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How often so far this year have you been wished a Happy one?  Happy 

New Year.  We chorus it at the bells and we wish it to people for the first 

week to ten days of the year.  And we mean it.  We sincerely do wish 

people we know and meet to have a good year, both when it is new and 

when it becomes a bit more lived-in. 

 We wish each other happy, because the older you get, the more of 

life you live though, the deeper is your knowledge that life is complicated 

and that for many if not most people the happy times stand out because 

so often life is a mix of difficulty and longing.  Christmas is a time of 

celebration and joy – and we are still in the season of Christmas, though 

coming rapidly to its end now – and yet how often in the lead up to 

Christmas did you hear people talk about those who you need to look 

out for particularly, because it is a time of celebration?  People who are 

alone are alone all the year round, but often a special effort to include 

them is made at Christmas, so that they don’t feel left out.  People who 

have suffered and lost are given special consideration.  Those who have 

very little to live on are given special gifts.  And this is not wrong.  A time 

which is given over to festivity – and as humans we need them, for 

whatever reason – is always hard for many people to cope with.  It is not 

just in this culture and at this time of Christmas festivity that celebrations 

can increase heartache or lead to family tensions.  It is true in the 

Muslim world at Id – the festival which ends Ramadan, and in the Hindu 

world at Diwali.  Festivities are wonderful, but they can highlight pain. 

 And although it is wonderful to celebrate the coming of Christ – 

and if anything is worth having a festival about, surely it is that – it is also 

worth remembering that Jesus didn’t come to that we could celebrate: he 

didn’t come to give us the excuse for a party: he come to save the world. 



 When we read the words of Jeremiah to the people of Israel, 

facing war and exile and all kinds of turmoil, you can almost read their 

fears and their situation in what is promised to them.  They are promised 

a return home with joy and singing; because they have had to leave their 

land and their homes and their security with mourning and fear.   

 They are promised grain and oil and wine and fat cattle and sheep; 

that life will be like a watered garden: because they know hardship and 

hunger and striving to make barren soil yield food. 

 They are promised that the young women will dance and that old 

and young alike shall be merry: that their mourning shall be turned into 

joy.  They are promised comfort for their sorrow – for they are in need of 

hope and comfort, and currently have little to rejoice in and dance about. 

 In fact when you read this passage of Jeremiah’s prophecy you 

have to feel sorry for the people.  You have to be put in mind of those 

suffering in our own time – fleeing fires in Australia, without knowing 

what of their lives they will return to if they do; fleeing oppression and 

economic hardship in the Middle East and North Africa, enduring 

displacement, uncertainty, insecurity and haplessness; facing a future 

which has become economically uncertain in Venezuela and other 

places – some of them in Scotland.  People need hope.  They need it 

even if their particular circumstances are not as blatantly difficult as 

those. They need to be wished and offered a happy new year. 

 But this is Christmas – indeed it is very nearly Epiphany, when we 

remember that Christ came as a light for the world, for all the world.  Has 

his coming made so little difference?   

 To answer that we turn to our reading from Ephesians.  Paul’s 

letters were written to be read aloud in Church meetings – all right, 

probably in homes not in large and impressive buildings, but still in 

church gatherings.  Scholars have suggested that in the letter to the 

Ephesians Paul is calling on bits of ancient hymns and verses which the 

Christian people would know – song and verse was a good way to teach 

the truths of the faith to people with no scriptures.  It may also be what 

makes his prose so rich in content and meaning. 

 

Our passage begins by blessing 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.  If we are looking for the difference that 



Jesus has made in lives that can still seem difficult and uncertain if not 

downright bleak at times, then the best place to begin is by looking to 

God.  And the reminder, right at the beginning is that we bless and thank 

God not for how he has made life easy for us on the earthly plane, but 

because his primary blessings for us are greater than the mere care of 

our bodies in this world, but encompass heaven and earth. 

 

Just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be 

holy and blameless before him in love.  Paul is not talking just about how 

God blesses us in the day to day – his vision is far greater.  God has 

loved us from before the beginning of time!  And he has always planned 

that we should be holy – set apart for him – and blameless – which we 

only can be through Christ. 

