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Ascension Sunday 

But God… 
Made Us Alive Because He Loved Us 
(Ephesians 2:4-7 ESV) 
4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 5 even when 
we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ— by grace you have been 
saved— 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 
Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 
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The Outline for the Morning 
The next unit of thought, in our journey through Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, is found in 
verses four through seven of chapter two.  The unit of thought can be broken down into three 
questions. 

But God… 

I. Who is God? (v.4) Three characteristics of God explained.  We’ll look at two this 
week and the third next week. 

II. What has he done? (v.5-6) 

A. Made us alive  

B. Raised us up with Christ 

C. Seated us with him in the heavenly places 

III. Why has he done it? (v.7) 

Don’t Check Out 
In hearing the first question, “Who is God,” you might be tempted to mentally check out.  You 
might think, “I know who God is.  I’ve been hearing about God since I was a little kid.”  Don’t 
check out.  No matter how long you’ve been learning about God, you will never know him as 
well as you could.   

There’s Always More of Him to Know 
God is infinite at the very core of his eternal being.  He is the One who was, and is, and is to 
come.  You will never know all there is to know of him even though you should have all of 
eternity to do it.  Don’t dare think you know him and there is nothing more of him you need to 
know.  There’s always more of him to know and more of his qualities and characteristics which 
you may know more intimately.   

Paul’s Unceasing Prayer for Them 
The reason Paul takes the time to unfold a bit of God’s nature is because it was his unceasing 
prayer for these Ephesian Christians that they would know God more deeply and that they 
would grow in their knowledge of him.  

(Ephesians 1:16-18 ESV) 
16 I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers, 17 that the 
God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and 
of revelation in the knowledge of him, 18 having the eyes of your hearts enlightened… 
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Paul unceasingly cried out to God (in prayer) for them that he would give them wisdom and 
that he would reveal himself to them through knowledge.  Paul yearned for them to learn more 
and more about God.  He wanted them to know facts about God, yes, but he wanted those 
facts to translate into an experiential knowledge of God, much like his experience of God on 
the road to Damascus.  Paul wanted the “eyes of their hearts to be enlightened.”   

Paul was definitely the man who qualified to pray for such a thing, for he had been granted a 
small foretaste of the fullness of God and of the glory that was to come.  Remember what he 
wrote in his letter to the Corinthians. 

(2 Corinthians 12:2-4 ESV)   
2 I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third heaven—
whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows. 3 And I know that 
this man was caught up into paradise—whether in the body or out of the body I do not 
know, God knows— 4 and he heard things that cannot be told, which man may not 
utter. 

May we too be granted a foretaste of God’s glory and know him in such a life transforming way. 

Who is God? 
Verse four of chapter two begins with “But God…,” which indicates two things.  First, the 
conjunction ‘but,’ alerts us to a new direction of thought.  Secondly, it alerts us to the fact that 
the new thought is a contrasting thought.  Not only is Paul introducing a new idea, but he is 
introducing a qualitatively different notion from the previous paragraph, in verses one through 
three. 

The previous line of thinking focused upon man.  This new line of thinking focuses upon God.  
The previous line of thinking focused upon death.  This new line of thinking focuses upon life.   
The previous highlighted the power of Satan.  The new highlights the power of God.   
The former took us to the depths of death and despair, the latter now leads us to the exalted 
heights of life and hopefulness.   

But God… 

These two little words are like literary dynamite!  Six little letters and yet behind them stand all 
the divine power which brought all things into existence in six little days.   

But God… 

In the beginning, there was darkness, but God said, “Let there be light.”  
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In the beginning, there was chaos, but God said, “Let there be a separation between the 
heavens and the earth.” 

In the beginning, the earth was without form and void, but God said, “Let the earth sprout 
vegetation and plants and fruit bearing trees.” 

In the beginning, there was no day or night, but God said, “Let there be a greater light to rule 
the day and a lesser light to rule the night.” 

In the beginning, the waters upon the earth were barren, the sky was empty, and the land was 
devoid of life, but God said, “Let the waters swarm with living creatures, and let a multitude of 
different kinds of birds fly across the skies of the heavens and let the earth abound with all 
kinds of beasts and livestock and creeping things.” 

