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The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 10, Year B

The Text: 
Ephesians 1:3-14

Cairo is a huge city with around 20 million people, largely Muslim. But right in the heart of Cairo you can walk up from the underground railway station into the courtyard of a church – quite an old-style Presbyterian church, which is used by different Christian congregations in the city. 

By contrast, in a rather remote town in Ethiopia called Gambella, it is very hot and dusty, and the church had an earthen floor, mud walls, and a thatched roof held up by twisted branches. This was a smaller congregation, again Sudanese people worshipping in the Nuer language, with a couple lads playing the drums, and a desire to reach others with the Gospel.
These show just how humble a church can be. Most people there live very basic lives but they love their Lord and there is a great warmth in the church.

It also shows us how big and wide the Christian church is – how it can cross over such huge barriers of race and culture and language and geography. The church gives us a bond to fellow Christians all over the world.

If you have travelled and worshipped in other countries and other cultures you may have experienced that too.

Our second reading this morning is taken from Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians. One of the messages of Ephesians is that when you are a member of the Christian church you are a part of something big.

Ephesians is addressed from Paul to the saints in Ephesus. Ephesus was a city in the ancient Roman province of Asia Minor, which is present day Turkey.

Some scholars think that the letter may have been written as a circular letter to a number of those early churches in that region, with a blank space where the name of the church could be added in later. In any case the churches were very new churches, quite small and struggling to survive.

When we look at our own church we may think of ourselves as small and insignificant and maybe we find it is a real struggle to keep going. But the message of Ephesians reminds us that we are a part of something much bigger. The message of Ephesians is also a message to the saints here at [insert your church name].
The passage, and the letter, begins with praise: Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. (v3)
The focus is not on us. It is on God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who is also our God and Father. Everything we say about the church goes back to who God is and what God has done for us. What has God done for us? He has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 
We look at our church and we look at all the things that we like to organise, and we make them as nice as we can. But even the way we build our church and set up our church points to the fact that we are dealing with something much bigger.

Look at the altar. Look at the cross. Look at the font. Look at the banners on the walls. The symbols of our church point us to our God and God’s work that takes us beyond the things we see.

God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing. Our lives are rich – spiritually rich. We have been given the spiritual blessings of forgiveness and salvation, and a life that is lived in the fellowship of our God.

In Christ. Count how often that little phrase, or similar, comes up in this passage – and throughout the letters of the New Testament. Everything revolves around Christ. In our church we have the crucifix of Christ as the centre piece of the altar.

In Christ means that we are bonded to Christ. We put our faith in Christ, and Christ has lived and died and risen for us. With Christ God has entered our world and is present in our lives.

From Christ we receive the gifts he has won for us – his gifts of forgiveness for our sins, and life, and salvation. Through Christ we are united with our God and united with one another throughout the whole Christian church. We carry the name Christ when we call ourselves Christians. All of that is wrapped up in that little phrase in Christ.
St Paul describes the gift of grace that comes from Christ in vv 7-8: In him – in Christ – we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished on us will all wisdom and understanding.

God chose us in him – in Christ – before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight (v4).
We think of the rather short history of our church. But our lives are caught up in God’s eternal plans.

Long before we were born, before the creation of the world even, God already knew us. He knew who we are, and he knew our great need for an escape from sin and death. He already knew his plan of sending Jesus Christ as Saviour into the world.

Several times St Paul says he chose us or he predestined us. Later he says: In him – in Christ - 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.

He does not say that God chose us because we were so good or so worthy or so holy or so special. Rather he chose us because he is so good and gracious.

And he chose us to be holy and blameless in his sight. Because he chose us, he makes us holy through the forgiveness of our sins, and he works in our lives so that we can live as his holy people – always under his constant forgiveness.
He predestined us to be adopted as his sons and daughters through Jesus Christ. We are used to calling God our Father. But people have not always had that privilege. It was Jesus who came into our world as the Son of God, and who spoke of God as his father.

He draws us into a similar relationship with God, where we too can know God as a Father, where we can pray to him as a Father, and we can enjoy the honour and privileges of being his children.
Elsewhere the New Testament speaks about our new relationship with God as a new birth, that brings us into his family. Here it is called an adoption. By nature we are not members of God’s family. We are brought into God’s family by God’s act of will that claims us for himself and gives us the name of Christian and incorporates us into this world-wide family of all of God’s sons and daughters.
God has made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ.
There is a saying: Life is a mystery to be lived, not a problem to be solved. Life is a mystery, and God does not solve the mystery or take the mystery away. But God has given a meaning to this mystery.

Without God we are left with questions that have no answer and which leave us with no meaning and no purpose. But God has made known to us the mystery of his will.

His plan of salvation – of sending a Saviour to share our life and to rescue us from death by going through death – that is a plan that no one could possibly have guessed.

But God has given us his revelation, his word, so that we can know and believe this wonderful act. Once again this plan, this act, revolves around Jesus Christ. This plan, this act, reaches to God’s people in all ages, all over the world.

This plan will be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfilment. The church has a future, because God’s plan is not yet complete.
Our God is leading the church forward through the years, through the centuries, through time and into eternity. When we see the church in its final shape, we see everything fitting together perfectly, under Jesus Christ:

His purpose is to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ (v10).
The church has continued and grown ever since the Gospel of Christ was first preached. St Paul speaks about those who saw Christ for themselves and who first put their faith in him: In Christ we were chosen … .in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory.

Then he speaks about those who received the Gospel from these first disciples and apostles: And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of salvation.

The Gospel is the message that draws people to Christ and draws them into God’s family of grace. This message continues to go out and this family continues to grow.
And finally, we have received God’s Holy Spirit: Having believed, you were marked in him – in Christ – with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession.
So much of what we have spoken is still hidden from our sight. 
They are gifts that we receive in faith, but we cannot see them. We wait for them, but they are still hidden in God’s promises.

But while we wait, we have the Holy Spirit of God. The Holy Spirit is God working in us and around us, and making his home in our hearts, and drawing us together within the church.

The Holy Spirit is the gift that Christ promised to his disciples, and St Paul now calls the Holy Spirit God’s guarantee that everything else that Christ has promised will be delivered.
The church is first of all the family of all believers in Christ. We are members of that family. If we are members of that family we are part of something big.

When we look at ourselves, and at our surroundings, and at our achievements – yes, we look pretty small and insignificant. But we can see further than that. When we look at ourselves and the whole church, the whole family of God, we can see God at work in a mighty way.

We can see a wonderful plan of salvation that reaches across all time, from eternity to eternity. We can see how this church is bound together across all human barriers – across the nations, the races, the languages, the cultures – because it is bound to one Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.
We can see a church that is wrapped up in the mystery of the Triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

We are a part of that church, and part of that eternal plan. That is why we exist. That is why we come together for worship. That is the God we praise and honour. Amen.
