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Ephesians 2:1-10 
 

I remember when my second son Scott was in the middle of his teenage years, observing his 

behaviour and stories that told about him, coming to the realisation that there were two 

different Scott’s. The Scott who was a youth leader in the church youth group, playing in 

music band in church, involved with ministry with at risk kids, off on missions trip to 

Indonesia, etc. and the Scott who mixing with his rugby mates, his friends from school, 

partying etc, life and soul of social life of senior school at Riccarton High. His identity 

depended on where he living at the time – what life world he in. From the influences around 

him he took his identity. Still not sure of who he really was or wanted to be.  

 

Realised as thought about it he providing a carbon copy of my own life at the same time. A 

chameleon – the colour of my life, my identity, the expression of who I was depended on 

where I was living – who I identified with at the time. Who was having the most influence on 

my life. What sphere of influence I was under. 

 

Essence of what Paul is saying in this passage. Your identity – who you are and how you live 

your life depends on where you are living your life, who you identify with, the sphere of 

influence you are under. 

 

And what he is saying is that the essence of being a Christian is that you have settled that 

issue – you have changed your identity. Left one sphere of influence and come into another 

and you are to live a life that reflects your new identity. Tremendous number of oppositions 

or contrasts in this passage.  

 living in trespasses and sins versus living in good works prepared by God;  

 this world versus the heavenly realm;  

 death versus life;  

 the passions of the flesh versus alive with Christ;  

 wrath versus mercy;  

 following the ruler of the power of the air versus raised and seated with Christ;  

 works versus grace;  

 your own doing versus the gift of God.  

Very powerful set of images saying something has happened which now means you are 

fundamentally different and that effects every dimension of your identity and life. Both who 

you are and how you live. 

 

First of all he talks about 

1. Your old identity 

Notice the language in vv. 1-3 

Pretty graphic description of the way things were, life without God, an identity drawn only 

from this world and the powers and forces that influence it – and therefore those who live in it 

are according to v2:  

 Following the course of this world. We like to think in our modern world we are free 

individuals, making our own choices, doing our own thing, independent beings. But Paul 

is saying no there is a course, a pattern, a system that shapes the way we live, something 

almost all social commentators are now acutely aware and critical of – we are nowhere 

near as free and independent as we think we are. And in our current world that system is 

very significantly shaped by the ever present media telling us through words and images 

and stories what to buy, where to go, how to look, how to behave. 

 And with much of that media now carried invisibly in cyber space, Pauls next phrases the 

ruler of the power of the air, that spirit that is at work has an alarmingly 

contemporary ring about it. We no longer have to think of little figures with wings and 

pictch forks buzzing around, the spirits come through our computers, smart phones, 
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television screens and radio waves as well as in a multitude of other waves, the powers, 

the forces that shape us. 

 

The people who think they are living their living lives independently because they have 

rejected or are without a controlling God (and church) Paul is saying are in fact not free, they 

are subject to forces that shape their lives in a pretty damaging way, following the desires of 

the flesh and senses. A pretty bleak picture, but the way life is when God is left out of it. 

Very dark picture and don’t want to dwell on details – just have to watch news on almost any 

evening to do so – the senseless violence, the enormous problems through addiction to drugs 

and alcohol, the suicides, the dysfunctional and alienated families, the economic, social and 

sexual exploitation and just the sheer meaninglessness for many.  

 

But the point of the letter to the Ephesians and especially of this passage is that even though 

the world leaves God out of its picture to its own cost God will not stay out of it. God keeps 

intruding – much to the annoyance of the “new atheists” who thought God was being shifted 

off stage for good.  

 

So the second section actually focuses on the identity of God. The picture for us is changed 

not because of something we do but because of something God does, the inevitable 

consequence of God’s identity. 

 

2. The identity of God vv4-7 

v 4 begins But God. Word ‘but’ one of most significant words in Bible. Say to my students in 

preaching class to remember to look at the little words in a passage – they can be just as 

significant as the big ones. ‘But’ perhaps most important. In a sense ‘but’ is the gospel. First 

gospel story in Bible, the story of the flood in Gen. Pattern of the story– the waters getting 

higher and higher in ch7, everything going to be destroyed – then ch8 begins But God 

remembered Noah – the pattern reversed, the flood starts to subside, salvation begins.  

 

Or Paul’s great letter to the Romans – ch 1-3 – a bleaker and bleaker picture, everyone 

condemned, Gentiles and Jews – no escape, a cul de sac, no one is righteous. 3:21 – But now 

God – and Paul proceeds to set out as here that wonderful picture of God’s salvation by grace 

through faith. But God changes everything. 

 

Notice the piling up of words associated with God. Rich in mercy, great love, 

immeasurable riches of grace, kindness to us. Paul is stacking words in an attempt to 

portray for us adequately the core identity of God. While each of these words carries its own 

nuance different from the others, their meanings shade into each other. They come as a 

cascade of expansive language attempting to describe the grandeur of the essential character 

of a God who is identified primarily in both the Old and New Testaments by love and grace, 

by mercy and kindness. 

