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To 
Verl and Lois Lindley 
who opened the mystery of the Church to me



Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
 Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every
 spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.

			EPHESIANS 1:3
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			A Word to Those Who Preach the Word

			There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

			There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones. What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

			The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

			The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

			Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

			The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

            
			R. Kent Hughes

			Wheaton, Illinois

            






            
   
			Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To the saints who are in Ephesus, and are faithful in Christ Jesus: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.

			1:1–3

            
            
            
            
            
                        






1

			Celebration of Blessing

			EPHESIANS 1:1–3
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			WHEN ONE TAKES UP the study of Ephesians, he finds that commentators and preachers outdo themselves in lavish encomiums. It has been called “[t]he crown and climax of Pauline theology,”1 “[t]he sublimest communication ever made to men,”2 “the quintessence of Paulinism,”3 “the consummate and most comprehensive statement which even the New Testament contains of the meaning of the Christian religion. It is certainly the final statement of Pauline theology.”4 Samuel Taylor Coleridge called it “the divinest composition of man.”5 John A. Mackay, past president of Princeton Theological Seminary, waxed eloquent as well: “Never . . . was the reality of Revelation more obvious and the reflective powers of the Apostle’s mind more transfigured than in the great book which is known by the title, The Epistle to the Ephesians.”6

			These eloquent recommendations alone are sufficient reasons to be enthused about the prospect of study, but there is furthermore the grand theme of Ephesians and its dual focus on Christ and on the Church—the “mystery” of “Christ and the church” (5:32). The theme is clarified when we compare it to that of Colossians. Colossians explains Christ’s person and work in relation to the whole universe—the cosmic Christ, whereas Ephesians explains what the Church’s cosmic role is as the Body of the cosmic Christ. Ephesians reveals the position and job description of the Church in effecting God’s new order. It answers the question, what does it mean to be in Christ, and what does this demand of us?

			Because Ephesians has such a magisterial theme and because it is so practical, it is also immensely powerful. John Mackay, in his book God’s Order, recounts how he became spiritually alive as a fifteen-year-old. One Saturday about noon in the month of July 1903, young Mackay was attending a “preparation” service for an old-time Scottish Communion in the open air, among the hills in the Highland parish of Rogart, in Sutherlandshire. A minister was preaching from a wooden pulpit to several hundred people sitting under the shade of trees in the glen. Though Mackay could never remember what was said, he was quickened that halcyon day and knew he was called to preach. For the rest of the summer he lived in the pages of a tiny New Testament that he had purchased for a penny. Most of his time was spent in Paul’s letters—especially Ephesians, which became his favorite book of the Bible.7 Mackay later wrote:

            
           
			From the first, my imagination began to glow with the cosmic significance of Jesus Christ. It was the cosmic Christ that fascinated me, the living Lord Jesus Christ who was the center of a great drama of unity, in which everything in Heaven and on earth was to become one in him. I did not understand what it all meant, but the tendency to think of everything in terms of Jesus Christ and a longing to contribute to a unity in Christ became the passion of my life. It became natural then, and it has remained natural ever since, to say “Lord Jesus.”8

           
            
			Ephesians—carefully, reverently, prayerfully considered—will change our lives. It is not so much a question of what we will do with the epistle, but what it will do with us.

			We should also note that the Letter to the Ephesians is compellingly ecumenical and catholic in the primary sense of these words. The designation “in Ephesus” is not in the earliest manuscripts, and we conclude that it was a circular letter meant for all the churches in Asia Minor.9 Thus, its ecumenical message is for the Church everywhere and in every age: namely, that Christ reconciles all races and cultures by bringing them to himself and making them one with him and with one another. It is a message of unity, a message for the Church, and a message for a fragmented, war-torn world.

			The structure of the book is typically Pauline: first Paul states the doctrine (chapters 1—3), then he states the duty (chapters 4—6). The duty section ends with a description of spiritual battle, so some like to divide it in two. Thus the book can be given an easy-to-remember division such as:

            
             
			The wealth (1–3), walk (4—5), warfare (6:10f) 10

             
			Or,

            
			sit (1–3), walk (4—5), stand (6:10f) 11

            

            
			The opening verses of Ephesians are a “celebration of blessing.” The mood is exuberant joy. Paul buoyantly begins a song (modeled on the Hebrew berakhah or blessing song) celebrating God’s work in bringing us salvation. In quick order Paul celebrates himself, the saints, their God, and their blessings.

