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LIFE APART FROM CHRIST 
Ephesians 2:1-3 (No. 7) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
April 26, 2015 

 
Our life before we came to know Christ was a life (1) captured/ by the world and Satan, (2) 
controlled by passions of the flesh and mind, and (3) lived in the company of sinners. 

INTRODUCTION 

As you read, I want to remind you that Paul is writing to encourage the believers in Ephesus.  
He’s been doing so by recounting all the blessings they have in Christ and by praying for them.  
One of the things he prayed for them is in v. 19 of chapter 1: that they would know “what is the 
immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe.”  This is in Scripture so that not 
only would the Ephesians know the power of God but also that we would know this great power 
toward us who believe.  And the ultimate display of God’s power is in how he saved us. 

So as we begin chapter 2, Paul continues that same thought and wants to show us the greatness 
of God’s power in how he saved us.  He begins by describing our life before we came to trust 
Christ so that we would cherish the great work of God in our salvation. 

Eph 2:1-7 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. 

 
In this passage, we learn of our spiritual deadness before we came to Christ in order that we 
would cherish the great work of God in our salvation.  Ephesians 2:1-3 is the greatest, most 
devastating description of a life apart from Christ.  The description Paul gives is pointed, painful, 
and hopeless.  The description Paul gives of a life apart from Christ is true.  It is true for every 
person on the planet—this is how everyone is by nature.  This was your life before Christ and if 
you haven’t come to Christ through faith and repentance, then this is a description of your 
current life. 

This description leaves no room to claim you are a good person apart from Christ.  This 
devastating description of life apart from Christ is the beginning of the good news of the gospel.  
Before the good news of the gospel—that Jesus Christ came to  the world to save sinners—
before you hear that good news (which Paul will get to in the verses that follow), you need to 
know the bad news.  This is the bad news.  And the truth about your life apart from Christ is 
devastating.  Regardless of whether you are now a believer or not a believer, these first three 
verses are part of your story.  They are part of your testimony. They are part of your history. 
They are part of your biography. 
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Dead in Trespasses and Sins 

v. 1-2a: “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked. . .” 

Paul is writing to believers in the city of Ephesus. They have trusted Christ—they have believed 
Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins.  These were people who knew that their sins were 
rebellion against God and that they deserved punishment from God.  They had trusted that Jesus 
died on the cross in their place—that he took the wrath of God on their behalf.  Jesus was their 
Lord and Savior.  Because of that, they had a past condition that was no longer true of them, but 
is true of everyone apart from Christ. 

For them, they “were dead,” but no longer.  “Dead” speaks of our spiritual condition before 
Christ came into our life.  We were like prodigal sons, where the father has said, “This my son 
was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found” (Lk 15:24).  We’ve experienced life. Just 
as Jesus said in Jn 5:24: “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him 
who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life.”  
We had no true affections for the true God.  If we wanted God, we only wanted him on our 
terms.  We may have liked Jesus, but we didn’t want him to rule us.   

Jesus used the word dead to describe a person who would not follow him. In Lk 9:60 he told one 
would-be follower,  “Leave the dead to bury their own dead. But as for you, go and proclaim the 
kingdom of God.”  Previously, we were alive to sin, yet dead to God’s holiness.  And the reason 
we were dead was we were walking in our “sins and trespasses.”  Walking is one of Paul’s 
favorite terms to describe the course of a person’s life.  Our set way of behaving was walking in 
“sins and trespasses.”  These two words are synonyms placed together for emphasis. 

We have missed the mark of God’s righteous standard.  We have displeased God. We have failed 
to conform to God’s moral law.  We were dead because of our sins. Not just that we did sins, but 
that we were sinners. We sinned by nature.  What was natural for us was to sin.  And because of 
that, we were dead. 

Why is sin a problem?  One reason is that sin makes us guilty before God. We break his moral 
law (that’s called sin) and we’re guilty. Therefore, we need forgiveness.  But, here, Paul points 
out another reason why sin is a problem.  Sin doesn’t just make us guilty, it makes us dead.  As 
one pastor has said, “The reason we need a Savior is not just that we are in the doghouse with 
God and need to be forgiven for offending his glory. We need a Savior because we are in the 
morgue. In the doghouse you might whimper. You might say you are sorry. You might make 
some good resolutions. You might decide to cast yourself on the mercy of God. But what can 
you do if you are in the morgue?” 

For that to change, someone has to change that.  You couldn’t. You were dead. 

• You were living a living death. 
• You were alive though dead. 

