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How to Read the Bible with John Stott
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			During John Stott’s life (1921–2011), he was one of the world’s master Bible teachers. Christians on every continent heard and read John Stott’s exposition of Scripture, which was at once instructive and inspiring. With over eight million copies of his more than fifty books sold in dozens of languages, it is not surprising that Time magazine recognized him in 2005 as one of the “100 Most Influential People in the World” and Christianity Today called him “evangelicalism’s premier teacher and preacher.” At the core of his ministry was the Bible and his beloved Bible Speaks Today series, which he originated as New Testament series editor. He himself contributed several volumes to the series, which have now been edited for this Reading the Bible with John Stott series.

			The purpose of this series is to offer excerpts of Stott’s The Message of Ephesians in brief readings, suitable for daily use. Though Stott was himself an able scholar, this series avoids technicalities and scholarly debates, with each reading emphasizing the substance, significance and application of the text.

			Following each set of six readings is found a discussion guide. This can be used by individuals to help them dig more deeply into the text. It can also be used by study groups meeting regularly. Individuals in the groups can go through the readings between group meetings and then use the discussion guide to help the group understand and apply the Scripture passage. Discussions are designed to last between forty-five and sixty minutes. Guidelines for leaders at the end of this volume offer many helpful suggestions for having a successful meeting.

			If you are a group member, you can help everyone present in the following ways:

			
					Read and pray through the readings before you meet.

					Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader won’t be lecturing. Instead all will be asked to discuss what they have learned.

					Stick to the topic being discussed. The focus is the particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible or outside sources. This will allow everyone to participate on equal footing.

					Listen attentively to what others have to say. Be careful not to talk too much but encourage a balanced discussion among all participants. You may be surprised by what you can learn from others. Generally, questions do not have one right answer but are intended to encourage various dimensions of the text.

					Expect God to teach you through the passage and through what others have to say.

					
Use the following guidelines and read them at the start of the first session.
	We will make the group a safe place by keeping confidential what is said in the group about personal matters.

	We will provide time for each person to talk who wants to.

	We will listen attentively to each other.

	We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about others.

	We will be cautious about giving advice to one another.





			

			John Stott had an immense impact on the church in the last half of the twentieth century. With these volumes readers today can continue to benefit from the riches of the Bible that Stott opened to millions.

			

		


		
			

			
Introduction
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			Ephesians is a marvelously concise yet comprehensive summary of the good news and its implications. Nobody can read it without being moved to wonder and worship, and challenged to consistency of life. The letter focuses on what God did through the work of Jesus Christ and what he does through his Spirit today in order to build his new society in the midst of the old.

			It tells how Jesus Christ shed his blood in a sacrificial death for sin, was then raised from death by the power of God and has been exalted above all competitors to the supreme place in both the universe and the church. More than that, we who are “in Christ,” united to him by faith, have ourselves shared in these great events. We have been raised from spiritual death, exalted to heaven, and seated with him there. We have also been reconciled to God and to each other. As a result, through Christ and in Christ, we are nothing less than God’s new society, the single new humanity he is creating, which includes Jews and Gentiles on equal terms. We are the family of God the Father, the body of Jesus Christ his Son, and the temple or dwelling place of the Holy Spirit.

			Therefore we are to demonstrate plainly and visibly by our new life the reality of this new thing God has done: first by the unity and diversity of our common life, second by the purity and love of our everyday behavior, next by the mutual submissiveness and care of our relationships at home, and last by our stability in the fight against the principalities and powers of evil. Then in the fullness of time God’s purpose of unification will be brought to completion under the headship of Jesus Christ.

			With this theme in mind, we may perhaps outline the letter as follows:

			
					The new life God has given us in Christ (1:3–2:10)

					The new society God has created through Christ (2:11–3:21)

					The new standards God expects of his new society, especially unity and purity (4:1–5:21)

					The new relationships into which God has brought us—harmony in the home and hostility to the devil (5:21–6:24)

			

			The whole letter is thus a magnificent combination of Christian doctrine and Christian duty, Christian faith and Christian life, what God has done through Christ and what we must be and do in consequence. And its central theme is “God’s new society.”

