7
“The most important ‘But’ in the Bible”      Text –Eph 2:4        OT Reading – Psalm 103:1-13


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
Last Lord’s Day we looked at the first three verses of chapter 2 and saw there a description of the spiritual condition of all unbelievers.  
We saw that they are dead in sin, enslaved to sin, and condemned by sin.  

For the Christian though, we noted with great joy that this was a description of their past life.  
As Christians we are no longer dead in sin.  Something has changed to give us new life.

Well, in the Lord’s providence, we come now to the description of that change.  
In verses 4-10 we come to a passage of scripture that describes the gift of salvation in Jesus Christ.  
Having seen, in verses 1-3, that we need to be saved from sin, in the coming Lord’s Days we are going to see that we are saved by love, saved into life, saved with a purpose, saved through faith, and saved unto good works.  
We are going to see exactly how and why we have come from death into life.

And today, we begin by focusing on the one who brings this all about; God Himself.  
And we start with God, obviously, because that is where the text of Scripture starts.  
Even though, in the NIV translations before you, verse 4 begins with “but because of His great love for us, God,” the Greek text begins, “But God…”  

Having spent three verses describing the Christian’s past condition, Paul moves on to describe the Christian’s present condition by focusing, firstly, on God Himself and what God has done.  And in this, Paul reveals the character of the God of Our Salvation.  

However, before we take up our consideration of the character of the God of our salvation, I need to say a few words about the first word of verse 4.  That word is “but.”  
Now, it’s just a small word; a tiny preposition.  
It is found nearly 8000 times in the Bible; it is a very common word.  

And yet, as the title of this sermon suggests, this is perhaps, the most important ‘but’ in the Bible.  
You see, if Ephesians 2 ended at verse 3, we would be in trouble.  
If the final description of us all was that we were dead in our transgressions and sins, followers of the ways of this world and the ruler of the kingdom of the air, and by nature objects of wrath, we would be in eternal trouble.  
We would be without hope and destined for eternal destruction.  

And that would be entirely just and appropriate.  
We would only be getting exactly what we deserved.  
You see, the condition of being dead in sin is not God’s fault or God’s problem.  
It is not some sort of mistake in creation that He is obligated to fix.  
Our sin is our sin.  It is our fault, our guilt, our problem.  
We have sinned against God and we cannot undo this. 
The only way this can be undone is if God chooses to undo it.  
The only way the problem of our sin can be solved is if God chooses to solve it.  

And this is why the ‘but’ of verse 4 is the most important ‘but’ in the Bible.  Without it, we would be lost.
Praise God then that it is there!  
Praise God, for, because of this ‘but,’ we know that this description of being dead in sin                      is not the end of our story.  
There is more to be told.  There is more to be discovered.  
There is more to be seen concerning our eternal wellbeing.  

And this is so because with it Paul goes on to reveal the character of the God of Our Salvation.  And he does this by describing the shape of His love, the result of His love, and the direction of His love.

Firstly then, Paul reveals the character of the God of Our Salvation, by describing the shape of His love.  And He does this by saying, “But because of His great love…”  

Before he says anything else about our salvation Paul hones in on the thing that underpins the whole structure; the foundation of the salvation building, so to speak.  Right at the ground floor is the love of God.  
And neither are we to think that this is just any old love.  No, it is God’s great love.  

And it’s hardly surprising is it that Paul hones in on God’s great love right at the outset.  
Paul, the former blasphemer, persecutor of the church, and violent man, is a man who has experienced the Great love of God.  
In the midst of a journey to arrest and persecute Christians, Paul, himself, experienced the great love of God, when Christ spoke to Him from heaven.  
And Jesus’ words to Paul, on the road to Damascus, were not words of rebuke or punishment.  He did not say, “Paul, what you are doing is evil, and I must punish you for what you have done to my people.”  
No, the words of Jesus were words of love; words that gave life to Paul and rescued him from the course of darkness and evil that he was following.  
And so, having experienced the great love of God, Paul is quick to point to it as foundational to all else.

