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You can’t make up a God that makes us alive when we were so dead.   
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May 2, 2021 

 
(Available in print form at corinthtoday.org/sermons or by audio at 828.328.6196.)  
 
My fave 

About ten days ago Linda and I updated our wills for the first time in about two 
decades.  Several factors influenced the timing: the recent passing of Linda’s Mom, the 
realization that we’re getting closer to retirement, the pandemic, and our upcoming 
travel to Hawaii to see our son and his family.  Life is short and uncertain. 

We also updated a longer document we call “If We Die.”  Our family knows 
where to find everything from the will to passwords to our desire to be interred in 
Corinth’s memorial garden and a service of celebration. I had forgotten that the last 
time I planned for my funeral, I chose Ephesians 2:1-10 as the key Scripture reading. 

That’s what led to today’s sermon title.  While I often tell you that a particular 
book or passage in the Bible is my favorite, this is the one I chose a long time ago as one 
Scripture that summarizes my life more than any other.  So today is part sermon and 
part testimony.  Maybe I’ll save someone some time down the road, and when it comes 
time for my funeral they can just play the Corinth sermon from May 2, 2021. 

There’s no part of the Bible I love more than Paul’s letters.  I love his own story 
of faith, I love the way he thinks and writes, and I love his Jesus.  Paul himself says that 
“all Scripture is God-breathed,” and I treat all Scripture that way.  But Paul’s my fave. 

His letter to the Ephesians is, in my view, the most succinct and clear summary of 
Paul’s message, and chapter 2:1-10 is the heart of it.  This is also my story.  It’s been my 
story since I was one month old.  I’ll explain at the end of the sermon. 

http://corinthtoday.org/sermons/
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All dead (1-3) 

In my observation, there are two ways kids grow up.  I’m going to label them 
“bad and proud” and “good and proud.”  When we were raising kids, the guru for 
evangelical parents was Dr. James Dobson.  His labels were “defiant” and “compliant.”  I 
no longer espouse all of Dr. Dobson’s theories about how to handle kids, especially 
those who are “defiant,” but I still see kids, people in general, in those two categories. 

Some of you grew up bad and proud.  You were rule-breakers from the 
beginning.  The only reason you wanted to find out what the expectations were was so 
that you could do the opposite.  In the high chair if your Mom said, “Don’t throw your 
food on the floor,” you dumped it all and laughed.  If your Dad wanted you to play 
football, you learned chess.  If your parents wanted you to be a doctor, you dropped out 
of school.  The worst thing they could do was warn you against drinking, drugs, and sex, 
because that made them more attractive.  You know who you were – bad and proud. 

Some of us grew up good and proud.  This is my story.  I got an A+ in Compliance.  
Among five siblings of missionary parents, they still call me Saint Bob.  I was the seven-
year-old reading the Bible by myself on my bed.  As a teen I smoked exactly one 
cigarette…or part of it.  I felt guilty wasting the purchase, so I generously donated the 
rest of the pack to an anonymous guy in the toilet stall next to me at the public library.  I 
once – once – stole a pack of gum but went back years later to pay for it.  I enrolled in 
Bible College to study the Word of God.  I was a virgin when I married and married a 
virgin.  I became a minister of the Gospel.  “Good” in the dictionary has my picture 
beside it.  Those of us who are good are also proud of it. 

This is how to read Ephesians 2:1-3.  Paul uses these same two pronouns – 
intentionally.  “As for you,” he says, speaking to his readers who were bad and proud, 
“you were dead in transgressions and sins.”  You “followed the ways of this world” and 
you were a slave to “the ruler of the kingdom of the air.”  You, he says, were 
“disobedient.”  Many of Paul’s readers could relate.  The pagan, Gentile world in 
Ephesus and across the Roman Empire was idolatrous and immoral, and proud of it. 

Paul flips the pronoun in verse 3.  “All of us also lived among them at one time.”  
Watch the words he uses when he describes “us” instead of “you.”  Now he talks about 
“the cravings of the flesh” and “its desires and thoughts.”  The focus here is not on 
outward behavior but on motives and thoughts and longings.  Paul’s own story was that 
he had been “good and proud.”  To the Philippians he says he says he had been 
“faultless” when it came to “legalistic righteousness” – the best Pharisee ever. 

Therein lies the problem with growing up good.  It makes you proud, arrogant, 
and extremely condescending and judgmental.  You know you have the same desires 
and motives as the disobedient.  You’re actually envious of all the fun they’re having in 
their rebellion, but you’re exercising self-control as opposed to those pagans.  Paul now 
can admit, “Like the rest, we were by nature deserving of wrath.”  This is my story. 
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We good people have often tried to use Ephesians 2:1-3 as an evangelistic tool.  
We use phrases like “total depravity” and “the wrath of God” against sin to scare people 
into accepting Jesus.  By the grace of God, sometimes it even works.  But not often.  
Why?  Because the root problem is not being bad or good, in terms of outwardly 
observable behavior.  The root problem is pride.  Whether you’re bad and proud or 
good and proud, pride is still the barrier between you and God and you and others. 

