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− 1 − 

When I moved from Southern California to Michigan, 

the snowy winter came as no surprise. What surprised me 

was the bleakness. When the trees are barren and the skies 

are cloudy, the whole world feels gray and lifeless. But 

when spring finally arrives in Michigan, the appearance of 

new life seems miraculous. Though it happens every year, 

the impact only deepens.  

I never experienced that sense of wonder in Southern 

California. Neighborhoods there stay green throughout the 

year, as long as water is available. The climate is naturally 

arid for most of the region, so most of the plant life only 
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exists because millions of gallons of water are piped in 

from elsewhere in the state. When water restrictions are 

enforced during times of drought, the natural deadness 

appears almost as bleak as winter in Michigan. 

When it comes to spiritual life, I fear that many of us 

are more like Southern California than Michigan. We cover 

up the barrenness of our souls with a few “spiritual” 

activities—going to church, watching a sunrise, or saying a 

few prayers. Everyone thinks of himself or herself as a 

“spiritual” person, right? There seems to be life. But then 

circumstances come along that expose who we really are. 

In those moments when we become seriously sick or 

injured, or when we experience a major conflict or a loss, 

false spirituality falls apart. Though we may not recognize 

it at the time, those tough circumstances serve as 

invitations from a kind and merciful God to recognize our 

need for His saving grace. 

As I have studied Ephesians 2 and 3, it seems to me 

that the Apostle Paul told three stories of God’s grace at 

work: a story about finding life in 2:1-10, a story about 

finding peace in 2:11-22, and a story about finding purpose 

in 3:1-21. These are stories about the Christians in Ephesus 

and about Paul himself, but they are also stories about 

every person who follows Jesus Christ. The hero in each 

case is the triune God: Father, Son, and Spirit. He is the 
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one who miraculously intervenes even though we do not 

deserve it. That is what makes these stories of grace.  

As we explore these chapters, I challenge you to let 

these stories take root in you. Allow them to shape your 

perspective of yourself. Recognize your need, and see the 

wonder of God’s grace afresh. 
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When we’re sick or injured, we expect our doctor to 

know the cure. We want a pill that will make everything 

better, but healthcare isn’t that simple. The human body is 

incredibly complicated. It’s not just difficult to find a cure, 

it’s difficult to identify the real problems. Many conditions 

have multiple contrib-uting factors. Diseases are often 

misdiagnosed.  

So if maintaining our physical bodies is that 

complicated, how much harder is it to deal with our souls? 

Do we understand the forces that influence us spiritually? 

Do we recognize how other areas of our lives are impacted 
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by the condition of our souls? Relationships, emotions, 

cognitive ability, even physical health can be dramatically 

affected by our spiritual struggles.  

In Ephesians 2:1-10 Paul told the story of how God’s 

grace gives spiritual life. But God’s miraculous cure will 

seem pointless if we do not first understand the 

seriousness of our condition and the factors that contribute 

to it. So in verses 1-3 Paul exposed five root problems that 

we often fail to see. He wrote, 

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—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. 

Paul gave us an accurate diagnosis of our spiritual 

condition apart from God’s grace. It’s never easy to hear 

bad news. I have known people who had major health 

problems, but they refused to go to the doctor because they 

did not want to accept their condition. That kind of denial 

is even easier with matters of the soul, so I encourage you 

to come to this passage with an open, teachable heart. 

Recognizing these problems is essential in order to 

understand God’s grace.   
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Something about cemeteries sparks the nightmarish 

side of people’s imaginations. Books and movies are filled 

with stories of ghosts, zombies, and vampires who are dead 

but still alive in some sense. The old tales always portrayed 

them as villains, but today they are often presented as 

heroes. It seems as if writers are trying to convince us that 

it’s really okay to be one of the living dead. After all, it’s just 

fantasy, right? 

Cue the scary music, because one of our root problems 

is that all of us enter the world alive but dead. In Ephesians 

2:1-2, Paul said, “And you were dead in the trespasses and 

sins in which you once walked.” Though we are physically 
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alive, we are spiritually dead apart from a life-giving 

connection with Jesus Christ. We don’t have a ghostly form 

or a rotting body, but we walk completely within the sphere 

of trespasses and sins. At the end of verse 2, Paul even calls 

us “sons of disobedience,” so we are spiritually 

unresponsive and incapable of true obedience to God. 

Paul wasn’t the first biblical author to assert that we are 

spiritually dead. The concept can be traced back to the 

opening chapters of the book of Genesis. After God created 

Adam and placed him in the Garden of Eden, Genesis 2:16-

17 tells us,  

And the LORD God commanded the man, 

saying, "You may surely eat of every tree of the 

garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you 

eat of it you shall surely die." 

You know the story. Adam and Eve ate of the forbidden 

tree, but they didn’t drop dead. They continued to live, but 

it wasn’t the same. They began to experience guilt, shame, 

fear, and conflict. Their relationship with God was broken. 

He sent them out from the garden, away from his presence 

and away from the tree of life. The process of physical 

death began at that moment, but Adam and Eve continued 

to live for many years. The real problem was that from that 

point all humanity was separated from God.  
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Paul summed up the effect of Adam and Eve’s actions 

in Romans 5:19. He said,  

For as by the one man's disobedience the many 

were made sinners, so by the one man's 

obedience the many will be made righteous. 

You were born into the world as a sinner, separated from 

God. No religious activity or good deeds will change that. 

Apart from Christ even our very best attempts at goodness 

still flow from a spiritually dead, sinful heart.  

We need someone untouched by sin to lift us out of our 

deadness and pull us into a relationship with God. That is 

what Jesus does. We are spiritually dead, but he can give 

us life.  
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A lot of people are concerned about the world today in 

an environmental sense. They worry about the damaging 

effects of pollution in nature. Pollution is a real problem, 

but not in the way that we typically think about it. When 

the Bible speaks of the world, it refers not to the planet 

itself, but to people, our cultures, and our whole system of 

life. As sinful people, we have developed a spiritually 

polluted world. Paul had this idea in mind in Ephesians 

2:1-2 as he spoke of, “the trespasses and sins in which you 

once walked, following the course of this world.” 

What exactly is the problem with the world? We gain 

insight from looking elsewhere in the New Testament. 
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Jesus spoke of his followers as being set apart from the rest 

of the world. As he prayed to God the Father in John 17:14, 

he said, “I have given them your word, and the world has 

hated them because they are not of the world, just as I am 

not of the world.” The world has a set of opinions, values, 

likes and dislikes. Its way of thinking is fundamentally 

opposed to Christ.  

James, the brother of Jesus, equated the world to an 

idol. In James 4:4 he wrote,  

You adulterous people! Do you not know that 

friendship with the world is enmity with God? 

Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the 

world makes himself an enemy of God. 

Our spiritual death is bad enough, but the world system 

seeks to legitimize and justify our sinful behavior in 

opposition to God.  

In Romans 12:1, Paul instructed Christians,  

Do not be conformed to this world, but be 

transformed by the renewal of your mind, that 

by testing you may discern what is the will of 

God, what is good and acceptable and perfect. 

The world exerts a force upon every individual, pressuring 

us to go along with the crowd. Only a spiritual 

transformation can enable our minds to break free from 
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the world’s influence. We need a Savior, as Paul said in 

Galatians 1:4, who will deliver us from this present evil age.  
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The world thinks of the devil as a silly joke, an impish 

character with a pitchfork, horns, and a tail. This caricature 

could not be farther from the truth. The devil first appears 

in the Bible in the form of a serpent tempting Adam and 

Eve to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. He 

is subtle and deceptive. The book of Job presents him as an 

angelic being who accuses and attacks people who obey 

God. The prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel described him 

controlling powerful world leaders. The devil is not a joke, 

but a major spiritual problem for all of us.  

In Ephesians 2:2 Paul spoke of people, “following the 

prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work 
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in the sons of disobedience.” This description shows his 

influence over both demonic forces, and human hearts. 

Paul’s mention of the air seems to line up with the heavenly 

places that he spoke of in Ephesians 6:12. There he said,  

For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, 

but against the rulers, against the authorities, 

against the cosmic powers over this present 

darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in 

the heavenly places. 

Satan is the prince of these demonic authorities, directing 

their attacks against people.  

Paul spoke of Satan’s tactics in 2 Corinthians. First, he 

controls people by blinding them to the truth. In 2 

Corinthians 4:4 Paul said,  

In their case 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. 

Jesus spoke of him snatching away gospel truth sown in 

people’s hearts.  

Satan also influences people through false religion. In 2 

Corinthians 11:13-14 Paul said,  

For such men are false apostles, deceitful 

workmen, disguising themselves as apostles of 

Christ. And no wonder, for even Satan disguises 

himself as an angel of light. 
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He uses religion to present a false gospel that makes people 

feel spiritual, while drawing them away from genuine faith 

in Christ. 

We need to recognize the powerful control that Satan 

exercises. We need a Savior who will enable us to see the 

truth and resist the devil’s influence.  
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Did you know that Jewish religious leaders once 

criticized Jesus and his disciples for failing to wash their 

hands? They had developed an elaborate process that 

supposedly removed any ritual defilement from their 

hands before they ate. Jesus didn’t follow their routine. In 

fact, he confronted them for focusing on the externals, 

rather than the heart. Mark 7:21-22 tells us that he said,  

For from within, out of the heart of man, come 

evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, 

adultery, coveting, wickedness, deceit, 

sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness. 
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In addition to our problems with spiritual death, the world, 

and the devil, we also have a serious heart problem. 

Paul referred to this powerful inclination toward sin as 

the flesh. In Ephesians 2:3 he referred to the sons of 

disobedience, “among whom we all once lived in the 

passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body 

and the mind.” Who can deny the power of desires at work 

in our lives? They drive our thoughts, words, and actions. 

The devil orchestrates temp-tations to inflame them, while 

the world tries to legitimize them with its constant advice 

to follow your heart. Giving into the fleshly desires of your 

heart leads inevitably to destructive consequences. It 

burdens our consciences, damages our health, and 

fractures our relationships. In a sense, almost every 

problem we face can be traced back to those fleshly desires.  

Even when believers try to resist the flesh, we find it 

incredibly hard. In Romans 7:18, Paul said, “For I know 

that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I 

have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to 

carry it out.” The only way anyone can overcome the 

powerful desires of the flesh is through the Holy Spirit. In 

Galatians 5:16, Paul said, “But I say, walk by the Spirit, and 

you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.” It’s a desperate 

battle.  
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Apart from the indwelling Holy Spirit, no one has any 

hope of escaping the desires of the flesh. We cannot ignore 

the problem of the flesh. 
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Movies and television shows portray courtrooms with 

great drama, but that’s typically not the case in real life. 

The tedious minutia of legal process has been known to 

make jurors and even the occasional judge fall asleep. Our 

process is supposed to be dispassionate. Our judges are 

supposed to be emotionally aloof from the cases they try, 

but that is not the case when God passes judgment.  

In Romans 2:5 Paul said,  

But because of your hard and impenitent heart 

you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day 

of wrath when God's righteous judgment will be 

revealed. 
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We seldom use the word wrath in our day, but it is simply 

another word for anger. Sin offends God and provokes him 

to anger. As Paul described it here, that anger snowballs 

until it’s finally released. Yet there is nothing unjust about 

his wrath. It is perfectly righteous.  

In Ephesians 2:3 Paul made a shocking statement 

about God’s wrath. He said that we, “were by nature 

children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.” In one sense, 

this claim is simply a logical conclusion from the other 

problems we have already considered. If we are spiritually 

dead, living under the influence of the world and the devil, 

in bondage to the desires of the flesh, then what else could 

we expect but God’s wrath. Yet Paul does not present wrath 

merely as a consequence. He links it to our nature as fallen 

human beings. Throughout life from beginning to end, we 

already stand condemned under the wrath of God. It’s part 

of who we are. Could there be any greater problem? 

Clearly, we need someone to save us from God’s wrath. 

It is not something we can avoid by trying to be good. We 

live in the realm of sin and we are by nature children of 

wrath. John 3:36 gives us hope when it says, “Whoever 

believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey 

the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on 

him.” Though we are under wrath by nature, we do not 
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have to remain in that place. Believe in God’s Son. Trust in 

the saving work of Jesus Christ. 

 

Underlying every other problem we could possibly face, 

our real problems are spiritual death, the world, the devil, 

the flesh, and the wrath of God. A lot of people would 

rather avoid discussing these problems, because it doesn’t 

seem very uplifting. But we cannot understand the 

amazing, life-transforming, goodness of God’s grace until 

we sense the depth of the problems we face.  

Have you been saved? We will learn more about 

salvation next week in our study of verses 4-7, but even 

what we have considered today shows us our clear need for 

God’s salvation. If you have never trusted in Christ, would 

you do so today? Would you ask God to save you? 

If you have taken that step in your life, then celebrate 

the way that God has met your urgent need. What could 

you do to express your gratitude to God? Is there an 

attitude in your life that needs to change? Is there a sin you 

need to stop? Is there some area of obedience that you 

need to begin? Do you need to tell someone about God’s 

salvation? Or perhaps you would benefit from committing 

these verses to memory.  

May we live in light of God’s amazing grace! 
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1. Which of these problems do you think about most? 

Which do you think about least? Why? 

 

2. How might someone’s outlook on life be affected by 

overemphasizing one of these problems? 

 

3. How would you explain each of these problems to 

someone who is unfamiliar with them? 
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What was your favorite thing to do when you were a 

child? I went through a strange phase around five or six 

years old when I really enjoyed digging. I stayed with my 

grandparents on weekdays during the summer, and they 

were more than happy to let me dig holes in their 

backyard. I wasn’t content to use a toy shovel, it had to be 

the real thing—an old rusty round point spade with a long 

splintery wooden handle. I don’t think I ever got any 

deeper than three feet down, but all the cartoons I watched 

had convinced me that I might just dig through to the other 

side of the earth and come out somewhere in China! 
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Sometimes children overestimate their abilities, but so 

do adults. All through life we’re told that you can do 

anything that you set your mind to, but that doesn’t square 

with the facts. As a child, I set my heart and mind on 

digging through to the other side of the earth without 

grasping that it was almost 8,000 miles away. As we grow 

up we set aside our childish ideas, but we replace them 

with others.  

In regard to spiritual life, we tell ourselves that we can 

be good enough to one day earn a pat on the back from 

God. We don’t need anyone’s rules or organized religion 

just sincerity. The so called “sins” in our lives are just bad 

habits from our upbringing or minor problems that a little 

medication will fix. We can’t be far from God, right?  

Our previous study of Ephesians 2:1-3 showed us how 

deep our problems really are. Apart from Christ we are 

spiritually dead, separated from God. We are immersed in 

an utterly corrupt world system. We are tempted and 

deceived by Satan himself. We are enslaved to sinful 

desires at the core of our being. Ultimately we are destined 

by nature to face the wrath of God. So in reality, our 

independent efforts to be good, spiritual people are even 

more ridiculous than my childish attempt to dig through to 

the other side of the earth.  
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We are spiritually helpless, but in Ephesians 2:4-7 Paul 

revealed four astounding answers to our desperate 

spiritual problems. He wrote, 

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the 

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, 

so that in the coming ages he might show the 

immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness 

toward us in Christ Jesus. 

The answers Paul gave us are not about doing more or 

trying harder or learning some new gimmick. Each answer 

flows directly from God’s character. He is a hero beyond 

compare and our individual stories are just part of his 

story. 
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The United States Constitution grants the President 

power to pardon people who have committed crimes. Some 

presidents use this power sparingly, but others very 

liberally. On average George Washington only pardoned 

two people each year he was in office. At the other extreme, 

Franklin Roosevelt averaged almost one pardon per day 

over twelve years. These pardons appear to be acts of 

mercy, but I suspect most were driven by political 

concerns. To find true mercy we must look elsewhere.  

Paul began Ephesians 2:4 by saying, “But God, being 

rich in mercy...” In some cases the word mercy is used to 

describe someone withholding punishment as in the case 
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of a presidential pardon. At the end of verse 3 Paul 

explained that all of us are children of wrath. Our 

sinfulness provokes God’s anger, but God’s mercy is the 

answer. The Bible teaches us that he is willing to forgive 

those who disobey him, but there is more to Paul’s 

statement.  

Jesus used the word mercy to describe the Good 

Samaritan in Luke 10:37. The Samaritan showed good will 

toward someone who was miserable and afflicted. He was 

caring and compassionate, and the same can be said of 

God. It’s not just that he is able to be merciful. It’s not that 

he occasionally responds in a merciful way. The grammar 

Paul used in Ephesians 2:4 suggests that mercy has always 

been and will always be a fundamental part of God’s being. 

He is eternally merciful. 

Paul may have drawn this idea of God being “rich in 

mercy” from the Greek translation of Exodus 34:6. Moses 

had asked to see God’s glory. He was overwhelmed with 

the responsibility of leading the Israelites, and he felt that 

he needed this experience to give him the strength to carry 

on. As God revealed himself to Moses, that verse says,  

The LORD passed before him and proclaimed, 

“The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and 

gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 

steadfast love and faithfulness.” 
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The same Greek word that Paul used for mercy in 

Ephesians 2 was used here in Exodus 34:6 to speak of this 

steadfast love or the NASB uses the word lovingkindness. 

That word is used over and over again throughout the Old 

Testament to describe what motivated God to stay faithful 

to Israel in spite of their disobedience.  

Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, celebrated 

God’s mercy after the birth of his son. In Luke 1:78-79 He 

said that his son was called to preach about God’s salvation 

and forgiveness,  

because of the tender mercy of our God, whereby 

the sunrise shall visit us from on high to give 

light to those who sit in darkness and in the 

shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way 

of peace. 

