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Sola Powered: 

Grace Alone 
Readings: Deuteronomy 6:7-9; Ephesians 2:1-10; John 1:14-18. 

 
Perhaps the most loved of all musicals is The Sound of Music, it is a great story, 

with great songs which it seems that most people can sing along to.  What you may not 
have realised amongst the hills and high jinks, nuns and Nazis is that there is actually 
some theology.  When Maria and Captain Von Trapp realise their love for each other 
they sing a duet, that in part goes like this. 

Perhaps I had a wicked childhood 
Perhaps I had a miserable youth 
But somewhere in my wicked, miserable past 
There must have been a moment of truth 
For here you are, standing there, loving me 
Whether or not you should 
So somewhere in my youth or childhood 
I must have done something good 
Nothing comes from nothing 
Nothing ever could 
So, somewhere in my youth or childhood 
I must have done something good 

It’s a lovely song and it captures something that most people believe, that we are 
rewarded for doing good things.  It is the way of the world, surely, it seems natural.  It 
certainly seems to be the way that most think in relation to God.  I have done some 
good things and God helps those who help themselves, when God is on our side it must 
be because we have done something good.1 

Today we will find that the Bible says something radically different, that we get 
something for nothing when we have done nothing good.  Today we look at the 
wonderful, life changing, world changing idea of grace. 

SOLA POWERED 

This is the start of a short series which I have called Sola Powered.  It is a play 
on the Latin catch cries of the Reformation: Sola Gratis, Sola Fide, Sola Scriptura, Solus 
Christus.  That is Grace alone, faith alone, scripture alone and Christ alone. 

But it also I hope captures the idea that these are the way to be powered up in 
the Christian faith.  Furthermore each of these is a clean energy source which will not 
pollute our faith, even better they are endlessly renewable.  As we shall see it is all to 
easy to move to other fuels, which may leave us under resourced and even, if it was 
possible for a fuel to do this, take us in the wrong direction.   

Each of these four statements is fundamental to true Christian faith and we must 
both understand them and help others to do the same. 

                                            
1 This introduction along with the Calvin quotations are “borrowed” from a talk by Dominic Steele.  

A sermon by Graham Cole at St. Paul’s, Castle Hill, also provided material from the sermon, as did Ray 
Galea’s book “Nothing in my hands I bring”. 
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Grace alone is perhaps the best place to start, for all else flows from grace, that 
is the unfathomable and underserved love of God, and the best place to understand 
God’s grace is Ephesians 2. 

DEATH TO LIFE EPHESIANS 2:1-11 

What we were v1-3 
Paul is speaking to Christians about their natural state what they were before 

they came to Christ and it is a bleak picture. 
Firstly, he says that we are dead in our transgressions and sins (a fact he 

reminds readers of again in v5).  Paul does not say that we are extremely unwell in our 
transgressions and sins.  I have spent time at the bedside of extremely unwell people 
and while there is life there is hope.  Paul says that we are dead, when you are dead 
you cannot do anything to save yourself. 

Paul, not adverse to mixing metaphors, says that in this dead state we actually 
are alive to the ways of the world and following direction of Satan, the ruler of the 
kingdom of this world.  Keen to show that this is something that affects us all, and is our 
own fault Paul finally says that all gratify the cravings of the sinful nature.  Given this, 
that we are dead before God, moving away from him, ignoring him, pleasing ourselves it 
is no surprise that we are described as objects of wrath. 

This is not the way we tend to think of humanity.  We struggle to think of 
ourselves this way.  I remember being a passenger as my father was driving and as we 
went down a hill he suddenly put the car in neutral and, surprised, I asked him why he 
had done this.  He said it was to save fuel, which led to a vigorous debate on the 
possible planet saving act of putting a car in neutral, and the dangers of not being in full 
control of the car. 

Now most of us if we were to think of humanity in terms of a car we would think of 
people as in neutral.  We as the driver can choose to put the car into gear to go 
backwards in reverse, or choose to go forward, to turn left or right choosing whether to 
follow God’s way or the world’s.  This passage makes it clear that we are not in neutral.  
In fact we don’t even have the keys to the car, it is dead, but is rolling down the hill in 
the wrong direction and there don’t seem to be any brakes.  A train wreck awaits, to 
once again mix my metaphors.  Worse we don’t seem to know or care that this is the 
situation and we are powerless to change it.  This says Paul is what we were.  In our 
natural state we were all in big, big trouble. 

