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From The Editor
Dear Reader,

We thank you for taking time to read this issue of The Expositor. We work hard to give you something to read that 
will, first, bring you to an encounter with the God of the Bible. Second, we hope you will find encouragement to 
pursue God and be more passionate about him as you experience him more. 

God is not just to be understood; he is also to be known—personally. Living encounters with God are to be sought. 
Such encounters are not necessarily sensational, supernatural or startling. Experiencing God is not about some close 
encounters of a third or fourth kind. In fact, we often don’t recognize God’s nearness because we are looking for some 
kind of paranormal experience or we expect some overwhelming emotional sensation.

An encounter with God is often quiet and unassuming, without fanfare. It’s usually the small still voice rather 
than the booming thunder or the consuming fire. Generally, you will experience God and not know that it was 
him. I’ve come to learn that God most often speaks through the medium of his written Word. We all know this, 
but how much do we read it with the anticipation of hearing from our Heavenly Father? We know the Bible is 
God’s word to us, but we too often read it for information, filing facts into the brain, or just to say we got our daily 
quotient. When was the last time you picked up your Bible and prayed, “Lord, speak to me by this book and let 
me encounter your presence”?

The question is how do you know when that happens? How do you know you have encountered God if such 
encounters are mostly unsensational? There are two things that must happen if it is a genuine experience of God. 
First, the truth you are reading will be understandable—you’ll have a presence of mind that will grasp the truth. 
But that is not the end of the matter. The devil can understand much of what he reads from the Bible. (And don’t 
think he hasn’t read it!) Understanding alone is not God’s activity or an encounter with him. There is a second 
component—what you read and understand swells your heart with either joy or conviction. In other words, your 
affections, which are emotions that motivate the will to action, will be involved. 

For example, you read Ephesians 2:4, “But God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved us.” 
Now you already know that God is wealthy in mercy and his love is infinite towards us. But upon this reading the 
heart is moved upon as the mind grasps the import of the statement. You get a greater sense of God’s love for you 
and you experience an increase in joy as you trust his love. You hear no voices, no angelic choir, see no bright 
lights; but your heart soars in the thrill of God loving you. Or you may read a verse that cuts the heart with sorrow 
over sin, yours or others’ sin. But either way God has spoken. My dear friend, that’s an encounter with God. And 
it’s just as real as Moses’ encounter with God at the burning bush!

We hope that you will prayerfully read the articles in this issue and as you do the Lord will become real to 
your heart.

       Heartily,

       S. Michael Durham



In the process of acquiring a new long distance carrier, I was engaged in a long distance phone call with a 
woman in Jacksonville, Fl. She was a customer service representative for the phone company. When she 
discovered I was a Baptist pastor, she told me that she was a Catholic and had been all of her life. For whatever 

reason, she told me about her 16 year-old daughter’s confirmation that had occurred the previous weekend. 
Confirmation is one of the seven sacraments of the Catholic Church. Infant baptism supposedly brings one into 
the church and salvation, while confirmation is the moment when one receives the Holy Spirit and becomes a full 
fledged member of the body of Christ. It’s quite a big deal to a Catholic.

Here’s the woman’s story. Her daughter was a cheerleader at the parochial school she attended. A week before her 
confirmation into the Catholic Church, the teenage daughter spent Saturday night with several other girls from the 
cheerleading squad at the home of one of the cheerleaders. For whatever reason the girls didn’t make it to Sunday 
services the next morning. The lady on the phone told me that missing the Mass put her daughter into a state of 
not being in grace. Thus, to regain grace and be qualified for confirmation she had to go to a priest and confess her 
sins. This was the only way to regain assurance of salvation. 

As it so happened, her priest did confessions on Saturday only. She told me that to wait for Saturday would 
be cutting it too close. She was afraid that something could happen before Saturday’s confessional sessions to 
prevent her daughter from confessing her sins to the priest. And if she was not able to confess to a priest before 
the confirmation service she couldn’t be confirmed. So, she proceeded to find a priest who held confessions before 
Saturday. After several attempts, she finally found a priest from another church who did confessions earlier in the 
week, so she loaded the errant cheerleaders into her van and took them to confess their sin of missing church the 
previous Sunday. The end of the story was that her daughter was back into a state of grace and was confirmed.

Divine R
a two part series

Part 1—an ExPlanation of Man’s CorruPtion

By
S. Michael Durham

eality



Now remember, I was making a phone call to do 
business concerning our phone service and this dear 
lady subjected me to this story, which took longer for 
her to tell me than it did me to tell you. I wondered why 
she felt compelled to tell me all of this and other things, 
until she told me she believed in Murphy’s Law (which 
says that if anything can go wrong it will). Perhaps, 
because I was a Baptist minister, she confessed these 
things to me just to make sure in case the Catholics had 
it wrong. 

Now here is why I have subjected you to this story. After 
she finished, I asked if it would be all right to ask her 
a question about her faith. I promised I wouldn’t argue 
with her, that I wanted to ask only to gain information. 
She agreed to my request. I asked her, “If your daughter 
had died before she made confession to the priest, what 
would have happened to her soul?” Her reply was, “I 
don’t know what 
would have happened 
to her.” 

This woman grew 
up in the Catholic 
Church, attended a 
parochial school, and 
was very devout in 
her faith, but in the 
end she was full of 
uncertainty about not 
just her daughter’s 
eternal destination 
but obviously her own 
as well. According to 
her faith, if she sins, she is no longer in a state of grace. 
If she were not able to confess her sins or make it to 
Mass before she died, she had no assurance of what her 
destiny would be. 

To say the least, something is missing in her life and her 
religion. It is something I would not want to be without, 
especially after having come to know it. She was 
missing the confirming presence of Christ in her life by 
the person of the Holy Spirit. Jesus says to the disciples 
in John 15:26, “But when the Helper comes, whom I 
shall send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth 
who proceeds from the Father, He will testify of Me.” 
In Acts 1:8 Jesus told the same disciples that when the 
Holy Spirit was given to them they would have power. 
There is something given to the Christian that makes 

him or her to know their God and consequently their 
eternal well-being.

But before we close the book on this woman in 
Florida and say it is a Catholic problem, I would say 
it is also a Baptist problem and a Methodist problem 
and a Presbyterian problem, etc. The problem is not 
understanding that a Christian is one who has the living 
person of God residing within him. There is many a 
Baptist, as well as many other kinds of evangelicals, who 
think being a Christian is about knowing certain Bible 
facts and having their sins forgiven. Such a concept is 
not much different than the Jew before Christ. The good 
Hebrew learned the facts of Judaism and dealt with his 
sins by use of sacrifices and other forms of worship. 
However, the prophets of the Old Testament promised 
a new and different era in the redemptive history 
and program of God. The New Covenant was to be 

characterized by the 
giving of the person 
of the Holy Spirit to 
all believers.

This is one of the 
major failures of 
modern Christianity. 
It is a failure to 
understand the true 
nature and essence 
of Christianity. It is 
unfortunate for three 
reasons. First, many 
people are simply 
deceived about what 

it means to be a Christian and are consequently not 
converted. Second, Christians today little know what 
they are and thus live far less than their potential. 
Third, the world rarely sees in a local church what true 
Christianity is and its glorious effects in the surrounding 
culture. What the world sees is a mere shadow of the 
reality of Christ. Rituals, traditions, and religion cannot 
answer or solve the ailment of the human soul. Even 
sound biblical churches are of little help to this culture 
today. We are orthodox in our doctrine, but short on the 
life-changing, soul-quickening power of the person of 
Christ. Knowledge about Jesus is not going to change 
any man, woman, or child’s heart. But Jesus can. And 
this person, Jesus Christ, is ours in the abiding presence 
of his Holy Spirit. We must be strong in the person of 
the Spirit as well as in the knowledge about Christ.

Knowledge about Jesus is not 
going to change any man, woman, 
or child’s heart. But Jesus can. 
And this person, Jesus Christ, 

is ours in the abiding presence of 
his Holy Spirit.



