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All Grace and Grace Alone

William Arp

ne of the great truths which the Reformers declared

and defended was sola gratia which means “only grace”
or “grace alone.” This phrase emphasizes that salvation is
by grace alone. It implies that God saves sinners without ref-
erence to their foreseen merits or achievements. He saves
them only because it pleases Him to do it. He forgives their
sins according to' the riches of his grace (Eph. 1:7). The New
Testament explicitly teaches this truth. Paul clearly teaches
this truth. He teaches it perhaps most clearly in his letter to
the church in Ephesus when he reminds them that they
were saved by grace alone through faith (2:8-10). The pur-
pose of this article is to look at this passage in Ephesians in
order to see what Paul is teaching the Ephesian believers
about sola gratia. It will consider the context, content, con-
clusion, and consequences of the doctrine of salvation by
grace alone.

Context ,

Paul writes to the Ephesians to remind them of their rela-
tionship to Christ and the results of that relationship in their
lifestyle. He wants their conduct to be consistent with their
calling. Paul begins by reminding them of their calling (1:2-
3:21). God has blessed them with every spiritual blessing in
Christ. He then reminds them of their conduct (4:1-6:9).
They are to walk worthy of their calling. This means that
they must live in a manner that corresponds to their posi-
tion in Christ. Their calling must affect their conduct.

Finally, Paul reminds the Ephesians of the conflict they are -

experiencing as they attempt to live in accordance with
their calling (6:10-20). They struggle against spiritual, not
human, enemies. :
As Paul reminds them of their calling, he praises God for
their salvation (1:3-14). All three persons of the Trinity were
involved. They were selected by God, saved by Christ, and
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sealed with the Holy Spirit. He then prays that God will
enlighten the Ephesians so that they will understand and
appreciate their spiritual blessings (1:15-23). He also prays
that they will be aware of the power of God at work in their
lives. Paul continues by reminding them of their salvation
experience (2:1-10). They had not always enjoyed these
spiritual blessings. They were lost, not saved.

Paul describes their past situations (1-3). They were dead
in their trespasses and sins. Because of this they were chil-
dren destined for wrath.” He next delineates God's solution
(4-7). Because they were dead,’ the Ephesians needed to be
made alive. Therefore God saved them and made them
alive. The solution for spiritual death is spiritual life. God
has made them alive that in the coming ages He might show
the riches of His grace which He showed when He saved
them. This demonstration of His grace is the purpose of
God'’s divine activity in their lives. Paul then explains their
salvation (8-10). God saved them by grace through faith that
they might do the good works which He prepared for them.
This explanation of God’s salvation is the focus of this arti-
cle.

Content

Paul begins this section by writing that the Ephesians
were saved by grace4 through faith. This statement consists
of three parts: a verb construction, “you were saved,’; an
articular noun which is translated “by grace,” and a prepo-
sitional phrase, “through faith.”” Each of these parts
requires attention. :

You Have Been Saved. Paul starts by telling the
Ephesians that they have been saved. This means that they
have been rescued’ from some danger which they were fac-
ing. This danger was spiritual death. The Ephesians had
been saved or rescued from this desperate state of death
which their sins had brought about.” The verb construction
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which Paul uses to describe this rescue is quite important.8
He usually speaks of salvation as something future (Rom.
5:9-10; 10:9,13). However, here (as in 2:5) he presents the
Ephesians’ salvation as something past and present.

Their salvation had a definite starting point and was com-
pleted in the past. The Ephesians were not always saved.
For a period of time in the past they were dead in their tres-
passes and sins (2:1) and deserved God's wrath (2:3).
Because of this they needed to be rescued and at some
point -of time in the past they were saved. The Ephesnans
salvation was not only begun in the past, it was also com-
pleted in the past.lo It is an accomplished fact which needs
nothing added to it. God has saved them, and their salvation
is complete.

Not only was the Ephesians’ salvation completed in the
past, they are presently saved. Paul draws attention to the
continuing effects of the state of the Ephesians’ salvation.”
Their salvation is not simply a past event; it is a present
state.” God's past rescue has continuing effects for their
present time. The Ephesians’ status is described as—
“saved.” Just as a person who has been saved from some
physical danger lives in a “saved” condition, so also the
Ephesians are living in a saved condition. .