            
            
			Celebrating Self (v. 1a)

			Paul’s personal celebration is centered in the fact that he is “an apostle of Christ [Messiah] Jesus by the will of God” (v. 1a). This certainly was not due to his own will. At the onset of Christianity he had been a militant opponent of Christ, even an accessory to the murders of believers (Acts 7). But then on the Damascus off-ramp he met the Lion of the Tribe of Judah and heard his call: “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me. . . . I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:4, 5). The effect was radical conversion, so radical that in a few days Saul “confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus by proving that Jesus was the Christ” (Acts 9:22). It was a miracle, and nothing else, that made him one with the Twelve!

			As an apostolos, one sent, Paul’s authority was not self-generated but was ordained of God. He therefore could not help but preach Jesus. “[I have] no ground for boasting,” he said, “For necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16). This was something to celebrate! But it was not a cause for selfish vanity. Before he met Christ he was “Saul,” named after the tallest (and vainest) of the Benjamites, King Saul, from whom he was descended (Philippians 3:4–6). But now, after coming to know Christ, he takes the name “Paul”—small. The Lion had cut him down to size. Now he humbly says, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us” (2 Corinthians 4:7). Paul’s smallness became the medium for God’s bigness, his weakness a channel for God’s power.

			Paul’s opening words celebrate a self that had been liberated from the crushing bondage of ego, included (by God’s sovereign decision) in the apostolic band, and imbued with divine authority and purpose. And so, writing from prison, Paul’s song went forth, just as later would that of St. John of the Cross from his Toledo cell, and John Bunyan from the Bedford jail, and Charles Colson from a modern prison.

			Paul’s song is ours in a less dramatic, perhaps, but equally significant way. For in Christ, every one of us has been delivered from self and has been given position and purpose and authority in him. And that is something to continually celebrate.

			Celebrating the Saints (vv.1b, 2)

			Paul’s celebration moves from self to others with his simple designation, “To the saints who are . . . faithful in Christ Jesus” (v. 1b), for the designation is a celebration in itself. Why? Because in the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the people of Israel, and sometimes even the angels, were given the honored title “saints.” Therefore, as Marcus Barth explains, “By using the same designation . . . the author of Ephesians bestows upon all his pagan-born hearers a privilege formerly reserved for Israel, for special (especially priestly) servants of God, or for angels.”12 Applying the privileged word “saints” to pagan Greeks was mind-boggling to those with a Jewish background. Hebrew detractors considered it a rape of sacred vocabulary. But from the Christian perspective it was a fitting word to celebrate the miracle of God’s grace.

			“Saints” means “holy ones, those set apart and consecrated.” The word was descriptive of what had happened in their hearts. They were saints though living under the shadow of pagan temples amidst the moral decay of Asia Minor. They were saints while going about their lives—shopkeeping, sailing, building, raising children.

			Paul also adds that they were “faithful”—they were actively believing and trusting God. Their saintliness grew out of their believing. As Calvin said, “No man is . . . a believer who is not also a saint; and, on the other hand, no man is a saint who is not a believer.”13 This was all because they were “in Christ Jesus”—they were personally and intimately in him, as appendages are part of the body or branches are part of the tree.

			“Saints”—“faithful”—“in Christ Jesus”—what a cause for celebration! And how does he celebrate it? “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 2). This greeting bears the poetry of redemption, for the regular Greek greeting was “Rejoice!” (chaire), and the regular Jewish greeting was “Peace” (Hebrew shalom, Greek eiriene). But here Paul combines the two and then replaces rejoice (chaire) with the similar sounding but far richer charis—“grace.”14 He in effect combines the greetings of the Eastern and Western worlds, then modifies the Western and gives the whole world the sublime Christian greeting, “Grace to you and peace.” This greeting celebrates how the gospel works. Grace comes first, and as it fills our lives through the Holy Spirit, it brings shalom—peace, reconciliation, wholeness.

			This is a huge Christian greeting! There never had been anything like it in the world. This “Grace to you and peace” has enabled thousands to lift up God even when the world is falling in. Consider H. P. Spafford, who composed one of the Church’s great hymns as he sailed over the watery grave of his family, drowned on the Ville du Havre:

            
            
			When peace like a river attendeth my way.

			When sorrows like sea billows roll;

			Whatever my lot. Thou hast taught me to say,

			“It is well, it is well with my soul.”

            
            
			This is what we have to offer to others—a brand-new greeting from another world: “Grace to you and peace.” All who truly want this can have it through Jesus Christ.

			Celebrating Their Blessings (v. 3)

			Paul has celebrated himself: his calling, his mission, his deliverance from self. He has also celebrated the saints. Now he celebrates their mutual blessings: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (v. 3). This is a dramatic, introductory prelude to a song that extends to the end of verse 14, one long rhapsodic sentence.