In the beginning, there was no man or woman upon the whole face of this broad earth, but 
God said, “Let us make man in our image and after our likeness and let them have dominion 
over the whole earth and everything that moves upon it.” 

And it was so, and it was good!   

In the beginning there was nothing, but God said let there be something and it was so. 

But God… 

Six letters which explain why there is something and not nothing.   

But God…  

God Is Rich In Mercy 
The phrase “but God” demonstrates his power, but what else does Paul want you to know 
about God?  Paul tells us that he is rich in mercy (v.4).   

Ephesians 2:4 (ESV) 
4 But God, being rich in mercy… 

What is mercy?  The dictionary defines mercy as: 

compassion or forgiveness shown toward someone whom it is within one's power to 
punish for being an offender. 

The Tyndale Bible Dictionary defines it like this: 
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MERCY A divine quality by which God faithfully keeps his promises and maintains his 
covenant relationship with his chosen people despite their unworthiness and 
unfaithfulness (Dt 30:1–6; Is 14:1; Ez 39:25–29; Rom 9:15–16, 23; 11:32; Eph 2:4).  1

This word comes from the Hebrew word hesed, which is often translated ‘loving-kindness.’  It is 
a word rich with meaning and so we have to use two English words to try to capture all of it’s 
Hebrew meaning.  The simplest definition of mercy that I know if is, “not getting what you 
deserve.”    

But the word carries the notion of love.  So we might think of it as an “abiding loving-
tenderness within the heart of God for us, his people, which causes him not to punish us 
according to our own sinfulness.”  God is rich in this kind of tender-hearted mercy toward us 
who are his children.  God is not begrudgingly merciful to his children.  He is rich in mercy 
toward them.  God is not moderately merciful or occasionally merciful, he is richly merciful 
towards his children, even though they are unworthy of his mercy. 

The Richest Mercy Imaginable  
The best illustration of this rich mercy that I know of is the Parable of the Unforgiving Servant 
(Mt 18:21-35).  The story is about the King of heaven who wanted to settle his accounts with his 
servants and so he began to call them in one by one.  One man came in who owed the king 
10,000 talents.  One talent was equal to 20 years’ wages.  This man owed 10,000 talents.  That 
is equivalent to 200,000 years wages. The point is this, the debt could not be repaid.  The 
man’s life was over.  The king owned the man and all of his possessions. But the man pleaded 
with the king to be patient with him and he promised to repay it all.  The king was no dummy.  
He knew the man could not repay the debt.  And so he was merciful to the man.  He was rich in 
mercy.  He didn’t give him an addition 30 days to pay the debt or an additional 30 years.  He 
simply forgave the debt.  He cancelled it.  He freed this man from this impossible burden.   

Who could afford to forgive such a massive debt?  Only a massively rich person.   

Who can forgive the massive debt of our sins.  Only a massively merciful God.   

Who is this God we serve?  He is a God who is rich in mercy. 

God is Greatly Loving 
Secondly, he is a God who is greatly loving. 

 Walter A. Elwell and Philip Wesley Comfort, Tyndale Bible Dictionary, Tyndale Reference Library (Wheaton, IL: 1

Tyndale House Publishers, 2001), 882.
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Ephesians 2:4 (ESV) 
4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 

Not only is God richly merciful, but he is also greatly loving.  He loves his children with a great 
love.  This great love about which Paul speaks is not an abstract undefined love.  This is an 
intensely personal love which transcends time.  For it is this great love in the heart of God 
which existed before the foundation of the world (Eph 1:4) and caused him to choose certain 
condemned criminals whom he then predestined for adoption, in order that they might 
become his children and be welcomed into this family.  His great love is an electing love.  His 
great love is a predestining love.  His great love is redeeming love.  His great love is a forgiving 
love.   

And his great love is so great a love that he will go to unimaginable lengths in order to 
overcome all barriers to his children knowing and experiencing that great love—even to the 
point of overcoming death itself. This is what Jesus has accomplished for us.   

The Greatness of His Love Is Seen in When He Loved Us 
How do we know how great this great love is?  We can know how great his great love is 
because of when he loved us.   

