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Many years ago now, as a university 
student, I remember sitting in biochemistry 
lectures amazed at the complex chemical 
processes within living cells. And though 
there’s a logic to each step when all the 
steps are put together it feels very much like 
a beautifully choreographed dance of 
molecules. It really is a beauty to behold! 
 
And as I became more amazed, I even 
changed my major to biochemistry. But do you know what really floored me - more 
than any beautifully executed sequence of chemical processes? It was how anyone 
could explore this world and not see within the finely tuned and beautiful molecular 
interactions the fingerprint of God. That anyone could stand there and claim this 
was all due to random mutations and millions of years of chance staggered me - it 
still does. How could anyone be so blind? Well, now I know. 
 
At the same time, I was active in campus ministry (TSCF) and telling folk about 
Jesus. And I was sure if I or any of us could put together a complete, logical and 
irrefutable explanation of the Gospel then everyone who heard would be compelled 
to believe. We just had to get all the elements right and present it well and it would 
happen. Now, I realise – and I sort of knew then - that even if I could put together a 
perfect Gospel presentation I might as well go and preach to the headstones in a 
cemetery. You see, I’d get the same result, unless God made something happen. 
 
When creation is revealed in its spectacular glory or the Gospel is presented in 
powerful, attractive and compelling way how can people not believe? Well we’re 
going to answer this question and others as we open up Ephesians 2. 
 
Let’s pray 
 
Before we dig into today’s passage a brief overview of Ephesians 2. Paul’s aim is to 
answer two questions: how we can be reconciled with God and how to be 
reconciled to each other. At peace with God, at peace with each other. However, all 
this all starts with bad news – very bad news. It’s all about what we used to be like 
before Christ came into our lives. 
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I. Our Condition 
a. We Were Dead 
Picking up in Ephesians 2:1 we read 
 

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins. Ephesians 2:1 
 
Just to make sure we get the point few verses later we read, “when we were dead 
in transgressions”. Ephesians 2:5 
 
This repetition is very much intentional because we struggle to accept that we’re 
really dead. We see ourselves physically alive so surely we are spiritually alive? 
And if everyone apart from God is dead what does this mean for my non-Christian 
family and friends?  So, we struggle. Which means, when we read Ephsians 5:1 
we’d like to add the prefix “mostly”, so that the verse reads, “As for you, you were 
mostly dead in your transgressions and sins” Why do we prefer this? Well, if we’re 
mostly dead then we’re a little bit alive. 
 
This idea of being “mostly dead” reminded me of a scene in the hilarious movie, 
The Princess Bride. The hero and two friends are on a quest to rescue his true love 
who’s been captured by a wicked prince. Unfortunately, our hero’s just been killed, 
which can dampen the whole quest dynamic. However, his resourceful friends seek 
help from Max the Miracle Worker. 
 
I’ll show you the scene… play video clip 
 
After the initial diagnosis of “mostly dead” Max the Miracle Worker gives our dead 
hero a potion so that he slowly becomes more alive and true love wins the day. 
Now the reason why this scene and the many “mostly-dead” gags that follow are so 
funny is we know that there’s no such thing as mostly dead. You are either 
completely dead or alive. 
 
And this is what the Bible is making crystal clear here - without the humour. Though 
we’ve alive in body - otherwise you wouldn’t be listening to this - apart from God 
everyone is very dead in spirit.  
 
Not only this but we’re told in verse 1 that we’re dead in our sins and 
transgressions.  Now the word “sin” is an archery term for missing the bullseye, 
while the word “transgression” means stepping across a line. So, the combination 
of these two words - missing the mark and crossing boundaries - accounts for all 
sins, intentional and unintentionally. For, being trapped in our sin and 
transgressions is the reason why we are spiritually dead. In fact, the next two 
verses not only tell us we dead but also that we are enslaved. 
 
 
b. We Were Enslaved 



 

3/7 
Rev Douglas Bradley 

Cromwell & Districts Presbyterian Church 

Verses 2 and 3 describe three powerful influences that, keep us in bondage, keep 
us enslaved and keep us very dead. Ephesians 2:2 
 

… 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. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings 
of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Ephesians 2:2–3 

 
Do you see the three influences? The three tyrants that enslave us are… 
 
1. the world (the ways of the world) 
2. the devil (ruler of the kingdom of the air) 
3. our sinful nature  
 
These are like three prison wardens who keep us well-and-truly locked up from 
which no escape is possible. 
 
Let’s look at each briefly… 
 
1. Enslaved to the World 
When it comes to being enslaved to the world we’re talking about culture - our 
world view that defines what’s acceptable and what’s not. New Zealand’s culture is 
secular and is actively disconnecting our norms and values from our Christian 
heritage. Our culture’s drive to do this seems relentless as seen in the recent law 
changes around abortion and the up and coming referendums on legalising 
cannabis and euthanasia.  
 