Paul wants them to realize that their salvation is both
completed and continuing. They are already experiencing
the benefits of their salvation. They are in salvatlon terri-
tory; the danger is behind them; they are safe.” This is in
contrast to their previous state before they were saved.
They were not safe; they were living m a state of spiritual
death deserving the wrath of God (2: 3) * But since then they
have been saved and are saved.

The Ephesians’ salvation was also a caused experience.
Paul makes it clear that the Ephesians did not save them-
selves. The participle, “saved,” indicates that the Ephesxans
received rather than caused the saving action.” Someone
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else saved them. That someone else was God. He did the
saving.17 It was worth his work entirely. The initiative and
energy operating in their salvation were God’s.” It was His
energy and not their effort which caused their salvation. He
saved them because of His mercy which comes from His
great love.” The Ephesians’ salvation was a completed, con-
tinuing, and caused salvation.

By Grace. These words which Paul places at the begin-
ning of the sentence for emphasis point out what caused
God to save the Ephesians. The words stress the role which
grace played as the cause in God's saving action. The idea
of grace is not new to the Ephesians. Paul already men-
tioned the role of grace in the Ephesians’ lives in this letter.
He wrote that they were predestined to be God’s sons for
the praise of His grace (1:5-6) and that they were redeemed
through Christ’'s blood according to the riches of God’s
grace (1:7). Now he writes that they also have been saved
by grace.

The word order of the sentence indicates that they were
saved entirely by grace. Grace refers to God’s benevolence
which finds expression in His generosity in saving them. It is
God'’s “utter generosity, unselfish, spontaneous, recklessly
prodigal generosity, which acts wholly out of loving concern
for the Ephesians’ need, even if they are completely unwor-
thy of His love and help which He offers to them.” It comes
from God’s love that commands His action, but which is
absolutely free.” It means the completely undeserved, lov-
ing commitment of God to them.”

It points to the special nature of God’s saving action as
one of gratuitous generosity to an undeserving sinful
humamity.23 Grace speaks of the “wholly generous act of
God””" which reflects the wholly generous nature of God.
This grace is what caused God to save the Ephesians from
death. They deserved God’s wrath but instead received His
grace.

Grace is the basic ingredient in God's dealing with
mankind; everything else comes from and builds on grace.
Therefore the Ephesians’ salvation comes from grace. It was
the cause” of the Ephesians’ salvation. They were in danger
because they were dead and could not save themselves. For
this reason God intervened in their situation and initiated
salvation. This grace is the same grace26 which Paul men-
tions earlier in his letter. *

It is that grace which causes God to give all His kindness
to the Ephesians (2:7). Paul leaves no room for human merit.
The meaning and message of “grace” eliminate any human
merit in salvation because the basic thought of grace is that
of free giving.27 Paul's emphasis is that it is by grace that the
Ephesians have been saved.

Through Faith. Paul now explains how the Ephesians
received the salvation which was caused by God’s grace.
The phrase “by faith” denotes the means” by which God
saved the Ephesians. Paul uses this same phrase elsewhere
to show that men receive God’s justification in the same way
(Rom. 3:22-25; Gal. 2:16). Salvation was God’s activity, but
the Ephesians had to receive it. This required a human
activity. Faith was the human activity. Faith was the link
which related the Ephesians to God's salvation. It was the
response which allowed salvation to become operative in
their lives. It was the response which made it possible for
the Ephesians to receive what God has already accom-
plished. It describes the simple act of accepting. God
accomplished their salvation by His grace; they accepted
His salvation by their faith.

It is important to notice that their faith was not the cause
of their salvation. It was the mere causa apprehendens.29
Paul’s language does not allow for their faith to be the cause
of their salvation.” When Paul wrote earlier that God’s love
was the cause of His mercy (2:4), he used a different con-
struction to indicate cause.” Here he uses a different con-
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struction which indicates means and not cause.” God did
not see or know in advance that the Ephesians would
believe in Christ and then save them because of their faith.
Rather, God saw that they could not believe because they
were dead, and He saved them because of His grace through
their faith.

