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From Rags to Riches

Ephesians 2:1-7, March 9th

One of the most incredible road trips that I’ve ever taken was through the Tien Shan Mountains of Tajikistan… between Penjikent, the city Joyce and I used to live in and Dushanbe, the capital of Tajikistan.

· The trip begins with a drive along two and a half hours of some of the worst roads & bridges anywhere.

· After about three hours, you arrive at the base of the main mountain pass, which can take about five hours to cross. 

· From the base of the mountain looking up, you can hardly believe that Soviet made car is actually going to make it.  Along the way are countless dangers… one time the driver stopped and pointed out that nine cars had recently fallen down.

· As breathtaking as it is at the peak, at 10,000 feet, after another half hour you can, for a short time, see the base, where you had started up the mountain.

· It’s then that you really begin to appreciate what you’ve just done.  The mountain looks great from the summit… but when you look down from where you came, the trip takes on a whole new meaning.

What does that have to do with Ephesians?  Paul has already spoken in 1:3-14 about our riches in Christ… and from there, in 1:15-23; he prays that the Ephesian church would live in the reality of all those blessings. 

· Now in the first part of chapter 2, Paul is going to take it all home.  His basic premise is this… 

· You’ll never understand the riches you have in Jesus until you step out of that car up there on the mountain top and look down into the valley out of which you’ve come. 

· If you want to understand more profoundly the spiritual blessings that are yours in Christ, you’ll first need to look down at where you were when you lived apart from Jesus. 

This morning, I’d like to walk through the first seven verses of chapter 2.  Like the last several passages we’ve looked at, Paul spoke these seven verses as a single sentence.


· The first three verses show the valley, the pit that we have lived in for so long.

· Then, in the next four verses, Paul paints a picture of where we’ve been taken.

· With that in mind, let’s READ the passage together, verses 1-7.  PRAY
When you first read these first few verses, you realize that Paul is throwing some heavy punches.  

· But again, the reason this is so important to Paul is that you can not fully understand why Jesus had to come into the world to die on the Cross… why He had to die that bloody death… why He needed to have nails pounded into his hands unless you recognize the hole that humanity are born into.

·    Paul knew where he came from… As I shared when we started this series, Paul was responsible for so much suffering before coming to Christ.

·    Acts 8 says that he “began to destroy the church” (ravaging) by “going from house to house” and literally dragged “both men and women” through the streets of Jerusalem, locking them up in prison.  

·     I think it was b/c of his own awareness of the pit he had lived in that he was able to come to such a deep understanding of his treasures in Jesus.

· So, what Paul is trying to say to all the Ephesians… to all of us… is that all of us came from that same depraved and hopeless place.

I understand that many people today don’t believe that.  They feel that we were all somehow born neutral…  with blank slates.  

· How you develop depends solely on the kinds of messages written on your slate by your family and community.  If love is written, that is how you will live.  (half true)
· But Paul says otherwise, that we were not born neutral… but in a hole.  

· Any parent of a 2-year old knows the truth of this!  We didn’t need to teach our children how to be disobedient.  Doing wrong is not simply a learned behavior, but an innate nature. I know that I didn’t teach my kids how to take toys that don’t belong to them… how to yell and whine to get their way.  

· We all know that they know how to do the bad stuff all on their own… our job is to teach them how to do what’s right.  You see, there is something innate within us that always cause us to drift toward doing what is bad.

Chuck Colson, Nixon’s chief advisors during the Watergate years, was prosecuted for his own participation in that whole mess.  During the trial, he went to a friend’s house, knowing that one way or another he would be spending time in prison.  

· “The only One who can help you now is Christ,” his friend said.  

· Colson said that confused him.  He knew he was empty and sick/tired of the scandal.  But “all I did was what everyone else was doing in politics,” he thought.

· In his book, Born Again he writes, “That night, I left Tom’s house and sat alone in my car.  And, for the first time, my own sin… not just dirty politics… but the hatred, pride, evil, lust that was so deep inside me, was thrust before my eyes.  For the first time in my life… I saw myself completely unclean, completely trapped.”  

If you don’t know Jesus, then know that until you see yourself the way Colson saw himself… as thoroughly unclean, corrupt, down in a hole… something wrong, not with just what you do but who you are…  

· Until you look in the mirror and see yourself as corrupt, you will never cry out to Jesus to save you.  

· People cry out to Jesus for all kinds of things… help me, heal me, but to call him as Savior, you need to see yourself as corrupt. 

· And if you have accepted Jesus as your Savior, then understand that you will never knew the wealth of your riches in Him until you know just how impoverished you were.

· You’’ never fully enjoy that mountain until you see the valley you’ve come from.

And now, in these first three verses, Paul lays out his stunning indictment against humanity, showing our deep need for a Savior.

