Series: A Loving Community God
Message: Chapter 25 “Jesus, the Son of God”
Text:	An Introduction to Ephesians
Theme: 
Date: June 10, 2012
Location: Christ Community EFC

We are starting new series this morning. Over the next several weeks we are going to travel together on an excursion through the book of Ephesians.

You know it’s kind of appropriate that we would have called the Dominican Republic mission team up this morning for prayer as we launch into this new series because this morning we will be introduced to Paul, perhaps the greatest missionary of all times, and to Ephesians which some consider to be one of his greatest letters.

Ephesians is a short book, only six chapters. You can easily read through it in less than 20 minutes.

But it contains some of the richest and most concise teaching in the New Testament and you can spend a lifetime mining the depths of its truth. 

Paul visited the city of Ephesus on his return from his second missionary journey. It was only a brief stop so he left behind Priscilla and Aquila to continue the work there (Acts 18:18-21).

Then on his third missionary journey Paul himself would spend three years there teaching, preaching and witnessing. 

Ephesus was a city of commerce and shipping and a pagan religious center. A seaport city located on the main Roman highway between east and west made it a leading center in the Roman Empire. 

It was surrounded by some 230 independent communities within the province of Asia. 
Paul was a strategic church planter and he realized that by firmly establishing a church in Ephesus, Christianity would spread out to the whole region.

In fact in Acts 19:10, Luke tells us that as a result of Paul’s ministry in Ephesus: “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.”

Oh, if we could say as a result of the work at Christ Community all the people of Ashland county heard the word of the Lord.

Paul wrote Ephesians along with Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon while he was imprisoned in Rome. That’s why they are called the “Prison Epistles”.

Typical of Paul’s writings, he begins with doctrinal truth, he states a biblical truth. Then he moves to the application of that truth. 

He starts by saying what is true and then he says in light of that truth this is how you should respond. If this is true then this is how should you live, think, or act in light of that truth?

While Paul speaks to the individual believer, the emphasis of the book of Ephesians is on who we are and how we are to live in the context of the loving community of God—the church.

We just spent 31 weeks looking at God’s story [Upper / Lower]. But it leaves us with a question. What’s my story!? What’s your story? How do you fit into God’s story?

The key to discovering God’s story for your life is to discover how you fit into the body of Christ, the church.

You see your individual story was never meant to be a monolog. Life is not a solo act. 
Your story, the story of your life, will only truly makes sense and finds its true meaning and purpose when you understand it in the context of community.

So let’s begin. Turn in your Bibles, if you would, to Ephesians chapter 1.

And as you turn there, let’s pray.

We begin at the beginning, Ephesians 1:1-2: “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus: 2 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Grace-salvation, Peace- restored relationships-God and each other
	
From: Paul (Greek) – who was Saul (Hebrew)

To: The saints – “set apart ones” set apart for a special use, the word is 				close to sanctified

“the faithful in Christ” – Paul will deal with our position in Christ in the first three chapters where he lays out a clear teaching who we are in Christ.

Then in the second half of the book, chapters 4 through 6, Paul lays out the practice of the believer, how we are to live because of who we are in Christ.

Pastors and authors Max Lucado and Randy Frazzee joined together to put together much of the Story material we used.  

Max Lucado has written a follow-up book to the Story called “God’s Story Your Story: When His becomes Yours”. 

It was an easy read and made for a good devotional study.

In one chapter he writes about the apostle Paul’s and I am going to be honest, I am going to draw heavily on Lucado’s writing this morning as we introduce the book of Ephesians.

We call them books but the truth is most “books” of the New Testament, and all of Paul’s writings were actually letters. 

This letter was written the church in Ephesus or at least it was sent to Ephesus first. Most likely it would have gone to the church in Ephesus and then copies of it would have been made and sent out to other churches in the region. 

This would have been a common practice before Twitter and Facebook.

Do you remember back in grade school when you are taught how to write a letter, back in the day we you still wrote letters that is? On paper!