In his tender mercy, God wants us, however dark our past 

may be, to have light and peace. Praise God for his mercy! 
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The whole idea of love has fallen on hard times in our 

society, particularly in marriage. Our culture associates 

love with feeling a certain way about someone, but married 

life is challenging. Over time the feelings don’t come as 

easily. Offenses can begin to pile up. People don’t seem 

quite as lovable as they once did. That’s when it becomes 

clear whether someone is truly loving. Genuine love is not 

a feeling, but a choice and a commitment that leads to 

action. 

Paul’s description of people in Ephesians 2:1-3 does not 

portray us in lovable terms—walking in the spiritual 

deadness of trespasses and sins, following the world and 
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Satan, living in the passions of our flesh. He calls us 

children of wrath, not attractive objects of love. 

Nevertheless, Paul speaks in Ephesians 2:4 & 5 of “the 

great love with which God loved us even when we were 

dead in our trespasses.”  It was a decisive act. He chose to 

love us in spite of our spiritual condition, and that is the 

answer to our problems. 

The decisive character of God’s love was made clear in 

the Old Testament. In Deuteronomy 10:14-15 Moses taught 

the people of Israel,  

Behold, to the LORD your God belong heaven 

and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all 

that is in it. Yet the LORD set his heart in love on 

your fathers and chose their offspring after 

them, you above all peoples, as you are this day. 

There was nothing attractive about their ancestors, 

Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob, yet God chose to relate to them 

and their offspring in a loving way. By the time Moses said 

these words, one whole generation of Israelites had 

perished in the wilderness because of their rebellion 

against God.  

They were a difficult people to love, yet several 

centuries later as generation after generation continued to 

rebel, Jeremiah 31:3 records that God said, “I have loved 

you with an everlasting love; therefore I have continued my 

faithfulness to you.” God’s decision to love Israel was 
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irrevocable. Though they did not deserve it in the least, his 

love for them was everlasting. 

Jesus spoke of God’s decisive love as he spoke with a 

Pharisee named Nicodemus one night. The Pharisees were 

a group who took great pride in their scrupulous obedience 

and looked down with great condescension upon those who 

did not obey. Jesus’ words must have shocked him. John 

3:16 tells us that he said, “For God so loved the world, that 

he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should 

not perish but have eternal life.” God chose to love the 

world, not just the Jews or the Pharisees, and the 

expression of his love was the sacrifice of his Son, Jesus. 

Though the sin of Adam and Eve left all of us separated 

from God in a state of spiritual death, in his love God 

opened the way through Christ for us to enter into a 

relationship with him. Do you believe in the love of God? 
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People take a pretty dim view of hitchhiking. Safety 

concerns prompt us to assume the worst. During the Great 

Depression, however, hitchhiking was more widely 

accepted. Stories from those days tell of young men 

hitching rides all the way across the country. Today we 

would call it freeloading. We expect people to pay their 

way, but that attitude may keep us from seeing how the 

grace of God answers our deepest problems.  

The word grace speaks of something given freely as a 

gift. Paul used it 91 times in his letters, including 12 times 

just in Ephesians. It was central to his understanding of the 
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gospel. Here in Ephesians 2:5-6, Paul tied grace to a series 

of actions. He said that God,  

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.  

God made us alive, raised us up, and seated us in heaven, 

but none of this happened independently. In the original 

language each of these verbs are compound words that 

begin with the Greek term for the word “with.” God with-

enlivened us, with-raised us, and with-seated us. These 

were all things that happened to Jesus, but by grace you 

might say that we are able to hitch a ride with him for free.  

We were spiritually dead, but through grace we ride 

along in Christ’s resurrection. In Romans 6:4 Paul said,  

We were buried therefore with him by baptism 

into death, in order that, just as Christ was 

raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 

we too might walk in newness of life.  

When we believe in Christ, we are united with him in such 

a way that God’s resurrection power flows into our lives. 

We receive spiritual life so that we can begin to respond to 

God in obedience. 
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We were oppressed by the world, Satan, and our own 

flesh, but through grace we ride along in Christ’s 

exaltation. In Ephesians 1:21 Paul said that Christ is seated,  

far above all rule and authority and power and 

dominion, and above every name that is named, 

not only in this age but also in the one to come.  

We do not have to cave to the world’s pressure. We do not 

have to accept the lies of Satan. Our union with Christ 

through faith, connects us with his authority.  

Paul summed it up as having been saved by grace. We 

are rescued from all the problems of Ephesians 2:1-3, but 

not through any effort of our own. God brought about our 

salvation by grace alone in Christ alone. In Romans 5:15, 

Paul said,  

But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if 

many died through one man's trespass, much 

more have the grace of God and the free gift by 

the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded 

for many. 

Have you accepted his gift or are you trying to earn God’s 

acceptance? 
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Some places on earth have a majesty that transcends 

what can be captured in a photograph. There’s no other 

way to experience it, but to go there. That’s how I feel 

about the Grand Canyon. My family took a trip there when 

I was nine years old. My parents even splurged on a 

helicopter tour. Some of the incredible views from that trip 

are still etched into my memory. Pictures are nice, but the 

reality is so much greater.  

Some people seem to think that they’ve plumbed the 

depths of God after visiting a church and reading a few 

Bible verses, as if that’s all there is to it. Some who’ve 

grown up in the church assume that they’ve heard all there 
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is to hear, even though they have nothing more than a 

superficial understanding of the Bible. It’s as if they have 

looked at a snapshot and concluded that there’s nothing 

more. They would rather settle for the world and give in to 

the desires of the flesh.  

The story of God’s grace is bigger than we can imagine. 

In Ephesians 2:7, Paul explained that God makes us alive, 

and raises us up, and seats us in the heavenly places, “so 

that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable 

riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.” 

God wants us to see his whole plan from beginning to end. 

He wants us to see the absolute darkness of our sin and the 

sparkling brilliance of his holiness. He wants us to grasp 

the priceless value of saving grace, so that our hearts will 

overflow with his joy forever. God’s desire to share his 

grace with us flows from true kindness. He wants the best 

for us. But as Paul said, that experience is in the coming 

ages.  

Our experience of grace here and now is like a 

snapshot. It’s like the smallest taste of a great feast. In 

Psalm 34:8, David extended an invitation. He said, “Oh, 

taste and see that the LORD is good! Blessed is the man 

who takes refuge in him!” In the Greek translation of that 

verse the word good, is the same word that Paul used in 

Ephesians 2:7 to speak of God’s kindness. You can’t even 
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taste God’s kindness until you begin to trust him as your 

refuge. Do you look to him as your source of security in 

life?  

In Romans 2:4 Paul said,  

Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness 

and forbearance and patience, not knowing that 

God's kindness is meant to lead you to 

repentance?  

Every good thing we experience in life is an expression of 

his kindness, but we don’t recognize it because our minds 

are so self-absorbed. In the midst of all our problems, the 

kindness of God is like a constant beacon showing us the 

way to go. Repentance is a change of mind. It’s a 180 

degree turn away from our selfishness back to God. Have 

you turned to him? God wants to show us so much more, 

but we have to begin some place. 

 

The answers to our most desperate problems are found 

in the character of God: his eternal mercy, decisive love, 

active grace, and ultimate kindness. Today I invite you to 

place your trust in him. If you have never done so, then 

begin today. If you have lost focus, then renew your trust in 

him. If you are trusting in God, then consider how you can 

honor him. Are you thankful? Do you reflect his mercy, 



 
 

− 40 − 

love, grace, and kindness in how you speak and how you 

relate to people? May God open our eyes to truly see what 

he is like! 

 

1. What misconceptions do people tend to have about 

God? How does this passage correct those 

misconceptions? 

 

2. What factors cause believers to lose sight of God’s 

character as described in this passage? What steps can 

we take to maintain a proper view of God? 

 

3. How should the description of God in this passage 

influence our lives?  
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The toys I played with when I was young would be 

worth a lot of money if I still had them. I had a massive 

collection of the original Star Wars action figures. 

Unfortunately, my mom was an aggressive declutterer. 

Those toys were either given away, sold, or thrown out. But 

even if they were still around, they wouldn’t be in mint 

condition. Guns were lost. Light sabers were broken. 

Details were worn off. But isn’t that how it should be? 

Collectors buy up brand new toys and lock them away 

without ever opening the package. They are kept in pristine 
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condition, but it seems like a waste for no child to ever use 

them for what they were intended. 

Some people bring that collector mindset to spiritual 

matters. They study the Bible and theology. They commit 

Bible verses to memory. Some recite historic creeds and 

confessions. Others have developed their own elaborate 

theological systems. But as much as they seem to love 

biblical truth, they never put it into practical use, 

approaching it as a purely intellectual pursuit divorced 

from everyday life.  

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is filled with 

intellectually-challenging ideas. In the first chapter alone, 

he presented the concepts of election, predestination, 

adoption, redemption, enlightenment, and inheritance. As 

he began chapter 2, he described humanity’s spiritual 

condition as spiritually dead. We are influenced by the 

world, tempted and deceived by the devil, and enslaved to 

our sinful nature. By nature we are children of wrath. Then 

as we considered last week, Paul claimed that through 

God’s mercy, love, grace, and kindness those who are 

united with Christ participate in his resurrection and 

exaltation. As deep as these thoughts are, Paul did not 

want us to merely collect ideas. He wanted these truths to 

become a part of the stories of our lives. 
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People talk about “living the good life,” but in 

Ephesians 2:8-10, Paul explained how to live the grace life. 

He said,  

For by grace you have been saved through faith. 

And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 

God, not a result of works, so that no one may 

boast. For we are his workmanship, created in 

Christ Jesus for good works, which God 

prepared beforehand, that we should walk in 

them. 

This is the culmination of Paul’s first story of grace from 

Ephesians 2 and 3—the story of finding spiritual life. He 

presented five essential responses to God’s grace. As we 

walk through them, I encourage you to examine your life to 

see where you fall in the storyline. Does your life resemble 

verses 1-3 or verses 8-10? Are you spiritually dead or alive 

and responding by God’s grace?  
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When someone is drowning, their desperation drives 

them to grab onto anything close at hand. Once it’s within 

their reach, no one has to persuade them to cling to a life 

preserver. They do it instinctively. We should all feel the 

same sense of desperation in regard to our spiritual 

condition, but it’s not instinctive. In Ephesians 2:1-3, Paul 

said that we were dead in our trespasses and sins; pulled 

down by the world, the devil, and the flesh; drowning in 

the wrath of God. At some point God will bring judgment 

upon the earth, and our sinfulness condemns us. Though 

we may not feel it, we desperately need to be rescued. 
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In Ephesians 2:8 Paul spoke of this great rescue. He 

said, “For by grace you have been saved through faith.” 

Faith is not some grand effort that we muster up inside of 

us. It is not some spiritual achievement that impresses 

God. If grace is God’s undeserved favor, then faith cannot 

be defined as something worthy of reward. Faith is nothing 

more than a response to the grace of God. It’s like when the 

drowning person grabs on to the life preserver. 

People today often speak of faith as some vague, 

hopeful feeling, but biblical faith has substance. The Greek 

word for faith includes the idea of belief. In fact, the verb 

form of the word is almost always translated that way. 

Faith requires us to accept certain truths. In John 20:31, 

for instance, the Apostle John explained that he wrote his 

gospel, “so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, 

the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in 

his name.” Anyone who refuses to accept that Jesus is the 

Messiah of Old Testament prophecy will not receive eternal 

life. The same can be said of anyone who denies the deity of 

Jesus as the Son of God. Similarly, in Romans 10:9 Paul 

said, “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord 

and believe in your heart that God raised him from the 

dead, you will be saved.” If someone rejects Jesus’ right to 

rule over all creation or denies that he rose from the dead, 
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that person will not be saved. Acceptance of these truths is 

essential to biblical faith. 

The word for faith also includes the idea of reliance or 

trust. Faith is not merely a matter of accepting truths. It is 

reliance upon a person, and Jesus Christ is that person. 

Paul has already made this connection in his letter to the 

Ephesians. Back in Ephesians 1:15, he said he was thankful 

because he had heard that the people in Ephesus had faith 

in the Lord Jesus. They were relying upon him to save 

them. He was their life preserver. They were clinging to 

him. Acts 16:31 tells us that when someone asked how he 

could be saved, Paul simply replied, “Believe in the Lord 

Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household." 

Where is your trust today? Do you believe that Jesus 

saves? Do you accept that he is the Christ, the Son of God 

who died for our sins and rose again? Are you clinging to 

him? 
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Sometimes at Christmas parties we do white elephant 

gift exchanges. The idea is to bring a gift that no one really 

wants. People say that the expression “white elephant” 

came from India where rare white elephants were 

considered sacred, so people couldn’t use them for work as 

they would other elephants. If someone, particularly a 

ruler, gave you a white elephant, you were stuck. You had 

to do all the work of caring for it, without getting any 

profitable work from it. No one wanted a white elephant.  

Is that how you think of Christianity? Going to church 

week after week, acting like you’re glad to see people, 

sitting through another boring sermon, giving money, 
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denying yourself worldly pleasures—is your Christianity a 

never-ending checklist? That’s not the way it’s supposed to 

be, but we can slip into that mindset when we miss the 

heart of what the Christian life is all about.  

The Christian life is a story of grace. In Ephesians 2:8, 

Paul said, “For by grace you have been saved through faith. 

And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” We 

get off track when we begin to think that the story is all 

about us and the harsh trials we endure and the good 

things we do. This salvation is not our doing, but God’s gift. 

God has given us a wonderful gift that we do not deserve, 

so we should respond by treasuring it.  

So what makes salvation such an incredible gift? We 

gain some helpful insights when we search the New 

Testament for other mentions of salvation as a gift. In 

Romans 3:23-24, Paul said, “for all have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a 

gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” To be 

justified is to be declared righteous. Even though we 

deserve condemnation for our sins, God gives the righteous 

standing of Jesus to us so that we can be acceptable to him.  

Paul expanded his definition of the gift in Romans 

6:23. There he said, “For the wages of sin is death, but the 

free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” The 

death he had in mind was eternal punishment. Though we 
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deserve that destiny, God gives us the opportunity to live 

forever in his presence in a state of perfect blessing and 

joy.  

So God’s gift affects our standing before Him and our 

destiny, but also our present life. Acts 2:38 tells us that the 

Apostle Peter concluded a public sermon by saying, 

“Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will 

receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” Peter’s audience had 

witnessed Christians proclaiming the gospel in various 

languages that they had never learned. This miracle was a 

sign that the Holy Spirit had come into their lives, but 

there is more to the work of the Spirit than that. The Old 

Testament prophets spoke of a New Covenant in which 

people’s hearts would be changed. God’s Spirit would 

enable them to understand and to obey. By God’s grace 

every believer is now indwelt and transformed by the 

Spirit.  

Don’t you see how amazing God’s gift is? How could we 

take it for granted? Why do we distort it into something 

burdensome? We should respond to God’s grace by 

treasuring his precious gift. 
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We all have something that we take pride in. Some 

accomplishments are memorialized in a trophy or some 

kind of certificate, but most aren't. So we find ways to draw 

attention to our appearance, our work, or our possessions. 

The same mindset can easily spill over into our spiritual 

life. We revel in our religious heritage, our theology, our 

activities, or our morality, but that attitude totally 

contradicts the reality of God's grace. 

Paul addressed this issue in Ephesians 2:9. He said that 

salvation is, “not a result of works, so that no one may 

boast.” Works could refer to good deeds in a general sense, 

but in other contexts Paul used this term to speak of efforts 
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to obey the Old Testament Law, particularly the ceremonial 

requirements. So works could also refer to involvement in 

religious rituals. There is always a temptation to think that 

we can somehow earn God’s approval, but our sinfulness 

makes that impossible. As we have seen, the only way we 

can be acceptable to God is by grace alone in Christ alone, 

so we have no grounds whatsoever for boasting in our 

works.  

Grace teaches us that all glory belongs exclusively to 

God, so if we are going to boast, our boasting should be 

directed toward him. Several passages of Scripture develop 

this idea. In Jeremiah 9:24, for instance, the Lord spoke 

through Jeremiah, saying,  

But let him who boasts boast in this, that he 

understands and knows me, that I am the LORD 

who practices steadfast love, justice, and 

righteousness in the earth. For in these things I 

delight, declares the LORD. 

Rather than reveling in our own accomplishments, we 

should celebrate the character of God.  

The most powerful demonstration of God’s character is 

found in the death of Christ. It shows us God’s holiness and 

purity, his utter hatred of sin, and his perfect justice. Yet it 

also shows us his abundant mercy, love, and grace. So as 

Paul responded to the boastful Jewish legalists of his day, 

he said in Galatians 6:14, “But far be it from me to boast 
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except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the 

world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” The 

more we understand what happened at the cross, the less 

pull we should feel to find pleasure and approval in the 

world. Christ should be everything to us.  

Paul’s only confidence was God’s grace, not just for 

eternal salvation but for everyday life. He faced intense 

times of suffering during his ministry that forced him to 

see how weak he was. He prayed for relief, but in 2 

Corinthians 12:9 he told of a revelation he received from 

God:  

But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, 

for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 

Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my 

weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest 

upon me. 

Would you do that—boast of your weaknesses to show how 

completely you depend upon God? Do you really view 

God’s grace as your only confidence? If so, then abandon 

your selfish pride. 
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Our culture places a high value on an artist’s ownership 

of his or her work. Whether it be a painting, a sculpture, or 

a song, there is a certain respect for the authority of the 

artist to determine what is appropriate. Even when a work 

of art is offensive, people hesitate to voice any criticism. I 

think our society would be in a very different state, if we 

applied that same way of thinking to God’s creative work.  

