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Not all mistakes are created equal. I recall a friend from high school who tried to open a locked glass door at a full run. Being inside, I had a perfectly clear view of him flattening cartoonishly on the glass, sliding down to the ground. While I was endlessly entertained, all it really cost him was some embarrassment and a bruise or two. Compare that to my most recent one – I tried to wipe up some spilled powder dye with a cloth – that was damp. Our floors have a suspiciously red/pink hue in spots. . . And this is nothing like the devastating consequences of things like murder. How does God handle failure, and how should we? The main point today: Grace
a. 2:4-5: What is it? Katelyn began to unpack this two weeks ago, when she told us that grace means gift. God gave himself to us to save us, rescue us, give us life.
b. 2:10: But that’s not all. Grace doesn’t save us to float on clouds with harps. Grace saves us to purposeful work. 
c. 2:19-22: God is building a family home. Like the Temple identified the Jews as God’s people, the church now identifies God’s people, both Jew and Gentile. 
Where does Paul start? The grace given to me? There are several layers to grace. First, Paul sees his salvation through Jesus as the ultimate gift. “Yes, everything else is worthless when compared with the infinite value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have discarded everything else, counting it all as garbage, so that I could gain Christ and become one with him,” he says.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Philippians 3:8-9a.] 

The second gift that Paul sees is his imprisonment. “And I want you to know, my dear brothers and sisters, that everything that has happened to me here has helped to spread the Good News. For everyone here, including the whole palace guard, knows that I am in chains because of Christ.”[footnoteRef:2] Paul’s imprisonment is glorious and a gift to him, because it allows him to continue to reveal Jesus, to administer the gospel well.  [2:  Philippians 1:12-13.] 

The third gift is, I think, Paul himself. God does not simply throw him out because he is wrong or a failure.
Paul calls himself the least of all God’s people in verse 8. I was always tempted to read this as exaggeration, or false modesty. I tended to have a low opinion of Paul in my younger years.
I have come to think, though, that he is simply self-aware.
Consider this.
Phillip Yancey wrote over 40 books, many of which changed lives. This year, he publicly confessed to an affair with a married woman that lasted for eight years. Having failed so obviously and publicly, he said in an announcement through Christianity Today, “I am now focused on rebuilding trust and restoring my marriage of 55 years. Having disqualified myself from Christian ministry, I am therefore retiring from writing, speaking, and social media. Instead, I need to spend my remaining years living up to the words I have already written.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.christianitytoday.com/2026/01/author-philip-yancey-confesses-affair-withdraws-from-ministry/] 

I love the way Yancey writes. His ability to make complex topics clear and interesting astounds me. And yet I cannot find fault with his decision. Having confessed sin, and repented, he has removed himself from public life to rebuild. How could the public trust his writing again?
Paul was worse. Much, much worse. 
Watching the Sanhedrin stone Stephen the Martyr lit a fire in Paul. From watching, he became obsessive about ending the Jesus movement. Acts 26 tells the story in Paul’s own words, “I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the Lord’s people in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. I was so obsessed with persecuting them that I even hunted them down in foreign cities.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Acts 26:9-11.] 

If Philip Yancey’s deliberate affair broke trust sufficiently to disqualify him from further ministry, what does an ongoing campaign of violence do?
I’ve shared with you before about the cup of trust – a visualization exercise I do with the Leadership students at Gull Lake Camp. Everything that I do, say, or think, either fills up the cup of trust, or it empties it out. Phillip Yancey considered his actions sufficient to drain it completely. Paul – he drains it, dries it out with a towel, then smashes it on the floor. 
Even Ananias, the man tasked with taking Paul in when he was struck blind, second-guessed God’s instructions, saying, ““But Lord,” exclaimed Ananias, “I’ve heard many people talk about the terrible things this man has done to the believers in Jerusalem! And he is authorized by the leading priests to arrest everyone who calls upon your name.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Acts 9:13-14.] 

