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“Rescued Out of a Deep Pit” 
Ephesians 2:1-10 

(Ephesians: Navigating an Alternative Reading of Reality) 
March 13/11 

 
“But God” 

The little phrase takes us into the heart of the Gospel 
 
“But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, 

even when we were dead in our transgressions,  
made us alive, together with Christ…” (2:4-5a) 

 
“But God” 

the Gospel in the simplest form. 
It could be the title for the whole Bible. 
Stamped on the cover: “But God” 
From the beginning of he Great Story...all through the middle…and at the end 
…”But God” 
 

Especially in the middle of the Great Story. 
Jesus of Nazareth, - Friend of sinners, Healer of broken bodies and minds – is crucified 
on a Roman cross.  “But God”, thundered the early preachers of the Gospel. “But God 
raised Him on the third day.” (Acts 13:30) 
 
So too, in the middle of our stories, we were dead. We were dead in our sins. We had 
fallen into a very deep pit…from which we could not free ourselves. 
“But God.” The little phrase takes us into the heart of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 
So we can understand why some translators of the Bible move the good news forward in 
the text before us today. The good news comes at verse 4: “But God, being rich in 
mercy.” But in an eagerness to keep the good news front and center, some translations 
move it forward into the opening verse, into verse 1. 
 
Paul begins with awful news: “And you were dead in your transgressions and sins…” 
But some translations, eager to get to the Gospel, have Paul begin: “God made us alive 
when we were dead.” Amen! This is the good news. But Paul does not announce it until 
he speaks the bad news. The good news is so good because the bad news is so bad. 
 
Yes, the good news is good enough on its own…it can stand on its own...without any 
reference to the bad news. “But God” made us alive together with Christ…God raised us 
up with Christ…God has seated us with Christ in the heavenly places.” Really good 
news! But all the more so, in the face of the really bad news. So, before he announces the 
really good, good news, Paul takes us through the really bad, bad news. 
 
So I invite you to focus on Ephesians, Chapter 2, verses 1-3. It is not a politically correct 
act. I realize that…keenly so. I am aware that most people in our part of the world, in this 
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world-class city, would find the fact very offensive. But as politically incorrect as it is, as 
offensive as it can feel, the text helps us make sense of the world in 2011. And it makes 
the really good, good news of Jesus Christ really, really good! 
 
A couple of observations about the text before we dig in. 
 
In the English translation of Ephesians 2:1-3, we have two sentences: there is a period at 
the end of verse 2, and a period at the end of verse 3. See them? 
 
In the original, however, in the Greek, they are commas. That is because 2:1-3 is part of 
one sentence that goes through verse 7. Another of Paul’s long sentences! He began the 
letter with a 202-word sentence: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus, who 
has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ” …going on 
to name the blessings.  He then shares his prayer for the Ephesians, and us, in a 167-word 
sentence: “that the God our Lord Jesus Christ, may give you…that the eyes of your heart 
may be enlightened to know…” And then in 2:1-7, a 124-word sentence announcing the 
good news in the face of bad news. 
 
I will say more about the structure of the long sentence next Sunday. 
 
One other observation.   
In the long sentence Paul uses a cluster of inter-related words. A cluster he uses in just 
about every letter he writes. The words are: justice, mercy, and grace. And here is how 
they are inter-related. 

Justice is God giving us what we deserve. 
Mercy is God not giving us what we deserve. 
Grace is God giving us what we do not deserve. 
 

Apart from God’s actions in Jesus Christ we were in a pit, a very deep pit. Justly so. 
Humanity made, and continues to make, the decision to “go it alone”, to live without the 
Living God. And we end up in a pit. 
And it would be perfectly just of God to leave us in the pit. It is what we deserve. 
But God, “being rich in mercy” (2:4) - blessed be His name! - does not want us to stay in 
the pit. In His mercy God does not want to give us what we deserve. So God rescues us 
out of the pit. 
And then, wanting to “show the surpassing riches of His grace” (2:7), God not only does 
not give us what we deserve, God give us what we do not deserve. God makes us alive 
together with that! God raises us up with that! And God seats us with that in the heavenly 
places! Which we will focus on next Sunday. 
 
