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Text 
As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 

2
 in which you used to live when you followed 

the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who 

are disobedient. 
3
 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature 

and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 
4
 But because of 

his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 
5
 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in 

transgressions-- it is by grace you have been saved. 
6
 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with 

him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 
7
 in order that in the coming ages he might show the 

incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 

 

Introduction 
 We’ve been looking together, bit by bit, at a first century letter written from the 

Apostle Paul to the Christians in and around Ephesus.  Paul has introduced himself and 

greeted his readers in vv. 1-2.  He’s gone on a theological tangent, waxing eloquently 

about such things as predestination, redemption, and salvation in vv. 3-14.  The last two 

weeks we’ve been looking at his prayer for the Ephesian-area believers, a prayer for 

continued growth based upon a deepening theological awareness of what is true of them 

in Christ.  That finished up chapter 1. 

 Today we start into chapter 2.  And the theology doesn’t let up.  Paul is here 

describing the universal human plight and what it takes to be saved.  And I have to warn 

you that many of you will find this passage highly offensive. 

 There’s a growing consensus in our age that something’s wrong, not just with the 

world, but with us.  This can be seen in the fact that “in America, we have one-third of 

the world’s psychiatrists, two psychotherapists for every dentist, and more counselors 

than librarians.”
1
  In 2005 Christina Hoff Sommers and Sally Satel wrote a book whose 

title about sums it up: One Nation under Therapy. 

 We have issues, pathologies, wounds, imbalances, addictions and so we seek 

therapy, recovery, medication, healing, advice we can implement to help ourselves get 

better.  I’m not pretending there’s no such thing as mental illness and I’m not necessarily 

against seeking professional counseling. 

 What I want to point out is that our increasingly psychologized and therapeutic 

culture is also at the same time becoming quite spiritual.  And these two trends overlap 

almost entirely.  Our spirituality is of the self-help variety.  It is, what one person has 
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called, spirituality from below – our attempts to pull ourselves up to God; or spirituality 

from within – our attempts to reach deep inside ourselves to uncover our basic goodness, 

unleash our latent power, unveil our hidden spark of the divine that’s been there all along.  

We may need a little help along the way to find the right techniques or secrets to unlock 

our own potential, but the task is essentially one of self-effort, looking within ourselves to 

find ourselves; it’s about getting healing. 

 Biblical spirituality, on the other hand, is spirituality from above.  David Wells 

recognizes and articulates this difference very astutely in all his books.  He says in his 

most recent one, “Christianity is not about sinners lifting themselves up to God but about 

God coming down in condescension and grace to them.”
2
  Now spirituality from below 

(or within) never talks of sin.  One thinks of the title of Karl Menninger’s famous book – 

Whatever Became of Sin?  But the Bible says that we don’t just have issues; we have sins 

and trespasses against a holy God.  That’s our problem. 

 And as a result we’re not well and just need some vitamins to stay healthy.  And 

we’re not just sick and need treatment or medicine to achieve healing.  We’re dead and 

need a miraculous resurrection!  That’s what Ephesians 2:1-10 says.  Interesting theory, 

huh?  We’ll try to hear it out. 

Paul’s talking about a spirituality from above.  All the self-focused, self-

generated, self-help doesn’t help because it only perpetuates the problem and keeps us 

imprisoned in the self.  Wells puts it plainly, “It encourages us to think much about the 

self and much of the self.  It is an industry that in fact lives off of and for pride!”
3
  We 

need an intervention… of a supernatural kind. 

In short, what today’s passage reveals to us is just this: Dead people can’t raise 

themselves up to God, but God can raise dead people up with Christ. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Original Sin 

 Let me just give you a brief primer on what’s often referred to as the doctrine of 

Original Sin.  Original Sin says that you, me, and the whole human race were represented 

by the first human being – Adam.  He was our federal head, our legal representative.  If 

he had obeyed God, the world would have continued in peace and harmony.  But he 

didn’t.  He rebelled against God and incurred God’s judgment, not only on him, but on all 

of his posterity whom he represented.  His guilt was imputed to all subsequent humanity. 

