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Ephesians 2:8-9 
 

1) By grace, not goodness 
2) Through faith, not fear 
3) A gift, not a glory 

 
Have you ever had a big project around your house that you knew was probably better left for a 

professional but you just couldn’t stomach the idea of paying someone to do it so you did it yourself? 

Many of us have. It always seems to take much longer and cost much more in the end than the 

websites say it will, especially for a man of my handyman capacity. Many of you know this about 

me. I’m not handy. I’ve improved by necessity but I’m no big project kind of guy. But nonetheless, 

several years ago, my wife Sara really wanted a new look for our cabinets. So I checked into the cost 

of buying some new ones. No way! Then I checked into just buying some new doors. Absolutely 

not! Then I thought about what I could do on my own to just change the look enough to make them 

satisfactory. You know, an improvement but not a major project and expensive overhaul. All I had to 

do was sand down the cabinet doors, stain them a different color, install some new hardware, and 

simply put them back up. I was thinking two 3 or 4 hours chunks and they’ll be beautiful! But little 

did I know that this 2 day project was going to become 4 plus!  

 

First of all, I have 31, yes, 31 cabinet doors and drawers. So I knew I’d need power tools. I began the 

project with my new orbital sander, and I noticed that the doors were dented some where the old 

hardware was. So to get those dents out I pressed harder on those spots on the doors. After I finished 

all 31 of those things, I noticed that the places where the old hardware was and I had sanded deeper 

were a different color than the rest of the door. I thought, “After a good coat of stain, they’ll match 

right up!” After half a day of sanding, I spend the other half staining all 31 of those doors and 

drawers. I woke up excitedly the next morning to see the new product. I couldn’t believe how 

terrible it looked! I had successfully made the cabinets look even worse! “Ok,” I thought, “it just 

needs another coat on the spots that are off and they’ll match right up and I’ll have them back up 

tomorrow!” So I stained those spots again praying over each one. I woke up the next day with a little 

less hope but still positive only to find out that they looked even worse. I could not believe all the 

work I’d put into these cabinets to try to save money, make my wife happy, and to gain a sense of 

achievement and now, after two very full days and 20 hours of work later, I was worse off than I 

started. I remember just sitting there in despair like, “I’m out of time for this project. I can’t just quit it 

though. I have to finish it but the harder I keep trying to fix it and make it right, the worse off its 

getting.” 



Have you ever felt that way? You just knew that if you tried this solution, it would work. Or if you 

just put enough effort into this, it will get better? Then come to find out, that wasn’t true. It didn’t 

solve the problem. It maybe even made things worse. We see a young man in the NT who maybe 

felt this way. He was doing all the right things but had this nagging sense that those things weren’t 

solving his problem in life. Turn with me to Mark 10:17-27. 

 

Mark 10:17- Now as He was going out on the road, one came running, knelt before Him, and asked 

Him, “Good Teacher, what shall I do that I may inherit eternal life?” This guy was really an amazing 

guy. He came running. When’s the last time to sprinted up to someone because you were so excited 

to ask their advice? He does this. He kneels before Jesus. He’s a respectful guy. I mean, he’s a ruler. 

People bow down to him typically but he bows to this poor prophet. That’s pretty amazing. He calls 

Jesus “Good teacher.” He knows Jesus is good and his lessons are valuable. He asks the key spiritual 

question, “what must I do to gain eternal life?” Rarely, do I ever have someone approach me with 

this question. But this guy was so interested in spiritual matters. I’m impressed by this guy from the 

first verse.  

 

Mark 10:18-20- So Jesus said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one is good but One, that 

is, God.  You know the commandments: ‘Do not commit adultery,’ ‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do not steal,’ 

‘Do not bear false witness,’ ‘Do not defraud,’ ‘Honor your father and your mother.’”  And he 

answered and said to Him, “Teacher, all these things I have kept from my youth.” Jesus says, “You’re 

spiritual guy. You know the commandments…” So the young ruler agrees and says, “Yes, I’m doing 

all these. In fact, I have since I was a kid.” But here’s where we see the nag deep down in this 

impressive young man. Matthew records it in his gospel though Mark leaves it out, “What do I still 

lack (Matt. 19:20)?” He knows deep down that, after everything he’s done and who he is and who 

he’s become, there’s still something missing. He’s not there. He’s lived an upright life. He’s a 

spiritual guy. He’s got great respect for Jesus but he knows intuitively that it’s not enough. “What else 

Jesus? There’s got to be something else because there’s this nagging feeling in my soul that I’m still 

not right?! I’m incomplete.” So what’s Jesus say in reply? 