Now, let us make our way through Paul’s description of life apart from Jesus’ mercy and 
grace. It is not the whole story…for even in what Paul develops, he would still offer that 
we are created in the image of God, which has huge implications for human goodness. 
It’s just that something has gone wrong. Terribly wrong. 
 
Ephesians 2:1-3  
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Politically incorrect, I know. Offensive to modern and post-modern “readers of reality” I 
know. Yet explaining things for all our lofty visions of a truly human world, we never get 
there. 
 
Listen again. “And you were dead in your trespasses and sins, in which you formerly 
walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the 
air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too all 
formerly lived in the lusts of the flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, 
and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest.” Sobering. 
 
In 1960, J.B. Phillips of England paraphrased Paul this way: 
You “were spiritually dead all the time that you drifted along on the stream of this 
world’s idea of living, and obeyed its unseen ruler (who is still operating in those who do 
not respond to the truth of God)…We all lived like that in the past, and followed the 
impulses and imaginations of our evil nature, being in fact under the wrath of God, like 
everyone else.” 
 
In 1993, Eugene Peterson in “The Message” paragraphed Paul: “It wasn’t so long ago 
that we were mired in that old stagnant life of sin. You let the world, which doesn’t know 
the first thing about living, tell you how to live. You filled your lungs with polluted 
unbelief, and then exhaled disobedience. We all did it, all of us doing what we felt like 
doing, when we felt like doing it, all of us in the same boat. It’s a wonder God didn’t lose 
his temper and do away with the whole lot of us.” 
 
Again, I realize that outside of the Church, hardly anyone believes Paul. Indeed, even 
inside the Church, very few take Paul seriously. Yet, when I listen to people struggle with 
things they are not able to be but they want to be, I hear hints of agreement with Paul. 
 
Paul is describing the pit from which we cannot free ourselves. Really bad, bad news. 
 
1)  Dead. Paul repeats it twice: “you were dead in your trespasses and sins” (2:11) 
“when we were dead in our transgressions.” (2:5) 
Sin: miss the mark. We all have done it, says Paul.  
Trespassing, transgressions: crossing the line, stepping over clear boundaries. We all 
have done it, says Paul. 
 
And it has resulted in death. O, our physical bodies are alive. For a while. But even they 
pay the price for sin, and one day return to dust. 
 
“Dead” It is no mere figure of speech. For because of sin we were dead in the only sphere 
of life that finally matters. We were dead in relationship with the Source of Life; we were 
dead in relationship with the Living God. 
We were “the walking dead” as some refer to our state apart from mercy and grace. We 
were as interested in the things of God and His Kingdom as a corpse is in the things 
above the ground.  
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And we could not make ourselves alive. Try as we might, nothing gives us the life for 
which we were originally created. “You were dead”…“we were dead…all of us…dead. 
Doing our jobs. Buying and selling. Relating to people. But, at the core, dead. It was 
reflected in our eyes, and on our faces, and in our voices. “The walking dead.” 
 
2)  The pit is deeper still. We were simply going with the flow of the “walking dead”. We 
were walking, says Paul, “according to the course of this world.” 
 
World – the word is “cosmos”. And as I have pointed out on other occasions, in the New 
Testament “cosmos” dos not refer to the physical universe. Rather “cosmos” refers to the 
world rejecting the presence and lordship of God. “Cosmos” refers to “human society 
organizing itself without God”.  

We used to go with the flow of “human society organizing itself without God,” says 
Paul.  

We took our cues on how to live from “human society organizing itself without 
God.” 

We let our sense of identity and worth be determined by “human society organizing 
itself without God.” 

We let our careers and livelihoods be determined by “human society organizing 
itself without God.” 

We let our understanding of how communities and cities and nations work be 
shaped by “human society organizing itself without God.” 

We let our understanding of sexuality and marriage and family be formed by 
“human society organizing itself without God.” 

Our values were set by a God-less way of life, shaped by a God-less vision of 
reality. As Eugene Peterson paraphrased it: we “let the world, which doesn’t know the 
first thing about living, tell us how to live.” 