We seem to know so little about the residing of the Holy 
Spirit within the believer; what his abiding in us is like; 
how he manifests himself within us; and how we can be 
sure whether or not the Spirit of the living God dwells 
within us. How sad this is since it is he, the Holy Spirit, 
who is the very essence of Christianity. 

However, before tackling these issues, let’s look at 
the sheer impossibility of our ability to experience the 
reality of the presence of our God.

HUMAN INABILITY TO KNOW
 THE REALITY OF THE PERSON OF CHRIST

Before you became a Christian the Bible said that you 
were without the ability to know, sense, realize the 
reality of the person of Christ. There is a great deal of 
misinformation about the sinner’s condition prior to the 
arrival of saving grace. Some believe that every sinner 
has the moral ability to believe upon the Lord Jesus, to 
love him, and serve him. All that he needs is the gospel 
and with his will, which is not bound by sin and free to 
choose, he may yield to Christ. In other words, there is 
no such bondage to sin that would keep the sinner from 
desiring and then consequently submitting to Christ. 
The sinner is morally neutral and can either decide for 
or against Jesus.

 NATURAL INABILITY

Others see mankind’s condition to be so corrupt, so 
depraved that the sinner would never ever choose Christ. 
For some in this group, the sinner is so lost in sin and 
ruled by its power that man is without natural as well as 
moral ability to hear the gospel and respond to it. 

These preach that man’s condition has been so 
devastated by sin that there is something missing 
from him making it impossible for him to believe and 
repent. These who believe in this kind of depravity 
of man believe that man is without the necessary 
equipment to believe the gospel. He has naturally 
been rendered incapable of repentance. It’s like trying 
to play a guitar without strings. No matter how you 
may place your fingers upon the neck and frets there 
will be no sound without strings. It is impossible to 
play the guitar this way.

But this is not the Bible’s position. Natural inability 
would of course make it impossible for a person to 
respond to the gospel. And if he is naturally without 

ability, then he is not morally responsible. But never 
has the Lord issued a command to a man who was not 
naturally capable of fulfilling the commandment. That 
does not mean that God may not need to give aid, even 
miraculous aid. What it means is that the man has all the 
natural faculties to do the job once God gives help. For 
example, it would not be possible for the Lord to ask 
Moses, if Moses had been a mute man, to go to Pharaoh 
and deliver his verbal message to the king. He would not 
have had the natural ability to do so. He in obedience 
can go to Pharaoh but once there he would remain silent 
no matter his determination to obey the Lord. In this 
case, God would have to give Moses speech. Then he 
would have the natural abilities to do the job. But if the 
Lord did not do so, it could not be accounted to Moses 
as sin for not being able to fulfill the command. How 
could he hold a man responsible for not doing what he 
doesn’t have the natural ability to do? 

God doesn’t deem accountable a person who doesn’t have 
the natural or physical ability of mind to comprehend 
the gospel, for example a person with severe retardation 
of mental ability. Would it be righteous of God to damn 
a soul because he did not accept a gospel he could not 
perceive either the need for or its remedy? No. The 
Bible is clear on this matter. 

The Lord took mercy on the young children of Israel 
and did not let them perish in the wilderness with 
their rebellious parents for one reason—they had “no 
knowledge of good and evil” (Deuteronomy 1:39). The 
mercy and justice of God does not permit him to hold 
an unaccountable person accountable. This moved him 
to spare Nineveh in the days of Jonah. “And should I 
not pity Nineveh, that great city, in which are more than 
one hundred and twenty thousand persons who cannot 
discern between their right hand and their left—and 
much livestock?” (Jonah 4:11).

Would you hold your child responsible if they could 
not fulfill a command for lack of physical strength? No, 
of course you would not. If I ask you to lift a 200 lb. 
weight but all you can physically lift is 100 lbs., then 
how could I be righteous and hold you irresponsible 
for not lifting the weight? It was naturally or physical 
impossible for you to do so, therefore you would be 
exempt from obeying the order.

The Lord is sovereign and can do whatever he wills. 
This is true. I stand by this statement, but he never wills 
that which is unrighteous. And by his standards he has 



said that to hold an infant or mentally retarded individual 
responsible for not believing the gospel is unrighteous. 
If he should damn them for being unclean human beings 
and corrupted in nature, well that is another matter. He 
is by all rights entitled to do so. But I do not believe 
he does even this, but it is sure he would never judge 
them guilty for rejecting a gospel that they could not 
understand. To do so is not justice, human or divine.

MORAL INABILITY

But moral inability is quite a different thing. The Bible 
teaches us that man’s refusal to obey God and the 
gospel is not because of natural inability, but because 
of moral inability. By moral I mean pertaining to right 
and wrong and proper conduct. Men sin because of a 
proclivity or moral inclination to sin. The inability of 
man to obey God is because man simply doesn’t want 
to obey. The Lord Jesus said of his generation, “But 
you are not willing to come to Me that you may have 
life” (John 5:40). Speaking to Nicodemus, Jesus said 
that man’s problem is that they choose to love sin and 
not God, “And this is the condemnation, that the light 
has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather 
than light, because their deeds were evil” (John 3:19). It 
is not because they were born without a physical ability 
to come to Christ, it was because they came into the 
world loving and desiring sin more than God. 

In Jeremiah 6:16-17 God accused the wicked of failing 
to do their duty and come to him. He invited them openly 
to come, which must mean that they were obligated to 
do so. Yet they willfully refused. 

Thus says the LORD: “Stand in the ways and see, and 
ask for the old paths, where the good way is, and walk 
in it; Then you will find rest for your souls. But they 
said, ‘We will not walk in it.’ Also, I set watchmen over 
you, saying, ‘Listen to the sound of the trumpet!’ But 
they said, ‘We will not listen.’”

Clearly, this is a willful rejection of God’s gracious 
invitation. It was not that they did not know better. 
These were men of Judah; they had the Scriptures and 
prophets. They knew the truth and what their duty was. 
Theirs was a rejection of the mind and heart. 

God has made all men able to act according to their 
desires. The best of the best on this subject of moral 
inability is Jonathan Edwards, and in his most famous 
work, Freedom of the Will he refutes all opposition, 
proving that the will always chooses according to its 
greatest desire. It can do no other. The good and glorious 
Creator made it this way. For example, if you have a 
choice between drinking a chocolate milk shake or cod 
liver oil, you will most likely choose the milk shake. 
You choose the milk shake because you desire it more, 
which makes choosing the cod liver oil impossible. 
If you do not desire something you cannot choose it 
unless you are presented with an even less desirable 
choice. For example, if someone holds a gun on you 
and says that if you don’t drink the cod liver oil he will 
give you a body piercing using a bullet, then as much 
as you don’t like the oil, you desire even less being shot 
so you choose that which you desire more. That is the 
way God made us.  

Moral inability works the same way. When given a 
choice between right and wrong, such as believing the 
gospel and surrendering your soul to the Lord Jesus or 
not, you can only choose what you desire the most. And 
every man is born with a greater desire for rebellion 
than for God. Therefore, the sinner will always choose 
to reject the free offer of the gospel. They cannot choose 
something that they desire less. In this case, the Bible 
says the sinner has no desire for God. This is the sinner’s 
greatest sin, the foolish and completely immoral choice 
of choosing himself above his Maker and God. 

If you still think this is unfair, then suppose a young boy 
grows up in a very bad home learning the wrong kind of 
life, having no chance to learn a better way of life, and 
when he becomes a man, he steals, harms people and 
their property. Should he be held accountable for his 
crimes? Can’t he tell the judge that he had no choice 



or chance to do good? Can’t he say that by no choice of 
his own he was born into a home that taught him how 
to do the evil things he has done? Couldn’t he argue that 
moral inability prevented him from choosing the good, 
that he could not help himself, but could only choose 
that which he desired the most? What would the judge 
say to his arguments? He would tell the criminal that 
he was still responsible to have chosen wisely and live 
according to the law. The judge would administer the 
appropriate sentence and justice would be served.