			At the root of Paul’s celebration here is the idea that both he and the Ephesians, by virtue of their being in Christ, have been elevated to “the heavenly places.” That is, they occupy the place where Christ is now enthroned, seated at the Father’s right hand (1:20). This is also where all of us who are united to him through faith are seated: “And [God] raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus” (2:6). “The heavenly places” are “the immaterial reign, the ‘unseen universe’ which lies behind the world of sense”15—the place of Christ’s throne, where we are enthroned with him! Temporally we live here on earth; but spiritually we live in the heavenly realms where Christ lives. Paul calls us to immerse ourselves in this truth and to celebrate.

			But there is more. We have been blessed “in Christ with every spiritual blessing.” Under the old covenant, God’s promised blessings were largely material, such as those promised to obedient Israel in Deuteronomy 28:1–14—fruitful wombs, flourishing crops, abundant flocks, bread in every basket, prosperity, and world influence. Likewise, under the new covenant Jesus takes care of his own materially and charges them not to worry about their needs (Matthew 6:25–34). As Spurgeon once said, “He that gives us heaven will surely give us all that is needful on the road thither.”16 And, “We shall have enough spending money on the road to glory; for he who has guaranteed to bring us there will not starve us along the way.”17

			But in addition to this, the overwhelming promises of the new covenant are spiritual (cf. Jeremiah 31:31–34). The song, the berakhah, in verses 3–14 includes five dynamic spiritual elements: 1) holiness, 2) adoption, 3) redemption and forgiveness, 4) the Holy Spirit, and 5) the hope of glory. The fact is, we receive thousands of blessings under these headings, all crowned with “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22, 23).

			We have been and are now blessed “in Christ with every spiritual blessing.” “To be in Christ . . . is to partake of all that Christ has done, all He is, and all that He ever will be.”18 Of course, it remains for us to grow and thus claim more and more of these blessings that are now ours. What a wonderful pursuit! The devil may curse us, but if God blesses us, what does it matter?

			Paul’s stupendous assertion about our status of blessedness demands our careful attention. First, we must believe it. Paul’s statement in 1:20 that Christ is seated at the right hand of God in “the heavenly places” is fairly easy for believing hearts to accept. But it is not so easy for the same believers to truly embrace the fact that they themselves are seated in “the heavenly places,” as 2:6 asserts. “After all, we’ve never been there,” they object, “and we’ve had no heavenly experiences like Paul claimed to have had. Perhaps Paul was speaking symbolically or metaphorically.” This seems to be plausible reasoning, but it is absolutely wrong! For if we are merely there metaphorically, it must be the same for Christ.

			The truth is: Christ is in the heavenly realms and so are we! He is there literally, and we are there representatively, as members of his Body. He is there as our Head and brings our actual presence with him because we are in him. Believing this will greatly elevate our Christian living. Paul’s massive conception of the heavenlies and his present relation to them that we see here in Ephesians and in such passages as 2 Corinthians 12:1–6, Colossians 3:1–4, and Philippians 3:20, 21 endowed him with noble motivation and great energy for his earthly ministry.

			We are seated in the heavenly realms. We do have every spiritual blessing. Belief is the beginning.

			Second, we must focus on this truth. Paul calls us to be spiritual extraterrestrials—to live in the supra-mundane. We must reject the deadly notion that this is mystical, incomprehensible, and beyond our ability to practice. Paul says, “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (Colossians 3:1, 2). What is our mind set on? Position? A new car? A promotion? Our wardrobe? Paul says, Stop! Rather, keep on seeking the things that are above. This is our divinely-given responsibility.

			Third, we must ask for the blessings. Jesus says in Luke 11:13, “. . . how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” What does Jesus mean? Isn’t the Holy Spirit already given to believers? The answer is explicit in the Greek grammar, which means the operation of the Holy Spirit.19 Prayer brings increased fullness and the power of the Holy Spirit. We must ask! As we ask for more holiness—a greater sense of adoption, more peace, more love, more patience, more power from the Spirit—we will receive it all.

			Celebrating God (v. 3)

			In all of this Paul celebrates God. “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.”

			Our highest response to all this must be to hold our gifts up to God and sing the boundless praise of him who reigns above! Our theology must become doxology.

			Late in his life Dr. Mackay reflected on his Ephesians-experience with Christ:

			Fifty years almost have passed since that boyish rapture in the Highland hills. . . . The sun of life is westering, and this mortal pilgrimage must, in the nature of things, be entering the last lap before sunset. Life has been throughout an adventure, a movement from one frontier to another. For me, as I reflect upon the passage of the years . . . A subjective fact, an experience of quickening by God’s Holy Spirit in the classical tradition of Christian conversion, moulded my being in such a way that I began to live in Christ and for Christ, and ‘for His Body’s sake which is the Church.’ My personal interest in God’s Order began when the only way in which life could make sense to me was upon the basis of an inner certainty that I myself, through the operation of a power which the Ephesian Letter taught me to call ‘grace,’ had become part of that Order, and that I must henceforth devote my energies to its unfolding and fulfillment.20

			May the Ephesian letter do the same for us!

