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As we prayed about where to go from John, our preaching team felt strongly to talk about this question: What is Church? What makes a church? What does a church act like? What is God’s purpose for the church?
I used to get asked a lot of questions when I was a campus minister with InterVarsity. Most of the questions from the Christian students were a variation of, “How do I find God’s will for my life?” Kind of similar to our question of, “What is Church?”
Many of my students grew up with the same mental picture of God’s will as I did – that God’s will is a narrow, knife-edged path suspended above the unspeakable misery and suffering that awaits those who stray from that narrow way. 
So there was a lot of pressure to come up with the right answer to this question! 
It absolutely shook me to the core when I first understood Ephesians 1. 
Ephesians has been called Paul’s magnum opus, his masterwork. It shows all the hallmarks – super long, intricate sentences that were prized in his time. Exquisite literary structures. Compelling language choices.
Ephesians was also one of the primary reasons that I wanted to kick Paul in the shins when I meet him in heaven. A giant run on sentence, filled with huge words, and often interpreted to mean weird things – predestination, God’s will, redemption in blood, adoption of sons, chosen, inheritance. . . the list goes on. I once walked from Olds to Three Hills arguing with a friend over this chapter. 
If you had asked young Troy what Ephesians 1 was all about, I would have confidently told you that it was one of the key passages about God’s election, or his sovereign ability to choose who will be saved. And that language is indeed here! What changed for me is what that means.
I was taught that predestined meant God put a limit on his salvation. Of all of creation, God selected humanity to be his favourite. And of humanity, God chose a group to be his. These people, the chosen, were guaranteed to become followers of Jesus, while all others (though this was rarely mentioned) were guaranteed to die without faith. This led me to believe that God’s predestination was about limiting the scope of his plan of salvation.  
Is this what Paul says here? I let my inner nerd out to play for a bit, and this is what he learned.
God is mentioned 40 times according to my quick survey. By contrast, predestination, purpose, and chosen are mentioned six times.  All of them are about who is being chosen by whom for what. Confusing, right? Here is what it breaks down as.
God is the one who does the choosing. He chooses the scope of his plan of salvation, and it is far bigger than I could ever imagine. According to Ephesians 1:10, God’s salvation plan includes all of creation, things in heaven and on earth.
God also chooses the purpose, the very reason for being, of his creatures. His people are set apart (the meaning of holy), to be dedicated to his purpose. The reason for God’s people? We exist for the praise of his glory!
God chooses how the story ends. His will, his created intent, is unavoidable. When time reaches its fullness, it is God’s will that is reality.  Again, from verse 10, it is God’s will that at the end of time all things in heaven and on earth will be unified under the sovereign reign of Jesus.
Rather than pouring all of his blessing into chosen individuals, the more consistent story of scripture is that God pours his goodness through people out to the rest. This means that God’s people are predestined, that is, they are created with a purpose. People are created to bring praise to God’s glory!
I love how Paul describes God here. This opening is a eulogy – a tribute of praise to God. Look at all the bigness Paul uses: lavished, all the spiritual blessing, all the wisdom and understanding, all of everything. God is not putting limits on his salvation in Paul’s mind. He is blowing the doors off any definition of generosity. It is through this generosity that his power to determine the end of the story will be shown. 
The spiritual blessing that God pours out is so powerful that it sets his people up to do what he made us to do. When I hear spiritual blessings, I think of the fruits of the spirit – love, joy, peace, patience, that kind of thing. Attitudes and intangibles. 
But that isn’t quite what Paul means here. Think instead of having everything needed to help life to flourish. These all come from the Spirit of God. God is the source of all goodness, whether immaterial or physical. It is all given so that we can be the means of blessing others.
This, friends, is what the church is.
The best stuff only happens when our destiny comes true. The Holy Spirit is given to us as a seal. We don’t really use seals much in moder times. But they were important. They were used to indicate entitlement. A very minor form of a seal might be a coat check token. You have the right to the jacket that matches your token number. 
The seal of the Holy Spirit is a far more significant token that indicates full belonging in God’s family. And a preview of the main feature. Those who follow Jesus, those through whom the blessings of God pour out to creation, will be satisfied with the fullness of an inheritance. 
And that inheritance is not stuff. 
It is people. Unity. Finally, an end to us and them thinking, when all eyes and lives are focused on doing exactly what we are made for – praising God and bringing him glory. 
The main point of Ephesians is Unity. It makes sense, then, that one main characteristic of the church is unity.
One author pointed out, “Ephesians is above all a hymn of unity.”[footnoteRef:1] If that is where we are headed, how do we get there? [1:  Kenneth L. Barker, Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Abridged Edition: New Testament) (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1994), 751.] 

