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Introduction:

Ephesians 4:1 Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called,
The New Testament is really about two things:  Who Christ is and what He has done for us.  When Paul begins to speak of a “worthy walk” it was wrapped in “who Christ is” and “what He has done for us.”  We are not able to give anything to God.  Romans tells us this plainly although rhetorically. 

Romans 11:35-36 “WHO HAS FIRST GIVEN TO HIM THAT IT MIGHT BE PAID BACK TO HIM AGAIN?  36 For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen.”
It should not surprise us then that when Paul begins to describe the worthy Christian life; he builds it upon these two New Testament Principles.  He has concentrated on the many things which Christ has “done for” and “given to” us.  How are we to live in response to these blessings?  The application then of these two principles is:
· Because Christ was concerned with our welfare at the cross, a godly Christian walk is more concerned about the welfare of other believers than it is about its own. 

· Because The Church is built by and belongs to Jesus it transcends racial and cultural barriers of every kind and is unified around the person of God Himself.
With that in mind, Paul now describes the means that God will choose to care for and build up His Church.  Amazingly it is through frail humanity that this job will be done.  He will accomplish this by graciously giving the abilities necessary for mere men to do the work of Christ on the Earth.  Paul will deal specifically with some of them later in this chapter, but for now we need to know more about the giver and His Sovereign authority to build His church.  Take your Bible and turn to our text for this morning. 
Ephesians 4:7-8 7 But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ's gift.  8 Therefore it says, "WHEN HE ASCENDED ON HIGH, HE LED CAPTIVE A HOST OF CAPTIVES, AND HE GAVE GIFTS TO MEN."  

We want to notice here that this verse is about the desires, intentions and power of Jesus Christ.  Jesus has poured out His grace as a direct result of the cross. 
Jesus Himself determines our gifts and then gives them to us.  To ignore them is to leave the gift unopened under the tree.  It is clearly marked “from Jesus, with love.”  It is to be used to serve Him.  It is the enabling for the very thing most Christians say they want.  In typical fashion, Christ enables us to do the deeds He wants us to do.  We are fully dependent on Him. 
As a returning conqueror proceeds through the city displaying and celebrating his victory, so Christ ascended into heaven.  The gifts He gives are from the riches of His treasury. [Eph. 1:3]  He has gone into battle with Satan and defeated Him at the cross. 
I think you will be able to imagine this scene.  The war has already been raging for a long time.  Many of this warrior’s own soldiers have been captured by the enemy and are held prisoner.  The time has come for a reckoning.  A decisive blow to beat back the foe and to liberate the prisoners of war.  
When this victory is won the conquering hero returns with his liberated prisoners. He leads them triumphantly through the street.  Both Paul and David described it: “HE LEADS CAPTIVE A HOST OF CAPTIVES.” They have been re-captured by their own general and they proceed through the city with him to the highest place of honor.  There, before the King, the victor bestows gifts to his men from the spoils of his victory.  He alone decides on the gifts.  He chooses both the type of gift and the degree to which he will bestow it.  It may be gold or silver.  It may be a single coin or a bushel.  In each case it is “according to the measure of” or “will of” the conqueror.
Even the enemies have seen the procession of Christ into the sanctuary. Satan and his demons have even heard it announced.  Upon His arrival in heaven, Jesus gives gifts to men.  Some of these gifts are described by Paul in the next paragraph.  We will take that up next Sunday.  
Ephesians 4:9-10 9 (Now this expression, "He ascended," what does it mean except that He also had descended into the lower parts of the earth?  10 He who descended is Himself also He who ascended far above all the heavens, so that He might fill all things.) 

What exactly did happen then?  What does Paul mean when he says, “He [Christ] also had descended into the lower parts of the earth?” 

Here is the order of events in our text today:  

· Christ descended to Earth

· He conquered death, hell and Satan

· He ascended to heaven

· His glory fills the entire creation

Christ descended into the lower parts of the earth:  What does this phrase normally mean in the Bible?
· The Womb  

Psalm 139:15 15 My frame was not hidden from You, When I was made in secret, And skillfully wrought in the depths of the earth;

· The Grave 
Psalm 63:9   9 But those who seek my life to destroy it, Will go into the depths of the earth. 

