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OUR CONDITION 
Ephesians 2:1-3 

 
SERMON NOTES FOR LIFE GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 

During a recent pastor’s breakfast, Tim, Ben and I had a conversation along this line: 
“How much time should we spend dwelling on the death of an unbeliever when we are 
sharing the gospel with them?” How can the good news be good news if they don’t know 
how bad their situation is? 

 
And this, “Is it necessary for someone to be convinced they are dead before they can 
accept Christ’s invitation to life?” Even if they don’t feel the weight of their separation 
from God, there must be a basic acknowledgment that their separation from God will 
damn them to hell. 

 
The risk of dwelling on the law in the life of the unbeliever is that we can falsely 
communicate that they must change their lives on their own before they come to Christ. 

 
The risk of preaching free grace is that they might get the impression that no change is 
required. They hear the message that God loves them just as they are and they fail to see 
the contrast their sinfulness and God’s holiness.  

 
I am going to spend the next three weeks taking time to preach through that which I 
consider to be my “life passage.” I wouldn’t have considered this to be such until I began 
my Bible memorization plan with Ephesians a few years ago. Since memorizing it, I just 
keep coming back to this passage. As I cover this passage, there are three groups of 
listeners I have in mind: 

 
I am preaching to the unconverted; this passage describes your life. 

 
I am preaching to those who are praying for the unconverted; this passage will give you 
greater insight as to how you can pray for them. This is especially helpful as our church 
emphasis in July is to grow in our effectiveness in using the Word in prayer. 

 
I am preaching to the worshiper; this passage reminds us where we were before Christ 
changed the direction of our lives. 

 
So often we are tempted in our preaching to give a “how to” sermon. We have such a focus 
on practical application that it often causes us to rush beyond the awe we should 
demonstrate as we contemplate God’s mercy extended to us through Jesus. Today this 
mercy is brought into higher definition as we contemplate just how dead we were before 
Christ imparted life to us.  

 
Takeaway: There is no life apart from Jesus. 
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DEAD IN OUR SINS 

 
1.  WE WERE DEAD IN OUR TRESPASSES AND SINS – 2:1 
 

Paul is addressing the Gentiles in Ephesus. God’s promise of being a “special people” was 
first made to the Jews. But he expanded that promise to the Gentiles and has united both 
Gentile and Jewish believer into one family through Christ. When we see Paul using the 
pronoun “you,” in these first two verses, he is addressing the Gentiles. 

 
But before he tells the Gentiles how they are now united with the Jews, he is showing how 
both Jew and Gentile needed to be rescued from their deadness by the saving work of 
Christ.  

 
For the sake of clarity throughout this sermon, I will use the pronoun “we” to describe us. 
Paul will make use of this pronoun beginning in verse 3 but it is easier to use it all the 
way through.  

 
Paul is blunt in his portrayal of their past condition. To be dead means to be “destitute of 
a life that recognizes and is devoted to God, because it is given up to trespasses and sins, 
inactive as respects doing right.” In other words, even though they were physically alive 
they were spiritually dead because they were separated from Christ.  

 
Paul engages in repetition to communicate the depth of death. When he does so, it is not 
to make a distinction between “trespasses and sins” but to show the multiplied impact of 
just how dead we were before we came to life in Christ. This is a favorite expression of 
Paul’s. Taken together the two terms express our failure to live as God wanted us to live.  

 
We were dead; there were no hints of life about us. We were as dead as dead could be; 
there were no signs of life that Christ leveraged because we were dead. And then he 
completely and irreversibly changed our status from death to life. Christ imputed life to 
us in place of the death that had previously marked our lives.  

 
As I was meditating on this, the picture that came to mind was that of Jesus raising 
Lazarus from the dead four days after he had died. (Jn 11:38-44) Just as Martha, the 
practical sister, warned Jesus about the stench surrounding Lazarus, there was a stench 
surrounding us as well. We were surrounded by the smell of death. 

 
Why is Paul describing us this way? Because he wants us to know that we are unable to 
meet God’s standards of purity and holiness apart from Christ in our lives. 

 
Many do not like the idea of beginning a gospel conversation with the theme of death 
rather than life. But the question we have to ask is, “how can someone embrace life if they 
don’t realize that they are dead?” 
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As we have practiced learning to share the gospel using the Three Circles presentation, 
this is something that many of you have picked up on. We all realize that our world is 
broken and there is something wrong with it; what are the things that we try to use to 
cover up the smell of death? Perfect relationships? A promising career? Drugs? Alcohol?  
Our brokenness will only be healed through the saving work of Jesus.  

 
2.  WE FOLLOWED THE COURSE OF THIS WORLD – 2:2 
 

Paul is speaking in the past tense throughout this passage. He is not addressing where 
the Gentiles are now but where they once were. 

 
The word Paul uses here for “followed” is a word that can be used for “walking.” This then 
gives us the visual picture of “dead men walking.” Some of you will be familiar with that 
term from a movie of the same name several years back. As the condemned killer is 
brought out of his cell and begins making his way toward the death chamber, a prison 
official is loudly announcing as they walk, “dead man walking.” We, too, were on our way 
to eternal separation from God but we didn’t necessarily hear anyone walking behind us, 
proclaiming, and “Dead man walking.”  