Bob Dylan perfectly captured what Paul is driving at in his song “Saved” of the 
album of the same name. 

I was blinded by the devil, 
Born already ruined, 
Stone-cold dead 
As I stepped out of the womb 
Further this was true of us all. This is not a message for those poor people who 

have gone astray, or those out there, look again at v3. “All of us once lived among them 
in the passions of our flesh”  John Calvin, one of the great scholars and writers of the 
Reformation wrote this.  “We are all part of a corrupted and accursed mass whom God 
has condemned, so none of us may exalt ourselves and think of ourselves of more 
worth than our friends.” 

What we are and Why v4-9 
That was the situation for us all but Paul speaks of a great change in the 

situation, in the next few verses we move from being dead to alive, from objects of wrath 
to seated with Christ in heaven.  We have been, in a word, saved, and quite clearly 
saved by God. 

Why has God done this.  We are told that it is because of God’s love (v4), it is 
because God is rich in mercy (v4), it is because of his kindness (v7) or the word that 
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dominates this passage God’s grace, the incomparable riches of his grace (5,7,8).  To 
make sure that we don’t miss the point Paul twice tells us that we are saved by grace (5, 
8).  And all of this is through what God has done for us in Christ Jesus, a point that is 
reinforced by being repeated 4 times. 

We play no part in our salvation, each of these words, love, mercy, kindness, 
grace, all remind us that it is all of God and not at all from us.  Have a close look again 
at v8.  It is not of ourselves it is the gift of God, not something that we deserve it is a gift.  
Church going doesn’t count, praying doesn’t count, preaching doesn’t count, it is a gift.  
A gift which completely changes us from what we were to what we are in Christ. 

If I were to continue the Bob Dylan song I mentioned earlier we capture 
something of the joyous change that this gift brings about. 

I was blinded by the devil, 
Born already ruined, 
Stone-cold dead 
As I stepped out of the womb. 
By His grace I have been touched, 
By His word I have been healed, 
By His hand I've been delivered, 
By His spirit I've been sealed. 
I've been saved 
By the blood of the lamb, 
I wondered how to make sure that everyone here understood clearly what this 

was saying that salvation is a gift, we do not and cannot earn it, it is purely from the 
love, mercy, grace and kindness of God show us in Jesus.  The easiest thing to do 
would be to give each person here a gift that will make them feel loved, and what better 
way to do that than to give away some chocolate.  (If you are reading this then you 
missed out!) 

Now I don’t want you to eat the chocolate yet, but did any of you pay for this 
chocolate? Did you deserve this chocolate? No, it is a gift, something that I have given 
out of my limited love, kindness, mercy and grace, and I have paid for it, you have had 
chocolate at my expense. 

The gift of salvation is so much greater and once again God has paid the price.  
In the back of my first Bible I wrote this GRACE, God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.  Our 
salvation is a gift, pure and simple. 

Confronting our world’s ideas. 
We need to recognise that this idea runs counter to two big religious ideas in our 

world.  We may think that our society is getting less religious but in fact it has some 
fairly clear theological teaching. 

Firstly, is the idea we could call Julie Andrew’s theology, you get what you sow, 
good things happen to good people, bad things happen to bad people, what could be 
described as karma.  Grace defies this logic, that good things happen to bad people, 
which includes us. 

This leads to the second idea that is very strong in our world is that we are not 
bad people.  We are all special, we all have a destiny to follow and fulfil.  Our hope is to 
chase that dream and be that special person.  The logic then is that it is harmful to 
speak of being dead, and rather than turning from following the desires of the flesh and 
sense we should embrace them and celebrate, be what we are.  Then we will be fulfilled 
and find true meaning.  God should be there to help us on that path.  We could call this 
Frank Sinatra theology, we do things our way. 

If we are blunt, this idea says that God should love us because we are loveable. 
There are two problems I believe here, firstly if we are honest we all know that 

there are times when we are not loveable, when following the desires of flesh and 
senses has led to dark places.  We then fear failure.  Secondly if we are loved because 
we are loveable then when we are not loveable God’s love for us is at risk.  Rather 
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grace alone tells us not that God loves us because we are special but rather we are 
special because God loves us. Grace rather than undermining our self-esteem rescues 
it and secures it for it is based not our the unsafe foundation of our own behaviour, 
status or success but simply in God’s astounding unmerited love for us. 