			

            

            
 



 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved.

1:3–6



                  
		







2

			Celebration of Election

			EPHESIANS 1:3–6
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WE ARE INDEED SEATED with Christ in the heavenly realms. Why? We are his people. How? He chose us! Commentators agree that verses 4–14 amplify the thoughts of verse 3, and this being so, the first thing Paul wants to expand is the truth of divine election.

			The Fact of Election (v. 4)

			He does this with very specific statements in verses 4–6. “He chose us in him before the foundation of the world” (v. 4a). Later in that long sentence, verse 11, he neatly summarizes it again: “In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will.” From these statements we cull several points.

			First, the choosing was before time as we know it—“before the foundation of the world,” to use Paul’s words. God’s choosing antedated human need—indeed, human existence! As Calvin says, “The very time of election shows it to be free; for what could we have deserved, or in what did our merit consist, before the world was made?”1 (cf. Romans 9:11).

			Second, the reasons for God’s choosing were only in himself. Verses 4, 5 reveal that it was “in love he predestined us.” His choosing cannot be separated from love. God did not do his choosing with a roulette wheel or a throw of celestial dice, because “Where love is supreme there is no place for fate or caprice.”2 Verse 5 expands on this by stating that this was “according to the purpose of his will.” “His purpose” bears the idea of his good pleasure or good desire. Marcus Barth says, “Far from any idea of arbitrariness it has warm and personal connotations. When God’s good pleasure is mentioned, his willingness and joy in doing good are indicated.”3

			God’s eternal choice is warm and smiling—far from the dispassionate stereotype so often thought of. Again, the ground of his choice is his love and purpose, not man’s or woman’s goodness.

			Third, the choice was made “in him”—that is, in Jesus. How absolutely fitting this is, for creation itself exists in him, as is taught so beautifully in the great Colossian Hymn of the Incarnation:

         
			For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have been created through Him and for Him. He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He Himself will come to have first place in everything. (Colossians 1:16–18, NASB)

          
            
			Everything in creation comes from Christ, sings the Colossian Hymn. And here in the overture to Ephesians, everything is subject to his sovereign election. “He is foundation, origin, and executor: all that is involved in election and its fruits depends on him.”4 Jesus, who became sin for us on the cross (2 Corinthians 5:21) and a curse (Galatians 3:13), bearing the inconceivable pain of separation from the Father for us, is the agent and facilitator of the Father’s choice. In Christ we were chosen.

			This is primary truth, and as John Stott, a man known for measured sensibility, says: “The doctrine of election is a divine revelation, not a human speculation.”5 It was not dreamed up by Martin Luther or John Calvin or St. Augustine, or by the Apostle Paul for that matter. It is not to be set aside as the imagination of some overactive religious minds, but rather humbly accepted as revelation (however mysterious it may be) from God. We must never allow our subjective experience of choosing Christ to water down the fact that we would not have chosen him if he had not first chosen us (cf. John 6:44; 15:16; 2 Thessalonians 2:13; 1 Peter 1:2; 1 Thessalonians 1:4–7). The doctrine of election presents us with a God who defies finite analysis. It is a doctrine that lets God be God.

			It also forms a bedrock of confidence for the believer. A God who chose you before time, when only he existed, will not leave you victim to the time and tides of life. As a sixteen-year-old I read Arthur W. Pink’s The Sovereignty of God, through which I was made to see the transcendent holiness of God, my own utter sinfulness, and his sovereign working in bringing men and women to himself. The effect of this was to increase my trust in him.

			In view of this, there can be no room for pride or imagined merit, but rather profound humility and thanksgiving. It is not by accident that as Paul begins his overture of blessing, he opens with celebrating the blessing of being chosen. Paul could never get over it. And neither should we!

			The Purposes of Election (vv. 4–6)

			Sanctification. The first purpose of election that Paul notes is sanctification: “he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him” (v. 4). One of the false charges made against the doctrine of election is that it is morally debilitating—“If we are chosen, then we can do as we like.” Nothing could be further from the truth! Rather, election is morally elevating because it is election to a dynamic two-sided sanctification. Positively it is to be “holy”—that is, set apart from the world, separate, different. And negatively it is to be “blameless”—literally, without spot or blemish, a sacrifice to be presented to God. Election demands and promotes the radical moral excellence of Romans 12—the offering of believers’ “bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God” (Romans 12:1).

