
But God…

Ephesians 2:1-10

Are any of you familiar w/ the name Jeremy Bentham? He (1748-1832) was a philosopher (among other things), who is considered the founder of “utilitarianism” (“the greatest happiness principle”). He was an interesting figure in more ways than one. His name appears in the show Lost (as a John Locke alias) … In Bentham’s will, he left a fortune to a London hospital. But there was one condition: Bentham was to be present at every board meeting. Reportedly, for over 100 years, the remains of Jeremy Bentham were wheeled into the board room every month and placed at the head of the table. His skeleton was dressed with 17th century garb, a little hat, and he was given a wax head.  In the minutes of every board meeting, there was a line, which read, "Mr. Jeremy Bentham, present but not voting." This was a joke of his philosophy. Of course, he never voted because he was dead, since 1832. 

Today we come to a passage that shows when we were spiritually dead, God made us alive with Christ. We were “present but not voting,” until God gave us life. 

The paragraph is two sentences in Greek (verses 1-7; and verses 8-10). 

The subject of the first sentence is actually “God” (v. 4), and the main verb is “made alive.” It is a marvelous passage explaining what God has done for believers by his grace. 

This passage is related to the previous section, especially verses 19-20, which describes God’s mighty work in raising Jesus from the dead. It is this same power that raises us from death to life. 

I want to highlight three truths about God’s work in bringing us life. 

#1: APART FROM CHRIST, WE ARE SPIRITUALLY DEAD (1-3)

Paul first begins with our pre-Christian past.  The picture is not good.

Verse 1 begins with “And You.” Who is he talking to? The Gentiles. Then he says in verse 3a, “all of us” and then “like the rest of mankind…” (3b). Paul covers everyone with these phrases. 

Paul is not about to describe some degrading segment of society, or some cannibalistic tribe somewhere.  He’s talking about everyone. This is the biblical diagnosis of our sinful nature. (O’brien, 156)

Paul shows us who we were before Christ, with three descriptions. 

A. We Were Dead (2:1)
“You were dead.” You say, “No, I’m not. I drove here. I put pants on…” Yes, but you could still be spiritually dead, a spiritual zombie. 

This was our previous state of alienation from God. Notice what Paul says in Eph 4:18. We were “alienated from the life of God.” That means we were dead. We were cut off from the life of God. 

Paul repeats it later in the text, in his amazement at what God has done, “even when we were dead in our trespasses” (5) 

Paul says that we were dead in our “trespasses and sins.” 

Trespasses draws attention to acts of sins.  “Sins” is a more comprehensive account of human evil (O’brien, 157). We were dead, committing transgressions, in a sinful state. Thus we were wretched and culpable because of our transgressions and sins. 

An illustration of this is found in Luke 15. There we find the younger brother, “The Prodigal Son,” rebelling against his father, living recklessly in sin, and eventually eating with the pigs. But when the Son comes to himself and comes home to his gracious, forgiving father says, “my son was dead, but is alive.” (15:24)

Now this, my friends, is the complete opposite of what the world tells us about ourselves as humans.  The world tells us that we are basically good and if we just believe in ourselves, then we can do anything. 

While an spiritually dead person may indeed do amazing things because he or she is an image bearer of God – make works of art, play sports exceptionally well, make money, do humanitarian work – he or she can do nothing spiritually because they aren’t connected to the vine. 
In the movie “The Princess Bride,” “Wesley” is brutally tortured by the evil Prince Humperdinck.”  He appears to have died, but is taken to “Miracle Max.”  Wesley’s friend, Inigo Montoya, asks for a miracle saying of Wesley, “He’s dead.  He can’t talk.” Miracle Max says, “Well, it just so happens that your friend here is only mostly dead.  There’s a big difference between mostly dead and all dead…. Now mostly dead is slightly alive.  Now all dead…well, with all dead there’s usually only one thing that you can do." Inigo Montoya: "What’s that?" Miracle Max: "Go through his clothes and look for loose change."

