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 I had my wisdom teeth out when I was 19 years old.   Then, I did not see another dentist 

or have dental work for 37 years.  Now this was not because of fear of the dentist.  We did not 

have a health benefits plan as a family.   So we would have to pay for regular dental checkups.  

If our teeth didn’t hurt, we didn’t go.  Well my teeth didn’t hurt for 37 years.  I talked with a dentist.  

He shared that I probably had the kind of teeth that weren’t super sensitive or something.  But 

then 2 years ago, one of my teeth began to hurt.  I hadn’t felt pain like that in a long time.  I tried 

to eat and drink out of one side of my mouth.  But if the tiniest bit of water drifted over to that tooth, 

a shooting pain went through my jaw.     

 It was time to see a dentist for the first time in 37 years.  After examination, he told me my 

tooth had cracked from top to bottom and needed to be pulled.  Ah, the consequences of not 

visiting the dentist.  So I went in to get my tooth pulled.  After he froze my mouth and jaw, he 

began to work on that tooth.  I seem to recall him standing on my shoulders trying to pull out that 

tooth with a set of pliers but eventually it came out.  After the bleeding stopped, my pain soon 

went away.  I was thankful for the dentist who I didn’t think I needed.    

Sometimes we live like we don’t need God.  We go along in life thinking we’ve got it all 

under control.  Nothing will stop us from accomplishing whatever we want to do.  But then some 

tough situation enters our life.  We come to the end of our resources.  We don’t know what to do 

or how to handle it.   So we search and hope for answers and help.  God is there with that we 

thought we would never need. Today, we are going to talk about a piece of God’s heart that we 

may not think we need.  But hopefully many of us have already realized the great gift of this part 

of God’s heart.   I pray that if you’ve already experienced this from God, you will appreciate it even 

more after our time.  If you haven’t yet experienced this from God, I pray you will by the end of 

this message.  

 This piece of God’s heart is found in the New Testament letter called Ephesians chapter 

2.   Page 829. (Verses 1-7)   The apostle Paul wrote Ephesians.   So let’s see what he says.   



 

 
 
 
Ephesians 2:1-7 
 
2 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following 
the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now 
at work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of 
our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children 
of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great 
love with which he loved us, 5 even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive 
together with Christ—by grace you have been saved— 6 and raised us up with him and 
seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages 
he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ 
Jesus. 
 
 We start today in verse 4.  It describes the character and heart of God.  “But God, being 

rich in mercy verse 5, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with 

Christ.”  So God made us alive together with Christ.  That’s the central point.  But verse 4 explains 

why God did this.  It talks about God’s mercy and God’s love.  Notice the qualifier on mercy.  “But 

God, being RICH in mercy.”  Dane Ortlund states, “Nowhere else in the Bible is God described 

as rich in anything.  The only thing he is called rich in is: mercy.” 1  He quotes a pastor from the 

1600’s named Thomas Goodwin who wrote twelve 500 page volumes of material.  Volume 2 of 

Goodwin’s works contains 500 pages of sermons on Ephesians 2.  He spends several sermons 

on Ephesians 2:4 about God who is rich in mercy. Goodwin writes “God (He) is the spring of all 

mercy . . .  it is natural to him. It is his nature and disposition, because when he shows mercy, he 

does it with his whole heart.”2 

  

 Ortlund notes the verse says, that God is by nature rich in mercy.  He is not becoming rich 

in mercy.  He is not growing in mercy.  He is rich in mercy.  “So this statement takes us into the 

inner recesses of the Creator, disclosing to us the center of God’s very being and nature.”3  

                                                           
1 Dane Ortlund, Gentle and Lowly, 171.   
2 Thomas Goodwin, The Works of Thomas Goodwin, 12 vols. (Repr., Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation 
Heritage, 2006), 2:179 
3 Ortlund, 172.  



 

What is mercy?  Mercy can mean “compassionate treatment of one in distress.”  So giving 

water bottles, food and shelter to a refugee is an act of mercy.  But mercy has another meaning.  

It is “compassionate or kindly forbearance shown toward an offender, an enemy, or other person 

in one’s power.”4 It can also refer to the power of a judge to pardon someone or to ease 

punishment.”5  It is this pardoning mercy that we find in verse 4.  That’s the feature of God’s heart 

we look at this week.  What is God’s heart for us?  God has a heart that is rich in mercy 

toward us.  God is rich in pardoning mercy toward us.   