 

In my last couple of years of working for Bible College of NZ we were trying to reword its 

statement of faith. Very painful exercise trying to get group of scholars and academics agree 

on anything – let alone a statement of faith in an organisation bound by its constitution to 

uphold the evangelical faith. Traditionally evangelical statements start with salvation and 

need for it. Number of us wanted to start where the Bible begins, with God, a statement about 

the character of God – that God is love. But couldn’t be accepted by many without some 

modifying statement with it about God’s holiness or righteousness or judgement also. Found 

this in the debates at recent General Assemblies also over a new confession for PCANZ. 

Realised how difficult it is for us in the Protestant, and esp Reformed tradition, to state simply 

and baldly what the bible quite unreserved in stating. God is love – period. It is God’s 

essential identity. God’s greatest quality is mercy. Everything flows from that. The two great 

movements of God, both in creation and redemption, begin with the love of God.  
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This is the main thing Paul wants to stress about all this. The sheer, almost unbelievable, 

magnificent generosity of God. In these four short verses he stresses that God is rich in 

mercy; loved us with a great love; God’s rich grace has saved us; God has lavished kindness 

on us. Many people suggest that God is when all is said and done rather stingy, mean, small 

minded. Read these verses and think again. That is a misrepresentation not the God of Jesus 

Christ that we find in the this book…. 

 

And so Paul is stressing salvation begins here with the character of God. Salvation does not 

begin because of something worthwhile in us – we are undeserving – lost in the condition 

Paul has described so bleakly in the first 3 verses. It begins in spite of us – in the mercy and 

grace of God who does for us what we are unable to do for ourselves. As Bono of U2 puts it 

“Grace, she takes the blame, she covers the shame, removes the stain.” 

And so Paul thirdly talks about what this leads to  

 

3. Our new identity v8-10  

The identity we have received as a gift because of the gracious action of God. v8 For by 

grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of 

God.  

 

What happens when we are saved? We are given a new identity. No longer does our identity 

come from our identification with the world and the forces that influence it but our identity 

comes from our identification with Jesus Christ with whom we have been raised up and 

seated in the heavenly places.   

 

If take Paul’s theology right through his letters has a very strong theology of powers or 

influences. We live under the influence of one of two rulers – either the dominion of sin or the 

dominion of Christ. When we become a Christian we are changing rulers, Lords – shifting 

addresses – taking on a new identity as we come under a new influence. Our culture will 

always shape us Paul is acknowledging, but now for us who have been saved Jesus Christ 

must be our primary culture. No longer is sin the dominating influence in our life but Christ 

is. That’s what we did when we were baptised – we are identifying with Christ in his death 

and resurrection. We are dying to our old life marked by sin and rising to a new life marked 

by Christ’s. It is our fundamental act of Christian identity, saying this is the new world in 

which I belong.  

 

Now are two wrong turns we can take as a consequence of this new identity we have in 

Christ. Of being seated in the heavenlies with Christ, of knowing we are saved 

 

(a) The first is that it can lead to pride, a sense of self righteousness, that we are some how 

better than others. A trap Christians so easily and consistently fall into. Paul makes it 

absolutely clear in v9 we have nothing to be proud about, nothing to boast about because we 

have done nothing to achieve this, it is not our work. It is a gift. God gives it to us in God’s 

wonderful grace. And more than that God gave it to us not because we had done something to 

deserve it, that we are somehow better than others. God gave it to us even when we were still 

dead in our sin. The only thing our salvation should make us feel is a deep sense of humility – 

an awareness when we look on anybody who seems less fortunate than us that there but for 

the grace of God go I – and a profound and overwhelming sense of gratitude and worship 

toward God. No wonder Ephesians begins with a doxology and repeatedly bursts out in words 

of worship. It is our only proper response to what God has done for us. 

 

(b) The second wrong turn it can lead to is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called ‘cheap grace’ – a 

belief that now that I have believed and received my salvation, got my ticket to heaven – 

indeed as Paul puts it here am already seated in the heavenlies – then I don’t need to try and 

do good, to live a good life. Notice how Paul summarises our new identity in v10 we are 

what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
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beforehand to be our way of life . As John Stott put it “we are not saved by good works but 

we are saved for good works.” Jesus is described by Peter in the book of Acts as one who 

went about doing good. If our identity is now in Christ, if the power of the risen Christ is 

now the sphere under whose influence we live our lives, how can we not live a life that is 

marked by good works? As that fine 20
th
 c Scottish Presbyterian NT scholar James Stewart 

put it in his wonderful book A Man in Christ, union with Christ is the foundation of Paul’s 

ethics. Paul’s consistent call to the Christian communities to whom he writes is to “show your 

true colours,” “to live a life consistent with your new identity. 

 

Why do we come together once a week to worship? The primary reason I believe is to take 

time out to remind ourselves who we are. To reaffirm our identity, what we were baptised 

into. When we share in communion, take the bread and the wine, we are partaking spiritually 

of the new life we have in Christ, and seeking to allow Christ’s life to be the dominating 

influence in our lives.  

 

So as tomorrow you begin the cycle of another week, go from worshipping to working, 

remember your identity – the identity you once had without God, the identity God’s self 

revealed in providing your salvation in Christ, and the identity you now have in Christ – and 

as you go from here, grateful for all you have been given by God,  remember to show your 

true colour, to live a life worthy of that identity you now have.  

 

  


