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When is the last time that you spent any time star 

gazing? The night sky is a breathtakingly beautiful, 

exquisite work of art. Astronomers say that 5,000 

stars are visible to the unaided eye, but most of us 

have never seen them. In cities our view is obscured 

by pollution in the air and the glare of so many lights. 

Even out in the country, we are so used to our well-lit 

homes that our eyes are blinded to the subtleties of 

the night sky. Only when we escape the glare and 
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pollution and take the time to allow our eyes to adjust, 

will we enjoy the stars in all their glory.  

As beautiful as the stars are, we have a far greater 

need to see the blessings of God upon our lives. As the 

discouragements and frustrations of life wear away at 

our souls, we become jaded and cynical. Pop 

psychology gurus urge us to see everything in a 

positive light, but their enthusiasm is hollow and fake. 

We need something real and true. 

Ephesians 1:3 says, “Blessed be the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 

Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places.” Our blessings far exceed the number of stars 

in the night sky, but how many have we seen? Our 

view is obscured by the evil and suffering of the world 

and the harsh, lurid glare of temptation. What’s more, 

our eyes are blinded by our own self-absorption. Only 

the deep, sustained contemplation of God’s Word will 

allow us to see the glory of his abundant blessings.  

With that goal in mind, I invite you to join me in 

this study of the first chapter of Paul’s letter to the 

Ephesians that I have titled, “Count Your Blessings.” 

The chapter is nothing more than Paul’s greeting, 
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praise, and prayer, but because he was guided by the 

Holy Spirit there is a fullness and a depth in his words 

that compel us to lift our eyes to heaven and see all 

that God has done, is doing, and will do for us in and 

through Jesus Christ.  

 



 
 

 

  



 
 

 



 
 

 

  



 
 

— 7 — 

I grew up just down the road from NASA’s Jet 

Propulsion Laboratory, the facility tasked with 

building and operating robotic spacecraft such as the 

Mars rover. In this environment, I developed an 

interest in astronomy at an early age. My aunt wanted 

to encourage this pursuit, so she bought several books 

about space for me. That was over thirty years ago, 

but one of those books is still listed as a bestseller on 

Amazon today, even though it was first published back 

in 1952. I still have it on my shelf today and refer to it 
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a few times a year. The author did not have a Ph.D. in 

astronomy, but he revolutionized the way people look 

at the night sky. Surprisingly, the book was written by 

H. A. Rey, the man who wrote and illustrated the 

Curious George children’s books.  

Even more surprising than a children’s author 

writing an astronomy book, however, is the person 

God used to write the letter to the Ephesians. He 

introduces himself in Ephesians 1:1-2, “Paul, an 

apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To the 

saints who are in Ephesus, and are faithful in Christ 

Jesus: Grace to you and peace from God our Father 

and the Lord Jesus Christ.”  

Why is it surprising that Paul would write this 

letter? After all, he was an apostle who preached the 

gospel in cities throughout the Roman Empire. He 

wrote half of the books in the New Testament. He 

even spent over two years ministering in Ephesus. 

Why wouldn’t we expect Paul to author a book like 

Ephesians? 

In the first chapter of Ephesians Paul exudes an 

incredible sense of joy in celebration of God’s 

blessings. The surprise comes, however, when you 
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compare this incredible passage with Paul’s past life 

and his immediate circumstances when he wrote. In 

his past, Paul was supremely pessimistic. Many of the 

circumstances in his life including those at the time he 

wrote were overwhelmingly negative, yet Paul felt 

incredibly blessed and this chapter gives profound 

expression to his joy.  

How is it possible to have such a positive attitude? 

The change came about when Paul became a follower 

of Jesus Christ. You might say that his story shows us 

the conversion of a pessimist. In Paul’s opening words 

in Ephesians he simply identifies himself, his 

recipients, and gives them a greeting, but when you 

consider these three routine elements in light of Paul’s 

background, we see that Ephesians 1:1-2 shows us 

three ways that Jesus can transform a pessimist. 

If such a dramatic change could happen in the life 

of Paul, couldn’t the same happen in our lives? Are 

you an incurable pessimist? Is the glass always half 

empty? Are you one of those people who has to point 

out the problem with every idea, the shadow in every 

sunrise, the rain in every rainbow, or the manure pile 

in every meadow? Or maybe, you’re just going 
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through rough times that are sucking the joy out of 

life and turning you into a pessimist. That kind of 

outlook is not only a heavy weight to bear, it is also 

inconsistent with the saving grace of God. We need to 

learn from Paul’s story how a pessimist can be 

changed through the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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Police stories often tell of some witness to a high 

profile crime being relocated and given a new identity. 

Of course, an identity is more than just a name. It’s 

your occupation, your whole way of life. What would it 

be like to start over? How would you want your life to 

be different? When Paul identifies himself as the 

author of Ephesians, he does so in a way that points to 

the change that Jesus made in his identity. In 

Ephesians 1:1 he says, “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus 

by the will of God.” 
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Paul is first introduced in the Bible at the end of 

the seventh chapter of the book of Acts, but there he is 

identified as “a young man named Saul” (Acts 7:58). 

His parents probably named him after Israel’s first 

king, since they were descended from the same tribe. 

King Saul, however, does not stand out as an 

exemplary character in biblical history. God turned 

against him because of his disobedience, and chose 

David to be Israel’s next king. In his jealousy, Saul 

pursued David and tried to kill him. Who knows what 

motivated Jewish parents to give their son such a dark 

name, but it was prophetic.  

Acts 7 tells us that young Saul was taking care of 

the robes of men in Jerusalem who were putting 

Stephen, a leader in the early church, to death because 

of his preaching. Saul wholeheartedly approved of this 

execution, so much so that he launched his own 

crusade. Acts 8:3 says, “But Saul was ravaging the 

church, and entering house after house, he dragged 

off men and women and committed them to prison.” 

Saul not only rejected the message that Jesus is the 

promised Messiah, he considered Christianity to be a 

heinous attack on his Jewish faith.  
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As Christianity spread, Saul lived up to his name. 

Acts 9:1-2 says,  

But Saul, still breathing threats and murder 

against the disciples of the Lord, went to the 

high priest and asked him for letters to the 

synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found 

any belonging to the Way, men or women, 

he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 

Saul’s whole identity was wrapped up in persecuting 

Christians. 

Something incredible happened to Saul on the 

road to Damascus. Jesus appeared to him. He 

described this encounter to King Agrippa in Acts 

26:13-18. 

“At midday, O king, I saw on the way a light 

from heaven, brighter than the sun, that 

shone around me and those who journeyed 

with me. And when we had all fallen to the 

ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the 

Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you 

persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick 

against the goads.’ And I said, ‘Who are you, 

Lord?’ And the Lord said, ‘I am Jesus whom 

you are persecuting. But rise and stand 

upon your feet, for I have appeared to you 

for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant 
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and witness to the things in which you have 

seen me and to those in which I will appear 

to you, delivering you from your people and 

from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending 

you to open their eyes, so that they may turn 

from darkness to light and from the power 

of Satan to God, that they may receive 

forgiveness of sins and a place among those 

who are sanctified by faith in me.’” 

Jesus was changing Saul’s identity. He showed 

him the truth, changing his beliefs and giving him a 

new mission. The most zealous opponent of the 

church was turned into its most outstanding 

proponent. He became an apostle of Christ Jesus, and 

as he says in Ephesians 1:1, it was not by his own 

choosing, but by the will of God.  

Unlike police stories, however, in the real world 

identities do not change overnight. Saul became a 

Christian, and believers were skeptical. Several years 

went by during which Saul grew and learn, but he was 

still identified as Saul even when he set out from 

Antioch on his first missionary journey with his 

mentor Barnabas. It was not until Saul stepped up 

into leadership at the prompting of the Holy Spirit, 

that Luke, the author of Acts, began to refer to him as 
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Paul (Acts 13:9). It would not have been unusual for 

someone to have both a Jewish name like Saul and a 

Roman name like Paul, but Luke does not use his 

Roman name until he genuinely began to fulfill the 

mission God gave him to preach the good news of 

Jesus to the Gentile world. 

Paul’s story is compelling, but what does it have to 

do with all of us who have not seen Jesus and have not 

been called as apostles? In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul 

said, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new 

has come.” God wants to give you a new identity. He 

wants to change your view of Jesus. He even has a 

mission for you—to shine for him in a dark world.  

You may be staunchly opposed to Christianity. 

Your life may be filled with hatred and sin. Or, you 

may be completely uninterested. None of that will 

stand in the way if God begins to draw you to himself. 

If God is convicting you, stop resisting. Whatever your 

background, like Paul you can become a new person 

in Christ. 
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It doesn’t take long in married life to realize that 

you and your spouse may have very different 

standards when it comes to keeping a home clean. 

You may not agree on how many smelly socks are 

acceptable on the bedroom floor. You may have 

different views on how long dishes can be left in the 

kitchen sink—minutes, hours, or days! So if we have 

such passionate views over something so insignificant, 

what will happen when we consider issues of holiness 

and spiritual purity?  
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Paul addresses the church in Ephesus in very 

positive terms in Ephesians 1:1. He says, “To the 

saints who are in Ephesus, and are faithful in Christ 

Jesus.” He considered them holy and faithful. In fact, 

Ephesians is one of the few letters Paul wrote that 

does not mention any problems in the church. This 

positive assessment is surprising for two reasons, and 

together they show us how different Paul’s standard 

had become.  

In his former life Paul had aligned himself with the 

Jewish sect known as Pharisees. Acts 26:5 tells us that 

during Paul’s testimony before King Agrippa he said 

of the Jews, “They have known for a long time, if they 

are willing to testify, that according to the strictest 

party of our religion I have lived as a Pharisee.”  

The written commandments of Scripture were not 

sufficient for the Pharisees. They felt that Jews should 

follow the oral tradition of rabbinic interpretations 

and applications. They were fastidious about spiritual 

matters, legalists of the highest order.  

These were the people who got angry at Jesus 

when he healed people on the Sabbath. Jesus said that 

their obsession with spiritual minutia blinded them to 
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the most important aspects of obeying God. Matthew 

23:24 tells us that he said, “You blind guides, 

straining out a gnat and swallowing a camel!” Paul 

had been one of these types of people, and that kind of 

critical, pessimistic outlook is very hard to change.  

Paul’s positive assessment of the Ephesian church 

is also surprising because of their background. Paul 

had spent over two years in the city, and he knew from 

personal experience that it was not a wholesome 

atmosphere. Apparently, many people in the city 

engaged in occult practices. Acts 19:18-19 says,  

Also many of those who were now believers 

came, confessing and divulging their 

practices. And a number of those who had 

practiced magic arts brought their books 

together and burned them in the sight of all. 

And they counted the value of them and 

found it came to fifty thousand pieces of 

silver. 

This background may explain why Paul addresses the 

topic of spiritual warfare in Ephesians 6.  

The city was also home to a massive temple 

devoted to the worship of the Greek goddess Artemis. 

Acts 19 records that when several people in the city 
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turned from Artemis to Christ, the Artemis 

worshipers responded with an angry riot. Ephesus 

was a difficult place to live as a follower of Christ.  

So how could Paul the former Pharisee consider 

the former witches and idol worshippers of Ephesus 

to be faithful saints? As Paul said in Ephesians 1:1, 

their holiness and faithfulness flowed from the fact 

that they were in Christ Jesus. Their union with Christ 

purified them.  

Paul explained this amazing transaction in 2 

Corinthians 5:21. He said, “For our sake he made him 

to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God.” Jesus lived a 

perfectly righteous and holy life and then died on the 

cross in our place. When we believe in him, our sins 

are forgiven because the punishment we deserve was 

poured out on Jesus. We then are wrapped in the 

holiness and righteousness of Jesus. Has this 

transformation happened in your life? Are you holy 

and faithful in Christ? 

Paul did not use the pessimistic standard of a 

Pharisee to assess the believers in Ephesus. His 

primary question was whether they were in Christ. Is 



 
 

— 20 — 

that your standard as you look out at the world? I fear 

that many Christians look at the world with 

Pharisaical condescension, annoyed by people’s 

impure speech and behavior. We must understand 

that people cannot change apart from Christ. We are 

not called to preach morality, but the good news of 

salvation. Belief in Christ should always be our 

primary concern for people. This was Paul’s new 

standard, and it should be ours as well. 
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Do you ever stop to think about why we greet one 

another as we do? Why do we shake hands or wave? 

Such customs do not really seem to matter until you 

enter another culture that uses a different greeting. 

When I traveled to Central Asia to visit churches 

there, I was surprised to discover that many Christian 

men there take it literally when the Bible says to greet 

one another with a holy kiss. I learned to quickly offer 

a firm handshake with my arm fully extended! 

In Ephesians 1:2, Paul extends a written greeting 

to the Ephesians, but he did not just follow a standard 
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format. He said, “Grace to you and peace from God 

our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” Paul turns a 

greeting into a prayer. In fact, these words express his 

deepest desire for the believers in Ephesus, a desire 

that reflects the transforming work of Christ in Paul’s 

life. 

First, Paul wanted them to experience God’s grace. 

Including this greeting, Paul uses the word grace 

twelve times in Ephesians. It is a dominant theme 

throughout the letter. It speaks of God showing favor 

to people who do not deserve it. It communicates the 

idea that God offers salvation to us as a gift through 

the work of Jesus Christ. Ephesians 2:8, for instance, 

says, “For by grace you have been saved through faith. 

And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” 

Have you experienced God’s grace? 

In addition to grace, Paul prays for the Ephesians 

to have peace. At its heart, this peace is the absence of 

conflict between us and God. In Romans 5:1, Paul 

said, “Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, 

we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 

Christ.” It is this reconciliation with God that serves as 

a foundation then for us to have internal peace in our 
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lives and to have peace in our relationships with other 

people. Is the peace of God present in your life?  

As deep as these thoughts about grace and peace 

are, we still may be inclined to skip over this as a 

meaningless pious phrase. Before we move on, 

however, we need to consider Paul’s circumstances 

when he wrote these words. He was in prison for his 

faith. Later in Ephesians 6:20 he calls himself “an 

ambassador in chains”.  

It all began as Paul went to Jerusalem. His Jewish 

countrymen did not approve of the message of grace 

and peace that he preached to Gentiles. They wanted 

to execute Paul, but the Roman government 

intervened. To appease the Jews they imprisoned 

Paul. By the time he wrote Ephesians he had appealed 

his case to the Roman emperor and had even survived 

a shipwreck enroute.  

Paul faced many other hardships over the course 

of his ministry. In 2 Corinthians 11:24-29 he says, 

Five times I received at the hands of the 

Jews the forty lashes less one. Three times I 

was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. 

Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and 

a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent 
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journeys, in danger from rivers, danger 

from robbers, danger from my own people, 

danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, 

danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, 

danger from false brothers; in toil and 

hardship, through many a sleepless night, in 

hunger and thirst, often without food, in 

cold and exposure. And, apart from other 

things, there is the daily pressure on me of 

my anxiety for all the churches. Who is 

weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to 

fall, and I am not indignant? 

In spite of all this, Paul had not become a bitter, self-

absorbed pessimist. He didn’t say grace and peace to 

me! His desire was for the grace and peace of God to 

spread throughout the world. 

What do you desire today? Have you given into the 

temptation to focus just on self, or do you want others 

to be blessed? Do you pray for the spread of God’s 

grace and peace?  
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As a Pharisee, Paul had been a spiritual pessimist. 

I suspect that, as a prisoner, he was tempted to return 

to some of those old ways of thinking, but the story of 

Paul shows us the conversion of a pessimist. He had a 

new identity, a new standard, and a new desire. All 

three changes flowed from the saving work of Christ. 

It was these changes that prepared him to write the 

incredible words of praise in the rest of Ephesians 1.  

What is your response to Paul’s story? Will you 

begin to read Ephesians 1 and soak in what Paul has 

to say about God’s blessings? Have you received God’s 

grace and peace? If not, would you begin to trust in 

Jesus Christ today? If you are trusting in Christ, are 

these changes reflected in your life? Perhaps today 

you need to commit to following Paul’s example in 

some way—how you think of your own identity, your 

standard, or your desires.  

May God transform us to be filled with a sense of 

his great blessings in Christ. 
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1. Paul’s testimony is recorded in Acts 26. In what 

ways is your life story similar to Paul’s? In what 

ways could you become more like Paul? 

 

2. Paul’s experiences in Ephesus are recorded in Acts 

19. What similarities do you see between our 

modern culture and Ephesus? How does the 

establishment and growth of a church there and 

then, encourage us today? 

 

3. How should Paul’s greeting in Ephesians 1:2 shape 

our lives on a daily basis? 

  



 
 

— 27 — 

No matter where you are in the world, your exact 

location can always be identified by three numbers: 

latitude, longitude, and altitude. In times past only 

navigators fussed with such measurements, but today 

they are a regular part of life. Mobile phones and 

other devices use signals broadcast by a network of 

satellites to track our every move. Conspiracy 

theorists may find that thought alarming, but here is 

another way to look at it.  
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Every happy event in your life is associated with a 

set of coordinates--births, graduations, weddings, 

vacations. I wonder what we would discover if we 

compared all the numbers from the best moments in 

our lives. Would they overlap? Do life’s blessings 

occur at some places more than others? Probably so, 

but the physical location is not what makes those 

events so significant.  

The joy of life’s great events flows from 

relationships—the ongoing relationships we have with 

people and even with God himself. When those 

relationships are broken those events no longer hold 

the same level of significance for us. But when our 

relationships are healthy and strong, even small 

events become moments of great celebration. 

When the Apostle Paul wrote his New Testament 

letter to the Ephesians, he was in prison in Rome for 

his faith. There was nothing inherently good about the 

coordinates of that location. From a human 

perspective, Paul had good reason to be severely 

depressed. Instead, he felt incredibly blessed and 

penned one of the most profound celebrations of God 

in the New Testament. How is that possible?  
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Paul’s sense of blessing flowed from his 

relationship with God. He speaks of this relationship 

in Ephesians 1:3 where he says, “Blessed be the God 

and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed 

us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the 

heavenly places.” Paul has much more to say about 

God’s blessing in the verses that follow; he originally 

wrote verses 3-14 as one long sentence in Greek. Even 

in these few words in verse 3, however, he revealed 

that the place of blessing is found in a right 

relationship with God, a relationship defined by three 

coordinates. In order to recognize God’s blessing, we 

each need to come to this place in our relationship 

with God.  

The idea of having a relationship with God may 

seem completely foreign to you. Perhaps you doubt 

whether such a divine being exists. If so, I encourage 

you to listen to what Paul says about him.  

On the other hand, the idea of a relationship with 

God may be very familiar to you. You may feel that 

you have heard it all and there is nothing more that 

you need to know. But are you living out what you 

know about relating to God? Does your relationship 
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with him still fill you with a sense of blessing when life 

is hard? I encourage you to approach this study not as 

a mental exercise, but as an opportunity to make sure 

your life is aligned with these coordinates.  

