This week, a 29-year-old woman who had been held captive in a backyard shed for 18 years was discovered in California.  She was kidnapped as an 11-year-old and held captive by a man and his wife for 18 years – during which time she bore two children by the man who captured her.  Also this week, former University of Kentucky coach Billy Gillespie was arrested for driving under the influence.  Also this week, Louisville basketball coach Rick Pitino is having to address questions about an affair he had six years ago as well as the subsequent $3,000 paid to the woman to cover the pregnancy that resulted from the affair.  In Atlanta, Georgia this week, Richard Ringold was arrested for killing four people and injuring a 4-year-old child by shooting them in his home.  While at first glance these stories seem unrelated, they are in fact bound together by one common thread – they all involve the presence of sin and sinners.  Why do things like this happen?  Why does the news always look the same – filled with these same types of stories again and again?  The answer is actually found in our text this week from Ephesians.  These things happen because people are dead in their trespasses and sins.  

You see, this week we reach the beginning of the second chapter of Ephesians, and the first thing Paul addresses in this chapter is the issue of sin.  Specifically, within the context of the letter, Paul begins this second chapter by talking to his readers about what they used to be before they began following Jesus Christ.  Why would Paul choose to talk about such a thing?  Why would he bring up the past lives of his readers instead of just forgetting about them forever?  The answer is that he wants them to understand the glorious and incredible nature of their salvation, and such understanding is only possible if they understand the depths from which they were saved.  

But this text also points us to bigger, more ultimate realities.  Even though Paul is specifically talking to Christians, he also makes the point that his words describe everyone who is outside of Jesus Christ.  He makes the point that his readers were all of these things, implicitly declaring that others still are all of these things.  But we will come back to this a bit later.  First, I simply want us to walk through the text and see what Paul says to his readers about the way they used to be.  Then, I want us to step back and see how this applies to each of us here today.  

I. The problem: Before we believed, we were dead in our trespasses and sins.

As Paul begins this chapter, he offers no words of introduction but simply launches into his message by saying, “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked” (2:1-2a).  This is a straightforward declaration, and Paul wants his readers to harbor no illusions regarding what they used to be.  He does not say they were in a dangerous place or they were on the edge of something terrible or they were in need of a hand or that they just needed a boost out of a pit.  He says they were dead. 

Now, obviously, Paul is not referring to physical death in the way we think of death because he tells the readers that they were “walking” in these trespasses and sins even as they were dead in them.  But that does not make things better because Paul is talking about something far worse than physical death.  He is talking about real, spiritual death.  Failing to recognize the more ultimate spiritual realities of life and death that transcend this physical body and world is a terrible tragedy in our world today.  Paul is reminding his readers that before they knew Christ, they were – in the most real and genuine sense of the word – dead.  They were dead because they were separated from Christ who “brought life and immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10).  They were dead because they were without God “who alone has immortality” (1 Tim. 6:16).  They were dead because they were slaves of sin and “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23).  Even though they were walking and talking and breathing and living, Paul reminds them that their souls were rotting in death because they lacked any semblance of true, real, God-given life.  

Paul goes on to describe this state of being dead in trespasses and sins with a series of phrases focusing on various aspects of being dead in sin.  First, he says they were “following the course of this world” (2:2).  To understand this phrase, we have to understand that Paul is using the term “world” to refer to the fallen, rebellious aspects of this created order.  When God created the world, he created it to glorify Him and it was very good (Gen. 1:31).  However, when the first human being (Adam) sinned, all of creation was affected.  Human beings (all of them) became slaves of sin and, as a result, death (Rom. 5:12).  Even the created order was cursed by God and subjected to futility (Rom. 8:20).  As as result, John tells his readers that “the whole world lies in the power of the evil one” (1 John 5:19).  And, as a result of that, “all that is in the world – the desires of the flesh and  the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions – is not from the Father but is from the world” (1 John 2:16).  In short, since Adam sinned, the world is in rebellion against God.  In particular, the people in the world are in rebellion against God from the day they are born.  This included Paul's readers.  By saying they were “following the course of this world,” Paul is saying that they were walking according to the customs and standards and ways and lifestyle of “this present evil age” (Gal. 1:4) rather than according to the standards and ways and lifestyle that God desires and requires.   Rather than learning from God about how they should life and act, they learned from the world, and as a result, they sinned against God because that is what the world does.   

