
Sermon 3: Ephesians 2:1-10: ‘But for the Grace of God….’  

OUTLINE

Our desperate need
God’s gracious provision

INTRODUCTION

‘There but for the grace of God go I.’  This is a well-known statement which recognizes that 
apart from God’s gracious intervention left to ourselves we would be lost.  This statement is 
credited to the martyr John Bradford, once while walking past a gallows and as criminal 
were being led to be hanged, he looked over at them as said, ‘there but for the grace of 
God go I.’  It is this grateful recognition that Paul is trying to prompt in the Ephesians in 
2:1-10.  The body of chapter 1 is only two sentences in the Greek, the first sentence was 
v3-14 a song of praise for the glorious riches we have in Christ as the Father, Son and Spirit 
work in the past, the present and the future.  V15-23 was a prayer for the Ephesians eyes to
be opened to these riches and the victory that we have in Christ.  2:1-10 is another single 
sentence and think of this as a description or demonstration of God’s power at work, 
showing how God saves a sinner.  Paul prayed that we might know the immeasurable 
greatness of His power towards those who believe, here is an attempt to help us see.  

This section has two clear sections.  V1-3 tell the story of what we were; v4-10 tells the 
story of what God’s power and grace accomplish.  You get a real sense of these two 
sections when you look at the beginning of v4 and see those two words, ‘But God.’  We 
were dead in sins, but God!  Our sermon will divide under two headings, firstly, we will look 
at Paul’s description of our desperate need, and secondly, we will look at God’s gracious 
provision.  

Our desperate need

 V1-3, ‘And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following 
the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at
work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of our 
flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of 
wrath, like the rest of mankind.’  This is one of the darkest and most revealing pictures of 
what humanity is in sin.  This is not a picture of the worst sort of sinner, but the picture of 
every sinner.  Paul paints the picture of our need and inability before God comes to rescue 
us by His grace.  Three key things stand out in this description, firstly that we are dead in 
sin; secondly that we are slaves to satan and sin, and finally that we were condemned and 
under God’s wrath.  Lets unpack these three aspects of our fallen condition.  

‘And you were dead in trespasses and sins.’  The main description is that we were dead.  
This is more than a mere metaphorical description but a status and insight into our spiritual 
condition.  We are born spiritually stillborn into this world, legally we are children of the 
devil, and spiritually we are separated from God.  Some don’t like this teaching because they
think of babies dying and think that they must go to heaven therefore they must be sinless 
therefore they are not under the condemnation earned by Adam, but this is wrong headed.  
We are all sinners in Adam and that is why we all die, this is Paul’s teaching in Romans 
5:12-14.  Babies die and go to heaven not because they are not sinners, nor because they 
are not participants in Adam’s sin, but because of God’s grace and that they do not qualify 
for a judgement according to works.  This spiritual deadness means that we are unfeeling 



towards God, that we are natural and spiritual things being spiritually discerned we are 
blind.  Paul describes the natural man as being unwilling to keep God’s law because he is 
unable Romans 8:7.  Deaf, blind, hard, loveless, hungering for sin not spiritual things this is 
how it asserts itself.  This alienation and disposition is what we need God to overcome in 
granting us a resurrection and this is what we see He will give in v5.  

The words ‘trespasses and sins’ were the constant manifestations of our deadness, to 
trespass is to deliberately step where you shouldn’t, and to sin is to miss the mark.  You 
could think of these terms as summing up all the positive and negative aspects of our sins, 
our sins of commission, our trespasses, and our sins of omission, our sins.

Secondly, v2, ‘in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the 
prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience.’  As
Paul goes on to describe our walk, in other words our manner of life, we were slaves and 
followers. Firstly, we followed the course of this world.  Without the truth we held to the 
values and beliefs that typify our age.  Our sinful hearts and minds would embrace a 
political life contrary to God, a moral life, a social life.  Without the anchor of God’s Word 
and Spirit we were tossed around by every wind of philosophy, doctrine, false religion and 
lie.  We were followers of the Pied Piper.  
Secondly, we were ‘following the prince of the power of the air.’  Who is the puppet master 
who is pulling the strings on the world stage?  A personal satan is real and is the 
mastermind behind the false religions and lies that draw humanity away from God.  The air 
here is a reference to the heavenlies where the principalities dwell.
The third aspect of our slavery is described in these words, ‘the sons of disobedience—
among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the 
body and the mind.’  The picture I have here is that we are a donkey, the devil is on our 
backs, and in his hand he has a carrot on a string at the end of a stick.  That carrot 
represents our sinful desires.  The devil turns us any way that pleases him as we chase our 
sinful desires.  This portrays the sad reality that you and I are willing slaves to sin, we 
willingly follow the devil’s will as we pursue our sins.  This is well summed up in that 
description, sons of disobedience.  We were not sons and daughters of the light, but of 
disobedience.  

