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Ephesians 1:15-23 
Matthew 25:31-46 
 
I sometimes wonder what Paul’s first readers thought when they got one of his let-
ters.  Did they pore over it eagerly, analysing every phrase?  Or did they skim it 
quickly to get the general gist?  I guess it depends on how they were feeling about 
Paul in the first place, and if they had initiated the correspondence and were waiting 
for a reply to a letter – which was the case for the church in Corinth – or whether the 
letter came more out of the blue.  We are so used to thinking about these letters as 
part of Scripture, and therefore worthy of our utmost respect and study, that we can 
forget that for those to whom they were written, the only scripture was what we call 
the Old Testament, and they did not know that any of their contemporary writings 
would attain that same status – or in fact eclipse it – because isn’t it true that most 
Christians value the New Testament above the Old? 
 
Of course, letters were more valuable in these days, when they were rarer (though 
perhaps we are getting to that point again!).  But the literate part of the population did 
write to each other, on business, mainly, so those Christians who could read would 
be familiar with them.  I wonder who it was who first opened the letter that we call 
Ephesians, and read it.  And I wonder if, by the time they had got even as far as the 
passage we read this morning, they were beginning to say “Wait, wait, let me catch 
up.  I need to get my head round what you have already said.  There is too much go-
ing on in too few words here!”  Or maybe they just read on, saying “I’ll come back to 
that bit later.”  
 
What we read this morning is a most remarkable piece of thinking and teaching.  
Paul is addressing a very hierarchical world, where everyone knew his or her place 
and just who was above or below him or her.  You had Caesar at the top, who was 
regarded more or less as a god by this time.  Then you had the Roman senators, the 
various governors, and the army – outside of Rome it was the governors and the ar-
my who were the most important.  But the ranking of society went on through the 
free people and even within the world of slavery there was a caste system, with 
higher and lower slaves..   
 
Of course hierarchy did not die out with the end of the Roman Empire.  For, far from 
it.  And we also live in a hierarchical world, both formally, with the classes of society, 
and informally.  There are many who would like to think that they pay no attention to 
the class system of our heritage, but who still cannot avoid the inner knowledge that 
in different situations and walks of life there are those who are more important or bet-
ter, or who come first. Even children in school know this, however the school authori-
ties might try to disguise it.  They always know who is best at this or that, or who is 
most likely to gain the ear of the teacher. Even in the church – recently the Church of 
Scotland has introduced a way of categorising various professional ministries.  Of 
course they didn’t number them or use the categories A, B, C etc. But immediately 
people spoke of them as ranks and “knew” – I hope they knew wrongly – that every-



thing else was thought of as lower than the full-time ordained ministry.  We cannot 
escape hierarchy.  Humans like to know where they are in society or in an organisa-
tion, because it gives them something to aspire to, and, sadly, someone they can 
look down on.  So, Paul was talking to a society which was not so different from 
ours. 
 
And what Paul did was to show that human rank is just weird compared to God’s hi-
erarchy.  God has made Jesus king of everything, he says.  That is what he wants 
his readers to understand, to have the eyes of their hearts enlightened to know.  Je-
sus was raised from the dead by God’s power so that he could be seated at God’s 
own right hand above all earthly power and rulers.  Jesus is top of the pile – a hum-
ble no one who worked as a carpenter and then a wandering preacher, who taught 
love rather than hatred, and service rather than selfishness, he is the one who God 
has placed above everyone else, for ever.   
 
Which is pretty good, and we might stop there, except that Paul does not stop this is 
only one strep on the way to his main point.  He says that God has done this, exalted 
Jesus and put all things under his feet – isn’t that a graphic way of showing how little 
anything else matters? – he has done all this for the Church “which is his body, the 
fullness of him who fills all in all” (v:23) 
 
What does that mean?  Jesus is exalted for the church, and the church is his full-
ness?  Surely, though maybe incredibly, it means that Paul thinks that the Church, 
the Church which includes this church, you people, is where we see the glory and 
power of God most clearly. 
 
You know, it is OK as we read Scripture to question it.  In fact we should, as this is 
one way to tease out the truth in what we read.  And when I read that Jesus is exalt-
ed above everything for the sake of the church which is his body and shows his full-

ness, shows not just a little bit of him but all there is to show, then I am tempted to 
turn to God and say “Really?  You think?” 
 
While many people think of the church as the building, we know that the building, 
however magnificent and made to reflect the glory of God, is just the place where the 
church meets.  The church is the people, human fallible people.  How often we are 
tempted to make excuses for the church!  How often we might say “Look at Jesus, 
not at the church.”  Because we know that we are a work in progress which will nev-
er be finished this side of eternity.  We know that we are not perfect as individuals or 
when we act together, in congregation, or presbytery or denomination or ecumenical-
ly.  Look at Jesus and you will see who we are trying to follow, whom we are trying to 
emulate. 
 
But Paul says that this is not the way that God sees it.  Jesus is exalted at his right 
hand, but all his glory, all his authority, all his values and priorities, all the salvation 
he offers to the world is to be found in the church. And Paul doesn’t say it should be 
found in the church, but that it is.  And I wonder. 
 
Of course, Paul had no idea that when we read these words the word church would 
mean so much.  That it would mean structures – physical and administrative.  That it 
would mean rules and public roles.  That it would have so many branches, each a 
result of a falling out (even if they are learning to speak and work together again), 
and come across to the world as being different things.  How often have you heard 
someone make a distinction between a “Christian” and a “Catholic”, meaning no 
harm, not in a pejorative way, but simply not understanding that these are the same 



thing.  That Catholics are Christians even if not all Christians are Catholics – in the 
Roman Catholic sense.  Paul could never have imagined that in 2000 years time the 
church would be what it is.   
 
But if he could, I don’t think he would have changed his stance.  For Paul, our su-
preme purpose as a church is to show Jesus to the world – to show God’s glory with 
a human face, in ways that people, the people we live among, can relate to.  If God 
had exalted Jesus and no one knew about it, what would be the point?  The church’s 
task is to be the body of Christ, so that everyone sees that glory. 
 
And if that means that the glory of Christ is not just a radiant shining, such as we of-
ten imagine, then what does it look like?  Well, Jesus gave us a picture when he told 
the story of the last judgement and the separation of the people (not of the sheep 
and goats, but the people who are separated like sheep are separated from goats). 
There Jesus makes it quite clear, by saying it twice, what are the things he wants of 
us, the things which will show his fullness to the world.  And it is all about showing 
practical concern for others.  It is about feeding and clothing and sheltering, and visit-
ing, and caring for people, all people, and especially those whose need is greatest or 
who are the most marginalised by society. 
 
Do you notice that in Jesus story, those who are seen as righteous are surprised.  
That is because what they have done they have done instinctively, not because they 
had to think about it and work on it, but because the instinct to help, to welcome, to 
heal bodies and minds grew in them from their love of God.  God had reached out to 
them to feed and water, to clothe and shelter, to welcome and heal, and so why 
would they not be living their lives that way?  And what is true of them is true of us as 
well.  Why would we not be living this way?  Why would caring for others be a chore? 
 
Paul paints the picture of the church showing the fullness of Christ in deep words 
and Jesus shows what a faithful fullness-showing church looks like in practical pic-
tures.  The two approaches work together to show what it means when we say that 
Christ is King.  Christ is King in the glory of God’s presence, and all that he is, all that 
matters, all that redeems the world, is shown when Christians live out of the love and 
welcome that he has given us.  That is our purpose, our only priority. Amen. 
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