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I. INTRODUCTION 

Our series on the five core beliefs of the Protestant Reformation now enters its third week.  The 
Reformers lit the world aflame with their conviction that justification before God is by grace 
alone through faith alone in Christ alone to the glory of God alone as taught with the final 
authority of Scripture alone. 

Five times in that sentence is the word alone.  That’s because the primary difference between the 
Protestant Reformers and the Roman Catholic Church was this word alone.  The Roman Catholic 
Church affirmed the necessity of Christ, grace, and faith in salvation.  But they taught that 
salvation came about by grace plus works, through faith plus sacraments, in Christ plus Mary, as 
taught by Scripture plus tradition, all for God’s glory and, in effect, man’s glory in his good 
works. 

Since the word alone was the critical difference between biblical Christianity that the Reformers 
heralded and the man-made version of Christianity of the Roman Catholic Church, these five 
core beliefs became known as the five solas: sola Scriptura, sola fide, sola gratia, solus 
Christus, and soli Deo gloria. 

So far we’ve covered sola Scriptura (Scripture alone) and sola fide (faith alone).  This week, we 
take up sola gratia (grace alone). 

Erasmus versus Luther 

In 1524—seven years after Martin Luther posted the 95 Theses, three years after the Diet of 
Worms where Luther was condemned as a heretic, and while the debate over justification was 
raging—a Dutch Renaissance humanist named Desiderius Erasmus published a work called, 
Diatribe Concerning Free Will, or, more popularly entitled, The Freedom of the Will.  You might 
remember Erasmus’ name because he’s the one who first published the Greek New Testament on 
the printing press. 

But this work he published was polemical—it was an argument aimed against Luther.  In it, 
Erasmus argued that we have free will such that we have within ourselves the ability to choose 
the way which leads to salvation apart from the grace of God.  In salvation, man cooperates with 
God, but we have within ourselves all the will necessary to go to God. 

Luther followed up with a work of his own, Bondage of the Will, published one year later (1525).  
The key issue was this: does the human will have the capacity to believe and obey the gospel?  
That is, are we able to believe in Christ on our own without help, or are we able to believe only 
by God’s gracious enabling? 
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The reason this issue mattered then and matters today is that if we have the ability in ourselves to 
believe the gospel, then faith is a work of our own doing and our salvation comes about by our 
cooperation with God. 

But if we don’t have the ability to believe the gospel in ourselves, but only by God’s gracious 
enabling, then even faith is a gift of God and salvation is wholly of God and we cannot claim any 
credit. 

In other words, if we have the capacity in ourselves to believe the gospel, then salvation comes 
through our own good work of faith, which means that salvation comes by grace and our works.  
But if we don’t have the capacity in ourselves to believe the gospel, then even our believing the 
gospel is a gracious gift of God and, therefore, salvation is by grace alone.  So the issue in 
dispute was whether justification before God was by grace alone.   

The evangelical theologian and author, J. I. Packer, in one paragraph, summarizes the key issue 
that sola gratia address:  

“Here was the crucial issue: whether God is the author, not merely of justification, but also of 
faith; whether, in the last analysis, Christianity is a religion of utter reliance on God for salvation 
and all things necessary to it, or of self-reliance and self-effort. Justification by faith only is a 
truth that needs interpretation. The principle of sola fide is not rightly understood till it is seen as 
anchored in the broader principle of sola gratia. What is the source and status of faith? Is it the 
God-given means whereby the God-given justification is received, or is it a condition of 
justification which is left to man to fulfil? Is it a part of God’s gift of salvation, or is it man’s own 
contribution to salvation? Is our salvation wholly of God, or does it ultimately depend on 
something that we do for ourselves?” (italics mine). 

Culture of Choice 

This issue is not a dead issue. It is as important today as it was in the 16th century.  Our culture 
has made an idol out of choice.  We love to believe that we are autonomous individuals who 
have the freedom to choose our destinies.  Then tragedies like hurricanes or mass shootings or 
economic and job market collapses occur and we’re jarred into realizing against our wills that 
we are subject to other forces that are against our wills and that our lives are not so self-
determined.  Nevertheless, the idol of free, autonomous choice and destiny remains. 