In Ephesians 2:10, Paul used words that prompt us to 

think of ourselves as God’s work of art. He said, “For we 

are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good 

works.” The term that the ESV translates as 

“workmanship” is the Greek word from which we get the 



 
 

− 54 − 

word poem. It simply refers to something that is made, a 

product. Yet most translations recognize an artistic 

connotation. They use words such as workmanship (KJV, 

NASB), handiwork (NIV), and masterpiece (NLT). In 

salvation, God completely reforms our lives by his grace to 

create something radically different from what we were 

before. He has designed us to respond to his grace by doing 

good works.  

So how do we reconcile Paul’s positive view of good 

works in verse 10 with the negative view he expressed in 

verse 9? His point in verse 9 was that we cannot contribute 

anything to our salvation by doing good works. We are 

saved by grace alone. But that does not mean that God 

does not care how we live. His grace is transformative. As 

we saw earlier when we considered the gift of the Holy 

Spirit, one of the reasons that God saves us is so that we 

can do good works. So good works are not a way to be 

saved; they are the result of having been saved.  

This design was exactly what Jesus had in mind as he 

went to the cross. In Titus 2:14, Paul said that Christ, “gave 

himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to 

purify for himself a people for his own possession who are 

zealous for good works.” Jesus purchased us and purified 

us so that we belong to him. His gracious sacrifice of 

himself should spark in us a consuming desire to do what 
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is good, a passion to live for him. Is that kind of zeal 

developing in you?  

Jesus laid out this plan for good works in his teaching. 

Matthew 5:16 tells us that he said, “In the same way, let 

your light shine before others, so that they may see your 

good works and give glory to your Father who is in 

heaven.” If we’re the ones doing the good works, why 

should the glory go to God? The only way that we do good 

works is when God transforms us by his grace. So our good 

works say nothing about us, but everything about him. 

Have you embraced this design for your life? His grace 

compels us to live for his glory. 
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The town I grew up in sits at the feet of the San Gabriel 

mountain range just twenty minutes north of downtown 

Los Angeles. Within a few minutes’ drive, we could be in 

national forest. A little farther and we could be hiking in 

desolate wilderness areas. From some lookout points you 

could even see the city off in the distance, but city people 

often make foolish choices in the wilderness. Trails are 

clearly marked, but people wander off the path. They want 

to get a better view or take a shortcut, but they end up 

getting lost.  

As believers go through life, we do not have to worry 

about losing our way. In Ephesians 2:10, Paul said, “For we 
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are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good 

works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should 

walk in them.” It’s not just that God tells us how to live. 

The idea of God preparing our works beforehand speaks of 

the same sovereign plan that Paul described back in 

Ephesians 1:4 where he said that God chose us in Christ 

before the foundation of the world. God chose us and laid 

out a path for us.  

Our response is to simply follow the path, but God 

doesn’t leave us alone in the wilderness. His grace does not 

abandon us; he is present all along the way. In Psalm 

37:23-24, David said,  

The steps of a man are established by the LORD, 

when he delights in his way; though he fall, he 

shall not be cast headlong, for the LORD 

upholds his hand.  

What an incredible source of comfort! Long before we ever 

existed, God established our steps. We may stumble into 

sin, but in his grace God doesn’t let go of us. He keeps 

holding on. Do you trust him? 

The trail markers, if you will, are all laid out in God’s 

Word. Notice how Paul concluded his memorable 

description of the Bible in 2 Timothy 3:16-17. He said,  

All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 
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that the man of God may be complete, equipped 

for every good work. 

God’s Word shows us the way, exposes our sin when we 

wander off, leads us back to the path, and keeps us moving 

forward to spiritual maturity. Is that how you read the 

Bible? 

God also designed the church to keep us on the path. 

The author of Hebrews captured the essence of what the 

church is supposed to be in Hebrews 10:24-25 where he 

said,  

And let us consider how to stir up one another to 

love and good works, not neglecting to meet 

together, as is the habit of some, but 

encouraging one another, and all the more as 

you see the Day drawing near. 

Our gatherings should stir you up to keep living for God by 

loving people and doing good works. If that does not 

happen, then something is wrong. It could be in me, or it 

could be in you. All of us need to keep this focus in view. 

Are we following God’s path? 

 

This is the grace life: trusting in Christ, treasuring 

God’s gift, abandoning selfish pride, embracing God’s 
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design, and following his path. Are each of these responses 

to his grace a part of your life?  

If some of them are missing, then this study is part of 

God’s design for equipping and encouraging you. Think 

about how you need to grow. Pray for God’s help. Spend 

more time meditating on Ephesians 2 and some of the 

other Scriptures we have considered. If you would like to 

learn more about the transforming power of God’s grace, 

you could also spend some time reflecting on Romans 6.  

If these responses are completely absent from your life, 

then you may still be outside of God’s salvation. Today 

because of God’s grace you have the opportunity to receive 

salvation by believing in Jesus Christ. Jesus died for our 

sins and rose from the dead to give us spiritual life. Would 

you accept his gift today?  

May God transform our lives through his amazing 

grace! 

1. In light of this passage, what are some wrong ideas that 

people have about grace? 
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2. Of the five responses we have identified, which one is 

most evident in your life? Why? Why is least evident? 

Why? 

 

3. How should verse 10 shape our attitude about obeying 

God’s commands? 
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For as long as people have built barriers—doors, walls, 

or fences—others have devised ways to break through 

them. The first attempt was probably made with a heavy 

log. One 3,000 year old engraving, shows a wheeled 

battering ram used by the Assyrian army as they laid siege 

to ancient cities like Jerusalem. Even today, police officers 

use heavy steel posts to knock down the doors of the bad 

guys. Breaking down someone’s door is not usually a sign 

of friendship and goodwill, but none of us would complain 

if the person doing so was a firefighter attempting to save 

us. We would be grateful.  



 
 

− 64 − 

We may not realize it, but there are barriers that keep 

us away from spiritual life and truth. Just like our doors 

and fences, those barriers may provide a sense of security. 

But what if they’re actually harmful? What if they keep you 

from enjoying God’s blessings? Are you willing to let Jesus 

tear down those walls? What if he already has, but you 

keep acting like they are still there? 

In Ephesians 2:11-13, the Apostle Paul identified seven 

barriers that Jesus broke to bring us close to God. Each of 

these barriers relates to the spiritual privileges that God 

gave Jewish people in the Old Testament. These privileges 

set the Jews apart from Gentiles, non-Jewish people. God’s 

purpose in blessing the Jews was to draw the Gentile 

nations to himself. But rather than using these privileges to 

declare God’s goodness, the Jews turned them into barriers 

to push Gentiles away.  

Since the first Christians were all Jewish, this fortress 

mentality carried over into the early church. They were 

slow to accept Gentiles. They were inclined to keep the 

barriers up, even though Jesus broke through them. 

Becoming a Christian is primarily about entering into a 

relationship with God, but it’s also about entering a 

relationship with a group of people—the church. So as Paul 

addressed the Gentile Christians in Ephesus, he told them 

the story of how God’s grace brings new life in Ephesians 
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2:1-10. But they also needed to know the story of how 

God’s grace breaks through barriers to bring unity and 

peace between Jews and Gentiles. Paul told this story in 

Ephesians 2:11-22. 

In verses 11-13 Paul said,  

Therefore remember that at one time you 

Gentiles in the flesh, called "the uncircumcision" 

by what is called the circumcision, which is 

made in the flesh by hands—remember that you 

were at that time separated from Christ, 

alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and 

strangers to the covenants of promise, having no 

hope and without God in the world. But now in 

Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been 

brought near by the blood of Christ. 

These issues may not seem like barriers to us today. There 

is no longer a division between Jewish and Gentile 

Christians, but there is still much we can learn from this 

passage. First, it helps us understand how the Old 

Testament relates to New Testament Christianity. It also 

helps us identify similar ways that we as Christians may 

push people away from the church. Keep both areas in 

mind as we examine each of these barriers.  
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Do you ever wonder if fish feel wet? Do they know that 

they’re under water? They’re immersed in it all the time, so 

they don’t know anything different. The same could be said 

about us as people and the culture in which we live. The 

word culture is used to sum up the way a group of people 

lives—the ideas, customs, traditions, and ways of thinking 

that make them distinct from other groups. So we could 

talk about American culture, the culture of a particular 

ethnic group, the culture of a generation, or even the 

culture of a church congregation. Some aspects of culture 

are morally good, others can be morally evil, but many 
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aspects are neutral. Most of us never stop to evaluate our 

own culture. It’s like the air we breathe.  

One of the defining traditions in Jewish culture is male 

circumcision. Genesis 17 records how the practice began. 

God instructed Abraham and his descendants to be 

circumcised as a physical reminder of God’s covenant with 

them. Since that point roughly 4,000 years ago, devout 

Jewish parents have had their boys circumcised eight days 

after their birth. In Ephesians 2:11, Paul captured the sense 

of pride Jews felt about this aspect of their cultural 

identity. He said that they referred to Gentiles as “the 

uncircumcision”.  

Acts 15:1 tells us that as Gentiles began to follow Christ,  

Some men came down from Judea and were 

teaching the brothers, “Unless you are 

circumcised according to the custom of Moses, 

you cannot be saved.”  

The essence of their argument was that people are saved by 

keeping the Old Testament Law. So in their minds, 

circumcision was the first step in a life of obedience. Acts 

15 goes on to tell how church leaders rejected this teaching 

because it contradicts salvation by grace. But this response 

did not entirely settle the issue.  

Some Jewish Christians still kept their distance from 

Gentile Christians, so Paul often spoke about the true 
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meaning of circumcision. In Ephesians 2:11 Paul referred 

to their circumcision as “made in the flesh by hands.” In 

other words, it was merely an external symbol. Paul was 

not the first to make this point. Moses spoke about the true 

significance of circumcision in Deuteronomy 30:6. He 

spoke of a future time when he said,  

And the LORD your God will circumcise your 

heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you 

will love the LORD your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul, that you may live. 

Circumcision was never supposed to be about cultural 

pride. It was a physical reminder of what needs to happen 

in everyone’s heart.  

Jesus is the only one who can bring about this change 

of heart. In Colossians 2:11-12 Paul said,  

In him also you were circumcised with a 

circumcision made without hands, by putting off 

the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of 

Christ, having been buried with him in baptism, 

in which you were also raised with him through 

faith in the powerful working of God, who raised 

him from the dead. 

Circumcision of the heart is brought about through the 

death and resurrection of Jesus, so physical circumcision is 

no longer necessary. Jesus broke through that barrier, so it 
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was wrong for Jewish Christians to keep pushing Gentiles 

away with it.  

None of us who are Christians today cling to 

circumcision, but is there some other cultural standard or 

practice that has taken its place? Do we look down on 

people because of how they look, speak, or act? Do we 

expect them to make some external change before coming 

to Christ? Do we only accept people who are like us? Grace 

teaches us to humbly reach out to all people with the love 

of Christ.  
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When we diagram the growth and spread of a family 

over generations, we inevitably end up with something that 

branches out like a tree. Some of our trees are healthy and 

strong. Some are complicated, to put it nicely. Family can 

lift us up as a source of stability and strength, but it can 

also hold us back. 

On the surface, Ephesians 2:12 does not seem to have 

family in view, but I think it’s the background Paul had in 

mind when he said, “Remember that you were at that time 

separated from Christ.” Our first instinct is to read this as a 

simple description of being unsaved. But since Paul was 

describing the difference between Jews and Gentiles, he 
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probably had in mind the same idea that he expressed in 

Romans 9:5. There he said of the Jews,  

To them belong the patriarchs, and from their 

race, according to the flesh, is the Christ, who is 

God over all, blessed forever. Amen.  

One of the privileges of being Jewish is that God promised 

that the Messiah would come from their family tree. That’s 

one reason why genealogies are so important in the Bible. 

But all of us who are Gentiles do not have that family tie 

with the Messiah. We were separated from Christ. 

So what difference does this family separation make, 

and how can it possibly be changed? If you are not part of 

Christ’s family, you cannot inherit eternal life in his 

kingdom. But back in Ephesians 1:5, Paul spoke of God and 

celebrated the fact that, “he predestined us for adoption as 

sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his 

will.” Jesus brings us into the family. He gives us new life. 

He causes us to be born again as children of God. In fact, 

even though Jewish people are physically related to Christ, 

Jesus made it very clear in John 3 that they also need to be 

born again in order to receive eternal life. 

On a practical level, family can still be a barrier in 

several ways. Jesus foretold that some believers would face 

intense opposition from their unbelieving family (Matt 

10:21-22). On the other hand, if you have grown up in the 
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church, you might assume that being from a Christian 

family insures your salvation. It doesn’t. You must be 

personally born again. Furthermore, if your extended 

family are all Christians, you may be tempted to focus 

exclusively on your relatives, rather than serving others in 

the church and making it a welcoming, encouraging place. 

God wants us to value our earthly families, but we should 

never let them become a barrier to what God wants to do in 

and through us.  
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This summer nations from all around the world will 

gather for the Olympic Games. The opening ceremony 

always includes spectacular performances, but most of the 

time is devoted to the massive parade of nations. The 

games are supposed to foster worldwide unity, but they 

also highlight the stark differences. Large countries have 

hundreds of athletes on their team. The smallest may only 

have one or two, but the size of their team does not 

diminish their national pride.  

Devotion to a country or even a political group can 

become a barrier between people and God. When you read 

the Bible, you cannot miss the almost exclusive focus on 
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one nation: Israel. Exodus 19:5-6 tells us that after God 

rescued the Israelites from Egypt he said,  

Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice 

and keep my covenant, you shall be my 

treasured possession among all peoples, for all 

the earth is mine; and you shall be to me a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation.  

God chose the Jewish nation apart from all others for a 

special role. As we saw a moment ago, the Messiah will be a 

Jewish Messiah. Furthermore, biblical prophecy makes it 

clear that when Christ returns he will reign from the 

Jewish capital. 

Someone might assume that non-Jews are simply left 

out. Paul addressed this problem in Ephesians 2:11 when 

he described Gentiles as, “alienated from the 

commonwealth of Israel.” God’s choice of Israel was never 

designed to alienate other nations. As he said in Exodus 19, 

they were supposed to be a kingdom of priests helping the 

rest of the world draw near to God, but the nation seldom 

lived up to this high calling. Time and again throughout 

history they have wandered away from God. 

Of course, the answer to our alienation is found in 

Christ. In Colossians 1:13 Paul spoke of God and said, “He 

has delivered us from the domain of darkness and 

transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son.” Down in 

Ephesians 2:19, we will see that Paul speaks of Gentiles as 
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fellow citizens. In fact, in 1 Peter 2:9 Peter even used the 

words from Exodus 19 to describe the church. He said,  

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 

holy nation, a people for his own possession, 

that you may proclaim the excellencies of him 

who called you out of darkness into his 

marvelous light. 

The political barrier has been removed. In Christ, 

Gentiles become citizens of God’s kingdom. We perpetuate 

this barrier, however, when we try to identify the church 

with a particular country or a political group. When we call 

a country a Christian nation, we imply that anyone outside 

of that country cannot be a Christian. Even within a 

country the same alienation can happen when Christianity 

is identified with a particular political party. We must rise 

above the political squabbles of parties and nations to live 

as citizens of Christ’s kingdom.  
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If you were blindfolded and dropped off at a secret 

location, it might take you a while to figure out where you 

were. We all have a few familiar places that we would 

recognize right away—our neighborhood, our school, or 

our work. But most places would probably seem foreign to 

us. If we were unable to see how we got there, we would be 

disoriented.  

In Ephesians 2:11, Paul claimed that all of us who are 

Gentiles were disoriented in a spiritual sense. He called us, 

“strangers to the covenants of promise.” A covenant is sort 

of like a contract, but with a particular emphasis on an 

ongoing relationship. For instance, the Bible speaks of 
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marriage as a covenant. The covenants Paul had in mind, 

however, are the ones established by God himself. The Old 

Testament records how God made covenants with Noah, 

Abraham, the nation of Israel, Phinehas the priest, and 

with David. These covenants and the promises associated 

with them, particularly the Abrahamic Covenant, mapped 

out God’s character and his plans in relation to his people. 

But Gentiles who are unaware of the covenants, don’t have 

this foundation to help them know God. That lack of 

knowledge creates an obvious barrier. 

The Old Testament prophets spoke of a new covenant 

that God would make. Jeremiah 31:34 records that God 

said,  

And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor 

and each his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' 

for they shall all know me, from the least of them 

to the greatest, declares the LORD. For I will 

forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their 

sin no more. 

They would be forgiven. They would know God and have a 

relationship with him. Ezekiel adds that they would receive 

God’s Spirit.  

This New Covenant is the background behind Matthew 

26:27-28. It tells us that Jesus  

…took a cup, and when he had given thanks he 

gave it to them, saying, “Drink of it, all of you, 
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for this is my blood of the covenant, which is 

poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” 

Jesus began to fulfill that New Covenant by dying for our 

sins. That’s what we celebrate in communion. He brings all 

of us Gentiles who are strangers to the covenants into a 

covenant relationship with God. We receive his 

forgiveness, we receive the Spirit, so that we are no longer 

strangers, but people who truly know God. 

Millions of people in our world today are still strangers 

to the covenants of promise. But in 1 Timothy 2:4 Paul said 

that God, “desires all people to be saved and to come to the 

knowledge of the truth.” Our Heavenly Father’s strategy for 

fulfilling that desire is for all of us who know him to 

communicate the gospel of Jesus Christ in the power of the 

Holy Spirit. Each of us had someone who shared the truth 

with us. Are we helping others overcome the knowledge 

barrier or are we perpetuating it by our silence? 
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I’ve always enjoyed the thrill of roller coasters. When 

my wife and I were first married, we even had a season 

pass to a local amusement park. We lived close by, so every 

few weeks we would go to the park. We wouldn’t have to go 

for the whole day; we could just go for a few hours on a 

Friday night. We really enjoyed it at first, but after five or 

six times on the same ride the thrill began to wear off.  

