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We are back in our excursion through Ephesians as we explore our call and our purpose as A Loving Community of God.

As I mentioned a few weeks ago Ephesians is actually a letter. And as a letter it follows the format of a typical middle-eastern letter of its day. 

If you would, let’s go ahead and open your Bibles to Ephesians chapter one. 

This letter opens by saying who is writing—Paul. A couple weeks ago we focused on the opening statement there in Ephesians 1:1 where Paul says that he is “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God”.

Paul goes to say that he is writing “to the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ”. We will come back to that phrase “in Christ” in a bit.

Paul addresses this letter to the church in Ephesus but he has a much broader audience in mind. He knows that this letter would first go to the church there in Ephesus but that it, or copies of it, would also be distributed to all the churches in the Roman province of Asia Minor.

And as Paul wrote this letter, the Holy Spirit had an even broader audience in mind. As the Spirit moved Paul to write, the Holy Spirit knew that we would be here today reading this same letter that has been read by the countless saints ever since the day Paul first put pen to paper.

Let’s pray.

Paul had been to Ephesus at least twice before. He had a brief stopover during his first missionary journey and then extended stay of about 2 years as part of his second missionary journey.

Ephesus was a strategic city, ranking in importance with Alexandria in Egypt and Antioch in Syria as a port. It lay on the most western edge of Asia Minor (what is today Turkey). It was the most important port on the Aegean Sea and was on the main route from Rome to the east.

We know that Paul wrote this letter around A.D. 61 while he was in Rome in prison. Well, it was more like house arrest. 

The second time he was in prison in Rome is when he was in a dungeon. But this, the first time that Paul was imprisoned in Rome, he was allowed to stay in rented quarters but would have remained chained to a Roman guard 24/7. 

Not as bad as a dungeon but still no walk in the park either.

By the time Paul writes this letter it’s has been almost 30 years since his conversion on the road to Damascus where he was called to be an apostle to the gentiles.

During those 30 years Paul has been on three extended missionary journeys that have taken him literally thousands of miles and resulted in countless churches planted and established across the Roman Empire.

He has been beaten, flogged, stoned, shipwrecked and lost at sea, bitten by a poisonous snake, run out of town by an angry mob, and imprisoned.

He has preached the gospel from Jerusalem to Rome and has witnessed to kings and peasants and everybody in between.

Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church would be the 8th or 9th of the 13 letters of Paul that would make their way into the New Testament.
Now, sitting in a Roman prison Paul, this seasoned missionary church planter who is well into his 60’s by this time takes this season in prison to pause and reflect on all that God has taught him over the years.

And he sits down to write what some have described as the “crown and climax of Pauline theology.” This is the apex or climax of all of Paul’s teachings.

In this letter Paul emphasizes the truth that the Church, which is made up of you and me and every believer from the time of Christ until His return, together, the Church, we are the body of Christ and Christ is the Head of the church—His body. 

While Paul had mentioned this same truth earlier, in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12, but it is here in Ephesians where he develops this truth. 

When we share our faith in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of our sins we sometimes talk about “inviting Christ into our hearts.” 

This idea is based loosely on what Jesus says in Revelation 3:20 which reads: “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.” (See also; Romans 8:9–11; Ephesians 3:17; Colossians 1:27–28; Galatians 2:20) 

And yes when we put our faith in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of our sins the Spirit of Christ, the Holy Spirit, comes and dwells within us.

But that’s only part of the story.

You see while the Holy Spirit does come into you, to empower you, transform you and to help and lead you, you are at the same time put into Christ. It’s not just that Christ is in you but that you are in Him.

And we are His body. When Jesus was born of a woman and took on human form we call that His incarnation, His coming in flesh. But Jesus is now seated at the right hand of the Father in heaven.

So we are the incarnation, the in flesh representation of Christ Himself to the world around us today. We have been put in Christ to be Christ to others.

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians can be divided into two parts. In the first three chapters Paul fleshes out what this means for you to be in Christ.

And then in the second half of this letter, chapter 4-6, Paul explains what you are to do because of your new position in Christ.

Stop and think about this for a minute with me. Paul starts this letter by writing to the saints in Ephesus, that is to say that he is writing to the believers who live in the city and region of Ephesus. 

Ephesus is the geographical location of the original recipients of this letter’s.

But then he adds this second phrase, “the faithful in Christ.” In Paul’s writings he uses phrase “in Christ Jesus,” “in Christ,” or “in Him” quite frequently. But, just in Ephesians 1:1-14 the phrase occurs nine times in the NIV and eleven times in the Greek!