 Therefore as soon as we are born, yea conceived in our mother’s womb, we are 

sinners.  Ps. 51:5 says, “Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother 

conceived me.”  We are not just sinners because we sin.  We sin because we’re sinners.  

We’re not born innocent or neutral, but guilty and corrupt. 

Adam’s original sin is not just passed on as a bad example, but as a corrupted 

nature.  I know – this is hard to swallow.  “Do you mean to tell me that a cute, cuddly 

little baby is a dirty, rotten sinner?”  But as the fourth century theologian Augustine 

pointed out, we’re only tempted to think babies are innocent because they’re helpless.  If 

they had the physical capability to act on their desires things would look quite different.  

If she could do to you what she wants to do when you take that toy away, you’d be 

decapitated. 
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 The Bible clearly maintains that “just as sin entered the world through one man, 

and death through sin, …in this way death came to all men, because all sinned” (Rom. 

5:12).  As a result it can say that “there is no one righteous, not even one” (Rom. 3:10); 

“all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23); “we all, like sheep, have 

gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way” (Is. 53:6); “the heart is deceitful above 

all things, and desperately sick” (Jer. 17:9, ESV).  In our natural state we are “foolish, 

disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures, [living] in 

malice and envy, being hated and hating one another” (Titus 3:3). 

 We don’t want to hear this.  We don’t want to believe it.  I actually believe the 

reason we hate it so much is that it’s true.  But this doctrine is so offensive, that most 

people who consider themselves Christians don’t believe it.  In fact, just this week I read 

a blog from a well-known younger Christian leader where he said, “I have come to reject 

the notion of Original Sin.  I consider it neither biblically, philosophically, nor 

scientifically tenable.”
4
  I even saw a statistic recently that 52% of self-identified ‘born 

again’ Christians did not believe in Original Sin. 

 Well let’s look a little more closely at what the verses before us today have to say 

about the matter.  I hope to demonstrate that Original Sin is indeed biblical.  And that it’s 

absurd to say you’re ‘born again’ if you were never ‘dead in sin’.  I hope to show you that 

‘born again’ is not just some cheap, sociological label, but a marvelous, miraculous 

reality that God does for hopeless, helpless sinners! 

 

Before Picture 
 Verses 1-3 are like a ‘before’ picture; vv. 4-10 give us the ‘after’ picture.  “What 

Paul does in this passage is to paint a vivid contrast between what man is by nature and 

what he can become by grace.”
5
 

In v. 1 Paul is reminding his Gentile Christian readers of what they were at one 

time.  “As for you…”  In v. 3 he includes himself and his fellow Jews in this indictment – 

“All of us also…”  And closes that verse with the phrase “like the rest.”  In so doing, Paul 

is following his same line of reasoning that he unfolds in the first 3 chapters of Romans – 

“that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin” (Rom. 3:9). 

 Commentator John Stott says, “We need to be clear that it is a description of 

everybody.  Paul is not giving us a portrait of some particularly decadent tribe or 

degraded segment of society, or even of the extremely corrupt paganism of his own day.  

No, this is the biblical diagnosis of fallen man in fallen society everywhere.”
6
 

 The overarching description is that they are “dead in transgressions and sins.”  We 

talked a little bit about this last week.  These people’s hearts were still beating, but they 

were spiritually dead.  If there was a monitor attached to their soul it would be flat-lined.  

This is the result of Original Sin. 

The words to one contemporary song describe it well – “We’re all stillborn and 

dead in our transgressions.”
7
  We’re spiritually stillborn – unresponsive, unfeeling, and 

impotent.  There’s no life.  We’re insensitive to his glory, unconcerned with his presence, 

unaware of his sweetness.  There’s no innate hunger or thirst after God.  We don’t truly 

feel pain and pleasure (sin is not painful; God is not pleasurable).  The eyes of our hearts 

are completely closed to behold the beauty of the Creator and Redeemer of the world.  