For a lot of people life is like a constant emotional 

roller coaster that they ride over and over again. The 

nerves never go away. They have anxious feelings like the 

ones you get when the coaster is climbing up a big hill. 

Their stomach churns just like it does when a coaster turns 
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upside down. They end up feeling exhausted and depressed 

just like you do after a long day at an amusement park. 

Paul’s next phrase in Ephesians 2:12 gets to the root of this 

tumultuous lifestyle. He spoke of Gentiles as “having no 

hope.” 

Because they flow from our fallen, sinful hearts, our 

emotions can become a major barrier keeping us away 

from God. The Old Testament book called Ecclesiastes, 

records the testimony of King Solomon as he devoted a 

season of his life to pursuing pleasure and excitement. As 

he considered all the ups and downs of life apart from God, 

he came to an utterly depressing conclusion. Ecclesiastes 

1:2 says, “Vanity of vanities, says the Preacher, vanity of 

vanities! All is vanity.” Everything seemed empty and 

pointless. Even though Solomon knew better, at points his 

emotional journey almost persuaded him to give up. Such 

is life without hope. Solomon didn’t find real hope or 

purpose until he allowed God to be at the center of his 

outlook.  

True hope flows from the confident conviction that God 

is in control and that your future is secure. Through stories 

like that of Joseph in the book of Genesis, the Old 

Testament developed a very clear sense of God’s sovereign 

control. Joseph’s brothers acted in an evil way, yet God 

used it for good. There was not, however, a clear sense of 
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hope for the future in the Old Testament. That clarity only 

comes through Jesus. Peter celebrated Christ’s 

accomplishment in 1 Peter 1:3-4. He said,  

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ! According to his great mercy, he has 

caused us to be born again to a living hope 

through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from 

the dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, 

undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you. 

The hope of eternal life helps us get off the roller coaster. It 

gives us a sense of stability and strength.  

Hope is one of the defining characteristics of the 

Christian life. It allows us to shine in the midst of a dark 

work. It even penetrates the barrier of hopelessness that 

blankets the world. Peter believed that our hope would 

attract attention. In 1 Peter 3:15 he said,  

But in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, 

always being prepared to make a defense to 

anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope 

that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and 

respect.  

Do you have a confident hope? Does it shine brightly 

enough to attract attention?  
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Some church buildings have intricate architecture and 

elaborate stained glass. Leaders of such churches claim 

that those aesthetic features were designed to 

communicate biblical truth about God and the gospel. 

Their worship gatherings are also filled with symbolic 

rituals. Those with extensive theological understanding 

may discern the meaning behind such things, but to the 

uninformed they seem baffling. It’s as if the stained glass 

only serves to keep out the light. As strange as it sounds, 

religion can be a barrier between people and God. 

In Ephesians 2:12, Paul’s described Gentiles as being 

“without God in the world.” He did not mean by this that 
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they were atheistic in the strict sense of the word. In Acts 

17, as Paul addressed the Gentile philosophers of Athens he 

observed that they were very religious. In fact, the city was 

so full of idols that they even had an altar to an unknown 

God, just in case they missed one. It was as Paul said in 

Romans 1:21-23,  

For although they knew God, they did not honor 

him as God or give thanks to him, but they 

became futile in their thinking, and their foolish 

hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they 

became fools, and exchanged the glory of the 

immortal God for images resembling mortal 

man and birds and animals and creeping things. 

Some religious activity just covers up the failure to worship 

the one true God.  

The Jews were not “without God” as the Gentiles were, 

but they still had problems when it came to religion. They 

repeatedly fell into the trap of thinking that as long as they 

engaged in religious rituals, they could live however they 

wanted. Samuel confronted King Saul on this issue. 1 

Samuel 15:22 tells us, “And Samuel said, ‘Has the LORD as 

great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying 

the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than 

sacrifice, and to listen than the fat of rams.’” The Old 

Testament prophets made this point over and over again. 
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So how did Jesus break through the barrier that 

religion so easily becomes? He certainly taught against 

empty ritualism and religiosity. That point was central to 

his Sermon on the Mount recorded in Matthew 5-7. Plus, 

he said in Matthew 5:17 that he came to fulfill the law. He 

became the once-for-all sacrifice for sins. He obeyed 

perfectly, and grants us his perfect righteousness by faith.  

Perhaps his greatest act to overcome empty religion 

was sending the Holy Spirit. John 14:16-17 tells us that 

Jesus said,  

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you 

another Helper, to be with you forever, even the 

Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, 

because it neither sees him nor knows him. You 

know him, for he dwells with you and will be in 

you.  

By sending the Spirit into our hearts, Jesus turns religion 

into relationship. Is that what people see in you, or do you 

perpetuate the barrier of religion? 
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Millions of dollars have been spent searching for 

extraterrestrial life. Some people believe that aliens must 

exist. They analyze radio waves from space hoping to 

stumble upon some communication from other intelligent 

beings. Though they lack any evidence whatsoever, they 

feel that their search is far more scientific than believing in 

God. Something in our human experience tells us that 

there must be something greater. We feel a void, a 

distance. Some have called it a “God-shaped hole.” It draws 

us toward God, but it can also prompt us to give up in 

frustration. When this happens, our experience becomes a 

barrier.  
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The Old Testament system of worship only exacerbated 

this experience of distance. In the Jewish Tabernacle the 

glory of God was visibly present above the Ark of the 

Covenant in the holy of holies. But that chamber could only 

be entered by the high priest once a year. Other priests 

could enter the next chamber, the holy place, during the 

morning and evening sacrifice each day, but most of the 

time they stayed in an outer court where the sacrifices were 

made. No one but the priests could enter that area. When 

the Temple was built in Jerusalem there were courts 

extending farther out, one for Jewish men, another for 

Jewish women, and the one farthest out for Gentiles. God 

was near and yet still so distant.  

Jesus changed all of this. In Ephesians 2:13, Paul said, 

“But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have 

been brought near by the blood of Christ.” He used the 

language of the temple. We get to go beyond the courts and 

chambers into the presence of God. God even provided a 

supernatural object lesson to prove this point. When Jesus 

died the veil that screened off the Holy of holies in the 

Jerusalem temple was suddenly torn in two.  

Hebrews 10:19-23 encourages us to live in light of this 

reality.  

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to 

enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, by 

the new and living way that he opened for us 
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through the curtain, that is, through his flesh, 

and since we have a great priest over the house 

of God, let us draw near with a true heart in full 

assurance of faith, with our hearts sprinkled 

clean from an evil conscience and our bodies 

washed with pure water. Let us hold fast the 

confession of our hope without wavering, for he 

who promised is faithful. 

Our relationship with God cannot be based upon feeling 

near or far. It must be grounded upon the truths like these 

that are revealed in Scripture. We draw near to him by 

faith. 

Are you drawing near to God? And if so, are you 

confessing this hope? People who know us should sense 

something different about us. Through God’s work in us, 

they can begin to feel something other than distance. 

Though they may not be able to express it, they should 

recognize that our God-shaped void has been filled.  

Each of these barriers can separate people from God—

culture, family, politics, knowledge, emotions, religion, and 

experience—but Jesus has broken through. In his grace, he 

pulls us through all of it, so that even Gentiles can draw 

near to God. Perhaps he is even doing that work in your life 

today. If so, would you begin to draw near to God? Trust in 
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the work of Christ. Learn and follow his word. Let him 

direct your life through His Spirit.  

If you are already walking with the Lord, are you 

reaching out to people, or are you somehow building these 

barriers back up? I encourage you to continue to reflect on 

this powerful chapter in Ephesians and to let it shape how 

you live and relate to people.  

1. How did our study of this passage change your 

understanding of spiritual life in the Old Testament? 

 

2. Which of these barriers are the greatest hindrance for 

unsaved people you know? Why? 

 

3. How does the church perpetuate these barriers today? 

What should be done to change that problem? 
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When infants are asleep they seem the perfect picture 

of innocence and peace, but it doesn’t take long after they 

wake for that picture to change. Their cries progress from 

mild complaints to serious agitation to outright fury. Then 

they grow up and become toddlers. They start to verbalize 

their demands, particularly toward other children who take 

what they want. When words don’t do the job, they end up 

screaming, pushing, hitting or even biting.  

Thankfully, most of us get better at restraining or at 

least masking those hostile impulses as we get older, but 

they still lurk within our hearts. As James 4:1 says, “What 
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causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it 

not this, that your passions are at war within you?” Sadly, 

those passions are an inescapable aspect of our fallen 

humanity. They can be seen in every relationship, every 

culture, and even throughout world history in the conflicts 

of nations. We desperately need a way to escape the 

hostility within us.  

The Apostle Paul addressed the root of this problem in 

the second chapter of his letter to the Ephesians. There he 

related the power of saving grace, first in giving new life 

and then in overcoming the division between Jews and 

Gentiles. From his words in Ephesians 2:14-18, we learn 

three thoughts to help us let go of hostile feelings. To catch 

his flow of thought, it will help us to begin with verse 13. 

He wrote: 

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far 

off have been brought near by the blood of 

Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has 

made us both one and has broken down in his 

flesh the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing 

the law of commandments expressed in 

ordinances, that he might create in himself one 

new man in place of the two, so making peace, 

and might reconcile us both to God in one body 

through the cross, thereby killing the hostility. 

And he came and preached peace to you who 

were far off and peace to those who were near. 
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For through him we both have access in one 

Spirit to the Father. 

The hostility between Jew and Gentile should be 

abandoned because of what Jesus has accomplished 

through his death. These three accomplishments are so 

significant, however, that they transcend the division 

between Jew and Gentile. As we consider them in more 

detail, we will see that they cut to the root of every hostile 

impulse. The story of God’s saving grace in Jesus Christ is 

not only a story of spiritual life, but of transformed 

relationships.  
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I have a vivid memory of being at a huge playground 

area when I was around five years old. I don’t recall where 

it was, but it wasn’t your typical playground. It had 

multiple levels connected by rope ladders and in one part a 

tall pyramid shape made of padded mats. There was just 

enough room for one child to sit at the top, and a whole 

herd of kids were aggressively trying to claim it. Everyone 

wanted to be the king of the mountain. No one told us that 

was the goal, the design just provoked that inherent desire 

we all have to be on top and look down on other people.  
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The structure of the Jewish temple in Jerusalem 

provoked a similar hostility. As we considered last week, 

the temple was laid out in a series of chambers and courts 

in concentric rings that limited how close someone could 

get to the glory of God. The farthest court out was the court 

of the Gentiles. Scholars tell us that a fence of some sort 

even had signs warning Gentiles that they would be put to 

death if they proceeded any closer. How could a Jew not 

look down on Gentiles with such a structure in place? How 

could a Gentile not take personal offense? 

Paul seems to have had this picture in mind in 

Ephesians 2:13-14. He said,  

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far 

off have been brought near by the blood of 

Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has 

made us both one and has broken down in his 

flesh the dividing wall of hostility.  

The physical dividing wall that marked the court of the 

Gentiles was still standing when Paul wrote these words, 

but the spiritual reality had changed because of Jesus. 

Somehow the blood of his sacrificial death and the 

suffering he endured in his flesh removed the barrier. If 

Gentiles could draw near alongside Jews, then there was 

no longer any basis for hostility. Jesus is our peace! 

The first part of verse 15 explains how this change was 

brought about. Paul said that it was, “by abolishing the law 
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of commandments expressed in ordinances.” Jesus did not 

remove a physical wall; he transformed the entire system. 

He perfectly honored the Mosaic Law by obeying it and 

fulfilling all that it foreshadowed. Yet in doing this, he 

opened the way for people to draw near to God through 

faith in Him apart from the old Mosaic covenant. He 

established a new covenant by which we relate to him. 

Under the Law faithful Jews offered animal sacrifices 

as a symbolic atonement for their sins. Gentiles did not 

even really have the opportunity to participate. But 

Hebrews 9:12 says that Jesus,  

…entered once for all into the holy places, not by 

means of the blood of goats and calves but by 

means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal 

redemption. 

Jesus fulfilled the Law by presenting himself as the one 

true sacrifice that can atone for all of our sins. At the same 

time his sacrifice made it so that no further sacrifices are 

needed. Both Jews and Gentiles are cleansed from our sins 

through his blood.  

Paul described the Law as a temporary guardian. In 

Galatians 3:24-25 he said,  

So then, the law was our guardian until Christ 

came, in order that we might be justified by 

faith. But now that faith has come, we are no 

longer under a guardian.  



 
 

− 95 − 

The law served a distinct purpose for a period of time. It 

demonstrated the sinfulness of man by showing that even 

though the Jewish people had privileged access to God, 

they continued to fall short of his perfect standard. They 

could not justify themselves through works of obedience. 

Justification is only possible when God credits the 

righteousness of Christ to our account as we trust in Him.  

Once the law was abolished, there was no longer a 

privileged position for anyone. There is no inner circle. 

There is no king of the mountain. We all stand on level 

ground at the foot of the cross. In Galatians 3:28 Paul said, 

“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 

free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus.” Is that how you relate to people? Do you 

believe that anyone can draw near to God through faith in 

Christ? 

Even though Jesus destroyed the old wall, we find ways 

to rebuild it. Some Christians neglect the gospel to focus on 

proclaiming moral standards for society. They adopt an 

antagonistic “us vs. them” mentality, much like the Jews 

had toward the Gentiles. Even within the church, people 

set up legalistic standards and create their own inner circle 

of supposed spirituality. Whenever we arrogantly judge 

and condemn others, we are resurrecting the same old 

hostility. If Jesus is truly our peace, then our relationships 
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should be different. Abandon the hostility. Live out the 

grace and peace of Christ. 
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We don’t encounter much traffic in Kalamazoo, but it’s 

a normal part of life in big cities. Everyone wants to find 

the fastest way to their destination, but everyone else is 

blocking their way. People weave in and out and try to get 

ahead. Stress levels rise. Tempers flare. When our purpose 

and direction conflict with those around us, hostility forms. 

So big cities try to eliminate some of that chaos by getting 

everyone on the same train or subway system. They create 

a unified direction.  

The death of Jesus established unity between Jews and 

Gentiles. In Ephesians 2:15, Paul said that Jesus abolished 
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the law, “that he might create in himself one new man in 

place of the two, so making peace.” Jesus did not just pull 

us together in the same group. He did something 

supernatural—something only God can do. He created one 

new man, just as he created Adam in the Garden of Eden. 

The idea of a new creation reminds us of John 3 where 

Jesus said that we must be born again. But the stunning 

idea here is that we are born again as one integrated body. 

As Paul explained in Romans 12:4-5,  

For as in one body we have many members, and 

the members do not all have the same function, 

so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and 

individually members one of another. 

Paul continued this line of thought in Ephesians 2:16. 

He said that Jesus also abolished the law that he, “might 

reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, 

thereby killing the hostility.” Our hostility toward one 

another is not our root problem. That is just a symptom. 

Our real concern is the hostility that exists between us and 

God. Apart from Christ we rebel against God’s authority. 

We hate the idea of some being ruling over us. I suspect 

that if given the opportunity and left to our own fallen, 

sinful condition, we would have treated Jesus just like the 

Jews and Romans did, so God responds to our hostility 

with wrath. Back in Ephesians 2:3 Paul said that we were 
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by nature children of wrath. We fully deserve his 

condemnation.  

The solution to our conflict with God is the cross of 

Christ. As Paul spoke of this reconciliation in 2 Corinthians 

5, he explained what happened on the cross in verse 21: 

“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so 

that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” At 

the cross the punishment for our sins was poured out on 

Christ. God’s justice and wrath against our sins was 

satisfied. Christ’s perfect righteousness is then given to us, 

so that we can be reconciled. Have you personally entered 

into this reconciliation? 

Going back to Ephesians 2:16, Paul stressed that Jew 

and Gentile were both reconciled to God in one body. It 

was not as if one is better than the other. For all the 

spiritual privileges they have enjoyed, Jews are not any less 

sinful than Gentiles. Both groups need to be reconciled to 

God, and both find that reconciliation exclusively in Jesus. 

Paul’s point is that this shared connection unites us as one 

new man. In fact, as Christ created new life by pulling us 

together as one new man, Paul said that he killed the 

hostility that existed between Jew and Gentile. How can we 

carry on something that Christ killed? 

Paul returned to this idea of believers being one body in 

Ephesians 4:25. There he said, “Therefore, having put away 
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falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his 

neighbor, for we are members one of another.” We are 

connected. If you lie to another believer, you are not just 

sinning, you are violating our unity in Christ. If that is the 

case with lying, then how much more so with arrogant, 

hostile behavior. In 1 Corinthians 12:26, as Paul spoke of 

believers as one body, he said, “If one member suffers, all 

suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice 

together.” Is that how we relate? We must live as one. 
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Imagine for a moment that someone gives you a million 

dollars, but you cannot keep any of it for yourself. All of 

your needs will be met, but you have to give all the money 

away. You have to look for legitimate needs and find the 

best ways to meet them. Would that change the way you 

view people? We get so wrapped up in getting rather than 

giving, but a mission like this would revolutionize our 

outlook on life.  

In fact, Jesus has given us a very similar mission. In 

Ephesians 2:17-18, Paul said, “And he came and preached 

peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were 
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near. For through him we both have access in one Spirit to 

the Father.” So here again, Paul used the spatial categories 

of the temple to describe Jew and Gentile—near and far. 

But the good news proclaimed to both groups is that we 

can move beyond those boundaries to have access to God 

himself through the Spirit. 