			This message of the church as God’s new creation and new community is of particular importance for those of us who call ourselves or are called evangelical Christians. For by temperament and tradition we tend to be rugged individualists, and are thought to care little about the church. Indeed, the expressions “evangelical” and “low church” are generally supposed to be synonymous. Yet they should not be. True evangelicals, who derive their theology from the Bible, will be bound to have the very “high” view of the church that the Bible has. Today more than ever we need to catch the biblical vision of the church.

			In the West the church is in decline and urgently needs to be renewed. But what form of renewal do we desire? In parts of the world the church is stripped of privilege, often persecuted, and sometimes driven underground. Such situations prompt the basic question: what is the church’s essential being without which it would cease to be the church? Then in several regions of the Majority World the church is growing rapidly, and in some places its growth rate is faster even than the population growth rate. But what kind of churches are coming into being and growing? Thus in every part of the world we need to ask radical questions about the church. And Ephesians will supply us with answers.

			John Stott
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Ephesians 1:1-14


			
A Life of Spiritual Blessing
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			Grace to You

			Ephesians 1:1-2

			1Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,

			To God’s holy people in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus:

			2Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

			Paul claims the same title Jesus had given to the Twelve, designating somebody specially chosen, called and sent to teach with authority. He had not volunteered for this ministry, nor had the church appointed him. On the contrary, his apostleship derived from the will of God and from the choice and commission of Jesus Christ. If this is so, then we must listen to the message of Ephesians with appropriate attention and humility.

			The apostle then describes the readers of his letter as saints. He is not referring to some spiritual elite but to all God’s people. They were called “saints” (that is, “holy”) because they had been set apart to belong to him. The expression was first applied to Israel as the “holy nation,” but came to be extended to the whole international Christian community, which is the Israel of God (Galatians 6:16).

			His initial message to them is one of grace and peace. Grace indicates God’s free, saving initiative, and peace points to the initiative he has taken to reconcile sinners to himself and to each other in his new community. These are key words in Ephesians. So if we want a concise summary of the good news that the whole letter announces, we could not find a better one than the three monosyllables “peace through grace.”

			What then is the vital link between Paul, his readers, and his message? It is the Lord Jesus Christ himself. For Paul the author is “an apostle of Christ Jesus,” the readers are themselves in Christ Jesus, and the blessing comes to them both from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ, who are bracketed as the single spring from which grace and peace flow. Thus the Lord Jesus Christ dominates Paul’s mind and fills his vision. It seems almost as if he feels compelled to bring Jesus Christ into every sentence he writes, at least at the beginning of this letter. For it is through and in Jesus Christ that God’s new society has come into being.

			The Past Blessing of Election

			Ephesians 1:3-4

			3Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 4For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.

			Paul stresses that the blessing God gives us in Christ is spiritual. A contrast is probably intended with Old Testament days when God’s promised blessings were largely material. It is true Jesus promised his followers some material blessings, for he forbade them to be anxious about food, drink, and clothing, and assured them that their heavenly Father would supply their needs if they put the concerns of his rule and righteousness first.

			Christians are trinitarians. We believe in one God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. We affirm with gratitude and joy that God has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing. That is, every blessing of the Holy Spirit has been given us by the Father if we are in the Son. No blessing has been withheld from us. Of course we still have to grow into maturity in Christ, be transformed into his image, and explore the riches of our inheritance in him. Of course, too, God may grant us many deeper and richer experiences of himself on the way. Nevertheless, if we are in Christ, every spiritual blessing is ours already.

			Also note the statement “he chose us in him.” God put us and Christ together in his mind. He determined to make us (who did not yet exist) his own children through the redeeming work of Christ (which had not yet taken place). It also arose from his entirely unmerited favor, since he chose us “to be holy and blameless before him.” This means that when in his mind he chose us, we were unholy and blameworthy, and therefore deserving not of adoption but of judgment. So this is no cause for boasting.

			Now everybody finds the doctrine of election difficult. “Didn’t I choose God?” somebody asks, and we must answer, “Yes, indeed you did, and freely, but only because in eternity God had first chosen you.” Scripture nowhere dispels the mystery of election, and we should beware of any who try to systematize it too precisely or rigidly.

			The truth of God’s election, however many its unresolved problems, should lead us to righteousness, not to sin; and to humble adoring gratitude, not to boasting. Its practical consequences should always be that we live on the one hand “holy and blameless in his sight” (v. 4) and on the other “to the praise of his glorious grace” (v. 6).