You needed someone to make you alive.  That’s exactly Paul’s point. That’s what he’s getting to. 
That’s why he’s writing about how awful your life was apart from Christ—so that he can give 
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you the good news.  The main point he makes—in the Greek, it’s actually the main verb in the 
sentence that goes from v. 1-7—is: 

v. 4 “But God. . .”, v. 5 “even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with 
Christ.” 

We were dead, but God made us alive.  God made you alive, if you are truly alive spiritually.  
But before he gets there, he goes on to describe our life of spiritual deadness—our former way of 
life.  What is a life apart from Christ like?  

First, our life before Christ was a life. . .  

I. CAPTURED BY THE WORLD AND SATAN 

Eph 2:1-2: "And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 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—" 

We were captured by two captors. 

A. Captured By the World 

Before Christ, we walked “following the course of this world.”  “Following” could be translated 
“according to.” 

• We walked in harmony with the world 
• We weren’t separate from the world, we were part of it. 
• We weren’t aliens to the word, but natives of the world. 
• We fit in. 
• We were in harmony with it. 
• We accommodated the world, rather than resisted its influence. 

“Course” could also be translated “age,” just as it is later in this paragraph (v. 7).  Elsewhere, 
Paul says we live in an “evil age.” (Gal. 1:3).  The “world” refers to humanity’s values and 
standards apart from God’s moral law (JMac). 

One of the marks of a believer is that they do not walk in footstep with the world.  We don’t love 
the world. 

1 John 2:15-17: “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the 
love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the 
desires of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world. And 
the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides 
forever.” 

Before we were captured to go along with the world—it enticed us to live in harmony with 
human values rather than God’s righteousness.  And the siren call of the world is as strong as 
ever.  A second captor is also mentioned. We were: 
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B. Captured by Satan 

“following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of 
disobedience” 

The word “prince” refers to a ruler.  Paul doesn’t give us the name of this prince. But he does 
provide us with several clues: 

1. He is a ruler 
2. He has power 
3. His domain is the air 
4. He is a spirit 
5. He is now at work (he is energizing) 
6. Those who do his bidding are sons of disobedience 

So, even though Paul doesn’t give us the name of this prince, it is pretty clear that he’s speaking 
of the devil.  Elsewhere in Scripture Satan is called a ruler.  In John’s Gospel, three times he 
refers to Satan as “the ruler of this world.” (12:31; 14:30; 16:11).  In Matthew, Mark and Luke’s 
Gospels, he is called the prince of demons (Matt 9:24; 12:24; Mk 3:21; Lk 11:15).  Satan is the 
prince of the power of the air.  “Power” in this case is a synonym for domain.  It’s used that way 
in Col 1:13: “[God] has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the 
kingdom of his beloved Son.”  And specifically, Paul says his domain is the “air.”  Air is part of 
the heavenly places where Eph 6:12 says we wrestle “against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly places.” 

Ephesus was full of idols. You’ll recall in Acts 19 when Paul’s preaching there started to convert 
lots of people, the idol makers got angry because it was hurting their business.  Many of these 
cults worshipped aerial spirits.  Paul is saying that the prince of all the demons is Satan. All false 
religions ultimately come from him.  Before you came to Christ—whatever religion you 
worshipped—whether that was an established religion or nature or self—whatever it was, Satan 
has a hand in that kind of worship. 

Satan wanted to keep us dead.  He keeps people dead by blinding them so that they cannot see 
the light of the gospel. 

2 Cor 4:4: “the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from 
seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 

If he is successful, you stay dead.  So what was our life before Christ like?  Even though you 
probably didn’t know it, you were captured by the world and Satan. 

Second, our life before Christ was a life. . .  

II. CONTROLLED BY PASSIONS OF THE FLESH AND MIND 

v. 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.” 
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“Among whom” refers to the “sons of disobedience” at the end of v. 2 (we’ll come back to that 
phrase).  Among these sons of disobedience we formerly in the passions our flesh.  “Passions” 
comes from the root word that means “to set your heart upon.”  Can mean a strong desire either 
for good or for evil, depending on the context.  Since it is evil desire here, it could be translated 
“lusts.”  We lived in lust for evil in our “flesh.” This lust for evil came from our flesh.  Flesh is 
that part of man that opposes God and his righteousness because of the fall.  Our flesh is that 
complex of human sinful desires that is centered on self, opposes God, and is attracted to sin. 