Paul is not writing this letter to unbelievers.  He’s made it clear from the 
beginning of the letter that he’s writing to Christians, “saints,” he calls them – faithful 
people inside the community.  His overarching goal is unity in the present no matter 
their past.  Here he wants to remind them that we were all dead in transgressions and 
sins apart from Christ.  “You” bad ones and “we” good ones – we were all dead. 

But God (4-7) 

I’m normally a big fan of the New International Version of the Bible, but the 
translators messed up big time at the beginning of verse 4.  Based on the Greek text, the 
first two words should be, “But God….”  This is my story.  It is every believer’s story.  It 
doesn’t matter if you grew up bad and proud or good and proud.  It doesn’t matter if 
you were poor or rich, or are poor or rich.  Whether you’ve had an easy life or a life of 
inexplicable and chronic suffering, “But God” is the believer’s refrain. 

Typical of Ephesians, Paul launches into repetitive, recurring, redundancies 
modified by absolutes and superlatives as he describes the character and actions of God 
in verses 4-7.  God’s “great love” is “rich in mercy” toward us – all of us.  If Paul could 
have used emoji’s, I think he would have put a smiley face as he flipped the pronoun 
back to “you” in verse 5 addressing the bad and proud: “It is by grace you have been 
saved.”     

He ends this section “in order that in the coming ages he might show the 
incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.”  Us, all 
of us.  This is my story.  It’s the story of all of us.  “But God.” 

And what did God do?  Verse 6 points back to chapter 1, and I really think it’s the 
heart of this whole section.  Verses 8-9 are better known, but verse 6 is the point.  In his 
prayer section at the end of chapter 1, Paul had said that the incomparably great power 
of God had two effects on Christ.  First, God raised him from the dead. Second, God 
seated him in the heavenly realms far above every visible and invisible power. 

Now Paul uses three compound verbs all beginning with the prefix “with.”  You 
were dead.  We were all by nature objects of wrath.  But God “made us alive with 
Christ” (5), “raised us with Christ” (6), and “seated us with Christ” (6).   What’s 
remarkable about these verbs is not only that we share in Christ’s position but that 
these verbs are in the past tense.  This “us” is inclusive.  “You” and “I” and “all of us” 
have already taken our place “with Christ” in his glory and perfection. 



 4 

This is so critical to Paul’s argument in this letter, and we will see it even more as 
we keep reading.  Paul wants no distinction between “you” who were bad and “we” 
who thought we were so very good.  Before he can get to what love looks like within the 
body of which Christ is the head, he wants to reiterate the point that wherever you 
came from, you now have the same standing before God.  No matter where you are in 
your current journey, you have been raised with Christ and seated with him.  You are 
alive when you were dead! 

This is my story as a believer and as a pastor.  I believe we are in various stages 
of progress toward Godlikeness.  Some of “you” are still pretty bad in your grasp of the 
faith and your behavior.  Some of “us” think we’re almost perfect, and we have a 
tendency to look down on you.  But not when we get what Paul is saying here.  This is 
what makes it possible for me to live in covenant and community with a lot of people – 
from radical progressives to fundamentalist separatists. I’m good with claiming as family 
old people, young people, masked people, unmasked people, black people, white 
people, the bad and proud, and the good and proud.  In my view (OK, I got it from Jesus 
and John and Paul), the best evangelistic tool we have that draws people to Jesus is 
unity in diversity.   

All grace (8-9) 

Verses 8-9, which are often seen as the best or only quotable verses in this 
whole section, are really just a summary.  Still, we chose 8 as our verse of the week.  

Once again, and maybe I’m wrong about why Paul does this, he flips the 
pronoun.  He knows that wherever we came from – how bad or good we used to be – 
our reboot default is pride – thinking of ourselves as further along this road than others.  
So it’s almost like he wants to look at people around you and think “It’s only by the 
grace of God you got in.”     

Let’s try that, then.  Turn to someone sitting near you and say, “For it is by grace 
you have been saved.”  If you’re watching by yourself at home, think of somebody you 
know and in your mind say, “For it is by grace you have been saved.”  Think of 
somebody who’s bad and proud and say, “For it is by grace you have been saved.”  Think 
of somebody who’s good and proud and say, “For it is by grace you have been saved.” 

Some of you are thinking, “Pastor Bob, you’re making this too easy.  You sound 
like you think everybody’s going to be saved.”  I didn’t say that.  Paul doesn’t say that.  
I’m just tracking his argument here.  He’s writing to Christians in Ephesus and he’s 
saying, you don’t have to make that decision who’s in and who isn’t.  You focus on the 
“grace” that saved you – and saved others.  Treat your “you” as saved. 

Where does faith come in?  I’m glad you asked that.  Paul continues, “through 
faith” and adds “and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.”  Let’s say the 
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whole verse together now: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and 
this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” 

Pastor Paul shared on Facebook this past week the video testimony of a famous 
rock star named Alice Cooper.  (I was sharing his story with a young person this past 
week and she listened politely and toward the end of the conversation said innocently, 
“Who was that person you were talking about?”  I think she was confused that I called 
someone named Alice a “he.”)  I never listened to Alice Cooper or any other rocker 
when I was growing up.  That was music for those of you who were bad and proud. 