			The Present Blessing of Adoption

			Ephesians 1:5-8

			5He predestined us for adoptions to sonship through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will— 6to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves. 7In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace 8that he lavished on us.

			When people ask us why God went ahead with the creation when he knew that it would be followed by the fall, one answer we can tentatively give is that he destined us for a higher dignity than even creation would bestow on us. He intended to adopt us, to make us the sons and daughters of his family. In Roman law (part of the background to Paul’s writing) adopted children enjoyed the same rights as natural children. The New Testament has much to say about this status of sonship, its rich privileges and demanding responsibilities.

			Take our privilege first. God’s children enjoy a free access to their heavenly Father, and their confidence before him is due to the knowledge that they have been redeemed and forgiven. Redemption means “deliverance by payment of a price.” Here it is equated with forgiveness, for the deliverance in question is a rescue from the just judgment of God on our sins, and the price paid was the shedding of Christ’s blood when he died for our sins on the cross. So redemption, forgiveness, and adoption all go together. We become his sons and daughters because of the lavish outpouring of his grace on us.

			But adoption implies responsibility too, for the heavenly Father does not spoil his children. On the contrary, he “disciplines us for our good, in order that we may share in his holiness” (Hebrews 12:10). So Paul’s two statements are parallel, that “he destined us . . . to sonship” (v. 5) and “he chose us . . . to be holy” (v. 4). It is inconceivable that we should enjoy a relationship with God as his children without accepting the obligation to imitate our Father and cultivate the family likeness. 

			So then adoption as God’s sons and daughters brings both a plus and a minus, an immense gain and a necessary loss. We gain access to him as our Father through redemption or forgiveness. But we lose our blemishes, beginning at once by the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit, until we are finally made perfect in heaven. What seems to unite the privilege and the responsibility of our adoption is the expression “in his sight” (v. 4) or “in his presence.” For to live our life in the conscious presence of our Father is both an immeasurable privilege and a constant challenge to please him.

			The Future Blessing of Unification

			Ephesians 1:9-10

			9He made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, 10to be put into effect when the times reach their fulfillment—to bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ.

			God has done more than choose us in Christ in a past eternity and give us sonship now as a present possession. He has also “made known to us the mystery of his will” for the future. This is “purposed in Christ, to be put in effect when the times reach their fulfillment.”

			History is neither meaningless nor purposeless. It is moving toward a glorious goal. God’s plan “when the times reach their fulfillment,” when time merges into eternity again, is “to bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ.” Already Christ is head of his body, the church, but one day “all things” will acknowledge his headship. At present there is still discord in the universe, but in the fullness of time the discord will cease, and the unity we long for will come into being under the headship of Jesus Christ.

			What are the “all things” which will one day be united under Christ? Certainly they include the Christian living and the Christian dead, the church on earth and the church in heaven. No doubt angels will be included too. But “all things” normally means the universe, which Christ created and sustains. So Paul seems to be referring to that cosmic renewal, that regeneration of the universe, that liberation of the groaning creation. In the fullness of time, God’s two creations, his whole universe and his whole church, will be unified under the cosmic Christ, who is the supreme head of both.

			If we shared the apostle’s perspective, we would also share his praise. For doctrine leads to doxology as well as to duty. Life would become worship, and we would bless God constantly for having blessed us so richly in Christ.

			We Who Hoped in Christ

			Ephesians 1:11-12

			11In 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, 12in order that we, who were the first to put our hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.

			The spiritual blessings Paul has been describing belong equally to Jewish and Gentile believers. The structure of the paragraph makes this plain: “In him we [Jews], who were the first to put our hope in Christ. . . . When you [Gentiles] believed you were marked in him with a seal” (vv. 12-13). Paul is anticipating his theme of the reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles, which will come in chapter 2. Christ is the reconciler. Through union with Christ the people of God are one.

			Paul is alluding to the church as God’s inheritance and possession. These words used to be applied exclusively to the nation of Israel but are now reapplied to an international people whose common factor is that they are all in Christ. How did this happen? We became God’s people or possession neither by chance nor by choice (that is, by our choice). Rather it was by God’s own sovereign will and pleasure.