 But that immediately raises a question.  Why would we need God’s pardoning mercy?  We 

all appreciate compassionate mercy when we are in distress.  If someone brings us a meal or 

shovels our driveway or visits with sympathy, we appreciate it.  But why we would need pardoning 

mercy?  That implies we’ve done something wrong.   Most of us are pretty good citizens.  Maybe 

the really bad people need pardoning mercy. Maybe I think most people divide the population into 

two categories.  Category 1 contains the really bad people – criminal offenders; dictators; very 

mean people; drug dealers; human traffickers.   For them to come to God, they certainly need 

mercy although we think they probably don’t really deserve it.  Sadly, some will also put people 

who have a different viewpoint than they do about current issues in category 1.  So if you’re 

conservative politically, then liberals and progressives belong in category 1.  If you’re liberal or 

progressive, then conservatives belong in category 1.  Or if you’re pro-vaccine and mandates, 

then those against vaccine mandates belong in category 1.  If you’re against vaccine mandates, 

then those for them belong in Category 1.   Do you see how quickly we can go down such a path?  

But whoever we place in category 1 really needs God’s pardoning mercy because they have 

obviously done wrong.      

 But we’re in Category 2.   We are good citizens who work hard, respect others, pay their 

library fines, clean up their yards and offer a friendly wave to neighbors.  We are good people. 

We don’t need God’s pardoning mercy – just His compassionate mercy when we’re distressed.    

                                                           
4 https://www.dictionary.com/browse/mercy 
5 Ibid.  



 

 But this passage does not agree with a division of humanity into 2 categories. Those who 

need God’s pardoning mercy and those who don’t.  Verses 1-3 describe the spiritual condition of 

everyone apart from Christ.   These verses claim we all need God’s pardoning mercy.   

Why would we need God’s pardoning mercy?  We were spiritual zombies.  Verse 1 says 

this: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked.”  So we see death, 

walking and trespasses and sins.  So somehow we were walking yet dead.  What does “dead” 

mean?  We are alive.  We have never died. 

He can’t be referring to physical death because we still have physical life in us.  So he must 

be talking about a different kind of death.  This is spiritual death with respect to God.  We are 

dead in responsiveness to God.  A dead body is unable to respond to stimulus like light, sound, 

taste or pain.  It is lifeless.  A spiritually dead person does not respond to God.  He or she has no 

ability to please God.  They are lifeless and motionless as far as any Godward activity is 

concerned.”   

We also gain further insight to this when we consider Paul’s perspective.  Paul writes while 

alive in Christ.  He looks back on his life apart from Christ.  So if Paul received this “life” in Christ 

at the moment of his conversion, that means he was dead to Christ prior to conversion.  That’s 

what he’s talking about here.  It helps us to see our desperate state.  Ortlund writes this:  “Christ 

was sent not to mend wounded people or wake sleepy people or advise confused people or 

inspire bored people or spur on lazy people or educate ignorant people, but to raise dead people.6   

But this still may confuse us.  How can we be dead when we’re physically alive?  So this is 

where a zombie image actually helps.  You’ve probably heard about the walking dead or zombies 

in literature or film. They are gruesomely portrayed as people who have come out of a grave, half 

decayed, who stumble around and walk slowly.  They are more dead than alive.  They walk in a 

daze and just to try to kill people who are fully alive.  So think of the walking dead who live though 

they are dead.  Paul goes on to describe how a spiritually dead person lives.   

                                                           
6 Ortlund, 175.   



 

How does a spiritually dead person live?   We followed the course of the world.  Verse 

1-2 “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course 

of this world.”   What is the world?  It’s not planet Earth.  It is the way of the world apart from God. 

“A whole social value system which is alien to God (John Stott).”  Another says it is the world’s 

evil way in reference to God.  Here’s another definition from author and Pastor John Mark Comer 

in his book “Live No Lies.”  The world is, “A system of ideas, values, morals, practices and social 

norms that are integrated into the mainstream and institutionalized in a culture corrupted by the 

twin sins of rebellion against God and the redefinition of good and evil.”7 Now think about that for 

a moment.  It’s a system.  It has ideas, practices, morals, values and social norms.  They are in 

the mainstream and institutionalized in culture.  The culture is corrupted by the twin sins of 

rebellion against God and the redefinition of good and evil.  This means that we are exposed to 

the world’s system and values all the time; whenever we go out and shop in a mall, entertainment, 

school, workplace, listen to media or go on our phones, we enter the world.  When we are in the 

world, we face the temptation to follow the ways of the world.  If you are a spiritually dead person, 

you naturally follow the world’s ways.  They seem normal.  So that’s one way a spiritually dead 

person lives by following the course of the world. 

