.” “They lean in one direction to 
leave a little extra light for another tree.” They grow right through fences, nothing stops them! And, 
they intrinsically live out, and give out the grace that is given to them in their very createdness.   

 
2. This is our invitation to grace as gift and way of life. We simply pass along the graces we have 

received from God--especially when others are in need and even through fences. It is the call of 
every Christ follower to use more than words to express our faith. In fact, we should probably only 
use words to explain what is already obvious in the way we live.  
 
I began talking about words being a primal way that humans communicate meaning. I now end by 
saying that our words and our gift of grace to others means the most when they reflect who we 
are, what we live, and what we give. And, if you are saying to yourself, (and this goes for highly 
religious people and highly non-religious people) “I’m not even sure what grace looks likes for 
myself, let alone being able to gift it to others” I encourage you to open your heart to how much 
you are loved right now. As you are. Completely. Start there, and see where the gracious Creator 
of all things, and imperfect and yet gracious communities of faith, may go with you on your journey 
to grace as gift.  

 
Prayer 
 
God of grace and truth, may we fully awaken to the truth of how much we are loved, and how much 
grace can change the way we move in this world and give to others. Jesus, may we learn from all that 
you taught and demonstrated. Holy Spirit, help grace to have effect, and bring us to new heights of 
generosity toward ourselves and others. In Jesus name we pray. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As our week begins, may we understand grace as gift and a way of life that our creator infused into 
the human experience and confirmed in Christ.  Go in Peace. Amen.  
 
 

                                                
12 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inosculation (accessed 11-18-17) 