Ephesians 2:1-3 couldn’t be clearer. And it’s no comedy show. It is sad predicament. We aren’t morally good. We aren’t neutral. We aren’t mostly dead. We are dead. And we need a miracle that only God can perform. 

A. We Were Disobedient  (2-3a)
Paul goes on to describe how we disobeyed God, like our first parents. Instead of following God, we followed three evil forces… 

1. We followed the World (2:2a) – “following the course of this world” 
The unsaved person is controlled by the world’s influences, by the values of the age, which are contrary to God’s values. They have assumed the attitudes; habits and lifestyles of the these days… 

Paul described it in the following way elsewhere: 

But understand this, that in the last days there will come times of difficulty. For people will be lovers of self, lovers of money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, heartless, unappeasable, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not loving good, treacherous, reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power. Avoid such people.

(2 Timothy 3:1-5 ESV)

1 John 2:15-17 describes this “world system” as “the desires of the flesh, the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions,” -ex Demas

Paul speaks of being delivered from “this present evil age” (Gal. 1:4). Like the Ephesian churches, we live in a sinful world. There are many temptations to be conformed to its pattern. Before coming Christ we were walking in the ways of the world. (Opposite: Ps 73:25)

2. We Followed Satan (2b) “prince of the power of the air, the spirit now at work in the sons of disobedience” 
Ephesians speaks more about principalities and power than any other NT letter. And it draws attention to the power behind them: Satan (See 4:27, 6:11; 6:16)

Ruler or prince in OT was a term used for a national, local, or tribal leader.

· In the Gospels, he is the “ruler of demons” (Matt 9:34, 12:24, Mark 3:22, Luke 11:15) and the “prince of this world” (John 12:31, 14:30, 16:11)
· “god of this age” (2 Cor 4:4)
“air” In the ancient world, the “air” formed the intermediate space between heaven and earth, where evil spirits dwelt. Here it refers to the place of activity of Satan. 

“a spirit” – He effects his work on people. 

“at work in the sons of disobedience” - Not all are completely ‘possessed’ by Satan, but they do live in world of darkness in which Satan holds sway. He lays out the bait, and sinful people take it, disobeying God. He mentions this phrase in 5:6, after describing sins such as: sexual immorality, impurity, covetousness, foolish talk… These are some of the habitual actions of the sons of disobedience. Sexual immorality is demonic, and so is covetousness and impurity and corrupt talk and anger (4:27).

You say, “I thought Satan was defeated?” Yes. He was. However, although he has been defeated at the cross (Col 2:13-15), he does not surrender without struggle. He’s like a rebel militia still fighting though the war is over. 

1. We followed our Sinful Desires (3a) “passions of the flesh” “desires of the body and mind” 
Paul adds that we were slaves to the passions, desires, and to the lusts of our fallen, sinful nature. 

Paul says in Romans 8:8, “Those who live in the flesh, cannot please God.” These passions are described in Galatians 5:16-21 and elsewhere – anger, sexual sin, idolatry, sorcery, jealousy, rivalries, dissentions, drunkenness…

Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart of man is deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who can understand it?” 

Did Paul get carried away here?  Is our condition this bad? Yes, this is truth. While humans bear the image of God, and sin has not destroyed the image of God, we are radically depraved and unable to come to God apart from new birth. 

Our behavior is explained by all three of these influences – the world, Satan, and the flesh. They all play a part in the sinful condition of man. No one should try to make one the exclusive problem. Each contribute. 

Theologically, Paul is describing Total depravity: all aspects of our being have been infected with the deadly disease of sin. Paul is also describing Total inability: morally we are not capable of responding to God apart from grace.  The fact is we do not want to. We need God’s grace. 

C. We Were Doomed, “by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (3:3)
The end of it all: we were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (v. 3).  “Sons of disobedience” in v. 2 are now “children destined for wrath in v. 3. It was what we rightly deserve.  Our spiritual status could not be more tragic or hopeless. 

