More of God’s Blessings (Ephesians 1:9-13a; 20/9/09)
Introduction

When I was growing up there was an Irish comedian who used to appear on the TV. Like most comedians he had a catch phrase. His was, “And there’s more!” He would tell a funny story and people would laugh. Then he’d pause and say, “And there’s more!” He’d go on and tell another joke. “And there’s more!” And so his act would go on.  

In the Disney film Jungle Book, Baloo the Bear has fought with Sheer Khan, the Tiger, and appears to be dead. Bagheera the Panther gives a little eulogy, praising Baloo for his character, while the other characters begin to weep. But Baloo revives and starts listening to the speech. When Bagheera comes to an end, Baloo sits up and shouts, “Don’t stop now! There’s more! Lots more!”  
Paul, the author of this letter to the church in Ephesus, begins by praising God for his blessings to every Christian believer. As he continues it’s as though he’s trying to say, “And there’s more!” He’s filled with joy as he describes these blessings – even as he writes from prison - and he’s not joking. These things are for real! There’s more! Lots more!

Last week we began to look at God’s big blessings to the Christian believer. They are described as every spiritual blessing in the heavenly realms – the normally unseen realm of spiritual reality. These blessings are greater than the physical blessings we also receive from God, for they are eternal. These blessings come to us only because of Jesus Christ; they come to us through him, and because we are in him. 

We looked at two in particular: adoption and redemption. God has chosen to adopt guilty, rebellious people as his children, by his grace alone. But before he can do that, he has to redeem them from the judgement they deserve. And he has done this through the sacrifice of his own dear Son, Jesus Christ. So through the death of Jesus, we are redeemed and adopted by God the Father. We are dearly loved children.

We also considered the natural response to these blessings. If we have been adopted by God the Father we will respond with a desire to praise God, just as Paul begins this letter (v3). And there’s also the desire to please God, by seeking to live a life that is holy and blameless in his sight (v4).
This week I want us to consider more of the blessings God the Father has lavished upon us as his adopted children. “And there’s more!” Lots more! 

1) God the Father reveals to us his plans (v9-10)

And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure. Initially, this may not strike you as particularly exciting or important, but let’s think about it for a moment. 

These verses teach clearly that God the Father has a plan. It’s not a little plan, but one that involves all things in heaven and on earth. We’re told that God has a will and a purpose (v9). Then we are told that God works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will (12). Paul sees this as a reason for praise – and so should we. It means that there is an over-all purpose to the universe. It means that this world is not in chaos, but under his control! Life has meaning and purpose. God has his grand design! 

I remember seeing a poster in the style of the writing which occurs at the beginning of the Star Wars films. It said: “Somewhere…in a galaxy far, far away…there is a government…that knows what it is doing!” Human governments have their plans and policies – for good or evil. But those plans can be thwarted. In this country, Mussolini had his plans for siding with Nazi Germany and declaring war on Britain and France in 1940. But those plans failed in the end, when he was overthrown and then killed near Lake Como. Other political leaders and parties arise with other plans, and they are overturned come to nothing. 

But here we are told that God the Father is governing this world, and he does know what he’s doing! He has his overall plan for heaven and earth, and he is working out everything to conform to that purpose. So the question is, “What is the plan?” This plan remains a mystery to most people. The word mystery refers to something that was hidden away, unfathomable. 

I enjoyed studying maths initially. But as the problems became harder, their solutions became more mysterious! Sometimes I would stare at the problem and have no idea even where to start or how to solve it!

Many people feel like that when they look at life and the events of this world. The meaning and purpose of life is one big mystery. But God the Father has revealed the mystery to his children: And he made known to us the mystery of his will… It all centres on Jesus Christ: when the times will have reached their fulfilment – to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ (v10). Christ is the key!
But isn’t Jesus already the Lord of heaven and earth? Yes, he is. After he rose from the dead he announced to his disciples: All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me (Mt 28:18); Peter declared that Jesus has been exalted to the right hand of God (Acts 2:33) – the place of highest authority. But the point is this: Jesus has yet to be acknowledged universally as Lord in heaven and earth. We don’t see all things subject to him yet. False religions deny him. Secular governments dismiss him. Individuals mock and blaspheme him. His disciples are persecuted and killed. Jesus is Lord, but it doesn’t often seem like it!

