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We are in the book of Ephesians discovering WHO IS THE CHURCH as we look forward to
WHAT GOD is calling us to over the next 5-10 years of life and ministry together.
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More than anything this term, our goal should be for our affections to be awakened to who
God’s church is to God. This is essential. Nothing we do in God’s name in the coming weeks
and years will matter at all if we are not captivated by the love and glory of God.
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How does that happen? Ephesians 1 is spectacular news. Paul writes that every dream and
desire and longing of our hearts has been gifted to the Christian in Jesus Christ. We have
received every spiritual blessing already. Then he adds the spectacular hope of future glory in
God’s presence. We have, and what we are yet to receive. Overwhelmingly good news.
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He then prays that we would grow into everything we have and are yet to receive. That these
things would capture our hearts and imaginations and shape our lives. The only way our
hearts and lives will be captivated is to be struck by how underserving we are of God’s love.
How much we do not deserve anything from God except condemnation.
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Paul wants us to be captivated by the love and grace of God that has ripped us from the grip
of condemnation and raised us to the place of honour with Jesus Christ. These verses make
the message of chapter 1 even more astonishing.
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DEATH BY NATURE & % &A

The first three verses are a comprehensive, panoramic picture of the human condition outside
of God. It says, quite bluntly, dead in your transgressions and sins.
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Death is not a figure of speech here. These people are absolutely dead not in danger of death
or dying. Paul refers to Gentiles in verse 1 and his fellow Jews in verse 3. All people are dead
in transgressions and sins. Spiritual death is universal. All humanity from top to bottom. All
people are spiritually dead apart from Jesus.
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The key to understanding what he means is the word ‘followed’ in v.2 and ‘following’ in v3.
The word means to be mastered, to be controlled, enslaved. Spiritually, humanity is as
helpless as a dead body, completely controlled, totally mastered, unable to move or act on our
own.
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There are three things to which we are enslaved. Firstly, in v2 it says we are enslaved to the
ways of this world. Secondly, in v2 again we are enslaved to the ruler of the kingdom of the
air. That is the Devil. Thirdly, in v.3: gratifying the cravings of our flesh and following its
desires and thoughts.
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When he refers to our flesh, Paul does not mean the human body of flesh and bones as if
Christianity is against the body and the physical world. It is literally referring to self-centred
human nature. Notice the words cravings, desires, thoughts. He is talking about the inner life.
This is the thing that drives us, master us, and controls us.
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According to the Bible, the reason we are dead in our trespasses and sins is because the
human heart is profoundly self-centred.
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The 16th Century church reformer and theologian, Martin Luther, put the condition of the
human heart quite succinctly. He described it as curved in on itself (Latin: Incurvatus in se).
Soo deeply curved in on itself, he said, that it wickedly, ‘curvedly,” and viciously seeks to use
all things, even God, for its own sake.
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Profoundly self-centred is what it means to be a human being apart from God. It is like all of
us have a little computer in the centre of heart that never, ever, ever, stops. It is constantly
analysing everything - every person, every object, every interaction, every event, every
setting - what is in it for me?
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Everything is being analysed by how it benefits my happiness. My glory. My reputation. My
comfort. My control of things. Everything gets put through that grid.
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Self-centredness can make a person cruel. History is full of the dictators and tyrants who
were egotistical and proud and self-centred and murderous. They want to get their own way,
be at the centre.
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Mostly though, self-centredness creates moral people. Someone that others look up to and
want to be like. If everything is about my need to feel good about myself, then there is no
better way for that to happen than to be a good person.
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Self-centredness drives most people into serving the needy, being a good child to parents or a
good parent to children. A good friend who assists whenever possible. A dutiful person who
does what 1s expected of them. What lies beneath is a self-centredness that does it for our own
affirmation. We help for our sake. We do good things to be noticed by people and to receive
the applause of others.
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I am sure most of you will remember one of the greatest Hollywood classics of the last
century, the movie Rocky starring Sylvester Stallone. His love interest in the movie asked
him why he was fighting the world champion. It was a spectacle fight that he was not
expected to win. His reply was: [ just want to go the distance, then I will know I am not a bum.
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Outside of God, every person is trying to prove to themself that they are worthy of
affirmation because we need affirmation more than anything. Luther’s point is, we evaluate

