Appreciating God’s Big Blessings (Ephesians 1:3-8; 13/9/09)
Introduction

Some people don’t realise what they’ve got! There are stories of people having antiques in their attic, gathering dust, and they don’t realise that what they possess is worth a fortune! I came across this story recently about a family that kept a box of false teeth in the attic. One of the family ancestors had been a dentist back in the days when they bought store teeth in assorted sizes and then rummaged around to find a pair that would almost fit the patient. Eventually the family got tired of having the old metal teeth around and decided to get rid of them. A friend suggested taking them to a jeweller to find out what the metal was. It was a happy idea! Those false teeth were almost solid platinum, a metal formerly so cheap that, until it came into use for jewellery in the early part of this century, it was used even for lightning rods. The teeth were worth around $300 a pair and the lot brought nearly $8,000.
Paul is writing to Christians in Ephesus – a city famous for its wealth and luxury - and he wants to remind them of what they have, of how rich they are in Christ. He bursts into a song of praise with this opening statement: Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. And he goes on to mention God’s blessings to them. 

What does Paul mean by blessings? Does he say: 

“Praise be that God has blessed you with a successful business”? 

“Praise God that he’s given you lots of money!”?

“Praise God that he’s given you big houses to live in!”?

“Praise God that you have a big chariot to drive!”?

He doesn’t mention anything like that. When people today think of God’s blessings most nearly always think in terms of physical blessings:
You have a job – that’s a blessing from God.

You have health and strength – God has blessed you.

You have a family – that’s a blessing.

You’ve been successful in your exams or business – God has blessed you.

You didn’t crash your car – what a blessing!

These are all blessings from God – and we should never despise them. These blessings so often come from God to people whether they love and acknowledge him or not!

But these are not the blessings Paul begins with. There is something much better! He begins with every spiritual blessing in Christ. 

If you just think of God’s blessings in physical terms then your view of God and his goodness is too narrow. Paul wants us to open our eyes to the spiritual blessings that are ours in Christ Jesus. 

But where are these spiritual blessings? The answer is that they are in the heavenly realms. That means the unseen world of spiritual reality. There is a physical world, and there’s a spiritual world – and both are real. Just because we cannot see the spiritual world, it doesn’t make it less real. In fact, what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal (2 Corinthians 4:17).  
How do these spiritual blessings come to me? They come to you in or through Jesus Christ. He is the channel of the Father’s blessings to us. Just as you cannot receive the benefits of the internet without being connected, so you cannot receive God’s blessings unless you are connected to Jesus! That’s why you need to trust and know Jesus Christ. These spiritual blessings only come through him. 

So this morning I want us to think about the spiritual riches and blessings that God has given us as Christians. If you’re not a Christian, I want to make you jealous! I want you to realise that you’re missing out on real blessing by not trusting in Jesus Christ. 
1) You are adopted by God – so God is your Father (v4-5)
For he chose us in (Christ)…In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ. 
In the Roman world of Paul’s day people knew what adoption was about. Roman law stated that if a rich man, for example, had no natural son to inherit his name and estate, he could search out and choose to adopt a young man – not normally a child – to become his son and heir. Probably the most famous adoption was when Julius Caesar adopted Gaius Octavius (Caesar Augustus) in 44BC. What a privilege it was!  
Paul tells Christians that God the Father has chosen us to be adopted into his family. God has chosen us to take on his name. God has chosen us to inherit his riches – of eternal life, joy and peace. We can call God Our Father. (The reason Paul speaks about the adoption of sons, not daughters, is because it was the practice of adopted sons to inherit; not because Paul is against women. Christian women are also adopted ‘sons’ in this respect!).

But aren’t we all God’s children? Read the Bible carefully and you’ll see that the answer is no. We can all call God our Creator. We will all acknowledge him as our Judge. But only the faithful in Christ Jesus, those  connected by faith to Jesus, can call God Father. That’s why it’s such a blessing.
But when did God choose me? God chose us in Christ before the creation of the world. Wow! That’s a thought to stretch our minds! Before the creation of the world, when there was only Father, Son and Spirit, God the Father chose to adopt you as his child. Paul writes this because it is true! We can’t fully understand it because we are not God! But remember this, Paul writes this not to confuse Christians, but to comfort them. He wants them to know how rich they are! 
You may recall a time when you chose to follow Jesus Christ; you received him as your Lord and Saviour; you put your faith in him and his work for you. Saving faith is choosing to trust in Jesus. That’s what we must all do in time. Anyone who trusts in him will never be put to shame. But here is a deeper truth. We choose Jesus in time because God the Father chose us first before time!      

But why did God choose me? What motivated God the Father’s choice?
If you were that rich Roman citizen searching for someone to adopt as a son and heir, what kind of a person would you want? You’d probably want someone intelligent, at least sensible, with education. You’d probably look for someone healthy; you wouldn’t want someone with a disease. You’d probably look for someone who looked good; you wouldn’t want anyone ugly, deformed or with a nasty facial scar! This adopted son might then arrive in your home and feel pretty good about himself! “My adopted father chose me because…I’m clever, healthy and beautiful!” 
Can Christians boast like that? Can we say, “God chose us because we are better than others?” No! All we can say is that God chose us to be adopted as his sons in accordance with his pleasure and will – to the praise of his glorious grace (6). That little word grace describes God’s unconditional love – and destroys all temptation to boast. God did not choose me because he fore-saw that I would choose Jesus! He didn’t chose me because I’m clever, good or attractive! He chose me in love (v4), out of grace! 