David Wells has great insight when he says, “You can recognise ‘the ways of this 
world ’wherever sin seems acceptable and righteousness seems strange.” 
 
You see, the Bible reminds that us we were following the ways of the world before 
Christ got a hold of us. Now in the original language the word “follow” is a lot 
stronger – closer to compelled, enslaved. 
 
And we see people trapped in the “ways of the world” when materialism is glorified - 
where we are encouraged to have the newest, biggest, brightest - while the gap 
between the wealthy and the poor is both disturbing and growing. We see the 
“ways of the world” in the way “same sex” and other non-Biblical sexual 
expressions are normalised. We see the “ways of the world” propagated on Social 
Media with pressure to create an image that’s instagramable but far removed from 
the emptiness we feel inside. Indeed, apart from God we were enslaved to the 
world and “It’s all about me” lifestyle.  
 
 
2. Enslaved to the Devil 
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Now the Bible also tells us we were following or enslaved to the devil. Verse 2 
describes Satan as the "ruler of the kingdom of the air”. Satan actively temps 
people with lies that slur God and cast doubt on his goodness. Of course, Satan’s 
being doing this since the Garden of Eden. “Eve, God’s holding back on you. He’s 
not letting you have what you deserve, Eve. You won’t really die if you disobey 
God. Take it and you’ll be like him.”  
 
Now, it’s not that most people apart from God are possessed by Satan - though 
some involved in the occult are - but it’s that people willingly believe the devil’s lies 
because they’re disobedient. They want to believe his lies so they can continue to 
be sinful. Indeed, apart from God we are all enslaved to the devil. 
 
3. Enslaved to our sinful nature  
The third type of enslavement is to our sinful nature - “gratifying the cravings of our 
sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts” (vs 3). These cravings are 
often good things twisted for bad. God created sex as a blessing between a 
husband and wife within marriage. But we twist it into all sorts of cravings and 
gratifications. In fact, this twisting of what is good is a helpful way of understanding 
our enslavement to sin. 
 
Martin Luther put it so well when he said, “Sin is the human heart curved in on 
itself” We are so self centred, always looking inside, so self-absorbed that we try 
and turn everything to our purposes. Luther wrote, “Our nature is so deeply curved 
in on itself that it wickedly, curvedly and ambitiously seeks to use all things, even 
God, for its own sake”. The sinful heart uses everything and serves nothing. This is 
what it means when the Bible says apart from God we were “gratifying the cravings 
of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts”. 
 
So, in summary what’s our condition apart from God? Ephesians 1:1-3 tell us that 
apart from God we are spiritually dead and enslaved to the world, the devil and our 
sinful nature. 
 
II. Objections 
Now before we move onto the consequences of being dead some of you will have 
objections to what I’ve been saying. Now the most common objection, and the one 
we’ll deal with now, goes something like this, “Douglas what you’ve said doesn’t 
match my experience. Most people aren’t that bad. In fact, I know many good 
people who aren’t Christians. You’ve gone too far in attributing blackness of heart 
to all people.” 
 
Fair enough. People apart from God can do good and even noble deeds. People 
apart from God can be creative, kind and great friends. It’s similar with the world. 
Every culture has a number of worthy qualities. But what we are seeing in the 
apparent goodness of individuals and creativity of cultures is the result of two 
things. First, we are all made in the image of God. And though this image is marred 
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by sin there’s enough residue of God’s image in each of use to account for the 
good we see in people apart from God. As an aside, Satan hates this image we 
bear. So incensed is the devil that we bear God’s image that he’s never pleased 
until he makes us the most miserable of wretches.  
 
The second thing that accounts for the good, creative and kind attributes we see in 
people is what’s called common grace. The blessings God bestows on all peoples 
as part of his kindness. Saving grace is what makes us dead-no-more and free 
from slavery - and we’ll come to this soon - but God also showers common grace 
on all. 
 
So, there’s some thoughts on the common objection that the Bible’s description of 
people apart from God is too harsh. So, let’s move on to consider the 
consequences of being dead. 
 
III. The Consequences 
a. Objects of wrath 
Now the end of verse 3 makes clear the consequences of being dead - and it’s 
grim… 
 

Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. Ephesians 2:3 
 
Apart from God we are objects of his wrath – we stand condemned. In fact, in the 
original language the phrase is we are “children of wrath” We are talking judgment 
here. Judgment where we are already condemned. Now, the wrath of God is not a 
vindictive rage, but God’s consistently pure anger towards evil, which means he 
must fairly punish sin. And we hate this whole idea of God’s wrath. God’s wrath 
seems so disproportionate to what we see most people deserve – so we think. We 
have a neighbour, who’s a good neighbour, friendly and helpful. You happen to 
know she’s involved in a couple of community groups and there was the time she 
dropped over a meal when we were unwell. So, how on earth could she be the 
recipient of God’s wrath. Surely if there is such a thing it’s reserved for the Hitlers 
and axe murders and the like. 
 