The flesh opposes the Spirit.  For example, Gal 5:16-21, Paul writes:  

Gal 5:16-21 16 But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the 
flesh. 17 For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against 
the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to 
do. 18 But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. 19 Now the works of the flesh are 
evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20 idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits 
of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, 21 envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I 
warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of 
God. 
 

Passions = desires in Galatians.  So we lived to gratify our fleshly passions—we were 
animalistic.  Not only did we live in the passions of our flesh, we were successful at sinning. 
We were “carrying out the desires of the body (flesh) and mind.”  We not only were drawn to 
sin, we indulged in it.  We craved it.  We fanaticized about sin and we carried it out.  We were 
experts in sin.  He mentions both the “desires of the body and mind.”  So this wasn’t merely 
emotionalism. Our sin was crafted in our mind.  We entertained sin. We plotted out sin. We 
strategized to do sin.   

The word for mind comes from the root word “nous” for mind.  In theology, we sometimes 
speak of the noetic effect of the Fall.  Noetic – N-O-E-T-I-C (from mind).  The effect of sin on 
our mind.  This is a very helpful bit of theology in understanding why sinners do what they do.  
Sin doesn’t just disorder our emotions, it disorders our mind.  As we indulge in sin, our mind is 
affected.  Sin makes us irrational. Because at root, sin denies God and truths about God and 
truths about the world.  Before Christ, our reason opposed God. 

1 Cor 2:14: “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly 
to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned.” 

The unregenerate mind thinks that the truth is folly. He can’t understand it because his mind is 
unregenerate.  “He is not able.”  This is not an education problem.  It is an inability to understand 
because his mind is not spiritually transformed.  Which is why very smart people can study the 
Bible and not believe it and not see the gospel as compelling and glorious and true.  Without 
salvation, they cannot.  So our life was controlled by passions of the flesh and mind.  Lastly, our 
life before Christ was a life. . .  

III. LIVED IN THE COMPANY OF SINNERS 

Back up to the part we skipped in v. 2: “the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience” 

And v.3 at the end: “[we] were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.” 



www.tccathens.org 

6 
 

So we were counted among the “sons of disobedience” and were “by nature children of wrath.” 

A. Sons of Disobedience 

“Sons of disobedience” is a way of saying that our pedigree was rebellion against God.  We had 
a father and it wasn’t the Father—it was the father that Jesus referred to when he rebuked the 
Jews who wanted to stone Jesus. 

Jn 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 has nothing to do with 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.” 

What is haunting about being sons of disobedience is that the devil himself is actively working in 
the sons of disobedience.  “At work” is energEo in the Greek—you hear our word for energy.  
The idea is “powerfully working.”  Before Christ, we were tools of Satan. He was using us to do 
his will and oppose God. 

B. Children of Wrath 

We were also “by nature children of wrath.” 

Eph 5:5-6 5 For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who 
is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God. 6 Let no 
one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the 
sons of disobedience. 
 

So the wrath here in 2:3 is the wrath of God.  By nature we did what God hates.  When we were 
born, we were born in sin and were by nature the progeny of those who oppose God.  Since it 
was “by nature” we know that everyone starts out this way.  So we lived in the company of 
sinners. We were the sinners. 

CONCLUSION 

So our life before we came to Christ was a life: 

1. Captured by the world and Satan 
2. Controlled by passions of the flesh and mind 
3. Lived in the company of sinners 

In some ways we’ve just scratched the surface of each of these three devastating conditions in 
our state of spiritual deadness.  That was our condition: 

• Spiritually dead 
• Following the course of the world 
• Following the devil 
• Living in the passion of our flesh 
• Sons of disobedience 
• Children of wrath 
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The Holy Spirit wrote this passage so that we would realize what a hopeless condition we were 
in before we met Christ.  You can’t pull out of that on your own.  You can’t accomplish your 
own great rescue.  Our deadness in trespasses and sins was great.  We needed a great Savior. 

As great as our culpability and deadness in sins, we have a greater Savior.  Even the full weight 
of our sin cannot compare to our greater Savior.  Our sin was not so great that our greater Savior 
could not rescue us.  Sure, if our sin is small, we would need only a small savior.  Some cuts 
need only a Band-Aid. Some cuts need a surgeon. Some cuts need a miracle. 

But as this passage reminds us, our sin wasn’t small.  If you reflect on your life and realize what 
a great sinner you are, will you let your heart enlarge to rejoice in how much greater is our 
salvation.  Lavish sin paid for on the cross means that God’s mercy and grace have been lavishly 
given to us.  God through Christ “made us alive together with Christ.” 

That is, just as Paul said (1:19) an “immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who 
believe.”” 
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