EPHESIANS	Sunday 13 September 2009: Ephesians 1. 4-14
This is a very heavy text, heavy in its language (not easy in the original Greek), weighty in its concepts. In the original, it is in fact all one sentence, and although most translations rightly try to break it up, there are also strong connections flowing through it from start to finish, so to some extent it matters to keep it as almost one single whole. But it is a whole that demands both our patience in reading it, and also the recognition that when all is said and done, still in some ways this heavy text falls short in summing up (a good notion! See verse 10) what all it wants to speak about.
At the opening of the Divine Liturgy of the Orthodox Church – written originally by John Chrysostom, one of the Early Church fathers – there is a Great Litany, prayers for the assembly which are very comprehensive in range. They are given not to be rushed through but to be solemnly intoned, and so brought again and again, week by week, into the consciousness of God’s people. Lord, have mercy on us but also on the whole church and all the world in which we play our part. So also there is something very liturgical in feel about this opening to the letter to the Ephesians. It is a solemn reciting of what God has done (note how often God is the subject in the many ideas being expressed), and so although I propose up to a point to dissect it, truly that is not entirely proper. It is more a text to be sung, given to penetrate our being. We should know these words more as a gift than as a challenge. They are not offered to feed our intellectual wanderings. We are listening in to what is very close to being a prayer.
In verse 3, Paul blesses the name of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who has blessed us. And then the thought continues, with in v.4 the thanksgiving being for God choosing us, in vv.5-6, the thanksgiving being for God adopting us, in v.7 the thanksgiving being that God has set us free. These three ideas interplay, although they can all stand on their own, but none are especially to be preferred one over the other. The choosing of God is a deeply Biblical theme, with Deuteronomy 7. 6-8 and other such texts potentially in the background. God has a chosen people. This is not a comment on the merits of those who are chosen, nor of any inherent privilege; think of it more as a song that celebrates God’s grace (and see how often in these verses “grace” is celebrated!). Just as a husband and wife may rejoice that they found one another and have been given one another to love in lifelong covenant, so God’s people rejoice at God’s making us His own. Biblically, election (as the doctrine is called) is not an end in itself. We are not chosen, full stop, rather we are chosen for a purpose (and again see how the notion of purpose is extremely strong through this long sentence up to v. 14). Paul rejoices in the meaningfulness of our relationship with God. But this is not a forgotten prisoner grasping at straws; this is Christ’s apostle knowing the truth and sharing it. 
God chose us before the foundation of the world. One of the reasons this text, elaborate though it is, will fall short, is that it is attempting to survey the whole of history and even beyond history, from before time began to the final consummation. But certainly, as we believe that God came before anything was made that was made, so also what God purposed and willed should be thought of in those terms. Predestination is precisely what the word seeks to convey, namely that there is a destining, a purposeful shaping to life on earth, and secondly that where this begins is with God, before anything else comes into question. I may not be able to pinpoint why I am here, or there; why certain events have happened, and so on, but I may sing that in God’s foreknowledge there is a reason for the communion into which I have been invited. And here in v.4 it is put in these terms: that we should be holy and blameless before him. Both holiness and blamelessness in Biblical language are cultic terms, that is, they have long been related to the worship of God. In Christian understanding, our holiness is imparted from the one who was holy, namely Jesus Christ: we are contaminated with holiness, by grace through faith (more on this in chapters to come!). Similarly blamelessness is not something we would either claim for ourselves or even realistically aspire to, but again the lamb without blemish has mercy on us, and through him our sins are wiped away, we become whiter than snow. So in short, to be chosen to be holy and blameless could be viewed as a first way of thinking about our membership within the worshipping community. Christ has opened the doors for us to come in.
Already we are seeing how many ideas interconnect with what is being expressed here, and I am necessarily being as brief as I can. Let’s take vv.5-6 now, and the celebration of God adopting us in love (that “in love” probably does belong here, rather than with being “holy and blameless”, in that the thought offered ends with a description of Christ as the Beloved). If you read William Barclay’s commentary, you will see an elaboration of how serious a matter adoption was in a world where the father of the family had all possible rights over his children, even to life and death; adoption is a strong New Testament theme around the children of God, since it speaks of us sharing in the Sonship of Christ and all that that implies. To be born again of the Spirit, as opposed to flesh and blood; to have share in the inheritance or the heavenly banquet – these ideas for example connect. And again, how much it is a matter of grace!