My dear sinner friend, your inability to choose Christ 
doesn’t mean that you couldn’t choose the Lord Jesus 
if you wanted him. It means you cannot choose to love 
Christ because you have no desire for him. Your moral 
inability does not remove accountability. Suppose a 
teacher gave a student an assignment, but the student had 
a greater desire to watch television or instant message 
her friends than do the assignment. What would the 
teacher say if the student tendered the excuse of moral 
inability for not doing the assigned work? The student 
may be congratulated on such an ingenious excuse, 
but the teacher would not accept it. Why? Because the 
assignment could have been done if the student wanted 
to do it; the problem was that she simply didn’t want 
to. The desire to do other things was greater than the 
desire to obey the teacher. That does not remove moral 
accountability. Nothing forced the student to choose not 
to do her assignment. She was not physically prevented 
from doing it. Her only inability was a lack of desire to 
do the work.

Those without Christ are without excuse. Yes, a person 
can argue that they can’t choose to give their life to the 
Lord, that they are in bondage to sin without the ability 
to break free. But the sinner’s inability is not something 
physically preventing them from coming to Christ. My 
dear reader, if by chance you are not a believer, you are 
not now being forced against your will to remain enslaved 
to sin. Your inability is your lack of desire to come to him 
who has died to make you free. And here is your sin—
that you do not desire the beauty and perfection of the 
Savior. You seek joy, but at the same moment you reject 
supreme joy. You love happiness, but you do not desire 
holiness. You want peace, but you do not want the Prince 
of Peace. Your sin is to value the Priceless as worthless 
and the worthless as priceless. 

But this is not all of the sinner’s sin. He loves the base 
and vulgar in life. He desires the ugly and unkind. His 

hopes and fears rise with baseness and his ambitions 
rise no further than this fading world. Sadly, he can’t 
see the fact that all that he longs for will in the end 
prove empty as a dry well of dust. The unbeliever’s 
desires will cause him to end up in the torments of 
hell where all of his earthly joys will be instruments 
of torture forever. 

ELECTION OR PREDESTINATION

Before I end this article, I want to address the subject of 
election also known as the doctrine of predestination. 
The question should be entertained how moral 
responsibility works in conjunction with the teaching 
that only those chosen before the foundation of the 
world will be saved. It is the explicit teaching of the 
Bible that only the elect of God will be saved. Surely 
then, how can one be responsible if they were not 
elected to be saved? What justice is there if a man can’t 
be saved unless he is one of the chosen?

Whether you are predestined to be saved or not has nothing 
to do with your responsibility to obey the Lord, repent of 
your sins, and trust him with your life. This is not just 
your obligation, it is the obligation of all men for all men 
are made by the Lord and are subject to his righteous 
demands. Election does not remove responsibility.

Furthermore, if the tragedy occurs that you die without 
giving your life to the obedience of Christ you will be 
consigned to the wrath of God in the flames of his holy 
judgment not because you were not elected but because 
you refused God’s right to order your life. 

The truth about election or predestination is that it ensures 
that not all of mankind will be damned. It guarantees 

Your inability is you 
lack desire to come to 

him who has died to 
make you free. And 
here is your sin—that 

you do not desire 
beauty and perfection.



that the blood of Christ will avail and save some. This 
wonderful truth of God’s electing love does not remove 
a man’s responsibility to choose Christ. It simply makes 
certain that there is a number that no man can know 
who will fulfill their responsibility to follow the Savior. 
So you see you can’t use God’s own mercy and grace 
against him. It can’t be done. Sinners stand before God 
accountable for their sins with no one to blame but their 
own cold, cold hearts.

In our next article I will show how the Lord of grace can 
thaw the unbeliever’s heart and warm it with his love. 
But I would be a very poor representative for the King 
and a terrible minister of the gospel if I did not plead with 
any unconverted reader to not wait for another article or 
anything else. Do not wait for next month, next week, 
or tomorrow. Cry out to him today for mercy—call on 
him right now. It is your responsibility to surrender 

yourself to the Lord. Nothing but an inadequate desire 
is keeping you from your rightful Owner. But if you 
desire him as much as you have ever desired anything, 
then he will save you. You can be saved today if you 
will only want him. Seek him with all of your heart, and 
he promises you will find him.  

Hopefully, you can understand why it is impossible 
for anyone to experience the reality of Christ. Without 
the love of God in the form of his grace moving upon a 
person’s heart they would never want Christ. So divine 
reality must begin with God graciously remaking the 
sinner’s heart, implanting divine desires, thereby 
removing moral inability. That is what is meant by, 
“God making himself real to you.” This divine reality 
is not limited to conversion but thankfully blossoms 
in the Christian life. In our next issue we will explore 
this core and essential truth of Christianity. 

real truth matters

Living Priorities is hosting a conference called Real Truth Matters, Saturday, October 11, 
2008 at the Cherry Civic Center in Paducah, Kentucky. The conference starts at 10 a.m. 
Lunch will be provided. The conference will be led by S. Michael Durham with worship led 
by Michael Travis. The conference is designed to distinguish the true gospel from prevalent 
false gospels. There will be three sessions:

Session 1:  What’s Wrong with American Christianity

Session 2:  The Essential Elements of the Gospel

Session 3:  What is True Conversion

For more information visit www.realtruthmatters.com



What percentage of responsibility for my spiritual maturity is the Lord’s, and how much of it is mine? To 
say that I alone am responsible for my soul’s development is conceit. To say that all the responsibility 
is the Lord’s is impudence. 

I find it humbling, inspiring, and challenging to recognize that the greatest saints who ever lived did not have a 
bigger Bible than I have. They just knew it better. Indeed, they had far less of the divine Revelation. Today we 
have the complete message of God to man. He has nothing more to say to us. As the old hymn says, “What more 
can He say than to you He hath said?” God has no “P.S.” to add to the book of the Revelation of Jesus Christ. 

For years the Holy Scriptures were wrapped up in tongues that only the scholars could read. “There was no 
open vision in those days” (I Sam. 3.1). Then, blessed day, the whole counsel of God was released in our mother 
tongue. With this unveiling came the glad news of the priesthood of believers -- Hallelujah! 

Do you wonder that Bishop Walsham How bursts into song about the Holy Word:

“It is a golden casket,

where gems of Truth are stored.

It is the Heaven-drawn picture 

of Christ, the Living Word.”

What

          Do

                I

           By         Still

   Leonard Ravenhill        Lack?



Trees are fascinating to most of us. I like to see the 
burdened fruit trees showing off their labor. The English 
like their mighty oaks and the Americans their redwood 
trees. At the moment, in the area where I write, the 
peach trees are richly endowed with fruit; but, it does 
not grow already canned. No! God gave us the fruit; 
we do the canning. Trees do not grow furniture, even 
in this scientific age. We have the trees. From them we 
make the chairs, etc. So it is with the spiritual life. Here 
is a stunning truth from Second Peter, Chapter one, 
verse three: “His divine power hath given unto us all 
things that pertain TO LIFE AND GODLINESS.” 
Paul backs up Peter in this area when he says, “How 
shall He not with Him also freely give us all things?” 
(Rom.8:32). And to top these precious words, here 
comes Paul again with a staggering statement: “The 
Spirit Himself beareth witness with our spirit, that 
we are the children of God: and if children, then 
heirs; HEIRS OF GOD, AND JOINT-HEIRS WITH 
CHRIST.” Stop there? 
NO, add the remainder: 
“...if so be that we suffer 
with Him, that we may be 
also glorified together.” 
(Rom. 8:16-17) 

With all this limitless 
resource to inherit in 
this life, why then, O 
why, do we settle for 
minimum spirituality? 
These scriptures just 
quoted shatter all our 
excuses for carnal 
Christianity and explode all our feeble bumper-
sticker excuses on bumper-sticker evangelism: 
“Christians are not perfect, just forgiven.” (Some 
backslider must have written that one.) 

