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 Leadership Development: Oral Exams

The Good News of the Triune God
Blessing God for Blessing Us, Ephesians 1:3-14
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,  4 even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love  5 he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will,  6 to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved.  7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace,  8 which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight  9 making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ  10 as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.  11 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,  12 so that we who were the first to hope in Christ might be to the praise of his glory.  13 In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit,  14 who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory.  

Introduction

What an amazing way to begin a letter!  If you can believe it, this entire paragraph is actually one long sentence.  It’s as though a dam has burst in Paul’s mind and heart and what comes out?  Praise to God and this never-ending list of his blessings.  We could also say it’s praise to God for these incredible gifts and blessings.  

Paul describes in detail the way that God blesses people.  His description teaches us about salvation.  What does it mean to have salvation?  Have you ever heard someone talk about “being saved”?  What does that mean?  Salvation is a term that refers to new life, restored relationship with God, reconciliation with people, and a new power to fulfill God’s call to fix what is wrong with the world.  Learning about salvation shows us what God does for people, but salvation also reveals who God is.  We learn who God is by what he does.  

Paul introduces God to us in terms that show God’s “tri-personality.”  The church has used the term “Trinity” to describe who God is and what he is like.  This term refers to the reality that the Bible teaches there is only one true God (Exodus 20:3; Isaiah 45:18), but that the works, the names, the characteristics, and the worship of the one true God is attributed to three different people in Scripture:  the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  This is a mystery that the church has accepted and believed since its beginning, but we also confess that we do not fully grasp how it’s possible for the one God to exist in three distinct persons.  Should it really surprise us, though, that an infinite and eternal God would be beyond our ability to fully understand?

God the Father, Your Loving Authority (v3-6)

Usually, when we think of “authority,” the word calls to mind tyrants, dictators, and people who abuse their authority.  But authority, when it is properly exercised, doesn’t often feel like authority to the people who are under it.  Loving is not usually a word associated with authority, but there isn’t a better word to describe the kind of authority that the Father exercises toward his people.  As this passage describes how the Father’s authority is expressed, we learn what it means to have God as our father, and we also begin to see how human authority should operate to resemble and even remind people of the Father’s ultimate authority.

This paragraph shows the power and the purpose of the Father’s work in the world.  Paul begins to describe God by showing us that he is the source of our salvation.  He is explaining that those who follow Jesus as savior do so in response to the Father reaching out to them.  Jesus himself tells his disciples, “You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should not wither away”(John 15:16).  What is most important in understanding the Father’s choosing you is to realize that if he hadn’t chosen you, then you wouldn’t have chosen to follow him.  Paul explains this more fully in Ephesians chapter two.  

Where this really impacts our lives is in the security it brings.  To be saved doesn’t mean that we have finally done enough good in our lives for God to accept us.  Instead, being saved means that we have been chosen by God.  The good news is that God chooses people who are far from perfect.  This is so important for non-Christians and Christians alike.  We are all tempted to live in the “Good Day/Bad Day” mentality, where we think God is pleased or displeased with us based on how much good we have done on a particular day.  This text reminds us that we are saved and blessed not because we have been the kind of people God wants us to be, but God saves us so that we’ll become those kind of people!  In Christianity we always have to remember that personal goodness is the result of salvation, it never earns salvation.  This is good news!

It’s important to know the purpose behind the Father’s choice.  His choosing some to be saved isn’t to create a clique or a group of people who can look down on everyone else.  The point of his choosing is that those he chooses would be holy and blameless before him.  His purpose is transformation, to change people to become loving and caring.  “Holy and blameless” might sound a bit austere and “religious,” calling to mind visions of puritanical “holy rollers.”  But Paul is pointing to a different idea.  The word holy means “separated for a special purpose, dedicated to God, living to please him” and blameless means “without fault.”  Paul isn’t saying that Christians become “holier-than-thou,” but when our lives are in line with God and his purpose for us, our lives take on a genuine beauty.  We become attractive to others, others are drawn to us because of our lifestyle—the way we act and treat others.

God chooses people so that they would love him and devote themselves to him, and he helps them grow, to the point where they become people whose lives resemble Jesus more and more.  This does not mean that Christians ever become sinless.  Part of being blameless is being honest about yourself and the reality that personal development and maturity is a lifelong process.  

Paul goes a step further by saying that the Father actually adopts us into his family.  Adoption by God is one of the greatest blessings involved in being saved.  Theologian and author, J. I. Packer said, “To be right with God the judge is a great thing, but to be loved and cared for by God the Father is greater… What is a Christian?  The question can be answered in many ways, but the richest answer I know is that a Christian is one who has God for his Father.”  The Father’s purpose for us is that we be brought into his family, and we are given all the blessings and rights and privileges of his children.  There is no higher way to describe God’s intimate love for his people than for him to adopt them into his own family.  The wonder of this is heightened when we recognize that this means we are invited into the very relationship that Jesus himself has with the Father.  He himself taught us to pray as he did, beginning with, “Our Father, who is in heaven.”