 
3)  The pit is deeper still. We were not only going with the flow of God-less humanity, 
we were going with the flow of spiritual powers, spiritual powers that do not like this 
being led, who despise the name of Jesus. Paul refers to “the prince of the power of the 
air” (2:2) and to “the spirit that is now working in the sins of disobedience,” (2:2) whom 
Paul, later in his letter to the Ephesians, identifies as the devil, as the Satan, the 
archenemy of God. In our sin we were unwittingly cooperating with powers opposed to 
the Giver of Life. 
 
Again, I know how crazy this sounds to the contemporary world. I know. But according 
to the authors of scripture, we will never understand life on this planet unless we take this 
dimension of reality into consideration.   “The prince of he air.” “Air” – atmosphere - 
literally and metaphorically. Occupied space. I quoted Walker Wink last week who 
exhorts us: “…spiritual powers are everywhere around us. Their presence is real and 
inescapable. The issue is not whether we believe in them, but whether we can learn to 
identify our actual, everyday, encounters with them – what Paul called ‘discerning the 
spirits’.” The bad news Paul is telling us is that we did not recognize the powers. And we 
inadvertently fell into their web. And inadvertently ended up living in ways that were 
inspired by the spirit that nurtures disobedience to the ways of the Living God. 
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Do you think that human trafficking is just the work of humans? Do you think the 
stranglehold pornography has on our culture is just the work of humans? Do you think 
the grip gangs have on people is just the work of humans? Do you think the power 
wielded by dictators is just the work of humans? Do you think the chokehold of 
consumerism is just the work of humans? We used to walk according to the “princes of 
the power of the air,” says Paul, who messes with human sin to bring us down into the 
pit. 
 
In the early days of the Church, people began to sell their property and give the proceeds 
for the work of the Gospel. One couple, Ananias and Sapphira, sold theirs and proceeded 
to give the whole amount to the Church. No one was expected to give all they made on 
the sale. But for whatever reason, they pretended to give all they made. They lied. They 
sinned. They transgressed. And unknowingly cooperated with the prince of lies. The 
apostle Peter says: “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit…?” 
(Acts 5:3) 
 
Judas Iscariot does not like the way Jesus is acting in the face of opposition from the 
religious establishment. He does not like the way Jesus is being Messiah. He decides to 
force Jesus’ hand to give him up to the powers that be. And Luke in his Gospel says: 
“Satan entered into Judas…he went away and conferred with the chief priests and 
captains how he might betray…[Jesus]” (Luke 22:3) 
 
You went with the flow of “the prince of the air”, says Paul. Every one of us… is one 
way or another. 
 
“Working in the sins of disobedience,” says Paul (2:2). The word “disobedience” is made 
up of two words: the word “belief” and the letter alpha which serves to negate that to 
which it is attached.  Belief. Not. Not believing. “Sins of disobedience” – sins of not 
believing. Paul is telling us that at the root of disobedience is disbelief; at the root of non-
obeying is non-believing. 
 
That is the goal of the “prince of the power of the air” – non-believing. Everything he 
does “in the air”, in the atmosphere in which we humans live, is unto the one great end of 
unbelief. This is what we see going on in the desert at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. 
The spirit of disobedience was working on Jesus’ mind to get Him to disbelieve, and then 
disobey the Father’s plan. It is what he is doing with everyone on this planet. Working to 
get us to not trust the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ. For once we do not trust, 
we are then prone to not obey. And then fall deeper into the pit. 
 
4)  The pit is deeper still. “Lust of our flesh.” “We too all lived in the lusts of our flesh.” 
Paul knows no exceptions. “We too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging 
the desires of the flesh and of the mind.” (2:3) I told you the bad news was really bad.  
 
“Flesh” 
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Sometimes it refers to our physical flesh, in the expression “flesh and blood”. But most of 
the time it refers to human nature as it is apart from the Living God. 
Cosmos/world – human society organizing itself without God. 
Flesh – human nature trying to live apart from God. Flesh is human nature turned away 
from the Creator and then turned in on itself. 
 
Flesh is humanity with self at the center. We all know what Paul means: self-oriented, 
self-driven, self-empowered, self-grounded.  Which, as Paul told the Galatians, issues in 
the “deeds of the flesh”: immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, 
strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dissensions, factions, envies, drunkenness, 
carousing…” (5:19-21) Ghastly. The inherent consequences of the self turned in on the 
self. And we all have lived in it. 
 