 
We kept walking in the same direction until someone changed our direction. We do not 
take just one step in a direction and say that we are walking anywhere. That is just taking 
a step. But when we walk, we moving consistently in a particular direction.  

 
We kept walking in the same direction. We walked continuously in a persistent direction 
that was diametrically opposed to the direction God would want us to walk in. (Foulkes) 
That direction was according to the age of this world. (Wood) 

 
And the longer we walked the lower we sank. We also found ourselves descending to new 
depths of depravity as we walked. One of the ways in which we used to be blinded was 
when we foolishly thought we could (1) segment our lives into different parts and pieces, 
rather than seeing that all of live is a whole unit, and (2) thought we could be different 
things to different people by acting differently according to the crowd we were with. 
Neither of which is true. 

 
We followed the course of the world because it was the air we breathed. The word used 
for “course” is a word that can be translated as “aeon,” or “age.” It is akin to the phrase 
“the air we breathe.” When we followed the course of this world we were following the 
world in the manner in which it operates, following the world’s system and way of 
thinking and way of doing things. 

 
The world in which we lived was more than just the physical earth on which we live, it 
was the realm of everything that was opposed to God. The course of this world is 
supernatural opposition to the course of God. Which is a much more intense way of 
thinking about our former rebellion than simply saying we were doing “worldly things.” 
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In our past life we operated according to the world’s rules. Some of these rules might be 
“might makes right,” “the golden rule means that he who has the gold makes the rule,” 
fake it until you make it,” “rules are for the little people” and so forth. Do we still operate 
under those rules now? 

 
Jesus told us to be as wise as serpents and as harmless as doves. (Mt 10:16) One of the 
defining characteristics of a believer is that they recognize how the world operates and 
they deliberately choose to walk according to kingdom rules in the midst of an evil 
generation. 

 
I was listening to a podcast this week where a guy was talking about what it was like for 
him when he finally began opening up to a counselor about the ways in which he was 
harming himself. He had been a PK, married his high school sweetheart when he was in 
his early 20’s, had every intention of doing everything right, and promptly dove off into 
self-destructive behavior. He said in the podcast that, once he admitted he needed help 
and was willing to accept it, he met regularly with a counselor for about 10 months before 
they ever addressed the issue of why he was doing what he was doing. The counselor’s 
initial emphasis was on stopping his harmful behavior but they didn’t stop with behavior, 
they then began working on the heart. 

 
This podcast reminded me of one of the greatest challenges I have had as a father. When 
raising our children I was always so tempted to try and manage their behavior. I wanted 
them to stop doing disruptive things and I wanted them to act right. Many times I wanted 
them to obey for the sake of my peace of mind and my reputation and not because of their 
need to obey from the heart. It was tough to find the balance of stopping their hands long 
enough to keep them from hurting themselves and also addressing the issues of the heart. 

 
If we are in a situation where we are having to address the issue of the hands first, we 
have to remember that the heart is the ultimate destination. We want something more 
than reformed behavior or compliant personalities; we want transformed hearts. 

 
3.  WE FOLLOWED THE PRINCE OF THE POWER OF THE AIR – 2:2  
 

Paul does not call this prince the devil even though it is the devil he is describing. 
 

A search of the word “prince” reveals something interesting as we come to this part of 
verse 2. The word “prince” is used 74x in Bible, but only 5x in the NT. Every NT usage 
equates the word “prince” with Beelzebul or demons. (Mt 9:34; 12:24)  
 
Paul is describing an evil ruler. The word used for ruler means “one who has eminence 
in a ruling capacity.” Just as an earthly prince or king rules over a kingdom, Paul says 
there is a ruler who organizes evil spirits into hierarchies that resemble human political 
institutions.  

 
His domain is spiritual. The word used for air literally means “the domain of the air.” Paul 
was writing to a people whose cosmology told them that “the air was the abode and the 
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realm of evil spirits.” But Paul is not limiting his influence just to the air; he is saying that 
this ruling prince has evil influence throughout the world in the spiritual dimension of 
life. 

 
And because the devil is unable to create anything on his own, he is not a power that is 
equal to God the Creator, he is only able to copy that which has already been created. To 
that end, he copies the work of God, in that he is constantly at work through human 
institutions and human philosophies to work his evil plans. (Wood) 

 
We have been at a disadvantage in the Western world as our material comforts have 
largely caused us to ignore the presence of the spiritual world. And now that we are 
beginning to consider the reality of the spiritual world, we are flirting with influences 
that are bent on using and abusing us rather than bringing us good. 

 
The sons of disobedience are those who are opposed to God. The Greek lexicon tells us 
that in our NT the mention of “disobedience’ is always of “disobedience toward God,” 
sometimes with the connotation of “disbelief in the Christian gospel.” Those who oppose 
God are called “sons of disobedience.”  