Ephesians 2:4 (ESV) 
4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even 
when we were dead in trespasses… 

The greatness of God’s love for his children is seen in the fact that he love us when we were 
dead.  That means that the basis for his love is not found in some quality in us for we had no 
qualities at all, since we were dead.  There was nothing lovely within us when we were dead.  
There is nothing lovely about dead people.  There is absolutely nothing commendable about a 
corpse.   

And yet God loved us while we were dead in our trespasses and sins (Rom 5:8, 10).  The basis 
for God’s love towards us is not to be found in us, but in him.  God did not choose to love us 
because we were good looking or great athletes or great speakers or nice people or good 
workers or compassionate persons.  We were dead.  There was NOTHING lovely about you 
and yet he chose to love you with a great love.  He loved us not because of who we were but 
because of who He is.   

You Will Never Be Un-Loved 
The implications of this are massive.  If there is nothing in us that caused God to lavish his great 
love on us in the first place, then there is nothing in us that would ever cause him to un-love us.   
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If God has chosen to “friend” you on FaceBook then he will never choose to “un-
friend” you. How do I know this?  Because he knows everything on your Wall and on 
your Timeline, whether it’s Public or only for Friends-of-Friends or for Friends only.  

If God’s great love was alive towards you when you were dead, then there is nothing in you that 
will ever kill his love for you.  God does not fall out of love with his children.  He is the same 
yesterday, today, and tomorrow.   God will never wake up on morning and look at Iain and say, 2

“Wow, I don’t love him anymore.  Hmm.  It’s time to move on to someone else.”  The great 
love with which he loves us will never speak those words. 

This is why God hates divorce.  The most intimate relationship of love visible in this world is the 
life-long marriage between a man and a woman.  God instituted marriage to be a living 
parable, a visible illustration of his enduring, abiding, undying love for his people.  And when 
THE most sacred of all human relationships of love is destroyed because of a faltering feeling, 
or a fleeting romantic fancy, then our confidence in his love for us is weakened and potentially 
destroyed.  Our ability to believe in and trust the love of God is eroded when we see the life-
long love that is promised between husband and wife coming to an end due to anything other 
than the death of the spouse. 

The great love with which God loved us did not begin because we were young, beautiful, 
strong, intelligent, and successful.  Therefore, it will not end when we become old, wrinkly, 
weak, forgetful, and incompetent.   He loved us with a great love when we while were dead in 
our trespasses and sins.  He loved us because he is rich in mercy and because he loved us.  His 
own character is the basis for his great love with which he loved us.  Therefore, his great love 
will never come to an end.   

These two aspects of his character show us who God is. He is rich in mercy and great in love.   

1) But God… Made Us Alive 
Now we move on to the second question, What has he done?   We were dead in trespasses, 
but God has done some things because he is rich in mercy and great in love.  The first thing he 
has done is to give us life.  Look at verse five. 

Ephesians 2:5 (ESV) 
5 even when we were dead in our trespasses, but God made us alive together with 
Christ—by grace you have been saved— 

We were dead in our sins, but God has made us alive together with Christ.  When Paul says 
“God made us alive together with Christ,” he is referring to all that is involved in salvation.  We 
know this because of the next phrase “by grace you have been saved.”  [Next week we will 

 Heb 13:8; 1:12; Mal 3:6.2
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look at the truth that salvation comes by grace.]  Being made alive with Christ is another way of 
saying “being saved.”  The biblical word for this is regeneration. 

This is a picture of our spiritual condition.  We were spiritually dead and unable to have a 
relationship with God.  BUT GOD has made us alive together with Christ.  Alive to what?  Alive 
to God.  In our sin, we were rendered completely unable to know God or rejoice in his holiness 
or trust in his goodness.  BUT GOD has given us life.  He made us alive with Christ.  He has 
regenerated us. 

Our salvation is most deeply owning not to a decision we made, but to a decision God made.  
We did not make ourselves spiritually alive.  God did.  We did not give ourselves physical life, 
neither did we give ourselves spiritual life.  God does both.  

You Must Be Born Again 
Recall what Jesus said to Nicodemus. 