 

He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, 

according to the pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace 

that he freely bestowed on us in the beloved.  Some people don’t like the 

idea of God having destined us for anything.  They think it takes away 

our right to choose.  But a child does not choose his or her parents, or 

family.  Within our family settings we make choices of all kinds, but we 

do not choose where we will belong in the world, or in the wider sphere 

of God’s plans.  And that we are so destined is a matter of praise.   

 To say that those who are Christian are destined is not to say that 

those outside the church are without purpose or hope.  Paul is 

addressing the church in his letter.  He is not talking to those outside or 

about them.  Certainly this passage does not even hint at the idea that 

some are predestined for salvation and others for damnation.  It simply 

urges we who know Christ to give God praise for our calling and God’s 

grace. 

  

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.  

It’s all about God’s grace: God giving freely in Christ what we have done, 

and can do, nothing to earn.  That is a change which Christ’s coming 

has made in the world, and it can make a profound change in our way of 

looking at our earthly circumstances. 



 

With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his 

will according to his good pleasure which he set forth in Christ, as a plan 

for the fulness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven 

and things on earth.  Jeremiah’s people needed Jeremiah to give them 

perspective on their sufferings, to reassure them that God had not 

forgotten them and that their troubles were not for ever.  In Jesus God 

has given to us all his perspective, opening to us the knowledge of his 

heart and his plans for his creation – plans based on love.  And his plan 

is that everything and everyone would be gathered up together in Christ 

– brought into God’s sphere, made perfect in and by Christ.  It has not 

happened yet – but the groundwork has been done, and we can look at 

our trials in a very different way knowing this.   

 

In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined 

according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according 

to his counsel and will, so that we, who were the first to set our hope on 

Christ, might live for the praise of his glory.  Even though we are not, as 

were the first century Christians, among the first to set our hope on 

Christ, our destiny is to live for the paise of God’s glory.  Not to live to 

ourselves.  Not to determine that only one way of living and not another 

is proper to live to God’s glory.  But we are each called to live our lives, 

wherever we may be, whatever our circumstance, so that people may 

see that God is with us and praise him.  People mainly see God’s 

presence where there is difficulty or hardship to be overcome.  The 

outwardly serene and successful life, while it may well be a gift from 

God, is only too often ascribed to personal luck or prowess.  And so to 

the people who live with the trials of Jeremiah’s day – and of today – it is 

often in the trials and in how we face them that God’s glory can be seen 

and praised.   That gives a new perspective on our greeting “Happy New 

Year!” 

 

And Paul ends this introduction to his letter by reminding his readers that 

they and we, when we had heard and believed the gospel have been 

marked by the seal of the Holy Spirit, who is the promise of all that we 

are heirs to as God’s children and again – for the praise of his glory. 



 That phrase – for the praise of his glory – comes up again and 

again in these words.  We are reminded over and over that our lives are 

not just about ourselves, and our hopes and dreams and trials and 

problems.  Our lives are part of the greater plan of God, and that they 

are to be lived so that he is given praise and glory.  And here’s the rub.  

Most likely you won’t know when that is.  It’s not the people who go 

around peppering their talk with the words “Praise God” (and yes, you 

have probably met them) who necessarily are living lives which praise 

God.  They may be, of course, but not because of the words they use.  

The lives that praise God are lived in his perspective, remembering that 

Jesus is the Saviour of the world and came to bring good to all people.  

They are the lives which put themselves out for others, often quietly and 

unsung.  They are the lives lived to bring hope to despair and light to 

darkness.  And we are all called to do this. 

 And it is when we can live with God’s perspective, seeing 

ourselves as his chosen and called, and knowing that to be the immense 

privilege it is; it is when we can live the truth of our calling, bringing 

Christ into the darkness that our new year’s greetings can be more than 

words.  For then when we say “Happy New Year – it is a little promise to 

do what we can to make it so, for others and for the praise of God’s 

glory. 

 

 


