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Sin in 3D 

Eph. 2:1-3 

Imagine you visit your doctor for your annual check up this week and after all the tests, he says, 
"Well, I’ve got some bad news and some good news. The bad news is that you’ve got ringworm on 
your scalp. The good news is that there’s an over the counter ointment that will take care of it." So 
let me ask you a question. Is that really good news? Not particularly. You’re thinking, "Oh great. 
Now my hair is going to be gummy for a week or so." But suppose instead, following your 
examination, your doctor takes you into his office and you sit down across from him at his desk. 
And he says, "I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you. You have pancreatic cancer." Now I’ve read 
that pancreatic cancer is one of the deadliest of all the cancers because there is no effective method 
to diagnose it at an early stage, and by the time it is discovered, the patient has only months or even 
weeks to live. That’s bad news. But then your doctor adds, "But I also have good news. There’s a 
new, experimental treatment available that has so far proven to be 100% effective in treating 
pancreatic cancer. We’ll start your first treatment immediately and the odds are you will be cancer 
free within the month." Now is that good news? You bet. So why is that news so much better than 
the news about the ringworm ointment? Because the bad news was so much worse. The stakes 
were so much higher. Gospel means "good news." At the heart of Christianity you won’t find rules or 
condemnation; you find good news. In fact, it’s the best possible news we could get. So why aren’t 
we more excited about it? Why are we so reluctant to share this good news with our friends and 
relatives? I believe it’s because we don’t understand the bad news. We think of salvation has curing 
our ringworm when it’s really curing the cancer that is killing us. We cannot properly value the 
good news until we understand the bad news.  

Right now we’re doing a series of messages I entitled "Identity Theft: Who do you think you are?" 
Because every problem we have in living the Christian life is rooted in how we see God and how we 
see ourselves. If I don’t see myself the way God sees me, if I don’t understand what He’s already 
done for me, I will find living as a follower of Jesus very difficult. And a lot of believers have had 
their identities stolen. We don’t know who we really are and so living the way Christ calls us to live 
feels unnatural. So we’re studying Paul’s letter to the Ephesians. The first three chapters of 
Ephesians are about God’s wonderful plan of redemption and all that He gave us when He gave us 
Jesus - how He changed us and our new identity as His children. The following three chapters are 
about how changed people live. We looked at chapter 1 and all that God has already done for us 
through Christ. Now in chapter 2, Paul shows the Ephesians how what Christ has done has affected 
them. I entitled vs 1-10 of chapter "Before and After" because it is such a great picture of who we 
were apart from Christ and who we now are in Christ. This morning we’re going to look at 
ourselves before Christ in vs 1-3. You’ll notice that Paul keeps repeating the word, "formerly." This 
is who you were formerly - who you used to be. Because to understand our true identity, we have to 
understand who we no longer are. And until we understand how bad off we were - how bad our 
before picture really looked, we won’t be able to see ourselves for who we really are - our true 
identity - or how much God loves us and what He’s done for us. So this morning we’re going to talk 
about sin; and look at one of the clearest definitions of sin and it’s consequences in the Bible. I 
entitled our before picture "Sin in 3D - dead, dominated, and doomed," what theologians call the 



doctrine of total depravity. It’s not that humans are as bad as we can be. It’s that humans are as bad 
off as we can be. Vs. 1-3 explain why we can’t save ourselves and why we need a Savior.  

Now if you’re thinking, "Gosh, I came to church today needing some encouragement and he wants 
to talk about sin. Just what I need - another feel-bad sermon!" - I understand. People think the 
doctrine of sin is a pessimistic, hopeless view of human nature. But nothing could be further from 
the truth. Because hope begins once we face the truth about ourselves. Pastor Tim Keller relates the 
experience of Columbia University humanities professor, Andrew Delbanco as he did research on 
Alcoholics Anonymous. One Sunday morning in a New York City church basement, he listened as a 
well dressed young man talked about his problems. In the young man’s view, he was without fault. 
All of his problems were because life is unjust and people can’t be trusted. In fact, he talked about 
how he was going to avenge himself on everyone who had betrayed him. It was clear to everybody 
in the room except the young man that he was trapped by his need to defend and to justify himself 
and that things were only going to get worse until he recognized it. As he continued to speak, a in 
his forties leaned over to Delbanco and whispered, "I used to feel that way too - before I achieved 
low self-esteem." Now he didn’t mean the young man should hate himself. He just knew that pride is 
the enemy of hope because we’re the source of most of our problems and that while we can’t free 
ourselves, God can. Sin is our worst enemy but sin has a cure - but only once we recognize our 
enemy. So even though we’re talking about the bad news this morning, I think you’ll find in the end 
a real reason for hope. 