Sinning is not permitted to believers. “Whosoever is 
born of God doth not commit sin.” (I John 3:9) Not that 
it is impossible to sin; but it is, by the blood of Christ 
and the indwelling Holy Spirit, possible not to sin. John 
again shouts the triumphant note, “Greater is He that is 
in you, than he that is in the world.” (1 John 4:4) 

God, then, has made it possible for you and me to have 
victory over the world, the flesh, and the devil! 

Here are the Master’s commandments to His own. These 
are not options but imperatives. With His enabling and 

our striving, we can explore what Lowrey called “the 
possibilities of Grace.” We can leave the playpen in the 
Spiritual Nursery and “go on unto perfection.” (Heb. 
6:1) Here are His commands: 

“Little Children, keep yourselves from idols
 (I John 5:21) 

“Building up yourselves on your most holy faith...” 
(Jude 20; Rom. 10:17) 

“Keep yourselves in the love of God ..”
(by obedience to His Word) (Jude 21) 

“Put on the whole armor of God...”
(equipment for beating Satan) (Eph. 6-11) 

The Scripture is very clear here: “Resist the devil, and 
he will flee from you.” (James 4 :7) 

Christian maturity is not 
a weekend operation. On 
the other hand, remember 
there is no finality to the 
Christian life this side of 
eternity. While we are in 
the flesh, we “press toward 
the mark for the prize of 
the high calling of God in 
Christ Jesus.” (Phil. 3:14) 

We hear continually about 
“Weight Watchers.” O that 
we watched our spiritual 
growth as carefully! 

 I believe in instant purity: “The blood of Jesus Christ, His 
Son, cleanseth us from all sin.” (I John 1:7) I do not believe 
in instant maturity. Faith in the finished work of Christ is one 
thing. To add to your faith, as Peter says in 2 Peter 1:5-7, is 
something else. As a tree must be pruned regularly to bring 
it to maturity, so we need pruning. It is easy to sing, “And 
pour contempt on all my pride.” If I do that at all, I will do 
it conveniently protecting myself from any “bleeding.” It is 
when the Lord does it -- or worse still when He uses some 
other human being (less spiritual than I am) to do the pruning 
then can I kiss the rod? This is a process in spiritual growth. 
Can I take it cheerfully when I am slighted, when my name 
is cast out as an evil thing (though I am totally innocent)? 
Can I joyfully help to promote another to a position that I 
would like and which I am more capable of handling? 

With all this limitless 
resource to inherit in 
this life, why then, O 
why, do we settle for 

minimum spirituality?



I heard a preacher asking another if folks came to the 
altar at his last meeting. He replied, “Yes, but most of 
them are altar tramps.” It’s easier to go to the altar than 
to get on the cross. There is no magic in a trip to the altar. 
You will not grow an inch by walking a few yards to the 
altar, unless there is a total repentance and a holy vow to 
God that you will not fall into the same hole again. 

That holy band of “Heroes of Faith” in the eleventh 
chapter of Hebrews staggers me. They had no Bibles, 
no millions of cassettes as we have, no Bible seminars, 
no daily radio Bible teaching, and (fortunate souls) no 
Gospel T.V. preachers whining about lack of funds. 
(When did the Lord run out of supplies?) Yet what things 
these folks in Hebrews 11 accomplished: subdued whole 
kingdoms -- (O that some person rich in faith could 
subdue the worldwide kingdom of the drug trade)-- 
wrought righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the 
mouths of lions. What miracles, what men, what faith! 

These “pattern” folks of our faith did not get to the 
heights in one leap: 

“They climbed the steep ascent to Heaven
Through peril, toil, and pain.

O God, may grace to us be given,
to follow in their train.”

Asked why he was used of the Lord so greatly in China, 
Hudson Taylor replied, “God had looked long for a man 
weak enough, and He found me.” He takes the weak 
things of the world to confound the mighty. Spiritual 
wisdom does not come with years; neither does maturity. 
The key to both is obedience. Whatsoever He saith unto 
YOU, do it. 

An insatiable thirst for God will produce an unquenchable 
love for holiness (as He is Holy), resulting in a passion 
for the lost. 

Remember, friend, you are just as spiritual as you want 
to be. 

Copyright (C)1994 by Leonard Ravenhill, Lindale, Texas

The fact is, that man is a reeking mass of 
corruption. His whole soul is by nature so 
debased and so depraved, that no descrip-
tion which can be given of him even by in-
spired tongues can fully tell how base and 
vile a thing he is . . . A very hell of corrup-
tion lies within the best saint; and if the 
grace of God did not restrain it, he would 
soon be found among the chief of sinners 

. . . Our prayers have stains in them, our faith is mixed with 
unbelief, our repentance is not so tender as it should be, our 
communion is distant and interrupted. We cannot pray without 
sinning, and there is filth even in our tears.—C. H. Spurgeon



What Is 
Not A 
Son of 

God

It is quite clear that here the Apostle is comparing and contrasting not two types of Christians but the non-
Christian with the Christian. They that are ‘after the flesh’ are the non-Christians; they that are ‘after the Spirit’ 
are the Christians. 

We take first what Paul says here about the man who is not a Christian. His general description of him is that he is 
‘after the flesh’. What does he mean by this? We have earlier explained that the word ‘flesh’ means fallen human 
nature, human nature as it is before the Spirit of God begins His work in a person. It is man left to himself, man 
born, developing and growing in life in this world outside the activity of God upon him. The non-Christian is 
‘after the flesh’. The word ‘after’ is interesting. Some would translate it as ‘according to the flesh’, but the best 
translation is ‘under the flesh’. The word the Apostle uses carries the idea of being ‘under’ something else, under 
authority in particular. So we are told that the non-Christian is one who is habitually dominated by the nature with 
which he was born. 

How does that show itself, and to what does it lead—the first thing is that such a man ‘minds’ certain things. ‘They 
that are after the flesh do mind the things of the flesh.’ In the Epistle to the Philippians the Apostle uses exactly 
the same expression several times. He says ‘Let us therefore, as many as be perfect, be thus minded: and if in any 
thing ye be otherwise minded, God shall reveal even this unto you’ (3:15). 

  By Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones

For they that are after the flesh do mind the things of the flesh; but they that are after the Spirit 
the things of the Spirit. For to be carnally minded is death; but to be .spiritually minded is life 
and peace. Because the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God, 
neither indeed can be. So then they that are in the flesh cannot please God—Romans 8:5-8.



But the term includes not only thought and understanding, 
it includes the affections, the emotions, the desires and the 
objects of pursuit. In other words, it is a comprehensive 
term. ‘To mind earthly things’ not only means that non-
Christians think about them occasionally, but that these 
are the things which they think of most of all; these are 
the things of which they think habitually, the trend or the 
bent of their thinking is toward them. ‘Earthly things’ are 
the things that please them most of all, the things that give 
them greatest satisfaction; and therefore the things which 
they seek after most of all. The term is comprehensive, 
and we must not limit it merely to the intellectual aspect. 
It is much wider than the interests of the mind, and takes 
in the whole personality. 

The first thing about the non-Christian, therefore, is that 
because he is dominated by his fallen human nature, he is a 
man who is deliberately interested in, and concerned about 
‘the things of the flesh’. Once more we have to be careful 
that our understanding of this expression is sufficiently 
comprehensive. 
What are ‘the things 
of the flesh’? The 
danger is to limit 
the term to sensual 
pleasures and to 
the sins that belong 
only to the body. 
The term ‘the flesh’ 
tends to make us 
think immediately 
of physical sins, 
sins which belong 
primarily to the 
realm of our 
animal being. They are certainly included, but it is 
important for us to realize that the term is very much 
more comprehensive in its use, as we find when we turn 
to the Epistle to the Galatians chapter 5, verses 19 to 
21. ‘Now the works of the flesh are manifest, which are 
these; adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness’. 
Yes, but also ‘Idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, variance, 
emulations, wrath, strife, seditions, heresies, envyings, 
murders, drunkenness, revellings, and such like’. We 
see that the notion is indeed a very wide one. The First 
Epistle of John, chapter 2, verses 15 to 17: ‘Love not the 
world, neither the things that are in the world’. What are 
they? The Apostle lists them as ‘the lust of the flesh, and 
the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life’. ‘The flesh’ is a 
big term, a widely inclusive one. 

