Faith: Trusting in God (Ephesians 2:1-10)

Preached by Pastor Chris Chia to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 13-14 January 2001.

1  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.

8  For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith--and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--

9  not by works, so that no one can boast.

10  For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.
“Before-and-after” testimonies are moving stories. That is perhaps why the slimming business uses them most. Before = 80 kg. After = 50 kg. Before-and-after stories speak of power. The power to transform people’s bodies. From shapeless to shapely, from chunky physiques to Christy Chung physiques! Oh we do flock to people and places that promises power – power to be somebody else, to feel better, to look better, to live better, to be better. The question is: Can we trust their claims? Paul the Apostle uses the “before” (this is we who are by nature) and “after” (this is who we are by grace) argument to teach about God and our salvation. And the same question we ask is: Can we trust this before-and-after claim? This is how describes our “before” state.

1. BEFORE: Who we are by nature

a.     Dead: Transgressions and sins

Read Ephesians 2:1 – “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins …” What does he mean by “dead”. You mean the robust athlete, you mean the brilliant academic, you mean the entrepreneurial businessman, you mean the master politician – they are all dead! They seem well and alive and are contributing much to society. You see “deadness” has to do with which circle or realm we live in.

Illustration: In Singapore circles, Fandi Ahmad is arguably our greatest footballer. You go to Europe and mention “Fandi Ahmad” – they say “Fandi who”? In Asian circles, Coco Lee is quite popular. You go to the West and mention “Coco Lee” – they’ll think she is some new drink – “Cocoa Lee!” In our schools, companies, circles - we may be “a somebody”. But outside our schools, companies, circles, realms – we are nobodies. From our human realms, we are somebodies. From God’s heavenly realm, we are all nobodies. Major theme of this book is “heavenly realms”. It is what is true. It is what God has purposed that is happening on earth.

From God’s realm, we are dead. “Deadness” is our spiritual condition without God. Without God, each of us - like a prisoner on death row - is a dead man walking. Without God, we are living corpses. Without God, the stench of spiritual death we carry permeates into all areas of our life. Why? The two words – transgressions and sins - explain why. What are “transgressions”? Seen the sign at protected places: “Trespasses will be prosecuted?” To transgress is to trespass. It is to cross into a boundary/area we have no right to enter. To “sin” is to miss the mark or to fall short of God’s standard. In God’s eyes, we are both rebels who transgress against Him and we are failures who fall short of Him. That is why without God we are dead. We are as unresponsive to God and his ways as a corpse. And no matter how much we sanitize our buildings, how much we deodorize our bodies, how much we culturalise our arts, how much we liberalise our societies, how much religion we imbibe – we cannot hide the fact we have transgressed and sinned against God.

Illustration 2: Read in Life! section of The Straits Times this week. Increasing incidents of molest of maids and male employers having affairs with their domestic maids. The suggested solution: choose the ugliest maid, educate the master to minimize contact with the maid, educate the maid to always lock her room door.

Illustration 3: There was a debate in Malaysia recently about women’s dressing and sex crimes. One of the religious teachers claimed that scantily clad women were the cause of rising sex crimes – molest and rape. They were “asking for it”. Then, in the midst of all that controversy, a fully-covered woman from head to toe with only her face exposed, was raped and murdered in Kuala Lumpur. The religious teacher gave his reason for this woman’s rape and murder: “Maybe her voice was so sweet and sexy – it aroused the man.”

How far we go to deny this! What incredulous justifications – “her voice was sexy”; what incredulous solutions – “hire the ugliest maid”. Anything to avoid the “s” (sin) word. We are sinners. If we are unsaved from our sin, we are unsafe in our sinfulness! We are both rebels who transgress against God and failures who fall short of Him. Without God, we are living corpses. Alive to the world on the outside, dead to God on the inside. But our denial of this truth about ourselves is total – whether we are dealing with maids or propagating religion.