The third reality of our fallen condition is that ‘we were by nature children of wrath, like the 
rest of mankind.’  That word wrath indicates that we were under God’s wrath.  The whole of
mankind is by very nature, because of their fall in Adam and their resulting sin under God’s 
wrath.  

The intention of Paul here is to paint a very bleak and dark picture of our fallenness.  He is 
not trying to paint a picture of people who could if they tried or wanted to could save 
themselves by their own efforts.  He is painting a picture without hope.  Stillborn, enslaved 
and condemned.  Their deadness indicating their alienation from God and a disposition 
leading them further away from Him.  An enslavement by someone stronger than us, and a 
slavery that we willingly embrace as we pursue our sins.  And all of this bringing the eternal 
consequences of God’s judgement upon us.  If Paul had stopped there the picture would 
have been hopeless.  

God’s gracious provision

 The good news of God’s saving us comes in v4-10.  This section has two clear aspects to it.
V4-6 describe how God saved us, and v7-10 why God saved us.  This change is seen in the 
words, ‘so that’ which begin v7.  God saved us, v4-6; so that, v7-10.  



V4-6, ‘But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 5 even
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by grace you 
have been saved— 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly 
places in Christ Jesus.’  Paul is trying to enlighten us as to the power of God’s work in saving
us.  These verses give us both the how and the why.  

Firstly, we see the why, God ‘being rich in mercy’; ‘because of His great love’; ‘by grace’; v7 
adds in order to show ‘the immeasurable riches of His kindness toward us.’  Why did God 
save you?  Is it because you are cleverer than others?  Is it because God knew you would 
be more righteous than others?  Is it because of anything in you?  The answer must be no.  
Paul has just described our awful situation and the hopelessness of us saving ourselves.  
Our only hope is not in ourselves it is in God, a God who is rich in mercy, great love, grace 
and kindness.  You were an incurable sinner, ‘But God!’  God did not save us because He 
had to, there was nothing in us that put Him in our debt.  No we are told rather that it is 
because of Him not us that we are saved.  His rich mercy that could pity the unworthy 
criminal.  His eternal love that preceded our works and outlasts our failures.  His grace that 
adopts enemies by His demerited favor as well as His kindness.  These are the reasons we 
are saved.  We cannot try and find the answer in ourselves, the answer lies in Him.  

Secondly, we see how He saves us.  Every blessing that is ours comes to us in Christ.  It is 
by virtue of our union with Christ that we receive all we receive from God.  It is no different 
here.  There are three aspects of how God works that are all applied to us, ‘with Christ.’  V5,
‘even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ;’ ‘and raised
us up with Him;’ ‘and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Him.’  Made alive, raised 
up and seated, this is how God saved us, and all of this through our union with Christ.   
These three stages mark our resurrection from the dead when we are born again, 
participating in the power of Christ resurrection.  Then we are raised up to the presence of 
God in Christ’s ascension, and then we are seated on thrones in Christ’s coronation.  Paul 
made some big statements in 1:22-23 talking about how the church shares Christ’s 
authority.  Here is the explanation as to how it all happens, the behind the scenes look at it 
all.  We must marvel at the expanse covered as God stoops to pick us up out of our living 
death, resurrects us and takes into His home and onto His throne.    

Let me tease out just one strand here.  Let us consider the resurrection life we receive by 
virtue of our union with Christ.  We know that when we believe we receive eternal life, here 
we are told that this is not merely the promise of future eternal life but the participation in 
actual eternal life.  Think on the nature of this life, Lazarus received a resurrection from the 
dead, but he died again.  Can Christ die again?  He cannot, and you have been made alive 
together with Christ.  Think on it, that life that we envisage in the new creation, Christ has 
received His glorified body, and we have participated in it beginning to taste that life even 
now.  The future has intruded into this present evil age which is fading away and we have 
received a life that does not belong to this age but the age to come.

But why, v7, ‘so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his 
grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.’  So that He might put on display for all eternity,
the immeasurable riches of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.’  Or as 1:6 puts 
it, ‘to the praise of His glorious grace, with which He has blessed us in the Beloved.’  But not
only to show, but to lavish upon us the full riches of that grace.  The words of Romans 
11:36 come to mind, ‘For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be 
glory forever. Amen.’  Or the heart cry of the Reformation, Soli Deo Gloria, to God alone be 
the glory!  



The next verses which are so familiar to us are often not understood for this exact point, v8-
9, ‘For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast.’  6 things prove that we are 
saved by God and not ourselves.  Grace means that there was nothing in us that merited 
salvation, but it was God’s initiative.  Faith is a receiving act and not an earning act whereby
the free gift is accepted.  This act of salvation by grace through faith is not of our own 
doing, God is the one who has worked it.  It is the gift of God it is not a wage establishes 
that it is from God not us.  Paul baldly states that it is not the result of works.  And no one 
can boast for God alone must get the glory.  There can be no argument with this.  This is 
why we do not trust in our deeds.  We do not trust in our religion.  We trust in Christ alone, 
by faith alone, to the glory of God alone.  