“Faith” connotes persuasion, conviction, and commit-
ment and always implies confidence” which causes a per-
son to respond and believe or trust someone. When the
Ephesians heard the gospel, they responded by believing its
message and trusting God (1:13). Paul uses “faith” here to
describe the Ephesians’ response at that time. Their belief
was an active commitment, denoting their trust in God.
Through this act of faith the Ephesians received God’s sal-
vation. Faith was the means by which the Ephesians appre-
hended and accepted what God had accomplished.

“By faith,” along with “by grace,” eliminate any sugges-
tion of human merit. The passive verb form, “you have been
saved,” rules out any possibility of human effort. Together
these words show that the Ephesians had nothing to do
with their salvation. Salvation was not and couldvriot come
from or be caused by human effort or merit. It was the work
of God totally, and it was by His grace alone.

And That Not of Yourselves. Paul continues his explana-
tion of salvation by grace by writing that the Ephesians’ sal-
vation did not come from the Ephesians. This statement is
the first of three statements which emphasize this truth. It
presents a problem since the Greek reads literally “and this
is not of you.” The problem concerns the antecedent of
“this.”” Is its antecedent “faith,” “grace,” or the entire salva-
tion process? In other words, is it “grace” or “faith” or “sal-
vation by grace through faith” which did not come from the
Ephesians?

It seems most likely that “salvation by grace through
faith” is the antecedent. This means that the entire salvation

process which is “by grz:ge" and “through faith” did not
come from the Ephesians. . Paul is then saying that thias6 “by-
grace-through-faith salvation” did not come from the
Ephesians themselves. This statement excludes their
involvement in their salvation. They are not the source or
cause of it. Paul is explicitly stating that the Ephesians’ sal-
vation is not their doing. ‘ '

It Is the Gift of God. After telling the Ephesians where
their salvation did not come from, he tells them what it is. It
is the gift of God. By writing this, Paul continues his empha-

~ sis on salvation by grace. Their salvation did not originate

from them, it was offered to them as a gift from God. Both
nouns in this short clause’ are significant. The word “gift”
underlines the thought of the graciousness of their salva-
tion. Its use here reinforces the statement that they are
saved by grace. ’

A gift is something not earned but given because some-
one wants to give it. Paul’s use of “gift” means that God
wanted to give the Ephesians something which they did not
earn. The characteristic feature of this gift of salvation is not
God's act of giving it, but His intention behind it.” God
intended the Ephesians to be a showpiece of His grace. He
wanted people to see His grace in them. :

He adds that this gift comes from God.” The word “God”
occurs first in the word order which . provides both an
emphasis and a contrast. Paul emphasizes that God is the
source of the gift. It comes from no one else. Paul also con-
trasts God with “you” in the preceding statement. It is not
from you; it is from God. The literal translation brings out
the emphatic force of the c¢lause: salvation—not of you; of
God is the gift.

‘Not As a Result of Works. Paul concludes his description
of salvation by grace by stating in yet another way that the
Ephesians had nothing to do with their salvation. He already
told them that they did not cause their salvation. He then
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further explains that statement. The Ephesians did not
cause their salvation, and in particular their works were not
the cause" or basis of their salvation. This is a logical step
in Paul's explanation. Since their salvation was caused by
God’s grace, it could not come from them. Since their salva-
tion was a gift from God, it could not come from works. To
put it another way, if salvation came from works, it could not
be a gift. Salvation cannot be-both a gift of grace and a
reward for works. This terse statement rules out any kind of
human effort. It negates any contribution on the Ephesians’
part. Their salvation is not the result of self-originated and
self-supported effort.” This statement brings out by way of
contrast the absolute character of God’s grace in their sal-
vation. His grace was the cause or basis of their salvation.
The word “works” in this verse most likely means some-
thing that a person does.” It means any conduct by which
the Ephesians try to earn God’s approval.43 It refers to any

human efforts in general directed towards obtaining salva-

tion. It is unlikely that “works” here refers to works of the
law. Paul does not write “works of the law” as he usually
does when he is referring to the works of the law.” Also,
since he is writing to predominantly Gentile readers, it
seems unlikely that “works” means “works of the law.”* Paul
told the Cretans that they were not saved by any works of
righteousness which they did (Titus 3:5) and he is telling the
Ephesians the same thing. The Ephesians were not saved by
doing any works which they might think would earn them
salvation.