 

Mark 10:21a- “Then Jesus, looking at him, loved him… Just to stop right there. Out of the 3 gospels 

that record this story, Mark is the only one who writes that little yet monumental phrase. You might 

just miss it. He looked at him and LOVED HIM.  Peter, who gave Mark the information for his gospel, 

knew a lot of the love of Jesus. He knew how desperately men needed it and after his denial of Jesus 

just how loving Jesus still was of him. So how does Jesus look at lacking people? How does He look 

at those are trying to do all the right things but are still missing the mark? Not with a scowl. Not with 

condemnation. Not with judgment. But He looks at them with love. And He loving tells him and the 

disciples some truth that is very hard to hear.  

 

Mark 10:21b-24b- and said to him, “One thing you lack: Go your way, sell whatever you have and 

give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, take up the cross, and follow Me.” 



But he was sad at this word, and went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions.  Then Jesus 

looked around and said to His disciples, “How hard it is for those who have riches to enter the 

kingdom of God!”  And the disciples were astonished at His words.” Jesus says, “Yes, you’re right. 

You are lacking something-just one thing to be perfect. To be right where you need to be, sell 

everything- give it all up- and follow me.” He couldn’t do it. He did so many things right but he just 

couldn’t do that. Then Jesus says, “The rich are going to struggle big time to get in the kingdom of 

heaven.” Ever wondered why this astonished the disciples? I have. I’ve thought, “Didn’t they already 

hear the part about you can’t serve both God and money from Jesus? Wouldn’t they know that many 

rich people would rather cling to their earthly wealth than trade that for spiritual wealth in heaven?” 

But the teaching from the rabbis of that day were that wealth was a sign of divine favor.  If you were 

rich, you were favored by God. It was a sign of His blessing. Then of course, if you were poor, well, 

God just didn’t favor you as much. So Jesus sends away this rich guy telling him to become poor 

then He tells the disciples that it’s actually hard for the rich to enter God’s kingdom. Everything 

they’d ever heard, flipped on its head. They couldn’t believe it but Jesus isn’t done. Let’s finish the 

story. 

 

Mark 10:24b-26- But Jesus answered again and said to them, “Children, how hard it is for those who 

trust in riches to enter the kingdom of God! 25 It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 

needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” 26 And they were greatly astonished, saying 

among themselves, “Who then can be saved?” So Jesus drives the stake even farther into the ground. 

He answers them again, “This guy was a great guy but he trusted in his riches. He thought he 

controlled his own destiny. He was the master of his own life because of his wealth. Not so!” Jesus 

exclaims. He goes on, “In fact, not only is he not divinely favored as you all thought but he’s so far 

off that it’s impossible for him or any other rich person to enter the kingdom of heaven- those you 

think are divinely favored cannot enter the kingdom of God. I’d be easier to shove a camel through 

the eye of a needle.”  

 

Now some have argued that this referred to a gate in the city wall that people would lead their 

camels through. This gate was small and so it was difficult for camels to get through but it could be 

done. It was just uncomfortable and momentarily hard on the camel. But I would argue the context 

of this passage says otherwise. I believe Jesus is really saying, “It’s easier for an actual camel to go 

through an actual eye of a needle.” Why do I think this? Mainly, because the disciples were greatly 

astonished after this statement. They went from astonished to greatly astonished. Jesus just flipped 

their thinking about divine favor and riches upside down and that astonished them. A teaching 

they’d grown up on was just shattered. That will astonish you. But they are greatly astonished by this 

statement. Why? Because it’s not possible to do that. A camel cannot go through the eye of a needle. 

It’s impossible for this to take place. They got the message. “Well, then, who can be saved?!” Jesus 

answers in v. 27. 