We have already learned that the peace of which Paul 

spoke here came about through the cross, but the question 

that arises is how and when Jesus preached about that 

peace. We might assume that Paul was speaking of Christ’s 

earthly ministry, but Christ focused almost exclusively on 

the Jewish people during that time period. It wasn’t until 

after his death and resurrection that he extended the 

message beyond Israel. Matthew 28:19-20 tells us that 

after he rose from the dead he told his followers,  

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 

the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 

observe all that I have commanded you. And 

behold, I am with you always, to the end of the 

age. 

So the preaching Paul had in mind is probably the 

preaching of the apostles that has been carried on by each 

successive generation of Christ followers since that time. 

The mission of proclaiming Christ’s message of peace is 

not just for church leaders. It’s an essential part of our 
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spiritual growth. Evangelism helps us view people the way 

that Jesus did. Matthew 9:36 says, “When he saw the 

crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were 

harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” And 

how did his compassion prompt Jesus to respond in that 

moment? Verses 37 and 38 say,  

Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is 

plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray 

earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out 

laborers into his harvest.” 

He wanted his followers to see people as he did. He wanted 

more workers to spread the gospel. 

Do you feel hostile toward anyone? People of other 

cultures or nations? People of other religions? People with 

opposing political views? People who are critical of 

Christianity? People who just offend you in some way? Are 

you concerned for that person’s spiritual condition? Are 

you willing to pray for that person’s salvation? Are you 

willing to preach the peace of Christ to them? Are you 

willing to tell them how they can be forgiven of their sin 

and have access to God? Evangelism forces us to abandon 

our hostility.  
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We must abandon all hostility toward people. Jesus 

broke down the old wall of the law that led to selfish pride 

among the Jews. He also created the new man, uniting all 

believers together in one body regardless of our 

differences. Finally, he proclaimed the good news of peace 

for all people, establishing our mission.  

How should we respond to this passage? If you are not 

yet a follower of Jesus Christ, I invite you to become a part 

of this new man by being born again. Recognize that you 

need to be reconciled with God because of your sin. Trust 

in Christ as your Savior. If you’re not yet ready to take that 

step, then I encourage you to learn more. Consider reading 

John 3 where Jesus talked about being born again.  

If you are following Jesus, is your life marked by selfish 

pride? Do you look down on people? Do you have that 

hostile edge? Remind yourself of the gospel. You would not 

be where you are today apart from the grace of God. 

Repent of your selfish pride. Pray that God would change 

your outlook. If Christ’s compassion for the world is 

starting to take shape in you, then pray and look for an 

opportunity to tell someone the good news.  

May God help us to live with true compassion. 
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1. In light of this passage, what application does the Old 

Testament Law have for Christians? 

 

2. What situations tend to provoke feelings of hostility in 

you? How can this passage help you in those moments? 

 

3. Whom do you know that you would consider “far” from 

God? How could you share Christ’s message of peace 

with that person? 
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Where do you go when you want to relax and find a 

little bit of peace? My favorite spot is at the beach on a 

warm summer day. I love the feel of the sand, the chill of 

the breeze, and the sound of the waves. After a few minutes 

any tension I’m bearing begins to crumble away. Some of 

my happiest times growing up were days spent at the beach 

playing in the waves or building sand castles. My kids 

would probably say the same thing. It’s amazing how 

entertaining it is to build a sand castle and then watch the 

waves wash it away. We’ve spent hours doing that.  
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Ironically, those fun moments at the beach can also 

illustrate the instability of life. Do you ever feel like you’re 

furiously trying to build something before the next wave 

hits? We try to shape our health, finances, and 

relationships into some kind of structure, but it feels like 

we’re working with crumbly sand and a little moisture. 

Some of us manage to pull together one of those really 

impressive castles, but most of us never get more than a 

lumpy pile. We can identify with Psalm 42:7, where the 

psalmist said, “Deep calls to deep at the roar of your 

waterfalls; all your breakers and your waves have gone over 

me.” 

How do we find stability in the midst of the waves? The 

only true stability is that which comes from the grace of 

God. In Ephesians 2 and 3, the Apostle Paul explained 

God’s grace in a series of stories. In 2:1-10 he told the story 

of how God’s grace brings us new life through the death 

and resurrection of Jesus. In 2:11-22 he tells how God’s 

grace brings peace to the division between Jews and non-

Jews. As we have seen, the implications go far beyond that 

particular historical situation. We rebuild the same kinds 

of relational barriers today that Christ removed between 

Jew and Gentile 2,000 years ago. We succumb to the same 

hostile feelings that they felt toward one another. So we 

can also find the strength and stability we so desperately 
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need in God’s gracious plan that brought peace and unity 

to those two groups.  

In Ephesians 2:19-22 Paul revealed four sources of 

spiritual stability. He said,  

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, 

but you are fellow citizens with the saints and 

members of the household of God, built on the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ 

Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom 

the whole structure, being joined together, grows 

into a holy temple in the Lord. In him you also 

are being built together into a dwelling place for 

God by the Spirit. 

As we unpack these verses, I challenge you to consider 

what your stability has been based on. Is it built on your 

own frantic efforts, or is it anchored in God and his grace? 
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The tallest trees in the world are California Redwoods. 

Some reach the amazing height of 370 feet. That’s as tall as 

a 34 story building. Their trunks are as wide as 30 feet. Yet 

for all that massive size redwoods have very shallow roots. 

The only way that a redwood stays upright is by 

interlocking its roots with other nearby redwoods to form a 

huge network. A redwood’s stability is found in the group, 

and the same principle applies to us as people.  

It’s never healthy to live in isolation, but this idea 

becomes particularly important in regard to salvation. In 

Ephesians 2:19, Paul said, “So then you are no longer 

strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the 
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saints and members of the household of God.” We are not 

outsiders with God. He grants us all the privileges of being 

citizens of his kingdom and sons in his household. Our 

inclusion in his people becomes a source of great spiritual 

stability for us. 

As citizens, we know that when Jesus returns and 

begins to reign as king, we won’t be left out. We will be 

included in his kingdom where we will live forever in a 

world that will ultimately be without sin, evil, or suffering. 

Paul spoke of this hope in Philippians 3:20-21 when he 

said,  

But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we 

await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will 

transform our lowly body to be like his glorious 

body, by the power that enables him even to 

subject all things to himself. 

In that day, we will truly become saints or holy ones. Until 

then, with Christ’s death behind us and that amazing hope 

before us, we strive to resist temptation and to live as 

saints now. 

The problem we encounter when we pursue holiness is 

that we don’t fit into the world anymore. We stop being 

strangers and aliens to God, but our values and lifestyle 

choices become increasingly foreign to people who are not 

following Jesus. The Apostle Peter highlighted this 

dynamic in 1 Peter 2:11 by referring to Christians as 
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sojourners and exiles. We would begin to feel isolated and 

lonely, if it were not for the fellow citizens of Christ’s 

kingdom here with us. We gather together to encourage 

each other by celebrating our great king and looking 

forward to the day when we will finally reach our homeland 

(Heb 10:25). That fellowship built upon hope gives us a 

stability that we could never know apart from Christ. 

Being a member of God’s household also relates to our 

future hope. In Ephesians 1:5 Paul celebrated how God 

adopted us as sons through Christ. That adoption assures 

that we will have an inheritance in God’s eternal kingdom, 

and the best part of that inheritance is the relationship we 

have with God himself. We call him “Abba! Father!” (Rom 

8:15). He hears us when we pray and he responds.  

As with our citizenship, being part of God’s household 

pulls us together with other members of God’s family. In 1 

Timothy 3:15, Paul referred to the church as the household 

of God. Then in 1 Timothy 5:1-2 he fleshed out this idea by 

telling Timothy,  

Do not rebuke an older man but encourage him 

as you would a father, younger men as brothers, 

older women as mothers, younger women as 

sisters, in all purity. 

Could there be a more supportive picture of relationships 

in the church? 
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God’s grace gives us more than a personal relationship 

with him as individuals. By his grace we are made citizens 

of his kingdom and members of his household. We are 

brought into a network of supportive, encouraging 

relationships that can enable us to stand tall and strong. 

Are you anchored into that network, drawing strength from 

it and helping others? 
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A recent news report told of a cruise ship that ran into a 

storm with 30 foot high waves. Videos showed plates and 

glasses falling and shattering, furniture being overturned, 

and passengers struggling to stay upright. Those ships are 

designed to be stable. They are massive luxury hotels built 

to accommodate a few thousand people with dining rooms, 

theaters, and swimming pools. Nevertheless, they still float 

on water that can become wildly unstable.  

Paul used a similar picture in Ephesians 4:14 to 

describe the life of someone who is not grounded in God’s 

truth. He spoke of our need to be built up, “so that we may 

no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and 
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carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human 

cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.” People’s ideas 

about what is good and true are always shifting. Right 

becomes wrong and wrong becomes right as people 

stumble through life making choices that can be disastrous. 

The answer to this chaos is the source of stability Paul 

described in Ephesians 2:20. He said that Christians are, 

“built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 

Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone.”  

The word apostle refers to someone who is sent on a 

mission. The gospels record that Jesus chose twelve men to 

be apostles. After Judas betrayed Christ and killed himself, 

the disciples chose a replacement. Acts 1:21-22 tells us that 

they looked for a man who had been with them from Jesus’ 

baptism to his ascension so that this man could serve with 

them as witnesses to the resurrection of Jesus. Later, 

others like Barnabas and Saul were also called apostles (Ac 

14:14). This group preached the gospel and established 

churches as authoritative representatives of Christ. Most of 

the books in the New Testament were written by apostles.  

Prophets were people who received revelation from 

God. The prophets mentioned here seem to be New 

Testament prophets. If Paul has been thinking of the Old 

Testament prophets, he would have probably mentioned 

them before the apostles. Later in Ephesians 4:11 he 
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mentions both apostles and prophets as people that Christ 

gave to the church to equip believers. In the time period 

before the New Testament was written, the church needed 

prophets to build up and strengthen their faith (1 Cor 

14:3ff.). I suspect that people like Luke and Mark, who 

were not apostles and yet authored books in the New 

Testament, were probably recognized as prophets.  

So how do the apostles and prophets become a source 

of stability for us? Everything we know about Jesus Christ 

comes from their writings that we now call the New 

Testament. He is the cornerstone. His life and teaching 

shapes all that we believe, but the apostles and prophets 

were the ones who recorded that for us. Jesus spoke of the 

power of his own teaching. Matthew 7:24-25 tells us that 

he said,  

Everyone then who hears these words of mine 

and does them will be like a wise man who built 

his house on the rock. And the rain fell, and the 

floods came, and the winds blew and beat on 

that house, but it did not fall, because it had 

been founded on the rock. 

So if Christ’s words have that kind of power, we should 

treat them with the utmost reverence. From the church’s 

earliest days, the teaching of the apostles has been our 

primary focus. Acts 2:42 describes the early church by 

saying, “And they devoted themselves to the apostles' 
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teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and 

the prayers.” Would you say that you are personally 

devoted to the apostles’ teaching? Are you learning? Are 

you following their teaching? They recorded God’s truth so 

that we could know him and find stability in the life of 

faith. 
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When a vine is neglected and left trailing along the 

ground, it stays weak and sickly. It needs a gardener to give 

it some kind of structure, a trellis it can climb. At first it 

may need to be tied up, but as it grows and keeps reaching 

farther, it becomes healthy and strong. In the same way, we 

as people need something for which we can reach—a goal, a 

purpose, a mission. When we try to come up with that goal 

on our own, we are bound to find ourselves disillusioned. 

Self-made goals turn out to be futile, worthless pursuits. 

We need to align our lives with our Creator’s goal. We find 

stability when we engage in God’s work.  
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As we saw in Ephesians 2:20, Paul introduced the idea 

of all of us as Christians being built upon a foundation. He 

continued that line of thought in verse 21 by revealing 

God’s design and purpose for us. He spoke of Christ, “in 

whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows 

into a holy temple in the Lord.” God designed us to be a 

holy temple for him. Our goal and purpose is to glorify and 

worship God.  

Paul used this same temple imagery to describe each of 

us as individuals in 1 Corinthians 6:19-20. He was 

explaining why sexual immorality is wrong, and he said,  

Or do you not know that your body is a temple of 

the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from 

God? You are not your own, for you were bought 

with a price. So glorify God in your body. 

Our culture insists that whatever sexual urges you feel 

must be good and right. But the Bible teaches that our 

hearts have been corrupted by impure desires that 

contradict God’s design for us. According to God’s Word 

sex between a husband and wife is holy and pure, but any 

sexual behavior outside of that relationship is not. If we are 

going to glorify and worship God, we must follow his 

design for sexuality and for every other part of life. He 

wants us to be holy.  
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In Ephesians 2, Paul was not speaking of each 

individual as a temple. He envisioned Christians being 

joined together as one building. Peter used a similar 

picture in 1 Peter 2:5. He said,  

You yourselves like living stones are being built 

up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, 

to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 

through Jesus Christ. 

Here again, God’s design is for us to worship him. We are 

like the stones that make up the temple walls, but we are 

living and growing. We don’t offer ritual sacrifices. Our 

whole life is to be a sacrifice. Everything we do all the time 

should be focused on glorifying God. That is the structure 

that guides our growth. 

As this temple is growing and being built, I think it’s 

also reasonable to assume that more stones are being 

added. John 4:23 tells us that Jesus said,  

But the hour is coming, and is now here, when 

the true worshipers will worship the Father in 

spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such 

people to worship him. 

God is seeking additional worshippers. So when Jesus 

came, he came to seek and save the lost. In fact, he spoke 

these words in John 4 to a Samaritan woman who was 

living in an immoral relationship. Her life was the picture 
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of spiritual instability. Yet in spite of her sinful past, Jesus 

invited her to find stability and direction in God’s purpose. 

She became a true worshipper and then led other 

Samaritans to the truth.  

Are you engaged in God’s work? Are you worshiping 

Him by living in obedience? Are you seeking other 

worshipers? 
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When I have the opportunity to officiate at a couple’s 

wedding, I count it a great privilege to be part of such a 

joyful event in their lives. But I always feel a sense of 

intense seriousness, when the moment comes for me to 

lead them through the exchange of vows. They pledge to 

stay together as long as they both shall live. Then they 

exchange rings as a symbol of their vows. Sadly, those vows 

and rings do not seem to mean much to many couples. So 

if there is no stability in such a serious and deliberate 

relationship, then how can someone ever find stability in 

any other relationship? 
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The Bible places a tremendous emphasis on marriage 

because it is supposed to reflect an even greater 

relationship—the relationship between God and his people. 

The Old Testament prophets spoke of Israel as God’s 

unfaithful wife. When Paul taught about marriage in 

Ephesians 5, he likened it to the relationship between 

Christ and the church. Revelation 19 even described the 

time when Christ will return as a wedding feast. Jesus will 

come to take his bride. Paul even spoke of the Holy Spirit 

in terms that remind us of an engagement ring. In 

Ephesians 1:13-14 he said,  

In him you also, when you heard the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed 

in him, were sealed with the promised Holy 

Spirit, who is the guarantee of our inheritance 

until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of 

his glory.  

The Spirit has much more power than any ring. He 

guarantees our future relationship with God and actively 

works to secure our faithfulness as we await Christ’s 

return. But in Ephesians 2:22 Paul took this thought even 

further. He said, “In him you also are being built together 

into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.” When the Holy 

Spirit indwells us, he prepares us to live in God’s presence 

for eternity. His sanctifying presence is a foretaste of 

eternity.  



 
 

− 124 − 

The Holy Spirit is ever present and always faithful. In 

Psalm 139:7-10 David said,  

Where shall I go from your Spirit? Or where 

shall I flee from your presence? If I ascend to 

heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, 

you are there! If I take the wings of the morning 

and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even 

there your hand shall lead me, and your right 

hand shall hold me. 

What could give us more spiritual stability than the 

presence of God with us in the Holy Spirit? 

In his grace God gives us new life, and in his grace he 

gives us peace. His peace extends beyond the division 

between Jew and Gentile to give us the strength and 

stability to face everyday life. We have stability in Christ 

because we are included in God’s people, grounded in 

God’s truth, engaged in God’s work, and indwelt by God’s 

Spirit.  

Do you have this stability in your life? It begins as God 

opens your eyes so that you begin to trust His Word. Do 

you understand the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ 

proclaimed by the apostles and prophets? Do you believe 

it? Are you trusting in Christ? If not, then I encourage you 
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to start down that path today. Begin to trust God and his 

Word. If you want to learn more about the power of God’s 

truth, I encourage you to spend some time reading and 

meditating on 2 Timothy 3.  

If you are trusting in God word, are you growing in 

holiness? We are God’s temple. Is there something you do 

that contradicts that reality? Is your life devoted to his 

glory? Ask God to help you see ways that you need to grow 

and pray for his help to change.  

Finally, as we saw, God is seeking true worshipers. Are 

you a part of his search? Are you telling people about him 

and his grace? Do you talk about God’s blessings in your 

life? Do you ever invite anyone to join you in worship on a 

Sunday morning? 

May God help us live for his glory! 

1. Upon what have you been basing your stability in life? 

How do those sources compare to the ones described in 

this passage? 

 

2. Which source of spiritual stability in this passage is 

most encouraging to you today? Why? 
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3. How might the picture of Christ as the cornerstone help 

you share your faith with someone? 
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Most of us know what it’s like to ride a bike, but your 

experience with it varies by where you live. At a nice level 

beach you can cruise along with steady, consistent 

pedaling. If you live around hills, every time you coast 

down a short hill you’re faced with a rough uphill climb. I 

grew up in a town built at the foot of a mountain range. 

