A Vision of God’s People
Reading: Ephesians 1:1-14

Introduction

As we enter a new year as a church, we need a fresh vision – not just because it is new year but because of where we are in the life of the church. We have just completed a week of prayer – a time that is foundational for the months ahead. On the first night we prayed for vision which is so important if we are to prosper as the people of God.
Proverbs 20:18 states that where there is no vision, the people perish. Consequently, to help us gain a vision for church that is in line with the biblical perspective, we are embarking upon a series of studies on Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians.

Ephesians was John Calvin’s favourite letter. Armitage Robinson called it ‘the crown of St Paul’s writings’. Samuel Taylor Coleridge assessed it as ‘the divinest composition of man’. And for William Barclay it was ‘the Queen of the epistles’. 

Together with the other Prison Epistles - Colossians, Philippians and Philemon - Ephesians was probably written during Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome. As a result, it has a more contemplative tone reflecting on the theme of Christ and the Church with an exalted Christology and a high appraisal of the privilege of believers in Christ.
It is common to find commentators splitting the letter into two parts – the first half is about our relationship to God in Christ, the second is about our relationship to others in the Lord. Pawson, for example, sees the keywords for the first part as purpose and power, and for the second part as walk and warfare. Sidlow Baxter distinguishes between our wealth in Christ (1-3) and our walk in Christ (4-6).

Greetings
All Paul’s letters begin in a similar way. Following the letter-writing style of his day, he mentions first the writer, then the readers, then comes the greeting. But the conventional manner of the time is lifted to a higher level. Writer and readers are described from the standpoint of their relationship to God in Christ; and the conventional greeting has become a Christian benediction.
Verse 1a
Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, 
The writer.

The author of the letter is Paul the apostle whose missionary exploits are recorded in the Book of Acts.. 

apostle. Lit. sent one. The word was sometimes used in classical literature for a naval expedition and also for the commander of such an expedition. The authority of an apostle to speak and act was dependent on the authority of the sender.

of Christ Jesus. Paul saw his authority as deriving directly from Christ, not just from the church in Antioch.

by the will of God. Paul is an apostle through God’s positive purposes. It is this that makes him a man on a mission and able to write with authority.

As with all the apostolic writings, we need to give careful heed to what is being said.

Verse 1b

To the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus:
The recipients

The recipients of Paul’s letter are described in three ways.

saints.  Lit. holy ones. This is a frequent NT designation for Christians. In Old Testament times, the tabernacle, the temple, the Sabbath and the people were holy as they were consecrated, or set apart, for the service of God.

We are not saints because of personal merit, but because we are set apart by God and consequently called to live holy lives. The word saint expresses both the privilege and responsibility of every Christian’s calling, not the attainment of a select few.

faithful in Christ Jesus. The adjective can be active (trusting, having faith) or passive (trustworthy, being faithful). The RSV, KJV, NASB and NIV take the passive.

Sinclair Ferguson notes that “Faithfulness describes their response to God’s grace - they were full of trust that led to obedience”.

Stott’s view is that the active is better. “God’s people are ‘the household of faith’ (Gal 6:10), united in their common trust in God through Jesus Christ.” Armitage Robinson suggests that the two senses of  – belief and fidelity – appear to be blended.
The Christians in Ephesus are in Christ Jesus. They are personally and vitally united to Christ. Imagery used elsewhere describes the same concept – branches to the vine and members to the body. To be a Christian is to be one with him – and with his people.

Do these descriptions – holy, faithful, in Christ Jesus – describe us? If not, then maybe we need to be born again, to experience the new birth that is described later in the letter. But don’t leave it till then. Turn to Christ today.

in Ephesus. Paul is writing to a local church. What is true of all God’s people (the universal church) is also true of local congregations. The letter will give us principles for living as God’s people and help cast a vision for our future.
The Greeting

Verse 2

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Ancient letters opened with greetings. Paul transforms the usual formula for greeting into a blessing. As an apostle, writing with Christ’s authority, he wishes them grace and peace from both the Father and the Son.

Our Christian experience should transform all we do and say – including letter writing.