 



Mark 10:27- But Jesus looked at them and said, “With men it is impossible, but not with God; for 

with God all things are possible.” Answer: no one can be saved. No one can be good enough. No 

one can be respectful enough. No one can be kind enough. No one can keep the commandments 

enough. No one can be divinely favored enough. No one can be spiritual enough. No one can be 

saved by any of these measures. Any human means that men come up with to save themselves isn’t 

going to work with God. Does that greatly astonish you? I mean, people have done some incredible 

things. I know some incredible people. Plenty of them go to this church. You know some incredible 

people. Can you picture some of them in your mind right now? Who is it? Smart, kind, moral, 

spiritual, servant, pillar-of-the-community type of person. The best person I know, the best person 

you know, on their best day. Not saved. Helpless. Unable to rescue themselves from own sinful 

hearts. That really is astonishing when you really ponder that. Not a single human being on the face 

of this planet has figured out a way to overcome his own sinful heart! Wow, what bad news!…but 

Jesus offers hope. “With men this is impossible, BUT not with God. With Him, all things are 

possible.” Our salvation rests solely on God. So let’s quit asking people how to fix mankind. 

Presidential candidates don’t know. Celebrities and musicians don’t know. Talk show hosts don’t 

know. Let’s ask God! He has plenty to say in His Word about salvation and what it takes to be saved 

from your sinful heart and nature. That leads us to our main text today in Ephesians 2:8-9. 

 

Paul says, “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 (NIV).” The title of today’s message is 

“Salvation Is…” and we will be informed by this very familiar passage how someone is saved 

Biblically. We are going to look at several key words that you hear a lot in Christianity and make 

sure we know what they actually mean. My hope is that by the end of this message, you can clearly 

understand if you are saved on God’s terms or not and that you could clearly share that with a friend. 

 

So before we go any farther, let’s start with “saved”. If you asked the average person on the street 

today in our post modern culture, “Hey man, are you saved?” you’d have a quite a few people 

knowing you were talking religion with them but I’d guess you’d have a lot of blank stares too. 

When we do evangelism projects around town with high schoolers, we don’t start with that question 

because most people don’t know what that word means. “Saved? From what? Is my house on fire? 

Am I drowning? Do I have a terminal illness I was unaware of? What do I need to be saved from?” 

That’s a great question. If you don’t know you’re in trouble, then you have no awareness or desire to 

be delivered from that trouble.  

 

But we are in much more trouble than physical danger aren’t we? Pastor Eric has been unpacking 

what Paul has told us in Eph. 2 over that last few weeks about just what we need to be saved from 

and it’s bad news. First, we are walking dead people to God spiritually speaking. Verses 1 & 5 says, 

“you were dead in trespasses and sins.” We crossed the line with God. We missed the mark 

repeatedly. Our very nature made us children of wrath in God’s sight according to v. 3. Our sinful 

nature causes us to want absolutely nothing to do with God. In John 3:19 right after hearing that 



“God so loves the world…” Jesus said what men loved. Did they love God back? No, men loved 

darkness rather than His light. They didn’t just put up with darkness. They craved it. They desired it. 

John 3:20 says they hated the light. The light that came from Christ, men couldn’t stand. Back to Eph. 

2 in verse 2, we walked in Satan’s ways. He was our master. Verse 3 says, we all just followed the 

desires of our flesh. “If it feels good to me or makes me happy, then I’m doing it.” Paul goes on later 

in Eph. 4:17-19 and says, we were futile thinkers with darkened understanding, alienated from the 

life of God, ignorant, blind at heart, and have no feeling- no conscience- about giving ourselves over 

to everything God considers unclean. 

 

In Romans, Paul diagnoses the entire human race like this in Romans 3:9-12, “For we have 

previously charged both Jews and Greeks that they are all under sin. As it is written: “There is none 

righteous, no, not one;  There is none who understands; There is none who seeks after God.  They 

have all turned aside; They have together become unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, 

not one.” 

 

When you start to buy into all that, you’ll start to get same nagging sensation the rich young ruler 

must’ve felt. Something’s wrong with me. But it won’t stop there. If you truly believe what the Word 

says about your spiritual condition before a holy, perfect, and just God, then you’ll be saying, “This 

is bad. This is terrible! Wow, that’s who I am?! That’s where I stand before God?! I’ll do anything! I 

need to be saved! I’ll sell all my possessions to the poor, whatever it takes, just please God save me!” 