Let’s take a look at our before picture and life without Christ. First we were dead. "And you were 
dead in your trespasses and sins in which you formerly walked..." "You were dead" sounds strange to 
us, doesn’t it? What does Paul mean? He obviously is not talking about physical death. When God 
placed the first man and woman in the Garden of Eden, He told them they could eat from any of the 
trees but one.  "You shall not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil for in the day you 
eat of it, you shall surely die.  The instant Adam and Eve rebelled against God and ate the fruit, they 
died spiritually and were separated from God, the source of their life, and began the slow process of 
dying physically. And since then, every human has been born spiritually dead and separated from 
God. Why do all people die physically? Because we’re all born dead spiritually - separated from God 
and life. We’re all born with a God-shaped vacuum in us, a place where God should reside but 
doesn’t. It’s like buying a new computer, only to discover once you get it home that it didn’t come 
with a power supply. There’s no cord, no battery, no way to get electricity. The hard drive is there, 
the processor, the memory - but nothing works without power. And that’s the way each of us comes 
out of the factory and into the world - with a critical component missing. We’re spiritually dead. We 
have no relationship with the God we were created for. There’s just a big hole where God should be. 
And because we were created for God and are incomplete until He completes us, we try to fill that 
hole with something else. That’s why Paul says in Romans 1 that we exchange the glory of the 
incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man or animals or things. Instead of 
worshiping the Creator, we worship the creation. We are created for worship and if we don’t 
worship the true God, we’ll worship something else. Because we have to fill the vacuum, the 
emptiness of being spiritually dead. God is our purpose for living and if we’re separated from Him, 
we have no purpose. And so we naturally look for something else to give our life meaning. Cynthia 
Heimel wrote a column in the Village Voice about all the people she knew in New York City before 
they became famous movie stars - back when they worked as waiters or behind the make up 
counter at Macy’s. She says that once they became successful, every one of them became more 
angry, more manic, more unhappy and more unstable than they had been when they were working 
their way to the top. Heimel says that the thing they were striving for, the thing that was going to 
make everything OK, had happened - but when they woke up the next morning, they were still 
empty. And the disillusionment made them insufferable. That’s what Augustine meant when he 



said, "You have made us for Yourself, O God, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in 
You." Or as the great French philosopher Pascal wrote, "There is a god-shaped vacuum in the heart 
of every man which cannot be filled by any created thing but only by God the Creator made known 
through Jesus Christ." We’re born spiritually dead because of sin, separated from the only one who 
can complete us and give us our true identity, purpose, and joy that does not depend on 
circumstances - and we spend our lives looking for someone or something who can. We will either 
worship the true God or a false God but we will worship something or someone, find our identity 
and purpose for life in that thing or person, and base our hope and happiness in it. Our substitute 
for God can be a good thing; our family, or our nation, or doing good. Or it can be a selfish thing; 
pleasure, wealth, or health. But whatever we make our highest love apart from God will eventually 
become evil and self-serving. 

When Paul tells the Ephesians that they were dead in their trespasses and sins, he’s telling them 
they were in a hopeless situation. If you’ve ever had a sick loved one who is battling for their life, 
you don’t give up hope as long as there’s life. Maybe they can still get better. Maybe a cure will be 
discovered. Maybe God will answer our prayers. But once they die, all hope is gone. There’s nothing 
more that can be done for them in this life. When Paul says that we were dead in our transgressions 
and sins, he’s saying we were hopeless and helpless. There was nothing we could do to make 
ourselves alive. We needed outside help. If you are spiritually dead this morning, you may or may 
not believe in God as a concept but you don’t know Him personally. You sense a great gulf between 
you and Him, a separation we cannot bridge - no matter how good we try to be. Because it’s not a 
matter of being good. It’s a matter of life and death. And the Bible says that you’re dead. The only 
solution is to be made alive - and only God can do that. 