  How else does a spiritually dead person live?  We followed the prince of the power of the 

air or devil.  Now most people would immediately scoff at this.  They have not actively pursued 

Satan worship in their lives.  So how could they be accused of following the devil?   Well, following 

devil does not mean devil worship, the devil is not stupid.  He loves it when he gets portrayed as 

this guy in a red suit with a forked tail and horns on his head.  Then people dismiss him as another 

mythological character from an unenlightened age.  We think we’re way too sophisticated and 

educated for such nonsense.  If we think the devil does not exist, the devil has already won a 

significant battle.  He has succeeded in convincing many people that he doesn’t exist.   Then he 

can subtly and slyly go about his work.   

                                                           
7 John Mark Comer, Live No Lies, (Colorado Springs, Waterbrook, 2021), 242 



 

Comer points out a summary of Jesus’ teaching on the devil.  One – Jesus taught that the 

devil is a real, intelligent spiritual being.  Two – Jesus taught the devil’s end goal is to spread ruin 

in our souls and society.  Three – Jesus taught the devil’s primary strategy is lies.  Listen to Jesus’ 

words in John 8:44.  “You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s desires.  

He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth 

in him.  When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of lies.”   

So the devil doesn’t try to deceive us with obvious lies.  “You know that blue over there.  It’s 

really yellow.”  We’re going to see through that right away.  His lies are subtle and play to our 

desires.  How about this one?  “True freedom is found by ignoring God’s boundaries and nature’s 

boundaries.”  That’s kind of appealing isn’t it?  Who doesn’t want to be free?  Why is God limiting 

me by setting boundaries in place in my life?  I wonder what life would like outside of God’s 

boundaries.  I think that’s worth exploring.  Or I wonder what it would feel like to go beyond nature’s 

boundaries.  h that sounds good.  Well I’m going to identify as someone different than my 

biological nature.  That must be good because the world tells me that’s freedom.  I will get 

affirmation and be celebrated.  That’s good.”  We can think such decisions are actually for our 

good.  But it’s a lie.  But remember the devil I’s end goal is to destroy souls and ruin society.  Such 

thinking and decisions involve following the lies of the prince of the air.   

Or how about this one.  “Viewing porn doesn’t hurt anyone.  You’re not being unfaithful to your 

spouse.  You’re just having a little fun and relief and it’s better than going down to a bar and 

meeting someone.”  Except that Jesus says, “everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent 

has already committed adultery with her in his heart.”  I have never once heard a spouse, who 

discovered their partner was involved in porn, say “That’s so great.  That is really furthering our 

marriage.”  No.  It’s usually deep hurt; feelings of betrayal; broken trust and hardship.  All because 

of a lie.  So spiritually dead people, of whom we all once were, follow the course of the world; 

follow the prince of the air and his lies.”    

How else does a spiritually dead person live?  We all once lived in the passions of our 

flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and mind.  What is the flesh?  Comer defines it 



 

likes this.  “The flesh is our base, primal, animalistic drives for self-gratification, especially as it 

pertains to sensuality and survival.”8  Another defines the flesh as “the longings and impulses of 

the self-centered life.”  Ortlund notes the phrase “we lived in the passing of our fresh” – “We didn’t 

just occasionally slip into the passions of our flesh; we “lived in” those passions.  It was the air we 

breathed.  Beneath our smiles at the grocery store and cheerful greetings to the mailman we 

quietly enthrone Self and deprive our souls of the beauty and dignity and worship for which they 

were made.  Sin was not something we lapsed into; it defined our moment by moment existence 

at the level of deed, word, thought, and desire.”9  

Now think, for a moment, about the power of this unholy trinity.   You’ve got the devil, the 

prince of the power of the air who primarily works by planting lies.  You’ve got our desires and 

flesh who crave a fulfillment however they can be satisfied.  The devil lies play to our desires.  

Then you’ve got a world with an entire system opposed to God.  It lives in rebellion against God 

and is redefining right and wrong.  So believing the devil’s lies and satisfying our flesh in selfish 

ways gets normalized in the world.  This is Comer’s thesis for his book Live No Lies.  It gets 

legalized.  You have an entire society of walking dead people.  Most people think this kind of living 

is normal.   They encourage one another to continue this life which is actually a walking dead life.   

Paul says we were all dead like this.  But we still might object to our inclusion in those who 

are spiritually dead.  We cling to our categories.  So we would add those sinful people to category 

1.  You know the ones who always break rules and always rebel against God’s boundaries – the 

rule breakers.  Yah, they also belong in category 1.   But not me.”   

