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[Introduction]

Todayʼs passage from Ephesians 2 is such a wonderful summary of the gospel. Itʼs a 
2WTL type of passage - “you were dead” (v.1) “But ...God ...made us alive” (v.4-5). I hope 
you wonʼt switch off straight away because you think as a Christian you know the gospel 
message and believe it already. I mean, itʼs great that you believe. But tonight, I want to 
remind you that the gospel message is not just for non-Christians but also for Christians. 
We perhaps have been taught well how we are saved - that is, by grace alone we are 
saved. But how does this saving message impact the way we live? How does our deep 
understanding of the gospel enrich our daily living? 

Tim Keller once said that the gospel isnʼt simply the ABCs of Christianity, but the A-
through-Z. The gospel doesnʼt just ignite the Christian life; itʼs the fuel that keeps 
Christians going every day. 

Also, since Christians remain sinners even after theyʼre converted, the gospel must be the 
medicine a Christian takes every day. Martin Luther describes a Christianʼs condition as 
“simultaneously justified and sinful.” So Luther understands that while heʼd already been 
saved through justification from sinʼs penalty, he was in daily need of salvation from sinʼs 
power. The gospel is the power of God for salvation, even for the holiest saints the gospel 
is still totally relevant and vitally necessary.

Jerry Bridges, in his book The Gospel for Real Life, reminds us that the lack of deep 
understanding of the gospel causes spiritual poverty. He says that it isnʼt about trying 
harder in the Christian life. Itʼs about comprehending more fully and clearly Christʼs work 
on the cross, and then living each day knowing Godʼs grace is sufficient. Itʼs not about 
trying hard to be good, but deepening our understanding of the gospel and its implication 
then applying it to all parts of our lives. Real spiritual growth happens only as we 
continually rediscover the gospel. 

So,  this is what I really want to achieve tonight. Letʼs first have a close look at our sin, 
then Godʼs grace. Unless we have a deep understanding of our state of “total depravity”, 
we wonʼt experience the unsearchable riches of Christʼs love that are available to us in the 
gospel. When we are greatly surprised by Godʼs grace, we will be empowered to live life 
each day to glorify God.

So, three points I have tonight:
Surprised by the expansiveness of our sin
Surprised by the expansiveness of Godʼs grace
How do these surprises impact the way we live each day?

[Context]

Letʼs read Eph. 2:1-5 again ...  (in fact, I would like to read till verse 7)
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As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live 
when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, 
the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.  All of us also lived 
among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its 
desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 

But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with 
Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been 
saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly 
realms in Christ Jesus, 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.

This is the summary of the gospel. VV.1-7 is one long sentence in Greek. Paul paints a 
vivid contrast here -  vv. 1-3 describe the sinful condition of our past and of the rest of 
humanity, vv. 4-7 speak of Godʼs grace and love in and through Christ. This is the contrast 
between what man is by nature and what he can become by grace, the contrast between 
the dark condition of being outside of Christ and the privileged experience in Jesus. I think 
Paul himself is very emotional, and full of joy. He must have been surprised by his own 
salvation experience, thatʼs why he keeps repeating:

dead in trespasses and sins (v.1)   now, made alive (v.5)
following the ways of this world and being under the lordship of the ruler of the kingdom of 
the air (v.2)         but now  raised with Christ and seated with Him in the heavenly realms 
(v.6)
weʼre by nature objects of wrath (v.3),        and now saved by grace (vv. 5,8)

Remember walking through Ephesians 1- the long prayer Paul prays for the people? Well, 
in chapter 2, Paul continues to praise the powerful God: “Jesus Christ was dead, but You, 
God raised and exalted Him. Not only that, we were dead, but You also raised and exalted 
us with Christ.”

[Pause] - Surprised by the expansiveness of our sin

We tend to downplay the size and significance of our sin, so often there are two 
misunderstandings of sin.