Now that’s bad news but it gets worse. Not only are we born dead to God because of sin, we are also 
dominated and enslaved to sin in our daily life. Paul writes, "And you were dead in your trespasses 
and sins according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the 
spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too all formerly lived in the 
lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind..." "According to" means "under the 
control of" and Paul now explains that sin controled us through the world, the devil and the flesh - 
sin’s power triad. First the world, or as Paul writes, "according to or controlled by the course of this 
world." Paul isn’t talking about the planet here, he’s talking about human culture, organized in it’s 
opposition to God; false religions, philosophies, values, priorities, economic and political systems, 
fashion, peer pressure and the media; in short, everything in the environment in which we live 
which is contrary to God and His commands. Not only are we dead to God, we live in a society which 
is dead to God. Imagine that you’re a missionary to a remote tribe at the headwaters of the Amazon 
River. The men of the tribe have at least 3 or 4 wives each and do as little as possible all day while 
their wives work constantly. The women are married while still in puberty and have no choice 
about whom they marry - with the oldest men often ending up with the youngest wives simply 
because they are able to pay the highest bride price. In this tribe, cruelty is the highest virtue and 
the most honored men of the tribe are those who have killed the most members of the surrounding 
tribes. Compassion, gentleness and selflessness are considered weaknesses which hurt the rest of 
the tribe. And as you try to reach this tribe with the gospel, you realize that you are up against the 
entire culture of the tribe, that the values of the tribe are opposite of what God values and that this 
culture reenforces rather than discourages sinful behavior. What God calls sin feels normal and 
right to the tribe because that’s all they’ve ever known. Well, it’s easier to see how another culture 
is out of step with God’s will than it is to see how your own culture is out of step with His will, how 
the values and attitudes of your own culture reenforce our sinful behavior - because it feels normal 
to us. This is the first reason why sin is so powerful. We live in an environment that makes sin seem 
normal and right and godliness seem alien and abnormal. If you’re the parent of a teen, you know 



how powerful peer pressure is. You pray that your child will make the right kinds of friends 
because you know he will most likely think like his friends think and do what his friends do. But 
peer pressure doesn’t end at high school graduation. We’re all deeply influenced by our culture’s 
values, perspectives, prejudices and philosophy our entire lives. It’s all we’ve known and it feels 
normal and right. And it’s not until we are exposed to the timeless truths of the Bible which do not 
change and are outside of our culture that we begin to recognize the influence this present world 
has on us. The first reason we find ourselves enslaved to sin is because of where we live, in a culture 
of people who are hostile and rebellious to God and which daily convinces us in a myriad of ways 
that humans can do it on our own and that God is unnecessary.  

But where we live only part of our problem. Paul continues, the world itself is "according to 
("controlled by" )the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of 
disobedience. Sin is not just an environmental problem - a problem "out there." That’s why most 
solutions to social problems don’t work. Most solutions to social problems today focus on changing 
the system in order to change individuals, assuming that we’re just good people stuck in a bad 
system, and that if we could just change the system, the environment, the culture, we could create a 
paradise. Because people are naturally good. Take the criminal out of the slum and he will no longer 
be a criminal. Educate the uneducated and they will become good, responsible citizens. Outlaw 
racism and there will no longer be racists. Now we can definitely improve our society by education, 
by changing systems by enacting laws and protections. But as we’ve seen throughout history, 
changing an individual’s environment doesn’t necessarily change the individual. A law may end one 
form of discrimination but people seem to quickly find somebody else to discriminate against. 
Changing an economic systems may benefit the masses temporarily but as the Communists 
discovered, the leaders of that system turned out to be just as greedy and exploitive as the leaders 
of the previous system. Because our problem with sin is deeper than the system in which we live. 
We are dominated by sin because of where we live and what’s going on outside of us but also 
because of what was going on inside of us - which introduces us to our second powerful enemy, the 
devil. Paul says that there is a spirit at work in this world which holds us in bondage to our sin. He 
calls this spirit "the prince of the power of the air." God’s greatest creation was the archangel 
Lucifer who according to Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 28, rebelled against the rule of God, saying, "I will be 
like the Most High." and was cast out of heaven. He was the author of evil and seeks to draw the rest 
of creation into rebellion against God, and to rule over them as their god. He disguised himself as 
the serpent in the Garden and deceived Adam and Eve into joining his rebellion and since then, he 
rather than man, has been the ruler of this world. Paul calls him the prince of the power of the air 
because the Jews believed that the air - the atmosphere - was the realm of the devil and of his 
demons - a picture of the invisible spiritual realm of this planet where the devil and his demons are 
now active. And Paul describes him as "the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience," 
meaning all those who don’t know Christ. So not only were the Ephesians dominated by sin because 
of the environment in which they lived, they were dominated by sin because of the influence of the 
devil on that environment: a spirit of hostility and rebellion towards God which lures people into 
bondage to sin and to the ultimate rebel, the devil. So we’re enslaved to sin not only because of 
where we live but because of the spirit that fills and energizes where we live.  