Paul writes that the Ephesians were saved at some point
in the past which resulted in their present saved . state or
status. This means that they are saved. They were and are
saved because of God’s grace. They had nothing to do with
their salvation. They apprehended their salvation by means
of their faith. Because their salvation is by grace through
faith, it is not caused by them.” It is the gift of God, and it is

not caused by their works.”

That No One Should Boast. After Paul very clearly and
emphatically tells the Ephesians: that they are saved by
grace alone, he now gives the purpose for salvation’s beir.lg
by grace alone.” God has saved them by grace alone in
order that none of them might boast. “Boast” is an interest-
ing word. It does not primarily refer to boastful words. It
rather describes the attitude of mind—self—congratulagon
and pride—which may lie behind boastful words. It
describes an attitude which expresses a high degree of con-
fidence in something.50 “Boasting” refers to confidence in
one’s own spiritual competence before God.

If salvation came from the Ephesians or their works, then
they could have had confidence in their accomplishments,
and they could have boasted concerning their salvation.
However, since the Ephesians contributed nothing to their
salvation, they could not have confidence in anything they
did, and therefore had no grounds for boasting regarding
their salvation. Grace eliminated any possibility of an atti-
tude which resulted in boasting. They had to humbly accept
it as a gift from God.

Paul wrote earlier that the purpose or goal of God'’s elec-
tive program for humanity was for the praise of His grace
and glory. God chose the Ephesians to salvation for the
praise of His glorious grace (1:6). They received an inheri-
tance in Christ that they might be to the praise of God’s
glory (1:12). They were sealed with the Holy Spirit to the
praise of God’s glory (1:14).

God'’s glory refers to His person and power, His revealed
character.51 Man recognizes God’s glory, and then he
responds to Him.” Man responds to God by praising Him
because of his character. The Ephesians’ salvation reveals
God’s character. It shows them who God is through what He

has done for them. God saved them that they might respond
by praising Him for who He is and what He has done when
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He saved them. God has done everything, and they have
done nothing. As a result, salvation by grace eliminates
boasting. One can only imagine how much man would do if
his salvation were by works and not by grace. Salvation by
grace results in praise, not pride.

For We Are His Workmanship. Paul now gives a further
and final explanation why the Ephesians’ salvation cannot
be caused by them or their works. It is God’s workmanship.53
Actually, Paul writes that the believers are God'’s workman-
ship. They are God’s creation. The word “workmanship”
denotes that which is made. Paul uses this word elsewhere
only in Romans 1:20 where he refers to the material creation
as that which God made. Here he uses it to refer to the
Ephesians’ spiritual creation and to describe the Ephesian
believers as God'’s workmanship.,

The word describes the complete change that occurred
in the Ephesians’ lives when God saved them. Salvation was
more than a reformation; more than a change of the reigning
purpose in life; more than change, however great a change,
in. the life itself.” Their salvation was a divine creation.
Paul's use of the word “workmanship” indicates that he
views their present condition as saved people to be the
result of God’s creative activity.55

The emphasis of the statement “we are His workman-
ship” is on the pronoun “His.” It reads: His workmanship we
are. It means, “We are His (and no one. else’s) work.”SG The
force of Paul's statement is that God, not the Ephesians
themselves, made them what they are as believers.”

With this emphasis Paul continues to stress God’s exclu-
sive role in their salvation. Just as they contributed nothing
to their original creation, so also they contributed nothing
to their new creation. The Ephesians’ salvation is the result
of God’s activity, not of their attainment.

Created in Christ Jesus for Good Works. After Paul
describes the Ephesians as God’s workmanship, he adds
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that they were created in Christ Jesus for good works.” Paul
is here giving them the purpose of God’s new creation. God
saved the Ephesians that they might do good works. The
role of “works” in salvation now changes. Works were not
the cause of salvation, but now good works are the conse-
quence of salvation. The Ephesians were not saved because
of works, but they were saved for good works. The goal of
their new creation is actual good works. Their works did not
cause their salvation, but their salvation causes works.

