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Ephesians 1:3-10                                                                                      Ruskin Falls, January 20, 2019
The mystery of God’s will.                                              Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

2nd Sunday after Epiphany
TEXT (English translation: NRSV) 

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, just as he chose us in
Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in
love. He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according
to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely
bestowed on us in the Beloved. In him we have redemption through his blood,
the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace that he
lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the
mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a
plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and
things on earth.

(1)
It was God’s good pleasure through the life and mission of Jesus Christ to carry out and to
make known the good news of the mystery of God’s will. It belongs to the mystery of God’s will
that God created humanity for adoption as God’s children; it belongs to the mystery of God’s
will that, faced with our entanglement in life that is strangely at odds with God, the life of what
the Bible calls sin, God acted to redeem us from sin by forgiving us; and it belongs to the
mystery of God’s will that, in the fullness of time, God is going to gather up all creation in Christ
and reconcile with God all that has – and all who have – become estranged from God by sin.

Jesus formed the church to be how and where his Holy Spirit shall continue joining people to
gospel knowledge of God’s good pleasure. He formed the church to be a community that is
grounded in and that shall spread the good news of the mystery of God’s will. He formed the
church to be how and where humanity shall be brought to recognize God’s love for the world; to
be how and where we shall be brought to acknowledge our sinful shunning of God’s love; and
to be how and where we shall be brought to confess God’s loving determination to redeem us
from sin through forgiveness. In a word, Jesus formed the church to be how and where the
world shall meet with, be nourished by, and be nurtured on God’s determination to be with us
and for us forever as our unconditionally loving God. The biblical word for this is: God’s grace. 

(2)
When I look around me at the institution and ways of the church today, and, too, when I cast an
eye across church history, I’m inclined to say that the church has had a hard time doing God’s
grace justice. Oddly, the church has had a hard time understanding just what God’s grace really
is and, so, a hard time proclaiming God’s grace soundly, a hard time demonstrating God’s
grace aright, and a hard time being the community in and through which God’s grace is truly
taught, really learned, and faithfully lived. 

I believe that a significant reason why the church has had a hard time doing God’s grace
justice, is because we Christians tend to read the Bible clinging to what we already assume
grace can or should or might be, rather than letting the biblical witness teach us what the grace
of God really is. We read the Scriptures clinging to the understanding of grace we already have,
rather than constantly subjecting our understanding to the revisions God’s living Word, through
the words of Scripture, is calling us to hear.
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Today (and also next Sunday), I am inviting you to let the biblical witness help us do justice to
the import, the significance, the meaning, and the consequences of God’s grace, as we listen to
and ponder the verses we just read from the New Testament letter to the Ephesians. 

(2)
Before going further, let me note that, regarding the hearing and heeding of the biblical witness
to Jesus Christ, there is this problem: as it stands on paper, the biblical witness is uneven.  

Here are a few examples of what I mean by the unevenness of the Bible.

There are verses that probe the meaning of love, and there are others that recommend wine for
one’s stomach ailments. There are verses that deal with what happens with we die, and there
are others that are focused on what we wear in worship. There are verses that explore the
nature of faith, and there are others that extend greetings to these persons or to those.  There
are verses about giving alms to the poor, and there are verses about giving others a holy kiss.
There are verses regarding marriage, and there are verses regarding the length of a man’s
hair. Moreover, in one verse, we read that God is changeless; in another, we read that
something about God has changed.  In one verse, God promises to bless God’s chosen people
forever; in another, God threatens to cut them off from God’s blessings.  In one verse,
forgiveness is extended to sinners, without them doing anything at all to deserve it;  in another,
sinners are threatened with fire and brimstone, if they don’t change their ways right now.  In one
verse we’re told we should honor the emperor; in another we’re told that honoring the emperor
is a ticket to hell. In one verse, sex sounds like the work of the devil; in another, it is something
whose pleasures God intends for our good.  In one verse, we’re told of the God-intended
blessings of material wealth; in another, we’re told that the only way to know the blessings of
Christ is by giving up all personal possessions.  In one verse, we’re told to deal with all
opponents with gentleness;  in another, the apostle Paul himself fumes at opponents and
actually says he wishes they’d go castrate themselves.   In one verse, we’re told, “an eye for an
eye, and a tooth for a tooth;” in another, we’re told to forgive and forgive and forgive, with nary
a thought regarding revenge.  In one verse, Jesus says, “Blessed are the peacemakers;”  in
another, he says, “I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.” In one verse, we hear of signs of
the nearness of God’s kingdom;  in another, we’re told not to even think about signs.  In one
verse, we’re told the kingdom of God is coming very, very soon;  in another, we’re told it may
take a little – or a lot – longer;  in yet another, we’re told it already is among us. . . . And I could
go on and on with similar examples.

The point is this: Scripture is uneven. Some passages stand in pointed contrast to others, and
not all passages carry the same weight.  Some passages are more and some are less
instructive than others, with respect to God’s promises and expectations.  Some passages are
more and some are less central than others, for understanding the history of Jesus Christ and
the mystery of God’s work of redemption. Some passages draw us intimately close to the
gospel of Jesus, while others do not. The Bible is uneven. Just what it is that we most need to
hear and heed in Scripture is not always immediately clear. It is complex. If we are to interpret
the Bible aright  – if we are to distinguish what is more from what is less instructive, and what is
more from what is less central – we need guidance. One of the purposes of the Book of
Confessions of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) is to give that kind of guidance. 