Grace is God’s amazing favour and love. It is merely unmerited – it is de-merited. The letter is full of it.

· It is through grace we have been saved (2:5,8)

· Freedom and forgiveness are ours in accordance with the riches of God’s grace (1:7)

· God’s grace is freely given to us in Christ (1:6)

· The riches of God’s grace are expressed in his kindness to us in Christ (2:7)

· Grace was given for Paul to fulfil his calling in Christ (3:2). By corollary, every minister of Christ can expect to receive God’s grace for ministry.

· The call to preach and be a servant of the gospel are acts of God’s grace (3:7,8).

· Spiritual gifts and ministries are grace-gifts to the body of Christ (4:7).

· As Paul wishes grace upon his readers at the start of the letter, he end in a similar fashion (6:24)
Grace is interwoven into the fabric of this letter. And so is peace.

peace is the Old Testament shalom – not just a feeling of quiet, but the well-being of our whole lives.
· Jesus is our peace who has brought two irreconcilable groups together  (2:14).

· Christ’s purpose was to make true peace possible through the cross (2:15).

· Christ preached peace through announcing it prior to his death, teaching his disciples after the resurrection, and after the ascension through his disciples (2:17).

· We experience the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace (4:3).

· The Gospel is the Gospel of peace through which we have peace with God and others (6:15).

· And finally, Paul wishes peace upon his readers just as he had done with grace (6:23).
We might say that the letter to the Ephesians is a grace and peace sandwich.

Grace and peace are from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  The blessings we receive are from God and Christ – they are One in their loving intent towards us. 

Does this match our experience? Christianity is at heart a personal and experiential relationship with Christ.

And then, if we are experiencing Christ’s grace and peace, let’s be those who bless others in Jesus’ name. The example of Jesus shows we are to be full of grace and truth.
The Message
The letter focuses on what God did through the historical work of Jesus and does through his Spirit today, in order to build his new society in the midst of the old.

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians tells how Jesus Christ shed his blood in a sacrificial death for sin, was then raised from death by the power of God and has been exalted above all competitors to the supreme place in both the universe and the church.

We who are ‘in Christ’, ie organically united to him by faith, share in these great events. We have been raised from spiritual death, exalted to heaven and seated with him there. We have been reconciled to God and to each other.

As a result, through Christ and in Christ, we are nothing less than God’s new society, the single new humanity which he is creating and which includes Jews and Gentiles on equal terms. We are the family of God the Father, the body of Jesus Christ his Son and the temple or dwelling place of the Holy Spirit.

Therefore we are to demonstrate plainly and visibly by our new life the reality of what God has done – firstly by the unity and diversity of our common life, secondly by the purity and love of our everyday behaviour, next by the mutual submissiveness and care of our relationships at home, and lastly by our stability in the fight against the principalities and powers of evil. Finally, in the fullness of time God will complete his purpose of unification under the headship of Christ.

The role of the Church is just so significant in all this. As we see God’s purposes, we begin to see what God means the church to be. Paul’s letter to the Ephesians helps us focus on what God has in mind for local congregations like ours.

Specifically, the letter discusses:

· The church’s blessings in Christ

· Our prayer goals for the church

· The new life that makes entry into the church possible

· The inclusivity of the gospel

· The display of God’s wisdom through the church

· The unity and diversity of the church

· Transformed lives within the church

· The Spirit’s work in the church

· Relationships within the church

· Spiritual warfare and the church

 All of these will be discussed over the next few weeks.
We also note certain metaphors that are used for church in the letter:
· God’s Workmanship (2:10)
· God’s Family (2:19)
· Spirit’s Temple (2:21) 

· Christ’s Body (4:16)

· Bride (5:32)

· Army (6:10)

Conclusion

As we look forward to looking at this marvellous epistle in some depth, let’s remember that we are called to be doers of the word, not just hearers. Let’s be people who allow the Word of God to mould us and transform us as the people of God. Let’s pray that we capture a vision for Christ’s Church that is both true to Scripture and relevant for the twenty-first century. 
PAGE  
4