			That is why the telltale evidence of one’s election is holiness. Harold Ockenga, then pastor of Park Street Church and founding president of Fuller Seminary and Gordon-Conwell Seminary, put it in no uncertain terms:

			If God has elected us He has not elected us to remain sinners but to become holy. It is an anomaly or an error to speak of the elect living in sin. God never chose us to continue in sin. We are created in Christ Jesus unto good works which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them. Therefore, the test of our election is the holiness of our lives. Christ “gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all iniquity, and purify unto himself a peculiar people, zealous of good works.” We ought not to delude ourselves into believing that we belong to the elect of God if we are not living holy lives before Him. . . . The proof of this is that we become holy, that we approximate the character of our Lord Jesus Christ. Thus John was able to say, “Whosoever sinneth hath not seen him, neither known him. . . . He that committeth sin is of the devil. . . . Whosoever is born of God doth not commit [practice] sin.” 6

			I cannot agree more! If your life is characterized by a pattern of conscious sin, you very likely are not a Christian. If some of your most cherished thoughts are hatreds, if you are determined not to forgive, you may not be a true believer. If you are a committed materialist who finds that your greatest joys are self-indulgence—clothing your body with lavish outfits, having all your waking thoughts devoted to house, cars, clothing, and comforts—you may not be a Christian. If you are a sensualist who is addicted to pornography, if your mind is a twenty-four-hour bordello—and you think it’s okay—you may very well not be a Christian, regardless of how many times you have “gone forward” and mouthed the evangelical shibboleths. Election ultimately results in holiness, but the process begins now. Are you concerned for holiness? Are you growing in holiness?

			Adoption. The next grand purpose of election that the apostle celebrates is adoption—“he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will,” sings Paul (v. 5). This is an especially lyrical chord—and for good reason. The writers of the Old Testament only referred to God as Father fourteen times in the huge corpus of its thirty-nine books—and these rather impersonally. In those fourteen occurrences of “Father,” the term was always used with reference to the nation and not individuals. But when Jesus came on the scene, he addressed God only as Father. The Gospels record Jesus using “Father” more than sixty times in reference to God. He never used any other term except when quoting Psalm 22 on the cross. No one in the entire history of Israel had spoken or prayed like Jesus. No one! But this amazing fact is only part of the story, because the word Jesus used for Father was not a formal word. It was the common Aramaic word with which a child would address his or her father—“Abba.” This was astounding!

			Even more astounding, it became the subconscious and conscious refrain of the elect, who were adopted “as sons through Jesus Christ.” Paul says of this, “For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:15, 16). “And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’ So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God” (Galatians 4:6, 7).

			Do we have a “Spirit of adoption”? Do we sense that God is our Father? Do we think of him and address him as our “Dear Father”? If we cannot answer in the affirmative, it may be because he is not our spiritual Father, and therefore we need to heed the words of Scripture and receive him. “But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God” (John 1:12).

			J. I. Packer considers our grasp of God’s Fatherhood and our adoption as sons or daughters as of essential importance to our spiritual life. He says:

			If you want to judge how well a person understands Christianity, find out how much he makes of the thought of being God’s child, and having God as his father. If this is not the thought that prompts and controls his worship and prayers and his whole outlook on life, it means that he does not understand Christianity very well at all. For everything that Christ taught, everything that makes the New Testament new, and better than the Old, everything that is distinctively Christian as opposed to merely Jewish, is summed up in the knowledge of the Fatherhood of God. “Father” is the Christian name for God.7

			That name testifies to the reality of our adoption. The richness of our adoption will also be revealed in a future public recognition. Paul says, “For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God”(Romans 8:19). The day of our investiture as sons and daughters is coming, and he is our loving Father right now.

			A young mother wrote:

            
            
			I stayed with my parents for several days after the birth of our first child. One afternoon, I remarked to my mother that it was surprising our baby had dark hair, since both my husband and I are fair.
 
			She said, “Well, your daddy has black hair.”

			‘‘But, Mama, that doesn’t matter because I’m adopted.”

			With an embarrassed smile, she said the most wonderful words I’ve ever heard: “I always forget.”8

            
            
			Our adoption is complete, and we are eternally God’s sons and daughters. We were predestined for this before the foundation of the world, “in love . . . according to the purpose of his will.” This ought to be the melody of our hearts continually.

			Praise. The last stated purpose of our election is praise—“to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved” (v. 6). His “glorious grace” is the undeserved riches that are ours in Christ. The emphasis here is on the bounty of it, for the words “with which he has blessed us” are literally “begraced.”9 So Paul’s words memorably read, “to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has begraced us with, in the Beloved.” This is an abundant overflow of grace, like the “grace upon grace” of John 1:16.10

			Paul has let himself go, throwing his heart into grand jubilation over the greatness of salvation. Clause tumbles after clause in his grand poem of praise. We are actually seated “in the heavenly places” in Christ. Our position in the heavenlies opens us to “every spiritual blessing.” We have been chosen before time began because of his love and good purpose. The choice was not due to anything in us, but because of Jesus. He is everything.