So it is no wonder that so many believe we have the freedom to choose Christ on our terms.  
Wooed by the mirage of choice, many “put off” getting right with the Lord until they’ve had fun 
and enjoyed life first. “When we have kids, we’ll get back to church.” 

In the worship of choice, we’ve imagined God to be a beggar, waiting for us to decide for him, as 
if it were more for his sake, than for our own.  The idol of choice has even influenced 
evangelism strategies.  There are those who think of evangelism as skilled apologetics. If you 
can simply tap into a person’s felt needs and show them the good evidence for faith in Christ, 
then they will believe.  A popular Christian author who wrote a bestselling apologetics book has 
said in a church in this city a few years ago that 4 out of 10 people who read his book come to 
saving faith.  Behind that outlandish claim is the idea that man’s will is just waiting to be 
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convinced by sound arguments and that if man will just activate faith by the free exercise of his 
will, then he will be saved. 

Ad Fontes 

But what does the Bible teach?  Who was right? Luther—that our wills are in bondage and 
cannot choose Christ on their own? Or Erasmus—that our wills are free to choose Christ on their 
own.  What does the Bible tell us? Is faith something that originates in us? Or, is faith itself a gift 
of God? 

To settle the issue, we need to understand what grace is.  And for that, we turn to the best known 
passage on salvation by grace through faith: Ephesians 2:1-10.  In this passage, Paul explains 
what God has done for all who trust in Christ and, in doing so, defines what one theologian has 
pointed out as three defining aspects of God’s grace1. 

II. SOLA GRATIA 

In this passage, we learn what grace is. 

A. GRACE IS THE SAVING FAVOR OF GOD 

First, grace is the saving favor of God.  You’ve heard the definition of grace as God’s unmerited 
favor. That’s true.  Grace has to do with the good favor that God shows us, though we don’t 
deserve it.  Grace is not first a thing that God passes on to us, but his disposition toward us.  This 
passage clearly shows the gracious disposition of God toward sinners he saves. 

He first describes our condition before Christ saved us.  What was our condition before coming 
to Christ?  Were we ready and willing to receive Christ, but simply uninformed? Did we just 
need a spark to ignite latent faith within? Was faith simply an unripe fruit that given time and 
attention would mature into saving faith? Was our problem not so much that we were 
unbelievers, but not-yet-believers? How near to salvation were we? 

Paul’s answer, here, is that, in ourselves, we weren’t close.  Our condition before coming to 
Christ can be summarized as the devastating D’s of verses 1-3. 

1. Dead 

First, we were dead, according to verse 1: 

Ephesians 2:1: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins”  

As unbelievers, we were living and breathing physically, but spiritually we were dead.  Our 
hearts weren’t beating for God. We were spiritually flat-lined.  We may have been interested in 
spiritual things or even involved in spiritual activities, but we were dead to the true God, dead to 
honoring him, dead to repenting of our sins and following him. 

                                                      

1 Definitions adapted from Terry L. Johnson in The Case for Traditional Protestantism, 105-121. 
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Being spiritually dead means that we had no true spiritual life in us.  We had no ability to 
respond to God, no desire to respond to God, no capacity to respond to God.  We were unable to 
put our faith in God because we were dead.   

Grace is God looking with favor upon the spiritually dead. 

2. Disobedient 

Second, we were disobedient, according to verse 2: 

Ephesians 2:2: “[And you were dead in the trespasses and sins] in which you once walked, 
following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is 
now at work in the sons of disobedience—”  

It’s bad to be dead, but we were worse than that.  We weren’t simply passively unresponsive to 
God, we were actively in rebellion against him.  We were both unable to come to him in faith 
and unwilling to come to him in faith.  We weren’t walking in the way of truth.  We walked in 
footstep with the world. We lived in harmony with the world’s values. We were captured by the 
world.  We followed after the devil’s lies and paths. Because we would not come to God, we 
were in reality coming to the devil. We were “sons of disobedience” not children of God.  

