Lent 4, March 14 - Ephesians 2:1–10
Other Lessons: Numbers 21:4–9; Psalm 107:1–9; John 3:14–21

The season of Lent as a preparatory period before Holy Week, the center of this entire Christian religion, the focus of our faith, the season drives us deep into our inner self to see the trench in which we have all fallen into and keep falling still. As such, it is common to see the season of Lent as more focused on the Law of God so that we may see our sins and repent of them. But it is not as though the Gospel is then diminished but rather it is the exact opposite. The Gospel always predominates. When the law “increases”, then the Gospel abounds all the more. For though in these 40 days we immerse more intensely in the Law of God, the Gospel is always there to sustain us, so that at the end of this period, when we reach Easter again, we are lifted up and rejoice with all the saints. It’s like a roller coaster ride in which you go down but come back up again.
And our epistle text for today does exactly the same thing. Ephesians chapter 2 is an unusual chapter in that it can be read in a chiastic way (the term comes from the Greek letter chi which looks like a “x”, indicating that the texts converge in the middle, reaching the climax). Generally, most of Paul’s letters are written in a linear fashion, that is, one point leading to the next – A leads to B, which leads to C and D, and so on and so forth, so that the final main point is at the end. But not so in this chapter, which actually has 2 chiasms (v1-10 and v11-22, see the diagram on the last page). 
This is an important thing to note because if we read it normally, then we would think that the ultimate purpose is in verse 10, which would be good works, that is to say, that God’s final purpose in saving us is for us to be doing good works. Although we do not deny the place of good works in the life of the Christian, this understanding puts the “emphasis” in the wrong place. Because then it implies that salvation hinges on doing good works, or in other words, the state of being saved is to be doing good works. IF this is true, what does it mean when you are not doing good works? Worse yet, what does it mean if you are sinning? So while we focus more on the Law of God in the Lenten season so that we may have a repentant heart, sustained by the good news of the cross, we also need to understand that repentance does produce good fruits. And here in this short little section Paul takes us through a roller coaster ride of the word of God. It can be scary, but we know we are safely bound and secured in the word. 
The first part is the plunge of death in the first 3 verses. It begins with these shuddering words: you were DEAD in the trespasses and sins… Indeed, with the daily death counts on the news from the covid-19 over the past 12 months, we may have become desensitized to this idea of death, unless you recently encountered it. We hear it everyday that thousands and millions are dead, but they are just “numbers” to our ears. And so these words from Paul are shocking and yet inconceivable or even unconvincing to us. “I'm not dead! I’m very much alive, even if I am currently stuck at home!” This is what we would like to think of ourselves. But Paul’s words are stern and we cannot dodge them. The distinction between dead and alive is not in whether you are breathing or not, that’s just one aspect of “life”. To be dead according to the biblical standard is to be without life. Yes, that sounds obvious, but here we need to define “life”. What is life, or to be more precise, “who” is life? Life is not an abstract idea that we study under biology, but “life” is a person. Jesus says of himself: “I am the resurrection and the life.” If you don’t have life, you are dead. If you don’t have Jesus, you are a dead person, even if you are still breathing. 
And Paul identifies 3 things that lead us to sin and death. First he says that “the trespasses and sins in which you (referring to the Ephesians and by extension all gentiles) once walked” was “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…” But it’s not just the Ephesians and the gentiles who were led astray as Paul also says “among whom we all (including himself and all the Jews) once lived in the passions of our flesh…” These are the 3 things you will often hear: the world, the devil, and our own sinful flesh. They are opposed to the will of God and they lead us into sin and death. 
But then from verse 4-7 Paul switches from our demise to God and what he has done for us. This is the middle section and the most important part. Before, we all lived in sin and falling into our death, but now God has come. The descent of the roller coaster does not continue forever. Likewise, the fall of mankind does not need to remain forever because God has acted by giving his only son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life (Jn3:16). And here we arrive at the center of the text, the center of our theology, the center of church, the center of our life and faith – by grace you have been saved. 
This is the most precious gift that we dare not forsake even if all the riches of the world were given in exchange, indeed nothing can compare to this great treasure from above, for it is the life of Christ, now freely and fully given to us. For this is what it means to be “by grace”, that it is free with no strings attached. It does NOT mean “by/with the help of God”, it does NOT mean “by/with a little push from God”, or any other silly nonsense like that. To be “gracious” means God giving us what we do not deserve, something we have not earned. Even when we were dead, when we have nothing “good”, when we were in fact in rebellion as “sons of disobedience” (v2), God made us alive with Christ through the cross. This is the center of everything, that salvation is all God’s work and we have done nothing because we were dead before. 
In Christ then we are not only “made us alive together with him” but further raises us up by “seated us with him in the heavenly places” (F in the diagram). This leads to the last section which is verse 8-10. Paul shows how this “salvation by grace”, how this “new” life with Christ contrasts and reverses everything from the previous section, from the old life of sin and death. 
First, whereas our sin is from our sinful nature, the sinful flesh, which leads to the wrath of God, salvation on the other hand is from God, through faith, which also is from God. When Paul says “it is a gift of God” in verse 8, the “it” refers to the whole package called “grace and faith”, or to be more precise, “grace” includes “faith”. It’s like someone giving a starving person a can of food, but it will not benefit the man if he has no way of opening the can. Or if someone were to give you a car but does not give you the key, that car is useless to you. So in the same way, the salvation of the cross is received, accessed, and then benefits and gives forgiveness and life to you through faith. Faith is not something you do nor is it something that comes from inside you, but when it is given, it stays in you and you use it to trust and hold on to Christ. 
Because everything is from God – salvation, grace, faith, life; therefore we can now live as we ought to. We no longer walk according to the patterns and ways of the world, or the devil, or the sinful flesh, but according to Christ and his word. Thus Paul writes that we are created (or re-created rather) in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them (v10). So while this is at the end of the section, it is the not main point or the goal, but it is the result of the attaining the goal, which is the salvation of God by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. In sin we have all fallen and were unable to climb back up, but in Christ he has raised us up and brought us back to how it was supposed to be. 
Indeed, we recognize that this is still a paradox, we have attained it but not yet, we are now made perfect in Christ but not yet. And this is the struggle of the Christian, but we do not struggle alone because Christ is with us all the way to the end and even beyond the end. And so as we continue in the season of Lent and prepare for Holy Week and Easter, we hold on to this great treasure from above.  
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A You Gentiles were dead in sins, walking according to the age of this world,
B following the evil spirit who is at work in the disobedient sons,
C  among whom also we [Jews] were, following the passions of the flesh
and thoughts;
D thus. we [Jews], too, by nature deserved God’s wrath like the rest

