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 Have you ever found out about someone’s tragic death and wonder, why did 

that person do it?  This could be about suicide.  E.g., I have from time to time 

thought about that with Kurt Cobain; it is odd, but he died almost 30 years ago 

next month— it will be 29 years.  He had so much going for him— a very popular 

band, fans’ adulation, a wife, a young daughter, wealth, youth.  He seemed to have 

it all.  But he was also addicted to heroin, from what I understand, and had 

personal issues.  One could also ponder just why someone chose a path of life that 

would make him or her in danger of losing his or her life.  E.g., JFK drive through 

Dallas in a convertible?  E.g., or why did Dietrich Bonhoeffer decide to return to 

Hitler’s Germany when he could have had a cushy teaching post in the U.S.?  Why 

did he take the risk of being involved in a plot to assassinate Adolf Hitler, which 

ultimately failed and lead to Bonhoeffer’s arrest and eventual execution.  Sad 

stories, all of them, right?  At this time of year of Lent we cannot help but focus 

on the death of Jesus— His passion on the cross.  If we take it seriously, we 

probably ask at times, why did He do it?  Wasn’t He incredibly popular on Palm 

Sunday, with what resembled a parade in His honor?  Why did God go to all this 

trouble to die for us?  We will explore that in the next few weeks, beginning today 

with the exploration of faith.

READ Ephesians 2:1-10  (p. 192)



 CONTEXT: Paul is writing from prison around 60 AD to what appears to be a 

circular letter which would include the Ephesians.  Paul told them he has heard of 

their faith in Jesus and their love for fellow believers, and he gives thanks for 

them.  He prays for them to grow into spiritual maturity in Jesus, who was 

resurrected and now reigns over all.

 READ vv 1-3.  “Paul reminds the Ephesians what they were before they 

came to follow Christ: spiritually dead in sin, children of wrath!  Cf. Romans 

6:23.”  The emphasis in v 1 is on “you being dead”, and the word dead occurs 

again in v 5.  This may seems like a strange word, but Paul likes it.  In Romans 

6:23 we read Paul emphasizing that “the wages of sin is death.”  We can read 

commentary about society’s ills and get depressed.  Please listen to this 

commentary and try to guess when it was written: “I sometimes wonder if good 

and thoughtful people have every been more depressed about the human 

predicament than they are today.  Of course every age is bound to have a blurred 

vision of its own problems, because it is too close to them to get them into focus.  

And every generation breeds new prophets of doom.  Nevertheless, the media 

enable us to grasp the worldwide extent of contemporary evil, and it is this which 

makes the modern scene look so dark.  It is partly the escalating economic 

problem (population growth, the spoliation of natural resources, inflation, 

unemployment, hunger), partly the spread of social conflict (racism, tribalism, the 

class struggle, disintegrating family life) and partly the absence of accepted moral 

guidelines (leading to violence, dishonesty and sexual promiscuity).  Man seems 

incapable of managing his own affairs or of creating a just, free, humane and 

tranquil society.  For man himself is askew.”  This was written nearly 45 years 

ago, in 1979, by pastor and theologian John R.W. Stott in his God’s New Society: 

The Message of Ephesians, p. 69).  Yet it could easily have been written today, 

couldn’t it?  It seems despite our advances in science and technology, the human 
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being is deeply flawed; something is awry.  And Paul nails it.  The Ephesians were 

dead in their sin.  He uses some phrases to describe it.  They were following— or 

better,  walking—  according to the course, or age, of this world— which seems to 

mean the secular ways of this world.  Walking according to the ruler of the 

power/authority of the air of the spirit of those who were disobedient, which 

seems to be a reference to Satan.  And they were living according to the passions 

and desires of the flesh, which refers to our human instinctual desires like pride 

and sexual immorality.  But, some may say, before they came to Christ they were 

alive, not dead.  They were living it up!  E.g., Billy Joel’s song, “Only the Good 

Die Young” states it clearly, especially with the line, “I’d rather laugh with the 

sinners than cry with the saints.”  So in what sense are those before Christ dead?  

Paul would say, rightly, that they were dead indeed, to God.  Their souls were 

dead to Him, completely unresponsive to the One who made them for Himself.  

E.g., I like the way Stott, p. 72, expresses it: “Are we to say that such people, if 

Christ has not saved them, are dead?  Yes, indeed, we must and do say this very 

thing.  For in the sphere which matters supremely (which is neither the body, nor 

the mind, nor the personality, but the soul) they have no life.  And you can tell it.  