We need to be saved from destitute and utter lostness that we are enslaved to. That’s what being 

saved is all about. And notice it’s past tense in Eph. 2:8. When someone is saved, it is a past event 

that has already happened. It’s a done deal. The transaction has been made complete. It DOES NOT 

say, “For by grace you are being saved (present tense) or for by grace you will be saved (future tense)” 

BUT instead says, “For by grace you have been saved…” When you’ve trusted Christ for your 

salvation, you can rest assure you are forgiven and have been permanently transferred from the 

kingdom of Satan to the kingdom of God. So…saved. Who needs to be saved? Everybody and its bad 

and its urgent. How can we be saved? That leads us to our first point. 

 
I. SALVATION IS BY GRACE, NOT GOODNESS 

The summer before my senior year of high school, I went Ole Miss football camp. I wasn’t invited 

like some official recruits but I thought I was pretty good so my dad paid for me to go and I spent 3 

days with some impressive athletes…I wasn’t one of them. There were guys there who could run 

circles around me, jump over my head, and throw harder than I ever dreamed of doing. The biggest 

highlight of my camp was I was one guy away in line from being paired up with Eli Manning, who 

went on to become an Ole Miss QB and two time Super Bowl MVP in the NFL.  

 

I thought I was pretty good when I compared myself to my friends on the team or local competition 

but when I saw a whole new level of goodness at Ole Miss, I realized I had overestimated myself. 



My standard of goodness was way off. If the head coach, Tommy Tuberville, had approached me 

and said, “Callis, we want to offer you a full ride next year. Not only that, we are going to go ahead 

and secure a starting spot for you at whatever position you want when you arrive as a freshman. And 

here’s my house keys. Anytime you want to drop in and watch some TV or eat dinner with us or raid 

our frig if we aren’t home, be my guest.” My jaw would’ve dropped. “But Coach, Eli Manning is out 

there. He and 100 other guys were much better than me. I don’t deserve any of that. They do! Give it 

to them.” And I’d be completely right but what if he said, “Oh I know you aren’t very good but I like 

you and I just want to do something special for you.” That’s grace. My abilities proved me unworthy 

of any such privilege but the Coach just cared about me and wanted to do something amazing for 

me and he had the power and authority to do so. 

 

Spiritually speaking, we’ve already talked about our own goodness. It’s lacking. It’s not existent. Can 

unbelievers do good things? Sure they can. They are people made in the image of God. They have a 

God-given conscience that tells them right from wrong. But Pastor Eric nailed it when he said that 

even the good things unbelievers do are still sinful because they aren’t motivated to do them for the 

glory of God. And 1 Cor. 10:31 says we are to do everything for the glory of God. So when we don’t, 

we sin. Boy, that will make sin accumulate pretty quick if that’s the standard. And as pointed out 

before, unbelievers have no capacity to glorify God, only themselves. They are dominated by the 

darkness and by Satan. Rom. 6:16 says they are slaves to sin leading to death. True goodness isn’t 

even an option. Remember what Jesus said to the rich young ruler, “Why do you call me good? 

There is no one good but God alone.” Our goodness apart from God is nonexistent. The only way to 

be saved is by God’s grace- His unearned, undeserved divine favor.  

 

In v. 8, Paul makes it very clear in case anyone missed it earlier in the letter, “this is not from 

yourselves.” At this point, one would have to say, “How could it be?” This is his sixth mention of 

grace so far. In fact, Paul is so emphatic about grace that he begins every single one of his 13 letters, 

whether to an individual or a church or a church leader, with the phrase “Grace to you”. Paul knows 

we all need it. It doesn’t matter if you’re a layman or the clergy. Everyone needs God’s grace. Who 

knew this better than Paul? He was so zealous for God and His law that He was willing to destroy 

anyone who came against that. Galatians 1:13-16b Paul writes, “For you have heard of my former 

conduct in Judaism, how I persecuted the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it. And 