Let me linger over this idea of faith not being a work.  I used to teach something that I now
believe is a heresy.  You see I agreed that none of us can keep the law in order to get into 
heaven.  And I saw that the Bible said that we are saved by faith.  So I began to teach that 
because we cannot do the works of the 10 commandments, God gave us a work that 
everyone can do, a work of believing.  In other words God lowered His standards and I am 
still saved by what I offer to God.  I saw my believing as a good work instead of a receiving 
act.  If this is our view of faith it is filthy rags, none of us can offer to God a faith that is 
perfect or pure, faith is a weak hold on a strong Savior.  God does not save me because I 
am a better person for believing, that would be salvation by works.  No, my faith is the 
empty hands with which I receive the gift of salvation.  It is an act of trust.  

Let me get at it this way.  What are you trusting in, leaning upon, relying on, resting in, 
depending upon, put your confidence in, believing in, having faith in to make you righteous 
before a holy God?  The nature of faith of the trust aspect of faith can be summed up in two
words, faith is extraspective and instrumental.  

We have all heard of introspection, where we look inward at ourselves.  Trust is the 
opposite, it is a look away from self to the Saviour.  The difference between faith and works 
is the difference between extraspection and introspection.  The picture of the Israelites who 
have been bitten looking at the bronze serpent is a great image to bring home what we 
mean here.  The Israelite who had been bitten by a snake was not asked to suck out the 
poison first, to stand on their own two feet first,  to make their own way and not allow 
themselves to be carried to see the serpent, they simply had to look, and God saved them.  
Saving faith is accompanied by many things.  Repentance, confession, conviction, tears, 
praying, restitution, but none of these things are to be confused with faith.  Faith is the 
empty hands we bring to God to receive the Saviour, faith is the begging bowl of the poor in
Spirit.  In theology we speak of faith as an instrumental means.  A good way to think of it is 
as an extension cord; an extension cord that we use to run our various appliances.  They 
have no batteries of their own.  They do not have a function other than channelling the 
power from somewhere else.  (I am talking about the simple ones without fuses and other 
additions for the purpose of this illustration).  The power source is not found in the cord but 
somewhere else, it is an instrument that channels the power.  I often find the job of 
vacuuming on a Saturday morning falling to me, and i like to use an extension cord so that I
don’t have to keep unplugging the vacuum cleaner in every room.  Now if I only used the 
extension cord to try and vacuum would it work?  No, likewise faith cannot be offered to 
God for justification. Faith is seen as an instrument.  It has no power of its own that it 
contributes when trusting in Christ.  It is the empty hand that we receive the gift of Christ’s 
righteousness with.  We do not add anything by trying to clean the hand, have it manicured 
or tanned; we merely receive with no intention of addition trusting that what we receive is 



sufficient for our justification.  To view faith in any other way is to violate what Paul is trying
to tell us about Abraham’s faith.  Abraham received a gift he did not work a wage, even his 
faith is not something that he offered as a wage.  But the way in which people speak about 
faith today is like me swapping the money in my wallet for a millionaires millions, thinking 
that I have to make my contribution otherwise I cannot receive the millions.  Christ gives 
you His millions without you having to add the money in your wallet, He has done all that is 
necessary for making you righteous, even your faith is not a work you have to see as a 
contribution to earn it.  Get your hand off your wallet and reach both hands out to Christ 
saying, ‘What I have to offer is worthless, your righteousness is the only sufficient way of 
me being made holy before God.’  The grounds of our justification is not the quality of our 
faith, but the quality of Christ’s righteousness.  What are you trusting in to declare you holy 
before God, the quality of your faith or in what Christ has done?

There is another reason why God saved us, v10, ‘For we are his workmanship, created in 
Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.’ 
We are saved to be holy, to do good works, to be restored in the image of God from which 
we have fallen.  This this end we are God’s workmanship, that is His art or masterpiece.  We
are created by God, this again reinforces God’s initiative in saving us for who can create 
themselves.  Just as God created the world by His power so we are created in Christ by His 
power not ours.  We are not saved by good works, but it is clear that we are saved to them.
They are indispensable.  If someone does not bear the fruit of good works then we can 
question whether they have been recreated by God.  

In conclusion we can see that salvation belongs to our God, and all the glory goes to Him.  
He has saved us in powerful way, but also in a rich and lavish way which will have 
repercussions through all eternity as we continue to worship Him for what He is and has 
done for us in Christ.  Our response to this salvation should be twofold, pure and 
unrestrained worship, no flesh can boast in His presence and God cannot be praised too 
much for what He has done.  But secondly, good works.  Not for salvation but because of 
salvation, I cannot work my soul to save for that my Lord has done, but I will work like any 
slave for love of God’s dear Son.    
                           