Once I turned off of my street onto the main road, I could 

coast downhill for a few miles. I didn’t have to pedal. I 

would just keep picking up speed until I turned aside or 

put the brakes on.  
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Those experiences illustrate three different ways that 

Christians think about spiritual growth. Should we expect 

spiritual growth to be flat and easy like a ride along the 

beach? Do we grow as we simply expend consistent effort? 

Or should we envision spiritual growth as a series of hills? 

Should we look for bursts of God’s blessing, knowing that 

we will have to do all the hard work of climbing over trials 

and temptations? Or is spiritual growth more like the 

constant pull of gravity down a mountain side? Is it really 

our pedaling that moves us forward, or do we just need to 

stop hitting the brakes and turning aside?  

The New Testament teaching about God’s grace and the 

work of the Holy Spirit pushes me toward that third 

perspective. In his letter to the Galatians, Paul refuted 

those who argued that Gentile Christians should be 

circumcised and keep the Old Testament Law. In Galatians 

3:3, he said, “Are you so foolish? Having begun by the 

Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?” The 

Spirit does not give us an initial push and then leave us to 

our own effort. In Galatians 5, Paul explained that once 

someone becomes a Christian, the Spirit takes the lead (v. 

18). He pulls us forward and we simply keep in step with 

him (vv. 16, 25). As characteristics like love, joy, peace, and 

patience develop in our life, they are not the product of our 

labor. They are the fruit of the Spirit (vv. 22-23).  



 
 

− 131 − 

Paul expressed similar thoughts in his letter to the 

Ephesians. He emphasized that we are saved by grace not 

works. Then in Ephesians 2:10 he said, “For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in 

them.” God has cleared the path. He has prepared good 

works for us to do. We need to be filled with the Spirit, 

allowing him to pull us down that path (Eph 5:18).  

This understanding of grace and the work of the Spirit 

is important background as we embark upon our study of 

Ephesians 3. In verses 1-13 Paul spoke of his imprisonment 

and his calling from God. Our natural human inclination is 

to place Paul on some kind of pedestal as a super-saint. But 

through his testimony Paul spoke repeatedly of God’s 

grace. His heroic commitment to Christ was not the result 

of his own efforts. It was the overflow of grace in his life. 

Though many aspects of Paul’s calling were unique, his 

story nevertheless demonstrates how saving grace leads 

every believer to live for God’s purpose.  

I see ten effects of overflowing grace in Paul’s 

testimony. For now we will consider the first five from 

verses 1-7 and save the rest for later. In verses 1-7 Paul 

said, 

For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ 

Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles—assuming that 

you have heard of the stewardship of God's grace 
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that was given to me for you, how the mystery 

was made known to me by revelation, as I have 

written briefly. When you read this, you can 

perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ, 

which was not made known to the sons of men 

in other generations as it has now been revealed 

to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit. 

This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, 

members of the same body, and partakers of the 

promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. Of 

this gospel I was made a minister according to 

the gift of God's grace, which was given me by 

the working of his power. 

These effects, as I’m calling them, give us a sense of the 

direction that the Holy Spirit leads us. It’s the gravitational 

pull of grace. We may resist at times or turn aside to 

various distractions like Jonah when he ran from his 

calling, but none of that stops the work of God. Recognize 

what God is doing in your life and be encouraged.  

  



 
 

− 133 − 

 

If you’re a fan who follows events in the life of a 

celebrity or a sports star, you might begin to think that you 

really know the person. We identify with people in the 

spotlight. We feel a connection to them. Social media only 

deepens that sensation, but it’s not real. There is no 

connection. You may be someone’s biggest fan, but they 

don’t have any idea who you are. But that’s not the case 

when Christians identify with Jesus. 

In Ephesians 3:1 Paul called himself, “a prisoner for 

Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles.” A more literal 

reading of his words would be, “a prisoner of Christ Jesus.” 

Paul was under house arrest in Rome, so technically, he 
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was a prisoner of Caesar. The Romans took him into 

custody in Jerusalem when a Jewish mob attacked him. 

Then they kept him in prison to appease the Jews, so you 

could say that he was a prisoner of the Jews. But that 

wasn’t how Paul thought about it.  

Paul viewed himself as a prisoner of Christ Jesus. He 

would not have been in prison, if he had not been 

preaching about Jesus. The Jews were offended by Paul’s 

message of salvation by grace through faith in Christ. They 

felt that it undermined the Old Testament Law. They also 

disapproved of his ministry to Gentiles. With all that the 

Jewish nation had endured at the hands of the Greeks and 

Romans, most Jews probably hated the idea of Gentiles 

being forgiven and reconciled to God. Just like they 

opposed Jesus, they later targeted Paul. 

Of course, the irony was that Paul actually agreed with 

the Jews and led the persecution of Christians prior to his 

conversion. Acts 8:3 says that he was ravaging the church, 

dragging off men and women, and committing them to 

prison. So how could his life change so dramatically? Acts 9 

tells the story. He was on his way to Damascus to pursue 

the Christians there. Suddenly he saw an intensely bright 

light. Verses 4-5 say,  

And falling to the ground he heard a voice saying 

to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting 
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me?” And he said, “Who are you, Lord?” And he 

said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” 

Jesus confronted Paul with the truth of identification. 

When Paul threw Christians into prison, he was not just 

persecuting them. He was persecuting Jesus.  

By God’s grace every Christian has a spiritual 

connection with Jesus. To us he is not merely an exemplary 

person from history. We are in him, and he is in us. In 

John 15 Jesus said that he is the vine, and we are the 

branches. So it should come as no surprise when people 

treat us the way that they treated him. John 15:18 tells us 

that Jesus said, “If the world hates you, know that it has 

hated me before it hated you.” The early Christians actually 

rejoiced when they faced persecution because it confirmed 

their identification with Christ. I suspect Paul had this idea 

in mind when he called himself a prisoner of Christ. 

As God’s saving grace overflows in our life, one of the 

effects is a deep sense of identity with Christ. If you are a 

Christian, do you understand the connection you have with 

Jesus? Are you drawing strength and boldness from him? 

Are you ready to accept opposition and persecution 

because of that connection? 
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When you play a board game like Monopoly, you can 

do whatever you want with your money and not face any 

consequences other than possibly losing the game. In real 

life, it’s not that easy. Bad choices hurt. But think for a 

moment what it would be like if you were managing 

someone else’s money. That would take our sense of 

responsibility to an entirely different level.  

In Ephesians 3:2, Paul described himself in terms that 

relate to managing someone else’s resources. He spoke of, 

“the stewardship of God's grace that was given to me for 

you.” We often speak of grace as a free gift, and so it is. We 

cannot earn God’s saving grace, but grace will also not 
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leave us unchanged. If you truly understand the value of 

what Jesus accomplished by dying in our place and rising 

from the dead, then grace will overflow into a sense of 

responsibility.  

As an apostle, Paul had a unique sense of 

responsibility, but Jesus taught that all of us should view 

ourselves as stewards. Matthew 25:14-30 tells us that he 

told the story of a man going on a journey and entrusting 

all his wealth to his servants. We call it the Parable of the 

Talents. A talent was a measurement of weight used for 

precious metals like gold or silver. The point of the story 

was to explain how Jesus will reward his followers when he 

returns to earth. Matthew 25:29 tells us that Jesus said,  

For to everyone who has will more be given, and 

he will have an abundance. But from the one 

who has not, even what he has will be taken 

away. 

Those servants who invested the master’s wealth wisely 

were rewarded. The one who simply buried it, showed that 

he rejected the opportunity he had been given.  

Paul expressed a similar idea in 2 Corinthians 5:18-19. 

He said,  

All this is from God, who through Christ 

reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry 

of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was 

reconciling the world to himself, not counting 
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their trespasses against them, and entrusting to 

us the message of reconciliation. 

If you have heard the message of grace and have been 

reconciled to God, then you have been entrusted with a 

valuable message. What will you do with it? The more we 

understand and appreciate God’s grace, the more 

compelled we will be to invest in the lives of others.  
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Right now approximately 200 earth observation 

satellites are in orbit. They provide detailed information 

that people did not have at other points in history. They 

give us precise maps of the entire earth accessible from any 

computer or mobile phone. They provide images and 

information for detailed weather forecasts. Who hasn’t 

watched the progress of a storm making its way across the 

country? At altitudes around 450 miles above the earth’s 

surface, these satellites provide insights that we would not 

otherwise have. The gospel of grace gives us that kind of 

insight for life.  
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In Ephesians 3:3-6, Paul spoke of something he called 

the mystery. He said,  

The mystery was made known to me by 

revelation, as I have written briefly. When you 

read this, you can perceive my insight into the 

mystery of Christ, which was not made known to 

the sons of men in other generations as it has 

now been revealed to his holy apostles and 

prophets by the Spirit. This mystery is that the 

Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same 

body, and partakers of the promise in Christ 

Jesus through the gospel. 

With the revelation given in the Old Testament, the 

Jews should have picked up on God’s heart for the nations. 

At certain points non-Jews play very significant roles in the 

history of Israel. Think of Rahab, the harlot from Jericho, 

who protected the Jewish spies, joined the Israelites, and 

ended up becoming one of Jesus’ ancestors. There was also 

Ruth, the woman from Moab who demonstrated great faith 

by caring for her Jewish mother-in-law. She also ended up 

becoming one of the ancestors of Jesus. The Old Testament 

Psalms include prayers for other nations to join in 

worshiping the true God, and the Old Testament Prophets 

foresaw the fulfillment of those prayers. Yet nothing in the 

Old Testament led people to expect that Jews and Gentiles 

would one day be brought together in one group. That 
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surprising plan was not known until God revealed it to the 

New Testament apostles and prophets.  

Thanks to Paul’s writings that particular point of 

revelation is no longer a mystery to us, but God’s revelation 

recorded in the Old and New Testaments still yields other 

insights. Psalm 119:98-100 says,  

Your commandment makes me wiser than my 

enemies, for it is ever with me. I have more 

understanding than all my teachers, for your 

testimonies are my meditation. I understand 

more than the aged, for I keep your precepts. 

Grace does not just change our standing with God. 

Through the work of the Holy Spirit it overflows into our 

understanding. God enables us to learn and follow all that 

he has revealed about good and evil, life and relationships. 

Grace shows us how sinful the human heart really is. Are 

you growing in insight and wisdom? 
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As most of you know, I grew up in Southern California. 

Of course, the winters there are not nearly as severe as they 

are here in Michigan, but it’s not uncommon for the area to 

be hit by destructive winds. Like tornadoes here in the 

Midwest, trees are broken. Fences are knocked down. 

Roofs are damaged. The force of strong winds is 

formidable.  

Like a powerful storm God’s revelation can knock down 

the barriers that separate us. As we considered a moment 

ago, Paul played a significant role in communicating what 

had previously been a mystery. In Ephesians 3:6 he 

explained,  
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This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, 

members of the same body, and partakers of the 

promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 

We worked through each of these concepts in our study of 

Ephesians 2, but I think it’s important to remember the 

practical implication of this union of Jew and Gentile. 

Grace overflows into acceptance.  

If Jew and Gentile are united as one, then nothing 

should keep us from accepting someone into the fellowship 

of the church. No sin is so evil that it cannot be washed 

away through the work of Christ. No cultural or 

generational group is beyond the reach of saving grace. The 

grace of God transcends all of that. In Romans 15:5-7, Paul 

said,  

May the God of endurance and encouragement 

grant you to live in such harmony with one 

another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that 

together you may with one voice glorify the God 

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore 

welcome one another as Christ has welcomed 

you, for the glory of God. 

We don’t accept people because they happen to fit with us. 

We accept them because of the grace of God. 
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Have you ever been to an expensive restaurant where a 

waiter treats you as if you’re really not good enough to be 

eating there? My wife and I had that experience back 

before we were married. I took her to a restaurant on the 

top floor of a hotel tower in downtown Los Angeles. Maybe 

it was because I was only nineteen at the time, but the 

waiter acted as if we were a complete waste of his time. 

Sometimes Christians, particularly church leaders, can 

develop that kind of attitude, but God’s grace overflows 

into a heart of service.  

In Ephesians 3:7 Paul said, “Of this gospel I was made 

a minister according to the gift of God's grace, which was 
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given me by the working of his power.” Today we use the 

word minister to speak of someone whose job is to lead the 

church. It implies certain education and some kind of 

official recognition, but Paul did not have any of that in 

mind. The Greek word translated as minister was used to 

speak of someone who served food like a waiter. So Paul 

was saying that the gift of God’s grace compelled him to 

humbly serve other people.  

Serving people does not come naturally to us. Our 

fallen hearts drive us to exalt ourselves. The gospels record 

occasions when Jesus’ disciples argued about who would 

be greatest. The mother of James and John even asked 

Jesus to give her boys prime positions of authority in his 

kingdom. So Mark 10:42-45 tells us,  

And Jesus called them to him and said to them, 

"You know that those who are considered rulers 

of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great 

ones exercise authority over them. But it shall 

not be so among you. But whoever would be 

great among you must be your servant, and 

whoever would be first among you must be slave 

of all. For even the Son of Man came not to be 

served but to serve, and to give his life as a 

ransom for many." 

When Jesus spoke of being a servant, he used the same 

word that Paul used in Ephesians 3:7. So Paul was not 

saying that he had arrived in some respected position of 



 
 

− 146 − 

authority. God made him a servant. God’s power had to 

break through his hard heart. God’s grace showed Paul that 

he could not measure up to God’s standard of 

righteousness. Paul had no other choice, then, but to follow 

the example of Jesus in coming to serve.  

Is it any different for us? It’s not just apostles who are 

supposed to be servants. The grace of God teaches us that 

we’re not such a big deal. We have no right to look down 

upon anyone. Since Jesus served us, we have every reason 

to serve everyone else by sharing with them the gospel of 

Jesus.  

 

Do you sense the gravitational pull of God’s grace? The 

more we understand it and believe in it, the more it will 

overflow into all that we say and do. We will identify with 

Christ even when we face persecution. We will feel the 

responsibility of being a good steward of what we have 

received. We will have God’s insight for life as we 

understand the sinfulness of the human heart. We will 

warmly accept and welcome people no matter what their 

background. And we will become humble servants of the 

gospel.  

Do you believe in God’s grace? Or do you still think that 

you’re going to impress him in some way? You cannot earn 
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his approval. Our lives are far too sinful. Forgiveness and 

acceptance is only found in the death and resurrection of 

Jesus. You need nothing less than him and nothing more. 

Cast yourself upon God’s saving grace.  

If you do believe in God’s grace, is it overflowing in 

your life? I encourage you to continue to study Ephesians 

3. Ask God to give you a heart that treasures his grace. If he 

is prompting you to respond to his grace in one of the ways 

we’ve considered today, do not resist. Respond with an 

attitude of celebration. Perhaps there’s someone you know 

that needs to hear of God’s grace today. Would you tell 

them?  

May God cause our hearts to overflow with the 

awareness of his saving grace.  

1. Do you think of spiritual growth as driven by works or 

by grace? What influences have shaped your view? 

How would you change your view in light of this study? 

 

2. Which of these effects are least evident in your life? 

Why? 

 



 
 

− 148 − 

3. Which of these effects are most evident in your life? 

How did God bring that about? 
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Few things are as mundane and boring as doing 

laundry, but your washing machine takes advantage of the 

same force at work in an amusement park thrill ride. 

Centrifugal force presses you into your seat when a roller 

coaster does a loop. It’s the outward force generated when 

something moves in a circle. That same force also presses 

the water out of your clothes during your washing 

machine’s spin cycle. While that thought may not make 

doing the laundry any more exciting, it can help us think 

about how God’s grace influences our lives. 
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Last week I likened God’s grace to the constant pull of 

gravity leading us deeper into Christ-like character, but we 

can also say that grace has its own centrifugal force. Our 

sinful nature pulls our thoughts selfishly inward. Life 

becomes all about our wants, desires, preferences and 

needs. Though we are commanded to love God and to love 

people, we place ourselves above all else. We become the 

idol of our own affection. But when grace washes away our 

sins, it puts us through a spin cycle. It breaks the 

stranglehold of selfishness and pushes our focus outward. 

Grace shows me that life isn’t all about me.  

This lesson becomes clear in Ephesians 3:1-13. There 

the Apostle Paul testified that in addition to giving us new 

life (2:1-10) and peace (2:11-22), God’s grace gives us 

purpose. Last week we considered five effects of 

overflowing grace in Paul’s life from verses 1-7. As his 

testimony continues in verses 8-13, we see five more effects 

of overflowing grace, each a result of this centrifugal force. 

Paul wrote, 

To me, though I am the very least of all the 

saints, this grace was given, to preach to the 

Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and 

to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of 

the mystery hidden for ages in God who created 

all things, so that through the church the 

manifold wisdom of God might now be made 

known to the rulers and authorities in the 
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heavenly places. This was according to the 

eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ 

Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and 

access with confidence through our faith in him. 

So I ask you not to lose heart over what I am 

suffering for you, which is your glory. 

As I mentioned last week, the point of this study is not 

to burden us with a list of commands. If you have received 

God’s grace, then the Holy Spirit is already at work 

producing these effects in you. We need to recognize what 

God is doing and to let God’s grace shape our lives. 

Continuing our list from last week, we begin with Effect 6. 
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If you exercise or work outside on a warm, sunny day, 

you begin to sweat. The bacteria on your skin then begins 

to break down that sweat, releasing an unpleasant odor. 

You may not even notice. You get acclimated to the smell 

as you’re busy with your activity. But when you walk into a 

room, other people notice.  