Matthew 12:40  40 for just as JONAH WAS THREE DAYS AND THREE NIGHTS IN THE BELLY OF THE SEA MONSTER, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.
· The Earth itself [Mountains and Trees]  
Isaiah 44:23 23 Shout for joy, O heavens, for the LORD has done it! Shout joyfully, you lower parts of the earth; Break forth into a shout of joy, you mountains, O forest, and every tree in it; For the LORD has redeemed Jacob And in Israel He shows forth His glory.

Now consider this: All of these Biblical allusions were true of Jesus Christ.  He came to Earth by being formed in the womb of Mary.  He died and was buried in the Earth. He experienced the entire gamut of human consciousness.  He “descended” and battled with everything you and I battle with.  This is why He is our great High Priest. 

Hebrews 4:14-16 14 Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession.  15 For we do not have a high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin.  16 Therefore let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.
Do not imagine for a minute a Savior who berates you for your weakness.  One who cannot understand why you are beset with sin and struggle.  He entered time and space with you.  He “descended” to become your sole means to God.  This is the Love of Christ. 
A reading of this text leads us to conclude that Paul was referring to Christ’s incarnation, death, burial, resurrection and ascension back to God. Peter adds another dimension to our understanding of this when he points out that Christ’s “descent” went beyond what is observable by men. Jesus actually went into the realm of the dead.  
1 Peter 3:18-22  18 For Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit;  19 in which also He went and made proclamation to the spirits now in prison,  20 who once were disobedient, when the patience of God kept waiting in the days of Noah, during the construction of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were brought safely through the water.  21 Corresponding to that, baptism now saves you-- not the removal of dirt from the flesh, but an appeal to God for a good conscience-- through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22 who is at the right hand of God, having gone into heaven, after angels and authorities and powers had been subjected to Him.

Through His sinless life and death on the cross, Jesus Christ conquered death, hell and Satan:   This was an unobservable event.  Like all the great spiritual truths regarding Christ, it is known only by revelation.  God chooses to tell us about it.  There are certainly reasons for Him to do so.  Before we discuss those reasons let’s look at the event itself.  
· Jesus died a single time for sin.  There is not a continual offering of the body and blood of Christ by a priest somewhere.  Jesus did this exactly one time and it was sufficient for the sins of all men.  This means you my friend.  Furthermore, He was just and we were not.  This turns human reason on its head.  In our thinking the just should go free while the unjust should die.  Jesus reversed this order so that HE MIGHT BRING US TO GOD.
· After His death He went and proclaimed His victory to the spirits in prison.  Who are these “spirits?”  Peter tells us that God has already consigned certain sinning spirits to a pit. 
2 Peter 2:4   4 For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and committed them to pits of darkness, reserved for judgment;

Jude describes their sin further:

Jude 1:6 6 And angels who did not keep their own domain, but abandoned their proper abode, He has kept in eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the great day,

These spirits were apparently active during the time of Noah.  [Genesis 6:1-7] These spirits were trying to corrupt the human race because through human seed, God had promised a redeemer and Satan new it full well for God had told him Himself. 

Genesis 3:14-15  14 The LORD God said to the serpent, "Because you have done this, Cursed are you more than all cattle, And more than every beast of the field; On your belly you will go, And dust you will eat All the days of your life;  15 And I will put enmity Between you and the woman, And between your seed and her seed; He shall bruise you on the head, And you shall bruise him on the heel."

· Angels, authorities and powers are now subject to Christ.  The Cross accomplished the exact opposite of everything Satan hoped for.  Satan wished to kill the redeemer thus leaving man unredeemed.  God accepted Christ’s death in the place of yours.  Satan wished to rule the universe through the fear of death.  God raised Jesus from the dead thus conquering death’s power over men. Satan wished to accuse men before God of their sin and weakness.  Jesus set us free from sin [John 8:34-36] and advocates on our behalf before the Father. 
1 John 2:1 My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; 2 and He Himself is the propitiation for our sins; and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world.