A really nice fish tank was donated to the DR Mission Team garage sale. And after the team priced it Dana and I decided that we would buy it.

We’ve talked about buying a fish tank in the past but never felt the timing was right. It was more like I talked and Dana felt.

Well our nephews are coming out for a visit the first week in July again this year and they are all at the age where they have really gotten into fish tanks. And in fact each one has his own tank.
So we bought the fish tank at the garage sale thinking this will be a fun project that we can work on together with the boys when they get here.

I got to tell you, I can’t wait! I love watching a fish tank. But have you ever wondered what the fish in the tank are thinking?

I mean they are just swimming around in there. Maybe they’ll swing by the little castle or check out the treasure chest—pop there goes another bubble as the lid bobs up and down.
 
Or they might swim over and try to beat that other fish who shows up every once in a while and no matter how hard they try he keeps bumping them head on, keeping them from swimming any further.

For the fish in that tank, that is their reality. That is all they know. 

They don’t know, nor could they even comprehend what lies beyond the sides of that tank.

To the saints in Ephesus, Ephesus is their geographical physical reality but it is not all of reality.

Ephesus might have been their geographical location but spiritually, Paul tells them that they are spiritually positioned “in Christ”.

As Christians the spiritual reality of our lives in Christ is so much bigger than the physical reality of the little fish tank that we live in now.

After his initial introductions and greetings in verse 1 and 2 Paul moves on in a typical structure and format of an ancient letter.

In Paul’s day a standard letter would usually include a prayer at this point. And this prayer would be one wishing the recipient good health. 

All of Paul’s letters, with the exception of Galatians, have such a prayer.
However, in Paul’s letters these prays are not just prayers for good health. They are either a prayer expressing praise for what God has done in Christ (a doxology, lit. glory saying, shining light on praising God).

Or they are a prayer of thanksgiving and intercession for the readers and their lives as Christians. Intercessory prayer is simply when we pray to God on behalf of someone else and for their benefit. We are interceding.

These prayers are not just some nicety that is tacked on at the beginning of the letter like some people tack a grace on before a meal without putting any real thought into it.

No, Paul’s opening prays in his letters help to serve as expressions of his love and concern for his Christian friends and they also serve as an introduction to the themes that he will be writing about in the letter that follows.

These prayers of Paul are really statements of worship. As the recipients of Paul’s letters gathered for worship his letter would be read aloud. So in way as these open prays in his letters were read Paul would in effect lead his friends in worship.

The opening prayer here in Ephesians is unusual though. No other New Testament letter has both a doxology—a praise and a prayer of thanksgiving and intersession.

Chapter 1 starting in verse 3 going through verse 14 is one long doxology (a blessing). In fact in the original Greek it is just one long sentence. Fortunate for us, no English translation writes it that way.

Then from verse 15 to the end of the chapter we find another long sentence in the Greek. And there Paul offers a prayer of thanksgiving for the love and faith that is evident in the saints in Ephesus (15-16) and then starting in verse 17 he intercedes on their behalf asking that God would give them the gift of revelation and understanding.
Just imagine you have just received a hand written letter from someone you love and respect. It might be from the person who led you to Christ. 

Maybe he didn’t lead you to Christ but led you mother or your father to Christ and has remained a strong spiritual influence in your life and the life of your family.

That’s how the body of Christ, the believers, the saints in Ephesus would have felt when this letter arrived from Rome and it was first read to the congregation.

I want you to get that image in your mind, what that excitement must have felt like. And now as I read to you the first 14 verses of this letter know this.

The Holy Spirit through Paul wrote this letter to you this morning.

Ephesians 1:1-14 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. 

3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 

4 For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. 

In love 5 he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will-- 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. 

7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace 8 that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. 
9 And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment--to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 

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, 12 in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 

13 And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God's possession--to the praise of his glory. 

This first section, verses 3 to 14 hangs together around three key phrases which describe God’s actions toward us.

God “blesses us” in 1:3. He “predestined us” in 1:5. And He “made known to us” in 1:9. 

And in each case God is the subject. We are the object but God is the primary actor in this story.

God is not some distant being who waits to see what humans will do. No God is the one who works through Christ and the Spirit for us and with us to accomplish His goal.

And His goal is that the goodness of God be revealed, put on display, in His choosing a people, us, for Himself.

Let’s look here in Ephesians 1:3: “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 
Paul starts out by praising God, or quit laterally blessing God who has blessed (past tense, already happened) has blessed us with every spiritual blessing that has been granted to us in Christ.