Firstly, we think sin as just moral failure. We like to compare with others: Iʼm not as bad as 
you are. Or perhaps another extreme: Iʼm so bad and hopeless and everyone else is better 
than me. When the theologians talk about the idea of “total depravity”, people often 
misunderstand it as being as bad as we could possibly be. “total depravity” is not about 
who is the worst, or that nobody is capable of any good. But rather, it is the idea that sin 
has affected every part of our being that thereʼs no part of us thatʼs entirely free of 
corruption and without need of Godʼs intervention. 

In Ephesians when Paul is talking about our nature he is saying that we are dead because 
of sin. There is no life in lost souls, totally blinded to the glory of Jesus, totally deaf to the 
voice of the Holy Spirit, totally separated from the Father. 

Behind death lies sin, behind sin lies the evil spirit that holds us in captivity. The evil spirit 
is “now at work in those who are disobedient” (v.2). People are enslaved as they follow 
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“the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air” (v.2). They are also 
enslaved by their own fallen nature, the passions of human flesh, being pride, falsely 
ambitious, or lust (v.3). 

Not only were we dead and enslaved, Paul says, but we were also condemned: “we were 
by nature objects of wrath.” (v.3) 

So, donʼt be surprised by the expansiveness of our sin! Death, slavery, condemnation, this 
is the state of our total depravity. When people are outside Christ, they are dead, because 
of trespasses and sins, enslaved by the world, the flesh and the devil, and condemned 
under the wrath of God.

[pause]

Secondly, when we talk about sin we only think about baddies!  But sin reaches everyone, 
itʼs everywhere, not only out there but also in here. Thereʼs just as much sin inside the 
church as outside. Ephesians 2:1-3 is for everybody. It is Paulʼs diagnosis of fallen man in 
fallen society everywhere. This paragraph is for everyone to hear, not just for the irreligious 
but also for the religious, not only for the immoral but also for the moral, not only for the 
unrighteous but also for the self-righteous. Itʼs for those who think theyʼre better than 
everyone as well as those who think theyʼre worse.

As we read Jonah 3, there, the people of Nineveh were exceedingly wicked, the sailors 
had their false gods, but Jonah, even the prophet Jonah was stubborn, prideful and 
rebellious, everyone was messed up.

From the famous story “the Prodigal Son”, when the older bother thought about all the sins 
his younger brother committed, he didnʼt recognise himself as being self-righteous 
therefore sinned against God. Jesus was pointing his finger at the Pharisees, saying 
youʼre also self-righteous sinners. 

We always detect sin and shortcomings and imperfections in other people than in 
ourselves. You know whatʼs so dangerous? Sometimes, when people get totally sick of 
others who are being legalistic, they say to themselves: “These guys are so legalistic, they 
donʼt even get the gospel right, even though we are not perfect, but we know how 
desperate we are in need of the gospel, and this makes us better than you!” Isnʼt it an 
irony? You could become self-righteous against the self-righteous.

Are you surprised by the deep sin engraved in your hearts? If we arenʼt better than 
somebody, we might fear weʼll lose all reason to live. This only shows that weʼre trying to 
trust in our own superiority, rather than Godʼs, in order to be saved. We just keep forgetting 
we are so dead, enslaved and condemned. 

Sin runs deep in all of us. Letʼs be honest with ourselves. Our sin isnʼt merely some bad 
habit weʼve picked up along the way, our sin goes all the way back to the time of our 
conception. Thatʼs why King David prayed “I know my transgressions and my sin is always 
before me ...” (Ps. 51:3). David knows that sin has invaded the deepest places of our 
hearts, so he asks God to bring the light to the deepest places as well, “Surely you desire 
truth in the inner parts, you teach me wisdom in the inmost place.” (Ps. 51:6)

Are you surprised by the expansive sin in your life? 
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If you never fully grasp the gravity of your sinful condition, you will never fully appreciate 
Godʼs salvation and its impact in your life. If you donʼt see how desperate you are, youʼll 
never fully embrace the deliverance God offers. 