May God lead us all to this place of blessing! 
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I don’t know much about electrical work, but I do 

understand that electricity will only flow through a 

complete circuit. When you flip a light switch off, it 

breaks the circuit and stops the flow. If you carelessly 

grab a few wires, however, you may be in for a shock. 

That’s what happens when you become part of the 

circuit. Electricity flows through you, and that’s never 

a good experience.  

In Ephesians 1:3 Paul described a different kind of 

circuit that is specifically designed by God to include 

us. Notice the way he speaks of blessing. He says, 
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“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 

spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.” We are 

blessed by God, and he is supposed to be blessed by us 

in a never-ending cycle, a blessing circuit. 

We are familiar with the idea of us being blessed, 

but what does it mean for God to be blessed? The root 

idea in blessing someone is to say something good 

about them. So a few Bible translations, including the 

New International Version, begin this verse with the 

word praise, praise be to God. Some of the Old 

Testament psalms use these two words 

interchangeably. For instance, Psalm 115:8 says, “But 

we will bless the LORD from this time forth and 

forevermore. Praise the LORD!” So to bless God is to 

celebrate who he is and what he has done by praising 

him. Is that how you relate to God? 

When God blesses us, he has a purpose in mind. 

He blesses us, so that we and others with us will honor 

and praise him. David recognized this purpose in 

Psalm 23:3 where he speaks of the Lord as our 

shepherd. He said, “He restores my soul. He leads me 

in paths of righteousness [why?] for his name's sake.” 
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God blesses us in order to show what he is like and to 

magnify his own reputation. When he blesses us, he 

puts his glory on display, and we need to respond. 

So how do you respond to God’s blessings in your 

life? Do you reflect on who he is and praise him?  Or 

do you forget?  Have you just come to expect his 

blessings? David recognized the laziness and 

ingratitude of his heart and soul, so he wrote a psalm 

to challenge himself. In Psalm 103:1-5 he said,  

Bless the LORD, O my soul, and all that is 

within me, bless his holy name! Bless the 

LORD, O my soul, and forget not all his 

benefits, who forgives all your iniquity, who 

heals all your diseases, who redeems your 

life from the pit, who crowns you with 

steadfast love and mercy, who satisfies you 

with good so that your youth is renewed like 

the eagle's. 

We need to remind ourselves all the time that God 

deserves to be praised. We should never break the 

cycle of blessing.  

Other psalm writers picked up on this same idea of 

responding to God’s blessing and allowed it to guide 

how they prayed. Psalm 67:1-3 says, 
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May God be gracious to us and bless us and 

make his face to shine upon us, that your 

way may be known on earth, your saving 

power among all nations. Let the peoples 

praise you, O God; let all the peoples praise 

you! 

The author of this psalm took it a step further. He not 

only asked for God’s blessing. He prayed that 

everyone else would see and respond with praise. Do 

you pray this way? Are we just asking for blessings, or 

are we asking for blessings that will lead us and others 

to praise God? The place of blessing is found in praise. 
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I spent many, many hours in my childhood 

holding a joystick in my hand. They were much 

simpler than the ones available today, just a stick and 

a button. The games were much simpler too, a few 

blocks moving around the screen. It required 

imagination. You could race around a maze to escape 

from ghosts, drive a race car, fly a military helicopter, 

or shoot down alien invaders from space. Whatever 

games we played, they all gave us a sense that we were 

in control.  



 
 

— 36 — 

As we grow older, we find other ways to maintain a 

sense of control: how we eat, how we clean, how we 

exercise, what we wear, what we watch. Some of us 

assert control by conforming to society’s standards, 

while others assert control by ignoring the standards. 

And it’s not just inanimate objects, we try to control 

people too. Most of what we do in life relates 

somehow to our attempts to maintain control, even 

our religious activity.  

One of the most frightening things in life is giving 

up control, but the place of blessing is only found in a 

relationship of obedience to God. We must allow him 

to direct our lives. Paul mentioned this relationship so 

briefly in Ephesians 1:3 that we may not even notice. 

Nevertheless, the attitude of obedience is woven into 

the fabric of his thinking. He says, “Blessed be the 

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has 

blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the 

heavenly places.” 

Paul referred to Jesus as our Lord Jesus Christ. Do 

you really consider him to be your Lord? Calling Jesus 

Lord is an expression of submission like a servant 

with a master, but our stubborn, independent hearts 
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recoil at the thought of bowing before anyone. Many 

people like to think of themselves as Christians, but 

they still want to be in control. Matthew 7:21 tells us 

that Jesus confronted this attitude. He said, “Not 

everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the 

kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of 

my Father who is in heaven.” Are you willing to do 

God’s will and follow his commands? The fact of the 

matter is that we are all poor servants. We have often 

disobeyed and ignored God’s will.  

How can God ever bless those who rebel against 

him? Ephesians 1:3 says that God has blessed us in 

Christ. There is nothing in us worthy of blessing, but 

Jesus is different. Notice how Paul refers to God in 

this verse. First, he calls him the God of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. When we read about the life of Jesus 

from the Gospels, we find him to be the perfect 

worshipper. He honored and obeyed God in every 

way. Hebrews 4:15 says, “For we do not have a high 

priest who is unable to sympathize with our 

weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sin.” As the perfect 
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human, Jesus is worthy of God’s blessing, but there’s 

more.  

Paul also refers to God as the Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ. Jesus is not only human. He existed 

prior to his human birth as the Son of God. Hebrews 

1:2-3 describes him by saying,  

but in these last days [God] has spoken to us 

by his Son, whom he appointed the heir of 

all things, through whom also he created the 

world. He is the radiance of the glory of God 

and the exact imprint of his nature, and he 

upholds the universe by the word of his 

power. After making purification for sins, he 

sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on 

high. 

As the second person of the Trinity--Father, Son, and 

Spirit--Jesus is God. Who could be more worthy of a 

father’s blessing than his own son? 

The only way for us as sinners to be truly blessed 

of God is to have our lives tied to his perfectly 

obedient Son. We must come and humbly bow before 

Jesus, uniting ourselves to him in service. In this way, 

we receive God’s blessing not because of who we are 

or what we have done, but only because of who Jesus 
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is and what he has done for us. We will never obey 

perfectly, but all who are in Christ have their course 

set. We are moving toward obedience to our Lord.  
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To an untrained observer like me, the cockpit of an 

airplane is an enormously complicated place with a 

bewildering assortment of gages and controls. When 

weather is good, pilots are able to fly according to 

sight, but when the weather is poor and visibility is 

low, they have to rely exclusively on their instruments. 

I cannot imagine the stress of landing a passenger 

plane full of passengers under any conditions. But I 

am sure the stress is far greater when a pilot is unable 

to see, and has to fly by faith in the aircraft’s 

instruments. 
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Our natural inclination is to rely upon our sight for 

everything in life, but the true place of blessing is only 

found as we relate to God by faith. Hebrews 11:1 says, 

“Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen.” God is a spirit; he is 

invisible. Though it is reasonable to conclude that he 

exists, we do not see him. Hebrews 11:6 says, “And 

without faith it is impossible to please him, for 

whoever would draw near to God must believe that he 

exists and that he rewards those who seek him.”  

We must relate to God by faith, and yet our faith is 

not blind. We rely upon God’s revelation in His Word 

the way pilots rely on their instruments. We exercise 

faith in God’s promises about the things we cannot 

see. Ephesians 1:3 is a perfect example of such a 

promise. Paul says, “Blessed be the God and Father of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ 

with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.” 

These blessings are not physical, but spiritual. They’re 

not earthly, but heavenly. And even though we cannot 

see them or touch them, Paul wanted believers to 

accept the amazing idea that God has given us not 

one, or a few, but every spiritual blessing in Christ.  
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What sort of blessings did Paul have in mind? In 

the verses that follow he spoke of being chosen, 

adopted, redeemed, forgiven, enlightened, and of 

having obtained a guaranteed inheritance. In 

Ephesians 2 he spoke of being seated with Christ in 

the heavenly places and of being shown the 

immeasurable riches of God’s grace. Every spiritual 

blessing ultimately comes back to having a 

relationship with God. 

What difference will it make whether or not we 

have faith in these promised blessings? Think of the 

difference it made in Paul’s life. Though he was locked 

away in the Roman Emperor’s earthly prison, he knew 

that in the heavenly places he was seated with Christ. 

So in the midst of hardship, he was filled with hope 

and joy and praise for God. Isn’t that what you want 

for your life? Then follow the wise words of Proverbs 

3:5, which says, “Trust in the LORD with all your 

heart, and do not lean on your own understanding.”  
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The place of blessing is found at the intersection of 

these three coordinates: praise, obedience, and faith 

in God. Do you relate to God this way? Are these 

responses growing and increasing in your life?  

No one is born into this kind of relationship, and 

attending church, in and of itself, will not bring it 

about. We each must come to the point that we 

personally begin to follow Christ as our Lord.  Have 

you begun that journey? If not, I encourage you to 

begin today.  Confess that Jesus is Lord and begin to 

follow his teaching. 

If you struggle to keep your focus on God, then I 

encourage you to Psalm 103 where David speaks to his 

own soul. Follow his example. Actively remind 

yourself of God’s blessings. Preach to your own soul. 

Maybe this week you need to focus on praising God. 

Spend time each day talking to him about who he is 

and what he has done. Or maybe to tie all of this 

together, you would benefit from committing 

Ephesians 1:3 to memory.  

May God help us all to know the blessing of living 

in a vibrant relationship with him.  
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1. What are some practical ways to cultivate a focus 

on praising God? Consider Psalm 103. 

 

2. Over the past few months what choices have you 

made that demonstrate that you relate to Jesus 

Christ as Lord? How should his role as Lord affect 

your choices moving forward? 

 

3. How would your life be shaped by having greater 

confidence in the teaching of Ephesians 1:3?  
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Have you ever learned something that opened the 

door into a completely new way of looking at things? I 

had one of those moments in the summer of 1980. 

Five simple words turned my mind upside down and 

left me reeling for days. It was something I did not 

want to accept, but eventually I had to give in. I came 

to realize that this one thought changed a simple story 

into something far deeper and complex. That moment 

was when I heard Darth Vader say, “Luke, I am your 
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father,” in The Empire Strikes Back, the sequel to the 

original Star Wars movie. 

I was only six years old at the time, so that thought 

was a lot for my young mind to process. Until that 

point in the story, Darth Vader seemed entirely evil. 

He was a big, dark, powerful machine that blew up 

planets and choked anyone that disagreed with him. 

Luke Skywalker was the exact opposite—fair, kind, 

and loving, even though he did whine a lot. We 

expected Luke to destroy the machine, but when 

Darth Vader uttered those words he became human, 

and the story got much more complicated.  

As we read through the Bible, we encounter 

infinitely more important thoughts that have a much 

more disorienting effect on us, even as mature 

adults.  God likes to turn our minds upside down 

sometimes to show us that he is God, and we are not. 

Isaiah 55:8-9 tells us,  

For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 

neither are your ways my ways, declares the 

LORD. For as the heavens are higher than 

the earth, so are my ways higher than your 

ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. 
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How can we say that we believe in an infinite creator, 

and then expect him to fit into our nice, neat 

intellectual box?  

Paul introduced one of those mind blowing ideas 

in Ephesians 1:3-4. He said,  

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ 

with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places, even as he chose us in him before the 

foundation of the world, that we should be 

holy and blameless before him in love.  

Scholars refer to the idea of God’s choice as the 

doctrine of election, and there has been intense 

debate over how to explain it. A lot of people would 

rather leave the debate to the professors who write 

books and teach at seminaries. It seems like an 

academic pursuit, but Paul’s letter to the Ephesians 

undermines that notion. We need to touch on this 

debate, but we cannot stop there. Paul presented 

election as a point for praise and celebration. We need 

to see why election was important to Paul. I believe 

his words in Ephesians 1:4 point us to seven reasons 

to celebrate the doctrine of divine election.  
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Are you willing to wrestle with lofty thoughts 

about God? Are you willing to come to God’s Word 

with an open heart and mind? If what you learn from 

this study contradicts what you currently believe, are 

you willing to change your way of thinking? Are you 

willing to reexamine your entire outlook on life?  

May God’s Spirit lead our minds to deeper 

understanding and our hearts to overflow with praise. 
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I suffered with allergies and asthma as a child, so 

I’ve taken far more medicines than I care to 

remember—shots, inhalers, pills, capsules, and 

syrups. I still remember the bitter taste of some of 

those syrups, and to this day it sends a shiver down 

my spine. I willingly endured those treatments 

because my doctors said they would help me recover 

and feel better.  

In our self-absorbed culture of independence the 

whole idea of God choosing people seems like a bitter 

pill to swallow, but the Bible presents election as a 
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beneficial and encouraging action. Paul specifically 

links election to God’s blessing in Ephesians 1:3-4. 

Notice how he connects these two verses. He says, 

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 

spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he 

chose us....”  

God blessed us even as he chose us. We can 

understand this conjunction in one of two ways. Paul 

may have wanted to portray these two actions as 

parallels. If that was Paul’s intent, then he thought of 

election as just one of the multitude of blessings God 

pours out upon us. On the other hand, in using this 

conjunction Paul may have wanted to express the 

source of God’s blessing. He blessed us because he 

first chose us. I think this second view captures Paul’s 

flow of thought best. God chose us for blessing, and 

apart from his choice we would not be blessed.  

Some people think election is harsh, but we need 

to recognize that it is an expression of God’s goodness. 

Exodus 33:19 tells us that when God was going to 

reveal his glory to Moses he said, “I will make all my 

goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you 
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my name 'The LORD.'” So how does God describe his 

goodness?  He continues, “And I will be gracious to 

whom I will be gracious, and will show mercy on 

whom I will show mercy.” To demonstrate his 

goodness, God specifically highlighted his choice to be 

gracious and show mercy to certain people in 

salvation. 

In our independence, however, we want to 

determine our own standard of what is good and fair. 

We want to be the judge, so we act as if he, the 

Almighty Creator, must answer to us. Do you see the 

foolishness of this way of thinking? God alone has the 

right to define what is good. He has declared it in his 

word. The question for us is whether we will accept it. 

Do you believe that God is good? We can celebrate 

divine election because it is beneficial. 
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Children’s birthday parties give us an interesting 

glimpse into how we think about fairness. We used to 

buy gifts for the birthday boy or girl not expecting 

anything in return but a slice of cake, but to some 

children that seems unfair. They cannot handle 

watching someone else receive a gift that they want 

too. Of course, no one wants to deal with the 

embarrassment of having one of those kids throw a fit, 

so it’s become customary for parents to give little gifts 

to every child, and the size and cost of those gifts 

seems to keep increasing. A simple birthday party 



 
 

— 55 — 

becomes a risky negotiation to satisfy every child’s 

demands.  

The God of the universe is not obligated to meet 

every person’s demands. He has the right to bless 

some people and not others. In Ephesians 1:4 Paul 

said, “Even as he chose us.…” The Greek word 

translated chose is the word from which we get our 

English word election. It speaks of calling someone 

out from a group. There is no way to avoid some 

degree of exclusivity in such an action. 

Jesus often spoke of the exclusive privilege of 

being chosen by God. John 17:6 tells us that as he 

prayed on the night before his crucifixion, he said to 

his heavenly Father, “I have manifested your name to 

the people whom you gave me out of the world. Yours 

they were, and you gave them to me, and they have 

kept your word.” There is a whole world of people, 

and God the Father decided to present some of those 

people to his Son. 

If we demand that God must somehow choose 

everyone, then we turn divine election into a right 

rather than a gift. But if election is a right, then Paul 

would have no reason to celebrate the way he does 
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here in Ephesians 1. His praise flows from his 

gratitude that in God’s election believers have been 

granted the exclusive privilege of an incredible gift. So 

as you consider election, are you demanding or 

grateful? We can celebrate divine election precisely 

because it is exclusive.  
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Our mailboxes fill up with advertisements and 

form letters. Some businesses spend the extra money 

to include your name, but most mail is simply 

addressed: resident. There is nothing personal about 

it. You were part of an electronic list of names, so 

most of the time we don’t even bother to read the junk 

mail. But there is another type of mail. Occasionally, 

we receive a letter from someone who actually knows 

us and speaks to us directly. Our response to a 

personal letter is entirely different.  
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We find a similar difference in two understandings 

that people have of election. Some people say that 

divine election is corporate, God chooses a group 

without specifying the individuals. So in Ephesians 

1:4, those who hold this view point to the fact that 

Paul speaks in the plural. He says, “Even as he chose 

us in him before the foundation of the world, that we 

should be holy and blameless before him in love.” 

Those who hold this corporate view say that us in this 

verse refers to the church. God chooses to bless the 

church, but the choice of whether to believe in Christ 

and thereby associate with his church is left up to you. 

Support for this corporate view of election is found 

in God’s relationship with the nation of Israel in the 

Old Testament. God chose to bless Abraham, and that 

blessing then extended to his descendants. So in 

Deuteronomy 7:6, Moses said to the people of Israel, 

“For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The 

LORD your God has chosen you to be a people for his 

treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on 

the face of the earth.” God blessed the whole nation, 

and individuals enjoyed that blessing when they were 

a part of the nation. If they abandoned Israel and 
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joined up with other nations, they no longer fell under 

the same umbrella of God’s blessing.  

While God does select groups for certain purposes, 

God also selects individuals. Paul made this point in 

regard to Israel in Romans 9. In verse 6 he said, “But 

it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not 

all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel.” 

Paul then points to the example of Jacob and Esau, to 

demonstrate that God chose one brother and not the 

other.  

Jesus also taught that God chose individuals. He 

used election to explain why some people accepted his 

teaching, when many rejected it. John 6:37 tells us 

that he said, “All that the Father gives me will come to 

me, and whoever comes to me I will never cast out.” 

God’s choice to give certain individuals to Jesus 

determined their individual response to him.  

So the us in Ephesians 1:4 is probably not a 

generic grouping of individuals. God chose specific 

individuals to participate in the blessing of salvation. 

What an incredible privilege to be personally chosen 

by God! 

 



 
 

— 60 — 

 

In some parts of the world parents select a spouse 

for their son or daughter before they reach 

marriageable age. Though it seems foreign, if not 

utterly offensive, to our culture, there is some wisdom 

in this practice. How many people have chosen a 

spouse on the basis of personal feelings of love, only 

to end up regretting their choice because they 

overlooked some major flaws in the other person’s 

character? Though it is not necessarily the case, 

parents can be more objective than a young person in 

love. Plus, since arranged marriages are not based 
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upon individual choices, those couples are not as 

quick to choose to end their marriage. I’m not arguing 

that we should start arranging marriages, but I think 

the concept may help us understand and appreciate 

that divine election is relational. 

Paul spoke of the relational side of election in 

Ephesians 1:4 with the simple phrase in him. He said, 

“Even as he chose us in him….” Some people have 

understood the pronoun him to be a reference to God 

the Father, in which case the idea would be that God 

chose us for himself. When we look at verses 1 

through 14, however, we find that Paul used the 

phrase in Christ nine times. So here in verse 4 Paul is 

probably saying that God chose us in Christ.  