Our Book of Confessions contains twelve confessions of faith – also called creeds, also called
symbols of the faith, also called catechisms, also called affirmations of faith.  Note well: we
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Presbyterians are not “subscriptionists.”  These affirmations of faith are not lists of doctrines
that Presbyterians have to subscribe to. Nor does the Presbyterian church regard its present
teachings as absolutely fixed and final – indeed, one can find inconsistencies and even
contradictions here and there in the Book of Confessions itself. Rather, since its beginnings in
the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century, the watchword of Presbyterianism has been,
“the church reformed, always in process of being further reformed” according to the word of
God and the call of the Holy Spirit.  Presbyterian affirmations of faith therefore include, implicitly
if not explicitly, the words: “knowing Christ’s lordship truly, entails being always open to and
prepared for growth and change in our understanding of God and of what God is calling us to
believe and do.” The faith of a (let us say: good!) Presbyterian is not a specific set of doctrines,
so much as it is a particular attitude and outlook of faith. And what we have in our Book of
Confessions is a collection of creeds that have come to be recognized as having played a
historically crucial role in truly reflecting and soundly shaping this Presbyterian attitude and
outlook.

In that collection, there are a number of affirmations, a number of teachings, that, over the
centuries, consistently have held their ground at the center of Presbyterian tradition. And one of
those is the affirmation that Ephesians 1:3-10 (among other passages of Scripture) places at
the center of Christian life. This is a passage that Presbyterian tradition has regarded as
profoundly instructive and intensely central to our understanding of the Bible, the history of
Jesus Christ, and the mystery of God’s work of redemption. The word that Presbyterians made
famous in trying to understand this and similar passages of Scripture is: predestination. 

That word, “predestination,” isn’t heard much in the church nowadays, not even among
Presbyterians. Probably it is more often used by persons criticizing or making light of our
Presbyterian attitude and outlook, than by us Presbyterians ourselves. In fact, many – maybe
even most! – Presbyterians today pretty much either ignore or intentionally distance themselves
from our church’s traditionally very open embrace of predestination. If you want to talk
predestination these days, you probably need to be ready to do some swimming against the
stream. Which is what I’m going to ask you to do with me next week. It is my intention from this
pulpit next Sunday to listen again to Ephesians 1:3-10, and to do so explicitly in terms of
predestination. (And I hope you’ll take this more as an invitation to be here next Sunday than as
a warning to stay away!) Predestination is, I believe, what this passage from Ephesians (among
other passages of Scripture!) would have us understand regarding our relationship with God.
For, what is being said here is this: You and I are God’s beloved children in a world profoundly
loved by God; sin, however, has estranged us and our world from God and even put us in the
grip of outright opposition to God; we are powerless to put an end to sin, powerless to end our
estrangement from and opposition to God; God, however, is determined to save us from that
estrangement and opposition; God is out to redeem us from the powers of sin; indeed, even
before the foundation of the world, God chose us in Christ for salvation.  Before there was a
world, there already existed in God the determination to bless us in Christ with salvation.  And
you and I are powerless to change what God has determined.

That thought can, of course, make us uncomfortable – or leave us irritated! Our tendency is to
presume that humans do have some say-so in the matter.  Our tendency is to think that we do
in fact influence God’s attitude and actions toward us. Our tendency is to believe that surely
there’s something that a person can or must do, apart from which God will not save them. The
church itself historically has reflected this tendency, time and again insisting that salvation
depends somehow or other on, for example, our living in a certain way, or our joining the right
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church, or performing the proper rituals, or doing good deeds, or convincing ourselves to
believe certain things, or undergoing a particular religious experience. The church itself has
tended to insist that individuals somehow or other need to prove themselves worthy before God
can decide whether or not to save them!  The church itself has had a hard time accepting that
God would elect people for salvation without regard for their worthiness and without their having
done at least something to justify God’s giving them the eternal thumbs-up!  

However, that is precisely the situation this morning’s passage from Ephesians opens up: God’s
decision regarding our salvation took place before all time and without any consideration of our
worthiness or unworthiness. Salvation really and truly and purely is a gift of God’s sovereignly
free grace. It isn’t something we can force or persuade God to do. It isn’t in any way God’s
response to our purported goodness or lovableness or faith. None of us ever has or ever will in
any way earn salvation. Salvation, really, truly, and purely, is a matter of God’s utterly
unconditional grace – a gift given by God in all God’s mystery, for “reasons” that exceed our
understanding.

(3)
Inevitably that raises this question: How can I be sure that God really has chosen me for
salvation?  If it’s totally out of my control, how can I be sure?

A good Presbyterian reply to that question is this:  Get to know Jesus!  Not that that will “get
you saved.”  However, the more intimately truly you get to know Jesus, the more clearly you are
going to recognize and be grasped by the depth of God’s love, the breadth of God’s mercy, the
profundity of God’s goodness, the infinitude of God’s patience, and the boundlessness of God’s
determination to lift you into God’s own life. The more intimately truly you get to know Jesus,
the more you just might even begin to suspect that, as the Letter to the Ephesians seems to
say, in the end hell itself will be empty, while the grace and love and peace that it is God’s good
pleasure to share, really and truly and finally shall be all in all.

That then raises the question: If God already has chosen to love and forgive and redeem us –
if, in Christ, God already has done all that need be done for our salvation – then why should we
now, instead of doing whatever we please, seek to lead lives that are pleasing to God? 

To which question, for now, I’ll just say this: Surely the unconditional grace of God revealed in
Jesus Christ is reason for gratitude to God – and for doing what such gratitude would have us
do, which is this: letting our lives and our world become more and more profoundly shaped by
the life and mission of Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Amen.