With this phrase “with every spiritual blessing” Paul is talking about all that God’s Spirit gives to you to enable and empower your new life in Christ. You are blessed by God! 

These blessing are not material or temporal blessings. The homeless man can be just as blessed as the man living in a 500,000 home, because these are spiritual blessings that are eternal and will be ours forever.

These blessing have to do with where we will live for all eternity not just where we will live for the next 5, 10, 20 years.

Just looking down in the next few verses we see some of what these blessings include: election, adoption, grace, forgiveness, revelation, the gospel, and the Holy Spirit Himself.

Let’s look at some of these blessing that should cause us to praise God:
Ephesians 1:4-6 “For he chose us in him [that is Christ] before the creation of the world to be holy [set apart for God’s use] and blameless in his sight. 

In love 5 he predestined [marked out beforehand] us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will-- 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. 

Just as Paul said back in verse 1 that he was an apostle by the will of God, here Paul is emphasizing God’s role in planning and choosing us to be people of God in Christ.

The idea of election, God choosing someone to be saved, can only be explained on the basis of God’s character, plan, and action, not some quality in the person chosen.

Yes we have free will. And yes God is sovereign and it is He who chooses us, draws us, sends His spirit to convict us and reveal Christ to us. In fact it is God who gives us the faith to believe in the first place.

And yet we are told that God would that none should parish, whom so ever believes in Him will be saved, seek and you will find, knock and the door will be opened to you. We have fee will and we must choose to act on the truth, the gospel as it is revealed to us.

There are two things that Scripture clearly teaches about which I am certain.

First, I have been created with free will and I must exercise that free will and choose to repent, put my faith in Jesus Christ and walk each day in obedience to Him.

Secondly, apart from God I am dead in my sins and completely incapable of doing anything on my own to in anyway merit, earn or work for my salvation. My salvation is completely a gift from God and he chose me before the world was even made.

People have tried to reconcile those two truths for centuries. And, if you lean too far in either direction you start to lose the truth of the other.

Here is just one more thing I need to add here. Nowhere in the Bible does it ever say that God chooses anyone for condemnation.

Our sins condemn us. The wonder is that God chooses to save any of us.

It has been God’s plan to bring all of us back into His family, to restore a relationship with us. We were marked out to become children of God.
Let’s look on Ephesians 1:7-8 “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace 8 that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding. 

Redemption involves the idea of purchasing or buying back some item or person that would otherwise be lost, taken prisoner, or destroyed.

The word is used to signify release from bondage through the payment of a price. The price paid is clearly the blood of Christ, the sacrificial death and the new covenant it established with God. 

When we celebrate communion the elements, the bread and the win, represent this in a tangible way. 

Another spiritual blessing is found in Ephesians 1:9-12.

The gospel is a revelation of God’s purpose and work. Here His revealing activity is cause for continued praise.

“And he made known to us the mystery [the previously hidden divine plan now revealed] of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10 to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment--to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 

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, 12 in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 

Paul shifts his focus on God and His plan to us who have received the gospel—the word of truth.

Ephesians 1:13-14 “And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God's possession--to the praise of his glory.”
 
As a result of faith in Christ, we are both sealed with the Holy Spirit and we receive the Spirit as a “deposit” guaranteeing our future life with God at the moment of our conversion. Even if you don’t remember when that moment took place you were sealed with the Holy Spirit.

Seals were used in Paul’s times much like they are today. Cargo was sealed before shipping or letters were sealed to guarantee the validity of the content.

Seals conveyed authenticity and ownership. So it is with believers. The Spirit is the seal given to verify that we belong to God.

And the Spirit is also a “deposit” the down payment that guarantees complete payment. 

In other words the Spirit is God’s first installment on our salvation and the guarantee that the full future inheritance will be delivered.

Verse 15 begins Paul prayer of thanksgiving and his intercession for the church, the body of Christ, in Ephesus.

He begins the verse by saying “For this reason” which takes us back to everything Paul has just written about in the last section.

They have been blesses with every spiritual blessing which includes election, predestination, adoption, grace, redemption, forgiveness, wisdom, understanding, knowledge of the mystery of God’s will, and the sealing of the Holy Spirit as a guarantee of their inheritance.
So Paul now prays and giving thanks for the saints in Ephesus and he prays that they would know God personally and intimately.

In closing I would like to read Paul’s prayer as a prayer for you.

Ephesians 1:15-23 (NIV) 15 For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints, 16 I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. 17 I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. 18 I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, 20 which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. 
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