This phrase in Christ speaks of a union that is 

somewhat like marriage. Genesis 2:24 tells us that a 

husband and a wife become one flesh. Though they 

are two separate individuals, their lives become 

intertwined. Jesus spoke of having this kind of 

relationship with his followers. John 17:22-23 tells us 

that he said, “The glory that you have given me I have 

given to them, that they may be one even as we are 

one, I in them and you in me, that they may become 
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perfectly one, so that the world may know that you 

sent me and loved them even as you loved me.” God’s 

plan was for our lives to become intertwined with 

Christ. He gave us to Christ in a way that is not all that 

different from an arranged marriage.  

We will see much more about what it means to be 

in Christ as we continue our study of Ephesians, but 

for the moment we need to see that divine election is 

not some cold, sterile judgment. In his great love God 

chose us to have a relationship with him in and 

through his Son.  
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We live our lives by the clock. It tells us when to 

wake up and go to sleep, when to go to work or school 

and when to come home. The clock even tells us how 

old we are. It’s impossible for us to conceive of life 

apart from time, but God seems to exist outside of 

time. Just as God is present everywhere, he is also 

present at every when. Peter described this idea in 2 

Peter 3:8, when he said, “But do not overlook this one 

fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a 

thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.” 
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God doesn’t experience the passage of time the way 

that we do, he is eternal.  

In Ephesians 1:4, Paul made the point that God’s 

choice is also eternal. He said, “Even as he chose us in 

him before the foundation of the world.…” Genesis 1 

emphasizes the establishment of day and night, 

because time began when God created the heavens 

and the earth. Before creation there was no time, so 

when Paul says that God chose us before the 

foundation of the world, he places that choice in 

eternity.  

This idea of election being eternal helps us 

understand a word that other passages use in 

speaking of election—the word foreknowledge. In 1 

Peter 1:1-2, for instance, Peter said, “Peter, an apostle 

of Jesus Christ, To those who are elect exiles of the 

Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and 

Bithynia, according to the foreknowledge of God the 

Father.…” Some people explain God’s foreknowledge 

by saying that God chose people by looking ahead in 

time to see who would choose to believe in Christ. The 

problem with this explanation is that it relegates 
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God’s choice to being a response that depends upon 

our temporal framework.  

Later on in 1 Peter 1, we see that Peter could not 

have understood God’s foreknowledge as looking 

ahead. In 1 Peter 1:20 he spoke of Christ and said, “He 

was foreknown before the foundation of the world but 

was made manifest in the last times for the sake of 

you.” God did not look ahead to see Christ. God the 

Son has been present with God the Father throughout 

eternity, so foreknowledge speaks of an eternal 

relationship. God had a relationship with Christ, and 

as we said a moment ago, he chose us in eternity for a 

relationship with Christ as well.  

The idea of election being eternal helps us most 

when we think about our future. Most people who say 

that God’s election is based on our choice of him also 

say that we can choose to turn away from God thereby 

removing ourselves from his chosen group. But if 

God’s choice is truly eternal, then our future is secure. 

Paul made this point in Romans 8:30 when he said, 

“And those whom he predestined he also called, and 

those whom he called he also justified, and those 

whom he justified he also glorified.” God oversees the 
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work of salvation in someone’s life from beginning to 

end. So we can take great comfort in knowing that 

God’s election is eternal.  
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Most people in our society take great pride in 

earning our own way through life. We consider it a 

mark of responsibility and independence, but that 

cultural value can keep us from accepting that election 

is unconditional.  

Everything we have learned from Ephesians 1:4 

thus far points to this conclusion. If election is the 

good and perfect gift of a personal relationship with 

God established by him in and for eternity, then how 

could it possibly have anything to do with our feeble 

efforts? We find further confirmation that election is 
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unconditional as we continue through the verse. Paul 

said, “Even as he chose us in him before the 

foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 

blameless before him in love.” The verse ends with a 

purpose clause. God did not choose us because we are 

holy, but that we should be holy.  

We don’t deserve salvation—far from it. Paul spoke 

of what we deserve in Romans 6:23 when he said, 

“For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God 

is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” All of us have 

sinned. We deserve God’s judgment.  

There is nothing within us that would prompt God 

to choose us. Later on in Ephesians 2:4-5, Paul said, 

“But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great 

love with which he loved us, even when we were dead 

in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—

by grace you have been saved.” We are spiritually 

dead, showing no signs of life until he intervenes. Paul 

did not say that we were dead, until we cleaned up our 

act, or until we chose to follow Christ, or until we 

chose to believe in Christ. He said that we were dead 

until God made us alive. Salvation is God’s work. 



 
 

— 69 — 

At this point, many people will say, “But wait a 

minute, I did make a choice. Don’t I have free will?” 

From the perspective of human experience, it does 

seem as if it were all our doing, but Ephesians 1 gives 

us God’s perspective. All along I thought it was me, 

but then I find out in Scripture that God was there 

working all along. John 6:44 tells us that Jesus said, 

“No one can come to me unless the Father who sent 

me draws him. And I will raise him up on the last 

day.” We cannot deny the reality of human choice and 

responsibility, but neither should we ignore the clear 

biblical teaching of God’s sovereign choice. We must 

hold to both perspectives, even though they seem 

contradictory to our limited understanding. 

The Bible never tells us to worry about whether 

God has chosen us or anyone else. Election is never a 

discouragement. Jesus openly invited all people to 

come and believe in him. But once someone comes, 

we realize that God began to work in that person’s life 

by choosing him or her before the foundation of the 

world. Praise God for unconditionally choosing us! 
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Some people think that divine election makes 

salvation far too easy. They place it in the same 

category as gambling and winning a huge jackpot. 

Those who win big at a casino or the lottery don’t 

suddenly became diligent financial managers. More 

often than not they end up squandering their 

winnings in an astoundingly brief period of time. So 

some argue that once someone considers himself or 

herself a winner of the heavenly lottery, the person 

will have no motivation at all to obey God.  
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Paul made the exact opposite argument in 

Ephesians 1:4. He said, “Even as he chose us in him 

before the foundation of the world, that we should be 

holy and blameless before him in love.” Holiness is a 

positive term that describes someone whose life and 

behavior is set apart for God. Blamelessness, on the 

other hand, is a negative term that speaks of the 

absence of sin and guilt. Some translations consider 

the words in love to be part of verse 5, but if it is part 

of Paul’s thought here, then it probably means that 

holiness and blamelessness must be lived out in a 

spirit of love. Every person will stand before Christ’s 

judgment, and these are the qualities for which he will 

look.  

So how does election lead to this kind of behavior? 

First, election gives purpose and direction to our lives. 

In Ephesians 2:10 Paul said, “For we are his 

workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 

which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk 

in them.” God not only chooses people, he lays out a 

course for their lives.  

Furthermore, election insures that God will carry 

out his work of transformation. Jude 24 described 
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God by saying, “Now to him who is able to keep you 

from stumbling and to present you blameless before 

the presence of his glory with great joy.” God will not 

allow those he has chosen to live life apart from him. 

He pursues us, convicts us, and empowers us to 

change. We can celebrate divine election because it is 

transformational. 

 

We cannot allow the biblical teaching about divine 

election to be relegated to academic debates. Paul 

raised the subject as a matter of worship and praise. 

We can celebrate that election is beneficial, exclusive, 

personal, relational, eternal, unconditional, and 

transformational. 

So what is your response today? Are you trusting 

in God and in Jesus Christ? If not, he may be drawing 

you to himself. He is perfectly good, wise, gracious, 

and merciful. Begin to trust him today. If you want to 

learn more about God, I would encourage you to read 

Jesus’ prayer in John 17.  

If you believe that you have been chosen by God, is 

there evidence of holiness in your life? Perhaps God 
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has used this study of election to awaken in you a deep 

sense of purpose. Consider how God would have you 

pursue greater holiness and purity in your life. To 

continue to reflect on these thoughts you may want to 

commit Ephesians 1:4 to memory.  

May God help us to live with humility, confidence, 

and joy in light of his sovereign purpose. 

 

1. How has this study shaped your understanding of 

the doctrine of election? 

 

2. How does the doctrine of election lead us to an 

attitude of confidence? Consider Romans 8:28-39. 

 

3. How does the doctrine of election lead us to an 

attitude of humility? Consider Romans 9. 
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Have you ever felt like the black sheep of your 

family, the one who just doesn’t seem to fit? I suspect 

all of us had moments in our youth when differences 

from our parents or other family members prompted 

us to wonder whether we were adopted. Some of us 

even fantasized about being adopted by some other 

family that would measure up to all of our 

expectations. We know that no family is ever perfect, 

but our hearts never stop longing for a deeper 

experience of family.  
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There are certainly steps we can take to build a 

strong family life. The Bible gives us practical 

guidance in passages such as Ephesians 5:22-6:4. But 

I fear that some well-meaning people are so focused 

on family that they have exalted it above devotion to 

God and thus turned it into an idol. This desire in our 

hearts points to something beyond our human 

families. The experience for which we long can only be 

found in a relationship with God, our heavenly Father.  

Paul described this relationship in Ephesians 1:5-

6. There he spoke of God and said, 

He predestined us for adoption as sons 

through Jesus Christ, according to the 

purpose of his will, to the praise of his 

glorious grace, with which he has blessed us 

in the Beloved. 

These brief verses are filled with meaning that we 

easily overlook. I believe Paul’s words in Ephesians 

1:5-6 help us see six benefits of being adopted by God.  

As we explore these thoughts, I encourage you to 

consider whether they describe your relationship with 

God. Are you a child of God? And if so, is that 

relationship evident in how you approach life? May 
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God open our eyes to see his fatherly love in deeper 

ways. 
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I am a runner, and as I run, I often find myself 

playing mental games. I think about how far I have to 

go to complete another mile. I think about how long it 

will take me to cover that distance and convince 

myself that I can keep up my pace at least that long. 

Once I reach that point, then I look ahead to the next 

one. I think of the whole distance for the day and what 

percentage I have completed. No matter how far away 

it may be, the knowledge that there is a finish line 

gives me hope to press on. The Bible occasionally 

describes the Christian life as a race with a finish line, 
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and in Ephesians 1:5 Paul envisioned that finish as the 

time when our adoption will be complete. He spoke of 

God and said, “He predestined us for adoption as 

sons.”  

Many people cringe at the mention of 

predestination. They associate it with a terrifyingly 

fatalistic worldview, but that was not Paul’s 

perspective. He saw it as something to celebrate. In 

verse 4 Paul addressed the concept of God’s gracious, 

unconditional choice of certain individuals before the 

foundation of the world. Election and predestination 

make a lot of sense from the standpoint of adoption. 

Children do not do anything to get themselves 

adopted. Some parent must choose them, and that is 

what God does with us. We can celebrate the fact that 

God chose us for a relationship. 

People get hung up on the “pre” when we should 

focus on the “destination.” Paul developed this idea of 

adoption as a destination in Romans 8. In verse 19 he 

said, “For the creation waits with eager longing for the 

revealing of the sons of God.” Then down in verse 23 

he said, “And not only the creation, but we ourselves, 

who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly 
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as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the 

redemption of our bodies.” This is the longing I 

mentioned earlier. No experience of family 

togetherness in this world will satisfy it. Whether we 

realize it or not, what we desire is a relationship with 

God. 

Why did Paul place such an emphasis on sons? 

What application does this have for women? Paul was 

not saying that only men would enter this 

relationship. In Galatians 3:28 he said, “There is 

neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is no male and female, for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus.” This hope is for women as well as men. 

Paul referred to sonship because of the privileges that 

the culture of his day associated with it, such as 

inheritance rights of which he addressed further down 

in Ephesians 1. But in Christ, men and women both 

have this kind of relationship with our heavenly 

Father. 

Paul explained the practical impact of being 

predestined to adoption in Romans 8:24-25. He said,  

For in this hope we were saved. Now hope 

that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for 
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what he sees? But if we hope for what we do 

not see, we wait for it with patience.  

Predestination to adoption gives us hope, and enables 

us to have patience. We can endure the hardships of 

life, because we’re running toward a relationship. Our 

heavenly Father is waiting for us at the finish line to 

welcome us home. Is that what you’re running for? 
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Most of us cannot imagine what it would be like to 

spend the rest of our lives locked away in prison. We 

think of ourselves as free, but the Bible gives us a 

different perspective. We are born into spiritual 

bondage as slaves. In Ephesians 2:1-3 Paul said,  

And you were dead in the trespasses and 

sins in which you once walked, following the 

course of this world, following the prince of 

the power of the air, the spirit that is now at 

work in the sons of disobedience—among 

whom we all once lived in the passions of 

our flesh, carrying out the desires of the 
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body and the mind, and were by nature 

children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 

We are helplessly enslaved to Satan and to our own 

sinful nature, so apart from Christ, no one has 

spiritual life or freedom.  

Our spiritual condition creates a problem. How 

can those who are sons of disobedience and children 

of wrath possibly be adopted by God? Paul gave a 

brief answer in Ephesians 1:5. He said that God, 

“predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus 

Christ….” Paul mentioned Christ in almost every verse 

of Ephesians 1, but here he used both his name and 

his title: Jesus Christ. The name Jesus means savior, 

and the title Christ reminds us of his role as the 

promised king of Old Testament prophecy. He is the 

one who paid the penalty for our sins. He is the one 

who will ultimately defeat Satan and usher in the 

kingdom of God. Our adoption is only possible 

through the work of our Savior King. 

Paul made this same connection in Galatians 4:3-

5, where he said, 

In the same way we also, when we were 

children, were enslaved to the elementary 
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principles of the world. But when the 

fullness of time had come, God sent forth 

his Son, born of woman, born under the law, 

to redeem those who were under the law, so 

that we might receive adoption as sons. 

In order for us to be adopted, we had to be set free. 

Jesus became human and perfectly obeyed God’s law, 

so that he could break us out of the slavery of sin and 

lead us into the freedom of sonship. Temptation still 

exercises a powerful pull on our souls, but those who 

have received salvation through Jesus Christ are free 

to resist. Is this freedom evident in your life? Do you 

live as son or as a slave? 
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With their ornate, bright red uniforms and tall 

furry black hats, the Queen’s Guard in Great Britain 

seem like quaint decorations. Tourists who get too 

close to them, however, quickly discover that the 

guards are deadly serious about their task. Their 

vigilant protection of the Queen vividly illustrates the 

fact that the powerful rulers of the world are not easily 

accessible to people. The one exception to that rule is 

a ruler’s children. No guard stands between a child 

and his or her parent, no matter how powerful the 

parent may be. 
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In the same way, those who are adopted by God 

enjoy the incredible benefit of having access to the 

Almighty Creator. One phrase in Ephesians 1:5 points 

to this benefit, but the English Standard Version and 

some other translations leave it out. Apparently, the 

translators considered it redundant, but I think it 

makes a powerful point. The New American Standard 

Bible says, “He predestined us to adoption as sons 

through Jesus Christ to Himself….” With this phrase 

Paul showed that adoption is not merely a change of 

status. We are brought into a personal connection 

with God.  

Paul described this close relationship in Romans 

8:15. He said,  

For you did not receive the spirit of slavery 

to fall back into fear, but you have received 

the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we 

cry, “Abba! Father!”  

That word abba is from the Aramaic language and 

conveys a sense of intimacy. Some scholars compare it 

to calling God, “Daddy.” When life gets hard, he is 

always there. We don’t have to go through some priest 

or saint to get him to hear us. Because of what he has 
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done in adopting us, we are able to address him in the 

closest of terms. He hears our cries. We have direct 

access to the throne room of the Almighty.  

So where do you look when life is difficult? Do you 

take advantage of the access you have to God through 

adoption? 
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Most religions in the world view their God or gods 

as easily angered. All of life is like walking on 

eggshells, fearing that some misstep will provoke a 

disaster. Religious activity and devotion is all driven 

by the need to pacify God and possibly get some kind 

of blessing, though that is never guaranteed. Is that 

how you view God?  

Paul presented a radically different view of God in 

his letter to the Ephesians. He spoke of a God who 

blesses us with every spiritual blessing, choosing us, 

and predestining us to adoption as sons. But many 
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people distort his teaching. They argue that election 

and predestination make God out to be mysterious, 

cold, and capricious, but Paul said just the opposite. 

In Ephesians 1:5 he wrote, “He predestined us for 

adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to 

the purpose of his will.” The word purpose fails to 

capture the sense of the original Greek word. The New 

American Standard translates it kind intention. The 

King James Version says good pleasure. Election and 

predestination flow from God’s kindness, care, and 

delight.  

Matthew 10:29-31 records Jesus’ words about 

God’s care for us. He said,  

Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And 

not one of them will fall to the ground apart 

from your Father. But even the hairs of your 

head are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; 

you are of more value than many sparrows. 

God is like a watchful parent, but because of his 

perfect knowledge his care is infinitely deeper. It is 

this love that prompts God to adopt us as sons.  

Understanding God’s care for us gives us an 

incredible sense of confidence and comfort. In 1 Peter 

5:7, Peter spoke of, “casting all your anxieties on him, 
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because he cares for you.” Being adopted by God gives 

us not just access, but assurance that God will protect 

us and will work even through life’s hardships to do 

what is ultimately best for us. Do you believe in God’s 

care? Are you entrusting the concerns and worries of 

your heart to our heavenly Father?  
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On one occasion when I first moved to Kalamazoo, 

I got completely lost downtown. You know the feeling, 

don’t you? The growing concern that things do not 

look familiar. The confusion when you come to an 

intersection that you didn’t anticipate. The rising 

panic that begins to fill your heart. Thankfully, 

Kalamazoo is not a big city, it wasn’t long before I 

found a street name that I recognized.  

Of course, even when you know your geographic 

surroundings, you may have the same kind of feelings 

if you are spiritually lost. A lot of people wander 



 
 

— 92 — 

through life without any sense of spiritual direction. 

They make it up as they go along and live in constant 

uncertainty, but it doesn’t have to be that way. When 

you are adopted by God, you come under the guidance 

of his wise direction.  

Paul described God’s guiding purpose for our lives 

in Ephesians 1:6. Beginning in verse 5 he said of God, 

“he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus 

Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the 

praise of his glorious grace….” God adopts us for this 

purpose—that we and others with us would 

understand his amazing grace and would celebrate it 

in both what we say and how we live. That purpose 

serves as our north star and our guiding light. No 

matter what happens in life, we should always be 

heading in that direction.  

Thankfully, we do not walk this path alone. God 

gives the Holy Spirit to his adopted children to keep 

us moving in this direction. In Romans 8:13-14 Paul 

said,  

For if you live according to the flesh you will 

die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the 

deeds of the body, you will live. For all who 

are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.  
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Some people expect the Spirit to lead us with special 

revelation to address specific choices in life. They look 

for signs, voices, impressions, or dreams, but that is 

not what Paul described here. This leading of the 

Spirit is an ever-present conviction to resist sin. The 

change that the Spirit brings about in someone’s 

behavior serves as confirmation of God’s adoption.  