Grace is God looking with favor upon the spiritually disobedient. 

3. Doomed 

Third, we were doomed according to verse 3: 

Ephesians 2:3: “among whom [=sons of disobedience] we all once lived in the passions of our 
flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, 
like the rest of mankind.”  

We were in bondage to the passions of our flesh. We carried out the fleshly desires of our body 
and mind.  Accordingly, we were doomed to eternal judgment. We deserved the wrath of God 
because of our disobedience.  The root of our disobedience was so deep that we were “by 
nature”—that is, inherently—children of wrath.  We were born cursed. We were naturally 
displeasing to God. 

Grace is God looking with favor upon the spiritually doomed. 

No Hope Within 

This was our condition apart from Christ. This is the condition of every person who hasn’t been 
saved by God.  When you are dead, disobedient, and doomed, there is no hope without God.  In 
verse 12, he writes: “remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from 
the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and 
without God in the world.”  So if there is to be any hope of salvation, it must come wholly 
outside of you. It must come only from another.   

Yet, the story of our salvation is that God did save us. God saved us even though we were 
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 sinners.  This is grace. 

God’s grace is his saving favor upon us. 

B. GRACE IS THE SAVING PROVISION OF GOD 

Second, God’s grace is not just his saving favor, but also his saving provision.  In our condition, 
there was no way we could save ourselves.  In the soil of our dead, disobedient, doomed heart, 
the flower of faith would not and could not grow.  So if we were to be saved, only God could 
take the initiative. 

In verses 4-7, Paul tells us that is exactly what God did: 

Ephesians 2:4–7: “But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved 
us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you 
have been saved— and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in 
Christ Jesus, so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.”  

Look at what he did for us: We were dead, but he made us alive.  And not just alive, but alive 
and united “together with Christ.”  And he gave us a better position—raised us up spiritually and 
seated with Christ Jesus in heaven, so that your destiny is secure. You are already in one sense 
there, even as you wait to go there.  And he gave us a better future—not a future of wrath—but a 
future of his immeasurable riches of grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus forever. 

What a magnitude of grace he has given us!  And how did we get such undeserved favor? Who 
would have secured for us such a destiny?  Verse 4 says, “But God”!  God did this for us. He 
took the initiative. The work of our salvation is wholly his. 

Why did he save us?  Because he is “rich in mercy.”  Because of “the great love with which he 
loved us.”  He saved us for reasons that exist only in him. 

This is the way it has always been in God’s rescue of sinful man.  Why did he rescue Israel? 
Because they were good, obedient people? Because of the sacrifices they made?  No, listen to the 
explanation of why God rescued them: 

Deuteronomy 7:6–8: ““The LORD your God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured 
possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. It was not because you were 
more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love on you and chose you, for you 
were the fewest of all peoples, but it is because the LORD loves you and is keeping the oath that 
he swore to your fathers, that the LORD has brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed 
you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt.”  

Why did God save Israel? Because he loved Israel and wanted to preserve his promise to 
Abraham.  Why did he love Israel? Because they were better than other nations? No. He loved 
them because he chose to love them. He graced them.  And lest Israel get arrogant and think God 
set his favor on them because of their righteousness, Moses warned them: 
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Deuteronomy 9:4, 6: “Do not say in your heart, after the LORD your God has thrust them out 
before you, ‘It is because of my righteousness that the LORD has brought me in to possess this 
land. . . .’ “Know, therefore, that the LORD your God is not giving you this good land to possess 
because of your righteousness, for you are a stubborn people.”  

And neither did God save us because of our righteousness or any good work.  If God saved us 
because of something good in us, it wouldn’t be grace.  Grace is only grace if it is free.  God is 
not compelled to give us grace. God had no obligation to save us.  The choice of who to save 
belongs to God.  As Jesus says in John 15:16: “You did not choose me, but I chose you. . .” 