They are blind to the glory of Jesus Christ, and deaf to the voice of the Holy 

Spirit.  They have no love for God, no sensitive awareness of his personal reality, 

no leaping of their spirit towards him in the cry ‘Abba, Father’, no longing for 

fellowship with his people.  They are unresponsive to him as a corpse.”  E.g., I 

recall seeing a video of a young Billy Joel playing the song “Only the Good Die 

Young” and all the musicians playing with him were really getting into the song, 

as though this was their worldview, but from God’s perspective it is more of a 

funeral dirge than a celebratory song of emancipation.  E.g., we can tell someone 

is spiritually dead if you invite them to church and you get a glazed over, bored 

look and many excuses; or if you ask them if they would like to go to a Christian 

 3 

  



concert or Bible Study, and they show no interest, or if they avoid you because 

they know you are a Christian and they are not living as the Lord would have 

them.  And, of course, this spiritual death can lead to a physical death.  E.g., I 

know of someone who was big in the party lifestyle, and was driving home drunk 

and killed in a car accident.  But the more significant death is the death that comes 

after his life.  Many people are living this death today— but there is hope, as 

Paul’s readers know.

 READ vv 4-7.  “But God made Paul’s readers spiritually alive by saving 

them through His enormous wealth in mercy, love, and kindness for them!  Cf. 2 

Corinthians 5:17.”  Please notice the juxtaposition of the idea at the end of v 3 that 

they were children of wrath, but now God showed them great mercy and loved 

them with a great love.  Many people, like the noteworthy New Testament scholar 

C.H. Dodd in his commentary The Epistle of Paul to the Romans, pp. 20-23, reject 

the idea of a God who is wrathful to sinners, and interprets Paul as saying that 

God has placed cause and effect in the world where bad behavior brings bad 

results in people’s lives, and this is a way of talking of God’s wrath.  But 

elsewhere Paul clearly talks of God “inflicting wrath” no sinners (Romans 3:5) 

and Romans 1:18, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 

ungodliness and wickedness of those who by their wickedness suppress the truth.”  

God’s wrath is not a capricious, knee-jerk reaction of an uncontrolled temper 

tantrum, but rather His righteous judgement on human evil.  Indeed, God would be 

evil if He did not have wrath against evil.  E.g., it would be like looking at Putin’s 

aggression and invasion of Ukraine and the world not holding Russia accountable.    

But even though they were children of wrath, Paul immediately counters in v 4 

with the juxtaposition of God’s enormous mercy, love and kindness. The language 

used here is bold, where three verbs have the prefix συν, “with.”  They were made 

alive with Christ, raised with Christ, and seated with Christ.  Paul is speaking in 
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anticipation of the work that God has begun in believers that will come in full 

fruition when we get to heaven.  The verb in “made alive with Christ” comes from 

the Greek verb ποιέ,ω to make, which is the verb used in the Greek translation of 

the Old Testament, the Septuagint, in Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning when God 

created the heavens and the earth.”  I.e., God is making in believers a new 

creation.  We were dead, but now we are alive.  As 2 Corinthians 5:17 says, there 

is a new creation, the old has passed away and the new has come!  Have you ever 

seen a new creation in Christ?  E.g., someone was sharing with me about a friend 

of his who got into drugs and was deeply depressed about the loss of his sister and 

his girlfriend, and he started going to a good, biblical church and gave his life to 

Christ, and he has a hard time not talking about Christ to others, he is so excited 

about Him!  

 READ vv 8-10.  “God secured this salvation by having it accessible not by 

works but by faith in what He did on the cross, so believers could do His works.  

Cf. 1:7; James 2:26.”  This new life comes by grace through faith— our works, 

our efforts contribute nothing to it.  He won it for us on the cross by His blood, as  

1:7 declared.  This implies our repentance from sin and turning to the saving wk 

of Christ on the cross on our behalf.  E.g., I recall some Christians were debating 

in a Bible study whether we contribute to our salvation by our believing, as 

though that is our contribution.  But I think Paul would say here, “How can a dead 

person respond to anything?”  It is impossible.  So even our being able to say 

“yes” to God is a miracle of His own doing.  Some may wonder about 

predestination in this.  Passages like Romans 8:29-30 do teach about 

predestination, while God desires all to come to Him is a clear teaching of the 

New Testament, so the “double-predestination” where God predestines others not 

to believe is not part of the New Testament teaching.  And what is interesting is 

that such faith should lead to good works.  As James 2:26 said, “For just as the 
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body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead.”  I think we 

really need to pay attention to this.  E.g., I recall talking to a Christian once about 

someone who rarely went to church and expressed very little in spiritual things 

even though he had been raised in a Christian family, and I asked whether the 

person was a believer and they said in effect, “Oh yes, he believes, but he just 

doesn’t do much with it.”  I think Paul would respond, “Well, he doesn’t do much 

with it because he is spiritually dead!  He needs to be raised to new life!”

 “If Jesus stood at the entrance gate to heaven and were to ask you and me, 

‘Why should I let you into my heaven?”, what would you say?”  It is based on 

Jesus’ work on the cross, and we contribute nothing.  This is why He died on the 

cross. We simply believe this, and we show it by our repentance of sins and living 

by faith in Him.  Would you like to receive Christ into your life by faith?  
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