Do you understand God’s grace? Have you 

received it? If so, then the only fitting response is to 

live a life of praise. Let the celebration of God’s grace 

be the guiding purpose for your life.  
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The desire for approval is a powerful force in our 

lives. As infants we quickly learn the behaviors that 

will elicit a smile or a laugh from our parents. In 

childhood we find other ways to get approval: 

academics, athletics, humor, even religious activity. 

We perform for parents, teachers, and friends. As 

adults we look for other signs of approval and status. 

The performance never stops. At some point we have 

to ask ourselves whose approval really matters. The 

world’s answer is to be true to yourself, but as much 

as people say that it never really satisfies our hearts. 



 
 

— 95 — 

Deep down we realize that one day we will stand 

before God. Only his approval matters in eternity.  

So how do we earn God’s approval? What religious 

deeds must we do? We’ve already blown it. We have 

sinned and continue to sin, so we cannot earn God’s 

approval, but there is a way to receive it. In Ephesians 

1:5-6 Paul said, 

He predestined us for adoption as sons 

through Jesus Christ, according to the 

purpose of his will, to the praise of his 

glorious grace, with which he has blessed us 

in the Beloved. 

As the last phrase in that passage says, God’s approval 

only comes to us in the Beloved.  

Who is the Beloved? The gospels record two 

occasions when people heard the voice of God from 

heaven. In both cases, God pointed to Jesus as his 

beloved son. The first instance was the baptism of 

Jesus. Matthew 3:17 says, “And behold, a voice from 

heaven said, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am 

well pleased.’” God said this again at the 

transfiguration where the glory of Jesus was revealed 

to Peter, James, and John. Matthew 17:5 says,  
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He was still speaking when, behold, a bright 

cloud overshadowed them, and a voice from 

the cloud said, “This is my beloved Son, with 

whom I am well pleased; listen to him.”  

These statements directly from heaven, show that 

Jesus is the beloved son of God, and that he has God’s 

full approval.  

We only receive God’s approval by God’s grace 

through our connection with Jesus. Paul emphasized 

this point in Romans 8:1 when he said, “There is 

therefore now no condemnation for those who are in 

Christ Jesus.” We receive God’s approval as his 

adopted children all because of Jesus. We cannot do 

anything to add to it or to take away from it. We stand 

approved in Christ, but does that reality shape how we 

live? Are we wrapped up in seeking approval from 

people—another form of idolatry? Or do we live with 

confidence that in Christ we have full approval from 

the only one whose opinion matters? 
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Through God’s adoption we receive all of these 

amazing benefits: hope, freedom, access, care, 

purpose, and approval. Are you a child of God? John 

1:12 says, “But to all who did receive him, who 

believed in his name, he gave the right to become 

children of God.” If you haven’t received God’s 

Beloved Son as your Lord and Savior, I encourage you 

to do so today. All of these blessings flow from him. If 

you want to learn more about the blessings of this 

relationship with God, I encourage you to spend some 

time reading Romans 8. Maybe today you find 

yourself in the midst of some difficult trials. If so, I 

encourage you to entrust those cares and concerns to 

your heavenly Father. Or perhaps there is some area 

in your life that needs to change in order for you to 

better reflect God’s glorious grace.  

May God fill us with confidence, praise, and 

gratitude because of the blessing of being adopted by 

him.  
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1. In light of this passage, do you think God relates to 

all people as a father or only to believers?  

 

 

2. Which of these benefits of adoption is most 

encouraging to you? Why? 

 

 

3. What concerns are currently weighing on you that 

you can entrust to your heavenly Father? 

 

 

4. What could you do to better reflect God’s grace in 

your life? 
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Every parent has had one of those heart-stopping 

moments when your child is not where you thought he 

or she would be. Most of the time the child has just 

wandered out of sight, but anxious thoughts still flood 

your mind. What would you do if your child was 

kidnapped? What kind of ransom would you give to 

see your child returned safe and sound? 

Do you realize that God the Father has faced those 

same questions? His Son was not the one who needed 

to be rescued, but others—unworthy, rebellious, sinful 
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people. He chose them for adoption, but in order for 

this adoption to take place, a costly ransom had to be 

paid. The life of his one and only Son was the price. 

Can you fathom the depth of such a sacrifice? 

The biblical word for this dramatic story is 

redemption, but that word brings up all the wrong 

ideas in our culture. We use it to speak of the cheap 

value of coupons or aluminum cans, redeemable for a 

few pennies. Or we talk about someone redeeming 

himself by doing a few good deeds to make up for 

some wrong he has done. These ways of speaking are 

completely opposite of the biblical concept of 

redemption. Unless we see the difference, we will 

skim over important Bible verses that should fill us 

with awe, gratitude, and joy.  

Ephesians 1:7 is one of those verses. There Paul 

said, “In him we have redemption through his blood, 

the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the 

riches of his grace”. To truly count our blessings, we 

need to sense in our hearts the intense drama of our 

own part in this redemption story. Paul’s words here 

show us five reasons that we need to be redeemed. As 

we walk back through this verse, we will examine the 
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concept of redemption throughout the Bible. I 

challenge you to see this as your personal story. 

Recognize your need, and reflect on the amazing love 

of God. 
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Mobile phones give us the sense of always being 

connected with people. No matter where we are, we 

feel like we can always get in touch. It gives us a sense 

of security as we travel. But when you rely on your 

phone that much and the battery dies, you suddenly 

feel helpless, cut off, and alone. That feeling illustrates 

the reality of every human being’s relationship with 

God apart from Christ.  

When God first created Adam and Eve, they lived 

in constant connection with him. But once they 

sinned, that connection was cut off. Job spoke of this 
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separation as he suffered through agonizing trials in 

his life. In Job 9:32-33 he said,  

For he is not a man, as I am, that I might 

answer him, that we should come to trial 

together. There is no arbiter between us, 

who might lay his hand on us both. 

Job recognized the need for an arbiter, a mediator 

who could bridge the gap between us and God. Later 

in the book he expressed his confidence that 

eventually someone would fulfill this role. In Job 

19:25 he said, “For I know that my Redeemer lives, 

and at the last he will stand upon the earth.” 

Because we are fallen human beings who are 

separated from God, we need a Redeemer to represent 

us. Paul spoke of this person at the beginning of 

Ephesians 1:7 when he said, “In him we have 

redemption…” Who is this person? At the end of verse 

6 Paul called him the Beloved. This is the way God the 

Father spoke of Jesus at both his baptism and 

transfiguration (Matt 3:17; 17:5). He called him his 

Beloved Son with whom he is well pleased.  

The Bible speaks of a triune God—Father, Son, and 

Spirit. God the Son became human so that he could 
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serve as our Redeemer. Paul spoke of this in 1 

Timothy 2:5. He said, “For there is one God, and there 

is one mediator between God and men, the man 

Christ Jesus.” As Job said, he is the one who can lay 

his hand on both. He is both God and man.  

Do you recognize your need for a Redeemer? Do 

you understand that we are born into this world as 

fallen human beings cut off from any relationship with 

God? We need someone to intervene for us as our 

Redeemer, and Jesus is that person. Are you 

personally trusting in Him? 
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Dogs have a mind of their own. They have places 

they want to go and things they want to smell. But as 

their owners, we use a leash to keep them under 

control. We only let them go so far. We have their best 

interest in mind, and the leash makes them captive to 

our will. Have you ever felt like you’re on a leash that 

someone’s pulling on—not someone who’s looking out 

for you, but someone who wants to get you in trouble? 

Redemption often speaks of being rescued from 

some kind of captivity or slavery. When God rescued 
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the Israelites from their captivity in Egypt he 

described it this way in Exodus 6:6.  

Say therefore to the people of Israel, 'I am 

the LORD, and I will bring you out from 

under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I 

will deliver you from slavery to them, and I 

will redeem you with an outstretched arm 

and with great acts of judgment. 

The Israelites were subject to harsh labor under the 

Egyptians. They were not free to worship God in the 

ways that he wanted. The Egyptians kept them on a 

tight leash. 

So when we come to Ephesians 1:7, Paul’s words 

leap off the page. “We have redemption.” Rescue! 

Freedom from captivity! Prior to this point in 

Ephesians 1, Paul spoke of actions that took place in 

the past—God blessed us, chose us, and predestined 

us to adoption. In verse 7, however, he spoke in the 

present tense. This redemption is our present and 

lasting possession. 

From what have we been set free? In 1 Peter 1:18 

Peter said, “you were ransomed from the futile ways 

inherited from your forefathers.” We have all 

inherited an approach to life that is futile, useless. We 



 
 

— 107 — 

don’t live with eternity in mind. We are caught up in 

seeking immediate gratification. It’s like a leash 

constantly pulling us away from the things that truly 

matter.  

Paul put it this way in Titus 2:14. He said that 

Christ, “gave himself for us to redeem us from all 

lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his 

own possession who are zealous for good works.” We 

are held captive by lawlessness, the instinct to rebel 

against authority. No one is able to do good works for 

God until Christ redeems us.  

Do you recognize the reality of this captivity in our 

lives? Apart from redemption our will is held in 

bondage. Have you been set free through redemption? 
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Justice is often symbolically represented as a 

balanced scale. The punishment should fit the crime, 

but how do we determine the punitive value of some 

evil deed?  

God addressed this question in ancient Israel with 

a powerful object lesson. Whenever someone sinned, 

they were required to sacrifice an animal as a sin 

offering. The priests then sprinkled its blood on the 

altar. The point was that from God’s perspective the 

appropriate penalty for every sin is the loss of a life, 
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not the life of an animal—that was only symbolic—but 

the life of the sinner.  

Though the Old Testament sacrificial system is no 

longer in effect, God’s standard of justice has not 

changed. It’s not enough for us to merely be set free 

from sin’s captivity. We need to be rescued from sin’s 

penalty. The New Testament makes it clear that the 

penalty is more than physical death. In 2 

Thessalonians 1:9 Paul said, “They will suffer the 

punishment of eternal destruction, away from the 

presence of the Lord and from the glory of his might.” 

Our sins deserve eternal punishment. 

This background helps us understand what Paul 

meant in Ephesians 1:7 when he said, “In him we have 

redemption through his blood.” Through his 

sacrificial death on the cross, Jesus paid the penalty 

for our sins. Paul explained this exchange in Romans 

3:23-25. He said,  

for all have sinned and fall short of the glory 

of God, and are justified by his grace as a 

gift, through the redemption that is in 

Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a 

propitiation by his blood, to be received by 

faith. This was to show God's righteousness, 
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because in his divine forbearance he had 

passed over former sins. 

The New International Version translates that word 

propitiation as sacrifice of atonement. The idea is that 

through his death Jesus satisfied God’s demand for 

justice.  

So how is it possible for one death to pay the 

penalty for the multitude of sins that all of us have 

committed? Again we go back to the end of Ephesians 

1:6. Jesus is God’s beloved Son. The value of his life is 

infinitely greater than any man or woman. He alone 

was able to balance the scales by offering up his life as 

the ransom for ours.  

Do you understand the penalty for our sins? Is that 

penalty still hanging over your head, or are you 

trusting in the Redeemer who shed his blood for us? 
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Sometimes we talk about finding a scapegoat, 

someone who can take the blame. I’m sure you can 

relate to that idea if you grew up with siblings in your 

family. Whatever goes wrong is always their fault. 

We’re always looking for some way to relieve our 

guilty conscience and feel better about ourselves, but 

blaming everything on other people never really 

works. That’s not really the idea behind a scapegoat 

anyway.  

The concept originated in Leviticus 16 where 

Moses records God’s instructions about the Jewish 
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holiday called Yom Kippur, which means Day of 

Atonement. Two goats were supposed to be presented 

at the Tabernacle. One would serve as a sin offering 

for the nation. As we just considered, its blood 

symbolized the satisfaction of sin’s penalty. As for the 

second goat, in Leviticus 16:21 the Lord said,  

And Aaron shall lay both his hands on the 

head of the live goat, and confess over it all 

the iniquities of the people of Israel, and all 

their transgressions, all their sins. And he 

shall put them on the head of the goat and 

send it away into the wilderness by the hand 

of a man who is in readiness. 

The sending away of this goat represented the 

removal of guilt and shame from the people. Isn’t that 

what we need—someone to redeem us from our guilt?  

We need redemption because of the responsibility 

we bear for our sinful choices. In Ephesians 1:7 Paul 

said, “In him we have redemption through his blood, 

the forgiveness of our trespasses.” To be forgiven is to 

be released from our sin, not just from its penalty but 

also from its guilt.  

Our forgiveness is only possible through Jesus. He 

is both the sacrifice for sin and the true scapegoat. 
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John 1:29 says of John the Baptist, “The next day he 

saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, ‘Behold, the 

Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!’” 

That idea of taking away sin reminds us of the 

scapegoat from the Day of Atonement. 

We won’t ever experience forgiveness by trying to 

blame someone else. As in the instructions about the 

scapegoat, we have to own up to our sins and confess 

them. The word used here in Ephesians 1:7 is 

trespass. It conveys the idea that in his 

commandments God has laid out a course for our 

lives. But when we stray from that path, we have 

crossed the line, trespassing in forbidden territory.  

Are you willing to acknowledge all the times that 

you’ve crossed that line? 1 John 1:9 says, “If we 

confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us 

our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” 

Have you been forgiven? Has the guilt of your sin 

been taken away?  

 



 
 

— 114 — 

 

The most expensive purchase most of us will ever 

make is a home. We can easily get in over our heads, 

borrowing more than we should. All it takes is the loss 

of a job or some other crisis, and we find ourselves 

unable to keep up with the payments. The experience 

of being unable to pay our bills helps us understand 

another reason that we need redemption.  

In the Old Testament Law, God used the word 

redemption to speak of a financial transaction related 

to real estate. Leviticus 25:25 says, “If your brother 

becomes poor and sells part of his property, then his 
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nearest redeemer shall come and redeem what his 

brother has sold.” Land was extremely important in 

ancient Israel. It was supposed to be passed down 

from generation to generation as an inheritance. So if 

someone fell on hard times and had to sell off his 

land, one of his family members was supposed to step 

forward and redeem it.   

All of us need a redeemer in this financial sense. 

We do not have an inheritance in God’s kingdom. We 

are spiritually poor. But in Ephesians 1:7 Paul said, 

“In him we have redemption through his blood, the 

forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches 

of his grace.” Our redemption is measured out not 

according to our need, but according to God’s 

infinitely abundant grace. Paul described grace in 

financial terms in 2 Corinthians 8:9. He said,  

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 

sake he became poor, so that you by his 

poverty might become rich. 

Do we recognize our spiritual poverty or are we 

like the church of Laodicea? Revelation 3:17 tells us 

that Jesus said to them, “For you say, I am rich, I have 
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prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you 

are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.” 

Acknowledge your poverty! Look to Jesus as the one 

who can pay our spiritual debt and grant us an eternal 

inheritance. Cling to the riches of his grace! 

 

We desperately need to be redeemed. As fallen 

humans, we need a mediator between us and God. 

With our wills held captive to sin, we need someone to 

set us free. As we face the penalty of eternal 

punishment for our sin, we need a sacrifice. As those 

who bear the responsibility for our sins, we need 

someone who can provide forgiveness. As those who 

are poor, we need someone with true riches to come 

and pay our debt. As the perfect Redeemer, Jesus 

meets all of these needs.  

Is this how you think of Jesus? Are you consciously 

trusting in him as your Redeemer? If not, I encourage 

you to place your faith in him. If you want to learn 

more about who Jesus is, I would encourage you to 

read John 1.  
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If you do trust in Jesus, is that trust reflected in 

how you live? What else could you do to honor him 

and his work of redemption? Do you need to show 

more gratitude? Do you need to distance yourself 

from sin? Do you need to share with someone what 

Jesus has done for you. Perhaps a good place to start 

is by committing Ephesians 1:7 to memory.  

May God help us live to honor Christ our 

Redeemer 

1. How has this study changed your understanding of 

redemption? 

 

2. What needs to change in your life to better reflect 

gratitude for your redemption and honor for your 

Redeemer? 

 

3. Which of these reasons is least understood in our 

culture? How would you explain that reason to 

someone? 
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They say familiarity breeds contempt. Over time 

we can despise the things that once gave us delight. I 

see it every year in how we react to snow in Michigan. 

The first significant snowfall feels magical, but five 

months later a heavy snowfall elicits nothing but 

complaints. Apathy, ingratitude and negativity are like 

the force of gravity, always pulling us down, not just 

in our view of the weather but in every part of life, 

even our relationship with God. In order to celebrate 
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God’s blessings, we must overcome this destructive 

habit. 

The most fundamental blessing in the Christian 

life is the knowledge of the gospel, yet we can easily 

take it for granted. We let ourselves become apathetic 

toward the Bible and its teaching. We want to hear 

something new and exciting, so Christians drift from 

one fad to another. Just peruse the list of bestselling 

Christian books. We get excited about psychological 

experts, emotional experiences, political causes, 

celebrity stories, or end-times predictions, but not the 

gospel.  

Fickleness is not a new problem for the church. 

The apostles encountered it during the First Century. 

In Galatians 1:6-7, Paul said,  

I am astonished that you are so quickly 

deserting him who called you in the grace of 

Christ and are turning to a different 

gospel—not that there is another one, but 

there are some who trouble you and want to 

distort the gospel of Christ. 

The Galatians were turning to Jewish rituals. The 

Colossians were seeking special knowledge and 

mystical experiences. The Corinthians were pitting 
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popular teachers against each other. Our hearts have 

always been prone to wander from the gospel. 

How do we overcome this tendency? Paul shows us 

how in the first chapter of his letter to the Ephesians. 

He celebrates the blessings of the gospel. When we 

follow his example, reflecting deeply on gospel truth 

and responding in praise, we anchor those truths 

more firmly in our hearts and minds. In Ephesians 

1:8-10 Paul celebrates five privileges of knowing the 

gospel. As we walk through these, my prayer is that 

God will fill us with an overwhelming sense of how 

blessed we are to know God’s truth.  
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Some gifts are exciting and some are not. When 

you’re young there’s a distinct difference between 

receiving the latest, greatest toy and getting a book, 

even when you love books. The gift of knowledge 

seems a little dull, but in Ephesians 1:8, Paul links 

knowledge with the greatest possible gift: salvation.  

To catch Paul’s flow of thought, it helps us to read 

verses 7-9. Paul said,  

In him we have redemption through his 

blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, 

according to the riches of his grace, which 
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he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and 

insight making known to us the mystery of 

his will, according to his purpose, which he 

set forth in Christ. 

In the original language, verses 3-14 stand as one long 

sentence in which each clause describes something 

from the one prior to it. We see that pattern in these 

verses. Verse 7 ends with a focus on the riches of 

God’s saving grace. Though our sins offend God and 

make us unworthy, his forgiveness comes to us as a 

gift through the death of Christ. Verse 8 emphasizes 

the riches of God’s grace by saying that he lavished it 

upon us. He has been abundantly generous, but how 

so? Verse 9 ties this generosity to God’s action in 

making known to us the mystery of his will. So God’s 

saving grace comes to us in the knowledge of God and 

his will.  

