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“God’s Handiwork”
Psalm 34:1-3, 17-22; Ephesians 2:1-10 August 9, 2015

In some parts of the coastal south, the earth along the tidal 
creeks and salt marshes is composed of a black, rich substance 
called pluff mud. You can smell it before you can see it. Pluff 
mud is the product of thousands of years of mountain run off, 
clay, sand and decayed organic life that flowed to the barrier 
islands. Crabs, oysters, marsh grasses, bird and other animals 
flourish in it. Not so for humans. If you walk in it, you have to 
wear sturdy shoes. As you walk, you begin to sink up to your 
ankles, then your calves and possibly even your thighs. It is 
the kind of thing that catches you before you realize it. There 
are a lot of lost shoes buried deep in that mud. 

There are times in our lives when we get caught up in 
something before we even realize that we are stuck in a rut, 
often of our own making. We sink; we cannot move forward 
or back. We become prisoners to our misdirected passions 
and the forces around us. Instead of living the abundant life 
we always thought we would have, we live as if we are dead to 
the things that matter most in life. 

In Ephesians, Paul contrasts two ways of being in the world:
• the way of death which is a life enslaved to the powers 

of this world, stuck in a rut, imprisoned by sin;  
• and the way of life which is a life alive in Christ, 

rooted and empowered by grace.
First, Paul speaks of how all of us were once dead even 

though we may have been oblivious to our condition before 
God. We may have even thought we were doing well – 
enjoying life, pursuing our passions and, in the eyes of the 
world, being a big success. We were living a life centered 
on ourselves. Sometimes even what appears to be the most 
accomplished life gets stuck. 

I have shared with some of you a book review in the Wall 
Street Journal by Rod Dreher of Dante’s poetic work, The 
Divine Comedy. Dreher talks about how reading this 700 
year old classic saved his life. After the death of his sister from 
cancer, he and his family moved back to his hometown where 
he hoped to find his own spiritual and emotional healing. As 
time passed, he found himself “struggling with depression, 
confusion and chronic fatigue.” One day in a book store he 
stumbled upon The Divine Comedy and was immediately 
hooked. Dante’s journey became his journey into the inferno, 
through purgatory and toward paradise. Dante opened his 

eyes to his own sin teaching him that “all sin is a function of 
disordered desire – a distortion of love. The damned either 
loved evil things or loved good things –such as food and sex 
– in the wrong way.” He learned how he “had pursued false 
images of the good” in his work and in his love for his family. 
You might say, he learned the power of grace to bring him 
back from the dead and to reorient his life. (“A Poetic Path to 
Paradise,” WSJ, 4/19/14).

When we let our work, our family, our money, our politics 
or even our opinions become the foundation upon which we 
build our sense of self, we may find ourselves in a downward 
spiral into an inferno all our own. This is what Paul describes 
as “following the course of this world” or “following the 
desires of flesh and senses, and [being]…by nature children 
of wrath.” To follow the desires of the flesh is not just giving 
into our bodily desires such as sex, food or drink. The “flesh 
and senses” refer to the whole human self – mind, body and 
spirit – when it is turned in upon itself and following its own 
internal gyroscope oblivious to the will and Spirit of God. 
The mind and spirit can be just as “fleshly” as the body when 
we put ourselves in the place of God.

When we discover the riches of God’s grace, we discover 
another way to live. After Paul describes the living death of 
being all wrapped up in ourselves, he shows us what God has 
done for us in Jesus Christ. There is a small but important 
conjunction that contrasts these two ways. Paul begins verse 4 
with that little, but essential word but. But God…. Then the 
words seem to tumble out: 

“But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great 
love with which he loved us even when we were dead 
through our trespasses, made us alive together with 
Christ — by grace you have been saved — and raised 
us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly 
places in Christ Jesus…” (Ephesians 2:4-6) 

God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. God sets 
us free from sin and the “mud” that entraps us and brings us 
new life. Paul says that we were dead, but God has made us 
alive, raised us up with Jesus and seated us with him in heaven. 
In these words, time as we understand it vanishes. By grace we 
enter into God’s eternity where all time is one and the future 
is now. You might say, we have already been brought back to 
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life, already raised from the dead and already experiencing in 
the present the future life that is to come.