· The first thing he says is that we were “dead in our transgressions and sins.”
· We are spiritually still born when you come into this world.  No matter how healthy you are physically, you are dead spiritually.  You might be the healthiest person in the world, but without Christ, we are spiritually dead.

· This was the death that happened at the fall:  “If you eat of its fruit, you will surely die.”  Spiritual, not physical death (God still present… spiritual separation from God.)

· There are radio signals all around us... but you can’t hear a thing.  If you had a radio, you could.  God is present all around us… but you’re not aware of him b/c you can’t pick up his signal… b/c you are born with dead receivers...  

Unable to understand and appreciate spiritual things, they can’t worship, pray, understand Scripture, or have peace the way God intends.  

· If you take someone spiritually dead to church, for example, how do you think they will evaluate the service?  Seats uncomfortable, too warm, too long…

· Again, like Jesus said in Mt 13, “Seeing, they see not; hearing, they hear not.”

Again… that can be so hard to accept… even for those who have accepted Jesus into their lives.  

· We can understand the depravity of the Hitlers, Milosovich’s, Stalins… but not that neighbor who lives such an upstanding life… not us!

· But understand that dead is dead!  There are no degrees of dead.  

· Like a cut rose… once cut, the death sentence is made… though one flower may be further along the road of decay.

· This was one of the meanings behind the Matrix… that humans are living their lives in an artificial reality, never realizing that they are slaves of an evil system.

· Several humans discover the horror of the Matrix, believing that Neo, played by Keanu Reaves, is the one who according to prophecy will save the world from their slavery.  

· Toward the end of the movie, Neo is shot dead but is resurrected… having broken the power of the Matrix. And yet, the movie ends with countless people still living under its power.  We were just like that, dead in our trespasses and sins.
Paul then says that before we were “in Christ”, we were Spiritually Disobedient.
We are always speaking about how free we are… rugged individualists doing our own thing!  But we were never doing our own thing… but were, as Paul says, “living just like the rest of the world, full of sin, obeying Satan.”  

· We were no freer than those people in the Matrix… living that illusionary life, slaves of the world.

· B. Dylan said, “You have to serve somebody”.  And before Jesus, we all served the World.  

· James 4:4 says, “Do you not know that friendship with the world is enmity with God?  Whoever wants to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.”

· In Gal 1:4, Paul describes the “world” as “this present evil age.”  What he is saying is that we were all caught up in the world’s system… a system that breeds selfishness, lust, jealousy, etc. 

· That isn’t to say that someone who doesn’t know Jesus is incapable of doing good… but it does mean that their good is incapable of meriting salvation. 

· The world system is like the grooves in the road… Driving down the road… tires get caught up in the groove steers the car that way.

Paul also says that we were slaves to Satan, the “mighty prince of the power of the air”.
· Everyone born into this world is born subject to and influenced by the enemy of God.

· Born with the tires already caught in the groove of the rode.

· Do you remember what caused Lucifer to fall from his place as archangel?  

· Ezekiel says that he wanted for himself the worship being attributed to God… He wanted the limelight for himself.  

· Every time we try to grab the limelight… “I’m not being recognized, I want more..”  Whenever we resent others being promoted… coveting others success… jealous of someone else’s looks… we show the remnant of those days of slavery.  

· What is behind marital conflicts?  Listen to the discussion.  “What about my needs… what about how I feel… “No, what about how I feel? You don’t meet my needs… my educational, recreational, etc. needs.  “You don’t pay attention to me!”

· All of this should remind us of the hole we once lived in.

We were also enslaved by the cravings of our sinful nature… following its desires and thoughts.  Our lusts drive us to always wanting more.

· We never have enough… always… whatever it is.  A bigger house, larger bathroom, another guitar, a faster computer, faster Internet, another pair of shoes, a higher high, more pornography.

· There was an article in Psychology Today about a girl wasted by too much booze, drugs, and partying.  Her therapist asked her, “why don’t you just stop doing what is killing you?”  The girl looked at her in astonishment, “You mean I don’t have to keep doing this?”  

· Why don’t you stop what it is that is killing you?  There are things in your life that are killing you?  Smoking?  Why don’t you just stop?  Eating disorder, pornography, destructive relationships?  Why don’t you just stop?  

· Because we were enslaved by our sinful nature.  Like that woman, we can’t stop!  Dead, Enslaved.  This is the hole we need to be rescued from.

We lived to fulfill the passions and cravings of that sinful nature… whether that craving is the temptation to release your anger on your children;

· Or maybe the craving is to spend more than you have at the mall

· Maybe to commit some kind of sexual sin or to exploit a business situation.

· Maybe the temptation is to cheat on a test or take advantage of someone for your own selfish gain.