We were justly under the judgment of God.  He is right to condemn us in our sins (cf., Eph 5:6)

God is holy and he does not sit idly by. Many think that God in the Old Testament was a God of wrath, but the NT is different. “Jesus is the nice God. He’s like Mr. Rogers. He wears a sweater, and changes his loafers; and we can get on a train with him and we got to never/never land.” No, my friend, what you have is a period of patience. The door of mercy is open wide now, you can come into this grace and be saved. But The wrath of God that is coming is worse than anything in the Old Testament. 

“It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”

Heb. 10:31

God will act in a righteous manner, not unrighteous revenge and an outburst of anger. He will punish sin and sinners justly. 

For the Christian, God’s wrath has been poured out, not on us, but on the Savior. Praise God. Jesus in the garden, drank the cup, a metaphor that describes the wrath of God. He drank the cup, so we didn’t have to.  Trust Jesus as your substitute or fear him as your judge. 

[Transition] 

Paul draws our attention to the depth of depravity, in order to magnify the mercy and grace of God in saving us; like a black back drop to a diamond, and he does so with two of the sweetest words in the Bible… “But God." This is our biography.
God’s gracious initiative and sovereign action stands in wonderful contrast to verses 1-3. 

#2: WITH CHRIST, WE ARE SPIRITUALLY ALIVE (4-7)

“But God.” What words! When were lifeless, hopeless, and under condemnation, God came to our rescue. Notice how Paul describes the character of God and the work of God. 

1. God’s Character
What prompted God’s salvation was his mercy, love, grace, and kindness. Paul can in the same sentence affirm the wrath of God, and the love of God. In fact, you can’t understand one without the other. Notice the descriptions of God’s goodness in these verses.

· “rich in mercy” (4)- the OT describes God as abounding in mercy (Psalm 103:8) and that he delights in mercy (Mic 7:18). The word in Hebrew, “chesed” refers to God’s loyal love. God’s mercy is also free, Romans 9, “I will have mercy on whom I will have mercy.” (Rom 9:16).
· “great love” (4) – Paul writes, “God demonstrated his love for us in this, while we were sinners [dead, depraved, doomed] Christ died for us. (Rom. 5:8)
· “grace” (5, 8) – Being made alive, when we were dead is all of grace; the undeserved favor of God. 12 Times the word is mentioned in Ephesians. In chapter 1, Paul said that our salvation was “to the praise of his glorious grace.” (1:6)
· “the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness” –  For all eternity, we will be recipients of his grace, trophies of his grace. He has displayed infinite riches of grace in kindness to us. 
2. God’s Work (5-7)
Notice next, what God did in his mercy, grace, love and kindness… 

A. God made us Alive with Christ (5)
Now the main verb, which governs the paragraph “made us alive” is introduced.

Like Jesus, who came by Lazarus’ tomb, he said to us, “Lazarus, come forth.” Some say that if he didn’t say his name, the whole graveyard would have risen! 

We have what theologians call an “outer call,” that goes out to everyone through the proclamation of the gospel, and “an inner call,” which the Holy Spirit does in hearts. Those of you who are Christians have sensed this (Gal 1:6). God was dealing with you. 

Paul experienced this call to come to Christ (1:15).

One night a religious man came to Jesus with questions, Nicodemus, and Jesus told him, “You must be born again.” You have no life. 

· - story of 78 year old man... He who has the Son has life
There’s sort of a parenthesis in verse 5 – “by grace, he made us alive” – It’s all grace. 

Both in verse 5 and verse 8 “by grace you have been saved” is in the perfect tense emphasizing the abiding consequences of conversion. 

To capture what Paul is saying we could put it like this: you have been saved (past tense), you are being saved (present tense) and you will be saved (future tense).  

One of the stories that I’ve always loved about the ministry of George Whitefield is about a time he was preaching during the Great Awakening.  In his journal, he tells about a time in which a man came to hear him, in order to attack him. He had filled his pockets with rocks. But after the message, as he made his way up to Whitefield, he emptied his pockets, and said 

“I came hear to hear you with pockets full of stones to break your head; but God, through your preaching has broken my heart.”

God gave that man life through the gospel. The gospel can melt the ice or harden the clay. God can give life for the hardest of men and women. When I was converted, I had affections I never had before. I remember staying up all night writing songs. I went to Bible studies practically every night. I began reading books (with no pictures!). I was new.  