What then does ‘the flesh’ mean? In a word it means 
‘worldly mindedness’. That is a term which John 
Bunyan uses, and it is the term that some people would 
use here. ‘Worldly-mindedness’! It includes everything 
which is opposed to ‘the mind’ and ‘the life’ of the 
Holy Spirit. Another way of putting it is to say that ‘the 
things of the flesh’ means every aspect of life without 
God, everything in life from which God is excluded. It 
refers, in other words, to the life of this world only; it 
denotes a complete severance from all that is spiritual. 
It concentrates on the visible, the seen, and has nothing 
at all to do with the unseen. 

The tragedy of the matter is that many people think that 
this description—‘they that are after the flesh do mind 
the things of the flesh’—applies only to open, obvious, 
profligate sinners, on the streets and in the public 
houses of great cities; the fact being that it includes also 
very highly intellectual people, very moral people, and 
people whom the world would describe as very noble. To 

‘mind the things of 
the flesh’ includes 
political interests 
without God, social 
interests without 
God, cultural 
interests without 
God. That is what 
the expression 
means. Paul has 
in mind man’s 
highest pursuits, 
his philosophy, his 
art, his culture, his 
music, that never 

get beyond the flesh. God is outside it all, He is excluded 
from it; there is nothing spiritual about it. Men may 
write very cleverly, and in a very learned and interesting 
and entertaining manner about social conditions; they 
can tell us how to ameliorate bad conditions, how to 
improve them; they can write eloquently about forming 
some sort of Utopia, they can produce masterpieces of 
art and of literature and of music; but there is no soul 
there, there is no God there, no Spirit there. It is all 
‘after the flesh’. 

The good, cultured well-spoken moral man is as devoid 
of the Spirit as the most obvious and profligate sinner; he 
is outside the life of God as much as the other. The only 
difference between the obvious so-called ‘sinner’ and 

To ‘mind the things of the 
flesh’ includes political 

interests without God, social 
interests without God, cultural 
interests without God. That is 

what the expression means.



the highly cultured good moral man is purely a social 
difference, a superficial one. All their thinking, all their 
interests, all their pursuits are entirely outside the realm 
of the spiritual and of God. That is what the Apostle 
tells us about them. 

The next thing the Apostle says about them is found 
in verse 6, where we find the words, ‘To be carnally 
minded is death’. Here Paul is describing the quality, 
or the state of mind of people who only mind the 
things of the flesh. It is, he says, nothing else but sheer 
death. That is what the Apostle says everywhere about 
the unbeliever, about the man who is not a Christian. 
We find it mentioned at the beginning of the second 
chapter of Ephesians: ‘You hath he quickened, who 
were dead in trespasses and sins.’ ‘Dead’! He repeats it 
again in verse 5: ‘Even when we were dead in sins, he 
hath quickened us together with Christ.’ The Apostle is 
saying the same thing here. The man who is ‘under the 
flesh’, and governed and controlled by his fallen human 
nature, not only minds the things of the flesh—those 
worldly things out of which God is shut—but he does 
so because he is spiritually dead. He is alive physically, 
he exists, but spiritually he is a dead man. 

The Apostle’s statement means that the man is dead to 
God, he lives as if there were no God. Some of your 
greatest moral men, some of your most cultured men in 
the world are in that position. They are very able, very 
cultured, very much interested in life, they never get 
drunk, they are not guilty of adultery.... ‘Ah’, you say, 
‘you cannot say that such a man “minds the things of 
the flesh”.’ I do just that! God is not in all his thoughts, 
he is completely dead to God, he is living as if there 
were no God. That is what is meant by spiritual death. 
Spiritual death is to be outside the life of God. Our Lord 
has settled the matter for us. In John’s Gospel, chapter 
17, verse 3, we read: ‘And this is life eternal, that they 
might know thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ 
whom thou hast sent.’ The man who has not got eternal 
life does not know God, he is outside the life of God; 
and that means that he is dead. The spiritual realm does 
not exist for him, he scoffs at it; spiritual realities mean 
nothing whatsoever to him; he is dead to them all. Ask 
him to read the New Testament, and he says that it is 
‘nonsense’; draw his attention to spiritual things and he 
does not know what you are talking about. 

There is a well-known story which seems to me to supply 
a perfect illustration of this point. It concerns two great 

men, William 
Wilberforce the 
leader in the 
movement for 
the abolition 
of slavery, and 
William Pitt the 
Younger, one time 
Prime Minister of 
Britain. They were 
both brilliant men, 
they were both 
politicians, and 
they were very 
great friends. But William Wilberforce was converted 
and became a Christian, while William Pitt, like so many 
others, was but a formal Christian. William Wilberforce 
was very much concerned about his friend. He loved him 
as a man and was greatly concerned about his soul. He 
was most anxious therefore that Pitt should go with him 
to listen to a certain preacher, a London clergyman of 
the Church of England named Richard Cecil. Cecil was 
a great evangelical preacher, and Wilberforce delighted 
in his ministry, so he was ever trying to persuade Pitt to 
go with him to listen to Cecil. At long last Pitt agreed to 
do so. Wilberforce was delighted and they went together 
to a service. Richard Cecil was at his best, preaching 
in his most spiritual and elevated and exalted manner. 
Wilberforce was enjoying himself, and feeling lifted up 
into the very heavens. He could not imagine anything 
better, anything more enjoyable, anything more 
wonderful; and he was wondering what was happening 
to his friend William Pitt, the Prime Minister. Well, he 
was not left long in a state of uncertainty as to what had 
been happening, because, before they were even out of 
the building Pitt turned to Wilberforce and said, ‘You 
know, Wilberforce, I have not the slightest idea what 
that man has been talking about’. And he hadn’t, of 
course. As a man can be tone deaf to music, all who are 
not Christians are tone deaf to the spiritual. That which 
was ravishing the mind and the heart of Wilberforce 
conveyed nothing to Pitt. He was bored, he could not 
follow it, he could not understand it, he did not know 
what it was about. A man of great brilliance, a man of 
great culture, a man of great intellectual ability, but 
all that does not help! ‘The natural man receiveth not 
the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness 
unto him; neither can he know them, because they are 
spiritually discerned’ (I Corinthians 2: 14). Richard 
Cecil might as well have been preaching 



to a dead man. The dead cannot appreciate these things, 
neither could William Pitt. He himself confessed it. It is 
not what Wilberforce says about him; it is what he said 
about himself. 

There are such people. They come to a place of worship, 
they listen to things that ravish the hearts of believers, 
but they see nothing in it at all. There are many such 
people in the churches now, as there always have been. 
They want whist drives and dances, entertainments 
and socials, and to meet one another socially. That is 
because they are not alive to spiritual things. They are 
dead, dead to God, dead to the Lord Jesus Christ, dead 
to the realm of the spiritual and all spiritual realities, 
dead to their own soul and spirit and their everlasting 
and eternal interests. They never think about such 
matters at all. That is their trouble. That is what the 
Apostle says here about them. This mind of the flesh 
shuts them out from the life of God and from all the 
interests that emanate from the life of God. The trouble 
with the unbeliever, the non-Christian, is that he is in a 
living death, he is merely existing. He is shut out from 
the life of God; and if he dies in that condition he will 
continue to all eternity shut out from the life of God. 
Nothing more terrible can be contemplated. That is the 
meaning of spiritual death. 