First, see less of “them’ and more of ‘us’.
How often do you pay attention to pronouns when you are reading the bible? Myself, they tend to be filler words. But there is something important here in the pronouns. All of the pronouns that refer to predestination in this chapter are all plural, something difficult to render in English when we use ‘you’ for both single and plural meanings. Greek is different. These are plural, groups of people. That reinforces my mental shift on predestination. It has very little to do with who gets saved, and everything to do what salvation means: It is primarily relational. Salvation is about being included in God’s family, adopted as legal heirs, together being God’s holy people (a term used in the Old Testament to describe Israel, now used to express the glorious, multi-ethnic, nature of God’s full family).[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Jack Haberer, Ephesians 1:15-23, (Interpretation Vol. 62, No. 3), 312.] 

It seems to me that Paul has the exact opposite idea in mind from young Troy. Rather than pouring all his blessing into a limited few, God pours unlimited blessing through a few to the whole. In this way, he invites the church to be a preview of God’s will for creation.
This is remarkably consistent throughout the story of Jesus.
It begins with, “We who were the first to put our hope in Christ.” This means the first, Jewish, disciples. Jesus chose them, and worked through them. This goes back further. In Genesis, the only “not good” situation in creation was the human’s aloneness. So, God created partnership and unity in response. Then we see Abram chosen, blessed by God to become a blessing to all nations.[footnoteRef:3] Israel, chosen by God to become a kingdom of priests to the nations.[footnoteRef:4] David, promised the descendant through whom all people would be saved.[footnoteRef:5] That heir, Jesus, died on the cross, not for one nation but for all. Salvation poured through the Jewish people onto all people.[footnoteRef:6] Now the church is tasked with doing the work that Jesus started.[footnoteRef:7] [3:  Genesis 12:1-3.]  [4:  Exodus 19:6.]  [5:  2 Samuel 7:8-16.]  [6:  John 4:22.]  [7:  Matthew 28:18-20.  Also, “Jesus finished all the work God gave him to do, but he didn’t finish all the work.” Alvin Beukert, quoted in Carmen Joy Imes, Bearing God’s Name: Why Sinai Still Matters, p. 155. ] 

All of these people, those before Jesus, and those like us after Jesus, do what we were predestined to do when we extend that very same power of grace outward, to all the people Abram was to bless. 
During my trip to Lebanon a few years ago, I was in a prayer meeting with a Lebanese pastor. He shared a testimony about praying for opportunity to share the gospel with Muslim Syrians.
After years of praying, the Syrian war breaks out, and 1.5 million Syrians flee into Lebanon. One in four people are displaced, unresourced, and in need. Overnight. 
He was now faced with a question: Are these immigrants and refugees a problem, a drain on society, a threat? Or are these people an answer to his prayer?
This pastor began to see the people as an answer to his prayer. Suddenly his church was full of Muslim Syrians, and he had the opportunity to share the gospel with them. But not the way he thought about it. His initial desire was to send missionaries to teach about Jesus. God’s answer gave him the opportunity to teach truth about Jesus and show the truth of Jesus by investing in the needs of people. Even better, God’s answer demanded Middle Eastern hospitality of the church, with no hope of being reimbursed. Now it sounds like giving all spiritual blessings to the Syrians, just like God has given all spiritual blessings to his church. This could only be given joyfully if the pastor saw the people as the first installment of his inheritance from God.
I can think of no better example of God’s generosity pouring through one of his children to others who do not yet know him. 
What a plan God has created us to be a part of!
Our series in John set the stage for our reading of Ephesians. In John 17, we read about exactly this mystery. It blew my mind the first time I really read it, when I realized that Jesus had been praying for me. 2000 years ago, he knew me. Unbelievable. 
“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray for all of those who will believe in me though their message that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  John 17:21-22.] 

It still fills me with awe that the same voice that spoke creation into being prays for me. But not just for me, for us. This prayer is the heartbeat of what the church is. All of us as one, filled with the presence of the Spirit, so that the world around us can believe in Jesus. We are the ongoing response of God to the “not good” situations of our world. Our response is togetherness. Unity. Goodness.
We’ve come the long way around to reach the heart of Paul’s introduction, setting the stage for the rest of the letter. 
The mystery of God’s will, his pleasure, is to bring to unity all things under Jesus. All things. In heaven and on earth.  And what God started in Jesus, he will continue through his church.

Back to where we started it all. What is God’s will for my life? Paul gives us the right answer. 
What is God’s will for the church? To bring all things together in unity under Christ. 
What is God’s will for me? To bring praise to God’s glory.
What do I do with this? 
Anything that I can think, do, or say that fosters unity under Jesus fulfills my purpose, and is God’s will for my life. 

It is with this foundation that we begin our journey into Ephesians.

Read through Ephesians at least once a week for the duration of our series. It takes less than an hour. As you read this first week, ask God, “What does it mean to be united under Jesus, so the world may believe in him?” Then ask, “How can I bring him praise as part of this unity?”
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