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Alive in Christ 

Ephesians 2:1-10 

John Breon 

 

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 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 flesh and following its desires and thoughts. Like the 

rest, we were by nature deserving 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—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, in order that in the coming ages he 

might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his 

kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 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. For we are God’s handiwork, 

created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in 

advance for us to do. 

 

 Back in the days before everyone had GPS, it was easy to get turned 

around, to miss an exit, to get on the wrong road. It seems Nancy and I 

spent about half our driving time backtracking and looking for the right 

street or address. For some of us, it’s still possible to do those things even 

with GPS. 

 I remember hearing about two Fellowship of Christian Athletes 

speakers who had gone to a meeting in a small town in Missouri. After the 

meeting, they were headed back north—they thought. Talking and not 

paying attention, they later saw an Oklahoma Highway Patrol car. They’d 

been driving two hours in the wrong direction. 

 A much more tragic account tells about a pilot who was practicing 

high-speed maneuvers in a jet fighter. She turned the controls for what she 

thought was a steep ascent—and flew straight into the ground. She was 
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unaware that she had been flying upside down (Dallas Willard, The Divine 

Conspiracy 1-2). 

 It’s hard to admit we’re going the wrong way or that we don’t know 

where we are. It may be even tougher to admit that we’re on the wrong 

road in life, that we’re flying upside down, that we’re speeding away from 

real life and into destruction. We like to think we’re pretty good people. Of 

course, we make mistakes. But we fail to see the radical flaw in our heart. 

We don’t want to face up to the fact that we’re sinners and that sin 

diminishes and destroys us. 

 This section of Ephesians exposes our need, but it also shows us 

God’s gift that meets our need. 

 Our need is that we were “dead through trespasses and sins.” We’re 

not just undereducated or just need to do a little better. We’re dead 

because of sin. Sin is deadly stuff. It separates us, it alienates us from God, 

who is the source of life. And we can’t get out of it by ourselves. We can’t 

save ourselves from this deadly condition. 

 Paul goes on to talk about the way of life that sin produces. Sin is 

more than bad actions. It’s corruption in our heart that produces bad 

attitudes, wrong ways of thinking, bad actions. He says that you used to live 

this way. The Greek word there is walk. In the Bible, our walk is our way of 

life. It describes the road we’re on, the direction we’re going, and how we 

conduct ourselves.  

 Apart from Jesus Christ, we walk captive to the ways of this world, the 

spirit of disobedience, and the cravings of our flesh. 

 “The world” here is not the natural world, the good creation that God 

made. Often in the Bible, “the world” means the environment we live in, 

society and various structures that are organized against God and God’s 

ways. The world is people in rebellion against God. And without Jesus we’re 

walking in the ways of that world. 

 We also walk captive to “the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit 

who is now at work in those who are disobedient.” This is talking about the 

devil, the adversary, the enemy. “Kingdom of the air” refers to the idea in 

the ancient world that the air or atmosphere is the lowest heavenly realm 

and that’s where this enemy of God’s kingdom is active. The Bible, 
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especially the New Testament, is pretty clear that there is a spiritual enemy 

who resists God’s rule and will and who is out to keep people from knowing 

God. We don’t want to overemphasize this, but we can’t ignore it either. 

The devil is not God’s equal and opposite. Instead he was created good by 

God but rebelled and disobeyed. Now he seeks to lure the rest of creation 

into disobedience. 

 Apart from Christ we also walk captive to “the flesh.” Again, this is a 

technical term Paul often uses. It’s not talking about just our physical 

bodies. Our bodies are part of God’s good creation. Physical, material 

reality is a good thing. When Paul talks about “flesh” in this context he’s 

talking about our whole human nature without Christ. It’s a way of picturing 

life before we know Jesus. Flesh is a realm or domain where sin is active in 

us. Often, works of the flesh are attitudes and thoughts, so it’s not that our 

physical life is bad or especially corrupt. 

 These three areas—the world, the devil, the flesh—show how deep 

and powerful sin is. Our need for rescue is great. 

 On top of all this, because of all this, there is also God’s wrath. That’s 

something we don’t like to talk about. We want a nice, tolerant, indulgent 

God. But God can’t stand to see us separated from him. God’s wrath is 

God’s anger at sin and its destructiveness. Sin is both a condition and a 

choice. We’re responsible for “walking” in sins and trespasses. When we 

choose to do that, we come under God’s anger that’s directed at sin.  

 So we’re stuck. We’re in worse shape than we thought we were. The 

situation seems hopeless. 

 But. But God offers us a gift: God made us alive with Christ. By grace 

you have been saved. 

 We were objects of God’s wrath. But God had mercy. 

 We were dead, but God has made us alive with Christ. 

 We were in bondage to evil powers, but God has seated us with Christ 

in the heavenly realms above all those powers (see P. T. O’Brien, Ephesians. 

Pillar New Testament Commentary). 

 Look at the phrases Paul piles up to tell about the gift God offers us 

in Jesus: God is rich in mercy; he loved us with a great love; his sheer grace 
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has saved us; his grace is rich beyond all telling; he has lavished kindness 

upon us (Tom Wright, Paul for Everyone: The Prison Letters). 

 God’s grace, mercy, kindness and love are offered to us. God’s grace 

makes all the difference. In grace, God gets us traveling the right road, 

going the right direction. In grace, God restores us and begins to transform 

us. Jesus embodied God’s grace. He showed it to us and he teaches us 

about it.  

 Jesus shows kindness and grace in forgiving sins and healing 

diseases. Think about the paralyzed man who’s brought to Jesus. Jesus tells 

him, “Your sins are forgiven,” then he says, “Rise up and walk.” Think of the 

woman caught in adultery. Jesus doesn’t condemn her. He protects her 

from execution, but also encourages her to “go and sin no more.” 