(John 3:6-7 ESV) 
6 That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 7 Do 
not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ 

Being born again is not a human action, it is a divine action.  It happens by the secret work of 
the Holy Spirit.  Being spiritually reborn is the activity of God.  If we are alive to God, it is 
because God made us alive, not we ourselves.  

Just as we saw the opening words of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is essentially one long 
glorious praise of God the Father, so is Peter’s first epistle.  Peter, just like Paul, open’s his letter 
with praise of God the Father and he praises him for the same thing the fact that God has 
given us spiritual life. 

(1 Peter 1:3 ESV) 
3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, 
he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ from the dead, 

Life comes from God, both physical life and spiritual life—all life comes from God.   We 3

participate with God in giving life, but no human is the source of life.  We are instruments 
through which life is transferred but God alone is the source of life—both physical and spiritual.   
And so Paul writes to the believers in Corinth. 

(1 Corinthians 1:30 ESV) 

 Jn 5:26.3
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30 And because of him you are in Christ Jesus… 

(1 Corinthians 1:30 NASB) 
30 But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus… 

(1 Corinthians 1:30 RSV) 
30 He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus… 

The Life of Jesus Is Now Within the Life of Believers  
We were dead in trespasses and sins, but God has made us alive together with Christ.  You’ll 
notice that believers were made alive together with Christ.  This means that the life which 
believers now have, not only do they have it from God, but together with Christ.  Believers 
share the same life that Christ now has.  They were united together with Christ.   

The life Christ now has, is a victorious life, which he will never lose.  We, believers, now have 
within us the very same life as the life of Jesus.  The life that God gives is the same life which 
Jesus possesses.  We were made alive together with him.  Even now, in some measure, we 
believers have already received the same life of Jesus.  Before, we were dead in trespasses and 
sins, yet now God has made us alive together with Christ. 

This is the first thing God has done.  There are two more Paul would have us think about. 

2) But God…Raised Us Up 
The second thing Paul teaches that God has done for us believers is that he has raised us up. 

(Ephesians 2:4-6 ESV) 
4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 5 even 
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ— by grace 
you have been saved— 6 and raised us up with him… 

We were dead, but because God is rich and mercy and so greatly loved us, even when we were 
dead, God made us alive with Christ, but he also raised us up with him.  God not only has the 
power to give life, but he also has the power to cause you to enjoy that life.  Yes, God has 
made us alive with Christ, but even more than that, he also raised us up to walk in the fullness 
and the victory of that life.   

Alive But Not Raised Up 
We can imagine a person going through an accident and being alive, but not being raised up.  
We can easily think of those injured this past Tuesday on Amtrak train 188 who came out of the 
accident alive, but not raised up.   
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If we’re tempted to think, “I believe God can save me and give me life, but I don’t believe he 
can give deliver me from __________,” and you fill in the black, then this is for you.  It’s one 
thing to be given life, but it’s entirely another to be given victory.  It’s one thing to survive the 
war, but’s it entirely another to enjoy life after it.  God not only gives life, he raises us up.  Yes, 
God through Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead, but he also raised him up and removed the 
grave clothes from him and restored him to full health and allowed him to live again with his 
family.   

Today Is Ascension Sunday  
Today is Ascension Sunday.  This past Thursday was Ascension Day, which occurred 40 days 
after Jesus’ resurrection (Acts 1:3).  On this day, we celebrate Jesus being raised up and 
received into heaven (Acts 1:9-11) and seated at the right hand of 
God upon the throne of the universe.  There Jesus remains to this 
day where he rules and reigns this universe along with God the 
Father.  He has been raised up.   

He no longer suffers the effects of his wounds.  He no longer 
suffers any of the weaknesses with which he formerly struggled 
while living here on earth.  Though he now enjoys the perfection 
of heaven, he has not forgotten the privation of this earth.  He no 
longer endures the scorn of men, but he has not forgotten the 
hurtful mockery of scoffers.  He now enjoys the blessings of 
unbroken fellowship with the Father, but he has not forgotten the 
feeling of forsakenness which comes from the loneliness of our 
earthly days.  He now reigns over all from the throne of God, but 
he remembers the ruin of the world he bore on the cross.   