Notice also how Paul says that we have been made alive “together with Christ.”  Paul points out our union with Christ.   

In fact, “all three verbs have the word “with” (alive together with Christ, raised with Christ, seated with Christ). 

Are you with Jesus? 

I own Cal Ripken Rookie card that has two other players on it. I don’t  know who they are, but it doesn’t matter. The card is valuable because Cal is on it. They’re with him. And we are with Christ. We live on his merits and worth.

Paul says uses this idea of being united to Christ with the next phrase…  

B. God Raised Us Up with Christ (6) 
This is a clear allusion to the resurrection of Jesus. 

Paul uses a compound word to declare that we have ben raised together, synergeiren, which has the prefix, syn, meaning ‘with.’ You know this word “syn,” from computers. We get “synch” from it. You synch your phone with your computer, in order to put the music on your computer, on your phone. We were synched with Christ! 

What God did for Christ, he did at the same time for believers. 

In some way, when Jesus Christ got out of the tomb, 2,000 years ago, Tony Merida got up with him. 

In Colossians 2:12 and 3:1, Paul says that this has already taken place. “Since you have been raised with Christ…” 

Because of it, Paul says, “seek the things above” (3:1). 

C. God Seated Us with Christ (synekathisen) 
In chapter 1, Paul praised God for exalting Jesus above all powers and forces. Now, he says that we are seated with Jesus. 

This means that we have a position of “superiority and authority over the evil powers” (O’brien). It doesn’t mean we’re divine. And There’s only one on the throne. But we are seated with him and have power to overcome. 

You don’t have to succumb to the dark world, and Satan’s schemes. 

You also note here the “already not yet” aspects of salvation. We are currently sitting in Raleigh, but we are also seated in heaven. We are awaiting the full completion of our salvation. 

D. God Will Dispense Grace Forever to Us (7)

The reason God has showed us such grace is so that we might be the demonstration of his grace forever. 

We will be his trophies of grace. He says in effect, “Look what I can do with such as mess.” 

· “ages to come” – in place of wrath is everlasting grace! 
#3: IN CHRIST, WE ARE GOD’S WORKMANSHIP (8-10)

Paul elaborates on God’s gracious salvation by inserting “faith and works” into the discussion. 

Paul first emphasizes how salvation is a gift, and then how salvation results in good works. 

· A.  Salvation is a Gift (8-9)
Paul first highlights the grace of God. “For it is by grace you have been saved.” Grace captures the mind of Paul in these 10 verses. 

God’s great rescue of us, is by grace. Think of the great reversal that has taken place from verses 1-3, then 4-7. It is all “grace.” 

Dead in trespasses & sins  →
Alive together with Christ

Sons of disobedience
  →
Raised up with Christ

Children of wrath
  →
Seated with Christ

Children of wrath
  →
Recipients of generous mercy

Children of wrath
  →
Recipients of great love

Children of wrath
  →
Recipients of rich grace

Children of wrath
  →
Recipients of God’s kindness

Children of wrath
  →
Trophies of God’s grace

Through Faith – This is the human response; faith. How do you appropriate what has just been said? Faith. Faith is the instrument by which we lay hold of Christ. 

But faith is not a work. It is a gift. Notice how Paul says it, “it is the gift of God” which includes “faith.” 

The grammar indicates that the whole of salvation is to be viewed as a gift.  Grace is a gift.  Faith is a gift.  Salvation is a gift.

We should never think of salvation as a transaction; God provides grace, we provide faith. It’s all grace. 

We were dead and had to be quickened to believe. 

An example is in Acts 18:27, where Luke writes that Apollos “helped those who through grace, believed.”  In Philippians 1:29, Paul also says that God “granted to you to believe in him”

· A young man confessed Christ as his Lord in our growth group this wk! He'd never been in a Christian church till one month ago. That's what it's about! 
Not of your own doing … not a result of works 

Because salvation is a divine gift, it can’t be earned. Your moral efforts or religious activity cannot earn salvation. 