So what’s happening to God’s plan? Through David’s prophecy in Psalm 110 God the Father speaks to Jesus – Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet. That hasn’t happened yet! The enemies of Jesus are alive and kicking! But in God’s plan, when the times reach their fulfilment, at the name of Jesus every knee (will) bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:10-11). Jesus will rule directly. The universe, now shattered from the effects of rebellion, will be brought back to peace and harmony.
God the Father has made known to us the mystery of his plan. That is a great privilege, blessing and comfort. It gives us great security. We know where this world is heading. We’re in on the plan!

Sometimes my children will ask, “So what’s the plan for this week?” They want to know if we’re going out, if someone’s coming to visit or stay, or if anyone can take them to a friend’s house. So I tell them, usually! It’s part of belonging to the family.  I have heard of a case when parents decided to move house, but didn’t tell their children. The children left for school from one home and returned to another home at the end of the day! When that happens it invariably causes anxiety and confusion. “What’s going to happen next?”

God the Father has made known to us the mystery of his will. He has given us the big picture of his plan. And he’s done so because we are his dearly loved children. He doesn’t want us to be anxious or afraid. He hasn’t given us all the fine details – concerning our lives individually from day to day, or of individual nations – but we must hold onto the big picture of God the Father’s plan, which is centred on Jesus:

He will return again in majesty, and every eye at last shall see that Jesus is our God!

2) God the Father includes us as part of his plan! (v11-12)

“And there’s more!” It’s not just that God the Father has a plan for the universe, which means that life has a purpose. It’s not just that God’s plan centres on Jesus Christ, who will one day bring peace and harmony through his reign. It’s also that God the Father has chosen people to be included in and blessed through his master plan: In him we were also chosen (v11)…And you also were included in Christ (v12). What a privilege!
I grew up with the stories of various super-heroes – Superman, Batman and Spiderman. Usually in those stories there is an enemy – a bad guy – the Joker, etc. Usually the enemy has a plan – to conquer and rule the world! They have no plans to share that rule with anyone else or to benefit anyone else! The same is true in politics. After Stalin became ruler of Russia he began to purge the country of anyone who seemed to be a threat to his power. Historians calculate that 700,000 people were executed at this time. While reviewing a list of people to be shot, Stalin reportedly muttered: "Who's going to remember all this riffraff in ten or twenty years’ time? No-one." He had no plan of sharing his reign with anyone else. 
But God the Father chooses to share the blessings of his plans through Jesus with other people - who were formerly his enemies! – but whom he adopts as his children to inherit his riches. How does God include us in his plan? The answer comes in two parts: one part to do with eternity and one part to do with time. 

1) God includes us in his plan by predestination: In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to (God’s) plan… To ‘predestine’ something means to decide or determine something beforehand. Sadly, it’s been a controversial word among Christians. But in the non-Christian world the idea is sometimes assumed. People will speak or sing about their destiny, for example, as if there is a determined path for them. Others will talk quite seriously about Fate: “It was meant to happen that way!”

I remember seeing an American football player being interviewed before the Superbowl final. He looked into the camera and said, “I was born for this day!” He might as easily have said, “I was predestined for this day!” – because it carries the same idea – that there was a plan for you before you were born.
What’s the difference between predestination and fate? The short answer is: God! Fate is seen as a ‘blind’, impersonal force directing people’s lives. The ancient Greeks portrayed the fates as blind beings. But here predestination is something God does personally: In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons (v4-5).  