 
This is the natural outcome of those who have not yielded their hearts to God. We are 
going to serve whoever it is that masters us. If we have not yielded ourselves to God then 
we are still living in submission to the prince of the power of the air. Thus the outcome 
of our life is opposition to God and we will be called a “child of disobedience.” (Foulkes) 

 
And yet this is our natural inclination. We are not inclined to turn toward God but away 
from God. And, as we will see next week, without his turning our head in his direction, 
we are incapable of even wanting to look toward him. (Wood) 

 
4.  WE WERE RULED BY OUR PASSIONS – 2:3  
 

Until now Paul has been addressing the Gentiles. But now he changes his pronoun from 
“you” to “we” to indicate that not only the Jews, but even Paul himself, were in the same 
situation. 

 
The phrase “we all once lived” is another picture of what our dwelling place used to be. 
Paul makes it personal; it’s not “them” but “us.” He goes to lengths to show just how 
inclusive this is; living in the passions of our flesh does not exclude anyone, but includes 
everyone. 

 
Paul has used the analogy of walking, but now he uses the analogy of living. Living is 
different from walking, it is more personal. We may choose to walk somewhere, change 
our mind and walk somewhere else. Walking is something we do. But living is something 
we are. When we are charged with living among the sons of disobedience, it is because 
we are living our lives out of the principles of the world.  (Wood) Our actions are not 
separate from who we are; I hate this fact but it’s true. 
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We were slaves to our desires. While we were living in the flesh, our lives were directed 
by the passions of our flesh. We were slaves to physical passion. We were slaves to our 
desires. Thayer says the “flesh is the nature of man apart from divine influence, and 
therefore prone to sin and opposed to God.  

 
To live in the passions of the flesh is to be a slave to physical passion. The desire that Paul 
describes here is not simply “desire” but more like “craving” or “lust.” It is to desire the 
wrong thing that cannot be fulfilled legitimately.  

 
Desires can be legitimate when they are pursued according to Scriptural guidelines. We 
are told by the course of this world that we should be able to have unbridled and 
unlimited sex with anyone we want, at any time we want, with no restrictions, 
responsibilities or relationships.  

 
God has created us as sexual beings, but our sexual lives cannot be separated from the 
covenant of marriage with the husband or wife of the opposite sex whom God has given 
us. But instead of limiting us, as the world would tell us they do, the “restrictions” of the 
covenant actually free us up to enjoy unprecedented levels of intimacy. 

 
But the rule of out-of-control cravings are not limited just to our sex drive. When I talk of 
being ruled by our passions, sex is probably the easiest thing to use for an example. But 
we could say the same thing for the way we use food; are we gluttons? Or the same thing 
for the conversation we like to engage in; are we gossips? Or for our desire to sit back 
and take it easy, to take a little time for ourselves; are we guilty of laziness?  

 
The rebellion originates with our desires and is demonstrated by our actions. We need 
to change our actions but the most effective way to do it is to change our desires. The way 
we change our desires is to change our hearts. 

 
5.  WE WERE CHILDREN OF WRATH – 2:3  
 

We inherited our father’s nature. He is not saying that we were childish in nature but the 
offspring of a father of wrath. We inherited your father’s nature.  

 
Our father’s nature was one of wrath. It is not that you did wrathful things, but your basic 
nature was that of wrath. We had a “strong indignation directed at wrongdoing, with a 
focus on retribution, wrath.” As such, we were subject to divine indignation.  

 
This is where we were until Christ changed the direction of our lives. The best news in all 
of this comes when we reflect upon the truth that God directed his wrath upon Jesus and 
not to us. We will cover that next week. 
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APPLICATION 
 

Takeaway: There is no life apart from Jesus. 
 
THE UNCONVERTED: THIS IS YOUR LIFE 
 

If the Holy Spirit has pricked your conscience and you recognize that any one of these 
five conditions, or all five of them, describe you, then feel free to read ahead in our 
passage. If you do you will see what God is doing in your behalf in turning your attention 
toward him. Don’t turn away from him. 

 
THE INTERCESSOR: THIS IS THEIR LIFE 
 

Identify one of the conditions listed here as you are praying for a particular person to 
come to Christ. Use Paul’s description of that condition to help you identify with the 
unconverted and to increase your sense of urgency as you are calling out for mercy on 
their behalf. 

 
THE WORSHIPER: THIS WAS YOUR LIFE 

 
I have touched on this issue more than once in today’s message. Ultimately it always 
comes back to the condition of the heart. Reflect on the condition of your heart before 
Christ saved you and now. Let that increase your sense of awe and gratitude as you go 
before the Lord this week. 
 
 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 

 Part of the purpose of this sermon is to assist you in using Scripture to inform your 
praying for unbelievers in your life. How does this passage help you?  

 
 In this week’s Life Group meeting, it might be useful to spend time as a Life Group (1) 

praying for unbelievers as a group, and (2) using this passage to guide your prayers. 
When you do that, you’ll be praying and you’ll grow in your ability to use Scripture as you 
pray as you listen to other believers pray alongside of you. 

 
 How does a passage like this help you to grow in your worship of God? When you 

meditate upon the way in which God rescued you from your spiritual death, what specific 
areas are expressions of gratitude become apparent to you?  
 