No one can be saved apart from a knowledge of the 

gospel. Paul argued this point in Romans 10:14 when 

he said,  

How then will they call on him in whom 

they have not believed? And how are they to 

believe in him of whom they have never 
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heard? And how are they to hear without 

someone preaching?  

Then down in verse 17 he said, “So faith comes from 

hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ.” We 

must hear and understand the gospel in order to 

exercise saving faith.  

Paul’s argument takes on an even greater sense 

when you remember what he said back in Romans 

1:16,  

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is 

the power of God for salvation to everyone 

who believes, to the Jew first and also to the 

Greek. 

God has given the gospel message itself an inherent 

power. We come into contact with all the abundant 

riches of God’s grace through the gospel. 

The knowledge of the gospel is the greatest gift we 

could possibly receive. It’s like the key to a vault filled 

with countless riches. Is that how you view it? We can 

celebrate that the knowledge of the gospel gives us the 

great privilege of salvation.  
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Most new cars on the road today have compasses 

built in, but for a lot of people this feature is 

completely useless. They don’t think in terms of 

compass points. They need specific turn by turn 

directions, preferably with landmarks to identify each 

turn. But other people love having a compass. They 

have an innate sense of direction. With a little help 

from the compass they always know which way to go. 

When it comes to finding our way through life, the 

knowledge of the gospel gives us a sense of direction 

like that. 



 
 

— 126 — 

In Ephesians 1:8 Paul used the phrase in all 

wisdom and insight. Some say that Paul was referring 

to the wisdom and insight that God exercised in 

lavishing his grace or in making known his will. The 

problem with this interpretation is that the word 

translated insight and the words related to it in the 

original language are almost always used to speak of 

humans not of God. So Paul was probably referring to 

wisdom and insight as expressions of God’s grace in 

the life of a believer.  

In other words, the knowledge of the gospel is 

inherently practical. The terms wisdom and insight 

describe the ability to use what you know. All of God’s 

truth is given for a very practical purpose. As Psalm 

119:105 says, “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a 

light to my path.” God’s truth guides us through life. It 

helps us make choices by showing us right from 

wrong. It shows us what is truly valuable in life.  

The knowledge believers have in Christ is so 

abundant that in 2 Peter 1:3 Peter said,  

His divine power has granted to us all things 

that pertain to life and godliness, through 

the knowledge of him who called us to his 

own glory and excellence. Theologians refer 
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to this teaching as the sufficiency of 

Scripture. God has given us all that we need 

to know for life. 

Do you believe that God has given us all we need 

or are you looking for something else? Do you allow 

God’s truth to guide your choices? We should 

celebrate the privilege of having God’s direction for 

our lives. 
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A dark room is mysterious. You can’t tell how large 

it is or what’s inside. You can’t see what you might 

step on or bump into. But with a simple flip of a 

switch, it all becomes clear. Apart from knowing God’s 

truth our perception of reality is like a dark room. We 

may think that we have it all figured out, but we only 

see the physical, material world. We are blind to the 

spiritual world. In order for us to see and understand, 

God has to flip the switch to enlighten us. In 

Ephesians 1:9, Paul spoke of God, “making known to 

us the mystery of his will.”  
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Some people claim that religious belief is entirely 

subjective, but that is false. God’s revelation is 

universal and objective. He orchestrated key events at 

different points in history, events such as the crossing 

of the Red Sea and the death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. These events revealed God’s power and aspects 

of his plan. There have also been points when certain 

truths were revealed. For instance, once Paul wrote 

this letter to the Ephesians, the truths contained in it 

were more or less publicly available. It took time for 

the letter to be copied and distributed, but the 

teaching in Ephesians was written down for all the 

world at a moment in time. Someone may choose to 

reject this revelation, but that does not change the 

objective quality of it.  

As important as it is to recognize that God’s 

revelation is universal and objective, I do not think 

that this is what Paul had in mind in Ephesians 1:9. 

Paul was speaking of God’s knowledge being made 

known in a personal, subjective sense. Theologians 

refer to this work of God as illumination. Even though 

God has flipped the switch to make his will publicly 

known (revelation), we can still be blind to it in our 
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own hearts and minds. So in Ephesians 1:9, Paul 

celebrated how God flips that switch inside of us 

(illumination). It is not just that God made known his 

will, Paul says that he has made it known to us. Apart 

from his work in us, his plan of salvation would still 

be an inscrutable mystery. Only this personal 

revelation could produce the wisdom and insight we 

just considered in verse 8.  

Paul described this moment of personal revelation 

in 2 Corinthians 4:6 where he said,  

For God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of 

darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give 

the light of the knowledge of the glory of 

God in the face of Jesus Christ. 

This is the incredible privilege of illumination, that 

the infinite, almighty God who made heaven and earth 

would be so concerned for a single person that he 

would direct his creative, light-giving power into the 

heart and mind of that individual. Could there be any 

higher privilege? 
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I was never athletic as a kid, so I dreaded those 

moments when teachers had us line up so that 

captains could select teams. I usually wasn’t the last 

pick, but close to it. The kid knew I wouldn’t add 

much to the team, but I probably wouldn’t hurt the 

team as much as someone else. So I got picked, but it 

certainly did not feel like a privilege. That’s not how it 

works with God.  

In Ephesians 1:9 Paul said that God is “making 

known to us the mystery of his will, according to his 

purpose, which he set forth in Christ.” It’s not as if 
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God looks around and reluctantly says, “Nobody else 

is responding to my revelation, so I might as well pick 

you.” When God makes known to us the mystery of 

his will, he does so according to his purpose. The word 

translated purpose is the same term that Paul used in 

verse 5. Other Bible versions translate it as “good 

pleasure” or “kind intention.” In other words, God 

was delighted to include us in his plan.  

The amazing part about God’s choice is that we are 

completely unworthy of his kindness. In 2 Timothy 1:9 

Paul said that God,  

saved us and called us to a holy calling, not 

because of our works but because of his own 

purpose and grace, which he gave us in 

Christ Jesus before the ages began.  

It’s not like back on the playground. God doesn’t look 

for strength or speed or attractiveness. Our lives are 

stained by sin. Our behavior offends God, but through 

his grace he finds delight in us. Our inclusion in God’s 

plan is only possible through Christ. In both 

Ephesians and 2 Timothy, Paul spoke of God’s 

purpose or kind intention being set forth or given to 

us in Christ. As we saw back in Ephesians 1:6, He is 
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God’s Beloved son, so God is pleased to include us 

because of him.  

We are only aware of our inclusion because of this 

knowledge of the gospel that God has given us. The 

gospel reveals the part God has given us in his 

gracious plan of salvation. We should never take those 

truths for granted. 
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The future seems pretty bleak if you exclude God 

from your worldview. From that perspective life is 

nothing more than atoms and molecules that just 

happened to gather together for a time into a living 

organism, and then you die. But the knowledge of the 

gospel gives us the privilege of anticipating something 

far better. In Ephesians 1:10 Paul spoke of God’s 

purpose, “as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all 

things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.”  

Presently heaven and earth are not united under 

the reign of God. First, Satan rebelled and led angelic 
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beings astray in opposition to God. Then Satan 

tempted Adam and Eve to sin, resulting in the 

corruption of humanity and the introduction of death. 

The universe is in a state of conflict, not aligned with 

the way that God would have things be.  

In order to unite all things once again, everything 

must be brought into submission to Christ. There 

must be the exertion of force from a powerful king. In 

1 Corinthians 15:25-26 Paul spoke of Christ and said, 

“For he must reign until he has put all his enemies 

under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is 

death.”  

The Apostle John foretold the final result of 

Christ’s reign in Revelation 21:3-4. He said, 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne 

saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is 

with man. He will dwell with them, and they 

will be his people, and God himself will be 

with them as their God. He will wipe away 

every tear from their eyes, and death shall 

be no more, neither shall there be 

mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for 

the former things have passed away.” 
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The gospel enables us to live with this anticipation. 

No matter what trials we face, knowing the gospel 

enables us to live with hope and strength and peace. 

We know that there is more to life than death. We 

know that Christ will destroy death so that we can live 

in the presence of God forever in a new heaven and 

earth. How can we be bored with that? We have the 

privilege of anticipation.  

 

The most fundamental blessing in the Christian 

life is the knowledge of the gospel. Through it we 

receive the privileges of salvation, direction, 

revelation, inclusion, and anticipation. Do you believe 

the gospel? If not I encourage you to start today. If 

you want to learn more about the power of God’s 

truth, I would encourage you to spend some time 

reading Psalm 119 where the author celebrates God’s 

word. Perhaps you do believe, but you’ve grown 

apathetic. We have to remember that apathy comes 

from within our own hearts, not from the gospel. We 

need to repent of our apathy, asking God to help us 

regain a sense of awe and gratitude toward his truth. 
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You may benefit from committing the words of 

Ephesians 1:8-10 to memory. May God cause us to 

treasure this knowledge of the gospel that he has 

made known to us.  

1. What fads tempt you to turn your focus away from 

the gospel? What is their attraction? 

 

2. Which of these privileges is most meaningful for 

you? Why? 

 

3. What practical steps could you take to cultivate an 

attitude of celebration toward your knowledge of 

the gospel? 
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The world’s richest people calculate their wealth in 

various ways, and the numbers don’t always add up. 

They do not have massive piles of cash lying around. 

They own stock in companies, but companies go 

bankrupt. They own real estate, but buildings burn 

down. Some even count the market value of their own 

personal fame, as vague as that is, but fame can 

quickly evaporate. Proverbs 23:4-5 counsels us,  

Do not toil to acquire wealth; be discerning 

enough to desist. When your eyes light on it, 
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it is gone, for suddenly it sprouts wings, 

flying like an eagle toward heaven. 

Man’s wealth is an illusion.  

No matter how much money we have, Jesus 

warned that it can easily take the place of God in our 

lives (Matt 6:24). Our devotion to it may not seem 

religious, but consider all the ways we rely upon it. 

Earning money can become the driving purpose for all 

that we do throughout the day. The accumulation of 

wealth and possessions can become our source of 

enjoyment and even self-worth. We can also rely upon 

it for our sense of security now and as our hope for the 

future. When money becomes that central to our lives, 

it has become our idol. 

True riches and wealth have nothing to do with 

money and everything to do with God. In 2 

Corinthians 8:9, Paul said,  

For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 

sake he became poor, so that you by his 

poverty might become rich.  

Obviously, Paul was not speaking about financial 

wealth. There is no indication in the New Testament 
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that faith in Christ leads to material prosperity. On 

the contrary, in times of persecution believers have 

often faced opposition that resulted in the loss of 

income and possessions. So in what sense do believers 

become rich? 

In Ephesians 1 Paul celebrated the blessings that 

believers have in Christ. He spoke of being chosen, 

adopted, redeemed, and enlightened. Then in verse 11 

he introduced a term that presents a financial picture. 

Most English Bible translations use the word 

inheritance. So in verses 11 and 12 Paul celebrated 

this inheritance by showing five sources of true wealth 

for believers in Christ. As we walk through these 

verses, I pray that we will recognize the idolatrous 

ways that we relate to money, and that we will repent 

and find our true riches in Christ.  
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The old saying used to settle property disputes is, 

“Possession is nine-tenths of the law.” In other words, 

it’s very difficult to prove that something belongs to 

you if it’s in another person’s possession. But some 

things can’t be locked up behind closed doors—things 

like ideas or music. So our world has developed laws 

to protect the ownership rights of artists, musicians, 

and inventors. Their ownership is not based upon 

possession, but upon their creative work.  

The Bible uses this criteria of creation to establish 

God’s ownership. Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Paul all 
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compared him to a potter working with clay (Isa 64:8; 

Jer 18:6; Rom 9:21). As the ultimate artist, he has 

complete ownership over everything he has made. 

David made this point clear in Psalm 24:1-2 where he 

said,  

The earth is the LORD's and the fullness 

thereof, the world and those who dwell 

therein, for he has founded it upon the seas 

and established it upon the rivers.  

We try hard to possess a lot of things, but that pursuit 

seems utterly pointless when you realize that all of it 

actually belongs to God, including our own lives. 

The reality of God’s ownership is what makes 

Paul’s words in the first part of Ephesians 1:11 so 

powerful. Paul said, “In him we have obtained an 

inheritance.” There is some confusion over how to 

understand this phrase. The main verb relates to the 

idea of casting lots, which was the ancient version of 

drawing straws or flipping a coin. So the New 

International Version ignores the idea of ownership 

altogether and translates the word, “we were chosen.” 

Most other English translations, however, include the 

idea of receiving an inheritance. They do this because 
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the Greek word for inheritance that Paul used down in 

verses 14 and 18 combines the word for lot and the 

word for law. An inheritance is a legal practice in 

which someone’s property is divided up into lots or 

portions for the person’s various heirs.  

Inheritance is an extremely important concept in 

the Old Testament. In Genesis 12 God promised to 

bless Abraham and his descendants by making them a 

great nation and giving them a land. The book of 

Joshua uses the word inheritance forty-five times and 

devotes seven chapters to describing how they divided 

up the land as tribal inheritances. The Mosaic Law 

addressed details of how they were to live in the land 

and how it should be passed down from generation to 

generation. The ups and downs in Israel’s history can 

all be traced to how well they followed these 

instructions. Then when God disciplined the nation, 

they were taken into exile away from that land.  

When Old Testament Jews inherited the land, the 

importance was not primarily economic. The land 

represented their special relationship with God. The 

priestly tribe of Levi did not inherit a portion of the 

land, but they still enjoyed what the land represented. 
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Deuteronomy 10:9 says, “Therefore Levi has no 

portion or inheritance with his brothers. The LORD is 

his inheritance, as the LORD your God said to him.” 

The real blessing of being an heir was found in having 

a connection with the original owner, God himself.  

When Paul spoke of having an inheritance in 

Ephesians he was building upon this Old Testament 

concept. He began verse 11 with the phrase in him 

referring to Jesus Christ. As the promised Messiah, 

Jesus will return again and establish his kingdom. 

Having an inheritance means having a place in that 

future kingdom where we live in the presence of God 

forever. Paul made this point clear in Ephesians 5:5 

where he said,  

For you may be sure of this, that everyone 

who is sexually immoral or impure, or who 

is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no 

inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and 

God. 

Paul was not implying that we earn our way into 

the kingdom by living a moral life. No one earns an 

inheritance. It is determined by the will of the owner. 

Furthermore, all of us as sinners are only qualified to 

receive an inheritance because of our connection with 
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our Savior, the Beloved Son and true heir who 

cleanses us from sin and makes us acceptable to God. 

But receiving an inheritance changes a person. It’s not 

just entrance into a kingdom. It’s a relationship with 

the owner and king. So if we truly know him, how can 

we live in ways that offend him?  

True wealth is found in a relationship with the 

owner of all things. Do you have that relationship? 
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Would you get on a plane if you had no idea where 

it was heading? How would you feel if you got on a 

plane headed to Florida to escape the Michigan 

winter, but you just happened to wind up in Alaska? 

Of course, you don’t have to worry about that problem 

if you don’t have money to travel.  

Having a plan and knowing that it will be fulfilled 

is something that comes along with having wealth. 

The less you have, the more likely you are to live day 

to day. Regardless of financial wealth, all who have 

obtained an inheritance in Christ are wealthy in the 
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sense that they are included in God’s plan. Their 

destination is certain.  

In Ephesians 1:11 Paul said, “In him we have 

obtained an inheritance, having been predestined 

according to the purpose of him.” Paul used the word 

predestine in verse 5. There he said that the purpose 

of God’s predestination is adoption. God chose to 

bring people who sinfully rejected him and opposed 

him into a relationship with him as his adopted 

children. This relationship then leads into the 

inheritance we just considered. As God’s adopted 

children, he grants us an inheritance in his kingdom. 

Everything in this passage builds a sense of security 

and trust in God’s plan of salvation.  

Paul presented the same sense of security in 

different terms in Romans 8:30. There he said,  

And those whom he predestined he also 

called, and those whom he called he also 

justified, and those whom he justified he 

also glorified. 

 This is an unbreakable chain from start to finish. 

Those whom God predestined will experience God’s 

call to faith. When they respond they will be justified, 
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declared righteous before God. Ultimately, they will 

be resurrected in a glorified body free from sin and 

death to enjoy eternity in the presence of God. There 

is no uncertainty. 

But some Christians reject this certainty. They 

claim that it is possible for a genuine believer to turn 

away from Christ and thus forfeit salvation. From a 

human perspective this does seem to happen. People 

profess faith in Christ and get involved in a church, 

but later give it all up. 1 John 2:19, however, gives us a 

better explanation of what is happening in those 

situations. John said,  

They went out from us, but they were not of 

us; for if they had been of us, they would 

have continued with us. But they went out, 

that it might become plain that they all are 

not of us. 

In other words, these people were never saved in the 

first place. It is possible to conform to the Christian 

life outwardly without truly being saved, but in light of 

God’s plan it’s not possible to lose salvation.  

The truly wealthy person is the one who is able to 

live with confidence in God’s plan of salvation. We 
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don’t have to live in fear that we might wander astray 

and forfeit eternal life. Do you have that confidence? 
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Is anything in life truly random? Take a coin toss, 

for instance. Is there really a fifty-fifty chance of it 

landing heads up or are there forces that determine 

the outcome? Things like the strength of the flip, the 

wind speed, the imperfections in the balance of the 

coin, and the surface on which it lands. And if the 

person flipping the coin was able to take all of those 

factors into account in the blink of an eye, would he be 

able to get heads or tails whenever he wanted? It’s far 

too complicated, but if someone did possess the 

understanding, I’m sure they would focus on far more 
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important things than coin tosses. Control is a source 

of wealth.  

Even the most powerful human cannot begin to be 

compared to God. His understanding and power are 

infinite. In Ephesians 1:11 Paul said, “In him we have 

obtained an inheritance, having been predestined 

according to the purpose of him who works all things 

according to the counsel of his will.” Some people try 

to limit this statement, but nothing in the chapter 

suggests any limitation. God is in control of all things. 

As Psalm 115:3 says, “Our God is in the heavens; he 

does all that he pleases.” 

Theologians refer to this subject as divine 

providence or the sovereignty of God, and it raises 

some challenging questions. If God is in control, why 

does evil still exist? And when bad things happen is he 

responsible? And do people have free will or are we 

merely puppets?  

The Bible teaches both that God is in control of all 

things and that people are able to make real choices 

for which they will be held responsible. These ideas 

seem contradictory, so many people choose one side 

or the other. But to be faithful to Scripture we must 
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accept that in some mysterious way both are true. 

Somehow in his infinite wisdom and power, God 

orchestrates events in such a way that even our 

choices align with his will. We are responsible for our 

evil actions, just as Satan and his demonic forces are 

responsible for theirs. But as the story of Job conveys, 

even these actions do not take place apart from God’s 

permission (Job 1-2). 

I consider God’s control a source of true wealth 

because believers have the assurance that we know 

the one who controls all things, not just the outcome, 

but all the details along the way. Paul captured the 

encouragement of this thought in Romans 8:28 where 

he said,  

And we know that for those who love God 

all things work together for good, for those 

who are called according to his purpose. 

