Colossians 2:6-7

The Protestant Reformation of the mid-1500s in Europe radically transformed the Christian Church.  Here’s why.  Until then, Christians believed and were taught that salvation from God was received by faith in God, yes, but that service and gifts to the church, or works, were also required.  The famous Martin Luther, a Roman Catholic priest at the time, studied Scripture and came to the conclusion that salvation is through faith alone – by God’s grace.  Sola fide, only faith -- was his cry.  Faith in Jesus Christ alone.  He often cited verses in the Bible like the one in Ephesians where it says by grace you have been saved through faith, and this not something you have done; it is the gift of God – not the result of our human effort, so that no one may brag about it or feel arrogant.  We are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.  

We have heard this, and we preach it, and we believe it.  We are taught in Sunday School that grace -- God’s gift to us, God’s undeserved favor and love -- grace is what saves us.  We are taught that God’s grace is enough – all we need to do is trust it and accept it.  

But what we teach and preach in church is one thing.  How we really behave and feel is too often another.  It seems that over the centuries since the Protestant reformation, we have drifted from this simple truth and re-introduced a bit of our own effort into the salvation equation.  Maybe it’s a natural human tendency.  To faith alone we’ve added our money, our time, our zeal, our human passions and skills.  We never quite come out and say it – in the open – but we behave as if our individual effort, our work, our human struggle somehow quickens or improves God’s grace – that if we try really hard we can make God’s gift better.  We forget that God’s grace, God’s love, God’s salvation is a gift that is already complete.  Some of us have an unspoken fear that without the next prayer, or if we skip the next worship service, or if we miss the next committee meeting, or if we don’t join more committees, if we don’t talk the right way or do all the right things all the time, we’re lost, we’ll never really be saved.  

This tendency to depend on ourselves, and our work is in part a product of our American tradition.  We are the “rugged individualists” as one famous sociologist described us when we were forming as a nation.  We take pride in the “pull yourselves up by the bootstrap” mentality.  But this same attitude has shaped our relationship with God.  

OK.  When it comes to our salvation, how should we behave?  Let me give a brief theology lesson to help us answer this question.  Scripture teaches that salvation is a journey or a process that begins with our initial belief, and is followed by many steps of improvement in our lives – what we sometimes call sanctification – or becoming more holy – becoming more like God, bit by bit, day by day, step by step, taking on the holiness of God.  

It does begin with the first step.  Scripture says that when we take that very first step of faith, we become justified in God’s eyes – or made right by God.  This moment of first belief is when we decide to trust God to forgive us, to accept us.  God prepares us, and urges us to take this first step.  This is when we first say “yes” to God.  This moment of first belief does indeed require our decision, our cooperation, our response.  But it remains a gift – one that we must actively receive, but a gift nonetheless.  This is why we say we are made right in our relationship with God by grace – the gift – through faith – our decision to trust God alone.

So, let’s say we have experienced the initial moment of belief, or what some traditions call being born again, or saved.  The words don’t matter, it’s the gift – the grace -- that matters.  So we believe.  What now?  What’s next?  What do we do once we first believe?  How should we behave?                          

This is precisely the situation in which Paul found the Colossian believers.  They were young believers.  They had taken that initial step of faith and trusted God for their redemption.  Paul had just reminded them of the absolute supremacy, the completeness of Jesus Christ as their Savior, their Redeemer.  Paul reminded them that their faith must be in Christ alone, not in other things of the world as well.  The sufficient Christ, alone.  We talked about this last week.

So, for the Colossians, and for us, now that we have taken that first step of faith -- what now?  Now that we are “born again” or “saved” or “justified” or whatever word you choose to describe your first step of faith, what now?  

Remember I said that salvation is a journey, a process, that begins when we first believe.  Well, the Bible tells us the rest of the journey is also part of salvation.  We are on a journey to become perfect as the Father in heaven is perfect.  The rest of the journey means we are to pursue God’s holiness.  We are to pursue God, and God’s thoughts, and God’s ways.  