Affecting the mind, says Paul. The self turned in on itself is no longer able to reason 
clearly. Oh, the mind is able to think great thoughts; the mind is able to do art and science 
and philosophy and medicine. But since the core of the self has turned away from the 
source of all Truth, the mind is unable to see reality as it really is. 
 
I know this is deeply offensive. Believe me, I know. 
 
“Flesh” is an awful reality. 
 
The “flesh” resists God; it finds the things of the Kingdom of God odious. The “flesh” 
fights God; it does everything it can to keep Jesus out of the picture. The “flesh” rejects 
God; “I will be the captain of my soul”, ending up in alienation and loneliness. 
 
5)  The pit is deeper still. “We are by nature children of wrath”, says Paul, “even as the 
rest” (2:3). Politically incorrect off the charts! 
 
For most people, the word “wrath” conjures up the picture of someone in a fit of rage, out 
of control. Right? Some people have spoken of the earthquake in Japan as the wrath of 
God. It is not! A thousand times no. Even if the insurance companies label it an “act of 
God”. In many readings of reality such calamities are thought to be the work of angry 
gods…and people turn more into a mode of trying to placate the gods so such tragedies 
do not happen again. 
 
Not so the biblical “reading of reality”. The earthquake says something is “off” in the 
created order. But it is not the work of an angry God. 
 
Then what does Paul, and other biblical authors, mean by the “wrath of God”? The wrath 
of God is God’s controlled, relentless, righteous reaction to all that is not righteous. 
 
Leon Morris of Australia has, in my opinion, done the best work on understanding God’s 
wrath. In his book The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross, Morris writes: 
“The wrath of God is often confused with that irrational passion we so frequently find in 
humans and which was commonly ascribed to heathen dieties. But, thank God, that is not 
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what the Bible means. The “wrath of God”, says Morris, “denotes not as much a sudden 
flaring up of passion which is soon over, as a strong and settled opposition to all that is 
evil”… an opposition “arising out of God’s very nature”. 
 
And the worst expression of God’s opposition to all that is contrary to His very 
nature…is not thunderbolts from heaven…but letting us have our own way. “Handing us 
over,” as Paul writes, to the sin we choose, to the cosmos we prefer, to the powers we are 
enamored with, to the flesh we indulge. “You want to keep crossing the boundaries. You 
want to go with the flesh of God-less-ness. You want to cooperate with the forces that 
oppose my way. You want to live with “self” at the center. I grant you your wish.” That 
is the wrath of God. 
 
C.S. Lewis said that there are two kinds of people in the world: “those who say to God, 
‘Your will be done’, and those to whom God says, ‘Your will be done’!” 
“By nature, children of wrath, even as the rest.” (2:3) Justice. Giving us the natural 
consequences of our sin. 
 
“But God”! But God! But God! 
 
God does not leave us in “Your will be done”. His will will be done. His will for His 
creatures and creation will be done. 
 
So…in Jesus God comes down…all the way down. And becomes one of us…becomes a 
full “flesh and blood” human. And enters the pit! He comes into the pit! All the way 
down. Down, down, down, down….all the way down. Grabs hold of us, and rescues us. It 
is the essential meaning of the biblical word “salvation”. Rescues. In Hebrew, Yesu’a, the 
Hebrew name for Jesus. Yesu’a. If you have ever been to modern day Israel, you know 
that it is the word written on the front of ambulances: Yesu’a. “Racing to the scene of an 
accident to rescue the dying.” (Donald Fairbain, Life in the Trinity, 102) The Living God 
rescues us…out of the pit. Mercy! 
 
And grace. For He then makes us alive with Christ. He raises us up with Christ. And seats 
us with Christ in the heavenly places in Christ.  
 
Really, really good, good news! 
 
I invite you now to take some time to personally respond to God’s word today. In the 
quiet, confess any ways we still live in the pit. Be honest…be brutal. Confess. And then 
ask for greater freedom from the pit. Name the places of your soul where you want to be 
freed.  
 


