 The Power of Jesus and the People of God (Ephesians 1:1-14; 6/9/09)
Introduction

Can you remember when you first visited Torino? Maybe you were struck by the large buildings and monuments – the Mole Antoniella, Superga or the Royal Buildings in Piazza Castello. Maybe you were struck by the amount of people, traffic and noise. Maybe you noticed the sports stadia, theatres or churches around the city.

Try to imagine that you are visiting Ephesus in the C1st AD. Situated in modern Turkey, Ephesus was a very important city in the Roman Empire. It ranked with Rome, Corinth, Antioch and Alexandria. It was famous for its wealth and luxury, and had a population of at least 200,000. It had a harbour, a prominent pagan temple – one of the seven wonders of the ancient world - dedicated to the Roman goddess Diana, and a theatre that could hold 25,000 people!

Amidst the markets, the bustle and buildings, you would find a Christian church – people who were believers in Jesus Christ. This is because a few years earlier, the Apostle Paul had spent three years preaching and teaching the Christian faith in this great city. Many people were converted to Christ from paganism. Jews also came to believe in Jesus as their Messiah.

Paul is now in prison in Rome (around 60AD), and he writes this letter to the church in Ephesus. It was probably a circular letter, intended for other churches in the same area. This letter was written and preserved for us today. 

We are living in a large city like Ephesus. We are a Christian church. So we are going to be looking at this letter over the next few Sundays to see what God has to say to us today.    

This morning I want to concentrate just on the opening verses.

1) The Sign of Christ’s Power (v1)

Ancient letters always began with the name of the person writing (unlike the modern, Western method of putting our names at the end!). This opening introduction reminds us of the power of God. A few years before this, no-one would have ever imagined that these words could ever be written: Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ, by the will of God. An apostle was someone who was sent or commissioned by someone else. Important people – kings or governors - sent an apostle to represent them at important gatherings. Paul describes himself as an apostle – not just of Jesus, but of Jesus Christ – that means, Jesus Messiah. Paul is claiming that Jesus of Nazareth is the Jewish Messiah, the promised King, the deliverer, God’s Son. An dhe is doing this willingly: I am an apostle of Jesus Christ, by the will of God. I have been sent by him, and I am under his authority.’  

That is amazing! If you had been around in Jerusalem about 25 years earlier (35AD) you would have seen Paul, the religious leader, putting these ‘Jesus people’ into prison and even to death. He hated these people for their claims; he hated Jesus of Nazareth and he was convinced that it was the will of God that he should destroy them. That’s what he tried to do! But now he is saying he is an apostle of Jesus Christ, by the will of God! How do you explain the change? I want to suggests to you that this is a clear sign of the living reality of Jesus and his power.

People will often ask, “How do you know God is there? How do you know Jesus is real? We can’t see God! We can’t see Jesus!” There are several ways of answering that question.

One approach is to ask, “Do you believe in electricity?” “Of course!” “But you can’t see it!” “Yes I can! There’s a light bulb there!” “Ah, but that light isn’t electricity. Electricity produces the light, but what you see isn’t electricity. You see it’s effects.”

Every time you see a tram go past, you don’t see electricity, but you see it’s power. Without electricity, the tram is going nowhere! It is powerless to move.

How do you know God is there? How do you know Jesus is real? One answer is this: by the effects of his power. You see Jesus’ power most clearly in the changes he makes in people’s lives. People are transformed by the power of Jesus. Millions of people down through the centuries have been transformed by him. That’s the only way you can explain it.

That’s what happened to Paul. He was on his way to Damascus, to arrest Christians, and he came face to face with the risen Jesus. Jesus changed his life – the direction of his life and his whole character and outlook. It changed him from someone filled with hatred and pride to someone filled with love and humility.

The good news for us is this: if Jesus can change Saul of Tarsus like that, he can change people today. It doesn’t matter how bad they are, how hard they are, how indifferent they are, how opposed they are. Jesus Christ can change you! Listen to what Paul writes about his conversion: Even though I was once a blasphemer and a persecuter and a violent man, I was shown mercy…so that…Christ Jesus might show his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life (1 Tim 1:13, 16). 

He’s an example for us. If Jesus Christ showed such patience and mercy to Paul then there is hope for you and me. There is hope for other people – your friends and members of you family. And there is hope, because Christ Jesus came into the world to save – to rescue, to deliver, to change – sinners (v15).   
I long to see more of signs of Christ’s power among us – as people are changed by him. I haven’t come to Torino just to see people come to church and go again – week by week – and remain unchanged. I have come here in the hope that I see precious people changed by the power of Jesus through the message of Jesus. And like Paul, they become willing followers of Jesus Christ, by the will of God.  

2) The Definition of God’s People (v1)

Paul describes the people he is writing to as the saints in Ephesus. The word saint has changed over the years. In the Roman Catholic Church tradition a saint is someone who has been has been dead a long time, must be recommended by a bishop, investigated by a panel of theologians, perform a miracle, and finally be canonized by the pope. 

But it’s clear that when Paul uses the word saint he is using it in a completely different way. What is a saint according to the NT? For a start these saints were alive and living in Ephesus! Secondly, Paul gives us the definition: the faithful in Christ Jesus. We hardly know any names of the people in this church, but they are all saints! Why? Because they have faith in Jesus Christ. They are believers in Jesus Christ. They are trusting in him. That is a saint, according to the bible. When you trust in Jesus you follow him. When you follow him, you obey him. When you obey him you become like him. So you become holy. One of Paul’s favourite descriptions of what it means to be a Christian is this: to be in Christ. These people were in Ephesus, but more importantly, they were in Christ.