(Hebrews 4:15-16 NASB) 
15 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but 
One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin. 16 Therefore let us 
draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and 
find grace to help in time of need. 

3) But God… Seated Us with Him in the Heavenly Places 
The third thing God has done for believers is that he has seated us with Jesus in the 
heavenlies.  We were dead in our sins, but because God loved us with a great love and is rich 
in mercy he made us alive together with Christ, and he raised us up.  The third thing he did for 
us is that he gave us new seats. 

(Ephesians 2:6 ESV) 
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6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ 
Jesus, 

Not only did he raise us up and give us fullness of spiritual health and strength and maturity, 
but he also seated us with him in the heavenly places.  Paul has made an almost identical 
statement in 1:20.  There he is speaking about what God did for Christ through his great might 
while here he speaks about what God has done for believers in Jesus. 

Ephesians 1:20 (ESV) 
20 that he worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his 
right hand in the heavenly places,  

The sentence structure is the same.  Paul’s point is unmistakable.  What God did for Jesus, He 
has also done for us by virtue of our union with him.   Us believers not only participate in the 4

life of the resurrected Christ, but we also participate in his reign.   

When Paul speaks of Jesus being seated at the right hand of God, that is clearly a reference to 
his reign and authority and the finished work of redemption.  Our salvation is complete.  “It is 
finished.”   He has sat down now upon the throne.  This then is also ours by virtue of our being 5

united to Christ.  Let’s read 1:20 again and this time we’ll also read 1:21-23. 

(Ephesians 1:20-23 ESV) 
20 that he worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his 
right hand in the heavenly places, 21 far above all rule and authority and power and 
dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one 
to come. 22 And he put all things under his feet and gave him as head over all things to 
the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. 

It is unmistakable that Paul is thinking about Jesus’ authority and rule over all spiritual beings, 
including Satan and all his demon followers.  The authority of Jesus is unparalleled. The 
authority of his name is incomparable.  Because we believers are united with Christ through 
faith, we are in some measure now able to participate in that same authority.  The implications 
of this are huge.   

Satan no longer has any authority over the children of God. No demon has any authority over 
the people of God.  Believers are seated with Christ “far above all rule and authority and 
power and dominion.”  Salvation is complete.  Prayer can now be powerful.  Life can now be 
victorious.  Enemies can now fall.  Death is no longer to be feared.  And we are now free to, 

 Peter Thomas O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: 4

W.B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999), 170.
 Jn 19:30.5
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just like Jesus did, live the entitreity of his life solely for the purposes of God and doing the will 
of God.   

In Order to Show Riches of Grace in Kindness 
Thus far we have seen who God is and what he has done.  He has made us alive with Christ, he 
has raised us up, and he has seated us with him in the heavenly places.  As we look at the final 
verse, we will see that Paul answers the question, why has God done what he has done?   

Ephesians 2:7 (ESV) 
7 so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 

This is another way of saying that God intends to manifest his glory for all of eternity.  In the 
coming ages the kindness that God has shown to us through Jesus will be set up as an eternal 
display of Gods’ great glory.  

What God is doing here and now, by working salvation in us, he intends to be an eternal 
demonstration of the glory of his grace.  God is immeasurably rich in grace and he desires that 
the riches of his grace be displayed for all eternity.  His grace is essentially a manifestation of 
his kindness towards us who believe Jesus.  God is gracious and he is kind and he wants the 
full glory of his kindness and grace to be put on displayed in the coming ages.   

This saving work that God is doing through Jesus today is intended to be marveled at for all 
eternity.  God wants every corner of his glory to be seen and delighted in for all of eternity.  We 
are the race of beings who have the privilege of displaying the glory of his grace throughout 
eternity.  In order to see and savor that glory, we have to be given life.   

Are you dead to God and need to be made alive to him today? 

Is there a situation in your life in which you need the power that stands behind that little 
phrase, but God…? 

Are you this morning in need of God’s rich and abundant mercy? 

Are you alive to God but in need of experiencing the fullness of what it means to “be raised 
up?” 

Are you in need of God’s gracious kindness this morning? 

We were dead in our trespasses, but God made us alive together with Christ.  May you walk in 
this truth.
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