Our ears are deaf to hear his voice.  Every human is born dead, spiritually.  We’re like 

rotting, decomposing corpses. 
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Now, Original Sin does not mean that humans can do no good.  As we saw last 

week, by God’s common grace that’s not the case.  It doesn’t mean that humans have no 

dignity.  By right of Creation every single person has dignity as an image-bearer of God, 

distorted and tarnished as they may be.  But it does mean that by right of the Fall, every 

single person has had his mind, emotions, heart, and will affected and corrupted. 

We’re dead even though we live.  Paul says, “You were dead in your 

transgressions and sins, in which you used to live.”  That word “lived” is literally 

“walked.”  We’re the walking dead.  This brings up pictures of old horror flics in your 

mind, doesn’t it?  Even though we’re free to walk, we’re not walking free.  We’re stuck 

in the rut of “trespasses and sins” – two words that are probably synonyms stacked next 

to each other to communicate the all encompassing nature of our depravity.  But if there’s 

any nuance to these words transgression refers to crossing a known boundary, an active 

violation of God’s revealed will; sin refers to missing the mark, the passive reality of not 

measuring up.  We’re rebels and failures.  We disobey God by commission and omission.  

We’re completely and totally depraved. 

Paul refers next to that infamous triad of the world, the Devil, and the flesh.  Let 

me just comment briefly on each one. 

 

THE WORLD  Paul says, “You followed the ways of this world.”  Everyone of us 

is complicit with the prevailing cultural notions that reject God.  We follow the latest 

fashions dictated by the zeitgeist – the spirit of the age.  J.B. Phillips paraphrased, 

“[We’ve] drifted along the stream of this world’s ideas of living.”  As a result of Original 

Sin we’re not just sinful individuals we create and participate in sinful cultures, patterns, 

traditions, habits, institutions.  This isn’t the stuff you necessarily think through when you 

do it, you just do it because that’s what everyone’s doing, yet you love to do it!  You love 

to follow the hoards to the malls to buy the things the commercials tell you will make you 

happy.  You’re just part of the materialistic culture that surrounds you.  And you don’t 

care too much if it was made in sweat shops or in environmentally hazardous ways. 

 

THE DEVIL  Paul says, “You followed the ways of… the ruler of the kingdom of 

the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.”  The “air” here is just 

referring to the unseen realm.  It’s not talking about radio waves so that the Devil is 

somehow in the television set or something like that, as I once heard one person say.  It’s 

saying there’s an invisible army of evil, led by Satan himself, and you are submissive to 

it.  Since the first humans listened to the voice of Satan, humanity has been beholden to 

him, listening to his lies, doing his will, under his sway.  For those in some cultures it 

means sacrificing their children to him.  For most in our culture it means believing he 

doesn’t exist.  But he exists and you’re contentedly under his spell. 

 

THE FLESH  Older translations have flesh.  The NIV translates it as “sinful 

nature” – “All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our 

sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts.”  It’s a helpful translation because 

when the NT uses the word “flesh” (sa,rx) in this way it’s not talking about “the living 

fabric which covers our bony skeleton but our fallen, self-centered human nature.”
8
  This 

is also helpful because people have often thought of the works of the flesh being sins of 
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the body – sexual sins, drunkenness, etc…  And a lot of religious people feel smug in 

looking at those fleshly, carnal, sinners and saying, “I don’t do that!” 

But listen again to Galatians 5:19-21 – “The acts of the sinful nature [flesh] are 

obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, 

discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; 

drunkenness, orgies, and the like.”  The flesh is that integral part of us that demands to be 

our own lord and savior.  It’s the bent of your whole self that wants to be God, not be 

under God.  It’s the flesh that makes one feel self-righteous for not buying items made in 

sweat shops or through environmentally reckless ways. 

“The mind of sinful man is death… the sinful mind is hostile to God.  It does not 

submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.  Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please 

God” (Rom. 8:6-8).  It’s the presence of the flesh that makes it us not just need moral 

reform, we need new natures. 