You weren’t saved because you were smarter, prettier, more gifted or better. It was by the work of God – in showing you grace, putting forth Christ as your substitute, and granting you faith. 

No One Can Boast 

There’s only one who should be exalted in salvation, and that is God - because we haven't worked for this salvation (cf, Rom 4:2).. God in his grace, sent Christ to live the life we couldn’t live, die the death we should have died, and rose on our behalf. God raised Christ, and us with him, and has seated us in the heavenly places, and will dispense grace on us forever. Praise God. 

Paul says it well when he writes, “What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?” (1 Cor 4:7). And since, we have received this salvation, “Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord” (1 Cor. 1:31). 

· B.  Salvation Results in Good Works 
After just saying that we aren’t saved by our works, Paul doesn’t want us to think that works are unimportant. They simply aren’t the root of our salvation. They are the fruit of salvation. (cf., John 15:8; Titus 2:14)

The Reformers used to say: “It is faith alone that justifies but faith that justifies can never be alone.”

We are not saved by faith plus works, but by a faith that does work. We have a living faith, a functioning faith! 

Now that we belong to God, God is working on us, and in us, that he might work through us. 

“For we are his workmanship”

This word “poiema” may be where the word "poem" comes from. 

This word “workmanship” was used to refer to 

· Work of a craftsman in making a crown
· Work of Art
· Work of Literature 
· Work of Music 
It is only used one other time in the New Testament. In Romans 1:20 it refers to the material creation.  

For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 

The heavens and earth display the glory of God’s material creation. But this is a new creation, called saved sinners. They declare the glory of God’s spiritual creation. (cf., 2 Cor 5:21, Gal 6:15)

I read recently where they think they’ve discovered a second Mona Lisa, an earlier version. She's a younger, and bit more smiley Mona Lisa. The experts spent years trying to decide if it were the work of Di Vinci. There is still disagreement. 

Because we are God’s workmanship, in Christ Jesus, people should see our works and say, “That’s a work of God.”

“Let them see your good works and glorify your father in heaven.”

“…created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared before hand that we should walk in them” 

Like our conversion, our spiritual growth takes place “in Christ Jesus.” As we are united to him, we have life, and that life leads to good works. 

Chapters 4-6 spell out what these works look like (eg., 4:12).

Luther said in his “An Introduction to St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans” 

Instead, faith is God’s work in us, that changes us and gives new birth from God.” (John 1:13).  It kills the Old Adam and makes us completely different people.  It changes our hearts, our spirits, our thoughts and all our powers.  It brings the Holy Spirit with it.  Yes, it is a living, creative active and powerful thing, this faith.  Faith cannot help doing good works constantly.  It doesn’t stop to ask if good works ought to be done, but before anyone asks, it already has done them and continues to do them without ceasing.  Anyone who does not do good works in this manner is an unbeliever.  He stumbles around and looks for faith and good works, even though he does not know what faith or good works are.

The instinct of one who has new life is to do good works that bring glory to God – at home, at work, on mission. Everywhere. 

“…which God prepared beforehand…” God in his sovereignty, had good deeds in mind when he chose us for salvation. 

“…that we should walk in them…” 

Notice the last line and compare it with verse 2, “in which you once walked” This forms an inclusio, book ends. 

We have made the full loop. We once walked, being controlled by the world, the flesh and the devil. But God made us alive through faith in Christ; and now, we are walking in Christ, doing good works. 

To summarize: 

We were saved from the wrath of God,

 by the work of God, for the work of God. 

All of it – grace, mercy, love and kindness. 

Do you know this grace? If so, you can identify with John Newton:

I am not what I ought to be — ah, how imperfect and deficient! I am not what I wish to be — I abhor what is evil, and I would cleave to what is good! I am not what I hope to be — soon, soon shall I put off mortality, and with mortality all sin and imperfection. Yet, though I am not what I ought to be, nor what I wish to be, nor what I hope to be, I can truly say, I am not what I once was; a slave to sin and Satan; and I can heartily join with the apostle, and acknowledge, "By the grace of God I am what I am."

Are you spreading this message? (3:8)