My point is, this is another example of what Tim Mackie calls, “God’s irresponsibly gracious gift.” Thank you Katelyn for reminding me of this quote a couple weeks ago.
We would definitely cancel Paul. God doesn’t discard Paul as trash. He doesn’t force an artificial reconciliation with Jewish Christians. He doesn’t require Paul to be saved, then sit down quietly and count the days until his death. 
The fullness, the irresponsibility, the absolute crushing glory of God’s gift to Paul, was to trust him with ministry to the gentiles. Would Paul’s message of peace, reconciliation, and Jesus be listened to in Jewish churches? Not for years. There was far too much baggage, broken trust. 
At one of our prayer meetings, Bill Zwartbol put a picture in my mind that has stuck with me. This is theology by the son of an engineer. . . theologeneering?
Only God is faithful all the time. His cup of trust remains full, whether we perceive it or not.
Humanity, however, is broken. Over time, we fail. I wish it was different. Our sin breaks relationships, misrepresents God, creates barriers of distrust. Our sin silences our voice of the gospel with those we wrong. The red line reflects our inability to speak into people’s lives because of broken trust. 
As Katelyn reminded us two weeks ago, God does not leave us stuck. This is shown in the green line – as some fail and are silenced, God provides a fresh voice to speak healing, reveal truth about God, without the baggage. Where Paul would not be trusted in Jewish Christian circles because of his past, God sent repentant, humbled Paul to a different group that needed him – a group that had no reason to distrust him. This is grace to both the Gentiles and to Paul!
I think this is why Paul’s suffering in prison is the glory of the Ephesians. Paul’s joy is to have God’s trust to preach to the Ephesians.
Gifts aren’t free. Have you noticed that? Kirstin and I discovered this first hand.
We won a horse. 
It had been Kirstin’s dream to have a horse since childhood. This felt like a dream come true! Our new horse was a Tennessee Walker colt. Amazing!
So, we borrowed a horse trailer, drove to Edmonton, and picked up a horse. 
Horses aren’t an inexpensive hobby, we discovered. Vet fees, boarding costs, feed, fuel. . . the list seemed endless! And we were two years away from ever being able to train and ride him! But Kirstin loved him, and I love Kirstin so. . . We kept going.
It was a cold, wet, slushy day when I found myself out in the pen, surrounded by all the things I am hugely allergic to, picking who knows what out of his hooves and spraying apple cider vinegar for hoof-rot, when I had an epiphany.
Was this free horse worth it? 
Paul’s grace, the gift God gave him, came with a major price. He “brags” about it in 2 Corinthians:
“Are they servants of Christ? (I am out of my mind to talk like this.) I am more. I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was pelted with stones, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false believers. I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  2 Cor. 11:23-28.] 

There is a saying in marketing that something is only worth what someone will pay for it. If that is the case, the glory of the Ephesians is huge! Paul doesn’t have to pay the price; he gets to. This is the ultimate, “Worth It” moment. 
God does not leave us stuck in our consequences. 
The grace that God gave Paul was not an intellectual, intangible, spiritual salvation. God gave Paul that intellectual, intangible, spiritual salvation, and meaningful work to fill his life with purpose.
In Surprise the World author Michael Frost challenges believers to live questionable lives – lives that don’t make sense outside of following Jesus. This creates curiosity, which combined with relationships, leads to questions being asked. What does a questionable life look like in 21ˢᵗ century Canada?
Grace. Not an intellectual, spiritual, fog of good feelings. Not a silly, naïve frivolity. Blue collar, dirty fingernails, meaningful involvement in the lives of others, grace. 
I think blue collar grace might be the foundation of a questionable life.
Because grace is a gift of the church. Grace is not a natural, human condition. Grace that is unearned (ie: the starting place of relationship), restorative, and sacrificial, is uniquely Christian.
Current culture around is marked by a decided lack of grace: the moment your past or your present is out of line, we cancel your future. We should not be surprised that the world outside the church is harsh and graceless in judgement of mistakes and hypocrisy. This makes sense – it is the only way to be safe in a world with no other guardrails on morality. 
We should be surprised when the world's sin elicits the same harsh, graceless, judgemental reaction from the church.
We can both anticipate and experience the harsh condemnation of the world around us, because they have not yet feasted on the fullness of God’s grace.
Neither can we allow ourselves the luxury of mirroring the world's reaction. We have experienced grace. We love because we are loved. We persist because God does not give up. We forgive because we have been forgiven. You get the point.
Today I want to feast so deeply on grace that I am full of it and then pray that I pour out of that fullness into everyone that I might encounter.
God is relentless in his grace, like the tides eroding a coastline. His grace is endless, bottomless, undiminished by time or use. God never gives up. 
So neither do we. 
I have been the voice of untruth, of betrayal, of wrong. But God has not discarded me. Your past does not disqualify you from God’s kingdom. It may limit what you can do, like Paul. But, also like Paul, God does not cancel you because of it. Don’t give up on yourself! Drink deeply of grace today. You are God’s beloved. Repentance restores us to our God-given life and purpose.
Because God’s grace is relentless, I have also been the voice of repair, repentance, of trust after others have failed. Friends, do not give up on anyone. If you can, share generously. If they refuse, encourage with kindness. Answer questions that have been asked. If they don’t ask questions, spend time with people who believe differently than you just because.  If they don’t want you hanging around, pray that God will send someone else to be his grace to them. In living this way, we become the answer to the prayers of others by becoming that voice of repair, repentance, and trust at the slightest opening. 

Prayer:
Holy Spirit, where I have broken trust, sinned, or hurt others, I repent and ask your forgiveness. Send another of your people to teach the ones I’ve failed the truth about you.
Spirit, where others have broken trust, sinned, or hurt others, send me to them, and make me questionable to them because of your grace in me. Give me the gift of becoming a voice of repentance, repair, and trust to others.
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