You start out at the top with the heading, your address and the date. Then you put the greeting, dear so-and so. This was followed by the body of the letter, and you end with the closing and signature. 

Think with me about how Paul begins this letter. 

On the surface it is much like most of the letters Paul wrote. It follows the typical format of a letter in his day.

But let’s not read too quickly lest we miss something here. It begins; “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.” 

Paul is not an apostle by happenstance, or by fate, or by his own design for that matter. 

No! Paul is an apostle by the will of God.
Friends we are not some puppet in the hands of fortune or fate, or chance for that matter. We are in the hands of a living, loving God. Our lives are more than just a collection of disconnected and random short storied.

When we worked through the Story we saw that God has a plan and His plan is working out according to His calendar and His good will.

God determined the details of salvation “before the foundation of the world” (1 Peter 1:20).

The death of Jesus was not an afterthought or a plan B. According to Galatians 4:4, Jesus died “when the set time had fully come”. 

And in Acts 2:23 we are told that Jesus’ death was in keeping with God’s “set purpose and foreknowledge”.

God isn’t making it up as He goes along. And He certainly didn’t just wind up some cosmic clock and walk away to watch what happens.

No, God is active and He works all things out according to His good plan. God’s plan will come about in His perfect timing and His perfect way.

But here is the thing; God has a plan for you. He is writing His story in your life too.

Look down at what Paul writes in Ephesians 1:11: “In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will…”

God has a plan for your life just has he had a plan for Paul, the apostle of Christ by the will of God. 

And the Bible gives us enough details about Paul’s life that we can see that God wrote each of the chapters of Paul’s story.

In Acts 22:3 we are told that Paul was “…a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought [or educated] up in this city [that is Jerusalem]. 
Under Gamaliel [Paul says he] was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for God as any of you are today. 

Paul was born in Tarsus, a city Paul described and no ordinary city in Acts 21:29. And he wasn’t exaggerating.

Tarsus was located only a few miles from the coast and served as a hub for sailors, pirates, and merchants from all sections of Europe and Asia.

Paul’s hometown was a major city on the Roman highway which connected other business centers like Iconium, Derbe, Syrian Antioch and Caesarea. 

Growing up he would have heard a dozen languages spoken and witness a tapestry of culture from all over the Mediterranean world where as God’s apostle to the gentiles he would one day visit.

Tarsus rivaled the academic seats of Alexandria and Athens. Brilliant young Paul would have moved along the streets of the city among the students until he himself became one.

It was there where he learned and mastered Greek the lingua franca, the trade language of his day. He could speak and write Greek fluently.

Paul not only spoke the international language of the world; he carried its passport. He was born to a Jewish mother but his father was a Roman citizen so Paul was born Roman too.

That meant Paul was entitled to all the right and privileges of a Roman citizen. He could travel with in the Roman Empire with certain rights and protections. 

He could demand his day in court. He could even appeal to Caesar. He was not a slave or a foreigner, he was a freeman-a citizen of Rome.

As a boy in Tarsus, Paul probably learned his trade as a tent maker from his father as well.

Young Paul would leave Tarsus with everything an itinerant missionary would need; cultural awareness, language skills, the right documents for travel, and a trade that he could take anywhere and use to support himself.

But that’s just the first chapter in Paul’s story.

When Paul came of age he was sent to rabbinical studies. This would have been the Jewish version of seminary. 

There he would memorize large sections of the Torah, the Old Testament and a massive amount of rabbinical law.

Paul would have been the valedictorian of his class, the Hebrew of Hebrews. Paul wrote in Galatians 1:14: “I was advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers.” 

In his book Lucado suggest something intriguing. 

Given that Paul would have been roughly the same age as Jesus it is possible that the two could have been in Jerusalem at the same time. 

A twelve year-old Messiah at his Father’s house and a young Saul at his studies.
It makes you wonder. Did Jesus look across the temple court yard at some point and cast a glance at his future apostle-to-be?

We know God did. 

Before Paul was following God, God was leading Paul. 

God gave Paul an education, a vocation, the necessary documentation. He schooled him in the Law of Moses and the language of Greece.