Before they were saved their lives were characterized by
sinful works. They fulfilled the desires of their flesh and
mind (2:3). Now that they are saved, the Ephesians are to
experience an actual life change which is evidenced by a
change of works. Their lives now are to be characterized by
good works which reflect God’s character and action.”
Their whole course of life must change.

God’s choice of the Ephesians to salvation has in view
this actual life change. Holiness is a goal of salvation. God
chose the Ephesians that they might be holy and without
blame (1:4). An improvement in their manner of life is an
aspect of this holiness. Good works are an important part in
the improvement in their manner of life. Therefore, when
God saved them, He created them anew for good works. In
fact, Christ died to purify for Himself a people who were
zealous of good works (Titus 2:14). In addition, those who
have believed in God should take care to do good works
(Titus 3:8). Holiness.or sanctification, then, is a corollary,
not the cause, of salvation. Salvation does not come from
works, but works come from salvation. Works_ are the out-
come, not the cause, of salvation.”

Which God Prepared Beforehand, That We Should
Walk in Them. Paul concludes by writing that these good
works for which the Ephesians were saved were prepared
beforehand by God. The verb “prepared beforehand” car-
ries the sense “determine beforehand.” This word occurs
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elsewhere only in Romans 9:23 where Paul refers to believ-
ers as vessels of mercy which God prepared beforehand for
glory. It refers to God’s decision in eternity past to bestow
His mercy on certain individuals whom He has sovereignly
chosen.”

This decision is related to God’s electing activity.63 Here
Paul uses this word to relate the ethical activity of the
Ephesians to the electing activity of God. It describes some-
thing which He did. It denotes His living and active work in
their sanctification. The word indicates that God'’s prepara-
tion of good works not only preceded their salvation but
also preceded the foundation of the world.

The Ephesians’ new creation, then, involves not so much
their salvation and their sanctification as God's elective
activity. When Paul writes that God has prepared these
good works beforehand, he is stressing that their good
deeds, or their sanctification, as well as their salvation are
by grace. The Ephesians’ good deeds cannot be chalked up
to their own resolve but are due solely to divine grace'.54 God
saved the Ephesians to be holy, and in His grace determines
the good works He wants them to do in order to be holy.
God not only desires a life change, but He designs that life
change. Consequently, the Ephesians can take no credit for
their salvation or sanctification; both are by grace.

While it is true that God prepared these good works, it is
also true that the Ephesians must walk in them. Their sanc-
tification involves human responsibility. The human activity
of “walking” is still necessary. The Ephesians must still live
out God’s purpose in their everyday lives.

Paul uses the word “walk” for the walk of life, particular-
ly in the moral sense. It designates one’s conduct or behav-
ior or way of life. This word pictures the Ephesians as walk-
ing through life as one walks through a marked path. Since
the word is neutral in itself, it must be qualified by some
word or phrase. Paul qualifies it here by the phrase “in
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them” which refers back to the good works which God pre-
pared beforehand. The good works then mark the path in
which the Ephesians are to walk. In other words, God has
prepared a path of good works, and the Ephesians are to
walk in that path.

God prepared these good works in advance that they
might mark the Ephesians’ way of life.” Before the
Ephesians were created anew and saved, God had prepared
a sphere of moral action for them. This sphere was like 6a6
road of good works which He prepared for them to walk in.
The purpose of the whole plan of their salvation is the glory
of God through them domg the good works which God pre-
pared for them.”

Conclusion

What does Ephesians 2: 8-10 teach us about salvation? It
teaches us two important truths. First, it teaches us that sal-
vation is by grace alone. It is not by works at all. We are
saved because of God’s work and not because of our works.
It is God’s gift. Second, it teaches us that sanctification is by
grace alone. We are not saved because of works, but for
works. There is more to salvation than just “getting saved.”
Salvation also involves “acting saved.” However, God pre-
pared -beforehand the works which.lead to our sanctifica-
tion. God saved us that we might do the good works which
He designed and:determined for us. He saved us by His
grace alone, and He sanctifies us by His grace alone.

Consequences

What then? What are the consequences of salvation by
grace alone in our lives? There should be at least three.
Salvation -by grace alone should affect our worship, our
walk, and our witness.