Two questions 
Understanding what Paul says here means we need to ask two questions. 
Have you accepted this grace? 
Firstly, is that what you understand the Christian faith to be, that you cannot save 

yourself and are trusting only in God’s grace.  Calvin put it this way “We come empty to 
God that we may be filled with the blessings of Christ.  Not claiming anything for 
ourselves, acknowledging God alone as our salvation.”  It is not the way that we 
naturally think but it is our only hope of salvation. 

Bono, the lead singer of U2 could say “I'm holding out that Jesus took my sins 
onto the Cross, because I know who I am, and I hope I don't have to depend on my own 
religiosity.” 2 This is an amazing thing for a man who has done so much for so many, 
particularly in Africa with campaigning for debt relief and AIDS awareness.  He 
recognises that this makes no difference with God. 

So, I am going to ask you a strange question which you would not have been 
expecting when you came through the door today.  Are you a follower of Julie & Frank 
or Bob & Bono: Karma, I must have done something good, or Grace, I have done 
nothing good?  Are you holding on to what you have done or holding on to Jesus? 

Perhaps the way to tell is whether you are getting angry at what I am saying.  If 
you are relying on yourself, who you are, what you have done, then you will be getting 
angry to hear that it does not make a difference in terms of salvation or even to hear 
that you need saving.  Another test is how you react to singing Amazing Grace or saying 
the words of the Prayer of Humble Access, do stumble over the idea of “not being 
worthy”? 

But if you do understand you will be amazed at God’s love.  In holding on to this 
grace we fully, and truly understand the love of God for us.  So now is the time to eat 
the chocolate and let the sweetness and smoothness remind us of the wonder of God’s 
love. 

Do you live out this grace? 
As the sugar starts to enter your system you are gaining energy and so being 

empowered and strengthened for action.  God’s grace will do the same.  We may have 
been saved by doing nothing, but we are saved for something. Look at v10.  “For we are 
God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in 
advance for us to do.”  We are to have a grace fuelled life. 

The problem is that when we forget that good works are a response to the love 
that God has shown us we move from a grace fuelled life to a duty filled life.  If we focus 
on duty, what we have to do, then we are likely to forget grace and remember guilt.  

                                            
2 Bono: You see, at the center of all religions is the idea of Karma. You know, what you put out comes 

back to you: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, or in physics—in physical laws—every action is met by 
an equal or an opposite one. It's clear to me that Karma is at the very heart of the universe. I'm absolutely 
sure of it. And yet, along comes this idea called Grace to upend all that "as you reap, so you will sow" 
stuff. Grace defies reason and logic. Love interrupts, if you like, the consequences of your actions, which 
in my case is very good news indeed, because I've done a lot of stupid stuff. 
Assayas: I'd be interested to hear that. 
Bono: That's between me and God. But I'd be in big trouble if Karma was going to finally be my judge. I'd 
be in deep s---. It doesn't excuse my mistakes, but I'm holding out for Grace. I'm holding out that Jesus 
took my sins onto the Cross, because I know who I am, and I hope I don't have to depend on my own 
religiosity. 

… The point of the death of Christ is that Christ took on the sins of the world, so that what we put 
out did not come back to us, and that our sinful nature does not reap the obvious death. That's the point. It 
should keep us humbled… . It's not our own good works that get us through the gates of heaven Bono on 
Bono: Conversations with Michka Assayas, pp203-4. 
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Comedian Billy Connelly once said, “I was brought up Catholic so I have an A level in 
guilt.”  But it can happen in all manner of churches, and in any religion where the focus 
is on “do” rather than “done”. 

Some people when they are given chocolate store it away for when they really 
want it and then it can tragically be forgotten.  We are we must not treat grace like that, 
we are to remind ourselves of it regularly.   

So, do you feel that your Christian life is grace fuelled or duty filled? 
Grace, only grace, that is our hope of salvation.  Grace and only grace is the right 

fuel for the Christian life.  Grace only grace, it is a gift, it is God’s love, mercy and love.  
It may be unnatural but it is world changing and life changing. 

 
For there God is, standing there, next to us,  
Whether or not he should. 
It is by love, mercy and kindness 
Grace rather than doing something good 
Something has come from nothing 
Who would have thought it could 
It is by love, mercy and kindness 
Grace so we will do something good 