The Apostle then goes on to say another thing about the 
non-Christian in verse 7: ‘Because the carnal mind is 
enmity against God.’ It is unfortunate that we have this 
translation in the Authorized Version, for in the original 
it still is, ‘the mind of the flesh’. ‘Because the mind of 
the flesh is at enmity against God.’ This explains why 
‘the mind of the flesh’ is death. If a man is at enmity 
against God he is obviously outside the life of God; and 
that means that he is dead. Here we have one of our 
striking proofs that the Apostle is not comparing and 
contrasting two types of Christians, but is comparing 
and contrasting the non-Christian and the Christian. 
You cannot say of any man who is a Christian that he is 
at enmity against God; it is impossible. A man cannot 
be at enmity against God and be a Christian at the same 
time. Why is he a Christian at all? Because he wants 
to be right with God. Why does he believe on the Lord 
Jesus Christ? Because he believes that the Lord Jesus 
Christ puts him right with God. Why did he ever want 
that blessing? Because he sees the consequences of 
being an enemy of God. So here the Apostle depicts 
a man who is at enmity against God. This is not a so-
called ‘carnal’ Christian; there is no such thing. This is 

the non-Christian, this is a man who is not a Christian 
in any true sense, and this is the man Paul has been 
describing all along. He is contrasting the non-Christian 
with the Christian, any Christian. 

‘Ah but,’ you say, ‘I know certain people who say, 
“I would not like to say that I am a Christian, but I 
believe in God”; what about them?’ The simple truth 
about them is this, that they are at enmity against God. 
‘But,’ you say, ‘they are interested in God, they believe 
in God, they read books about God, and they talk and 
argue about God.’ No, they do not! ‘But how can you 
say that so dogmatically?’ I do so for this reason: they 
think they are interested in God, but their interest is not 
in God, it is in some figment of their own imagination, 
it is some product of their own philosophy and their 
own thoughts. ‘But why do you say even that?’ asks 
someone. I answer; the way to prove that such persons 
are not true Christians is quite simple. Say to them, 
‘Do you believe in God?’ They reply, ‘Of course we 
believe in God; we have always believed in God’. Next 
confront them with the God of the Bible, who is not 
only love but also justice and righteousness; confront 
them with the God who not only shows mercy and 
compassion but also wrath; and you will find that they 
snarl their teeth at you. They will say that they do not 
believe in such a God! Of course they do not; they 
have never truly believed in God. What they believe in 
is a god whom they have constructed for themselves. 
They have made a god of their own, and for this they 
have no authority whatsoever, except that it fits in 
with their thoughts. They say, ‘The God I believe in 
is a God who is entirely a God of love’. Wrath? Of 
course not! Impossible! But what is their authority for 
speaking in this fashion? They have none at all. It is 
simply that they, and people like them, agree in saying 
these things. 

The only true knowledge that we have of God is to be 
found in the Bible. God has revealed Himself. No man 
can know God of himself—‘no man can see God, or 
has seen God, at any time’. If a man could understand 
God with his own mind he would be equal to God, if 
not greater. By definition God is absolute and infinite 
and eternal in all His attributes and qualities. We cannot 
arrive at Him of ourselves; He must reveal Himself. He 
has done so, in the Scriptures and in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. And the Lord Jesus Christ has taught us about 
the wrath of God, about the judgment of God, and about 
hell. Yes, but the moment these people who say they 



believe in God hear such things, they become furious 
and remonstrate against it; they hate it. Let us not 
therefore be misled or deluded by people who say that 
they believe in God; the question is, Do they believe 
in the God who has revealed Himself, who is the only 
God? All natural men, all who are not Christians, are ‘at 
enmity against God’. 

The fifth thing Paul tells us about non-Christians is that 
‘they are not subject to the law of God’. What he means 
is that they do not submit themselves to it. How can they? 
If they hate Him why should they subject themselves 
to Him? Instead of submitting themselves as a soldier 
does to his commanding officer, to the General set over 
him, they rebel, they are antagonistic. They do not care 
what God has said; they do what they want to do. They 
are not taking orders, they are following out their own 
minds, and their own likes and dislikes, and their own 
understanding. Man by nature is an enemy of God, he 
is a rebel against God, he flouts the commandments of 
God. ‘All we like sheep have gone astray, we have all 
gone after our own devices.’ That is true of all men who 
are not Christians. They are trampling and spitting upon 
the Ten Commandments, and the moral law, and all the 
sanctities. .Of course they are! They are haters of God, 
and they hate His law; they abominate it; `they are not 
subject to the law of God’. 

Next the Apostle adds, ‘Neither indeed can be.’ ‘This 
mind’, he says, ‘is not subject to the law of God, neither 
indeed can be.’ Here we have a basic statement about 
the unbeliever. The unbeliever, says Paul, is not only 
like that, but he cannot do anything about it. ‘His mind 
is not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be.’ 
We find exactly the same idea in 1Corinthians 2: 14: 
‘The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit 
of God, for they are foolishness unto him, neither can 
he know them.’ He cannot know them. Why? ‘Because 
they are spiritually discerned.’ A man who is tone deaf 
to music cannot create a delight in music in himself. He 
may desire it, but he cannot attain to it; it is impossible. 
What the Apostle is saying is that this natural man, this 
non-Christian, not only hates God, and is not subject 
to the law of God; but he cannot desire to love God, 
he cannot desire to obey Him. He cannot choose to do 
so; he is totally incapable of any spiritual effort. I am 
not saying this; it is the Apostle Paul who says it. The 
popular teaching which says that we have to preach the 
Gospel to the natural man as he is, and that he, as he 
is, decides to believe on the Lord Jesus Christ; and that 

then, because he has believed, he is given new life, is 
regenerated, this, I say, is a complete denial of what the 
Apostle teaches here. 

The man who is spiritually dead hates God, rebels 
against Him, and can do no other, for ‘the natural man 
receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God, for they 
are foolishness unto him, neither can he know them, for 
they are spiritually discerned’. And if you have not got 
the spiritual faculty you cannot discern them. If that is 
lacking in a man, and he is completely dead, how can 
he discern them? He cannot; and, of course, the world is 
proving that very thing today. Total inability! 

What is the result of all this? It is stated in the eighth verse, 
‘So then’ here is the conclusion, the thing the Apostle was 
really setting out to prove ‘so then, they that are in the 
flesh’ they are the same people, they are ‘after the flesh’, 
they are governed by ‘the mind of the flesh’ ‘so then, they 
that are in the flesh cannot please God’. His displeasure is 
upon them; they can do nothing at all about pleasing Him. 
They cannot bring forth any fruit unto God. As Paul has 
already said in chapter 7, verse 5, the righteous demands 
of the law cannot be fulfilled in them. ‘In the flesh’, 
‘after the flesh’, governed by ‘the mind of flesh,’ they are 
entirely and altogether outside God and His life; and there 
is nothing in them or about them that recommends them to 
God. Such are the unbelievers. 

How then does anyone become a believer? The answer 
has already been given in verse 2, and we shall proceed 
to work it out. ‘The law of the Spirit of life in Christ 
Jesus hath set me free.’ I have not done it; it has been 
done to me. It is God’s action. ‘By grace are ye saved 
through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of 
God.’ ‘We are His workmanship’ (Ephesians 2: 8-10). 
We can do nothing, it is all of God. And let us thank 
God that it is so, for it is because it is all of God that it 
is certain, it is safe, it is sure. We are not just believers, 
we have been ‘made anew’, born again; we are in the 
realm of the spiritual, we have been put there, we are in 
Christ’, the Spirit of God has incorporated us into Him. 
It is His action. 

This article is an edited version of Martyn Lloyd-Jones’ lecture 
found in Banner of Truth’s edition, Romans: Exposition of Chapter 
8: The Sons of God, Chapter One. Printed by permission from 
Banner of Truth.



We are talking in these Advent sermons about our need for a Savior. There are three reasons mentioned 
in Ephesians 2:1–3. We need a Savior according to verse 1 because we are dead in sin. We need 
a Savior according to verse 2 because we are captive to an alien power. And we need a Savior 

according to verse 3 because we are children of wrath.

If it helps your memory, we could say there are three “S’s”: 

1. we were sick unto death with sin; 

2. we were sabotaged by Satan; 

3. and we were sentenced to hell. 