Worship can be defined as recognizing God’s worth and
responding to Him. It therefore involves both recognition
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and response. The consequences of salvation by grace
alone, then, involve recognition and response. We must rec-
ognize that God saved us by grace—not because of works,
but for works, and we must respond by praising our gra-
cious God for His gracious salvation.

Walk refers to our conduct as we live each day. It includes
our whole course of life. It also involves recognition and
response. We must recognize that God saved us that we
might walk in good works which He prepared for us. Then
we must respond by practicing those good works.

Witness refers to telling other people about salvation by
grace alone. They need to know that they are dead in their
sins and trespasses and need to be rescued from this dan-
ger. This, too, involves recognition and response. We need
to recognize that they are dead and need to be rescued, and
we need to respond by telling them that they can be saved
by grace alone. '

God has saved us that we should be to the praise of His
glory. May our lives bring praise to His glory through our
worship, walk, and witness because we have been saved by
grace alone.
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Endnotes

1 The preposition translated “according to” (kata) indi-
cates that grace is the ground or basis of God’s forgive-
ness. : .

2 The words “of wrath” (orges) indicate the destiny of the
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readers as a result of their sinful nature—their heredi-
tary moral corruption. It speaks of their hopeless situa-
tion. See David L. Turner, Ephesians 2:3c and Peccatum
Originale, Grace Theological Journal (Fall 1980), 195-219;
and Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 101.

The participial phrase “when we were dead” (ontas
hemas nekrous) is most likely causal, “because we were
dead.” It could be simply temporal, “when -we were
dead.” Either way, it describes their condition which
required God’s intervention, -

The article te with chariii,“grace,” is an article of previ-
ous reference. It shows that “grace” here is the same

‘grace which Paul mentioned in verse seven. For this use

of the article see Richard A. Young, Intermediate New
Testament Greek (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1994),
57-58.

The sentence order is the order of the English transla-

-tion rather than the order of the Greek text.

Salvation language points primarily to the idea of rescue
from danger; Klyne Snodgrass, Ephesians, The NIV
Application Commentary (Grand- Rapids: Zondervan,
1996), 103. : . -

Leon Morris, “Salvation,” Dictionary of Paul and His
Letters, Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, and Daniel
G. Reid, eds. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1993), 858.
The construction “you are saved” (este sesomenoi) is a
perfect periphrastic.

The force of the perfect tense of the participle “saved”
describes an event that was completed in the past. See
F. Blass and A. Debrunner, A Greek Grammar of the New
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, R. W. Funk,
translator and revisor (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1961), 1975; Wallace, Grammar, 573; 614-15; and M.
Zerwick, Biblical Greek lllustrated by Examples (Rome:
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Pontificii Instituti Biblici, 1963), 96. See also Mitton,
Ephesians, 94.

The force of the perfect participle “saved” (sesosmenoi)
describes salvation as being completed in the past. See
Blass and Debrunner, Grammar, 175; Wallace, Grammar,
573; 614-15; and M. Zerwick, Biblical Greek lllustrated by
Examples (Rome; Pontificii Instituti Biblici, 1963), 96.
“You have been saved” (este sesosmenoi) is perfect
periphrastic construction. It is most likely used here to
emphasize the results or present state of those who
were saved. See Wallace, Grammar, 574-75. The transla-
tion “you are saved” reflects the emphasis of the con-

- struction. See Young, Greek, 162.

The focus of the perfect tense form “saved” (sesos-
menoi) is on the Ephesians’ present state of affairs which
the saving action produced. See Stanley E. Porter, Idioms
of the Greek New Testament, second edition (Sheffield:
JSOT Press, 1994), 40; and Wallace, Grammar, 574-75.

C. F. D. Moule, Idiom Book of New Testament Greek
(Cambridge: University Press, 1953), 19, writes that “you
have been saved (and therefore enjoy your present. sta-
tus)” makes good sense.

Ronald A. Ward, Hidden Meaning in the New Testament
(Old Tappan: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1969), 44.

The imperfect tense verb “were” in the statement “were
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divine passive which is used when God is the obvious
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Justin A. Smith, Commentary on the Epistle to the
Ephesians, An American Commentary on the New
Testament, Alvah Hovey, ed. (Valley Forge: The American
Baptist Publication Society, n.d.), 39.
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