[Pause] Surprised by the expansiveness of Godʼs grace

Maybe youʼre surprised by the expansiveness of our sin, but, what is really going to 
surprise us is the expansiveness of Godʼs grace. “ ... where sin increased, grace increased 
all the more,” (Romans 5:20) We are the objects of Godʼs wrath, but God, out of His great 
love, had mercy upon us. We were dead, and dead men donʼt rise, but God made us alive 
with Christ (v.5). We were enslaved, in a hopeless and powerless state, but God has 
raised us with Christ and set us at his own right hand, with honor and glory. Thus God has 
taken action to reverse our condition in sin. This is what God has done: He made us alive 
together with Christ (v.5), raised us up with Christ (v.6a) and made us sit with Him in the 
heavenly realms (v.6b).

We all know that Jesus was raised from the dead, ascended into heaven, and sits at the 
right hand of the Father. But what surprises us is that Paul is actually not writing about 
Christ but about US! In this prayer, Paul is not affirming Jesusʼ new life but our new life - 
we are raised and seated with Christ by God. 

We know that we are able to mess things up, but now we know Godʼs able to clean things 
up, and even more, He restores. Our sin reaches deep in our hearts and mind, reaches far 
to all types of people, - moral, immoral, religious, irreligious. But Godʼs grace reaches 
further. There is no person or place beyond the reach of Godʼs grace.

[Pause]

Being surprised by Godʼs grace, letʼs take a moment to contemplate this amazing grace, 
so we will know why this grace really is so surprisingly amazing.

First, have you ever seen God hold grudges? Of course, when weʼre under Godʼs wrath, 
He is angry at us, but His wrath is not like manʼs. Itʼs not bad temper, nor revenge. Godʼs 
wrath is predictable and consistent. Since He is righteous and holy, He canʼt compromise 
evil, He must condemn sinners. But God also loves, He doesnʼt count our sins against us. 
How can we reconcile the tension between Godʼs wrath and love? Here Paul, in 2 Cor. 
5:21, tells us that “God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might 
become the righteousness of God.”  In His infinite mercy, God exchanged our corruption 
and sin for Christʼs righteousness and perfection. He is angry yet He loves, He doesnʼt 
hold grudges. 

For us, we say to the ones whoʼve offended us: “You owe me, youʼve let me down, youʼve 
hurt me, so now Iʼm done with you.” Thatʼs why we have so many spoiled relationships 
because of the grudges we hold.  See the stark contrast here - between the way the world 
operates and how God operates! 

Who doesnʼt hold grudges against someone here? (Please raise you hand.) No one! I 
have to be honest with you. It is so so hard not to hold grudges. Your sins will be counted 
against you. In this world, grace is an alien concept. Being Christians, even though weʼve 
learnt  about grace as a biblical truth, itʼs still so hard for us to live out such a truth. 
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Tonight this is my last sermon at this service. Here I want to be honest with you. I have to 
confess to you that Iʼve held grudges against you -  elders, leaders of this service, perhaps 
most of you... some time in the past four years, Iʼve held grudges against you. So friends, 
please forgive me!

Second, God accepts us as who we are. Since God counts our sins against Christ, not 
against us, He offers us acceptance based not on what we do or donʼt do, but on what 
Christ already done. Our achievements wonʼt gain His acceptance. Our failure wonʼt 
damage our relationship with Him. Nothing in this world can offer such total acceptance. 

Such a simple truth, but hard to fully comprehend! I tell you, I didnʼt fully grasp this till a few 
weeks ago. I was having lunch with John Gill, who did a cross-cultural seminar here last 
month. I told him after this lunch I would be visiting a guy, a refugee from a very isolated 
country. I told John that I didnʼt really want to see him even though I hadnʼt met up with him 
for a long while. A year ago, when this guy was in a desperate situation, I loaned him some 
money, but he broke the promise, never returned the money. Now after a long while, he 
called me again and wanted to meet me. “What am I going to do with him? I find it hard to 
care for him anymore. Itʼs ok that he doesnʼt repay me. But I canʼt deal with the fact that he 
has broken his promise.” I told John. See, I was holding grudges against this guy. 
Underlying what I said, I really meant that unless he changes I canʼt love him. So John 
said to me, “From such an isolated country where breaking promise is the norm, he 
probably wonʼt consider there is anything wrong with not giving your money back. He 
needs to survive. If you want to love him, want to share the gospel with him, you canʼt 
expect him to change, you need to accept him just as who he is.”