In v.7, there is the third idea in the flow of praise, namely that God has by the sacrificial death of Christ set us free, that is, our sins are forgiven. Here now is the concept of redemption, Biblically traceable back to the liberation of the people of Israel from Egypt, but now in this New Testament context the oppressor from whom we are liberated is not the Pharoah but the captivity of sin. Again Paul breaks out in thanksgiving for this extraordinary grace, that we who deserved only condemnation have been given more than a chance, indeed an invitation to walk in the light and in new life through Christ. 
Three massive ideas, all of them richly connected with much else borne witness to in the New Testament, and yet still Paul’s prayer of praise can hardly be finished. For all of this is the story for “us”, and this is not enough. Christians do not rejoice simply that God has saved them. We rejoice in God’s saving purposes for all of creation. And this is where Paul therefore takes us (or is here one place that we learn this?!) in vv.9-10. The second-century bishop of Lyons, Irenaeus, built some of the most powerful theological reflection around the concept Paul fastens on to in v. 10, the summing up of all things, the bringing together of all things or, as Irenaeus used it, the “recapitulation” of all things. This is, Paul tells us, the end-point of the “mystery” or plan which was begun and put forward in Christ’s mission: the original Greek work here is “oikonomia” (from which in modern language, economy, but orignally to do with the ordering of a household). God has ordered it thus. As already stated, purpose, fulfilment, direction runs through this rich prayer. As it Paul is writing, I may languish in a cell; you may wonder what is going to happen you tomorrow. But we, and all of creation, are within God’s story, and His providence gives us everything to hope for. We might note, incidentally, the phrase (technically in v.8) “wisdom and insight”. Although some are inclined to predicate this of God, I am inclined to see this as within the gift of God to us, namely that we may be wise and thus able to understand something of God’s great and marvellous purposes; and we may also be “insightful”, the original Greek implying that we may have some practical knowledge through all of this. Our celebrations of God’s purposes are not given simply so that we may have wonderful worship services in the sanctuary. We are also celebrating because the recognition of the way God works can also help us in our everyday decisions on priorities and values. 
Now, one could say everything has been said, albeit inadequately and very tightly expressed in rather difficult language. But if thus far we are in the realms of profound prayer, the signing off of this early section in Ephesians is more epistolary in character. In other words, if Paul at first has asked us to join with him in looking to God, now at the end he offers direct encouragement to his readers.  And so there is a section in vv. 11-12 closely followed by a section in vv. 13-14, and there is noticeably a distinction between “we” and “you”. Although scholars have differing opinions on this, I will take it that the “we” might refer to Jewish Christians and the “you” to Gentiles. For the Jews, planned for and chosen and with everything known about from even before the creation, there is encouragement that “we who were the first to hope in the Christ might praise God’s glory”. That definite article before Christ, it is also in v.10. The Old Testament, it is never so old that it can be forgotten. Jesus came first for the Jews and then for the Gentiles. Much New Testament thought makes no sense if we overlook this.
However, Paul as an apostle to the Gentiles is on a strong note as he addresses himself to them, who both had the Good News preached and believed. How much both parts of that matter! There must be ears to hear what is taught. And then we can celebrate that the inheritance, the Promised Land so to speak although no longer strictly a specific patch of ground, is truly shared. The guarantee of this is the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Above all the thought here seems to dwell on the Spirit being the bringer of the new creation, the identity with Christ which reshapes love and life. All together may praise God for that!
Worship is never far away from Paul’s thought. It is the anchoring of the Christian life, and even when mortal freedom is denied to a man, such as it was to him, his tongue of praise could not be silenced, neither his trust in God. I think of how the Larger Catechism framed its first answer, even more fully than the better-known Shorter Catechism. To the question, what is the chief end of man, the answer is, “Man’s chief and highest end is to glorify God and fully to enjoy Him for ever.”