In the video, evangelist Greg Laurie asks Alice Cooper, “When did you accept 
Christ?” I loved his answer.  “It wasn’t that I accepted Christ.  I accepted that he 
accepted me.”  That’s Ephesians 2:8-9.  This is also my story.  As a teen, given my faith 
upbringing and church context, I was always wondering if I had prayed the right prayer 
and done the right things in the right order to “know that you know that you know” you 
are saved.  A system that was designed to give me assurance of salvation stripped me of 
it every time I went to church.  It wasn’t until I grasped that all I needed to do was to 
hold on to what Jesus had done for me that I knew I was raised and seated with Christ. 

Paul adds, “not by works, so that no one can boast.”  “Bad and proud” or “good 
and proud” – you didn’t earn and can’t boast about any part of this – not the salvation 
and not even the faith.  This is my story.  I’ve stopped holding myself responsible for 
whether someone else believes or not – as if I have to live the perfect life or preach the 
perfect sermon or lead the perfect church.  I just use my imperfect life and ministry as 
best I can and let God do the work of creating repentance, faith, and a changed life. 

Love, sincerity, and truth (10) 

Paul closes this section with a fascinating sentence: “For we are God’s 
handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for 
us to do.”  Christians love to debate predestination v. free will.  I don’t love it.  My story 
includes a lot of “free will” – a lot of good and bad choices I’ve made.  But my story also 
includes many pieces in the puzzle I could never, ever, have assembled.  Among those 
are my family of origin and early faith heritage, the amazing partner God gave me and 
her family of origin, the three children with which he blessed us, and at present two in-
law children, a grandson, and a granddaughter set to make her princess appearance in 
July.  As a white man in a great family, I had a great start in being good.  It’s all grace.  

Let me share another evidence that the way my life has turned out can only be a 
God-thing.  My first name, Robert, was given to me in honor of an Englishman named 
Robert Kerr.  He had served as a British soldier in Afghanistan during the 1930s, and was 
ministered to by my grandparents, Methodist missionaries in India.  My Dad was 12 
years old when he first met him.  Many years later, when my parents were returning to 
the U.S. after their first term of service in Pakistan, they reconnected in England with 
this elderly family friend.  My mother was pregnant with me, and as I’ve shared in other 
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sermons, she didn’t want to be pregnant.  She already had the three children she 
wanted to raise.  Somehow in that visit, the subject of naming the new baby came up.  
Mom and Dad promised they would name the child Robert or Roberta. 

I was born later that year, and my parents wrote to Robert Kerr, telling him they 
had kept their promise.  Less than four weeks after I was born, he wrote me a letter.  I 
still have it.  I still treasure it.  Here is the most relevant part: 

I’m often called a Sentimental fool, but I don’t mind that.  What I do know is 
this, and I want you to try and attain it in your life, far more than I ever have 
done, is the Great Gifts of love, sincerity, and Truth.  One of your 
grandparents brought to me the full meaning of these three words and I shall 
as the years pass. I Pray that you will be given Gifts from God to expand in 
Life all that is meant in them.   

 

This is my story.  I see these noble aims all over Ephesians 2:1-10. 

Sincerity.  A more contemporary word would be authenticity.  This is what Paul’s 
getting at in verses 1-3.  Be real.  Whether you’re “bad and proud” or “good and proud,” 
you’re still proud – not more or less worthy of grace.  Be authentic.  You’re just as 
messed up as everyone else, just as much “by nature deserving of wrath.” 

Love.  It’s one of the many words Paul uses to describe God’s nature and his 
attitude toward us.  Grace, mercy, kindness.  Abundant, overflowing, overwhelming, life 
changing.  Nothing we deserved.  Accept this love by faith and let it flow through you to 
the body of Christ and to a world that so desperately needs him. 

Truth.  Never be afraid of it.  There’s a good chance that your assumptions about 
life, reality, and even God have been shaped a lot more by your environment than you 
let yourself believe.  Keep pursuing truth.  Let others challenge you. Assume that God 
has put people in your life to challenge you. 

I always come back to this: there has to be God.  The universe can’t explain itself.  
The basic physical forces that created the universe as we know it and still govern it are 
statistically impossible.  And that doesn’t even speak to the complexity of life in all its 
forms.  There has to be God.  If there is a God, I must pursue him. 

Similarly compelling to me are the reasons to believe Jesus is the Son of God who 
lived in Palestine in the first century, then died and rose again.  My most powerful 
argument is not in archaeology or in reason.  Paul’s my fave, and he doesn’t go there in 
the modern sense.  Where Paul goes is grace.  He goes to his own story of grace, of a life 
transformed when God opened his eyes to Jesus.  Paul’s story was, “You can’t make this 
stuff up.”  You can’t make up a God who meets people when they were dead in their 
trespasses and sins – whether they were bad and proud or good and proud – and makes 
them alive forever by his incomparable kindness.  This is my story too.  Amen. 