Now, we mustn’t let our imagination, and images conjured up by medieval artists, 
colour our thinking. But if we take the Bible seriously, we must realise God’s wrath 
is real and grim. And part of our difficultly is we don’t understand the depth of our 
sin and the holiness of God. We imagine this gap is small and that the effort to 
bridge the gap is doable. And if people don’t bridge the gap then judgment - if there 
is any - is proportional to the gap. That any punishment for rejecting God’s offer of 
salvation would be small. However, the gap is huge - mega huge. Hard to imagine 
– huge. Which means two things. What Jesus did to bridge the gap is more 
amazing than we can imagine. But the punishment for failing to trust in Christ – 
well, it is proportional to the gap - and unbelievably grim. 
 



 

6/7 
Rev Douglas Bradley 

Cromwell & Districts Presbyterian Church 

It is fearful thing to be a child of wrath under God’s condemnation. 
 
b. Dead to God’s Presence 
The second consequence of being apart from God is that no matter how wonderful 
God is revealed in creation or how powerfully the Gospel is communicated listeners 
apart from God cannot see his hand nor hear his voice. They’re dead. Remember 
at the beginning of this message I questioned how anyone seeing the wonder of 
creation or hearing a compelling Gospel message could deny God. Well, it’s 
because they are dead. If you prop up an open coffin to a glorious sunset or preach 
the most amazing Gospel message to a cemetery, you’ll get the same result – 
nothing! The Bible is clear. We are not mostly dead. We are very dead to the hand 
and voice of God. 
 
So, where do we go with this. How to we move from being dead to being “dead no 
more”?  This brings us to the solution – God’s solution. 
 
IV. The Solution 
Now, I mentioned a couple of times that sharing even the most compelling Gospel 
message to people is like preaching to a graveyard. Imagine that! Silly really, 
except that it’s been done and done successfully. You’ll know what I mean when I 
mention the name - Lazarus. Lazarus was a friend of Jesus and was dead, not 
mostly dead but very dead. Four days in a tomb dead. And with the grieving family 
and friends we see in John 11 Jesus standing in a graveyard outside a sealed 
tomb. We pick up the story in verse 38. 
 

Jesus, once more deeply moved, came to the tomb. It was a cave with a stone 
laid across the entrance. “Take away the stone,” he said.  
 
“But, Lord,” said Martha, the sister of the dead man, “by this time there is a bad 
odor, for he has been there four days.” John 11:38–39 

 
Martha’s saying, “Jesus, I’m not sure about this. Lazarus’s very dead and it’s been 
four days”. But Jesus has it sorted. You see Jesus came to make the dead, dead 
no more. Verse 43 
 

Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” The dead man came out, his 
hands and feet wrapped with strips of linen, and a cloth around his face. John 
11:43–44 

 
Jesus called Lazarus by name. And it was a good thing too. If Jesus had just said 
“Come out”, what will have happened in the graveyard?!! 
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Now, the point is this: the same way that Jesus called Lazarus back from the dead 
is how Jesus calls us back from the dead. Notice that it’s 100% his initiative, 0% 
due to us.  
 
Remember what Jesus said in Revelation 3:20 
 

Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens 
the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. Revelation 3:20 

 
Though dead, Jesus calls us by name and by his Spirit empowers us to respond.  
 
And we see this in in Ephesians 1:4  

 
Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 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. Ephesians 2:3–5 

 
Christ made Lazarus alive when he was lying dead in a tomb. And now, because of 
the cross, Jesus makes you and I alive, we who were dead in our transgressions 
and sins. How amazing! How on earth are we to respond?  
 

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus who has blessed us in the 
heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing, in Christ! Ephesians 1:3 

 
Now next week, we are going to pick up on how we are made “dead no more” in 
detail but today our main focus has been to explore what it means for us to be dead 
in our sins. It’s what theologians call total depravity, which means when it comes to 
our salvation there’s nothing in us that we can contribute. It’s not like God offers us 
salvation and we consider the pros and cons and make a decision in our own 
strength. No, it’s God’s Spirit that awakens us to hear Jesus’ voice in the same why 
that the Holy Spirit open Lazarus’ ears to hear Christ. 
 
And so, we don’t give up sharing Gospel. Not at all. We continue pointing out to folk 
God’s fingerprint all over creation and continue to tell them how Christ died that 
they might live. Why? Because we know that if the Holy Spirit awakens them from 
the dead - they will hear the Gospel, believe in Christ then they themselves will 
become completely undead and very much alive. Let’s pray 
 
 