 

So Paul describes this universal human predicament – dead, walking in trespasses 

and sins, living according to the world and the Devil, obeying the warped passions of the 

flesh.  And he says that because of all this, every human is by nature an object of God’s 

wrath.  If Original Sin is odious to people, how much more this notion of a God of wrath? 

But what is God’s wrath?  Again, let me quote from John Stott: 

 

“God’s wrath is not like man’s.  It is not bad temper, so that he may fly off 

the handle at any moment.  It is neither spite, nor malice, not animosity, 

nor revenge.  It is never arbitrary, since it is the divine reaction to only one 

situation, namely evil.  Therefore it is entirely predictable, and it is never 

subject to mood, whim, or caprice….  It is God’s personal, righteous, 

constant hostility to evil, his settled refusal to compromise with it, and his 

resolve instead to condemn it.”
9
 

 

When you put it that way, most people would agree that they don’t want a God 

that is not wrathful towards evil.  But remember what we’ve just seen – we’re evil!  Our 

very natures are sinful, we pay homage to the devil, we go right along with the wicked 

ways of the world, we break God’s law and fail to live up to his standards.  We are dead, 

the stench of rotting flesh in his nostrils which he has a righteous revulsion to.  On our 

own we are by nature objects of wrath. 

 

After Picture 

 “But God…” (v. 4).  That’s a big but, isn’t it?  I like BIG buts.  And they don’t 

get any bigger than this one.  “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in 

mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions.”  Paul is not 

the least bit embarrassed to speak of God’s wrath and his love in back-to-back sentences, 

in the same breath really.  It’s only against the dark back drop of our sin and the wrath we 

deserve that the mercy, love, grace, and kindness of God can be fully appreciated.  

Notice: great love, rich in mercy. 

 What had God done for these Christians Paul was writing to, these spiritually 

inert, completely powerless, disinterested, demonically aligned, flesh-indulging, hell-

deserving sinners even when they were dead in transgressions?  He made them alive!  He 
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regenerated them, made them born again/born from above, spiritually resurrected them, 

brought vitality to their souls.  They couldn’t lift a finger to save themselves, but God 

intervened from above, miraculously, supernaturally to give them life.  It is by grace that 

they had been saved.  Dead people can’t raise themselves up to God, but God can 

raise dead people up. 

 But that’s not all.  The verb for ‘make alive’ has a prefix (sun) which means 

‘together with’ and the dative ‘Christ’.  So he doesn’t just say God made them alive.  He 

says God made them alive together with Christ.  We have remnants of this word (sun) in 

the English language.  Think syn-chronize (together with time), syn-ergism (together 

with working/working in tandem).  Christians have been made alive together with Christ; 

they’ve been synched with Jesus.  When he was resurrected they were resurrected.  

What’s more, when he ascended they ascended.  When he was seated at the Father’s right 

hand they were seated at the Father’s right hand.  All three of those verbs – made alive, 

raised up, seated – have the prefix sun attached to them.  God had incorporated them into 

Christ… they were in him so what was true of him was true of them. 

 How does this work?  Remember what we said about Original Sin?  That Adam 

represented the whole human race in the Garden; he was our legal representative, our 

federal head; all humanity stands in solidarity with him, in union with him; and through 

that union we receive death.  Well, listen to Romans 5:17 – “If, by the trespass of the one 

man [Adam], death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who 

receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life 

through the one man, Jesus Christ.”  In God’s great mercy, Christians are put in Christ as 

their representative, just like they were in Adam.  Jesus is their federal head.  They have 

union with Christ!  He took the wrath they deserved on himself at the cross and they get 

to share in his perfect record of obedience, his eternal life, his complete and total 

acceptance at the side of the Father.  Just as all who are in Adam die, so all who are in 

Christ are made alive (cf. 1Cor. 15:22). 