What does all this mean? It means that if you are a Christian today you are dearly loved (see 5:1). You may not have the material things that others have, but you are rich spiritually because you have a heavenly Father who loves you dearly and deliberately. You are not a Christian by some accident of time! God loves you! He has chosen to adopt you! The knowledge of this love makes all the difference in the world! Some of you may have a negative experience of fatherhood. Your father may have been cruel, never satisfied or a bully. He may have been distant – physically or emotionally. But you still have some idea of what a good father should be like! And God is that good, perfect Father who lavishes his love upon you (v8). 
It means that you can go in confidence to God in prayer, knowing that God loves you dearly. He will never say, “Not now! I’m too busy!” We fathers may have said that to our children, but God never says it to us!
It means that you can face life with confident security. The England footballers fear that if they don’t perform well enough, Cappello will throw them out of the team! But as you face the future you can be sure that God’s care for you isn’t based on your performance for him! He will never throw you out of his family! God is your Father! He is always with you. This is the highest spiritual blessing for the Christian! 

2) You are redeemed through Christ – so God is your Friend (v7-8)
This is another spiritual blessing for the Christian – redemption: in (Christ) we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins (v7). Redemption means paying a price to set someone free. Why is this necessary?
Let me ask you a question: “Can God do anything?” You might say yes, remembering what Jesus said: with God all things are possible (Mt 19:26). But we are also told this about God: he does not lie (Titus 1:2) and that he cannot disown himself (2 Tim 2:13). So there are some things God cannot do – such as lie - because they would contradict his own character (God is true).

Now I want to suggest something else that God cannot do: he cannot just forgive! Sometimes we might say to someone who apologises to us: “Oh, it doesn’t matter!” But God cannot do that. He cannot just overlook sin and say, “Let’s forget about it. I forgive you!” Why? Because that would contradict his justice. 

In the film National Treasure, the hero, played by Nicholas Cage, steals the US Declaration of Independence, a priceless document. At one point in the film he speaks to a police detective and says, “I really don’t want to go to prison!” But the detective says, “Someone has to go to prison!” Why? Because the law has been broken. Justice must be satisfied. Judgement was hanging over him as the thief.

Now when we sin against God we are making a declaration of independence against him. We are declaring ourselves to be god. We are saying that we have the right to live our lives the way we want. We are breaking God’s moral law. And for that, somebody has to go to prison! Somebody has to pay! God cannot just forgive and say let’s pretend it never happened! His justice demands it.

The great news is that Jesus has been punished for us on the cross (his blood). He has redeemed his people from the just condemnation of God’s law. We deserve to go to prison for ever – in hell – but Jesus has paid the price by his own sacrifice – thus setting us free from the consequences of our sin. It is only because of this that God can forgive our sins. Through Jesus’ death God’s justice has been satisfied; the price for sin has been paid, and sinners who believe in Jesus walk free!

So does that mean everyone’s forgiven? The answer to that question is no. We are talking about the spiritual blessings of a Christian – those who are faithful in Christ Jesus (v2). If you haven’t yet turned to trust in Jesus yet, you are not forgiven; you are still guilty and heading for judgement. You need to turn to God, confess your sin and ask for his forgiveness as you trust in Jesus Christ.

So try to imagine that you are in the slave-market in Ephesus. You are miserable. You long to be free. You see a well-dressed man appear – obviously wealthy - looking all the slaves up and down. Then word gets out that this man is looking to adopt someone. What?! From the slave market! He’s coming your way so you struggle to your feet. You suddenly feel utterly exposed. Why would this man even look at you? You haven’t washed for weeks; your clothes are rags; your face is scarred. To your amazement, the rich man looks at you kindly and says, “I’ll adopt you as my son. Come with me!” You are overwhelmed with hope, but as you start to move, you realise that you’re still in chains. Your slave-master is standing there, refusing to let you go. Before you can be adopted, you have to be redeemed. So the kind, rich man pays the price for your freedom, and then you go to become his adopted son and to inherit his riches.   
That’s a picture of what God has done for every Christian. Before you can be adopted, you have to be redeemed. Before you can call God your Father, you have to be forgiven. And God the Father loves you so much that he was willing to allow his own, ‘natural’ son to suffer hell in your place through his death on the cross: in him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins.

My chains fell off, my heart was free! I rose, went forth and followed Thee

Why would a rich man redeem and adopt a stinking slave? Why would a holy God redeem and adopt a guilty sinner? The answer is here: in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished on us (v7-8). God has lavished us with the riches of his grace. He is not only your Father, but your friend. He is for you. And if God is for us, who can be against us? (Romans 8:31). All your sin and guilt has been washed away! There’s no barrier now between you and God! 
Conclusion

Have you noticed how on the TV they try to capture people’s responses after amazing experiences? I’ve noticed it on sporting occasions. A Formula 1 driver crashes his car and he has to face the media to tell them how he feels! Ussein Bolt breaks the 100 metre world record and he’s asked for his response!   

What should be our response be if we have experienced God’s grace in redemption and adoption? If God has helped us to see his big blessings this morning, I think we’ll find two responses welling up in our hearts:

We’ll want to praise God for his grace: Praise be to the God and father of our Lord Jesus Christ. This opening sentence is one long sentence of praise from v3-14! Do you find within yourself this response? Are you amazed again at God’s glorious grace? Such praise is natural and spontaneous. It continues through the days and weeks, and isn’t reserved for a Sunday service!

We’ll want to please him with our lives: For he chose us…to be holy and blameless in his sight (v4). God wants you to be holy - to be free from anything in your lives that grieves or offends him. He wants you to be like Jesus in character – filled with love and purity. He’s given you the help of his Spirit for this. And when you fail, you return quickly to your Father in heaven, and ask for his forgiveness again. 

These two responses are the evidences that you are a Christian – that you have experienced God’s glorious grace. And if that is true, you are rich; you have begun to enjoy every spiritual blessing in Christ. 