It’s the same way with our sinfulness. We think that 

we’re keeping it under control and that it’s no big deal. We 

don’t realize how badly it stinks, until we breathe the fresh 

air of grace. Then we are humbled as we begin to realize 

how sickening our sin is to God and to other people.  
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Though Paul was an apostle, he lived with genuine 

humility and brokenness over his sin. In Ephesians 3:8, he 

said, “To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, 

this grace was given…” In the previous chapters of 

Ephesians, Paul referred to all Christians as saints because 

we are made holy and pure through the sacrificial death of 

Christ on our behalf. But understanding that precious gift 

forces us to see our own unworthiness. In fact, as our 

understanding of grace deepens, our awareness of sin also 

deepens. So as someone who reflected deeply on God’s 

grace, Paul saw himself as the least of all the saints, the 

worst Christian around. 

Some people say that Paul spoke this way, because of 

his background prior to his conversion. Acts 8 records that 

Paul was actively involved in persecuting Christians. But 

Paul makes an even stronger statement in 1 Timothy 1:15-

16 that demonstrates awareness that he fell short in the 

present, not just the past. He wrote, 

The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full 

acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the 

world to save sinners, of whom I am the 

foremost. But I received mercy for this reason, 

that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might 

display his perfect patience as an example to 

those who were to believe in him for eternal life. 
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If Paul’s sin was only in the past, why would Jesus need to 

be patient with him? 

This sin in Paul’s life did not stem from a lack of effort. 

He was completely devoted to living a holy life. In 1 

Corinthians 9:27 he said, “But I discipline my body and 

keep it under control, lest after preaching to others I myself 

should be disqualified.” In 1 Corinthians 11:1, he even said, 

“Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.” Paul’s conduct was 

exemplary. I’m sure that his behavior was in many ways 

better than other Christians. Yet Paul’s understanding of 

God and his grace kept him from looking inward and 

taking pride in his efforts. He was humbled as he looked 

out and saw his life in light of Christ’s sacrificial death.  

How do you view yourself? Do you realize the odor of 

sin that hovers over you? If you’re a believer, do you 

understand as Martin Luther said, that we are at the same 

time both saints and sinners? God’s grace is pressing you 

toward humility. 
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Everyone talks. It might be in person, over the phone, 

in a letter, through a text message or a social media post, or 

even by way of a video chat. But everyone talks. So what do 

you talk about? If you have been brought into a 

relationship with God the Father through the work of 

Christ and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, then that is a 

subject worth talking about. Grace overflows into 

preaching.  

The word preaching is not popular today. For many, it 

conjures up the image of someone shouting while angrily 

pounding a pulpit in order to make people feel guilty. But 

none of those actions are inherent in the word itself. Paul’s 
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use of the word in Ephesians 3:8-9 presents a very 

different picture. He said, 

To me, though I am the very least of all the 

saints, this grace was given, to preach to the 

Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and 

to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of 

the mystery hidden for ages in God who created 

all things, 

Most scholars say that the grace Paul had in mind here 

was his calling as an apostle. From the time of his vision on 

the road to Damascus, God made known his intent to use 

Paul to communicate the gospel to the Gentiles. But I am 

not convinced that we should understand his reference to 

grace in such a narrow way. Though Paul’s apostolic calling 

was unique, his mission is shared by all who have received 

God’s grace.  

The word preach refers to announcing good news. We 

carry Paul’s original Greek term over into English as 

evangelize. As Paul described it here, the good news is that 

we receive the riches of Christ when we are saved by grace 

through faith. When he spoke of those riches in Ephesians 

1, he included election, adoption, redemption, forgiveness, 

enlightenment, an inheritance in Christ’s kingdom, and 

being sealed with the Holy Spirit. How can we not speak of 

such things, if we have received them by God’s grace? Acts 

8:4 speaks of the early Christians who were scattered 
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because of persecution and says, “Now those who were 

scattered went about preaching the word.” Talking about 

the good news of Christ is a natural overflow of grace.  

The goal of Paul’s preaching was to bring to light the 

plan of the mystery. Back up in Ephesians 3:6, he 

explained that the mystery was that Jews and Gentiles who 

believe in Christ are now fellow heirs and members of the 

same body. In the progress of God’s revelation throughout 

history, this teaching announced by the apostles and 

prophets 2,000 years ago was entirely new. Much of Paul’s 

writing focused on explaining what this new revelation 

meant.  

Today, we do not communicate new revelation from 

God, but we do play a part in bringing the truths of the 

gospel to light for people. In 1 Peter 2:9, Peter said,  

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 

holy nation, a people for his own possession, 

that you may proclaim the excellencies of him 

who called you out of darkness into his 

marvelous light. 

If you are in the light, then you have something to 

proclaim. You know what God is like. You understand what 

Paul said in Ephesians 3:9 that God created all things. He 

deserves to be known by other people, and they desperately 

need to know him. God’s grace presses us to shine that 

light outward into the lives of people all around us. 
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When you take the time to gaze into the sky on a clear 

night, you get some sense of the vastness of space. When 

you consider the number of stars and the huge distances 

between them, our planet seems small. Looking outward 

into the universe gives us a sense of perspective. God’s 

grace has a similar effect on us.  

In Ephesians 3:10-11 Paul said that he brought to light 

the plan of the mystery,  

so that through the church the manifold wisdom 

of God might now be made known to the rulers 

and authorities in the heavenly places. This was 
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according to the eternal purpose that he has 

realized in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

These rulers and authorities in the heavenly places are 

angelic beings, and part of God’s purpose is to put his 

wisdom on display for them. Peter said that angels long to 

look into the unfolding of God’s plan of salvation in Christ 

(1 Pe 1:12). It gives holy angels more reason to praise God, 

and shows fallen angels that their rebellion will never 

succeed.  

Here in Ephesians 3:10, Paul’s point is that the 

existence of the church serves this purpose. We look at the 

church and it seems to fall so far short of what it should be. 

You might wonder what God was thinking in bringing all of 

us together. In 1 Corinthians 1:26-29, Paul explained God’s 

intent. He said,  

For consider your calling, brothers: not many of 

you were wise according to worldly standards, 

not many were powerful, not many were of noble 

birth. But God chose what is foolish in the world 

to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in 

the world to shame the strong; God chose what 

is low and despised in the world, even things 

that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, 

so that no human being might boast in the 

presence of God. 

If you think the church seems like a strange collection of 

people, you’re absolutely right. The church is not designed 
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to show off the best of human potential. He brought us 

together to demonstrate his grace.  

Life isn’t all about you or me. Grace pushes us to look 

outward to heaven. Sometimes the things that take place in 

life serve a heavenly purpose that we may never know. 

Think of the story of Job. Despite all of the accusations 

from his friends, the trials that came upon him were not 

any kind of punishment from God. In some sense, they 

were a commendation. Job 1:8 tells us,  

And the LORD said to Satan, “Have you 

considered my servant Job, that there is none 

like him on the earth, a blameless and upright 

man, who fears God and turns away from evil?” 

Everything that happened to Job was designed to put God’s 

saving power on display to Satan.  

We need this heavenly perspective. We get so wrapped 

up in our suffering and our feelings. Our minds go into 

overdrive as we try to figure out what God is trying to teach 

us. But that may not be his goal at all. God uses you as an 

individual, and all of us as his fallible, stumbling church, to 

demonstrate the power of his grace and wisdom. As grace 

pushes us to see this heavenly perspective, we will find 

contentment even when life seems to be going off the rails. 
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Parents have a dramatic effect upon the growth and 

development of their children. Kids who have been 

neglected often face lifelong struggles with finding any 

sense of confidence or security. Children with stable, 

supportive parents may struggle too, but they have more of 

a foundation to build upon. Once someone becomes a 

Christian, grace teaches us to look outward beyond our 

insecurities to find our confidence and security in Christ.  

After Paul spoke of the heavenly perspective of God’s 

purpose realized in Christ, he focused on this confidence in 

Ephesians 3:12. He spoke of Christ, “in whom we have 

boldness and access with confidence through our faith in 
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him.” Paul used the word access back in Ephesians 2:18 to 

describe how we have access to God the Father through the 

Holy Spirit. On our own we would be terrified to draw near 

to God. We would be like the Israelites at Mount Sinai who 

were afraid to hear any more from God after he uttered the 

Ten Commandments. The presence of God exposes our 

sins, but the grace of God covers us.  

The idea of access draws upon the imagery of the 

Jewish Temple and all its curtains and walls that stood 

between the average person and the presence of God. But 

Hebrews 6:19-20 says,  

We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of 

the soul, a hope that enters into the inner place 

behind the curtain, where Jesus has gone as a 

forerunner on our behalf, having become a high 

priest forever after the order of Melchizedek. 

Because of Christ’s death, resurrection, and ascension into 

heaven, we can draw near to God with boldness and 

confidence. 

This secure relationship with our heavenly Father gives 

us strength and confidence to face everyday life. The 

Prophet Daniel foresaw some of the trials that his people 

would face in the future. But in the second part of Daniel 

11:32, he said, “but the people who know their God shall 

stand firm and take action.” A relationship with God gives 

us this kind of stability. Do you believe that? Is grace 
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pressing you to look outward to what Christ has 

accomplished? Or are you wrapped up in your fears and 

worries? Trust him! Stand firm in his grace. 
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There are times in life when it seems that every way we 

turn we run into barriers and obstacles. We feel trapped 

and discouraged. We feel like giving up. Of course, when 

Paul wrote Ephesians he was physically locked up. He was 

under house arrest in Rome. He may have even been 

physically chained to a soldier. Since he was the apostle to 

the Gentiles, his imprisonment must have felt like a hard 

blow to all of the Gentile Christians who knew about him. 

Yet here again grace pressed Paul and his fellow Christians 

to look outward beyond the obstacles in order to encourage 

one another.  
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In Ephesians 3:13 Paul finished off his testimony by 

saying, “So I ask you not to lose heart over what I am 

suffering for you, which is your glory.” In spite of all the 

opposition and hardship Paul had faced, his focus was not 

inward. He was concerned that the believers in Ephesus 

not lose heart. He wanted to encourage them. In his grace-

inspired way of thinking, his suffering was their glory. But 

how could this be so? 

Paul spoke of this connection between suffering and 

glory in 2 Corinthians 4:16-17. He said,  

So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is 

wasting away, our inner self is being renewed 

day by day. For this light momentary affliction is 

preparing for us an eternal weight of glory 

beyond all comparison. 

Trials and difficulties now stretch our faith, and Paul was 

confident that God will reward us in eternity. In fact, 

suffering now seems momentary in comparison to the 

glory we will experience for eternity.  

Peter expressed the same idea in 1 Peter 1:6-7. He 

spoke of salvation and said,  

In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, 

if necessary, you have been grieved by various 

trials, so that the tested genuineness of your 

faith—more precious than gold that perishes 

though it is tested by fire—may be found to 
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result in praise and glory and honor at the 

revelation of Jesus Christ. 

So Paul did not feel hindered by his circumstances. By 

God’s grace he was confident that he was right where God 

wanted him to be. He trusted that God was accomplishing 

his great purpose through the opposition that he faced. 

Paul even takes advantage of his situation to write the 

Ephesians and to encourage them to take the same view of 

his suffering.  

How do you deal with suffering? Do you fight it? Do 

you lose heart? By God’s grace we can not only endure by 

faith, but we can encourage one another.  

 

God’s grace gives us life and peace, but it also gives us 

purpose. As it keeps overflowing in our lives, it turns our 

eyes outward away from selfish concerns. It presses us 

toward humility over our sin, the evangelistic preaching of 

the gospel, a heavenly perspective of our trials, confidence 

based in our relationship with God, and the 

encouragement of our fellow believers. Do you feel the 

force of God’s grace at work in you? 

If you’ve never done so, I encourage you to seek 

forgiveness in Christ. The Christian life begins with a 

humble awareness of our sins that leads us to rely upon 
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Jesus for forgiveness and cleansing. No sin is beyond God’s 

forgiveness. Confess your sins to him and believe in the 

saving work of Christ. 

If you’re in the midst of a time of suffering, I urge you 

to trust God’s purpose. You may never know exactly why 

you’re going through this, but somehow, some way God is 

using this for his good and perfect will. Take heart! Rest in 

that assurance. 

We’ve talked about how grace should overflow in what 

we say. Would you speak of Christ with someone? Would 

you share the good news of forgiveness, hope, and eternal 

life?  

Finally, take a moment to think of someone who needs 

to be encouraged. Would you follow Paul’s example in 

looking beyond your circumstances to build up someone 

else this week? 

May God’s grace overflow in all of us for his glory. 

1. What attitudes and behaviors come out when your 

heart becomes selfish? 
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2. Can you recall any times in your life when your heart 

stayed focused on God? What contributed to that 

focus? 

 

3. What practical steps could you take this week to keep 

your heart focused on God? 
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Before we were able to stream video on tablets and 

laptops, the centerpiece in a lot of American homes was the 

television. Prior to the 1980’s there wasn’t a lot to watch. 

We were limited to the major networks plus a few local 

channels. But when cable television became popular, our 

entertainment options multiplied exponentially. That 

variety created a big problem in a lot of homes. Who 

decides what to watch? Who controls the remote? That 

question has sparked countless arguments. Everyone 

wants to be in control.  
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Of course, our desire for control extends far beyond 

entertainment choices. We want everyone and everything 

to fall into line with our desires and plans. We all have our 

own strategies for getting what we want. Some of us make 

detailed plans. Some of us shout when things don’t go our 

way. Some of us cry. Some of us strike bargains. But some 

of us recognize that God has ultimate control, so we pray. 

That approach sounds much more spiritual. But is it? We 

may kneel before God and lift up our requests with great 

passion, but often our real desire is that God would bow 

before us and do our will. 

We misunderstand the purpose of prayer. Matthew 

6:9-13 tells us that when Jesus taught the disciples to pray, 

he said 

Pray then like this: “Our Father in heaven, 

hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, 

your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us 

our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us 

from evil.”  

True prayer is not about asking God to carry out our will. 

Jesus said to pray for God’s will, to ask forgiveness 

whenever we have ignored his will, and to seek help to 

follow his will in the future.  
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Jesus modeled this submissive attitude in his own 

prayer in Gethsemane the night before his crucifixion. 

Matthew 26:39 says, “And going a little farther he fell on 

his face and prayed, saying, ‘My Father, if it be possible, let 

this cup pass from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as 

you will.’” This prayer was not an attempt to take control. 

Jesus acknowledged his human weakness, but was still 

willing to face the ordeal that lay before him.  

Today our study of Ephesians brings us to another 

example of prayer from the pen of the Apostle Paul. I have 

summed up Ephesians 2-3 as three stories of grace. In 

chapter 2 Paul explained how God’s grace gives new life 

and peace with God and people. Then in chapter 3 through 

his own testimony he demonstrated how God’s grace gives 

us purpose. The chapter concludes with a prayer in verses 

14-21. Paul wrote, 

For this reason I bow my knees before the 

Father, from whom every family in heaven and 

on earth is named, that according to the riches of 

his glory he may grant you to be strengthened 

with power through his Spirit in your inner 

being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 

through faith--that you, being rooted and 

grounded in love, may have strength to 

comprehend with all the saints what is the 

breadth and length and height and depth, and to 

know the love of Christ that surpasses 

knowledge, that you may be filled with all the 
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fullness of God. Now to him who is able to do far 

more abundantly than all that we ask or think, 

according to the power at work within us, to him 

be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 

throughout all generations, forever and ever. 

Amen. 

Paul models both how to pray with purpose and also 

how to pray with confidence. Today we will focus on the 

first of those—praying in a way that aligns with God’s 

purpose. Paul modeled three humble requests that we 

should pray in every circumstance. As we consider these, I 

challenge you to reflect on how you pray. Do your requests 

reflect this humble, submissive attitude? Or do you 

approach prayer as a way to get control?  
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When we see a beat up old car, we assume that it can’t 

run well. We know that the body has nothing to do with 

what’s under the hood. Some mechanic may have put in a 

big new engine that will blow away anything else on the 

road. But we have a hard time seeing past the external. 

We often have the same problem with how we think 

about spiritual life. If someone shows up to church on 

Sunday, is dressed reasonably well, and speaks politely, we 

assume that he or she must be walking with God. When we 

pray, we tend to pray about external things. We pray for 

each other to be healthy and happy, to have a good job and 

an easy family life. It’s like making sure the car has a good 
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paint job, while ignoring whether the engine runs. Paul’s 

prayer is different from ours. In Ephesians 3:16 he prayed, 

“that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you 

to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your 

inner being.”  

Why did Paul pray this way? Why did he focus on the 

inner being and the power of the Spirit? When God saves 

us by his grace, he does not leave us unchanged. His 

purpose is for us to stop sinning, to start growing 

spiritually, and to start serving him in the world. None of 

those things happen apart from the power of the Holy 

Spirit. Every Christian receives the Spirit when we believe 

in Christ (Rom 8:9). But we continue to need the Spirit to 

exert his transforming power within us.  

When we live by our own strength, we always wander 

into sin. We are all born as sinners, and even after we are 

saved we still have this residual influence of sinful 

impulses, attitudes, and habits. Paul calls it the flesh. It’s 

like a sin hangover. But in Galatians 5:16, Paul said, “But I 

say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires 

of the flesh.” So when Paul prayed for the Ephesians to be 

strengthened by the Spirit in their inner being, one of the 

things he had in mind was the power to resist temptation. 

Of course, we cannot just resist sin and temptation. 

God also wants us to grow in godly character. Again, this 
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growth only happens through the work of the Spirit. In 

Galatians 5:22-23, Paul said, “But the fruit of the Spirit is 

love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no 

law.” These are not external actions. They do lead to 

external actions, but they begin as attitudes of the heart.  

The fruit of the Spirit sounds great. Who wouldn’t want 

to have these qualities in their life? But we run into a 

conflict here. We don’t always grow by having a 

comfortable life. In order to bring about fruit in our lives, 

sometimes God has to make life hard for us. That’s why 

James 1:2-4 says,  

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet 

trials of various kinds, for you know that the 

testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And 

let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may 

be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 

If God answered all of our prayers for an easy life, this 

growth would not happen. Are you willing to trust his 

purpose? Then pray for the Spirit’s power to endure the 

process of spiritual growth.  

