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Who cares about the Reformation? By Grace Alone (November 19, 2017) 

Ephesians 2:1-10 

Let us pray. Lord God, bless your people wherever your Word is proclaimed. May your Word pass from the ear 
to the heart, from the heart to the lip, and from the lip to the life that, as you have promised, may your Word 
achieve the purpose for which you send it; through Jesus Christ, my Lord. Amen.  (Adapted from Lutheran 
Service Book) 
 

As we continue our exploration of the Protestant Reformation and the 5 core 

teachings of the Reformation – that we are saved by grace alone through 

faith alone by Christ alone according to Scripture alone for the glory of God 

alone – this week we are focusing on by Grace Alone.  One of the things that 

I enjoy reading about history is finding out obscure tidbits that no one really 

thinks about and this week led me on one of those quests about church pews.  

The fact that you are all sitting down during this worship service is thanks to the Reformation.  

Prior to the Reformation, parishioners either stood or kneeled throughout the service – there 

were no chairs or pews.  It wasn’t until the focus of worship became the preaching of the Word 

that sitting became more common because sermons in the reformation era were typically an 

hour long!    

But many congregations could not afford to install 

seating in their sanctuaries and so began the practice of 

parishioners buying their own pews.  The rich and social 

elite bought fancy pews in the ‘prime retail space’ of the 

sanctuary.  The pews were labelled either with a number, 

the family’s name or crest.  They were even gated and in some cases, were more like a box.  In 

other words – don’t sit in my pew!!!  If you were poor and couldn’t afford to buy – or rent – a 

pew, you sat in the cheap seats.  It wasn’t long before protestant clergy began to speak out 

against this practice because it went against the teachings of the Reformation.  Remember the 

buying of indulgences that Martin Luther was so against?  Was the purchasing of pews any 

different because you could now buying your way into church?   
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The design of this church has remnants of this practice.  I wonder how 

many of you have ever noticed that many of the pews in our sanctuary 

are numbered?  This congregation was founded in 1845 - the main 

sanctuary was built in 1876 and the Transept was added on in 1956.  

The pews in the main sanctuary are numbered and are even boxed to a certain extent because 

of the way the pews are divided in the middle section, but the pews in the Transept are NOT 

numbered and are all even.  After a quick call to Gary Evans on Friday, I also learned that up 

until the 1930s, there was a ‘pew steward’ at Knox – yes, you heard that right, a ‘pew steward!’  

This steward was appointed by the Board of Managers and he kept track of which families 

rented each numbered pew in the sanctuary.  While we no longer allow people to buy or rent 

their pew, we are indeed creatures of habit and it is human nature to sit in the same place every 

time you are in a building that you are familiar with.  If I were to ask all of you to get up and 

move to another pew – I would not be very popular, would I?   

The truth is that it doesn’t matter where you sit in a church, how long you and your family 

have been here – and dare I say it – how much money you give to the church, because when 

you walk in the door, you are acknowledging that you are the same as everyone else.  You are a 

broken person who needs the saving grace of Jesus Christ.  We are all sinners who want to be 

forgiven and welcomed into the family of God.     

The Apostle Paul’s writings to the Ephesians acknowledges these things – in the opening 

verses of this passage, Paul is reminding us of that we are creatures of habit who blindly follow 

the course of this world and are quite content to keep following the desires of our flesh and 

senses.  To a world without God, following our own desires is all about living for today and being 

‘alive.’  But Paul tells us that the exact opposite is true – that we are actually dead if we stay in 

our sin like everyone else.  And then Paul tells us that it doesn’t have to be this way.  In verses 

4 and 5, which are so critical to our understanding of our faith and the legacy of the Reformation, 

we hear these words - 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 
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grace you have been saved.  (Ephesians 2:4-5)  Do you know what the most important words of 

this passage are?  But God…  It is God’s forgiveness through Jesus Christ that saves us from our 

sin – it is not our actions, our offerings, or where we sit in church – it is through grace alone.  

God’s grace turns us around and away from our sin.  And because we are turned around, we 

have been made alive.  The gift of God’s grace is equally shared with each of us when we have 

faith in Christ Jesus.   

Grace is one of the greatest mysteries of the Christian faith.  

We cannot buy it.  We cannot earn it.  We cannot do anything to 

receive it.  We cannot boast about it in any way, shape, or form 

because it is freely given by our loving and kind God.  But we 

mustn’t forget that it came at a great cost - God became one of us and willingly died a cruel and 

horrible death.  God was born into a frail and temporary human body and experienced pain, 

grief, persecution and suffering in order to free us from our sin.  God did this so that we can be 

raised up and seated - not in a comfortable church pew - but in the heavenly places with Christ.  

(Eph. 2:6)  God’s grace is not cheap – it was very costly – and when we receive it, we will be 

changed.  We will be made alive in Christ Jesus.  The Spirit of God will mold us into new creations 

who leave our old and sinful ways behind and rise up to do the good works that God has 

prepared for us.  It is crucial for us to understand that we haven’t been saved because of our 

good works, but we’ve been saved for the purpose of doing good works.  Our generosity – 

whether that be with your time, talents, or treasures – is in response to the grace of God.   

 Paul says that this is supposed to be our way of life.  It’s not a one-time good deed.  It’s 

not something that you can check off your ‘to do’ list to get it out of the way.  It’s a way of live 

that includes how we love and forgive people in our relationships.  It includes how we spend our 

time and money every day, not just on Sunday mornings.  It includes how we welcome people 

into our community of faith because we are all pew stewards.  Being a pew steward is not a job 

assigned by the Board to one person, but is the responsibility of all believers.  It is our 

responsibility to make sure that others have an opportunity to receive the grace of Jesus Christ 
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that is so richly lavished upon us, to worship the Lord in a community of faith that is loving, 

forgiving, generous, and non-judgmental, and to do the good works that God has prepared for 

us.  We are all pew stewards who love the Lord and want others to experience the salvation 

through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.   

To him be the glory.  Now and always.  Amen.  

 

Rev. Emma Duncan  
Knox Presbyterian Church, Burlington   

   