It’s difficult to find people today who don’t believe in the existence of evil. The question is, what is 
the origin of that evil? Why isn’t the world evolving and getting better and better, more and more 
civilized, humane, and just? For some, belief in the devil may seem unscientific and medieval, but 
the Bible is clear that there is a malevolent spirit at work in the world, and that the evil in this world 
goes beyond what the evil in humans can explain. There are two errors we need to avoid; taking the 
devil too seriously and not taking him seriously enough. We can’t blame the devil for every bad 
thing we do. But neither should we be blind to his influence in our lives. The Bible says that the 



devil tempted Jesus to rebel against His Father and that he tempts us in a wide variety of ways: 
through pride, anger, fear, confusion, guilt and self-hate, sickness, false teaching, and other people. 
Yet the Bible assures Christians that through Christ we have already overcome Satan, that we can 
resist him firm in our faith and he will flee from us and that the Lord will strengthen and protect us 
from the evil one. But never forget that he is your enemy, that your destruction is his great desire, 
and that he is constantly scheming against you to keep you in bondage to sin.  

So before we met Christ, we had two great enemies which held us under sin’s domination; the 
world and the devil. And now Paul adds a third, the flesh. Among them (the sons of disobedience) 
we too all formerly lived (this is the condition of every human being. It was at one time Paul’s 
condition just as much as it was the condition of the Ephesians before Christ ) in the lusts of our 
flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind..." We are dominated by sin, not only because 
of where we live or even because of the spirit at work where we live but because sin is part of us. 
We are all infected with it. And the flesh - which is how the Bible describes that part of us which is 
infected with sin from birth - controls our behavior. Paul experienced this slavery to his flesh. In 
Romans 7, he describes his experience before Christ of trying to obey the Law of Moses. "For we 
know that the Law is spiritual, but I am of flesh, sold into bondage to sin. For what I am doing, I do not 
understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I hate. But if 
I do the very thing I do not want to do, I agree with the Law, confessing that the Law is good. So now, 
no longer am I the one doing it, but sin which dwells in me. (Sin controls Paul’s behavior) For I know 
that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh; for the willing (or desire to do good) is present in 
me, but the doing of the good is not. For the good that I want, I do not do, but I practice the very evil 
that I do not want. But if I am doing the very thing I do not want, I am no longer the one doing it, but 
sin which dwells in me. (Twice Paul says that if he’s doing what he really doesn’t want to do, he’s not 
doing it but sin - he’s controlled by the sin in his flesh.) I find then the principle that evil is present in 
me, the one who wants to do good. For I joyfully concur (agree) with the law of God in the inner man, 
(in my mind) but I see a different law in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my 
mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members. Wretched man that I am! 
Who will set me free from the body of this death?" (Romans 7:14-24) Do you ever find your mind 
going in one direction but your body going in the opposite direction? I want to do the right thing but 
at the moment of truth, I do the opposite. Why is that? Because sin dwells in our flesh and controls 
our behavior and we end up doing what we don’t want to do, what we promised ourselves we 
would never do again. When I was a teenager, I went forward to give my life to Christ at a Billy 
Graham Crusade. It was a sincere decision but I didn’t really understand the gospel at that point or 
what a Christian really was. I thought I was committing myself to living a good moral life. So for the 
next couple of weeks, I really tried to be good - and failed miserably. I couldn’t do it. And the harder 
I tried, the more I failed. I finally gave up, figuring I could never be a Christian. I was too weak. The 
truth is, we’re all too weak. Apart from Christ, we’re dead to God and we’re dominated by sin - 
because of where we live, because of the spirit who rules where we live and because we’re 
internally infected by sin in our own flesh. Of course the devil doesn’t usually appear to us as evil 
incarnate and say, "I detest you and I’m going to ruin your life." The devil makes his appeal to us 
through the world - tempting us to fill the vacuum where God should be with something or 
someone from the world - or tempting us to bitterness and rage because of something that happens 
to us in the world - or tempting us to pride and self-sufficiency because of our success in the world. 
Whatever the temptation, the devil tempts us with the world and the capacity I have to respond to 
the devil’s appeal is my flesh - sin dwelling in me - that causes me to want what he’s offering. The 
world, the devil and the flesh conspire together to keep us under slaves dominion.  