Well, I expect you have heard before of the three Greek words that are used to describe love.  
Phileo is the love between friends and brothers, Eros is the sensual love between a husband and wife, and Agape is sacrificial love; a ‘lay down my life for you’ kind of love.  
It comes as no surprise then to note that the love spoken of here is Agape love; the same love that is spoken of in John 3:16, “For God so loved the world that He gave up His only begotten Son.”  
Indeed, this agape love is what Paul also speaks about in 3:18 where he expresses his desire that these Ephesians might be able to “grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge.”  
Once, an American warship was captured by the North Koreans.  The eighty-two surviving crew members were thrown into a brutal captivity.  In one particular instance thirteen of the men were required to sit in a rigid manner around a table for hours.  After several hours the door was violently flung open and a North Korean guard brutally beat the man in the first chair with the butt of his rifle.  The next day, as each man sat at his assigned place, again the door was thrown open and the man in the first chair was brutally beaten.  On the third day it happened again to the same man.  
Knowing the man could not survive, another young sailor took his place. When the door was flung open the guard automatically beat the new victim senseless.  
For weeks, each day a new man stepped forward to sit in that horrible chair, knowing full well what would happen.  
At last the guards gave up in exasperation. They were unable to beat that kind of sacrificial love.  
This kind of love is agape love.  
But it is nothing compared to the great love of God.

Further to this, not only are we told in the Bible about the love of God, we are also told, in 1 John 4:8 that “God is love.”  
As J.I. Packer says in his book, Knowing God, “The love which He shows to men, and which Christians know and rejoice in, is a revelation of His own inner being.”  
God is love.  Love is who and what God is.

And yet, there are two things that need to be said about John’s statement.  
Firstly, in terms of the Bible, “God is love” is not everything.  
The Bible tells us also that God is “a consuming fire.”  
The Bible tells us also that God is Just.  
The Bible tells us also that God is holy.  
The Bible tells us also that God is a God of wrath and judgment.  
The Bible tells us also that God is the one who destroyed the whole world, apart from Noah and his family, in the flood, and the God who will one day judge all the people of the world and condemn some of them to eternal damnation.  
You see, in terms of the Bible, “God is love” is not everything.  
“God is love” is not a trump card that can be slapped down on top of everything else.

Having said though, that in terms of the Bible “God is love” is not everything, we must also acknowledge that in terms of the Christian “God is love” is everything!  
And this is because, as a Christian, every single thing that happens to you is an expression of God’s love!  
Because you are loved by God, says Romans 8:28, all things God works for your good.  
Even the difficulties that you face in life are trials that come to you because the Lord disciplines those whom He loves!  
Every moment of every day, even when you cannot see or understand how this could possibly be so, you need to know that the love of God is in and behind every circumstance of your life.  For you, God is love!

And the supreme example of His love towards you is that which is described in John 3:16.  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  
Agape love gives, and God gave.  He gave His only begotten Son.  
And He gave Him in order that there might be this ‘but’ at the beginning of verse 4.  
He loved the world, John tells us.  He had no desire that all men would perish in the deadness of their sins.  And because of His great love, there is this ‘But.’

And it is in this that we see that Paul Also reveals the character of the God of Our Salvation, by describing the result of His love.

And here we focus on those words, “God, who is rich in mercy.”  

	Now, mercy, in the Bible, is closely associated with grace, but there is a slight difference between the two of them.  
	Grace is undeserved favour.  
	Grace is the kindness that is freely shown by the greater to the lesser.  
	Mercy is compassion shown to those in a state of misery.  
	Mercy has to do with pity.  
	Mercy looks down at the sad circumstances that someone is in and acts.  
	Those of you who are parents will know this.  
	At 4am in the morning, when your child cries out, again, because they are suffering from the effects of a severe cold with a sore throat, a runny nose, severe congestion, and an aching body, what is it that causes you to get up and go and comfort them?  

Mercy.  Your love for them, and your sorrow at their condition leads you to show mercy.  It awakens your pity, and you get up and you go to them and you try to relieve the child’s distress in any way you possibly can.  
	Their misery calls forth your mercy.


	Well, it is our misery that calls forth God’s mercy.  
	And our misery is what we saw in vv1-3.  
	God looks down on those dead in transgressions and sin, and, as a parent, His heart is filled with pity and compassion.  