everything in terms of whether it makes us look good or not. None of it ever will be enough

and so we are enslaved to the pursuit.
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There is one more. Self-centredness can also make you a religious person. We can devote
ourselves to obeying God, and turning up to church, and reading the Bible and praying and
giving. All good and right things too, but for the wrong reason.
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How can we tell? When things are not going well in life we start to pull away from those
good things because we are doing these good things expecting God to come through for us. It
1s possible to get into Christianity, and stay there, to have God serve us rather than us serve
God. That is the issue if our obedience and Christian life is conditional.
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Verse 3 uses the word craving to describe our self-centredness. It is a word that means
inordinate desire. It means that our egos are addictive. It means that if we are living for our

own glory, it will never be enough, in the same way a hit of heroin is never enough for an
addict.
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No amount of glory, acclaim, recognition, comfort, will ever be enough to settle our hearts. It
makes a person miserable despite what their social media profiles attempt to portray. CS
Lewis wrote that there is nothing more enslaving and miserable than self-centredness.
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The default setting of every human heart being, without Jesus that is, is you give YOUR LIFE
FOR ME. You exist to serve me. My interests first. That is even how we relate to our Creator,
our Sustainer, our God, you exist for me.
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The Bible’s view of sin is that every part of the human person is tainted by sin. The
consequence of this is shocking, v.3: Like the rest, we were by nature deserving of wrath.
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Not only spiritually dead but condemned by God. Our self-centredness means we are
deserving of God’s wrath...anger, condemnation, judgement.
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The Bible reveals that God’s anger is not like human anger. It is not spite, nor malice, nor
animosity, nor revenge. It is not arbitrary. It is predictable and not governed by mood, or
whim.
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It 1s God’s personal, righteous, perfect, constant hostility to evil, injustice and sin. It is his
settled refusal to compromise with it, and his resolve to condemn it.
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This is the spiritual death that all people are enslaved to that leads to physical death, and
eternal death under the just condemnation of God.
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In the constant state of spiritual death, unable to even know we are dead, let alone help
ourselves, we need intervention from beyond ourselves. A corpse cannot even push and
emergency button to call for help. Neither can we spiritually.
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We are dead by nature but made alive by grace. Look at vv4-7: 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---it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and
seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus.
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Verse 6 says that God has raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly
realms. What does that mean?
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In the first century Roman world the conquering warrior who returned from a great victory
was given the greatest place of honour upon their return to the capital, the seat on the right
side of the throne of the emperor.
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Jesus died, was raised again and given the place of greatest honour, the seat on the right of the
throne in the heavenly realms. It is the most honourable seat in the universe. So, notice again
v6: God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him. That is all past tense. It is done.
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It cannot mean that we are raised from the dead physically because I have not died yet. It
cannot mean that I am in heaven yet either because I am here. It means legally seated there.
When a person trusts in Jesus Christ all their sins are so hidden, so covered, that they are
treated as though they have done everything that Jesus has ever done.
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God delights and honours and accepts and rejoices over us in the way he does his own Son.

How can that be? Verse 7 is the key: he might show the incomparable riches of his grace,

expressed in his kindness to us in_Christ Jesus. The word KINDNESS means COSTLY

ACTION.
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The first three verses tell us that the essence of sin is putting ourselves where only God
should be - the centre of our lives, on the throne of our lives, in control of our lives. Sin is
putting ourselves where only God deserves to be. Salvation in Christianity is God putting
himself where only we deserve to be.
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Jesus Christ took the just and righteous punishment from God we deserve for putting
ourselves in the place where only God belongs - on the throne as rulers of our lives. The
punishment he took on the cross was much more than the cruel and excruciating physical
punishment of crucifixion, he took the wrath of God that v3 says we deserve.