But Paul goes even further by saying that his readers were “following the prince of the power of the air” (2:2).  Not only were Paul's readers following the ways of the world rather than the ways of God, but they were actually following Satan himself rather than God.  This is a bold statement that causes many in the world to scoff, but it is a statement with strong support throughout the Scriptures.  Many assume that following Satan involves killing, and bloody rituals along with strange seances and incantations.  But the Scripture says “Satan disguises himself as an angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14).  Satan tries to keep people from God – by whatever means possible.  So the person who sacrifices animals and openly calls themselves a “Satanist” and the man who thinks he is a Christian because he prayed a prayer 50 years ago at a revival even though he does not care about obeying God or loving other Christians are no different – though they, and others, may think they are radically different.  The world in which we live is a battle-ground, and people are not born neutral.  Everyone in the world is either a child of God or a child of Satan, and because of Adam's sin, we all start out under the dominion of Satan.  This is why Jesus said to the Pharisees “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and I am here.  I came not of my own accord, but he sent me.  Why do you not understand what I say?  It is because you cannot bear to hear my word.  You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father's desires” (John 8:42-44a).  And Paul told the Corinthians “And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are perishing.  In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:3-4).  Once again, Paul wants his readers to understand just how desperate their situation was before they knew Christ.

But Paul goes on to describe the previous life of his readers with one final phrase by reminding them that “we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind” (2:3).  Here Paul reminds them that the problem was more than just doing bad things.  The problem was not just our actions but our very passions and desires.  Rather than being unwilling pawns who actually desired to serve God but were held captive, we actually liked the captivity.  Though enslaved, we were so depraved that we liked the slavery.  Though affected by both our environment and Satan, we were following our own passions and desires.  The things that moved our hearts and excited us in the very depths of our soul were sinful and in opposition to God.  Ultimately, our greatest passion was to feed our  flesh and please ourselves.  Our goal was to meet our own desires and wants rather than those of God.  Once again, the Scriptures point to this reality repeatedly.  James tells his readers, “Let no one say when he is tempted, 'I am being tempted by God,' for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one.  But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.  Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death” (James 1:13-15).  The problem was not just that we were dead in our trespasses and sins but that we chose that – loving the things of this world and feeding the sinful desires of our flesh as much as we could.  

In short, Paul wants his readers to remember the desperateness of their situation prior to knowing Christ.  They were without hope because they were in a fallen world under the power of Satan following the sinful, wicked desires of their flesh.  They were dead in their trespasses and sins.  

The result: In this state, we were objects of God's wrath.

Having described the way his readers used to be, Paul closes these verses by highlighting the fact that because they were dead in their trespasses and sins, following the course of this world and the prince of the power of the air and living in the passions of their flesh by following the desires of the body and the mind, they “were by nature objects of wrath” (2:3).   This is the culmination of Paul's thought.  As he reminds his readers of what they used to be, the crescendo is telling them that they were objects of wrath.  

This begs the question, “Whose wrath?”  The clear Biblical answer is the wrath of God.  Paul is reminding his readers that when they were dead in their trespasses and sins, God's wrath was against them.  As one commentator writes, “The 'wrath' in view is God's holy anger against sin and the judgment that results.”
  The reason that being dead in trespasses and sins was so horrible for Paul's readers was not primarily because it probably made life difficult for them or because it probably got them into trouble or because it probably meant they were hurting other people (though all of those things were probably true).  The reason it was so horrible is because it meant that God's holy, righteous, and terrible wrath was on them.  

Once again, as with the other parts of the text, this is a point that is made numerous times throughout the Scriptures, and it is one that must never be sacrificed to the protests or the derision of the world.  The greatest problem for every human being who sins and breaks God's law is that God's wrath is over them.  The author of Hebrews, speaking about God's judgment, says, “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31).  The apostle John says, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him” (John 3:36).  Paul told the Romans, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth” (Rom. 1:18).  And Paul also told the Colossians, “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.  On account of these the wrath of God is coming” (Col. 3:6).  Likewise, Paul warned the Thessalonians: “For you yourselves are fully aware that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.  While people are saying, 'There is peace and security,' then sudden destruction will come upon them as labor pains come upon a pregnant woman, and they will not escape” (1 Thess. 5:2-3).  

So Paul clearly wants his readers to remember that they were once objects of God's wrath.  As we will see in a moment, he wants them to remember this because it helps to highlight God's grace and love toward them in salvation, but he does not gloss over the bad on his way to the good.  

The Application: No matter who you are, Paul's words are still relevant and important.