			This choice gives us great reason to rejoice, for it brings sanctification—a holiness in conformity with that of God; adoption—we become the actual sons and daughters of God, so that we cry in our heart of hearts, “Abba, Father”; and praise in our hearts for “his glorious grace with which he has begraced us”—“grace upon grace.”

			






 


            
In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.

			1:7–10
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			Celebration of Redemption

			EPHESIANS 1:7–10
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			THE SONG of celebration with which Paul begins the letter to the Ephesians strains analysis, because in his exultant spirit one great thought presses upon another. The doxology runs on and on in one colossal (some would say monstrous) sentence filled with prepositional phrases: “in Christ . . . in him . . . in the Beloved . . . in him . . . in Christ . . . in him.”1 Nevertheless, as we carefully examine it, we find that it does have a kind of structure. After the initial burst of praise in verse 3, Paul celebrates (in vv. 4–6) the blessings of God’s eternal election of us to adoption and sanctification and a life of benediction. The doctrine of election is singularly refreshing and sweet to the believing heart!

			Now in verse 7 the thought structure abruptly switches from the blessings of election past to a celebration of present redemption and its future effects. This is a proper celebration for all who truly know Christ.

			Celebration of the Present Blessings of Redemption (vv. 7, 8)

			Paul memorably celebrates our present blessings in verses 7, 8: “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight.” Here Paul emphasizes four elements: first, redemption, and then the three attendant blessings of forgiveness, overflowing grace, and spiritual discernment.

			Redemption. Paul is explicit regarding the fact of redemption: “In him we have redemption through his blood” (v. 7a). What does he mean?

			A story that has captured and informed young imaginations for years is helpful here. In a city on the shore of a great lake lived a small boy who loved the water and sailing. So deep was his fascination that he, with the help of his father, spent months making a beautiful model boat, which he began to sail at the water’s edge. One day a sudden gust of wind caught the tiny boat and carried it far out into the lake and out of sight. Distraught, the boy returned home inconsolable. Day after day he would walk the shores in search of his treasure, but always in vain. Then one day as he was walking through town he saw his beautiful boat—in a store window! He approached the proprietor and announced his ownership, only to be told that it was not his, for the owner had paid a local fisherman good money for the boat. If the boy wanted the boat, he would have to pay the price. And so the lad set himself to work doing anything and everything until finally he returned to the store with the money. At last, holding his precious boat in his arms, he said with great joy, “You are twice mine now—because I made you and because I bought you.”

			Just so! Redemption is payment of a price or ransom. The price was Christ’s own blood, and the object was our souls. All humanity was in the slave market of sin and thus powerless to affect self-deliverance, but Christ has purchased his Church with an infinite price as the Scriptures repeatedly attest:

			. . . knowing that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your forefathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. (1 Peter 1:18, 19)

			[Jesus] entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood of goats and calves but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. (Hebrews 9:12)

            
			 [Jesus came] “to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45b)

             
			Our redemption cost the whole life of Christ—an astounding mystery that the prophets puzzled over and that angels “long to look” upon (cf. 1 Peter 1:10–12).

			This too is cause for great celebration, and that is why it is so prominent in Paul’s song of praise. In fact, it is such a source of cosmic wonder that in eternity men and angels will join together to sing a new song, as Revelation records:

			And they sang a new song, saying,

			“Worthy are you to take the scroll

			and to open its seals,

			for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God

			from every tribe and language and people and nation,

			and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God,

			and they shall reign on the earth.”

			Then I looked, and I heard around the throne and the living creatures and the elders the voice of many angels, numbering myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands, saying with a loud voice,

			“Worthy is the Lamb who was slain,

			to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!”(Revelation 5:9–12)

           
			We will sing this song with the angels, but the best part is ours because we are “twice his,” having been created by him and then being redeemed by his blood!

			Forgiveness. Concomitant with redemption is forgiveness—“the forgiveness of our trespasses” (v. 7). As a believer, the Apostle Paul remained profoundly aware of his sinful life apart from Christ and that he was still a sinner—“the foremost [sinner],” to use his own words (1 Timothy 1:15). But along with this was the profound knowledge that he was forgiven.

			Ancient man was aware of his sin. The brilliant Roman philosopher Seneca called himself a homo non tolerabilis, “a man not to be tolerated.”2 (Our wives no doubt sometimes think this would be a perfect title for us, with the addition of some adjectives like maximus!) What humankind needed, said Seneca in despair, was a hand to lift them up.