Uh oh.  How do we do that?  The first step was easy – just believe, just accept God’s gift, God’s grace.  These next steps – this becoming holy thing looks like its going to be much harder.  How do I do this?  Now that I’ve received that gift from God, am I expected now to just gut it out – to struggle along on my own?  What kind of gift is that?               

Wait a minute!  Salvation is no gift from God if we treat it like two different relationships with God.  There are not two salvations -- the first that saves us, and the second where we work our tails off to keep up with God’s expectations.  Do you think we are expected to trust in God’s grace to become a believer, but now, now we’re out here on our own?  Do we say to one another, now that you believe, get to work, the struggle begins and we are on our own.  Now that we are born again, forget grace, it’s all about rugged individualism, the American spirit, good ol’ fashioned hard work.  Pray harder, serve on more committees, give more to the poor, give more to the church, sing more, don’t swear, worship more often, worship better, take communion every week, every day!  Our first belief is by grace, but the rest, its just you and me, kid.  No more grace.  You got what you needed to be saved, now you are on your own.  The rest is blood and guts.                 

No, there are not two salvations.  One gift from God, that is a complete journey.  Paul, in his letter to the Colossians knew that the moment of belief is not the end, it’s the beginning, the beginning of an ongoing relationship with God’s gift, an ongoing relationship with God’s grace.  When we cooperate with God’s grace and believe at that first moment, we enter the exciting journey toward holiness or sanctification, and this exciting journey too is filled and guided and empowered by God’s grace every step of the way.  The entire journey, even our ability to do the journey, is a gift from God to be received.  So, Paul told the Colossians, in the same way you first became a believer, continue, continue your journey.  If we first believe because we trusted God’s gift, then we must continue, every day trusting God’s gift.  Grace first, grace always.  Even our journey of living out our lives as Christians must be by grace through faith alone.  If we are justified by grace, we are sanctified by grace.

First it is by God’s grace, now it is by God’s grace, always it is by God’s grace, every step of the way.  When I consider that even my best effort is still a gift from God because God loves me, it makes say thanks!  My work, my steps toward holiness are possible only through God – I must cooperate to be sure, but it is God’s power and love that helps me become a better Christian.   

OK – back to our original question.  What now?  Now that I believe, what now.  The answer is grace.  Even our growth is a gift from God.  Every successful prayer, every successful worship service is a gift from God, every dime we contribute is a gift from God.  Every flaw in our relationships with others that we work hard to fix – still a gift from God.  Grace first, grace always.  We continue in the same way we first received Christ Jesus.  We continue by cooperating with God’s grace in our lives.  

I know we have work to do around here.  I know we have real struggles in our families, our personal lives, and here at church.  Our struggles are real when it comes to obedience, and growing in our relationship with God.  We have real problems in ourselves and in our homes and in our church that we need to fix.  It’s plain hard work to become more like God.  Some days it’s hard to pray.  Some Sundays it’s hard to get up and come to church.  Some months it’s very hard to give money to the church or our other ministries.  Some days it feels nearly impossible to be holy.  

So we start by remembering the gift – grace. Remember it’s all a gift from God.  Start there.  To be sure, I am not encouraging you sit back and do nothing.  What kind of sermon would that be?  No.  I believe in the active mission of the church carried out by active, mission-minded Christians.  We are called to be holy.  We are called to participate, to be active in the fellowship of believers, in the community.  We are called to reach out to those who do not yet know or trust in God’s grace.  We are called to minister to those who are hurting or oppressed.  But remember that even the best of our hard work, even the most productive of our programs and efforts is possible only because God gives us the desire and ability – grace.  

Remember that it was God’s grace that enabled you when you first believed, so God’s grace will enable you now.  Start with grace every day, even if you have been a believer for ten, twenty, fifty years.  Start every day by remembering its all a gift, all we need to do is cooperate with God’s abundant, sufficient grace.  Grace, first and always.    
The Lord be with you. 
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