This is what we read of in Psalm 103.  “The LORD is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love.  He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor his anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.  For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him;  as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.  As a father has compassion on his children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him.”  

	It is here though that the analogy of the sick child that I just mentioned breaks down in comparison with the richness of God’s mercy.  
	You see, the child wants mercy.  The child wants the love of its parent.  The child wants to have its condition remedied.  

But sinners want none of this.  
	Sinners hate God.  Sinners love their sin.  
	Paul was not searching for Jesus when Jesus showed His mercy toward Paul.  
	And yet, despite this condition of hatred towards Him, God is rich in mercy.








Well, is God obligated then to show mercy toward everyone?  
Is it their sinful condition that determines His mercy?  
And here we must answer, no, that is not the case.  
Verse 4 tells us that God is rich in mercy, “Because of His great love for us.”  
His mercy is the result of His love.  His love leads Him to show mercy.  

Yes, Paul reveals the character of the God of Our Salvation, by describing the shape of His love and the result of His love, but He also is clear about the direction of His love.

	Note here, that Paul, very specifically, says, “Because of His great love for us.”  
	And the “us,” as we have already seen, is not everyone.  
	The “us,” as we see in 1:1-3, is Paul and these Ephesian Christians.  

The “us,” as we see in 1:4, is all those that God has chosen before the creation of the world.  
The “us,” as we see in 1:5 is all those “He predestined to be adopted as His sons.”  

	And this distinction between those to whom God shows mercy and those whom He does not is further explained in Romans 9.  Turn there with me please.  
	In verse 11, after explaining that not all who are born children of Israel are actually children of the promise, God says, “Before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad – in order that God’s purpose in election might stand … (and then down in v13), Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.  What then shall we say?  Is God unjust?  Not at all!  For He says to Moses, I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.  It does not, therefore, depend on man’s desire or effort, but on God’s mercy.”  


	Now, there is no doubt that this is a difficult thing for us to understand.  Because of God’s great love, He has mercy on some and not on others.  
	But, Brothers and Sisters, the greatest part of the difficulty is not to get us all tied up in knots about who He has chosen not to show mercy to.  

The greatest part of the difficulty is that because of His great love for us He has shown us the riches of His mercy.  
	Why?  Answer that!  

Why you and not them?  
Why you when you were just as dead in sin as all of them?  
Why you when you were as much a follower of the world and the ruler of the kingdom of the air as them?  
Why did He love you so much that He gave His only begotten Son that you might believe in Him and not perish but have eternal life?  
	That is the question.  That is the mystery.  That is the subject to wrestle with.
	And the only answer that Scripture gives is the love of God!  


	In this verse, Paul reveals the character of the God of Our Salvation.  He does this by describing the shape of His love, the result of His love, and the direction of His love.  
	He reminds us that God is love.  He points us to the supreme demonstration of God’s love; the giving of His only begotten Son.  
	And in 1 John 3:16, not John 3:16 but 1 John 3:16, this is multiplied further still where it says, “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us.”  
	But then it goes on to say, “And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.”  
	In His love, God has shown you mercy.  
	Do you show mercy to these your brothers and sisters?  
	When you hear something bad spoken about them are you inclined to believe it or to always give them the benefit of the doubt?  

When you hear that they have fallen into hard times, do you think of ways that you can show them mercy?  
	Do you send a card?  

Prepare a meal?  
	Visit them?  
	Send an email of encouragement?  

Deliver some flowers?  

	Some of our brothers and sisters here have been in difficult circumstances for months and years.  
	How are you showing them love and mercy?  


	Many of you are very diligent in these things.  May the Lord even reward you for the love that you have shown to others.  


	But as is always the case in the church of Christ, there are others for whom church life is always on my terms and about what suits me and about what I agree with or disagree with and about what I get out of it.  Love and mercy toward others just does not come easily.  


	Well, praise the Lord that it came easily to God.  
	Praise the Lord that His love was sacrificial.  
	Praise the Lord that His love was not conditional on our attitude toward Him!

Praise the Lord for the most important ‘but’ in the Bible:  “But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy.”  Amen.