So this is the answer in eternity: I find myself trusting in Jesus Christ today, having my sins forgiven, knowing God as my heavenly Father, and having the hope of eternal life because of God’s gracious, loving, predestined choice of me – a choice made before the creation of the world! That’s how God includes us in his plans. Christians should therefore be the most humble and grateful people in all the world.

2) God includes us in his plan through believing the gospel: And you also were included in him when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation (v13). This is the answer ‘in time’. Paul had visited Ephesus and started to preach the word of truth, the good news of Jesus Christ. He began in the synagogue, preaching to Jews, but some became obstinate; they refused to believe…(Acts 19:9). So Paul and the disciples moved to the lecture hall of Tyrannus, where he held daily discussions. This continued for two years so that all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord (19:10). Then there was a riot, stirred up by the silver smith called Demetrius. He and other craftsmen made silver shrines of Artemis, the Roman goddess whose temple was in Ephesus. Demetrius realised that as more people became Christians his sales of Artemis silver shrines diminished! So he started a great riot against the Christians which lasted for several hours! The point is this: in Ephesus there were some people – both Jews and Gentiles - who heard the gospel of Jesus and believed; there were others who heard and refused to believe.

So this is the answer in time: I know that my sins are forgiven, that God is my Father, that I have the hope of eternal through hearing and believing the gospel of (my) salvation (v13). And that good news is all about Jesus Christ. Sometimes people ask, “How can I be sure that I have been chosen by God?” The best response to that is this: What is your attitude to the Lord Jesus Christ? Have you grasped the gospel? Have you repented and turned to Jesus? Have you received Jesus as your Lord and Saviour? If that’s true, then that’s the assurance that you have been chosen by God! That confirms that God has predestined you to be adopted as his son, and you are included in his plan. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God (John 1:12). God the Father has included you in his great plan!
Conclusion

a) Maybe you’re not sure about the gospel and whether you’ve believed it. Maybe you really know that you’re not a Christian. Please see me after the service. You can sign up for a Christianity Explored course which helps to explain the good news – so that you can respond to it in an intelligent way. This is the most important matter for you to consider in the whole of life. Don’t miss the opportunity!
There’s a TV quiz show in the UK called Deal or No Deal. It’s come to Italy too! There’s the chance to win a prize of 250,000 pounds. The presenter keeps repeating the same phrase: “This could be a life-changing amount of money!” In the show the contestant is offered an amount of money – does he/she deal or not? Many live to regret the fact that they refused to accept the offer.

Money may change our lives somewhat, but I want to tell you that the gospel of Jesus Christ is the thing that is the truly life-changing opportunity. It’s through believing the gospel that you are made rich for ever – you receive an inheritance that cannot perish, spoil or fade. This is what God offers us through his Son. Deal or no deal?

b) If you are a Christian. Why has God included you in his plans? Why has he adopted you? Why has he redeemed you? Why is he willing to share his inheritance with you? He loves you – that’s one answer. But there’s another, deeper answer. It’s repeated in the phrase: in order that we…might be for the praise of his glory! (v12, 14). In the end it’s all about God – Father, Son and Spirit – and his wonderful grace. 
When I travel on the motorway to the mountains I drive through these amazing tunnels and wonder at the engineering involved in building them. When I travel to Liguria I cross some amazing bridges and am amazed at the skill of the design and achievement. When I stare up at the Mole I am struck by the beauty of the architecture. These works evoke the praise of the architects, engineers and builders.

One day a watching world – of angels and humans - will look at the work God has done: redeeming and adopting sinners, and changing them into saints; they will see how God has changed us from hating him to loving him, from slavery to freedom, from darkness to light – and who will get the praise and the glory? It won’t be us! I will be God – Father, Son and Spirit! We will be for the praise of his glory! And that process begins today and will continue for eternity. We’ll never tire of praising God’s glory because he included us in his plan!  
When we’ve been there ten thousand years
Bright shining as the sun

We’ve no less days to sing God’s praise
Than when we first begun