· You see, you can relegate all of this to other people whose sin is more blatant.  But the truth we are all part of the problem.  

· Yes, there are those who have live far more evil lives, but at the end of the day, God is not measuring us against them but against Jesus Christ.

· And with that, as Paul says in Rom. 3:23, “we all fall short of the glory of God and were, by our very nature, objects of God’s wrath.”
Look at Romans 7:15-24 where Paul contrasts for us the life lived under the rule of our sinful nature against the life lived in the Spirit:

· I hate the anger I have… I hate the fact that I can’t control my eating

· I hate the fact that, as much as I want to, I can’t forgive that person

· I hate the impure thoughts that rattle me all day long

· In this passage, verse 3, Paul says that all of us lived to gratify the cravings of our sinful nature.

That is the valley… the hole that we were in.  And I will tell you, that you can really only know your riches in Christ to the degree that you understand the pit you were in.

· There’s an old expression… “Shallow diagnosis… shallow cure.”

· If you can’t see yourself in that hole from which God saved you… if your diagnosis of your condition before Jesus was that you needed, as some liberal theologians claim a new self-image, than Christianity will never be more than a glorified self-help program.

· But if you see the emptiness, lostness and depravity, then you will cry out for a Savior.

· But you need to first be honest with self and see yourself in those first three verses. That’s how I was before I came to Jesus… that’s how I am apart from God.  

But now, in the midst of that hopelessness come some of the most HOPEFUL words in Scripture.  Verse four: “BUT GOD, who is RICH in MERCY.”  (READ EPHESIANS 2:4-6)
· Look at how Paul concludes in Romans 7:25… “But Thanks Be To God…” 

· The answer to that hopelessness is Jesus.

· “Yet it was our weaknesses he carried; it was our sorrows that weighed Him down.  And we thought his troubles were a punishment from God for his own sins!  But he was wounded and crushed for our sins.  He was beaten that we might have peace.  He was whipped, and we were healed!  All of us have strayed away like sheep.  We have left God’s paths to follow our own.  Yet the LORD laid on Him the guilt and sins of us all.”  Is 53:4-6

· Paul says to the Corinthians, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation… the old has gone, the new has come!
Because of “His great love for us”(4), Because He is so rich in mercy (4) and “the riches of His grace and kindness”(7)…

· He gives us life (5), giving us a new identity as sons/daughters.

· By His Spirit, God reaches into you and turns that radio received back on.

· You start looking at things differently.  I watched Jesus of Nazareth several times… not just b/c it was a touching story… but b/c it was all for me.

· Rm 5:8. “But God demonstrated His own love toward us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  Power of Salvation is all His!
· He raised us from the dead (6).  The same power that raised Jesus from the dead raised us out of that terrible hole we were in… a pit that we could never come out of in our own strength. 

· He seated us with Him (6).  After Jesus was raised from the dead, He was seated at the right hand of the Father proving His words on the Cross… “it is finished!”

· What’s incredible is that He not only rescues us from that hole but He seats us with Himself in heaven.

· In fact, Paul says that we’ve been seated with Him NOW… that we share in His victory NOW.  It is a present reality.

Christianity is more optimistic about the human condition for those in Christ than any other belief system in the world.  “But God!”  God broke into my brokenness & made me spiritually alive.

· I was lost… but God!  I was alone… but God!  I hurt those I loved… but God!  I blew it… but God!

· You really can’t celebrate your salvation till you see the height you’ve been brought now that you are in Christ.

· Most Christians don’t get it… they think they are still in the hole except they are forgiven.  

· We are not still in the valley.  When the Spirit comes into our lives, He joins our human Spirit with Jesus… and you b/c connected with Jesus so that all that is true for Him is true for you.  

B/c you are spiritually connected to Christ His life flows into you so that as you look to Him, you start looking like Him. “He is the vine… we are the branches.”  The life of the vine makes it way into the branches… and Jesus starts changing you.

· Like that rose… grafted back onto the vine again.

· Question: You look in the mirror.  Can you say, without reservation, vs. 1-3.  Dead, enslaved… that’s who I am without Christ… that’s who I become when I don’t walk with Jesus.  

· Can you also say vs. 4-6… BUT GOD!  God broke into my life… Because of his rich love, mercy, and grace, I have been moved from the pit to the mountain?

Charles Spurgeon once wrote, "If Niagara could suddenly be made to leap upward instead of forever dashing downward from it’s rocky height, it were not such a miracle as to change the perverse will and raging passions of men. Conversion is a work comparable to the making of a world. The labors of Hercules were but trifles compared to this: to slay lions and hydras, and cleanse Augean stables — all this is child’s play compared with renewing a right spirit in the fallen nature of man."
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