When we come to God, we can be confident that he is not a nitpicky boss or a never-satisfied parent.  We can have assurance when we approach him—in good times and in bad—that he cares for us, he smiles upon us, and he wants us to live in joy.  So many people have earthly fathers who never seem to be able to tell their children that they love them, or that they are proud of them.  Many earthly fathers and mothers are always trying to “improve” their children by only focusing on their faults or areas where they need to grow.  God is not like this.  The Bible constantly shows that God loves us, he is a wonderful father who is excited to know us and knows exactly how to tell us that he loves us.

Paul is clear that these blessings—being chosen and adopted come to us in Christ.  Christians are holy and blameless because they are “in Christ”(verse 4).  We see this in verse 2 where Paul called the Christians “saints.”  Being “in Christ” means having Jesus as our representative.  Since he was holy and blameless, and since he is our savior and our representative, the Father also sees us as holy and blameless.  Our sins have been taken away through Jesus’ death for us, and Jesus’ holy and blameless life now covers us.  So Christians are declared holy and blameless and they become holy and blameless as they understand that they are chosen by God to be in Christ.  There is real, tangible progress and growth in those who experience salvation, but Paul would be quick to remind us that when we do not see ourselves growing as quickly as we’d like, or when our struggles seem too difficult to handle, we are to remember that we are saved and we have God’s blessings first and foremost because Jesus the Christ was holy and blameless in our place.  

The blessing of adoption also comes to us because we are in Christ.  We are adopted as sons through Jesus Christ.  It is because we are in the son of God that we become sons of God.  

This idea of sonship raises a question that is important to ask today:  is Paul being sexist in verse 5?  Why doesn’t he say “he predestined us for adoption as children through Jesus Christ”?  Is this an instance where the Bible is exalting men over women?

The answer is no.  The chief privilege of sons in ancient cultures was inheritance.  Inheritance was passed down from father to son.  Girls benefited from their father’s inheritance and wives benefited from the inheritance of their husbands.  Women had no inheritance of their own.  If a man died without a male heir, neither his wife nor his female children inherited his estate, but the father’s brother would grant the wife a male child, who would be the heir of the family.  

But here Paul is saying something radical.  In Christ, everything changes.  Now men and women, boys and girls have an inheritance in Christ.  All who believe in Jesus are treated as sons of God.  This doesn’t mean that now there is no more difference between male and female, but rather that both male and female together are treated as heirs!  Christianity, enhancing the pattern established in the Old Testament, was a religion that exalted women far above the cultures of Jesus’ day.  Women were given greater dignity and honor in the church than they received in the non-Christian cultures of the first century.

What should our response be to this loving Father?  Paul concludes this description of the Father’s work in verse 6 by saying that he has done this so that we would live lives full of thankfulness and gratitude for his immeasurable grace.  Grace refers to God’s undeserved favor, which (again) comes to us because we are in the Son that God loved.  Our response must be to thank him, to be amazed at his love.  If he has chosen you, adopted you, and is making you holy and blameless, then he is worthy to be served with all your heart and in all of life! 

God the Son, Your Perfect Substitute (v7-12)

The Father’s work to save us was accomplished through the Son, who was sent to be the Messiah, the representative and Savior of his people.  Paul describes how the Son saves by using the term redemption.  This word would have reminded people of the story of the Exodus from the Old Testament.  The Exodus was a picture of redemption.  God freed Israel from their slavery in Egypt and brought them to the amazing blessings of the Promised Land, which was like heaven on earth.  In salvation, Jesus also does this for you.  We were enslaved to sin, unable to break free from our own selfishness and self-centeredness, but Jesus redeemed us.  He has set you free from sin, and is bringing you to a heavenly Promised Land.

Freedom comes from forgiveness.  Redemption was also a  financial term used in the marketplace in the first century.  It referred to purchasing a slave and then setting it free.  The need for forgiveness of sins shows that the debt that enslaves us comes from our sins.  God’s holiness and justice demand that wrongdoing be punished.  But the good news of the gospel is that Jesus paid the penalty for our sins on the cross.  This is the source of forgiveness.  God’s forgiveness of sins comes through the death of Jesus on the cross.  When you believe in Jesus, this forgiveness is a gift to you.

And this freedom brings an inheritance with it.  This pushes us to widen our understanding of God’s love.  His love doesn’t merely bring forgiveness, not merely redemption, but he also lavishes on us an inheritance.  He treats us as though we ought to receive the inheritance of first born sons!  We see here more of Paul’s reason for saying in verse 4 that we are adopted as sons.  This idea of inheritance is beautifully pictured in the parable of the Prodigal Son (found in Luke 15), where the Father received his wayward son back and didn’t just make him a family slave or a hired servant, but he gave him sandals, a robe, and a ring, and he killed the fatted calf and he threw a party!  He received his wayward son back as a son!  This was full redemption unto inheritance!  Paul is saying here that Jesus went to his death for us so that we would be fully restored to the family of God!