I think when it comes to attitude towards rules, their actually are 2 categories of people – rule 

breakers and rule keepers.  How would you classify yourself with respect to rules?  Rule breaker 

or keeper?  So rule breakers are more likely to engage in all this stuff.  But rule keepers keep the 

rules.  Rule keepers can then conclude that this spiritual deadness doesn’t really apply to them.  

If I’m a rule keeper, I will keep God’s rules.  So I was never spiritually dead.    Except – Paul, the 

                                                           
8Comer, 188. 
9 Ortlund, 175-176.   



 

author of these verses, was the ultimate rule keeper.  He was a Pharisee of the Pharisees 

meaning the strictest rule keeper in the strictest Jewish sect of the faith.  He would be in the 99th 

percentile of rule keeping.  What does he say in verse 3? – “Among whom we ALL lived in the 

passions of the flesh.”  Or end of verse 3 – “And were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of 

mankind.”  That means everyone.  How can this be?  Well it must mean that we can live according 

to the passions of our flesh as rule-breakers and rule-keepers.  Rule keepers can also believe 

lies like “you’re way superior to rule-breakers.”   Rule keepers often spend a great of time and 

energy correcting rule-breakers. They can become blind to their own lostness and pride.      

By the end of verse 3, no one gets a pass.  We were all spiritually dead walking in our 

trespasses and sins.  We followed the course of the world.  We believed the devil’s lies.  We gave 

in to our fleshly cravings and satisfied them in ways outside God’s boundaries.   And we couldn’t 

raise ourselves from this spiritual death.   That’s the bad news in 3 verses.  There is so much 

more in there I can see why Thomas Goodwin spent 500 pages on Ephesians 2.  

Then the good news comes in verse 4.  “But God, being rich in mercy, because of his great 

love with which he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together 

with Christ – by grace you have been saved – and raised us up with him and seated us with him 

in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.”  With verses 1-3 in mind, God’s pardoning mercy becomes 

more appealing.  The fact that God is rich in mercy to even pardon our secret sins becomes a 

great treasure.  Now that God is rich in mercy and loved us with a great love, we can begin to 

grasp the magnitude of His gift to us.    

Except for some of us who might appreciate the gift of new life in Christ but conclude that 

God’s mercy kind of petered out.  Because, as Ortlund says, maybe you’ve been deeply 

mistreated, misunderstood, betrayed by the one person you should have been able to trust.  

Abandoned.  Taken advantage of.  Perhaps you carry pain that will never heal.  If we look at our 

lives for evidence of God’s mercy we might conclude that it’s not there.   

But Ortlund offers this wise counsel.  He writes, “To you, I say that the evidence of Christ’s 

mercy towards you is not your life.  It’s Christ’s life – mistreated, misunderstood, betrayed, 



 

abandoned.  In your place.  If God sent his own Son to walk through the valley of condemnation, 

rejection and hell, you can trust him as you walk through your own valleys on your way to 

heaven.”10  Not to minimize hard times but to recognize Christ’s endurance for us. 

God mercifully raises the walking dead to new life with Christ.  If you are still among the 

walking dead, you don’t have to remain there.  You can receive Christ as your savior.   Through 

your faith, God will rescue you, make you alive again in Christ – raise you up with Christ.  You will 

begin the journey of living both physically and spiritually.    

Then we need to Rely on Christ to abandon the ways of death and grow in the ways of 

life.  I’m depending on Comer for these again but I think he does a nice job of laying out a battle 

plan.   

 Fight the devil - Practice the spiritual disciplines laid down by Jesus; Silence; solitude; 

prayer and Scripture.  Through these, we give ourselves space and room to discern the lies 

of the devil.   

 Fight the flesh by feeding our spirits and starving our flesh through fasting and 

confession of sin.   Jesus taught these habits and practices.   This grows willpower muscles 

and opens our minds and bodies to the power of the Holy Spirit.   

 Fight the world by gathering with the church – other Christians.   We need to gather with 

others who have joined the struggle against the world’s ways.  We need to see others who 

are resisting the devil and his lies.  We need the encouragement of others in our battles 

against our flesh.  So gather with the church on Sundays and in smaller communities or 

groups, at home and one on one.   

I waited 37 years between dental visits.  Don’t wait 37 years or 1 day more before coming to Christ 

taking of the life Christ didn’t give you.  Then rely on him to abandon the ways of death to grow in 

the ways of life.   

Which battle to we most need to take up today? 

 

                                                           
10 Ortlund, 179.   