			Why then did God make us his people? “For the praise of his glory.” This beautiful phrase needs to be unpacked. The glory of God is the revelation of God, and the glory of his grace is his self-disclosure as a gracious God. To live to the praise of the glory of his grace is both to worship him ourselves by our words and deeds as the gracious God he is, and to cause others to see and to praise him too. This was God’s will for Israel in the Old Testament days, and it is also his purpose for his people today.

			Such a perspective comes into violent collision with the human-centeredness and self-centeredness of the world. Fallen humanity, imprisoned in its own little ego, has an almost boundless confidence in the power of its own will, and an almost insatiable appetite for the praise of its own glory. But the people of God have at least begun to be turned inside out. The new society has new values and new ideals. For God’s people are God’s possession who live by God’s will and for God’s glory.

			You Who Heard the Truth

			Ephesians 1:13-14

			13And you also were included in Christ when you heard the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation. When you 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.

			Although Paul attributes our salvation entirely to the will of God, in the same context he describes our own responsibility. We “heard the message of truth,” which is also called “the gospel of . . . salvation.” Then we “believed” and were sealed with “the promised Holy Spirit.” Let no one say that the doctrine of election by the sovereign will and mercy of God, mysterious as it is, makes either evangelism or faith unnecessary. The opposite is the case. It is only because of God’s gracious will to save that evangelism has any hope of success and faith becomes possible. The preaching of the gospel is the very means God has appointed by which he delivers from blindness and bondage those he chose in Christ.

			We are assured that God is active in the lives of his people through the Holy Spirit, who is given three designations—promise, seal, and guarantee. First, he is literally the Spirit of the promise because God promised through the Old Testament prophets and through Jesus to send him (which he did on the Day of Pentecost), and God promises to give him today to every­­­one who repents and believes (which he does).

			Second, the Holy Spirit is God’s seal, a mark of ownership and authenticity. Cattle, and even slaves, were branded with a seal by their masters in order to indicate who they belonged to. But such seals were external, while God’s is in the heart. He puts his Spirit within his people to mark them as his own.

			Third, the Holy Spirit is God’s guarantee to bring his people safely to their final inheritance. In ancient commercial transactions, a guarantee signified a first installment or down payment. In this case the guarantee is not something separate from what it guarantees but actually the first portion of it. An engagement ring promises marriage, but is not itself a part of the marriage. A deposit on a house is more than a guarantee of payment; it is itself the first installment of the purchase price. So it is with the Holy Spirit. In giving him to us, God is not just promising us our final inheritance but actually giving us a foretaste of it.

		


		
			

			
Ephesians 1:1-14


    
DISCUSSION GUIDE



    OPEN


			How does being a part of Christian community help you to see God at work?

    STUDY


			Read Ephesians 1:1-14.

			
					What information does the introduction to this letter give (vv. 1-2)?

					Much of the message of Ephesians is embedded in the apostle’s opening salutation: “Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 2). What is the significance of the emphasis on grace and peace?

					We are told in verse 3 that we are blessed with “every spiritual blessing in Christ.” Carefully list each of the blessings in verses 4-8.

					As you reflect on these blessings, what contributions do you see of each person of the Trinity—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit? (Although the Holy Spirit is mentioned by name only in verses 13 and 14, his activity is assumed throughout.)

					How do these blessings relate to the past (v. 4), the present (v. 7), and the future (v. 10)?

					How are you affected by the fact that God had a plan for you before the world was created?

					What is this purpose of God for the future (v. 10)?

					What do you think it will mean to have all things under the head of Christ?

					In verses 11-14 it seems that Paul is alluding to the church as God’s “inheritance” and “possession.” These words used to be applied exclusively to the nation of Israel but are now reapplied to an international people whose common factor is that they are all “in Christ.” The fact that the same vocabulary is used of both peoples indicated the spiritual continuity between them. How did we become God’s possession (vv. 5, 9, 11-12)?

					How does it feel to think of yourself as God’s inheritance and possession?

					Describe the Holy Spirit and his role in fulfilling this purpose of God (vv. 13-14).

					Notice the repeated phrase “to the praise of his glory” in verses 5-6, 12, 14. What does it mean to live “to the praise of his glory”?
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