He doesn’t choose the best of the sinners. He only has sinners to choose from. Rather, in the 
words of Romans 9, God has mercy on whom he has mercy, and compassion on whom he has 
compassion. 

Romans 9:18 says, “So then he has mercy on whomever he wills, and he hardens whomever he 
wills.”  

That we all only deserve wrath demonstrates how gracious his grace really is. 

So because we cannot save ourselves and have nothing to commend ourselves to God, he also 
provides us the provision to be saved.  He sends the Son of God on a rescue mission—to die as a 
sacrificial substitute for our sins so that by believing in him we would have eternal life.  The 
Apostle John says in John 1:16: “From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace.” 

From Jesus’ fullness, we have received the provision of the full grace we need to be saved. 

C. GRACE IS THE SAVING POWER OF GOD 

Third, grace is the saving power of God.  In order for us to be saved, God’s grace must be more 
than a favorable disposition toward us. It must be more than even a saving provision for us in the 
sacrifice of Jesus.  Because of our condition—dead, disobedient, and doomed—if we are to be 
saved, God must pick us up and carry us all the way to the cross.  If we are to be saved, the work 
of salvation must be wholly his because, as we’ve already seen, we are unable and unwilling to 
come to him. 

In order for us to be saved, he needed to make it more than possible that we’d be saved, he had to 
ensure that we’d be saved by giving to us not only the provision, but the power to believe. 

Look what Paul writes in verses 8-9: 

Ephesians 2:8–9: “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own 
doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”  

Here, he plainly shows that every aspect of our salvation is a gift.  He says, “This is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God.” What does the pronoun “this” refer to?  I’ll spare you the Greek 
grammar lesson, but “this” refers to all of the sentence before.  Grace is a gift. Salvation is a gift. 
And even faith is a gift!  He gave us faith because without it, we would not come to it. Faith 
wouldn’t ever come out of our dead hearts, so he had to give us that as well.  This is the heart of 
sola gratia. Faith is the gift of God.  As someone said, we don’t so much come to faith as faith  



www.tccathens.org 

7 

 

comes to us.  God gives us the power to believe. 

So we weren’t in a condition where we could believe if we were just convinced on the evidence 
that Jesus’ message was true.  God had to initiate our salvation within us by giving us the faith 
we need to be saved. 

So faith is not a work we perform to earn or trigger God’s grace.2  Erasmus was wrong. We 
don’t have within ourselves the ability to choose the way which leads to salvation apart from the 
grace of God.  We don’t cooperate with God in order to be justified.   

Are we able to believe in Christ on our own without help?  No! The only way we can believe is 
if we are enabled to believe by being given the gift of faith. 

Do we have the capacity in ourselves to believe the gospel?  No! If so, then salvation would 
come through our own good work of faith, which would mean that salvation comes by grace plus 
our work of faith.  Rather, even our believing the gospel is a gracious gift of God, and, therefore, 
salvation is by grace alone.   

So God doesn’t save us because we have faith. He saves us because of his grace and does so 
through his gift of faith that we exercise.  Because it is all of grace, we cannot boast in our faith.  
That’s why Paul says our salvation is not a result of works, so that no one may boast.  We have 
nothing to boast about in salvation because not even our faith was self-generated. 

So Paul writes: “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 1:31) and, again, 
“What becomes of our boasting? It is excluded” (Romans 3:27). 

III. CONCLUSION 

So we cannot make even one step toward God—including faith—apart from grace. 

As one pastor has said, “Sola gratia guards the truth that ‘salvation is of the Lord. . . from first to 
last, from top to bottom, from beginning to end. It is utterly ‘by his doing’ that we are saved in 
Christ Jesus.”  We who are born again are born “not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of 
the will of man, but of God (John 1:13). 

Or, in the words of Paul, “It depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, who has mercy” 
(Romans 9:16). 

Or, in the words of the psalmist, “Salvation. . . is from the LORD” (Psalm 37:39). 

                                                      

2 Id. 
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