Who better to present Jesus as the fulfillment of the law than a scholar of the law?

But what about Paul’s past, the part of Paul’s story was dark? 

Paul confessed in Acts 22:4 saying “I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both men and women and throwing them into prison…”

Here was a man who tore husbands from their homes and moms from their children. Paul declared all-out war against the church and God’s people.  

Could God use a man who tracked down Christians to either throw them into prison or put them to death?

But you know we all have a past. 

We have all have a dark side to the story of our lives that we wish we didn’t. Before we knew God’s story, we made a mess of our lives. 

Even after coming to Christ in faith we’ve had more than a few bumps along the way. We are prone to demand our own way, set our own course, and at times hurt people along the way.

Can God make good out of our dark past? He did with Paul.

We are told in Acts 22:6-7, as he was headed to Damascus to hunt down more Christian, Paul says that: “…suddenly a bright light from heaven flashed around me. 7 I fell to the ground and heard a voice say to me…. 
Prepare to meet you marker you Christian killer. Back to the dust with you.

No that’s not what he heard. Paul was offered grace and forgiveness as Christ revealed himself to him.

In Acts chapter 26 Paul is in front of the King Agrippa and is once again telling of his Damascus road conversion experience. But here Paul adds a little more information.

Listen to this, Acts 26:14-18 from the Message. Paul says: 
“We fell flat on our faces. Then I heard a voice in Hebrew: 'Saul, Saul, why are you out to get me? Why do you insist on going against the grain?' 

15 "I said, 'Who are you, Master?' "The voice answered, 'I am Jesus, the One you're hunting down like an animal. 

16 But now, up on your feet—I have a job for you. I've handpicked you to be a servant and witness to what's happened today, and to what I am going to show you. 

17 " 'I'm sending you off 18 to open the eyes of the outsiders so they can see...I'm sending you off to present my offer of sins forgiven, and a place in the family, inviting them into the company of those who begin real living by believing in me.' 
 
Jesus transformed Paul, this card carrying Christian hating legalistic Jew into a champion of mercy and grace. Who would have ever thought? 
Yet who better qualified?

Paul will write epistles of grace by dipping his pen into the inkwell of his own heart. 

He had learned Greek in the schools of Tarsus, tentmaking in the home of his father, the Torah at the feet of Gamaliel.

And he learned about divine love and grace when Jesus paid him a personal visit on the road to Damascus.

God can use the things in your past that need the most grace to give you the depth of soul and compassion to offer grace to others.

Have you ever watched any of those cooking contest reality shows? I’ve seen a couple of them but I particularly like to dessert ones.

Each chef sets out his or her ingredients and utensil. Then they are off with eggs cracking, yokes dropping, a shake of this and a dash of that. 

For the most part the kitchen looks like a blur of chaos. Then the pans go into the oven right at 350 degrees right before the commercial break.

Then when they get back from commercial each chef displays their masterpiece, a real work of art. Just looking at makes you drool.

In some ways this is a picture of God’s work in us. 

All the miss-steps, layoffs, breakup and breakdowns, all the good bad and the ugly are all shifted and stirred and then popped into the oven. 

I don’t know about you but I am sure we all have felt the heat put on from time to time.

We have all looked at the chaos of our lives and wondered if God’s choice of ingredients will result in anything worth serving.

But think about this. Some 2000 years ago God needed a culture-crossing, Greek-speaking, boarder-passing, Torah-quoting, self-supporting missionary.

So God gave grace to a man named who Saul would be called Paul. And Paul would share grace with the world.

And this same Paul opened his letter to the church at Ephesus with these words: “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus: 2 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

You saints, the set apart ones in Christ, will you be faithful? 

You too have received the same grace and peace that Paul did.

And the same grace giving soul saving Lord who called to Paul called you. 

And before time began He looked into the future and foresaw the needs of this day, our generation. 

And He has mixed, and continues to add into your life everything needed to fulfill His plan in this age.

Paul will write later in Ephesians 2:10 “For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 
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