What has caused this? Paul the Apostle identifies three humanly unbeatable enemies. Read Ephesians 2:1b-3. In short, our bondage to sin is caused by three enemies: the world, the devil and the flesh.

b.     Followed:

-   “Ways of the world”

We should not get “the world” wrong. We are not to go about hating the world. Hate food, studies, work, life, world. Why? It is still a world that God created. Indeed, God so loved that he gave his only begotten Son (John 3:16). What we are to hate is not the world but worldliness. What is worldliness? Worldliness suppresses the truth of God. Worldliness is life and lifestyles with no reference to God. The life that does not pencil God into our diaries or note Him in our palm tops.

-   “Ruler of the air”

The second force behind our deadness to God is the prince of the power of the air. Ruler of the kingdom of the air. This is a reference to Satan, the Devil who rules over powers and principalities. Read Ephesians 6:11-12 – “against the Devil’s schemes … but against the rulers, the authorities, the powers of this dark world, the spiritual forces of evil”. In the unseen realm and the invisible circle of life unperceived to the human eye – in the heavenly realms – there is the Devil. It is he and his demonic cohorts who rule the kingdom of the air. He stands against God and against us. The Devil works on two things. He works on the world. And he works on the third force behind our spiritual deadness – our sinful nature or flesh. The Greek word for flesh is “sarx”.

-   Sinful nature or flesh (Greek word – “sarx”)

When we say “flesh” – we often think flesh means the worst of our human nature. Body sins - gluttony, lust, gossip. Mind or intellectual sins: the suppression of known truth, the denial of God, envy, ambition, pride (Romans 1:18-32). But the “flesh” can also mean a most unlikely thing. In Philippians 3:3-6. Paul uses “flesh” to mean the best of human heritage and achievement – our pedigree, ancestry, race, religion, righteousness. In other words, “flesh” can also mean greatest human self-confidence. Anything that we think commends us to God. As F.F Bruce said: “Sin can also manifest itself in respectable forms.” It is this disguise of sin which is most deceptive. In short, Satan works on the dark and bright side of our flesh to make live thoroughly rebellious lives against God. Whether we walk down the dark alleys of Geylang, whether we walk through powers of Wall Street or aspire at the UN, mingle at black tie dinners or soak in cultural shows – it’s all about of life without God.

c. Objects of God’s wrath

This is who we are by nature: Spiritually dead. He uses “gratifying and satisfying” – words to mean we were addicted to this lifestyle. The world out there and our flesh in here feeds it. And the Devil works on both to hold us in this captivity. But we cannot say – the world made me do it, my sin made me do it, the devil made me do it. Why? Read 2:3. WE have become objects of God’s wrath. WE are condemned. We are to take full responsibility. This is our helpless state: dead, enslaved and now condemned. But something happened. Read Ephesians 2:4-7.

2. So what happened?

a.     But … God happened!

“But” is the turning point. Paul turns from God’s wrath to God’s love without any embarrassment, contradiction, without blinking. So many times when I have just blown up on my wife or my kids, it is so embarrassing for me to move and act towards them in love. Makes me seem like a total hypocrite. Not so with God. Why? God’s wrath is the complement or flip side of his love. So what happened to us?

b.     Love, mercy, grace, kindness

We could say: God happened to us! Here Paul is like an overexcited person bearing good news. He is saying: “But God - in his great love, God who is rich in mercy, in his grace, in his kindness”. Paul piles on word after word, description after description – love, mercy, grace, kindness. Why? Paul is a man bringing Good News! Good News of the reversal of spiritual death. Good News of victory over our unconquerable enemies – the world, the devil and flesh. And Paul cannot contain himself! About what?

c.     Made alive … saved … raised … seated

About Jesus! We are made alive with Christ, raised with Christ, seated us with Christ. It is all about Jesus! Jesus doing what? Jesus saving us from our sin and God’s wrath. When we need to be saved in any life-threatening crisis, we need to know only one truth: Does the rescuer have the power to save us? I’m drowning – does he have the power to save me? We are going into recession – does Alan Greenspan have the power to save us? We were dead to God, we were addicted to sin, we were objects of God’s wrath  – does God have the power to save us. Read 1:18-21. Jesus Christ was dead but God raised him and seated him. God raised and enthroned Jesus for a purpose. To display “the immeasurable greatness of his power” over sin, death and all his enemies – every authority - that addicts us to a life of sin and death! The sheer exercise of God’s power is enough to save. But it’s more than power.