Some trial or temptation may come into our lives 

from a person or even from Satan himself, yet we have 

the assurance that God is at work in the details. He 

does not bring us through in spite of the challenges we 

face along the way. We seldom recognize it at the 
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time, but he uses the bad things to accomplish the 

ultimate outcome that he wants for us. 

Do you celebrate God’s control? 
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We’re used to hearing all sorts of campaign 

promises, particularly in the year leading up to a 

presidential election. Even if the candidates actually 

intend to follow through on their promises, which 

doesn’t always seem to be the case, countless 

obstacles stand in the way. Very little can be 

accomplished in American government through one 

person’s actions. Campaign promises are nothing 

more than vague intentions, but that’s not the case 

with promises from God. The certainty of God’s 

promises makes them a source of true wealth.  
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As Paul continued his thoughts about receiving an 

inheritance in Ephesians 1:12 he refers to himself and 

others as, “we who were the first to hope in Christ.” 

This is a unique expression in the New Testament. 

Paul combined the preposition which means “before” 

with a word that means “to hope.” Many scholars 

think that this expression refers to the first generation 

of New Testament Jewish believers, in contrast to 

subsequent believers who were from a non-Jewish 

background.  

The whole idea of receiving an inheritance in 

Christ is important for all believers, but it was of the 

utmost importance to those first Jewish believers. 

God’s Old Testament promises led them to expect a 

Messiah who would establish a literal kingdom in 

Israel. They longed for their land to be set free. When 

Jesus came, however, he was not what they 

anticipated. He didn’t come as a mighty king with an 

army to overthrow the Romans who occupied their 

land. He was crucified by the Roman governor, yet the 

first Christians placed their hope in Christ’s promise 

that he would return to establish his kingdom so that 

they would finally receive the inheritance. 
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We tend to assume that it must have been easier 

for those first Christians to hope in Christ, but it was 

just the opposite. As Paul stood trial before King 

Agrippa in Acts 26, he said in verses 6 and 7,  

And now I stand here on trial because of my 

hope in the promise made by God to our 

fathers, to which our twelve tribes hope to 

attain, as they earnestly worship night and 

day. And for this hope I am accused by 

Jews, O king! 

Their decision to hope in Christ’s promise deeply 

offended their fellow Jews, provoking rejection and 

persecution. 

Nevertheless, their hope based upon God’s 

promise became an incredible source of strength in 

the midst of persecution. In Romans 15:13 Paul said, 

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in 

believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you 

may abound in hope.” This prayer speaks of true 

wealth. You can have all the material riches in the 

world, and still lack joy and peace. But for every 

believer, God’s promise becomes a source of hope that 

translates into joy and peace. Are you hoping in God’s 

promise?  
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No amount of money can buy someone more time. 

We all have the same 24 hours to work with each day. 

Many of us give up any aspirations of using our time 

in a way that will have lasting significance. We leave 

that for the wealthy people of the world who build 

foundations to support popular causes. Our culture 

tells us that those are the people who really matter. 

But the Bible presents a radically different idea of 

what matters.  

Consider again Paul’s words from Ephesians 1:11-

12. He said, 
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In him we have obtained an inheritance, 

having been predestined according to the 

purpose of him who works all things 

according to the counsel of his will, so that 

we who were the first to hope in Christ 

might be to the praise of his glory. 

The one cause that truly matters forever is the glory of 

God. Every other cause will eventually come to an 

end, but the worship of God will last for eternity. 

Most great deeds that people pursue, admirable as 

they may be, are still done to advance their own 

reputation. That’s why so many foundations are 

named after their wealthy benefactor. They want 

people to remember long after they have died. They 

want a glorious legacy. Proverbs 25:27 exposes the 

folly of such aspirations. The verse says, “It is not 

good to eat much honey, nor is it glorious to seek 

one's own glory.” When you get down to the level of 

the motivation of the heart, there’s no difference 

between overeating and donating millions of dollars. 

If the goal is personal satisfaction, then both actions 

are fundamentally selfish. 

From God’s perspective, even the poorest person 

can do something that matters forever. When your 
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hope is in Christ, your whole life becomes an 

expression of praise for the glory of God. The 

blessings we receive in Christ—election, adoption, 

redemption, illumination, this inheritance—all 

demonstrate God’s saving grace. Since none of us 

deserve these blessings, every person God saves 

becomes another testimony to his mercy and kindness 

apart from anything we do.  

Plus, once someone is saved even our most basic 

tasks can reflect what God is like. In 1 Corinthians 

10:31 Paul said, “So, whether you eat or drink, or 

whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” 

Whenever we enjoy food with a grateful heart, we 

reflect God’s glory as our provider. Whenever we show 

a humble, gracious, selfless attitude we demonstrate 

the saving power of God at work in our lives. If you 

are a believer in Christ, the glory of God becomes a 

source of great wealth to you, because it means that 

your life matters.  
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True wealth is found in Christ. God’s ownership of 

all things makes it possible for us to have an 

inheritance living in his presence forever in his 

kingdom. His plan gives us certainty about our future. 

His sovereign control gives us confidence to face each 

day. His promise gives us hope and peace, and his 

glory gives our lives significance.  

Have you received God’s riches in Christ? If not, I 

encourage you to place your hope in Christ today. If 

you want to learn more about a biblical view of 

wealth, I encourage you to read the teaching of Jesus 

in Matthew 6. If you are hoping in Christ, then are you 

living for God’s glory. What else could you do to 

reflect who God is? Perhaps a good step would be to 

commit the words of Ephesians 1:11-12 to memory.  

May God fill us with deep appreciation for the 

riches that are ours in Christ. 
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1. What influences have shaped your view of wealth? 

Did these influences lead you to a biblical view or 

away from it? 

 

2. How do the ideas in these verses contradict the 

world’s way of thinking? 

 

3. Which of these sources of true wealth most 

encourages you today? Why? 
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In his book, The Tipping Point, author Malcolm 

Gladwell claims that most of us have regular contact 

with around 150 people. We may be acquainted with 

more, but we just don’t have the capacity to keep up 

with them. We all know someone, however, who 

seems to know everyone. Somehow these rare people 

have an uncanny ability to keep in touch with far more 

people—400 or more. Gladwell calls them connectors. 

They are social hubs, the conduit through which ideas, 

trends, and fads flow, the glue that unites 
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contemporary culture. If you have an idea to share, a 

cause to promote, or a product to sell, you need 

connectors on your side. Even if you do not have such 

aspirations, we all like to feel connected. 

What if being connected, is more than a vain 

popularity contest? Could this pattern be part of how 

we were designed? Is there a connector who leads us 

to spiritual blessings? When it comes to spiritual life, 

God’s Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, serves as 

the connector that all of us need.  

As Paul concluded his epic expression of praise in 

Ephesians 1, he spoke of this work of the Spirit. In 

verses 13-14 he said,  

In him you also, when you heard the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 

believed in him, were sealed with the 

promised Holy Spirit, who is the guarantee 

of our inheritance until we acquire 

possession of it, to the praise of his glory. 

In ancient times, wealthy and powerful people often 

had some kind of signet ring to represent their estate 

that could be pressed into wax as a seal on a legal 

document. That seal represented ownership, 

authority, and authenticity, providing a level of 
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security for business transactions. The Spirit is that 

kind of seal in the life of a believer. He secures us by 

connecting us. In fact, Paul’s words in Ephesians 1:13-

14 point us to eight ways that the Spirit secures our 

connection to spiritual life. 

Some people assume that the only way to have a 

vibrant spiritual life is to live in constant fear of losing 

any connection with God. Their spirituality consists of 

a lists of do’s and don’ts. They wield shame as a 

weapon to keep themselves in check and to control 

others around them. Paul took the exact opposite 

approach here. He built a case for the absolute 

security of salvation in Christ. That security is based 

upon the Father choosing and adopting us, the Son 

redeeming, enlightening, and enriching us, and the 

Spirit sealing us. A vibrant spiritual life flows from a 

deep understanding of this security. So as we explore 

these verses today, I invite you to join me in 

celebrating the security that comes from the work of 

the Spirit. 
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When I moved into my home, I discovered the 

stumps of two small plants at opposite corners of our 

deck. They seemed to be some kind of vines, but the 

previous owner’s dog had chewed them down. With a 

little care and protection, they took off. Now we have 

to fight to keep them in check. The main vines are 

strong and the branches poke up everywhere. The 

vibrant life that flows from those vines reminds me of 

what Jesus said about spiritual life in John 15:5.  

I am the vine; you are the branches. 

Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is 
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that bears much fruit, for apart from me you 

can do nothing. 

The essence of the Christian life is having a life-giving 

connection with Jesus.  

The Apostle Paul often referred to this vital 

connection with one simple phrase. He spoke of 

Christians being in Christ. In the first twelve verses of 

Ephesians he said that believers were blessed, chosen, 

and redeemed in Christ, and have received an 

inheritance in him, so that our hope is in him. The 

phrase occurs again at the beginning of verse 13: “in 

him you also...” But Paul seemed to interrupt himself 

at this point, so some translations try to complete his 

thought by adding words that are not in the Greek 

manuscripts of the passage. The King James Version 

reads, “In him you also trusted.”  The New 

International Version says, “And you also were 

included in Christ.” But the English Standard and the 

New American Standard refrain from such 

unnecessary additions. They connect the phrase with 

the main verb at the end of the verse: “In Christ you 

were… sealed with the promised Holy Spirit.” 
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The Spirit makes this connection with Christ 

possible. He is like the sap flowing from the vine to 

the branches. His connecting work is so vital that in 

John 16:7 Jesus said,  

Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to 

your advantage that I go away, for if I do not 

go away, the Helper will not come to you. 

But if I go, I will send him to you. 

I would think it better to be in the presence of Jesus, 

but he thought it best for the present time to connect 

with every believer on an individual basis through the 

indwelling of the Spirit.  

When Paul spoke of this connection in Romans 

8:9, he even referred to the Spirit as the Spirit of 

Christ. He said,  

You, however, are not in the flesh but in the 

Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in 

you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of 

Christ does not belong to him. 

The presence of the Spirit serves as a confirming seal 

of Christ’s ownership. He secures our connection with 

Christ. 
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The walls of my office are lined with hundreds of 

books, thousands of pages. Some are bright, crisp and 

new. Others are dusty and yellowed with age. 

Thousands more are stored in cyberspace, accessible 

at the press of a button through my smart phone or 

computer. Each book represents countless hours 

invested in crafting thoughts into words. When it 

comes to the Bible, those words take on far greater 

significance. They are not merely human words. God 

worked through over forty human authors to produce 

a book that is absolutely true, authoritative, and 
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sufficient. The Spirit plays a vital role in securing our 

connection with God’s truth. 

In Ephesians 1:13 Paul said you were sealed with 

the Spirit, “when you heard the word of truth.” In 

other words this seal comes about as a result of 

hearing God’s truth. People do not receive the Spirit 

apart from the communication of God’s truth. We find 

this same pattern described in the book of Acts when 

the first Gentiles, a man named Cornelius and his 

family, received the Spirit. God gave Cornelius a 

vision. You would think that this vision would be all 

that was needed in order for Cornelius to receive the 

Spirit. But instead, the vision was simply a message 

instructing him to find the Apostle Peter. Peter came 

and began to preach God’s word. Then Acts 10:44 

says, “While Peter was still saying these things, the 

Holy Spirit fell on all who heard the word.” The Spirit 

came into their lives after hearing God’s truth. 

The Spirit is also involved in the revelation and 

communication of God’s truth. John 16:13 tells us that 

Jesus said,  

When the Spirit of truth comes, he will 

guide you into all the truth, for he will not 
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speak on his own authority, but whatever he 

hears he will speak, and he will declare to 

you the things that are to come.  

The Spirit worked in the hearts of the apostles and 

prophets to reveal God’s truth, and he then works in 

the hearts of individuals to help us understand. In 1 

Corinthians 2:12 Paul said,  

Now we have received not the spirit of the 

world, but the Spirit who is from God, that 

we might understand the things freely given 

us by God. 

We cannot know truth apart from the Spirit, but with 

his help we understand. The Spirit secures our 

connection with truth. 
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The gift-giving of the Christmas season can be a 

two-edged sword. At its worst, it drags us down into 

coveting, discontent, and materialism. At its best, it 

presents an opportunity for us to emulate the grace 

and kindness of God our Savior. We often speak of 

salvation as a gift from our heavenly Father. We also 

think of the Son’s work in giving his life for us, but you 

might be surprised by the connection between the 

Spirit and salvation.  

We saw a moment ago that a person must hear the 

word of truth in order to be sealed with the Spirit, but 

Paul also referred to the word of truth as the gospel of 
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your salvation. By speaking of the word of truth, Paul 

conveyed a sense of the universal authority of the 

message. By referring to the gospel of your salvation, 

he makes this intensely personal. We need to be 

rescued from sin and judgment, and this message 

brings us good news that we can be saved. Those who 

are saved are then sealed with the Spirit as 

confirmation, but the Spirit is not merely an 

afterthought of salvation. 

Other Scripture passages about salvation speak of 

the Spirit as both the giver and the gift. The Spirit 

joins the Father and the Son in actively working to 

save people. In 1 Corinthians 6:11, after identifying 

many of the sins that had characterized people’s lives, 

Paul said,  

And such were some of you. But you were 

washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus 

Christ and by the Spirit of our God. 

The Spirit is active in washing, sanctifying, and 

justifying. Salvation is the work of the triune God.  

In many of our presentations of the gospel we do 

not bother to mention the Spirit. As Peter presented 
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the gospel on the day of Pentecost, however, receiving 

the Spirit was a central part of his message. Acts 2:38 

tells us,  

And Peter said to them, “Repent and be 

baptized every one of you in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 

and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit.”  

Some have argued that receiving the Spirit is a 

separate act apart from salvation, but the two cannot 

be separated. Receiving the Spirit is part of salvation. 

The Spirit secures our connection with salvation.  
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When we want to express our support for 

someone, we sometimes say, “Our door is always 

open.” It’s not just that they are welcome in our home, 

we’re welcoming them into our lives. An open door is 

a good picture to describe saving faith. No one 

understands all that is involved when we begin to 

believe in Jesus Christ and his gospel. We have simply 

heard enough that we open the door for God to come 

into our lives.  

Believing the gospel also means opening up the 

door for the Spirit to enter our lives. Paul 

communicates this connection in Ephesians 1:13. He 
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said, “In him you also, when you heard the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in 

him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit.” The 

phrase in him points back to Christ again. He is the 

object of our faith, and the decision to believe then 

leads into this connection with the Spirit.  

Paul emphasized this connection in Galatians 3. In 

verse 2 he said, “Let me ask you only this: Did you 

receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing 

with faith?” They had not done any works to earn the 

Spirit. They simply opened the door by trusting 

Christ. The Spirit is received by faith. The next verse 

in Galatians, however, looks at this connection from a 

different angle. In verse 3 Paul said, “Are you so 

foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now 

being perfected by the flesh?” Just a moment ago he 

gave the impression that faith was the starting point, 

but here he indicates that it is the Spirit who begins 

the life of faith. So faith is prompted by the Spirit and 

the Spirit is received by faith. He knocks and he enters 

in. The Spirit secures our connection with faith. 
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People in the past often had strange ideas about 

what the future would be like—flying cars and pocket 

computers. Some of those expectations have become 

reality, but others were too far-fetched. To Old 

Testament believers the whole idea of the Holy Spirit 

indwelling all believers must have seemed too good to 

be true. Very few individuals were indwelt, people 

such as King David and the craftsmen who worked on 

the Tabernacle, but even those experiences were 

temporary. Every believer today, however, enjoys a 

permanent connection with the Spirit that most Old 
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Testament believers never experienced. In Ephesians 

1:13, Paul said,  

In him you also, when you heard the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 

believed in him, were sealed with the 

promised Holy Spirit. 

To what promise was Paul referring? In Galatians 

3:14, he connected the coming of the Holy Spirit with 

God’s promise to Abraham. Genesis 12 tells how God 

promised to make Abram, as he was then called, into a 

great nation with the ultimate goal that all the families 

of the earth might be blessed through him. Paul saw 

the Spirit as an integral part of this blessing. He said 

that Christ redeemed us,  

so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of 

Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so 

that we might receive the promised Spirit 

through faith. 

The clearest statement of promise about the Spirit 

comes from the prophet Ezekiel. He lived during the 

time when God allowed the Jews to be taken into exile 

because of their disobedience, and God revealed to 

him a message of hope about a change that would one 
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day come about in people’s hearts. In Ezekiel 36:26-

27 he said,  

And I will give you a new heart, and a new 

spirit I will put within you. And I will 

remove the heart of stone from your flesh 

and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put 

my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk 

in my statutes and be careful to obey my 

rules.  

This coming of the Spirit was part of a whole series of 

prophecies related to the establishment of God’s 

kingdom. In the Spirit we have the privilege of being 

connected with God’s ancient promise. That promise 

leads to another connection. 
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When you want to make a home or a building 

more secure at night, experts tell us to turn on more 

lights. If someone is going to break in, they would 

rather do so in the dark where they cannot be seen. 

That reality applies to more than burglary. Our 

conscience drives us to seek out the dark whenever we 

disobey God. The Spirit, however, is like a spotlight 

within our hearts. He shines the truth of God’s Word 

into the darkest corners of our soul, convicting us of 

disobedience and compelling us to walk in the light. 

The biblical authors referred to him as the Holy Spirit 

at least ninety times. Paul probably had that same 
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thought in mind here in Ephesians 1:13 when he spoke 

of being sealed with the Holy Spirit. 

The Spirit does more than just convict us of wrong. 

He empowers us to overcome it. Paul used graphic 

language to describe our struggle with sin in Romans 

8:13. He said, “For if you live according to the flesh 

you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the 

deeds of the body, you will live.” The Spirit enables us 

to overcome our sinful nature. The deeds of the body 

are those sinful ways of handling life that have 

developed into habits. They exercise powerful control 

over us, but the Spirit helps us win the battle.  

In addition to killing sin, the Spirit also makes us 

holy by encouraging godly behavior. In Galatians 

5:22-23, Paul spoke of the fruit that the Spirit 

produces in our lives. He said,  

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control; against such things 

there is no law. 

If you are wondering whether the Spirit really dwells 

within you, ask yourself whether his fruit is present 
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and growing in your life. The Spirit leads us into 

holiness. 
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When people receive an inheritance in our culture, 

it is typically a mixed blessing. You do not receive the 

inheritance until the owner dies, but obviously, that 

principle does not apply to the inheritance that God 

gives us. God will never die. In fact, God even gives us 

an advance on our inheritance.  

