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A useful window into the New Testament’s teaching regarding the sinful and satanic context of 
our thought and behavior is Ephesians 2:1-3. It depicts three dimensions in which sinful activity 
operates: 
 

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the 

course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at 
work in the sons of disobedience—among whom we all once lived in the passions of our 
flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of 
wrath, like the rest of mankind. 

 
The three spheres are Satan and his supernatural forces (“following the prince of the power of 
the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience”); the social, religious, and 
ethical context (“following the course of this world”); and the sinful self (“sons of disobedience,” 
“you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked…among whom we all 
once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and 
were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind”). We will deal with each in turn.  
 

“That Ancient Serpent” 
The foremost observation regarding the devil, “the prince of the power of the air,” is that he is 
none other than the “ancient serpent,” who undermined Adam and Eve in the Garden. 
Revelation 12:9 declares about him: “that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, the 
deceiver of the whole world.” Since the fall, Satan implements the same strategy throughout 
history that worked so well with Adam and Eve -- deception. Like their spiritual forebears, 
human beings foolishly reassign their trust in God to a non-authenticated source, the devil. The 
sons and daughters of Adam assume this same skeptical and autonomous stance about the 
creator and creation. They erroneously presume an autonomous knowledge of good and evil. 

They image their “father the devil,” who is the “father of lies” (John 8:44). They heed an 
unknown and untested voice, a would-be usurper of God’s throne. They are the devil’s co-
conspirators, enabling his malicious agenda in creation. 
 
“The Course Of This World” 
Paul wrote: “You were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the 
course of this world.” There are four important terms in these verses: “walk,” “following,”  
“course,” and “world.” “Walk” means “walked in” and refers to one’s chosen lifestyle (worldview, 
conduct, values). Synonyms are “in agreement with,” “participate in” or “embrace.” The term 
“following” means “according to” and with “walk” indicates “walk according to” or “embrace a 
lifestyle of.” The other two terms, “age” and “world” overlap in meaning. The first points to the 
time period, epoch or era of sinfulness, whereas the latter refers to the location or spatial 

dimension of sin within a particular culture and people or broadly speaking, the earth. Paul said, 
in short, “Your sinful and destructive lifestyle reflects this time and place.” The terms, “age” and 
“world”, refer to how people think and behave during the “present evil age” (Gal 1:4). They 
underscore an existential orientation that is alienated from God and hostile to him. The manner 
of thinking, mode of behavior, and values are skewed by sin and Satan. 
 
In Paul’s eschatology, therefore, “world” is roughly equivalent to “age” in “this age” (Rom 12:2), 
“the present age” (1Tim 6:17), and “the present evil age” (Gal 1:4). Under Satan’s dominion this 
epoch comprises the corrosive and unhealthy social-ethical-intellectual-spiritual environment in 
which we live. This includes the prevailing anti-biblical belief systems, what has been called our 



“prison of disobedience.” Peter T. O’Brien wrote: “Both words ‘age’ and ‘world’ express a whole 
social value-system which is alien to God. It permeates, indeed dominates, non-Christian 
society and holds people in captivity.” Clinton E. Arnold added: 

 
Wherever human beings are being dehumanized – by political oppression or 
bureaucratic tyranny, by an outlook that is secular (repudiating God), amoral (repudiating 
absolutes) or materialistic (glorifying the consumer market), by poverty, hunger or 

unemployment, by racial discrimination, or by any form of injustice – there we can detect 
the sub-human values of “this age” and “this world.” 

      

“Children Of Wrath” 
Ephesians 2:1-3 characterizes the sinful self as “dead,” alienated from God and the life-giving 
sustenance of the Spirit. They are the “children of wrath,” who are under the judgment of God. 
They are the “sons of disobedience,” the devil’s progeny, the primeval font of disobedience and 
insubordination.  
  
Disobedience is depicted in four dimensions in the Bible. First, sin is what we do: “disobeying or 
not conforming to God’s law in any way.” Sin is the evil and the destructive deeds we commit in 
violation of God’s standards. Second, sin is what we are, expressed though idolatry and self-

deification. We want to be autonomous, to “play God.” We want to be in charge and escape the 
limits set for us. We do not want to listen to God’s voice. Herman Ridderbos explained this as 
“man’s willing-to-have-command-of-himself, wanting-to-be-as-God.” Third, sin is cosmic 
treason. Adam and Eve rebelled against God and made an alliance with Satan. They became 
renegade and incompetent stewards of creation. Fourth, sin is the suppression and exchange of 
God’s revelation. People resist the truth, restrain its influence, and reinterpret its message (Rom 
1:18-25). They exchange the truth for a “lie,” an alternative spirituality or worldview, as if they 
independently determine reality.  
 
This triad (Satan, world, and sinful self) is the real world in which we serve the Lord Jesus 

Christ. It is the satanic environment in which we “live, and move, and have our being” (Acts 
17:28). This is why Peter tells us seriously: “Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the 

devil prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8). 
  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Peter+5:8&version=ESV

