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Based on Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21 

 

On this fourth Sunday in Lent, the lectionary is doing its best to lead us into 

Easter.  Both the letter to the Ephesians and Numbers 21, which is today’s unread portion 

from Hebrew Scripture, include imagery of being ‘raised up.’  These readings and the 

resurrection talk in John’s Gospel, which comes early in the story, set us up to start 

thinking of how things will be down the road.  Way down the road.  Like, at the end of 

the road.  But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. 

In terms of early Christian writings, aside from the known authentic letters of 

Paul, the question of who wrote what when has been asked since at least the fourth 

century when a Christian theologian named Eusebius wondered who actually wrote this 

letter. 

Because of the general nature of its context, this letter is sometimes thought to 

have been intended as a letter intended for many churches.  It was probably written not 

by Paul but by one of his disciples to a Gentile church which had little knowledge of 

Judaism and Israel.  The Christian church was getting away from its roots by this time, 

and letters such as this one called Christians to live in the world in a different way. 

In several of his authentic letters – Romans, First Corinthians, and Philippians1 – 

Paul is careful to say that believers’ resurrection will occur in the future.  The writer of 

Ephesians says that we are alive together with Christ and raised up with him and seated 

with him in heaven already.  That’s not how Paul saw it.  Paul was thinking the second 

coming would happen at the End Times. 

These different viewpoints reflect some anxiety about when Jesus would return.  

Some of the apostles and early followers were beginning to die off without getting to see 

Jesus’ second coming, which was expected sooner rather than later.  The writer of this 

letter linked the believer’s resurrection to Jesus’ and so solved the problem.  Regardless 

of when Jesus might return, the expected second coming influenced the life of the church. 
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The letter writer also said we are saved by grace through faith – meaning through 

our trust and reliance in God through Jesus – and that salvation is a gift, not something 

that we can earn even by doing charitable works. 

It seems like a fine line to walk.  You can make a food donation but do not boast 

about it or think that, by doing so, you have earned God’s grace.  You can’t earn God’s 

grace except by having first committed to trusting and relying on God.  Fair enough. 

So, saved by grace, not by works.  But then again, ‘we are what he has made us, 

created in Christ Jesus for good works.’  In fact, the apostle James wrote a letter in which 

he said, faith without works – charitable works – is dead.  So, which is it?  Both. 

‘For by grace you have been saved through faith,’ but faith isn’t enough if you 

just sit on your hands.  God created us in Christ Jesus for good works; saved by grace but 

we’re supposed to be charitable toward one another too.  All the time.  This was to be the 

work of the church.  Live accordingly. 

Stating that believers are already living in a state of resurrection, the writer of 

Ephesians helped the church cope with the fact that Jesus hadn’t returned yet.  When the 

second coming didn’t happen according to their personal timetable, people began to lose 

faith.   How could the church survive without Jesus? 

So, the thinking changed to accommodate revised expectations.  Why wait around 

for a second coming if God has ‘made us alive together with Christ’ already?  Are we in 

heaven now?  Is this it?  It doesn’t look the way I imagined it would.  At the very least, I 

was hoping it would be warmer, with maybe a little less warfare. 

Is it necessary for Jesus to come back first in order for us to meet God in heaven 

when we do eventually die, as all the first apostles have?  What do we expect the Messiah 

to actually do at the end times?  Should we not just focus on our faith and on how we live 

in community with our neighbors right now and let the rest of it sort itself out on its own? 

Maybe this is the problem with the world today: it’s not that we don’t have faith; 

it’s that we can’t see Jesus in our midst. 

John’s Gospel raises a bigger issue than that.  He wrote, ‘those who do not believe 

are condemned already.’  Does the good news proclaim God’s love for the entire world or 

is God’s love reserved only for those who have faith and love for God?  Does God love 

all people, or only those who have faith in Jesus as Savior and Messiah? 
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John’s Gospel forces us to think of Jesus’ story and our faith in a very different 

way.  Scripture says we have been saved by grace through faith, and the relationship 

between the two determines how we are to conduct our lives. 

Scripture says that God ‘made us alive together with Christ’ – maybe that doesn’t 

have anything to do with being in heaven with Jesus now, because clearly, as nice as it is, 

this ain’t heaven.  Let’s raise our sights a little higher. 

Maybe it has something to do with how much more alive we are when we live 

according to the example given to us by Jesus than if we went our own way, condemned 

to live in sin in our own personal wilderness.  

And this is the judgement: that the world loves to live in darkness because 

darkness conceals things.  Jesus is a gift given to light the way for those who choose to be 

saved through faith, to defeat sin not necessarily once and for all, but rather in a constant, 

daily battle.  Faith is a choice we make every day. 

Lent calls us to renew our commitment to the implications of the Resurrection in 

how we live our lives.  It asks us to stop, at least for a moment, to reflect on what is going 

on within.  It asks us again to decide if Jesus is the Christ.  Lents wants to know if we can 

renew our faith, as Sister Joan Chittister says, ‘from the inside out.’2 

Jesus boiled it down to this: Faith – trust and reliance in God – is the greatest 

commandment; the second is like it – loving and caring for your neighbor as you would 

want to be loved and cared for yourself, and to live accordingly as a way of life. 

Amen. 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

 
1 Romans 6:5 (For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him 

in a resurrection like his.); 1 Corinthians 15:21-23 (For since death came through a human being, the 

resurrection of the dead has also come through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be made 

alive in Christ.  But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to 

Christ.); Philippians 3:10-11 (I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his 

sufferings by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead.) 
2 Joan Chittister, The Liturgical Year (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2009), 111. 