Ephesus, as most major cities at that time, had city walls for protection against enemies. Try to imagine that you are a farmer in the fields outside Ephesus. There you are looking after your sheep or reaping your crops, and suddenly you see you a cloud of dust on the horizon. The cloud gets bigger, and there’s a growing noise. People start running past you into the city. “What’s wrong?” you ask. They shout, “The Goths are coming!” You have a choice – you either stay in the fields or you run into the city, within the walls. It would be no good you saying in your head, “I believe the walls of the city can protect me,” if you didn’t put that belief into action. If you really believed it, you would run for safety through the gates and behind the city walls. You would put your belief into action and run for safety!

That’s a helpful picture of what it means to be in Christ. God has provided a city of safety – his own Son, Jesus Christ. He is drawing people down the centuries to safety. How do we get into this city? By trusting in Jesus Christ. If you are in Christ, it means that you have put all your trust in him. You don’t just agree in your head that Jesus is the Saviour, you run to him, as it were. You call on him. You depend upon him. 

If you are in Christ, you are safe. That’s what God promises. You are safe from Judgement Day. You are safe for eternity. The Goths sacked the city of Ephesus in 262AD. Perhaps people fled into the city then, believing they were safe. Wealth, culture and luxury couldn’t save them. The walls were broken down; the city was conquered. But if you are in Christ, by faith, you are secure forever. God makes this great promise about his Son Jesus: anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame (Romans 10:11).

So you may be glad or sad about being in Torino. You may feel insecure in this city. You may not be happy to be here, but I’m glad you’re here. You may be in a family, in university, in a job. All those things are important. But the most important thing is that you are in Christ. Perhaps that’s why God has brought you here. It’s the most wonderful thing to be a Christian. It’s not always easy, but you’re safe – secure in God’s love.

3) The Experience of God’s People (v2)

Paul really prays for grace and peace to be their experience from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. These two words – grace (x12) and peace (x7) appear 19 times – running through this letter like threads of gold! They are important words for Paul. But what do they mean?

Grace is the bible’s way of speaking of God’s undeserved or unconditional love to us. 

There are different types of love in the world. One common form of love is conditional love – “You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours”. When I was a boy there was a guy in my class wh didn’t really have many friends. In fact he was a little eccentric or odd. One day he brought a bag of sweets into the class. Suddenly he was surrounded by his class-mates: “Hi Mike! Great to see you! How are you?” I always remember Mike suddenly realising what was going on, and he spoke out loud: “Hey! You’re only my friends ‘cos I’ve got sweets!” Michael was experiencing conditional love! It wasn’t very satisfying!

Even romantic love can be conditional too. You can love someone for what you want to get out of the relationship – it could be sexual favours, status or image. But that’s not a love to build a marriage on. A husband can help a little around the house, in order to please his wife, but he does it because he wants her to be nice to him – not because he really cares for her. That’s love with conditions – “with strings attached!”

But God’s love for his people is not like that! It’s grace – unconditional, undeserved love. Have you ever experienced love like that? That’s what Christianity is all about! We might be so conditioned by conditional love that we find it very difficult to accept or believe that God might love us unconditionally. But that’s the good news!  

And this love flows to us from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. How does that work? Listen to what the bible says: This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins (1 John 4:10). We didn’t love God. That’s our problem and crime! We don’t deserve his love but his judgement. There was nothing about us that attracted God’s love. But he sent his only Son, who did love God, and whom God loved, to be punished instead of us. And he was punished at the cross.

One pastor, when asked, “How are you?” often replies, “Better than I deserve!” That’s why Christians sing a lot about grace and sing a lot about the cross of Jesus. That’s why we remember Jesus’ death through bread and wine this morning. The death of Jesus, God’s Son, is the proof of God the Father’s unconditional love. He sent his only Son!

The death of Jesus is also the proof of Jesus’ unconditional love. Paul came to discover this, and he put it like this: The life I live in the body I live by faith in the Son of God who loved me and gave himself for me (Galatians 2:20).   

When you, like Paul, come to experience the grace of God, you also experience the peace of God. 

It’s not saying that everything around you in life will be peaceful. It’s not saying that you won’t have any problems if you follow Christ. In fact, Jesus taught that in this world his followers would have trouble. But don’t be afraid, he said, I have overcome the world. This peace is that knowledge and assurance that God is our Father, and Christ is our Saviour, and nothing can separate us from his love – not even death.

I was very moved to read of the Nigerian pastor called George, who was captured by Islamic extremists and forced to convert. He refused, even though they threatened him with death. He was with others from his church, and he turned and said to a friend:  “If you survive, tell my brothers that I died well, and am living with Christ. And if we all die, we know that we die for the Lord.” That’s evidence of the peace of God. It’s a powerful thing.

Like Pastor George, we can know this peace too from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. It doesn’t come to us through money or work or pleasure or even family and relationships. It comes through faith in Jesus Christ. Will you come and trust in him today?

If you have already done so, our prayer must be that we experience God’s grace more and more. Pray for that!