Where did all this happen?  It happened in Sheol [Hebrew] or Hades [Greek].   Both words refer to the realm of the dead.  This was not hell or the lake of fire.  They both appear in the end times.  In fact in the second resurrection Revelation tells us that, “death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire.” Revelation 20:14   
When did all this happen? By piecing together all the information available in both the Old and New Testament we can now understand Jesus’ story in Luke 16.  Turn there with me for a moment.  Jesus describes what this “realm of the dead is like.”  Both the righteous and the wicked are there. They can even see each other. The part of this realm reserved for the righteous was called “Abraham’s bosom” or “Paradise.”  When Jesus said to the thief on the cross, “today you will be with me in Paradise,” He was referring to this place.  Jesus was going there and this repentant criminal would accompany Him.  Jesus was not ascending to heaven that day.  He still had to make this declaration of victory to Satan and his hosts.  
This all took place while Jesus was dead in the tomb.  Peter said that Jesus was, “put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit; 19 in which also He went and made proclamation to the spirits now in prison.”   While physically dead He was spiritually alive.  

Why are we told that this happened?  We are now ready to answer this question.  

· You need to know that Jesus is the conqueror of Sin and Death
· You need to know that  Satan and his demons are already defeated
· You need to know that He liberated the captives of death. [He led Captivity captive!]  The righteous Old Testament dead were freed and then led in triumphal procession up to the throne of God. 
· You need to know that the mighty conqueror is qualified to give gracious gifts to men for the building of His own church.   
CONCLUSION:

Having accomplished all this at the cross He arose and then ascended into heaven.  It is His literal ascension that Paul speaks of here.  Christ came back from battle. He is the victor.   He is leading the righteous who were held captive by the power of death until He Himself shattered it to dust.   The Angels in heaven are rejoicing. Those set free from the power of death are euphoric. All of creation is filled with the Glory of God. The victorious procession finally reaches the very throne of the Father.  There Jesus begins to give gifts to men.  
My friends this is not a future event.  This took place during the days immediately following the cross.  Because of it you are a child of Christ and possessor of eternal life; “Where Oh death is your victory?”  Where Oh death is your sting?”  

Once in heaven Christ begins the building of His church by giving gifts of grace to us.    The conqueror of the Universe is the one who gives gifts to us.  His conquering Sovereignty and His unsurpassed compassion fills creation with His Glory.  Such is the scene in heaven at the initiation of the Church. In Revelation, John describes another, yet future event in heaven that takes place at the end of the church age.  Satan’s mortgage on the Earth was foreclosed at the cross, but his eviction takes place in the tribulation.  
Revelation 5:1-14 I saw in the right hand of Him who sat on the throne a book written inside and on the back, sealed up with seven seals.  2 And I saw a strong angel proclaiming with a loud voice, "Who is worthy to open the book and to break its seals?"  3 And no one in heaven or on the earth or under the earth was able to open the book or to look into it.  4 Then I began to weep greatly because no one was found worthy to open the book or to look into it;  5 and one of the elders said to me, "Stop weeping; behold, the Lion that is from the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has overcome so as to open the book and its seven seals."  6 And I saw between the throne (with the four living creatures) and the elders a Lamb standing, as if slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God, sent out into all the earth.  7 And He came and took the book out of the right hand of Him who sat on the throne.  8 When He had taken the book, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each one holding a harp and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.  9 And they sang a new song, saying, "Worthy are You to take the book and to break its seals; for You were slain, and purchased for God with Your blood men from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.  10 "You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to our God; and they will reign upon the earth."  11 Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels around the throne and the living creatures and the elders; and the number of them was myriads of myriads, and thousands of thousands, 12 saying with a loud voice, "Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power and riches and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing."  13 And every created thing which is in heaven and on the earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all things in them, I heard saying, "To Him who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb, be blessing and honor and glory and dominion forever and ever."  14 And the four living creatures kept saying, "Amen." And the elders fell down and worshiped.
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