
 B A C K  S T O R Y

 The apostle Paul had truly experienced a transformation.  The first time we hear 
of Paul (then called Saul) he is working the coat-check and cheering on the apostle 
Stephen’s execution in Jerusalem.  He later hits the road to Damascus to track down 
other Jesus-followers for the express purpose of eradicating anyone who believed 
Jesus was the Messiah.  Paul’s defining moment came on the road to Damascus when 
he was left helpless by the side of the road, blinded and speechless.  When we read 
Paul’s epistles including the one in Ephesians, it feels as if Paul is preaching a sermon 
to himself as well as to his listeners.  I can almost imagine him saying, “Listen, 
everyone, I used to think people who talked about Jesus were crazy, but now I realize 
how amazing Christ is!  I was so lost!  So dead inside!  But Christ has changed 
everything!  For now and for all eternity!”
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 S C R I P T U R E

Ephesians 2:4-9 (NIV)

4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with 
Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been 
saved. 6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly 
realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages he might show the incompa-
rable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by 
grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift 
of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast.

 
 D I S C U S S I O N

 I am not in the habit of watching “Jeopardy”, but about a year ago, I happened to 
see the Final Jeopardy answer to which the contestants were seeking to write the 
corresponding question.  The answer that was provided was:  “Slave trader turned 
minister John Newton wrote this hymn that first appeared in 1779 as “Faith’s Review 
and Expectation”. As the sing-song tune played and the contestants pondered, I 
shouted at the TV – “What is “Amazing Grace”?  What is “Amazing Grace”?  
 Today’s scripture could also be entitled “What is “Amazing Grace”?  Paul strives 
to express the immensity of God’s grace in Ephesians 2: 4-9.  One reason Paul is so 
passionate about God’s grace is because he has experienced it in his own life – 
though Paul was dead in sin, God has made him alive in Christ. 
 There are some similarities to between the apostle Paul and the hymn writer 
John Newton.  Like Paul, John Newton had given his life over to the wrong pursuits.  
As a young child, his mother had taught him from the Scriptures but she died of 
tuberculosis when he was only 7.  By age 11 (!), John Newton had boarded a ship and 
began sailing as a sea merchant.  He lost a number of jobs due to his terrible 
behavior – sailors were not known for being refined, but John Newton had a 
reputation for profanity and crudeness that shocked even the other sailors.  His 
lifestyle was morally bankrupt.  He described it this way:  “I sinned with a high hand, 
and I made it my study to tempt and seduce others.”  His work on merchant ships 
eventually led him to the slave trade which only heightened his moral bankruptcy.  



 When still only in his early twenties, the slave trading ship John Newton was on was 
overtaken by an enormous storm.  With little hope of survival, the sailors tried to keep 
the vessel afloat.  On the eleventh day of the storm, John Newton was tied to the helm 
for twelve hours straight to try to keep the ship on course.  He remembered some 
scriptures his mother had taught him, first from Proverbs 1: 24 – 31 which in summary 
states:  “…Since you refuse to listen when I call…I will laugh when disaster strikes you…
when calamity overtakes you like a storm…they will look for me but will not find me.”  
John Newton was certain he was beyond hope – he had not only rejected God but 
had led others into unbelief.  But some other words from scripture also came to mind 
– Luke 11:13:  “If you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts unto your 
children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who 
ask him.” John Newton remembered the day tied to the helm of the ship as “that day 
the Lord sent from on high and delivered me out of deep waters.”  Only God’s amazing 
grace could and would take a rude, profane, slave-trading sailor and transform him into 
a child of God.  Newton never ceased to stand in awe of God’s work in his life.  He was 
called to the ministry and spent the remaining years of his life preaching the Gospel of 
Christ.   He often composed songs that developed the theme of his messages and this 
led to the composition of the world’s most famous hymn “Amazing Grace”.

 R E F L E C T I O N

 
 Sometimes we read the Scriptures about people like the apostle Paul or stories 
like that of John Newton and it seems like something that happened so long ago we 
wonder what relevance it has for us today.  Perhaps we may feel we have little in 
common with Paul, who hunted down those who believed in Jesus or with John 
Newton, who sought to lead others away from Jesus.  Or possibly, we feel like we 
have lived so far away from God that we are beyond hope of experiencing his grace 
and mercy.  No matter where you find yourself, no matter your circumstances, God’s 
love is greater, his mercy is richer, his kindness is incomparable, and his grace is 
amazing.  He invites you to accept all he has to offer, simply in faith believing in Jesus 
Christ and his saving work on the cross.
 John Newton continued to be amazed by God’s grace and in his old age, told 
his friends, “My memory is nearly gone; but I remember two things:  That I am a great 
sinner, and that Christ is a great Savior.”  Remembering this will lead to those i
ncomparable riches and a seat in the heavenly realms as described in Ephesians 2.  
That is far better than a contestant seat on Jeopardy even when you know the ques-
tion is “What is “Amazing Grace”?!  