I advanced in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries in my own nation, being more 

exceedingly zealous for the traditions of my fathers.  But when it pleased God, who separated me 

from my mother’s womb and called me through His grace,  to reveal His Son in me, that I might 

preach Him among the Gentiles,…” When it pleased who? When it pleased God. Was Paul starting 

to have a change of heart towards Jesus and His followers on the road to Damacus? Not at all! Acts 

9:1 says, he was still breathing threats towards those of the Way. Grace didn’t show up and knock 

Paul off his horse when it pleased Paul or when Paul was beginning to see His need for grace. It 

showed up when God wanted it to and from that moment on, God continually blew Paul away by 

His grace. His new life started in grace and ended in grace. In Paul’s last letter before His death he 



writes this to Timothy in 2 Tim. 1:9, “(God) who has saved us and called us with a holy calling, not 

according to our works, but according to His own purpose and grace which was given to us in Christ 

Jesus before time began,” Paul had accomplished a lot for God’s kingdom by the end of his life but it 

was the grace bestowed on him before time began that still blew him away. 

 

Does God’s grace blow you away this morning? Look at all we have from God- unearned and 

undeserved- just in Ephesians up to this point.  

 
• Eph. 1:6- His glorious grace has made us accepted by God into His loving arms 
• Eph. 1:7- His rich grace has redeemed us or bought us back from slavery to sin and Satan. 

This happened through Jesus’ shed blood and now we are forgiven. 
• Eph. 2:4- His loving, merciful grace brought us from dead in trespasses to alive in Christ 

And there’s so much more God’s Word says about grace. There’s no question. Salvation is by grace, 

not our goodness. 

 
II. SALVATION IS THROUGH FAITH, NOT FEAR 

At our pastor’s conference we went to this past week, a man named Phillip Jensen, who is a pastor in 

Australia, said that he can’t use the word faith with people in his country. To them, faith means 

superstition. It’s a kind of blind guess at life that you hope turns out in your favor. And we know 

Biblically that faith is not that. The great thing about the word faith is that we have an actual laid out 

definition in the Bible for faith. It’s found in the great chapter of faith in Hebrews 11 right at the 

beginning. I’ll share a couple translations to help give us a real picture of this. 

 
• Hebrews 11:1- Now faith is the substance (or realization) of things hoped for, the 

evidence (or confidence) of things not seen. (NKJV) 
• Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. (ESV) 
• Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see. 

(NIV) 
• The Message picks the word that Jensen prefers…The fundamental fact of existence is that 

this trust in God, this faith, is the firm foundation under everything that makes life worth 
living. It’s our handle on what we can’t see. (MSG) 
 

So this trust in God is our deep seated conviction. We are confident in the God we cannot see and 

are sure that He will deliver on His promises. Faith is a solid trust. Heb. 11:6 says that without it, we 

cannot please God. Why? Because so much of life can’t be completely explained or proven, 

especially the works of an infinitely powerful, all-knowing God.  We won’t figure it all out. At some 

point, we have to trust Him and His Word. Take the first example in Heb. 11:3. God’s very words 

framed the universe out of things that were invisible. How you gonna figure that one out? You 

weren’t there. No one was there. Our minds can’t even fathom how that worked or how that’s even 



possible. I have to trust God and His Word that that’s how it happened. I must have faith. This is 

how the heroes of the faith operated- by faith or trust in God and His Word.  

 

After talking about the amazing acts of faith of several of these Biblical heroes, the writer of Hebrews 

says in verse 13, “These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them 

afar off were assured of them, embraced them and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims 

on the earth.” Faith stays confident to the end. Faith keeps embracing God’s promises even though 

they don’t have them yet. They have evidence of God and His promises but they haven’t fully 

received them yet.  

 

Faith doesn’t turn back or quit. It doesn’t stare at the challenges ahead or within and retreat in fear 

and go home. It keeps going. He goes on to say in v. 15-16, “ 15 And truly if they had called to mind 

that country from which they had come out, they would have had opportunity to return. 16 But now 

they desire a better, that is, a heavenly country. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, 

for He has prepared a city for them.” They walked by faith, not by sight (2 Cor. 5:7). And God was 

proud of them. He said, “That’s my child, right there.” 