 Before objecting to this doctrine of federal headship, remember this: only if 

Adam represents you in the Garden can Jesus represent you on Golgotha; only if Adam 

stood for you before a tree can Christ hang for you on a tree; only if Adam’s 

disobedience counts for you and brings you death can Christ’s obedience count for you 

and bring you life!  If you refuse to believe in Original Sin and submit to the covenant 

representation of Adam, that means you must also stand on your own in regard to 

righteousness.  And how do you think you will fare?  In other words, if you fall 

individually and by your own doing, it would appear you must be saved individually and 

by your own doing.
10

  And that is precisely what we see happening all around us with the 

spirituality from below (or within).  How is that working for you?  Really? 

Do you really love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength?  Do you 

really love your neighbor as yourself?  Or are you enslaved by your self.  “Well, 

nobody’s perfect, but I’m decent enough.”  How do you know if you’ve ever really done 

enough?  “Well, because I’m better than this person; I’m not as bad as that person.”  But 

isn’t that pride? 

 The Bible doesn’t say we’re basically okay and just need some vitamins or our 

morning glass of ‘grace’ juice.  Neither does the Bible say we’re just sick and need some 

medicine or therapy or techniques.  The Bible says we’re dead and need resurrection.  

We’re not basically good and just need to peer deeper into our hearts; we’re thoroughly 
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bad and need utterly new hearts.  A spirituality from below (or within) won’t cut it.  We 

need a spirituality from above.  Dead people can’t raise themselves up to God, but 

God can raise dead people up with Christ. 

 

Conclusion 
 So union with Christ – that’s what it means to be a Christian.  And what’s the 

cause of this result?  God’s grace – it’s by grace that you have been saved.  But what’s 

the instrument, the means by which grace causes us to be united with Christ and share in 

his life?  Skipping ahead to v. 8 it says, “It is by grace you have been saved through 

faith.”  Faith is the instrument that unites us to Christ.  But how do we exercise faith if 

we’re dead?  Answer: that too is a gracious gift from God – “and this not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God.”  More on this next week... 

But Jesus says in John 5:24 – “I tell you the truth, whoever hears my word and 

believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be condemned; he has crossed over 

from death to life.”  Now I’m calling you to believe this stuff today and I realize that 

many of you that I’m speaking to are not Christians and some who think they are 

Christians are actually unregenerate.  I’m calling you to believe this good news of what 

God, who is rich in mercy, has done in Christ for sinners. 

So why am I preaching to corpses?  Doesn’t that seem like an exercise in futility?  

No, because I believe in a God who is more powerful than death, a God who by his word 

spoke into existence matter out of nothing, a Jesus who came to a guy named Lazarus’ 

tomb after he had been dead four days and his body was beginning to smell and “called in 

a loud voice, ‘Lazarus, come out!’  [And] the dead man came out, his hands and feet 

wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face.  Jesus said to them, ‘Take off 

the grave clothes and let him go’” (Jn. 11:43-44).  I believe dead people can’t raise 

themselves up to God, but God can raise dead people up with Christ. 

So how do you know if he’s doing that to you right now or if he’s done it to you 

already?  Here’s just one way to go about this: think of a rock and a stomach.  One’s 

inanimate, the other’s living.  If you take a juicy steak and throw it on a rock it just sits 

there; nothing happens.  But take it and put it in a stomach, it begins to digest it, 

metabolize it into energy. 

How do you tell whether you’re dead or alive?  One indicator is how you respond 

to truth.  I’ve just served up some juicy meat from God’s Word and put it on you.  Are 

you saying, “Yum!”  Even a little bit? 

Don’t expect to enjoy it as much as possible.  If you’re alive there will always be 

a hunger for more.  That’s what v. 7 says, “in the coming ages, in every successive age 

for all eternity, God desires to show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his 

kindness to you in Christ Jesus.”  You’ll feast on this forever. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Do you relish being a trophy of God’s grace?  Then come and eat of this meal… 

 

Benediction 
May you have life and have it to the full in Christ (cf. Jn. 10:10)! 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 1, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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