 Several of Jesus’ parables are about God’s grace and kindness. There’s 

the king who throws open the feast to all kinds of people. There’s the series 

of stories about seeking the lost—the lost sheep, the lost coin, the lost child 

who returns. 

 God is like the father who welcomes the returning child with love, 

mercy, and grace. When we come back like that, God makes us alive with 

Christ. We who were dead because of sins are made alive. Somehow, when 

we’re in Christ, we’re included with him and God does for us what he did 

for Jesus. God raised us up with Christ. The resurrection of Jesus is the heart 

of what God does for us and gives to us. Through faith in Jesus we die and 

rise with him spiritually now. We’re made alive in a new way, a new kind of 

life. Then someday we’ll join him in physical resurrection as well. 

 God seated us with Jesus in the heavenly places. Jesus is exalted and 

seated above all powers (1:20-21). In Christ, people who once lived in fear 

and slavery to spiritual powers are now with Christ above those powers. 

And all of this is to demonstrate the amazing riches of God’s grace through 

his kindness given to us in Jesus the Messiah. 

 God has always been kind. A lot of people were surprised to learn 

that—in the Old Testament and the New. Jesus is the kindness of God in 

the flesh. Paul says in another place that the kindness of God leads us to 

repentance (Romans 2:4). The kindness, the mercy, the faithful love, the 
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grace of God leads us to a change of mind and attitude, a change of 

direction, a new way of life. 

 The last little section of this passage (verses 8-10) is a summary of the 

heart of the gospel, the good news of salvation. We see that we’re saved by 

grace through faith for good works as a way of life. 

 We couldn’t save ourselves. We can’t rescue ourselves from sin and 

death. But God in grace saves us, rescues us, sets us free, forgives and 

transforms us. Grace is God’s powerful love and favor that he offers us 

without our deserving or earning it. That’s the only basis for our salvation, 

for a right relationship with God, for life with God. 

 We’re not saved by works. Doing works of the law couldn’t save 

people. We can’t earn our way into life with Christ. We can’t boast about 

our wise decision or claim that we’ve earned enough points with God to be 

accepted. The whole process of salvation is a gift from God. And faith is 

how we receive the gift. If someone offers you a gift, you don’t start talking 

about earning or deserving it. You just gratefully accept it and it’s yours. As 

God offers us the gift of salvation, we don’t save ourselves by accepting it. 

We just receive. 

 A church had been praying for a man who was incarcerated. One day 

he walked in to the service and sat in the back. The pastor didn’t know he’d 

been released. As she preached, she watched him. He was crying the whole 

time. After the service, he told her that he’d been released a couple of 

weeks before. He hadn’t been able to get a job—no one would hire him. He 

couldn’t feed his family. That morning he got up and thought he he would 

either kill himself or go to church. He prayed and asked God, “Give me just 

a little bit of faith.” When he got to the church, a little girl greeted him. She 

said, “I’m glad you’re here. But you look sad. I want to give you a gift.” She 

handed him a little gold chain with a pendant that said “FAITH” (Meri 

Whitaker, OK Annual Conference Cookson Hills Report, 2002). 

 God offers grace, faith, salvation as a gift. When we receive God’s gift, 

God starts transforming our lives, making us new. 

 Paul says that we’re God’s handiwork. The word there is poiema. We 

get the word poem from it. In Christ, we’re God’s works of art. Christians are 

at the center of God’s new creation. This word hints that what God has 
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done to us in Jesus is a work of art, like a poem or sculpture. Or a musical 

score, “and the music, which we now have to play, is the genuine way of 

being human, laid out before us in God’s gracious design, so we can follow 

it” (Wright). 

 There are other ways to think of works of art or handiwork. Think of 

the wonderful pieces Dan Wells makes. Nancy’s mom and dad did a lot of 

woodworking and painting. We have furniture and other items that they 

made. Nancy recently refinished a little table that they had built and 

painted. It really is like a work of art. Handiwork like that has something of 

its maker in it. It reminds us of the one who made it. 

 God is fashioning and shaping our lives to represent him, to be his 

works of art that show something of his character and talent. We have 

something of our maker in us. We’re to remind people of God. We are 

God’s masterpieces, created in Christ Jesus, not just to do good works, but 

for good works “which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in 

them” (2:10 NASB). There’s the word walk again. 

 Living as God’s new creation, doing the kinds of things God has for us 

to do, this way of life in Christ is our new way to walk. We no longer walk in 

the ways of the world. Instead, we now walk in God’s way. “Good works” 

here are the new way of being human, the way God always intended people 

to live. We see it in Jesus. And in relationship with him, with his Spirit in us, 

we’re empowered to live this way, to walk this way. 

 Walking has taken on new meaning for me in the last few months. 

Due to an autoimmune condition, some of my nerves haven’t been getting 

their signals to my muscles. And I haven’t been able to walk on my own for 

some time. I’ve been using a walker for months. One day, I was waiting in 

the car while Nancy went into a store. I watched a man walk past on the 

sidewalk and I thought, “I’m not going to take walking for granted ever 

again.” I’m getting better and I expect I’ll walk normally again. But I’m kind 

of having to relearn how.  

 Every one of us has to learn how to walk in Christ, in the way of God, 

in the power of the Holy Spirit. We may have to lean on each other and on 

what God gives to help us. But we can walk in newness of life, going the 

right direction, heading where God leads.  
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 It starts when we see our need, admit we’re going the wrong  

direction, confess our sin, ask God for help. The change comes when we 

receive God’s gift of grace. It continues as we walk in the new life God 

gives. 