In Ephesians 1:14 Paul described the Spirit by 

saying that he is, “the guarantee of our inheritance 

until we acquire possession of it.”  Last week we 

learned that our inheritance is to be a part of Christ’s 

kingdom, and as we learned a moment ago, that the 

ultimate fulfillment of God’s promise about the Spirit 
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is worldwide obedience in Christ’s kingdom. Here 

Paul says that being sealed by the Spirit is a 

guarantee. Other translations call it an earnest, a 

pledge, a deposit, or a first installment on what’s 

coming. In modern Greek the term that Paul used has 

come to refer to an engagement ring. The Spirit’s work 

in our hearts now confirms that when Christ returns 

we will have a place in his kingdom. 

In Romans 8:23, Paul spoke of the firstfruits of the 

Spirit. He said,  

And not only the creation, but we ourselves, 

who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan 

inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as 

sons, the redemption of our bodies.  

Though the Spirit confirms our hope, his work in our 

lives also shows us how far short we fall. He 

empowers us for the battle against sin, but the battle 

keeps raging. So he stirs up in our heart this deep 

discontent with life now. We’re meant for something 

better. He has so much more to give us when Christ 

returns. For now, we can be confident that our 

inheritance is secure. 
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When toddlers begin to draw and write, their 

pictures seem like random scribbles. But when you 

ask them to describe the picture, they clearly had a 

particular object or a person in mind. They see it, why 

can’t you? Some will even try to write letters, just 

random ones. But they know what words they had in 

mind. Sometimes I wonder if that’s how our attempts 

to praise God come across to him. The Spirit makes 

up for our childish attempts, securing our connection 

with the lofty praise that God deserves. 

As Paul concluded this magnificent expression of 

praise in Ephesians 1, he returned to the subject of 
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praise for a third time. God the Father chose us to the 

praise of his glorious grace. In Christ we have 

obtained an inheritance that we might be to the praise 

of his glory. Finally in verse 14, we were sealed in the 

Spirit, “to the praise of his glory.” This praise is not a 

result of anything we have done. God puts his own 

glory on display by saving us in spite of ourselves, and 

his work is lavish! He has given us his Spirit.  

The Spirit also transforms us into true worshipers. 

In Philippians 3:3 Paul refuted the legalistic Judaizers 

of his day by describing true believers with these 

words:  

For we are the circumcision, who worship 

by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ 

Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh. 

The Spirit both prompts us to worship and becomes 

the channel through which we offer acceptable praise 

to God. In Romans 8:26, Paul described how the 

Spirit intercedes for us when we do not know what to 

pray. I think it is safe to assume that he plays the 

same role as we worship, transforming our feeble 

attempts into something fitting and meaningful. The 
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Spirit secures our connection with the praise and 

worship of God. 

 

Some have called the Spirit the forgotten member 

of the Trinity. Many of us speak often of the Father 

and the Son, but seldom of the Spirit. We need to see 

how central the Spirit is to the Christian life. He seals 

us, securing our connection with Christ, with truth, 

with salvation, with faith, with God’s promise, with 

holiness, with our future inheritance in Christ’s 

kingdom, and with praise. 

Have you received the Spirit? Are there signs of his 

fruit in your life? If not, I encourage you to believe in 

Christ and receive the Spirit today. If you want to 

learn more about the Spirit, I would encourage you to 

read Christ’s teaching in John 16 or Paul’s in Romans 

8. These chapters are worthy of careful study and 

reflection.  

If you are a believer, I encourage you to consider 

whether you genuinely trust the Spirit to work in your 

life and in the lives of other people you know. We are 

often tempted to rely upon legalistic rules to produce 
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change in ourselves and in others. Our lives get 

wrapped up in shame, but there’s no hint of that here. 

Trust the Spirit! If there is a change that needs to take 

place, bring that to God and pray for the Spirit to 

work. To keep this focus in view, you may want to 

commit these verses to memory.  

May God fill us with confidence in the powerful 

work of the Spirit! 

 

1. Why do some Christians neglect biblical teaching 

about the Spirit? 

 

2. How has this study changed your understanding of 

the Spirit? 

 

3. Which of these connections do you find most 

encouraging? Why? 

 

4. What should we share about the Holy Spirit when 

we communicate the gospel to an unbeliever? 
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Every family seems to have a few special holiday 

recipes that are passed down from generation to 

generation. My grandmother on my mom’s side had 

her special turkey stuffing recipe. My grandmother on 

my dad’s side was known for her potato salad. My wife 

will probably pass on to our kids her recipe for 

cinnamon rolls. The aroma and taste of those family 

dishes become a central part of the holidays for us.  

As much as we enjoy the food of the holiday 

season, we all want it to be something more than that. 
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We don’t just want full bellies. We want full hearts to 

carry us beyond the season. We want to overflow with 

warmth, love, and gratitude, but we’re not sure how to 

get there. Our attempts to make our holiday 

gatherings more meaningful often end up feeling 

forced and awkward. We need a recipe to follow. 

The Bible doesn’t give us a recipe per se, but it 

does record some great examples of gratitude. The 

Old Testament Psalms are filled with expressions of 

thanksgiving. In the New Testament, the letters of the 

Apostle Paul stand out. At one point he was in prison 

for his faith and had plenty of reasons to be 

completely discouraged, but the letters he wrote 

during that time still radiate deep thankfulness. For 

instance, in Ephesians 1:15-16 he said,  

For this reason, because I have heard of 

your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love 

toward all the saints, I do not cease to give 

thanks for you, remembering you in my 

prayers.  

We could skip over his words as empty 

pleasantries, but the testimony of his life speaks 

otherwise. Paul clearly understood gratitude and 

contentment. In Philippians 4:11 he said, “Not that I 
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am speaking of being in need, for I have learned in 

whatever situation I am to be content.” Isn’t that what 

we’re all looking for—unshakable contentment? 

Paul’s expressions of thankfulness are worthy of 

careful study. In Ephesians 1:15-16 we can identify 

five ingredients of true thankfulness. As we walk 

through them, I encourage you to consider which ones 

are already present in your life and which need to be 

added.  
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The airwaves around us are filled with invisible 

bits of electronic communication constantly 

streaming by. There are radio and TV broadcasts, 

mobile phone and wireless internet signals, even 

satellite transmissions. Our electronic devices enable 

us to easily tune in to the particular signal we want to 

receive. It all sounds very complicated when you think 

of it that way, but our devices make it relatively 

simple.  

As we go through life, our hearts and minds are 

sort of like the airwaves, filled with all sorts of 
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thoughts. Some are good and encouraging, but others 

are ungrateful or immoral. Unfortunately, there is no 

device that enables us to pick one stream and ignore 

the others. The first ingredient of true thankfulness is 

the determination to filter through those thoughts in 

order to see the ones that are good.  

When Paul spoke of giving thanks in Ephesians 

1:16 he used a Greek term that combines the words 

good and gift. By definition, thanksgiving is the 

acknowledgment of the good gifts we receive, but that 

is not easy to do. Our depraved hearts inside resonate 

with the corrupt world outside to amplify those 

negative thoughts. We sniff out the weaknesses or 

potential problems in every blessing. Sometimes our 

insatiable desires are so strong that we do not even 

notice the good.  

In order to give thanks, we must take control of 

our thoughts, consciously focusing on the ones that 

are good. Paul gave us helpful criteria to use in 

Philippians 4:8. He said,  

Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever 

is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is 

pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 

commendable, if there is any excellence, if 
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there is anything worthy of praise, think 

about these things. 

We cannot settle for whatever thoughts happen to pop 

into our minds. We need to sift each thought through 

this verse. If it doesn’t line up with one of these 

descriptions, then move on to some other thought 

until you find one that qualifies. This does not mean 

that we pretend that bad does not exist. It is a matter 

of which thoughts we will focus on. Thankfulness 

starts with seeing the good.  
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Have you ever spent time working on a puzzle only 

to discover that one or two pieces are missing? It’s 

irritating. Part of the enjoyment with a puzzle (or any 

task) is seeing the finished product. 

In his book Reflections on the Psalms, C. S. Lewis 

related this idea of completing something to 

expressing praise. He said,  

I think we delight to praise what we enjoy 

because the praise not merely expresses but 

completes the enjoyment; it is its appointed 

consummation. It is not out of compliment 
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that lovers keep on telling one another how 

beautiful they are; the delight is incomplete 

till it is expressed. It is frustrating to have 

discovered a new author and not to be able 

to tell anyone how good he is; to come 

suddenly, at the turn of the road, upon some 

mountain valley of unexpected grandeur 

and then to have to keep silent because the 

people with you care for it no more than for 

a tin can in the ditch; to hear a good joke 

and find no one to share it with (C. S. Lewis, 

Reflections on the Psalms [New York: 

Harcourt, 1958], 95). 

This same principle applies to giving thanks. It’s 

not enough to see the good; that is only the beginning. 

You haven’t truly experienced thankfulness until you 

express it. Telling someone is an essential ingredient 

of true thankfulness. Paul demonstrated this principle 

in Ephesians 1:15-16. He could have written the letter 

without mentioning his gratitude, but Paul made it a 

point to express his thanks in writing. Of his thirteen 

letters in the New Testament, eleven include a note of 

thanksgiving. The only exceptions are his letter to the 

Galatians and the one to Titus.  

Thanksgiving must also be expressed because part 

of its purpose is to build other people up. Paul 
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developed this idea in his first letter to the 

Corinthians. Some believers in Corinth were misusing 

spiritual gifts, particularly the gift of tongues, which 

gave a person the ability to speak in a language that he 

or she had not previously learned. God bestowed this 

gift on some of the first Christians so that they could 

proclaim the good news of salvation to people outside 

of their culture. Some in Corinth, however, were using 

this gift to show off around people who could not 

understand what they were saying. So in 1 Corinthians 

14:16-17, Paul said,  

Otherwise, if you give thanks with your 

spirit, how can anyone in the position of an 

outsider say "Amen" to your thanksgiving 

when he does not know what you are 

saying? For you may be giving thanks well 

enough, but the other person is not being 

built up. 

Paul’s point was that in order for other people to be 

built up, thanksgiving must be expressed in an 

understandable way. 

We can say it in person or in a phone call. We can 

write it in a letter, a card, or a sticky note; an email, a 
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text or a Facebook post. However we choose to do it, 

our thanks needs to be expressed. 
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The moment when children first stand up without 

holding onto anything is unforgettable. We clap and 

cheer. We take pictures or video. It’s a milestone in 

their development. They have enough strength and 

balance to overcome the pull of gravity. But we expect 

them to continue to develop that ability—standing, 

walking, running, climbing. The same can be said 

about giving thanks. It’s supposed to be part of life, 

not just an annual event. The third ingredient of true 

thankfulness is the discipline to keeping it going.  
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In Ephesians 1:16 Paul said, “I do not cease to give 

thanks.” From a grammatical perspective, the whole 

sentence is built around the action of not ceasing. 

Giving thanks is like fighting against the pull of 

gravity. It’s far easier to give in to a selfish, 

complaining, critical spirit. But just like when 

someone is sick or injured and unable to stand, their 

muscles become weak from not being used. 

Thankfulness is a spiritual exercise, a discipline that 

must be maintained.  

There are certainly moments when we feel that we 

shouldn’t have to be thankful. When trials come into 

our life, we think we have an excuse to wallow in self-

pity. But in 1 Thessalonians 5:18, Paul instructed 

Christians to, “give thanks in all circumstances; for 

this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.” This 

does not mean that we need to give thanks for the bad 

circumstance. As Paul said in Romans 8:28, God 

ultimately works all things together for good for those 

who love him. We can be thankful for His ultimate 

good purpose, but that does not mean that the events 

are necessarily good in and of themselves. We can, 

however, be thankful for whatever God uses to 
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strengthen and encourage us in the midst of those 

trials.  

Living a life of consistent thankfulness prepares us 

well for those times when trials come. In Philippians 

4:6 Paul said,  

Do not be anxious about anything, but in 

everything by prayer and supplication with 

thanksgiving let your requests be made 

known to God. 

Giving thanks helps defuse feelings of anxiety. It’s 

hard to respond that way in the heat of the moment. 

You have to establish a pattern of giving thanks in the 

good times, so that you know how to control your 

thoughts when the hard times come. 

Start giving thanks and keep it going. 
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It’s amazing how quickly some of the things we 

value can begin to fall apart. Food spoils. Cars rust. 

Jewelry tarnishes. Electronics fail. Clothes wear out. 

Homes become run down. Yet when someone asks us 

what we are thankful for, we have to admit that our 

minds are often drawn to our material possessions.  

Paul gave us a helpful way to think about material 

possessions in 1 Timothy 6:17-19. He said,  

As for the rich in this present age, charge 

them not to be haughty, nor to set their 

hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on 
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God, who richly provides us with everything 

to enjoy. They are to do good, to be rich in 

good works, to be generous and ready to 

share, thus storing up treasure for 

themselves as a good foundation for the 

future, so that they may take hold of that 

which is truly life. 

So whatever material riches we have, we can and 

should enjoy them as a gift from God. We should be 

thankful. But we should also be generous and ready to 

share. In other words, we should see people as more 

valuable than stuff. God will reward us to the degree 

that we as believers reflect his care for people.  

This concern for people is evident in Paul’s 

expressions of thanksgiving throughout his letters. He 

often gave thanks for the people he was addressing. So 

in Ephesians 1:16 he says, “I do not cease to give 

thanks for you.” This didn’t mean that they were 

perfect. The church in Corinth had serious problems, 

but Paul still found a way to give thanks for them.  

Paul’s thankfulness for people flowed out of his 

love for them. He related to fellow believers as family. 

In 1 Thessalonians 2:7-8 he said,  



 
 

— 206 — 

But we were gentle among you, like a 

nursing mother taking care of her own 

children. So, being affectionately desirous of 

you, we were ready to share with you not 

only the gospel of God but also our own 

selves, because you had become very dear to 

us. 

Paul’s heart was wrapped up in the lives of people. Is 

that how you live? To practice true thankfulness, we 

must learn to value people. 
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When I was young, I loved playing with a 

magnifying glass. I found it fascinating to look at 

things up close and study the details that we do not 

normally notice. In the same way, giving thanks has a 

magnifying effect on our view of God. In Psalm 69:30, 

David said, “I will praise the name of God with a song; 

I will magnify him with thanksgiving.” Our 

expressions of thanks highlight the outworking of 

God’s plan and his character.  

Though Paul expresses his thanks for people in 

Ephesians 1:15-16, he directs his thanksgiving to God. 
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He wasn’t thanking the Ephesians. He was thanking 

God for them. He began verse 15 with the phrase, “For 

this reason...” What reason? Paul was thinking of all 

that he just shared in Ephesians 1:3-14. God has 

blessed us with every spiritual blessing in Christ. We 

are chosen, predestined to adoption, redeemed, 

enlightened, enriched, and sealed. This is the good 

news of God’s saving grace.  

Paul could have taken the opportunity here to 

simply thank God for his own salvation. Though that 

would certainly be worthwhile, that wasn’t what Paul 

did. He did something greater. He gave thanks that 

people in and around Ephesus were being saved. Paul 

said in verse 15 that he gave thanks, “because I have 

heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love 

toward all the saints.” These are the appropriate 

responses to all the blessings of verses 3-14.  

First, they responded in faith, trust, belief. Once 

they heard the gospel they began to trust in Jesus, and 

specifically in his lordship. Paul made the same 

connection in Romans 10:9 where he said,  
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If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is 

Lord and believe in your heart that God 

raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 

In the Old Testament the word Lord was used to refer 

to God, so Paul may have had in mind Jesus’ deity. Or 

Paul may have been thinking of Jesus as Lord, in 

regard to his role as the Messiah, the Master, the 

coming King. He probably had both ideas in view. The 

point is that the people trusted Jesus to save them 

from their sins and to direct their lives by his 

teaching. So Paul gave thanks for their faith because it 

connected them to God’s blessings.  

He also pointed out that they also demonstrated 

love toward all the saints. It is clear from verse 1 that 

Paul used the word saint or holy one to refer to all the 

believers in Ephesus. They were made holy because 

they were cleansed and set apart in Christ, and the 

same can be said of all believers. Paul highlights their 

love for one another because it was the confirming 

evidence of their salvation. Jesus made this same 

connection. John 13:35 tells us that he said, “By this 

all people will know that you are my disciples, if you 

have love for one another." Paul was grateful that 
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God’s salvation was producing spiritual fruit in their 

lives.  

So there are two sides to Paul’s thanksgiving. I am 

sure that he was thankful for the way salvation 

benefitted these people. They were set free from God’s 

condemnation. They received the hope of eternal life. 

He loved them and wanted the best for them, and 

their conversion and spiritual growth was the best 

thing that could possibly happen to them. But Paul 

was also concerned for the glory of God and the 

spread of the gospel. Their conversion meant that 

more people were believing and obeying. More people 

were spreading the gospel of Christ. Paul was no 

doubt thankful that God’s saving power was being put 

on display for the world to see.  

God is magnified whenever we direct our thanks to 

him. He is magnified when we celebrate someone’s 

conversion and spiritual growth. He is magnified as 

we align our hearts with his purposes and celebrate 

the accomplishment of his mission. I’ve known non-

Christian people who demonstrate the first four 

ingredients of true thankfulness, but only a devout 
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follower of Christ will have this final one. Will you 

strive to magnify God in your thanksgiving? 

 

True thankfulness requires us to see the good, to 

tell someone, to keep it going, to value people, and to 

magnify God. Today I challenge you to fill your life 

with each of these ingredients. Consider how your 

thankfulness needs to grow. Pick out one of these 

ingredients to focus on. You might want to commit 

these verses to memory. But most important of all, if 

you have not yet received salvation in Christ, I 

encourage you to believe in the Lord Jesus as Paul 

mentioned here. Mark 8:36 tells us that Jesus said, 

“For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world 

and forfeit his soul?” The highest thanksgiving flows 

from knowing that someone has the eternal security 

that Paul described here in Ephesians 1. If you have 

not yet done so, I encourage you to trust in Christ 

today.  

May God fill our lives with true thankfulness.  
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1. Who are some people you know that model 

thankfulness? 

 

 

2. Which ingredients of thankfulness are present in 

your life and which are lacking? 

 

 

3. What practical steps could you take this week to 

cultivate greater thankfulness? 
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What would you think of a wealthy man who 

chooses to live as if he has absolutely nothing? He can 

afford the finest food available, but he picks through 

people’s garbage for leftovers. He can purchase the 

latest fashions, but instead he wears filthy, tattered 

rags. He can be warm and comfortable in a lavish 

mansion, but he spends each night sleeping on the 

hard greasy pavement of an alley. It wouldn’t make 

any sense. He couldn’t possibly be of sound mind.  
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As strange as it sounds, many of us relate to the 

riches we possess in Christ in the same way. In 

Ephesians 1:3, Paul said,  

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ 

with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places.  

He then speaks of how we were chosen by God, 

adopted as sons, redeemed from our sins, 

enlightened, given an eternal inheritance, and sealed 

with the Holy Spirit. So if all of this is true, how 

should we live? 