 

A great acronym I learned in college for FAITH was Forsaking All I Trust Him. These heroes forsook 

their earthly life and homes to trust in God and His promises of a better place. That’s what Paul says 

we need in Eph. 2:8 for salvation. Forsaking all other attempts and ways to justify myself or fix myself, 

I’m trusting God to do it. He alone can save a broken person like me. I’m confident He can do it! I’m 

clinging to Him! My heart is corrupt beyond measure and is impossible to fix but I know He can do 

what I cannot! Salvation is through faith and trust in God, not fear and doubt that He won’t deliver. 

We must have faith to be saved. Salvation is by grace. Salvation is through faith. And lastly… 

 
III. SALVATION IS A GIFT, NOT A GLORY 

I’ve received some pretty amazing gifts in my life. In 1986, my brother and I got an original 

Nintendo. I couldn’t believe it. I was astounded. When I turned 16 in 1997, my dad gave me a car- a 

1985 Mazda…with a sunroof…and spray paint on the hood! I was so pumped. I couldn’t believe it. 

After college, my mom paid for my wife and I and our whole family to go on a ski vacation together. 

It was awesome. We loved it. Right before we had our first child, my wife completely surprised me 

and bought us UT Vols football tickets and planned a trip with our friends. It blew me away. I didn’t 

see if coming at all.  

 

In all of those amazing gifts I received, not one time do I recall feeling the need to pull out the 

checkbook and say, “So how much do I owe you for this one?” Even if I had wanted to, I couldn’t 

have afforded to do that. In fact, I would say that the giver could’ve easily been offended had I 

insisted on paying them back. It was a gift. It was given out of love, not duty. Their only payback was 

the joy they saw on my face and the thankfulness I expressed towards them. Good gifts astound us 



and create joy and thankful hearts within us. And that’s exactly why salvation is a gift- to create joy 

and thankfulness in our hearts towards God.  

 

Eph. 2:8-9- “it is the gift of God -  not by works, so that no one can boast.” Remember, Eph. 2:4, 

God’s great love for us motivated Him to shower us with the gift of grace and mercy in Christ. He is 

a gift-giver. It’s His amazing nature. We see it everywhere in the NT.  

 
• Matt. 7:7- Ask and it will be given to you 
• Matt. 7:11- how much more will your Father in heaven give good things to those who ask 
• Jam. 1:17- Every good gift and every perfect gift comes from above- from God 
• 2 Cor. 9:15- Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift which is the exceeding grace of God 

show through Jesus Christ 
• Rom. 3:24- we are justified freely or without any cost by His grace thru the redemption that is 

in Christ Jesus 

God is a gift-giver. He offers us salvation freely. Have you received that? Any one of those great 

earthly gifts I received, I could’ve said, “No thanks. I’m not interested.” If I did that, the gift never 

would’ve been mine. Knowing the gift is available isn’t the same as receiving it as your own. Have 

you joyfully and thankfully taken it? 

 

There’s no way you can earn that gift! There’s no way you could pay God back for salvation. Did 

you see how bad off we were before God? Absolutely no way we could pay back God for this gift. If 

you could, then you could boast in yourself and your own goodness rather than God’s! The harder 

we try to earn God’s favor and His salvation, the more we earning a license to boast- to glory in 

ourselves and our own achievements. We aren’t earning salvation. We are accumulating more and 

more pride in ourselves. And that will never work in God’s plan of salvation. “With men this is 

impossible…but with God all things are possible.” How humbling it is to say, “God, I was so lost, 

corrupt, enslaved to sin, that the only way I could be saved from it all was You and only You 

rescuing me.” Helpless. Stuck. Unable to change myself. I need God. I hope you’ve said that already 

today by God’s grace, through faith.  

 

But maybe today, you sit there feeling like that rich young ruler did. There’s a nagging feeling in you 

that even in your best efforts, you are still lacking. You are still missing something. Or like me and 

my big kitchen project, the harder you try to fix yourself and make things right, the more you feel 

hopeless. Today is the day of salvation. Salvation can be yours today. Receive it by grace, not 

goodness- through faith, not fear- and as a gift not a glory. 

 

 