			Charles Colson tells of watching Albert Speer being interviewed on Good Morning, America. Speer was the Hitler confidant whose technological genius kept the Nazi factories running throughout World War II. He was the only one of the twenty-four war criminals tried at Nuremburg to admit his guilt, and he had served twenty years in a Spandau prison. The interviewer referred to a passage in one of Speer’s earlier writings: “You have said the guilt can never be forgiven or shouldn’t be. Do you still feel that way?” Colson says he will never forget the look of pathos on Speer’s face as he responded, “I served a sentence of twenty years, and I could say, ‘I’m a free man, my conscience has been cleared by serving the whole time as punishment.’ But I can’t get rid of it. This new book is part of my atoning, of clearing my conscience.” The interviewer pressed the point: “You really don’t think you’ll be able to clear it totally?” Speer shook his head. “I don’t think it will be possible.” Colson says:

			 For thirty-five years Speer had accepted complete responsibility for his crime. His writings were filled with contrition and warnings to others to avoid his moral sin. He desperately sought expiation. All to no avail. I wanted to write Speer, to tell him about Jesus and his death on the cross, about God’s forgiveness. But there wasn’t time. The ABC interview was his last public statement; he died shortly after.3
 
			The tragedy for both Seneca and Speer is that there was, and is, a hand to lift them up—complete forgiveness of sins—though they didn’t know it.

			John Calvin said, in preaching on this very text in Geneva in 1558, “God puts our sins out of his remembrance and drowns them in the depths of the sea, and, moreover, receives the payment that was offered him in the person of his only Son.”

			The Scriptures sing in glorious harmony about the fullness of forgiveness

			As far as the east is from the west,

			so far does he remove our transgressions from us. (Psalm 103:12)

			I have blotted out your transgressions like a cloud

			and your sins like mist;

			return to me, for I have redeemed you. (Isaiah 44:22)

			 For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. (Jeremiah 31:34b)
 
            
			You will cast all our sins

			into the depths of the sea. (Micah 7:19)

			[At the Last Supper, Jesus commanded his own to drink, saying] “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.” (Matthew 26:28)

            
			 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. (1 John 1:9)
 
            
			It is because of this massive Scriptural affirmation that we conclude the Apostles’ Creed by saying, “I believe in . . . the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting. Amen.”

			Total forgiveness is something to celebrate. It is beyond anything positive thinking, therapy, or hypnosis can provide. It is complete, extending to the conscious and unconscious sins in our lives, because God knows all things and because Jesus’ blood is infinite. I remember my first experience of God’s forgiveness and how his Holy Spirit gave me the assurance that my sins were totally forgiven. The burden was so consciously lifted that I felt as if I could float. And anyone can be forgiven, no matter what their sin is, whether they are the commandant of Auschwitz or John Wayne Gacy or the most immoral (or even the most moral) person in America. Total forgiveness is possible through Christ. And having that, we are compelled to sing as Paul does here.

			Grace. Paul’s song goes on to the inevitable mention of grace. Our redemption and forgiveness, he says, are “according to the riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us . . .” (vv. 7b, 8a).

			Think of it this way: John D. Rockefeller was the richest man in the world, the richest man America had ever produced. If Rockefeller wished to give of his riches there were two ways he could—according to his riches or from his riches. History records that he most often did the latter, giving from his riches. The most famous picture of Rockefeller shows him as a wizened old man, dressed in a top hat and cutaway coat giving a dime to some little waif. Rockefeller reportedly did this again and again for the press to dutifully photograph. One wonders how many boys were truly set on the road to wealth and moral excellence by a wonderful gift from Rockefeller’s fortune.

			But think what it would have been like had he given according to his riches. If he had done that, he would have perhaps given a grand home, say the famous greystone Kykiut on the family estate Pocantico, and for the living room a Gilbert Stuart or George Washington, a Rodin for the lawn, and a forest, and a Dusenberg for the carriage house.

			When God gives “according to the riches of his grace” he gives from his unlimited treasure-house. Grace is unmerited favor—“an overflowing abundance of unmerited love, inexhaustible in God and freely accessible through Christ,” says Charles Hodge.4

			In addition to being redeemed and forgiven, we are now eternal objects of his divine favor according to the riches that he lavished on us and will continue to lavish! As believers with Paul, we are wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice, for God gives not from the riches of his grace, but according to the riches of his grace! We are going to be lavished with favor for eternity. This ought to bring music to our souls.

			When we’ve been there ten thousand years,

			Bright shining as the sun,

			We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise

			Than when we first begun.