6


http://www.stpauls.org.au/

www.stpauls.org.au Traditional

IRER B RIE T AP EA 6 T EEB/YRAEGEZE BPiE A R A et H 0 F
& i B oy Ry N R o AT FREPARTOA I, EA28ZEEIED 04T
TFROARAT, RAET F 3 &R RMIBAF I E R,

The one who’s very essence was flawless selflessness, was cut off from his Father. He
experienced the agony we would experience if we were cut off from God for all eternity. The
essence of sin is us substituting ourselves for God, while the essence of salvation is God
substituting himself for us. He sat in our seat so that now we can sit in his.
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We have put ourselves where only God deserves to be, and so God chooses to put himself
where we deserve to be. The way to be blasted out of our self-centredness is to see that Jesus
saved us through the most radically unselfish thing anyone has ever done.
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Though he was equal with God, he emptied himself of his glory and he came down and took

the place of a servant. Verses 4-5 are startling: 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-

it is by grace you have been saved.
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We were dead in our transgressions, but God intervened. We were enslaved to sin, but God
intervened. We were objects of wrath, but God intervened. God who is rich in mercy
intervened.
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Verses 8 & 9 emphasise salvation is all by God’s grace: For it is by grace you have been
saved, through faith---and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--- not by works,
so that no one can boast.
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God’s salvation is a gift. The new life is a gift. Every spiritual blessing is a gift. The hope of
future glory is a gift. Even faith is a gift. Faith is not mere intellectual agreement. Faith means
trust. It means resting. A Christian is a person who is at rest. They are characterised by what
v9 says - not boasting.
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Boasting in the first century Roman world was to give yourself the confidence to face
something hard. Boasting in that sense is not bragging about an achievement but about where
your confidence is placed in a hard situation.
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Here we are told that one of the great things about the Christian life is it brings an end to our
boasting. It brings an end to placing our confidence in our fickle personal hope.
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As I said earlier, we are all looking for something to boast in, to have confidence in, to trust
in, to rest in, to pump up sense of worth and face life. Anything to give us a sense of value
and worth.
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It might be a career, financial success, happy children, smart children, moral decency,
religious performance, sporting success, popularity, love. A life looking for something to
boast in is a life of scrambling for identity. It is exhausting. It is enslaving because we are
giving our all to something that was never designed to deliver us an identity.
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The new life God gives us is a gift of his grace. The one worthy of all praise has denied
himself to elevate us to the place of honour. His selflessness has overcome our selfishness.
We have all the acclaim, honour, approval, acceptance that we could possibly want.
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There is only one boast that will stop all our boasting in self. One boast that liberates from the
enslavement of scrambling through life trying to figure out a way to find the confidence we
need to face whatever life throws at us.
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In Galatians 6 the Apostle Paul says may I never boast in anything else but the cross of our
Lord Jesus Christ through which the world has been crucified to me and I to the world.
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No longer searching for a boast to feel alive, made alive in Jesus and now he is his boast.
What a boast it is. Verse 10 gives one of he most exalted images of a Christian in all the
Bible... we are God’s handiwork. 1t literally means his work of art, his masterpiece. Psalm 19
says God made the galaxies, the stars, the solar systems, the oceans, the mountains, billions of
creatures.
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Genesis 1 tells us people are made in his image as the pinnacle of creation. He made the
angels and the spiritual realm. None of it is referred to as his masterpiece. The ultimate
workmanship of God is a people, despite being dead in transgressions and sins, are made
alive in Jesus Christ.
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God’s greatest masterpiece is his new humanity saved from condemnation, made alive, set
free from slavery, blessed beyond comprehension with the promise of getting even more life
beyond death and for eternity. It is all a gift. A gift we were not looking for, did not know we
needed, and do not appreciate enough now we have it. Amazing grace indeed.
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LIVING IN GRACE 7% & B 3t &

In v.10 we see God’s great purpose: we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do
good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.
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We know that it is by God’s grace we have been saved and not by good works. We know we
have been saved for good works. We know that we have been saved for good works that God
has prepared in advance. Even these good works are an act of grace and empowered by grace.
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It would be nice if Paul elaborate on what those good works are. We tend to import into this
verse what we want those works to be. Generally, a list of activities.
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There is a big picture here that we should not miss. If the life we needed rescuing from is
characterised by self-centredness, and what rescued us from it was the selfless act of Jesus,
surely the good works we have been saved for is a life of selflessness. A life of other-person-
centredness.
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God is doing everything in history to reconcile a people to himself through the selfless grace
of Jesus Christ. Those people, God’s church, therefore, ought to be characterised by
selflessness more than anything else. In every sphere of life. This 1s what will be unpacked in
the coming weeks.
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None of it is possible unless we are broken by how sinful, undeserving, evil and weak we
truly are, and filled with joy by how forgiven, affirmed and loved we are in Jesus Christ.
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