The bad news is that because of sin, we're dead to God. Worse, we're dominated by sin in our 
behavior.  Worst of all, we're doomed! Let’s read the rest of vs. 3. Paul has just written that like the 



Ephesians, he also formerly lived in the lusts of the flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of 
the mind, "...and were by nature children of wrath even as the rest." Children of wrath means children 
destined for wrath because sin puts us under God’s wrath and righteous judgement. God’s wrath is 
not a divine temper tantrum but rather the righteous reaction of a holy God to evil. If God is just, He 
must judge sin. He must make straight what is crooked. He must punish evil and reward good. Our 
problem is that we are children of wrath by nature. Sin is not something alien to us - it’s in our DNA. 
We are born dead to God, hostile and rebellious to Him, members of a hostile and rebellious human 
race under the influence of the devil, enslaved to our own evil natures. And because that’s what we 
are by nature, we are doomed to experience the wrath and righteous indignation of God. Dead, 
dominated and doomed. And that’s bad news. Sin is killing us, ruining this life and the next and we 
cannot cure ourselves. Sin separates us from God, enslaves us to the world, the devil and the flesh, 
and condemns us to hell. And until I understand the bad news- that sin isn’t an inconvenient case of 
ringworms but a deadly cancer which is slowly destroying me from the inside out - I can’t 
appreciate the good news which begins with vs. 4. You were dead in your trespasses and sins...But 
God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead in 
our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us 
up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that in the ages to come 
He might show the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by grace 
you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not as a result of 
works, so that no one may boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them." God, being rich in mercy because of 
His great love for us does for us what we were incapable of doing for ourselves - which is what we 
will look at next week. 

Remember the story of David and Goliath? Israel and the Philistines are a war. The army of Israel is 
camped on one side of the valley and the Philistines are camped on the other. Every morning, when 
the armies march out to face each other, the Philistine Goliath - a gigantic warrior - walks to the 
middle of the valley and issues a challenge. "Send someone out to fight me. If he defeats me, we will 
be your slaves. If I defeat him, you will be our slaves." And day after day, no one from the Israel side 
takes his challenge. "I’m not going to fight him." "Well neither am I, that guy is huge." Every day the 
army of Israel goes back to their tents and hide. It’s hopeless. No one can defeat the giant. Until little 
David shows up with lunch for his brothers. When he hears Goliath’s challenge, he steps us. "I’ll 
fight him." The soldiers laugh at him. "He’ll kill you without even breaking a sweat." But David says, 
"The Lord who enabled me to kill a lion and a bear when I was guarding my sheep will enable me to 
slay this Philistine." And you know the rest of the story. David defeats the giant, Israel is victorious, 
a great victory is won. Now what’s the lesson there for us? Jesus said that the Bible is not about us. 
It’s about Him. In John 5:39, He says, "You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you 
have eternal life; it is these that testify about Me." The Bible - Old and New Testaments - are about 
Jesus. He is the greater David, killing the giant we are unable to kill. David represented all the 
Hebrews when he went to battle against Goliath and Jesus represented all of mankind when He 
went to the cross to free us from sin. David risked his life for his people. Jesus gave His life for His 
people. David killed the giant that no body else could kill. Jesus defeated the true giant of sin which 
no body else could defeat. When we were helpless, He became our help. We were incurably sick but 
He is the Great Physician. We were permanently defiled but He is the Great High Priest who purifies 
His people. We were guilty criminals but He is the Lamb of God who takes away sins. We were 
slaves of sin but He is the Great Redeemer and Liberator. We were outsiders but He made us God’s 
own children. And that’s good news.   
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