			John Newton

			Discernment. Paul’s final thought regarding our present blessings is that our redemption brings spiritual discernment—“wisdom and insight.” Our English text here leads us to think that in God’s own wisdom and insight he decided to lavish us. That is not the idea at all. What is meant is that along with “redemption” and “forgiveness” and “grace” he has given us “wisdom and insight.”5 University of Chicago professor Allan Bloom, in his book The Closing of the American Mind, describes how his “uneducated” grandparents lived on a wise and noble level because of the influence of the Bible. Then he says this:

            
           
		 I do not believe that my generation, my cousins who have been educated in the American way, all of whom are M.D.s or Ph.D.s, have any comparable learning. When they talk about heaven and earth, the relations between men and women, parents and children, the human condition, I hear nothing but cliches, superficialities, the material of satire. I am not saying anything so trite as that life is fuller when people have myths to live by. I mean rather that a life based on the Book is closer to the truth, that it provides the material for deeper research in and access to the real nature of things.6

             
            
			What Professor Bloom says is eminently true. But there is still more, for when one’s life is steeped in God’s Word, and through God’s grace one has been given “wisdom and insight,” one is equipped with the spiritual discernment to face whatever comes in life. “Wisdom is the knowledge which sees to the heart of things, which knows them as they really are . . . understanding [is that] which leads to right action.”7 Those so equipped can discern the spirit of the times and stand tall and confident.

			Now put all the present blessings together as they flow out of redemption. There is redemption itself—we are twice-owned by God! There is absolute, total, comprehensive forgiveness and the freedom it brings. There is the fact that it is not from the riches of his grace but according to the riches of his grace that he lavishes grace on us—a veritable flood of undeserved favor that will go on for eternity. And there is the wonderful gift of spiritual discernment. Each of these notes comes together to produce a remarkable song in the heart of the redeemed that will only be amplified in eternity.

			Celebrating the Future Blessings of Redemption (vv. 9, 10)

			Paul’s emphasis on the blessing of wisdom and understanding prepares the way for the next focus of celebration, the future blessings of redemption. Paul continues, “making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth” (vv. 9, 10).

			The redeemed see that a new order is coming. It was a “mystery,” a secret, in times past, not because it was incomprehensible, but because it was undiscoverable by human reason.8 It could only be known through divine revelation. What is “the mystery”? Simply this: in “the fullness of time” (in other words, at the appropriate time), God will “unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.”

			As believers, we know this to be true. We do not share the pessimism and despair of the world, like that of G. N. Clark in his inaugural lecture at Cambridge when he said, “There is no secret and no plan in history to be discovered. I do not believe that any future consummation could make sense of the irrationalities of preceding ages.”9 But the redeemed know otherwise. History is going somewhere. All will make sense when everything is brought under the headship of Christ.10

			What do the “all things . . . in heaven and things on earth” encompass? 1) Regenerated souls, and 2) the created universe. The work has begun with God’s children. Believers are presently united in the Body of Christ over which he is the Head. This brings believing Jews and Gentiles together—a major miracle in Paul’s eyes, as we will later see (Ephesians 2). A solidarity between the Church Triumphant in Heaven and the Church Militant on earth is a reality. Whether here or there, we all share blessing, election, adoption, grace, redemption, forgiveness, and spiritual wisdom—and we will all be brought together in him. As Calvin says, “Man has been lost, but angels were not out of danger. By uniting together both into His own Body, Christ has conjoined them to God the Father, that He might establish a true harmony in heaven and on earth”11 (cf. 3:10, 15). This is the new order.

			Along with this, the cosmos, which Christ created and sustains (Hebrews 1:2, 3; Colossians 1:15–18), will be ordered under Christ. Paul says in Colossians 1:16 that “all things were created through him and for him”—or toward Him, as some have it.12 He is the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. All things came out of him, and all things will return to him. Thus all creation is moving toward its consummation in him, as described in Romans 8:19–21: “For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God . . . the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (cf. 2 Peter 3:10–13; Matthew 19:28). Thus all redeemed souls, all the universe, and all the faithful angelic hosts—literally everything in Heaven and on earth—everything material, everything spiritual, everything within, without, above, and below—will be united in Christ. This is the blessing of the universe!

			Paul’s torrent of blessing is difficult to analyze, but as we look closely there is an order to his tumbling words. After his initial burst of blessing in verse 3, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places,” he celebrates blessings originating in the past in verses 4–6: election, sanctification, adoption, and benediction/praise. Then in verses 7, 8 he celebrates the present blessings: redemption, forgiveness, grace, spiritual discernment. And finally in verses 9, 10 he celebrates the future order as everything is brought under Christ’s headship. These blessings rooted in the past, being experienced in the present, and waiting in the future are reason to sing—and the best part does not belong to the angels but to us, for we are the redeemed!

			Paul’s mind lived in the past, present, and future. His heart inhabited eternity. We need to look up—that’s doctrine! And we need to sing—that’s doxology! And we need to fight—that’s duty!
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