Therefore we were in desperate need of a great Savior.

Why We Need A Savior:

Captive to an Alien Power, by 
Nature Children of Wrath 

by John Piper



Hearing What You Won’t
 Hear Anywhere Else 

The first thing I want to stress today is that these 
three things are not what you will find out about 
yourself in the newspaper or TIME or NEWSWEEK. 
They are not part of our cultural assumptions about 
mankind. Virtually no one, outside a fairly small 
group of evangelicals, seriously believes

1. that without a Savior all people are dead in 
sin and incapable of any spiritual good; 

2. that without a Savior all people are 
captured and blinded by an evil, supernatural 
person named Satan; 

3. that without a Savior all people are under 
the wrath of God and sentenced to eternal torment 
in hell.

There are two fundamental reasons why these things 
are not believed: 

1. because they are unflattering to human nature,

2. because they have to be learned from God 
not man. God must reveal these things to us or 
we perish.

Starting with the Word of God

If there is going to be any salvation at all, there 
must be a divine revelation. God must reveal 
these things to us or we perish. We can’t find 
them out from television or radio or medicine 
or psychology or art. We learn the truth about 
ourselves from the Word of God. And once our 
eyes are opened to the truth that God reveals, 
then we can see confirmations of it in virtually 
all the sciences and arts.

Santa Claus and Religion 

But if we don’t start with God’s interpretation 
of who we are, we will be like blind people who 
go on developing elaborate theories to prove that 
there really is no such thing as vision, and that 
color and light and perspective are the inventions 
of pious imaginations projecting onto reality their 
own dissatisfaction with the dark. “Religion is the 
opiate of the people.”

That statement is not simply classic Marxism. It is 
classic American materialism. The difference is that 
American materialism doesn’t outlaw religion; it 
imitates it and then uses it. That is the real meaning 
of Santa Claus.

The true meaning of Christmas—that God sent his 
Son into the world to save us from our evil hearts 
of sin (Matthew 1:21), and to destroy the works of 
the devil in our habits and homes and schools and 
workplaces (1 John 3:8), and to rescue us from 
the wrath to come (1 Thessalonians 1:10)—that 
meaning of Christmas is unacceptable to the spirit 
of this world. But the impact of the truth of the 
incarnation is so undeniable after 2,000 years 
of influence, that the god of this world behind 
American materialism cannot oppose it outright, 
but simply imitates it with Santa Claus and a 
hundred other trappings in order to direct the 
religious impulses of the masses into economically 
profitable channels.

The Way Out of Cultural Slavery 

The only way out of this cultural slavery is to 
listen to the witness of God about ourselves. Not 
the witness of John Piper, or the editorial page, or 
the evening news, or the Atlantic Monthly. God 
has spoken. His word is preserved for us in the 
Bible. If you let this book interpret your condition, 
to be sure, you will be an alien and an exile in this 
fallen age. But that is a small price to pay to be 
in step with God. I urge you to consider seriously 
today the truth of Ephesians 2:2—that without a 
Savior we are captive to an alien prince; and the 
truth of Ephesians 2:3—that without a Savior we 
are children of wrath.

Captive to an Alien Prince:
 Three Explanations 

Let’s look first at verse 2. Literally verses 1 and 2 go 
like this:

And you, being dead in your trespasses and sins, in 
which you once walked according to the age of this 
world, according to the ruler of the authority of the air, 
the spirit now at work in the sons of disobedience...

There are at least three things in this verse we need 
to understand:



So God has indeed begun to save people 
from the power of darkness. At the 

cross the decisive death blow was struck 
against Satan.

1. there is a being who rules over the authority 
of the air (middle of the verse: “according to the 
ruler of the authority of the air”); 

2. this being is a spirit who works in the 
hearts and lives of people who have no Savior 
(end of the verse: “the spirit now at work in the 
sons of disobedience”); 

3. the result is that people without a Savior 
walk, or live, in tune with this evil age (beginning of 
the verse: “you once walked according to the age of 
this world”).

Let’s look at these one at a time.

1. Prince of the Power of the Air

What does it mean to say that there is a prince of 
the power of the air? Or: a ruler of the authority of 
the air?

Air Is Everywhere 

Air is where we live. 
Between heaven 
above and the earth 
beneath is the realm 
of air, and that is the 
habitation of man. 
Sometimes we say 
things like, “There’s 
excitement in the 
air.” What we mean 
is that excitement 
seems to be gripping everybody. Its influence is so 
widespread that it must simply be in the air.

That is Paul’s point. The influence of the power 
spoken of in verse 2 is so pervasive, that it can be 
called the power of the air. Man has to have air to 
live. The power of the air is therefore a power that 
can get at man everywhere. The whole inhabited 
world is the domain and the subject of this power.

Fourfold Description of Demonic Forces 

But what is this authority or power of the air? The 
term probably refers to all those beings named in 
6:12—”For we are not contending against flesh 
and blood, but against the principalities, against the 
powers (same word as in verse 2), against the world 

rulers of this present darkness, against the spiritual 
hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.”

Demonic forces are given four different descriptions. 
Paul says that we contend with them. That is, they 
are not far away. They are as close as the air we 
breathe. Then he calls some of them “world rulers.” 
Their sphere of activity is not just hell or heaven. It 
is the world, the place where people live.

When you put all these together, what you have is 
the “authority of the air” mentioned in 2:2. In other 
words demonic powers and authorities rule the air, 
the inhabited world of mankind.

The Prince of Demonic Forces 

And there is a prince or ruler over them all. This 
no doubt refers to Satan. He is called the “prince of 
demons” in Matthew 12:24. In 2 Corinthians 4:4 
Paul calls him the “god of this world.” Jesus calls 
him the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 
16:11). And Satan himself in Luke 4:6 tempts Jesus 

with world rule by 
saying, “To you I will 
give all this authority 
and their glory; for it 
has been delivered to 
me, and I give it to 
whom I will.”

The Norm of This 
World Is Evil 

Now what does this 
mean? It means that the norm of the world in which 
we live is evil. During the age in which we live, God 
permits that the dominant themes and motifs and 
moods are under the control of Satan.

So Paul says in Galatians 1:3, “Christ gave 
himself for our sins to deliver us from the present 
evil age.”

And in Colossians 1:13 he says that “God has 
delivered us from the dominion of darkness and 
transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son.”

And John says in 1 John 5:19, “We know that we are 
of God, and the whole world lies in the [power of] 
the evil one.” 



So God has indeed begun to save people from the 
power of darkness. At the cross the decisive death 
blow was struck against Satan (Colossians 2:15; 
Hebrews 2:14). “He who is in you is greater than 
he who is in the world” (1 John 4:4). Nevertheless, 
the way of the cross is narrow and few there be that 
find it, and the way of Satan is broad and many there 
be that find it. By and large the world rejects the 
Savior. And without a Savior the prince of the power 
of the air reigns over the sons of disobedience. And 
people who were made for God are captive to an 
alien power.

2. At Work in People Without a Savior 

That leads to the second part of verse 2. How does 
Satan exert his rule in the world? At the end of the 
verse he is called “the spirit that is now at work in 
the sons of disobedience, among whom we all once 
lived”—that is, before we had a Savior! So the 
answer is that Satan exercises his rule by working 
in the hearts and lives of people without a Savior. 
He has easy access to their will because all ability to 
resist him in faith is dead in sin.

In other words we need a Savior not just because we 
were dead in sin, but also because Satan stood watch 
to keep us dead.

Moral Corruption and
Its Promotion in the World 

You can see this all through our culture—the 
teaming up of individual moral corruption with 
the promoters and supporters of that corruption 
which make escape from that corruption harder 
and harder. For example,

•  the moral corruption of drug addiction is supported 
and encouraged and made more hopeless by pushers; 

•  the moral corruption of gambling is supported and 
encouraged and made more hopeless by legislators 
who legalize and institutionalize lotteries and para-
mutual betting; 

•  the moral corruption of prostitution is supported 
and encouraged and made more hopeless by pimps; 

•  the moral corruption of habitual sexual fantasizing 
is supported and encouraged and made more 

hopeless by the exploitation of bodies in advertising 
and videos and movies and magazines.