Again, Paul says that this highlights God’s grace, his undeserved favor, and we also see more of God’s purpose behind all of this.  He did this so that he might unite all things together (verse 10).  Paul talks more of this in chapter 2, verses 11-22, but here he says that the work of Jesus is designed to unite people together.  God’s grace shown in the cross of Jesus makes everyone equal.  It unites us.  No matter what the differences are that separate us—social, economic, ethnic, spiritual—before God, we are all in the same place.  We all need Jesus to die for us.  Having Jesus in common is much more powerful than all of our differences.  It unites us together.  This is what Paul means when he says this unity comes because we are all in Christ.
God the Holy Spirit, Your Empowering Presence (v13-14)

Paul finishes his description of what it means to be saved by answering a question:  How can we know for sure that we are saved?  Can we be sure?  Yes.  Absolutely.  The good news is that we can know and we can be sure.  God himself will make you sure.  He does this by coming and living within you as the Holy Spirit.  Paul says the Holy Spirit is a seal and a guarantee.  Seals were used in the ancient world on documents to signify ownership and guarantee authenticity.  If a document had the seal of the king it meant that document was truly from him, and it carried his authority.  Seals were used like signatures.  Even today, we still use notary publics for special documents that require a seal to guarantee ownership and authenticity.  

Paul says that God does this too.  When God saves you, he wants you to know and understand what he has done.  So he puts a seal on you.  This sealing is pictured in baptism.  What is most amazing about baptism is that we learn that the seal is the presence of God himself.  God is the seal.  “You were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit”(v13).  You have God’s own presence within you.  How can you know for sure that you are saved?  You have the Holy Spirit.  This is what people are referring to when they say that they have Jesus or God living in their heart.  The Holy Spirit is the guarantee that we have salvation.  

This guarantee comes in two ways.  First, our experience of the presence of God reminds and assures us that we are loved by him and that we really do have his approval and his blessings.  When things go bad in life, or when we fail to live as we should— when we experience disappointment or fear, or we wonder if God still loves us, God reminds us that he is still living within us, he still cares for us, we are still his children, and this gives us assurance during the dark times of life. 

Having God’s presence in you is to begin to experience salvation.  Paul describes the blessings of God as a present guarantee of a future reality.  In this way, the Holy Spirit is like a down payment.  When we buy a car or a house, we put a down payment that guarantees we will pay the loan off in full.  In the same way God also gives us the Holy Spirit as the down payment of our ultimate inheritance.  The Holy Spirit assures us that God will continue to bless us until we are completely healed and restored to become all that he intends for us.  God is in the process of fixing both individual people and the entire world.  He has incredible plans for communities, societies, and nations.  His plan is to renew and restore everything culturally, socially, and spiritually.  Everything that is wrong will be made right, everything that is broken will be repaired, everything that has fallen will be restored.

In verses 13 and 14, Paul is saying that God’s work to bring restoration is not only a plan for the future.  God has started this process of restoration and renewal already.  The Holy Spirit is a down payment/a guarantee to us in that he is a foretaste of what is to come.  All that God has promised concerning the future, he begins to give to his children today.  Paul would say that when the Holy Spirit comes, he brings the blessings of heaven.  If people will overflow with love and joy and peace in heaven, then having the Holy Spirit means that God’s love fills your heart to overflowing today.  If there will be perfect peace and security in heaven, then you begin to experience that same peace and security today.  If absolute joy and bliss that await you in the next life, then the Holy Spirit brings a foretaste of that joy to you today. 

When companies make movies, a lot of time and energy and money is invested in the Movie Trailer.  The trailer is crucial because it introduces the story and entices people to watch the movie.  The Holy Spirit makes the church to be God’s movie trailer for the next life.  Believing in Jesus makes you one of the actors.  Together we are the preview.  

What do we have to do to receive the blessing of God’s seal?  Paul says the only thing required is that you hear the gospel and believe in Jesus (verse 14).  This is the miracle of Christianity.  It is what separates Christianity from every other religion in the world.  Every other religion has a message of “if you perform in this way, or do this set of good works, then maybe you will be blessed by God in the future.”  But the message of Christianity—the truth that moved Paul to spend his life serving Jesus—the truth that has caused Christianity to literally transform the world—is that you receive God’s gifts before you obey.  When you believe in Jesus—that he died the death our sins deserved and rose from the dead to bring the blessings of heaven—when you believe this, God welcomes you and lavishes his gifts on you abundantly!  This is what the bible and the church mean when they say that we are “saved by faith.”  Paul says, “When you believed you were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit.”  God gives you the blessings of heaven, a down payment of those blessings now and assurance of the fullness of the blessings in the future when you believe.  This is amazing grace!

In response to God’s blessings, we owe him everything.  We should live our lives praising him, following him, and loving him with all that we have.  It is ironic that our response of praise is exactly why God has blessed us in this first place!





























































