The original verses composed by John Newton to “Amazing Grace”:
 

Amazing grace! (how sweet the sound)
That saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found,
Was blind, but now I see.
 
’Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,
And grace my fears relieved;
How precious did that grace appear,
The hour I first believed!
 
Thro’ many dangers, toils and snares,
I have already come;
’Tis grace has brought me safe thus far,
And grace will lead me home.
 
The Lord has promised good to me,
His word my hope secures;
He will my shield and portion be,
As long as life endures.
 
Yes, when this flesh and heart shall fail,
And mortal life shall cease;
I shall possess, within the veil,
A life of joy and peace.
 
The earth shall soon dissolve like snow,
The sun forbear to shine;
But God, who called me here below,
Will be forever mine.



 B A C K  S T O R Y

 We are working through the book of Ephesians and as Pastor Eric has indicated, 
the apostle Paul uses long sentences that can leave us scratching our heads a bit as 
to what the message truly is.  It can be helpful to read the same passage in a number 
of different translations.  For today’s devotional, I am using Eugene Peterson’s “The 
Message:  The Bible in Contemporary Language”.  
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 S C R I P T U R E

Ephesians 2: 1 – 10 The Message 
He Tore Down the Wall
 2 1-6 It wasn’t so long ago that you were mired in that old stagnant life of sin. You 
let the world, which doesn’t know the first thing about living, tell you how to live. You 
filled your lungs with polluted unbelief, and then exhaled disobedience. We all did it, 
all of us doing what we felt like doing, when we felt like doing it, all of us in the same 
boat. It’s a wonder God didn’t lose his temper and do away with the whole lot of us. 
Instead, immense in mercy and with an incredible love, he embraced us. He took our 
sin-dead lives and made us alive in Christ. He did all this on his own, with no help from 
us! Then he picked us up and set us down in highest heaven in company with Jesus, 
our Messiah.
 7-10 Now God has us where he wants us, with all the time in this world and the 
next to shower grace and kindness upon us in Christ Jesus. Saving is all his idea, and 
all his work. All we do is trust him enough to let him do it. It’s God’s gift from start to 
finish! We don’t play the major role. If we did, we’d probably go around bragging that 
we’d done the whole thing! No, we neither make nor save ourselves. God does both 
the making and saving. He creates each of us by Christ Jesus to join him in the work 
he does, the good work he has gotten ready for us to do, work we had better be do-
ing.

  D I S C U S S I O N

 
 When I was growing up, my family gave me the nickname “Amazing Grace”.  I 
wish I could say it was because I was graceful, but in fact quite the opposite was true.  
This remains the case to this day – if there is something to trip over or bump into, I will 
find it without even trying.  Last summer, I was jogging across a wooden bridge near 
my home, and tripped over a warped board.  My chin hit the bridge before my hands 
and evidence of my “gracefulness” was a nasty bruise that looked kind of like a turkey 
wattle.  
 I may never be graceful but if I change just one letter in that word, I know I can 
certainly be grateful.  Ephesians 2 as paraphrased in “The Message” makes it even 
easier to pick out the phrases that remind of what to be grateful about!  



 (God) embraces us!  He has immense mercy! Incredible love!  He showers us 
with grace and kindness in Christ Jesus.  He created us and He saves us!  
 When I was flat on my face on the bridge, I wondered for a moment if I was 
going to be able to get myself up so I could limp back home.  I knew it wasn’t going 
to be a pretty sight when I looked in the mirror.  Likewise, none of us are a pretty sight 
when we are living the way the world has told us to live.  Yet God not only created us 
and saves us, He picks us up, after we have fallen flat on our faces, and he promises 
us an eternal home in heaven in the company of Jesus, our Messiah, our Savior.  And 
we don’t have to limp along to get there. This is so much to be grateful for!

 R E F L E C T I O N

 Not everyone is created to be graceful but we are all called to be grateful.  
Ephesians 2 emphasizes “8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through 
faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.”  When we receive a 
gift – something we didn’t work for or that we can’t reciprocate, we are humbled and 
grateful.  In another of Paul’s letters, to the Corinthians, Paul reminds us to have 
grateful hearts – “because of the surpassing grace God has given you. 15 Thanks be 
to God for his indescribable gift! (2 Corinthians 9:14b-15)  I’m reminded of the song 
“Indescribable” written by Laura Story which recognizes the magnificence of God’s 
creation, but concludes describing his amazing grace:

Indescribable, uncontainable,
You placed the stars in the sky and You know them by name.
You are amazing God!
Incomparable, unchangeable
You see the depths of my heart and You love me the same.
You are amazing God!
Pray today for a grateful heart moved by God’s grace.  He truly is an amazing God!