God accepts us first just as who we are. He knows we are sinners. He knows exactly how 
sinful I am, but He didnʼt say, “You must become better before I will accept you.” Instead, 
He said, “Accept My Son as Your Saviour, then you will be saved.” This is what it means 
by “Itʼs by grace you have been saved.” and thatʼs what makes His grace so amazing! 

[Pause] - How do these surprises impact the way we live each day?

Knowing how deep sin has corrupted our hearts and soul, knowing how vast Godʼs grace 
covers the multitude of sin, let Jerry Bridges once again remind us, “preaching the gospel 
to yourself every day.” 

How do the surprises of our sin and Godʼs grace impact the way we live each day? Two 
things I liked to mention as I close: acceptance and affection.

First, we need to take home this truth that in Jesus we have all the acceptance we long 
for. The gospel rescues us from fear of being rejected. 

We think our lives will become meaningful and worth living if we can just get in the right 
relationships with the right people, especially those powerful and important people in our 
lives. So through our appearance, our achievements or our performance, we try our 
hardest to appease and please these people. For me, I know it is always easier to look to 
certain things to make sure I have been accepted: the number of people who attend the 
services, whether Caleb is well- behaved so his grandma loves him, how many people 
have left comments on my facebook wall. But in these moments, I have to allow the gospel 
remind me, if I embrace what Christ has done on the cross for me, a sinner, Iʼm accepted!
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Friends, what I like to remind you tonight here is that being a child of God, youʼre forever, 
unchangeably accepted by God. All those other things where weʼve searched for 
acceptance ultimately donʼt matter. No one can save you like Jesus can, when youʼre still 
sinners, He died for you. 

Itʼs easy to look elsewhere for our functional saviors. There are so many other things we 
look to daily to provide us with the rescue, the meaning, the significance, and the 
acceptance we all long for. Thatʼs why we need the gospel daily to reorient ourselves to 
what Jesus has done for us. By grace weʼve been saved, weʼve been accepted, we are 
free from death, slavery, and condemnation.

Secondly, we need to take home this truth that in Jesus we have all the affection we long 
for. The gospel rescues us from the fear of loving. 

As a man, I know how hard it is to love, especially when you express your love to your 
lover with a very high possibility of rejection. Real love is risky! C.S. Lewis, in his The Four 
Loves, says that “to love at all is to be vulnerable. .... If you want to make sure of keeping 
your heart intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even to an animal.” When we 
love, it opens us up to all possibility of hurt, intense emotional ache. So we suppress our 
longing for love and our willingness to love. In this world, countless people live in self-
protective mode every day. Theyʼre afraid to love and to be loved because they are 
desperately afraid of getting trampled on. Thatʼs why the world is such a cold place, so 
lonely, so unfriendly. 

But the gospel tells us first of all that weʼre forever loved by Jesus. Nothing will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. Once we know that weʼre forever loved 
by Jesus, weʼre free to love others regardless of the risk, because our deep need to love 
will be satisfied. 

The biggest fear of loving others is not receiving love back. That is something that 
paralyzes many of us. It prevents parents from properly loving their kids, and husbands 
and wives from properly loving each other. We say, “I will love you only to the degree that 
you love me.” We are enslaved by this kind of self-centered love. But the gospel frees us 
from that. I get love from Jesus for free so that I can give love to you.

Each day, the gospel tells us that God loved us so much - even while we hated him. This 
unconditional love frees us, liberates us. From 1 John 3:16, we are told, “This is how we 
know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our 
lives for our brothers.”

Knowing our sin, knowing Godʼs grace, knowing that weʼve been eternally loved by Christ,  
now, are you willing to lay down your life for others? 

Donʼt you see how radically different this world would be if we are all free to love, to accept 
others, to extend Godʼs grace by laying down our loves for others? Isnʼt it the most 
powerful way that we join God on His mission - to renew and redeem and fix this lonely 
planet, if we apply the gospel in this way, in all our relationships?

Are you surprised by grace?

“Surprised by Grace” - Eph. 2:1-5                                                                              by Allan Mao, HPC, Sydney, Australia

6