By grace, God gives us abundant life and a new way 
of living in the world. We no longer live as slaves to our 
passions, but as free men and women; we no longer have 
to calculate our next move based on what others do, but on 
what God does; we no longer have to struggle for self-worth 
or acceptance, but we know that we are beloved of God and 
secure in Christ. Paul says that we have been saved by grace – 
it is not our own doing. This life is a gift.

We have been raised from death to life for a divine purpose. 
Last week, we heard how Paul said that the purpose of our 
lives is to live for the glory of God. In this second chapter of 
Ephesians, Paul expresses our purpose this way:  

“For we are what he has made us, created in Christ 
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand 
to be our way of life (2:10).” 

The older translations say that we are God’s 
“workmanship.” Dr. Lamar Williamson, one of our Festival 
of Faith speakers, notes that the Greek word that lies behind 
“workmanship” is poiema which literally means making or 
doing. It also includes the sense of doing something creative. 
We get the English word poem from this Greek term. God 
is doing something creative with us – molding us from the 
earth, breathing into us the breath of life, filling us with the 
Holy Spirit, showering gifts upon us. Like a potter molding 
clay on wheel, like an artist with a brush to the canvas, like 
a gardener with a spade in the ground, like a coach shaping 
a team, like a cabinet maker turning a lathe, God is making 
something wonderful and beautiful out of each one of us 
and all of us together. In fact, Williamson points out that 
the Jerusalem Bible puts it this way: “The church is God’s 
work of art.” (Covenant Life Curriculum, God’s Work of 
Art, 1971). We are God’s handiwork. I like the way Eugene 
Peterson renders a few of these verses in The Message: The 
Bible in Contemporary Language: 

“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 God 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 doing (2:7-10).”

We are God’s handiwork created, molded and shaped to do 
God’s work in the world. 

After my father had a stroke, he was left partially paralyzed 
on one side. He had great difficulty communicating with 
others. A lady from a church would come by his apartment 
and write letters for him. I never saw them together, but I 
can imagine that it took great patience on her part and great 
energy and concentration on his. I and others received those 
letters. If it had not been for her work, he would have been 
even more cut off from others. When I think back on what 
she did, I see how she was joining with Jesus in doing God’s 
work in the world. 

The astonishing thing that Paul says is that God has 
prepared beforehand all the work that we are asked to do.  
Our lives are guided by a divine plan and purpose that we 
cannot always see. A task in life is to let go of our own need 
to control everything and fit, by God’s grace, into that plan. 
It takes patience, prayer, listening, openness, trial and error 
and a willingness to risk. 

Making patchwork quilts was an important social activity 
in the community of the first church we served. Quilting 
frames were set up in the living rooms of many homes. 
I remember how I used to stop by one lady’s home for 
pastoral visits. I was always served a glass of sweet iced tea 
and homemade cake. We talked of many things: how the 
grandchildren were doing, a son’s need of a job, the weather 
for farming, a problem in the church, or a deep grief. All the 
while, with her glasses perched on the end of her nose and 
a thimble on her finger, she would continue to quilt. By the 
time the quilt was on the frame, the squares were all stitched 
together, the cotton batting was in place, the top and bottom 
were sewn. In her mind, she knew the quilting pattern to 
guide her hand stitching. I would often go to this lady’s house 
– as much, if not more, for myself as for her – because she 
dispensed a kind of patient, spiritual wisdom to a young and 
inexperienced pastor. Sometimes other folks would drop by. 
They might even join in the quilting as the conversation rose 
and fell. They, too, were guided by the quilting pattern she 
had in mind. In that room in a humble house, she stitched 
our lives together into a spiritual community. 

When I look back on those moments, I think about how 
God has a plan that we cannot always see – joining in our 
work and conversation and stitching our lives together. We 
are God’s handiwork. We are God’s work of art. God guides 
the work of our hands. Like those neighbors invited to join 
in the creation of something that was not their own idea or 
plan, God invites us to do the work set before us - creating, 
molding and shaping something beautiful that already exists 
in the mind of God. 