After looking at these three verses, it is almost impossible not to move on to the next part of the paragraph (which we will do next week), but I want to see how Paul's message even in these initial verses is relevant for every single one of us in this room.  

First of all, if you are not a Christian – meaning you have never repented of your sins and trusted in Jesus Christ as both your Savior and Lord – I want you to understand that this passage describes you right now.  The very thing that Paul's readers used to be, you still are!  You are dead in your trespasses and sins, following this course of this world (your still “in the world”) and the prince of the power of the air (notice Paul's statement that this prince of the power of the air “is now at work in the sons of disobedience).  You are living in the passions of your flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind.  And you are by nature an object of wrath (notice Paul's little notation that we were children of wrath “like the rest of mankind” which means that you are still a child of wrath if you do not follow Christ).  I do not say this to you arrogantly, because I too used to be all of those things until God's grace saved me.  I say this to you because there a way for you to have hope and life in Jesus Christ, but you will never desire it without realizing that you are hopeless and dead.  You are not just struggling and in need of a hand.  You are not merely floundering at sea in need of a life preserver.  You are dead and you must be born again (John 3).  The good news is that God sent Jesus to die on the cross and take God's wrath on behalf of everyone who would turn away from their sins and trust Jesus.  Repent and believe, for there is no other way for you to have life.  If you repent and believe, you will be saved.  If you do not, the wrath of God remains on you and will be poured out on your head.  And I also want to highlight that this is the greatest problem you are facing right now – whether you recognize it or not.  More than health problems or financial problems or marriage problems or addiction problems, your greatest problem is that God's wrath is against you.  As Martyn Lloyd-Jones said, “If the biblical doctrine of the wrath of God is true, then it is the most important fact confronting every one of us at this moment; infinitely more important than any international conference that may be held, infinitely more important than whether there is to be a third world war or not.  If this doctrine is true, then we are all involved in it, and our eternal destiny depends on it.”
 

For those of us who are Christians, this should cause us to care all the more about the lost and speak the gospel to them all the more diligently.  If we truly understand that the lost are dead in their sins and without any hope of earning salvation, that should break our hearts.  But even more, the fact that we have the only thing that can rescue them – the good news of the gospel – should move us to fervent action.  We must never forget that the lost (to use Jonathan Edwards's image) are suspended over the abyss of God's fierce wrath by a mere thread, and the only thing that keeps that thread from breaking is the grace of God in providing that sinner with another moment in which to repent and believe.  Lloyd-Jones, again, writes, “We must contemplate men in sin until we are horrified, until we are alarmed, until we are desperate about them, until we pray for them, until having realized the marvel of our own deliverance from that terrible state, we are lost in a sense of wonder, love and praise.”
  As we remember what we were, and realize what the lost still are, it should move us to care more and to share more.  If we do neither, we have not contemplated the reality of this text long enough.  

Also, for those of us who are Christians, this should cause us to fight sin and live holy lives.  Notice Paul's continued use of the past tense in speaking to his readers.  They were dead in the trespasses and sins in which they once walked.  And they all once lived among the sons of disobedience, and they were children of wrath.  The assumption in Paul's words is that they are no longer doing these things.  The logic is simple.  Being dead in trespasses and sins means living the way Paul describes in this text.  But, as Christians, we have been made alive in Christ.  Instead of being dead in sin, we have died to sin.  And Paul's words to the Romans are entirely appropriate here: “How can we who died to sin still live in it?  Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:2b-4).  He goes on to say, “So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.  Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal bodies, to make you obey their passions” (Rom. 6:11-12).  As a Christian, do not act like what you were, but live as who you are.  Put to death the deeds of the flesh because you are a new creation.  

Finally, for believers, this should cause us to rejoice in the depth of God's power and mercy and grace toward us.  The whole reason Paul launches into this recounting of what his readers used to be is because he is going to remind them that they are such people no longer.  As we will see next week, Paul is going to remind them that they are no longer dead but alive in Christ because God, in his mercy and love, made them alive together with Christ.  As we remember what we were, may we never do so without remembering what we are.  This will guard us from feeling guilty about the past by reminding us that it is gone.  This will guard us from longing for the past by reminding us that the present reality is vastly superior.  And this will guard us from living in the past by reminding us that we have a glorious future that awaits us.  As you remember what you were, praise God that you are such a person no longer.  Let your heart overflow with joy and gratitude to the One who has set you free.  Even as you come to the table, rejoice in your God and your King.  Amen.  
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