How does Satan pull this off? How does he work 
in the sons of disobedience? Let’s look at two other 
texts that give two answers to this question. 

2 Corinthian 4:3–4

And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only 
to those who are perishing. In their case the 
god of this world has blinded the minds of the 
unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light 
of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the 
likeness of God.

In other words the way Satan compounds the 
hopelessness of people who are dead in sin is to keep 
them from seeing anything glorious in the gospel 
of Christ. The word of the cross is foolishness to 
those who are perishing (1 Corinthians 1:18) for 
two reasons:

1. “The natural man does not receive the gifts 
of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and 
he is not able to understand them because they are 
spiritually discerned” (1 Corinthians 2:14). So he is 
blind to the true significance of the gospel because 
he is spiritually dead—natural. 

2. The other reason the gospel is foolishness 
to those who are perishing is that Satan works 
around the clock to prevent the Word of God from 
having any effect on the unbeliever’s heart. For 
example, in the parable of the four soils, he is 
pictured as a bird that snatches away seed before 
it can produce life. “When any one hears the word 
of the kingdom and does not understand it, the 
evil one comes and snatches away what is sown in 
his heart” (Matthew 13:19).

In other words, without a Savior, we were blinded 
by our own disease of sin AND by the work of 
Satan. So we were doubly blind and doubly in need 
of a Savior.

Acts 5:3

But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your 
heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back part 
of the proceeds of the land?”



In other words Satan works in the sons of 
disobedience not only by blinding them to the glory 
of the gospel, but also by filling their hearts with 
extraordinary desires to for evil. Luke 22:3 says 
that “Satan entered into Judas called Iscariot . . . he 
went away and conferred with the chief priests and 
captains how he might betray [Jesus].”

Our Hopeless Condition Without a Savior 

We were not only dead in sin. We were captive 
to an alien power. Jesus said in John 8:44, “You 
are of your father the devil, and your will is to do 
your father’s desires.” We were dead to God and 
enslaved to Satan. There was only one hope, and it 
was not in ourselves.

Paul put it like this in 2 Timothy 2:25–26—When 
the ministry of the Word 
is applied in love to an 
unbeliever, “God may 
perhaps grant that they 
will repent and come to 
know the truth, and they 
may escape from the 
snare of the devil, after 
being captured by him to 
do his will.”

We were captive to an 
alien power. We were 
dead to God and fully in 
support of the wishes of 
Satan. There was only one 
hope—a Savior: “God may perhaps grant that we 
repent and escape.”

How Satan Works in the Sons of Disobedience 

So the answer to the question how Satan works in the 
sons of disobedience is, at least partly, that he blinds 
them to the glory of Christ in the gospel so that all 
they see is foolishness, and he fills their hearts with 
overpowering desires to do his will. In this way we 
were all once held captive to an alien power and in 
desperate need of a Savior.

3. Following the Course of This World

That leaves room for just a brief comment about 
the first part of Ephesians 2:2. We have seen that 

there is a ruler over the evil authority of the air. 
This ruler is Satan. He works in all those who are 
without a Savior. The result is that we all once 
walked “following the course of this world.” Or 
literally, we once walked “according to the age of 
this world.”

Walking According to the Age of This World 

The “age of this world” refers to the period of 
time appointed by God for this fallen world order 
to endure. During this age (which Paul calls an 
“evil age”—Galatians 1:3) the spirit of the times 
is by and large given into the authority of Satan 
(Luke 4:6). So when the text says that we once 
walked according to this age, it simply means 
that we were in step with the times. We were not 
aliens and exiles. We were natives. We felt right 

at home with the spirit of 
the age. Satan ruled the 
world. Satan ruled us. And 
so there was harmony, 
and we fit right in. As far 
as we were concerned, all 
was well.

This, then, is the witness 
of God concerning 
our condition without 
a Savior. It is not the 
witness of “eye-witness 
news” or national 
commentators or cinema 
or journalism. It is God’s 

testimony. This is the way God sees the world—
ruled by an alien prince, blinding the minds of 
unbelievers, filling them with ungodly desires, 
holding them captive to do his will, and then 
causing them to think all is well because they 
are right in step with the times.

That was the condition of every one of us until 
we were made alive and rescued from Satan by 
the Savior.

Children of Wrath

But there remains one more thing to say 
concerning our condition without a Savior. At 
the end of verse 3 Paul says that “we were by 
nature children of wrath.”

We were dead to 
God and enslaved 

to Satan. There was 
only one hope, and it 
was not in ourselves.



Whose Wrath? 

Ephesians 5:5–6 puts it like this:

Be sure of this, that no immoral or impure 
man, or one who is covetous (that is, an 
idolater), has any inheritance in the kingdom 
of Christ and of God. Let no one deceive you 
with empty words, for it is because of these 
things that the wrath of God comes upon the 
sons of disobedience.

So it is God’s wrath that is coming. We were “by 
nature children of the wrath OF GOD.” Which 
means that we naturally did those things which 
God hates. By nature we rejected the knowledge 
of God (Romans 2:28), and by nature we refused 
the gospel (1 Corinthians 2:14), and by nature we 
were filled with desires that amounted to idolatry 
(Colossians 3:5).

Righteous Wrath 

And what we learn from Scripture is that God would 
be unrighteous if he looked with indifference on 
our sin, because our sin dishonors him so much. 
Therefore 2 Thessalonians 1:7–9 says,

The Lord Jesus will be revealed from heaven 
with his mighty angels in flaming fire, 
inflicting vengeance upon those who do not 
know God and upon those who do not obey 
the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They shall suffer 
the punishment of eternal destruction and 
exclusion from the presence of the Lord and 
from the glory of his might.

There will be a division of sheep and goats in that 
awful day. And the Lord Jesus will say, “Depart 
from me, you cursed, into eternal fire prepared for 
the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41, 46). As 
you followed the prince of the power of the air in 
this life, you will follow him into the next—into 
“everlasting punishment.”

The Wrath of the Lamb 

John calls it the “wrath of the Lamb” (Revelation 6:16) 
to show the indignation of the Son of God against those 
who spurned his lamb-like meekness and his offers of 
forgiveness. Soon the age of meekness will be over:

His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will 
clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat 
into the granary, but the chaff he will burn with 
unquenchable fire. (Matthew 3:12)

The Son of man will gather out of his kingdom all 
causes of sin and all evildoers, and throw them into 
the furnace of fire; there men will weep and gnash 
their teeth. (Matthew 13:41–42)

If any one’s name was not found written in the 
book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 
(Revelation 20:15)

He shall drink the wine of God’s wrath, poured 
unmixed into the cup of his anger, and he shall be 
tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence 
of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. 
And the smoke of their torment goes up for ever and 
ever. (Revelation 14:10–11; cf. Matthew 5:29–30; 
18:33; 7:13; 8:12; 10:28; 13:42; 22:13; 25:30; 
Mark 9:43ff.)

“Jesus Delivers from the Wrath to Come” 

Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones died in 1981. He was a 
great preacher at the Westminster Chapel in London 
for 40 years. The year before his death when he was 
81 years old, Christianity Today asked him, “Do 
you have any final word for our generation?” He 
answered simply by quoting 1 Thessalonians 1:10, 
“Jesus delivers us from the wrath to come.”

For behold, the Lord will come in fire,
and his chariots like the storm wind,

to render his anger in fury,
and his rebuke with flames of fire.

For by fire will the Lord execute judgment,
and by his sword, upon all flesh;

and those slain by the Lord shall be many.
(Isaiah 66:15–16)

But for now he is a Savior. Turn to him and be 
saved—from the sickness of sin, the captivity of 
Satan, and the sentence of hell. He alone is the way, 
the truth, and the life. There is no other name given 
among men by which you can be saved.
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