of mankind;
E  but God. rich in mercy, because of his great love with which
he loved us,

[A] even us, who were dead in sins,®
F  [God] made alive together with Christ,
G —by grace you have been saved!—
F'  and God raised us and seated us together in
heaven in Christ,
E' that he might show the richness of his grace in Christ.
D' For by grace you have been saved through faith;
C' this is not from yourselves, but God’s gift,
B' not from your works, lest anyone should boast.
A' God has re-created us in Christ to walk in good works.
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A '"Therefore, remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh,
B called Uncircumcision by what is called Circumcision (made in the flesh,

by hands),

C  !’that you were at that time separated from Christ,
D alienated from the commonwealth of Israel

and strangers to the covenants of the promise,
F having no hope and godless in the world.
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G "But now in Christ Jesus you who at one time were

far off have become near by the blood of Christ.
H "“For he himself is our peace, who has made
both one, and has destroyed the dividing wall of

I by nullifying the Law of commandments
in decrees,

one new Hfan, making peace,
H' '*and might reconcile both in one body to God

G' '"And when he came he preached peace to you who
were far off and peace to those who were pear;

the Father.

19§50, then, you are no longer strangers and sojourners,
D' but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of God’s

household,
C' ™having been built up upon the foundation of the apostles and

prophets,
the cornerstone being Christ Jesus himself,

A' Zin whom