3. AFTER: Who we are by grace

a.     To show

Read Ephesians 2:7. The raising and seating of Jesus was proof of God’s power over our sin and his enemies. But the saving, raising and seating of us is NOT to show off God’s power. It is to demonstrate God’s incomparable riches of his grace, his kindness. This is staggering! When we look at a great portrait, we don’t ask: “Who’s that person in the picture?” We ask: “Who’s the painter?” When we look at a patient after a major operation, we ask: “Who’s the surgeon?” When we see a condemned sinner who has been saved, we ask: “Who did this? Whose work is this?” Answer: God did this! It is God’s work! Only God who can do such work. What work? His best work of saving sinners! Why does God do this work of saving sinners? Because of His great love, rich mercy, grace. One year, I was driving to my brother’s place for Christmas and reflecting on my life. It dawned on me how gracious God had been to me and just cried and cried. The trouble is, sometimes people don’t see we are the recipients of God’s grace. When are in the MRT, walking to Raffles City, standing in the kitchen – people may not see we are a people who have received grace.

b.     God’s gift

This work is wholly God’s work. It is a gift. The question is: Is it “grace” which is the gift, or is it our faith that is the gift? Paul is saying that this whole thing – God’s grace, Jesus, who saved us, that we receive through faith – is a gift. He uses a double negative – “not your own doing … not because of works” – to eliminate any human contribution to this salvation. Salvation is not a transaction – God contributes grace, we contribute faith. Dead people cannot respond. We did NOT contribute to this. Because we contribute nothing, we can boast about nothing (v 9). Salvation is God’s work from first to last. Even our faith to believe in Him comes from him. In choosing to believe in God, we will finally realize it was God who chose us first. Just as well. If we did contribute faith to it, we would spoil Jesus’ perfect work! Because it would be a fickle faith, an up-and-down yo-yo faith. Or it would be a totally self-interested faith.

Illustration: When I was working in the Sydney Morning Herald, there were some top class writers/columnists. With these prima donna columnists, you don’t fool around. You move a comma, you cut a word, change a sentence as a sub-editor – you better have a jolly good reason. The lesson: people who do good work, the moment I add to their work, I minus. It is much more with Jesus’ work in saving us. The moment we add to Jesus’ work, we subtract. No, no. Salvation is God’s work alone. Our only work is to trust that Jesus has done it & done it perfectly for us.

c.     Grace … faith … good works

And the proof that we trust him? 2:10 - “We are his workmanship, created in Jesus, to do good works which God prepared in advance for us to live/walk in.” This puts the argument beyond doubt. Previously we walked/lived in sin. Now we walk/live in good works. Previously we were under the Devil’s rule; now we are under Jesus’ lordship. This can only be the creation, the work of Jesus. It is not our work or creation - our education, our religion, our technology – that will change us does turn us from sin. Graduated  - no change, get married – no change, have children – no change, move house – no change, change jobs, wife, country – no real change! But people will trust in anything but Jesus (Frumble the puppet starts). “It’s not rope!” Frumble (the puppet) standing with a rope before lions is useless. Us standing with a rope before God is worse! Not anything we choose to believe or have faith in will save us. We say: “I have faith in religion, I have faith in education, in money, social work, in church, in my parents’ faith” – all are “ropes” and none will save us from our sin and God’s wrath.

ENDING: Before-and-after testimonies are the most moving. But the only before-and-after worth believing is Jesus. Why? It does not only tell of God’s power to save us but displays his grace in saving us. Every true believer is a display of God’s amazing grace in Christ.
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