Finally, we need the Spirit’s power in our inner being 

because God wants us to carry out his mission. In Acts 1:8, 

as Jesus prepared to ascend into heaven, he told the 

disciples,  
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But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 

has come upon you, and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and 

Samaria, and to the end of the earth. 

Witnessing for Christ is not easy. We feel intimidated and 

afraid to speak up. We cannot do it in our strength, but the 

Holy Spirit gives us the courage to speak and the words to 

say. 

Paul spoke of the result of the Spirit’s power in the first 

part of Ephesians 3:17. He said that he prayed this way, “so 

that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” As the 

Spirit cleans out the sin from our lives, builds up godly 

character, and gets us moving in faithful service, our hearts 

become a fitting home for our king. Through our faith in 

him it becomes clear that he is the one in control.  

So whatever circumstances we face, we should pray for 

ourselves and for others to receive the Spirit’s power. 
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Having lived in Michigan for over sixteen years, I have 

figured out that spring is a tricky season. Each year we 

waver back and forth between icy frozen conditions and 

warmer muddy conditions. Things are slippery either way, 

and we all know that terrible feeling you get when you can’t 

trust your footing. That’s the same way life feels when our 

circumstances shift. We pray for good health, steady 

finances, and long-term relationships, because we assume 

that those conditions give us stability and security. But 

that’s not realistic. Our circumstances are always changing, 

so our lives must be anchored in something else.  
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Our previous study of Ephesians 2:19-22 showed us 

four sources of spiritual stability. We find stability by being 

included in God’s people, grounded in God’s truth, engaged 

in God’s work, and indwelt by God’s Spirit. Those 

experiences all stem from one root. At the end of Ephesians 

3:17, Paul spoke of, “being rooted and grounded in love.” 

He wasn’t referring to loving relationships in general. He 

had one relationship in mind. In verses 18 and 19 he said 

that his prayer was that they,  

may have strength to comprehend with all the 

saints what is the breadth and length and height 

and depth, and to know the love of Christ that 

surpasses knowledge. 

Paul’s words picture the love of Christ giving us stability 

like a tree with deep roots. His love is the one truly firm 

foundation upon which we stand.  

Our understanding of Christ’s love begins with the 

cross. John 15:13 tells us that on the night before Jesus was 

crucified, he said, “Greater love has no one than this, that 

someone lay down his life for his friends.” To the 

uninformed observer the death of Jesus seems like a tragic 

miscarriage of justice. But as this verse suggests, Jesus 

willingly laid down his life as a sacrifice for sins. He bore 

the punishment for our sins against God so that God’s 
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justice could be fulfilled and we could be forgiven and 

brought into a relationship with God.   

His self-sacrifice was the ultimate expression of love, 

but it was more than a one-time act. His love maintains a 

constant hold on our lives. In Romans 8:35, Paul asked, 

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall 

tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 

nakedness, or danger, or sword?” In verses 38 and 39 he 

declared,  

For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor 

angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things 

to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor 

anything else in all creation, will be able to 

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 

our Lord. 

We are wrapped in the love of Christ and protected for 

eternity. 

One of our greatest needs is to truly grasp Christ’s all-

surpassing love. The deeper our understanding is, the 

deeper our sense of security will be. Yet we foolishly keep 

trying to find stability in our circumstances. We pray for 

God to fix our problems and get rid of our suffering. But 

those trials may be exactly what we need to force us to find 

true security and stability in Christ’s love.  So as you pray, 

pray that we would grasp Christ’s love.   
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The simple things of life can often help us understand 

the profound truths of Scripture. We all know what it’s like 

to fill up a glass with fresh cold water. We know how good 

it feels to have your thirst quenched on hot summer day. 

That common experience illustrates one more way that we 

can align our prayers with God’s purpose. The requests we 

have considered thus far both relate to handling life’s 

temptations and trials. In his great purpose, God uses 

those challenges to cause us to grow. But this third request 

relates to a deep sense of satisfaction that God wants us to 

experience in our lives. At the end of Ephesians 3:19 Paul 

prayed that, “you may be filled with all the fullness of God.” 
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Paul probably drew the idea of God’s fullness from Old 

Testament accounts about the Tabernacle and the Temple. 

At certain points, both structures were filled with the glory 

of the Lord. God was visibly present with his people in a 

powerful way. David connected the God’s presence filling 

the Tabernacle with a different fullness, one he longed to 

experience. In Psalm 16:11 he spoke to God saying, “You 

make known to me the path of life; in your presence there 

is fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures 

forevermore.” In Psalm 27:4, he said,  

One thing have I asked of the LORD, that will I 

seek after: that I may dwell in the house of the 

LORD all the days of my life, to gaze upon the 

beauty of the LORD and to inquire in his temple. 

David longed to know God’s fullness in his own life.  

In Ephesians, Paul has already spoken in chapter 2 

about the church being a holy temple in the Lord. In this 

prayer in chapter 3, he has spoken of the Spirit’s work in 

our lives and of Christ dwelling in us. Everything builds 

toward this final request for the Ephesians to be filled with 

all the fullness of God. It’s hard to fathom what all must be 

wrapped up in that expression. Paul asked for them to 

experience this overwhelming sense of the presence of 

God. He made a similar request in Romans 15:13. He said, 

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in 
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believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may 

abound in hope.” 

We often pray for things that we think will satisfy us. 

But true satisfaction comes from God’s presence. 

Sometimes the lesser things need to be stripped away for 

us to learn this lesson. God created us to enjoy the fullness 

of all that he is. All who believe in Christ will spend eternity 

in God’s presence, but in some sense God fills us here and 

now. Why would we pray for anything less? Pray that all of 

us would experience God’s fullness. 

 

Paul’s prayer teaches us how to pray in a way that lines 

up with God’s purpose. Pray to receive the Spirit’s power, 

pray to grasp Christ’s love, and pray to experience the 

fullness of God.  

If all of this is new to you, I encourage you to start 

down the path of living in submission to God’s will. He 

created you and he knows what’s best for you. Trust his 

goodness and wisdom. Trust his power and love. Begin to 

learn about God and his will. If you want to learn more 

about prayer, I would encouraged you to read the prayers 

of Jesus that I mentioned earlier. They can be found in 

Matthew 6:5-15 & 26:36-46.  
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Perhaps you have been following Christ for a while, but 

your prayers are more about trying to control God rather 

than aligning yourself with his purpose. If that is the case, 

would you work to change the way you pray? It might help 

you to commit Ephesians 3:14-19 to memory.  

May God align our lives and our prayers with his 

perfect will. 

1. What are your most frequent prayer requests? 

 

2. How should you change your requests in light of this 

passage? 

 

3. How has God fulfilled the requests in this passage in 

your life?  
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Working as a lifeguard is a dangerous job, but the 

problem isn’t just the water or strong currents. The biggest 

danger lifeguards face is the people who need to be 

rescued. Ideally, someone who is drowning would relax 

and allow himself to be pulled to shore. But instead, when 

people get into trouble, they panic, and their frantic efforts 

actually endanger their rescuer. They should be confident 

in the lifeguard’s training and abilities, but that isn’t what 

happens.  
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Of course, drowning victims aren’t the only ones who 

panic. We all have times when we face circumstances that 

make us feel as if we’re drowning. In Psalm 69:1-2, David 

expressed those feelings of desperation when he said, “Save 

me, O God! For the waters have come up to my neck. I sink 

in deep mire, where there is no foothold; I have come into 

deep waters, and the flood sweeps over me.” Can you 

identify with those feelings? How do you respond in those 

moments? Do you panic? Do you pull people down with 

you? David ended up expressing his confidence in God. In 

Psalm 69:33 he said, “For the LORD hears the needy and 

does not despise his own people who are prisoners.”  

How do we cultivate that kind of confidence? We need 

to know the one who can rescue us. The Bible is filled with 

teaching and stories to help us develop our confidence in 

God. We need to learn about his character in the easy 

times, so that we will allow him to rescue us when times get 

bad. Today we consider Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 3:14-21. 

He wrote: 

For this reason I bow my knees before the 

Father, from whom every family in heaven and 

on earth is named, that according to the riches of 

his glory he may grant you to be strengthened 

with power through his Spirit in your inner 

being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 

through faith--that you, being rooted and 

grounded in love, may have strength to 
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comprehend with all the saints what is the 

breadth and length and height and depth, and to 

know the love of Christ that surpasses 

knowledge, that you may be filled with all the 

fullness of God. Now to him who is able to do far 

more abundantly than all that we ask or think, 

according to the power at work within us, to him 

be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 

throughout all generations, forever and ever. 

Amen.  

Last week we studied this passage and focused on the 

requests Paul prayed in verses 16-19. We saw how those 

requests are not attempts to manipulate God, but 

expressions of humble submission to his purpose. He 

prayed for the Ephesians to receive the Spirit’s power, 

grasp Christ’s love, and experience God’s fullness. For our 

study today we will focus on the opening and closing verses 

where Paul demonstrated three reasons to pray with 

confidence. Each one flows from the nature and character 

of God. They are familiar concepts, but we need to search 

our hearts to see whether or not we believe them to the 

point that they produce an unshakable confidence in God. 
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Mother’s Day is a big deal in American culture. On 

average people spent around $170 per person last year to 

express their gratitude to their moms. They bought cards, 

flowers, candy, and other gifts. They went out to eat at nice 

restaurants. But when Father’s Day comes around, people 

aren’t so generous. Dad might receive a tie or maybe a gag 

T-shirt, but nothing on par with Mother’s Day.  

Why is there such a difference? Is it that moms tend to 

be more compassionate? Is it that dads just don’t do as 

much? We often hear people blaming their own emotional 

problems on their dads. Perhaps the reason we seem to be 

so disappointed with dads is because we have such high 
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expectations for them. We want them to be strong but 

compassionate, reliable but not disinterested. Whether we 

realize it or not, we all have an inherent sense of what 

fatherhood should be because God relates to us as a father. 

Paul spoke of the fatherhood of God in Ephesians 3:14-

15. He said, “For this reason I bow my knees before the 

Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is 

named.” Some people struggle with viewing God through 

the lens of their imperfect earthly father, but Paul called us 

to think differently. His point is that every good and perfect 

ideal that we hold about fatherhood flows from the reality 

of who God is.  

Paul does not elaborate here, but Jesus made several 

striking statements about how God relates to us as a father. 

Matthew 6:7-8 tells us that he said,  

And when you pray, do not heap up empty 

phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that 

they will be heard for their many words. Do not 

be like them, for your Father knows what you 

need before you ask him. 

God is not aloof and disinterested. He knows our needs 

even better than we do.  

God not only knows our needs, he also delights to bless 

us. Matthew 7:7-11 records that Jesus said, 

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you 

will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For 
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everyone who asks receives, and the one who 

seeks finds, and to the one who knocks it will be 

opened. Or which one of you, if his son asks him 

for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for 

a fish, will give him a serpent? If you then, who 

are evil, know how to give good gifts to your 

children, how much more will your Father who 

is in heaven give good things to those who ask 

him!  

God is not harsh. He wants to give us the very best, even 

when we have other wants and ideas.  

Finally, as our Father, God is able to keep us secure. 

John 10:27-29 tells us that Jesus said,  

My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and 

they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they 

will never perish, and no one will snatch them 

out of my hand. My Father, who has given them 

to me, is greater than all, and no one is able to 

snatch them out of the Father's hand. 

Our earthly fathers are just men. Their ability to protect us 

is limited. But in God’s hands we are secure forever.  

So when you pray and address God as Father, don’t 

miss what that precious name implies. He knows us. He 

cares for us. He holds us secure. He is everything you could 

ever hope for in a father and much, much more. You can 

approach him with confidence and trust that he will bring 

about what is best for us. He is our heavenly Father.  
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Have you ever been to a restaurant expecting a great 

meal, but you end up disappointed? It could be the service, 

the setting, small portions, high cost, or just poor quality. 

We should never approach God as a server waiting to take 

our order, but Paul does make it clear that God does not 

disappoint. In Ephesians 3:20, he said, “Now to him who is 

able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or 

think, according to the power at work within us.” We can 

pray with confidence because of God’s abundant 

generosity.  

As we look back through the first half of Paul’s letter to 

the Ephesians, we find that he has already been building 
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our understanding of this characteristic of God. He began 

in chapter 1, verse 3 by saying, “Blessed be the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 

Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.” 

No spiritual blessing is withheld. All of them are given to 

us in Christ.  

Paul presented God as pouring out immeasurable 

wealth into our lives. He used the word “riches” five times 

in these first three chapters. The first mention is in chapter 

1 verse 7. There Paul spoke of Christ and said, “In him we 

have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our 

trespasses, according to the riches of his grace.” Because 

we have sinned against an infinitely holy God, we each 

deserve an eternal punishment. But God shows the infinite 

generosity of his grace by sending Jesus to suffer and die in 

our place.  

So God is generous in dealing with our past, but he is 

also generous in preparing us for the future. In Ephesians 

2:7 Paul said that God seated us with Christ in the heavenly 

places, “so that in the coming ages he might show the 

immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in 

Christ Jesus.” In his generosity God will continue to pour 

out blessing upon blessing for us throughout all eternity. 

Finally, God is generous in addressing our present 

needs. As Paul prayed here in chapter 3 verse 16, he asked, 
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“that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you 

to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your 

inner being.” Glory is the sum expression of who God is. So 

to be strengthened according to his glory means to receive 

a power of the same magnitude as God’s character. Back in 

chapter 1 Paul said that the power at work in us is the same 

power that raised Jesus from the dead. This is an 

unstoppable power, able even to overcome death. God is 

not stingy in the resources he makes available to us. He is 

abundantly generous. 

So the generous character of God enables us to pray 

with confidence. There is no blessing that he withholds. 

There is no sin that he cannot forgive. There is no goodness 

that he will not show us in eternity. There is no obstacle 

that he will not give us power to overcome. Do you believe 

that he is able to do far more abundantly than all that we 

ask or think, according to the power at work within us? We 

can pray with confidence because of his generosity. 
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When you encounter a swift flowing river, you can try 

to resist it and go your own direction. You can try to cut 

straight across, but you will be swept downstream. You can 

try to paddle upstream against the current, but you won’t 

make any progress. A much better option is to go with the 

flow and enjoy the ride.  

There is an irresistible current that flows throughout 

history. That current is the glory of God. Everything that 

exists somehow shows what God is like. In Psalm 19:1 

David said, “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the 

sky above proclaims his handiwork.” In Isaiah 6:3 Isaiah 

said that when he saw the Lord, he heard angelic beings, 
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“And one called to another and said: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the 

LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!’” The 

majesty of God’s creation presses us to acknowledge his 

wisdom, power, and beauty. 

Unlike the heavens and the earth, we as people have 

wills. We make choices about whether we will acknowledge 

God’s glory. Some people choose to worship false gods, and 

such idolatry deeply offends him. In Isaiah 42:8 he 

declared, “I am the LORD; that is my name; my glory I give 

to no other, nor my praise to carved idols.” So the question 

is not if people will glorify God, but when they will do so. 

Ultimately, all people will acknowledge him. In Philippians 

2:9-11 Paul said of Christ,  

Therefore God has highly exalted him and 

bestowed on him the name that is above every 

name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee 

should bow, in heaven and on earth and under 

the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus 

Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

The current is irresistible. 

This unstoppable flow gave Paul great confidence as he 

prayed. He knew the ultimate destination of God’s plans. 

In Ephesians 3:21, he concluded his prayer by saying, “To 

him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout 

all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” Those who 

choose to follow Christ are riding the current. We display 
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God’s glory as he transforms our lives through his Spirit. 

We put his character on display as we worship and give 

thanks, and as we trust and obey him. We spread his glory 

as we tell others about him and as we pray in humble 

dependence upon him. When we align our requests with 

this ultimate goal, we can pray with complete confidence. 

These closing verses are a fitting way to conclude our 

study of Paul’s “Stories of Grace” in Ephesians 2 and 3. Our 

caring heavenly Father generously pours out his grace into 

our lives for his glory. He gives us new life, peace, and 

purpose. So as we come to him in prayer, we can 

confidently ask for his perfect will to be done.  

Are you trusting in God today? Do you believe that he is 

good and generous? Do you recognize his glory? If not, I 

encourage you to stop resisting and begin down that path 

today. Follow Jesus. Receive the forgiveness he purchased 

for your sins. Receive the transforming power he gives 

through the Holy Spirit. Begin to learn about God and the 

wise direction he has given us in his Word. You can have 

your own story of grace. 

Do you need to deepen your confidence in God? If you 

would like to see a great example of someone trusting 

God’s glory in the midst of life’s difficulties, read Psalm 57. 
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David was fleeing for his life when he wrote that prayer, yet 

he recognized that his circumstances were all leading 

toward God being glorified. Or perhaps it would help you 

to commit Ephesians 3:20-21 to memory.  

Or maybe today you are burdened with a specific 

situation. If so, would you confidently entrust that 

circumstance to God. Tell him you trust in his fatherly care. 

Tell him you believe in his generosity. Tell him you want to 

see him work for his glory.  

Now to him who is able to do far more 

abundantly than all that we ask or think, 

according to the power at work within us, to him 

be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 

throughout all generations, forever and ever. 

Amen (Eph 3:20-21). 

1. In what situations have you struggled to be confident in 

God’s purpose? 

 

2. Which of these reasons is most encouraging to you 

today? Why? 

 

3. What steps could you take to prepare for times when 

you will be tempted to doubt God’s purpose? 
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