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is devoted to 

answering that question. At the very least, we should 

respond to God’s blessings with the kind of 

thankfulness that Paul expressed in Ephesians 1:15-

16. We should also pray. As we continue in the 

following verses, Paul shared a prayer that we could 

call the “Prayer of the Blessed.” He said, 

I do not cease to give thanks for you, 

remembering you in my prayers, that the 

God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of 

glory, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and 

of revelation in the knowledge of him, 
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having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, 

that you may know what is the hope to 

which he has called you, what are the riches 

of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and 

what is the immeasurable greatness of his 

power toward us who believe, according to 

the working of his great might 

Is this how we pray? Prayer is simply us talking to 

God. I’m not suggesting that we should try to sound 

deep by using impressive words or a dramatic tone. 

My question is whether our prayers reflect all that 

God has given us. Do we pray as those who have been 

blessed with every spiritual blessing? Do we ask God 

for things that are truly important? Or do we sound 

clueless about God’s plans and purposes? We may 

claim to understand, but the way we pray often shows 

what we truly believe, particularly in those moments 

when no one else is listening. In Ephesians 1:16-19 

Paul modeled four guidelines for praying in light of 

God’s blessings.  
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When water flows swiftly in a stream or a river, it 

stays fresh and clear. But when it gets stuck in a pond 

or a swamp, it becomes sickeningly stagnant. 

Something similar can happen with God’s blessings. 

Jesus taught that God’s blessings are meant to flow 

through our lives. John 7:37-38 tells us,  

On the last day of the feast, the great day, 

Jesus stood up and cried out, “If anyone 

thirsts, let him come to me and drink. 

Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture 
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has said, 'Out of his heart will flow rivers of 

living water.'" 

When we seek God’s blessings only for ourselves, 

we cut off that flow. Our lives become spiritually 

stagnant. We may claim to have a spiritual interest, 

but our selfish focus produces complaining and 

bitterness. God’s blessings should overflow into 

concern for other people, and one expression of that 

concern is prayer. 

I am not suggesting that we should not pray for 

ourselves. God invites us to cast all of our cares and 

worries upon him (1 Peter 5:7). But the experience of 

God’s blessings should overflow in a deep concern for 

others. Paul demonstrated this concern for the 

Ephesians. In Ephesians 1:16 he said, “I do not cease 

to give thanks for you, remembering you in my 

prayers.” As Paul wrote those words, he was in prison 

for his faith in Rome, yet he did not allow his own 

suffering to turn his focus inward. He remembered 

the Ephesians, and he devoted time to praying for 

them. 

If we fail to show concern for others, we really do 

not understand the blessings Paul described in 
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Ephesians 1. God blesses us in order to demonstrate 

his glory to the world. Paul has already made this 

point three times. In verse 6 he said that God 

predestined us to adoption, “to the praise of his 

glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the 

Beloved.” In verse 12 he spoke of obtaining an 

inheritance, “so that we who were the first to hope in 

Christ might be to the praise of his glory.” Then in 

verse 14 he spoke of the Spirit sealing us for our future 

inheritance, “to the praise of his glory.” God wants to 

put his blessings on display, so if we share in those 

blessings, doesn’t it make sense to follow God’s 

purpose and pray for others to understand what he 

has done? 

Those who have experienced God’s blessings 

should also feel compelled to relate to others in that 

same way that God relates to us. Paul explained this 

idea in Ephesians 4:32, where he said, “Be kind to one 

another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God 

in Christ forgave you.” Then in verses 1 and 2 of 

chapter 5 he said,  

Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved 

children. And walk in love, as Christ loved 
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us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant 

offering and sacrifice to God. 

Doesn’t it make sense to love the people whom Christ 

loves? And if so, shouldn’t we pray for them? 

Paul was praying for the believers in Ephesus, but 

we cannot stop with praying for believers. Matthew 

5:43-44 tells us that Jesus said,  

You have heard that it was said, “You shall 

love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” 

But I say to you, Love your enemies and 

pray for those who persecute you.  

The grace that God shows toward us should lead us to 

pray for everyone. Pray for the people who mock God 

in our society. Pray for the people around the world 

who persecute and kill Christians. Pray that they 

would come to know the blessings of God’s saving 

grace.  
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The Internet and social media are having a 

dramatic effect on how people communicate in our 

world. Many are willing to type things in a post or an 

email that they would never write in a letter or say 

face to face, particularly about political issues. They 

recklessly vent their opinions and frustrations as they 

hide behind their keyboard. Respect for those in 

authority seems to be at an all-time low. I wonder if 

this same attitude might be spilling over into how we 

pray. Have we lost sight of whom we are addressing? 

Are we losing the capacity for reverence and awe?  



 
 

— 221 — 

Notice how Paul addressed God in Ephesians 1:17. 

He spoke of him as “the God of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.” He used a similar expression in verse 3. In 

both cases, Paul’s words remind us that we have no 

right to even approach God on our own. We have 

sinned against him. We do not deserve such a lofty 

privilege, but Christ makes it possible for us to draw 

near to the Father. Hebrews 7:25 says,  

Consequently, he is able to save to the 

uttermost those who draw near to God 

through him, since he always lives to make 

intercession for them. 

 Whenever we pray, we should do so in humble 

dependence upon Christ.  

Paul also addressed God in Ephesians 1:17 as “the 

Father of glory.” The word glory reminds us of Old 

Testament stories where the glory of the Lord 

appeared to the Israelites as a fiery cloud. It was the 

glory of the Lord that appeared on Mount Sinai at the 

giving of the Law, leaving people terrified. They were 

forced to recognize his absolute holiness. The glory of 

the Lord also appeared to the prophet Isaiah. He 

recorded his response in Isaiah 6:5.  
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And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I 

am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the 

midst of a people of unclean lips; for my 

eyes have seen the King, the LORD of 

hosts!” 

Though we do not see the glory of the Lord as Isaiah 

did, we need to remember that we are addressing the 

same infinite, almighty being whenever we pray. 

This awareness of our unworthiness, God’s 

holiness, and Christ’s intercession should shape our 

attitude as we pray. We cannot be flippant about it. In 

Ecclesiastes 5:2 Solomon cautioned people,  

Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your 

heart be hasty to utter a word before God, 

for God is in heaven and you are on earth. 

Therefore let your words be few.  

The issue is not the quantity of our words, but the 

quality. Pray with reverential awe.  
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From our earliest days we experience life through 

our senses. We see, hear, touch, smell, and taste. 

Those senses are gifts to be enjoyed. Yet we are 

tempted to live as if nothing exists beyond them, 

taking a materialistic view of the world.  You would 

think that believing in God would change our way of 

thinking, but that’s often not the case. We just try to 

plug God into our materialistic outlook. So even 

though we pray, we tend to pray only about material 

needs—health issues, conflicts with people, and 

financial issues.  



 
 

— 224 — 

It’s certainly not wrong to pray about material 

needs, but we should trust God to address them. Jesus 

said that our heavenly Father knows our needs, so we 

should seek first his kingdom (Matt 6:32-33). We 

need to understand that spiritual concerns are even 

more important.  

Paul demonstrates this focus in Ephesians 1:17 

where he prayed, “that the God of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of 

wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him.” 

The ESV and the NIV capitalize the word Spirit 

because they understand this as a reference to the 

Holy Spirit. The problem with this view is that Paul 

said in verse 13 that the Holy Spirit had already been 

given to these believers.  

Other translations, like the NASB, do not capitalize 

spirit. They view this verse as a reference to a human 

spirit, someone’s attitude or outlook. The problem 

with this view is that it doesn’t really make sense to 

speak of a person having an attitude or an outlook of 

revelation. Revelation is the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Whichever view we take, it is clear that Paul was 
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praying for a spiritual change to take place in the lives 

of the Ephesians.  

Paul’s prayer stands in opposition to our 

materialistic worldview. We have needs that cannot be 

seen or felt. Later in Ephesians 6:12 Paul makes this 

point by saying,  

For we do not wrestle against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

This spiritual battle that Paul mentioned is 

described in greater detail in the opening chapters of 

the book of Job. Job faced terrible physical trials—His 

children were killed, his material wealth was stolen or 

destroyed, and his body was covered with painful 

sores. Yet God revealed that these circumstances all 

stemmed from Satan’s efforts to attack Job’s faith.  

The physical challenges we face may not be 

spiritual attacks from Satan, but they always relate to 

spiritual issues. Every hard situation involves 

temptations to respond in ways other than what God 

would want. In fact, the same could also be said of 
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those times when we enjoy material blessings. That’s 

why Paul was able to say in Philippians 4:12-13,  

I know how to be brought low, and I know 

how to abound. In any and every 

circumstance, I have learned the secret of 

facing plenty and hunger, abundance and 

need. I can do all things through him who 

strengthens me. 

Whatever our circumstances, we need Christ’s 

strength to grow and change spiritually. Pray for 

spiritual change. 
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Our society places a high value on knowledge. 

Universities charge massive sums of money to add a 

few letters after someone’s name. Every semester 

students fill their heads with facts, hoping to retain it 

long enough to pass an exam. But there’s a 

disconnect. Book knowledge doesn’t necessarily 

translate into practical success in life. The same can 

be said of biblical knowledge. As important as it is to 

know the Bible, that knowledge must reach the heart 

in order to produce the spiritual change we just 

considered.  
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Paul filled the opening verses of Ephesians 1 with 

deep truths for us to learn. We have already devoted 

considerable time and effort trying to absorb all the 

ideas in the one long sentence that runs from verse 3 

down to verse 14. But head knowledge of those truths 

is not enough, so Paul prayed for something more. In 

verse 18 he spoke of “having the eyes of your hearts 

enlightened.” Our culture associates the heart with 

emotion, but the Bible connects the heart with the 

choices we make. It’s the control center of our lives. 

Biblical knowledge must translate into convictions 

and actions.  

The words Paul used to speak of knowledge 

confirm that he meant something more than retaining 

facts. In verse 17 he spoke of the Spirit of wisdom. 

Wisdom is the ability to apply what we know to life. At 

the end of verse 17 he spoke of the knowledge of God, 

and the Greek word that he used emphasizes a 

knowledge that comes from experience. He didn’t 

want people to stock up on theological facts, he 

wanted them to experience God’s saving work in their 

lives. In order for this to happen, their hearts needed 

to be enlightened.  
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Paul prayed for them to be enlightened in three 

areas. First, in verse 18 he prayed “that you may know 

what is the hope to which he has called you.” Paul 

spoke of hope in Christ in verse 12, but it wasn’t a new 

idea to the Ephesians. They had been called by God, 

drawn by His Spirit to respond to the preaching of the 

gospel. They understood that Jesus will return to 

earth to reign as king, ultimately conquering sin and 

death. Paul’s prayer was that the reality of that hope 

would work its way into their outlook on life.  

Next Paul prayed in verse 18 for them to know 

“what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the 

saints.” He began to develop this idea in verse 5 when 

he spoke of God predestining us for adoption as sons. 

In verses 7 and 8 he spoke of the riches of God’s grace 

lavished upon us. Then in verse 11 he spoke of having 

obtained the inheritance. Those who believe in Christ 

have a place reserved for them in his kingdom, and 

that makes us rich beyond measure. We shouldn’t go 

through life fawning over the cheap, temporary 

comforts of the world. The heart knowledge of our 

glorious inheritance should cause us to live with noble 

dignity and deep contentment. 
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Finally, Paul prayed in verse 19 that they would 

know “what is the immeasurable greatness of his 

power toward us who believe.” The reality of God’s 

power was evident from what Paul said in verse 4 

about him choosing people before the foundation of 

the world. In verse 5 and verse 11 he spoke of God’s 

power in predestination. Then in verse 13 he spoke of 

the powerful security that comes from being sealed 

with God’s Spirit. The heart knowledge of God’s power 

should cause us to live with great confidence in God 

and strength to resist temptation. Paul has more to 

say about God’s power in verses 20-23, but we will 

return to those thoughts next week.  

We may know the facts of the gospel, but there is 

so much more. We don’t really know God’s truth until 

it fully takes hold of our hearts. We need to pray for 

heart knowledge. 
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This is the prayer of the blessed. When we 

understand God’s blessings we will pray for other 

people. We will pray with a reverential awe of God. 

We will pray for the spiritual change that flows from 

the heart knowledge of the hope, inheritance, and 

power that God gives us in Christ. Is that how you 

pray? If not, would you begin to follow the example 

Paul has set for us. Use this passage as a guide. You 

could even commit it to memory. Perhaps you need to 

go back and review the earlier parts of the chapter to 

deepen your understanding of God’s blessings. Of 

course, the foundation for all of this is having a 

relationship with God. If you have not yet entered into 

that relationship, are you sensing his call today? If so, 

I encourage you to begin to trust Jesus Christ as your 

Lord and Savior.  

May God help us to live and pray as those who 

know his richest blessings.  
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1. We learn to pray by following the example of 

others. Who are some of the people that have most 

influenced the way you pray? How so? 

 

2. Which of these guidelines do you normally follow 

when you pray? Which ones do you need to start 

following? 

 

3. Paul spoke of three types of knowledge in vv. 18-19 

(of hope, of inheritance, and of God’s power). 

Which one do you most need today? Why? 
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As much as we enjoy the Christmas season, it also 

brings with it some unique frustrations, like the 

experience of trying to get a string of lights to work. I 

don’t think they are sold this way anymore, but light 

sets used to be wired in series. If one bulb was burnt 

out or even knocked loose, the whole string stopped 

working. To fix it you had to check each individual 

bulb patiently, while family members were anxiously 

waiting to decorate the tree. Each part had to be right 

for the power to flow through. 
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In our study of Ephesians 1 we have seen how Paul 

strung together a series of ideas that are each essential 

to the flow of God’s blessings. Each part has to be 

right. God chose and predestined us to adoption as 

sons. His Beloved Son redeemed us from our sins 

through his blood. The Father’s will had to be made 

known through Christ, and Christ needed to lay the 

groundwork for his future kingdom so that all those 

adopted by God could have an inheritance. Then Paul 

described how God sends His Spirit into the lives of 

believers to guarantee these blessings. Paul 

responded, as all of us should, with thanksgiving and 

prayer that believers will truly grasp their hope, their 

inheritance, and God’s power. The final piece of Paul’s 

string of ideas is a third response: confident belief in 

God’s power.  

Paul launched into this response from his last item 

of prayer in verse 19 continuing down through verse 

23. He prayed for the Ephesians to know 

what is the immeasurable greatness of his 

power toward us who believe, according to 

the working of his great might that he 

worked in Christ when he raised him from 

the dead and seated him at his right hand in 
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the heavenly places, far above all rule and 

authority and power and dominion, and 

above every name that is named, not only in 

this age but also in the one to come. And he 

put all things under his feet and gave him as 

head over all things to the church, which is 

his body, the fullness of him who fills all in 

all. 

The whole chapter culminates with this point—we 

must believe. So in Ephesians 1:19-23 Paul revealed 

four links that connect believers to the power of God.  

These links, as I call them, each demonstrate God’s 

power. They are decisive moments in the unfolding of 

God’s plan of salvation. In order for us to experience 

the blessings described in this chapter, we must 

believe in these events. And as we said last week, that 

belief is not merely intellectual. Faith in these events 

enables us to go through life with deep confidence in 

God.  
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The perception of life and death in our day and age 

is electronic—a bouncing blip on a screen or a flat line, 

a steady beeping or a haunting constant tone. With 

more and more advanced technology our medical 

professionals make valiant attempts to bring people 

back from death, but there is a limit. They can 

resuscitate someone after a few minutes of not 

breathing, but they do not have the power to resurrect 

a body that has been dead for days. Only God has the 

supernatural, creative, life giving power to bring about 

resurrection.  
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The death of Jesus was undeniable. The Roman 

soldiers who crucified him were experienced 

executioners. His body had already been weakened by 

the severe trauma of extensive blood loss from their 

scourging. Crucifixion then was designed to make it 

increasingly difficult for the victim to breathe until he 

succumbed to suffocation. John 19:34 records that 

after Jesus stopped breathing, a soldier made his 

death doubly sure by shoving a spear up under his rib 

cage. No human doctor could ever resuscitate 

someone after that kind of damage. 

Nevertheless, Jesus rose from the dead on the 

third day. Over the course of forty days he appeared to 

the apostles and more than five hundred other people. 

He was not some kind of ghost. They felt his body. He 

even ate with them.  

Paul described the significance of this miraculous 

event in Romans 6:9 by saying, “We know that Christ, 

being raised from the dead, will never die again; death 

no longer has dominion over him.” The resurrection 

of Christ shook up the spiritual order of the universe. 

In Colossians 1:18 Paul called Christ the firstborn 
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from the dead. He was opening the way for others. 

Hebrews 2:14-15 says,  

Since therefore the children share in flesh 

and blood, he himself likewise partook of 

the same things, that through death he 

might destroy the one who has the power of 

death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those 

who through fear of death were subject to 

lifelong slavery. 

Christ’s resurrection demonstrated the unmatched 

power of God.  

In Ephesians 1, Paul prayed that his readers would 

understand this power. In verses 19 and 20 he prayed 

that they would know, “what is the immeasurable 

greatness of his power toward us who believe, 

according to the working of his great might that he 

worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead.” 

That same miraculous power is at work in you. If you 

believe in Christ, you do not need to fear death.  

So much of life today is lived under the fear of 

death. It drives the healthcare industry. It influences 

the things we eat and the medicines we take. It 

prompts one safety regulation after another. It leads 

people to obsess over security and self-defense. I am 
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not suggesting that we should be careless, but as 

believers in the resurrection, we must refuse to live 

under this constant fear of death. God’s power enables 

us to face any mortal threat with confidence.  
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Many American photographs from the days 

following the Second World War tell a story of 

victory—dancing in the streets, ticker tape parades, 

triumphant generals, and troops returning home. It’s 

hard for us to grasp what it must have been like. Wars 

fought since that time have lacked that clarity. No one 

seems to know how to define victory as conflicts drag 

on over time.  

The gospel of Jesus Christ, however, proclaims a 

decisive victory in the resurrection. Forty days 
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afterward Jesus even had his own victorious 

homecoming. Acts 1:9-11 says,  

And when he had said these things, as they 

were looking on, he was lifted up, and a 

cloud took him out of their sight. And while 

they were gazing into heaven as he went, 

behold, two men stood by them in white 

robes, and said, "Men of Galilee, why do you 

stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who 

was taken up from you into heaven, will 

come in the same way as you saw him go 

into heaven." 

Christians refer to this event as the Ascension of 

Christ, and it stands as another vital link between us 

and the power of God. 

In Ephesians 1:20 Paul explained what happened 

as Jesus arrived in heaven. God, “seated him at his 

right hand in the heavenly places.” King David, living 

a thousand years before Christ, first spoke of this 

event in the first verse of Psalm 110. For most of us it 

probably seems insignificant, but Jesus and the 

authors of the New Testament allude to it repeatedly. 

There are at least three powerful implications of 

Christ being seated at God’s right hand. Paul 

highlighted one of them in verses 21 and 22 that we 
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will examine in a moment. Before we move on, 

however, consider these other implications expressed 

elsewhere in Scripture.  

First, there is the idea of a cessation of activity. 

There is a certain power in being able to sit down. The 

author of Hebrews compares Christ sitting with the 

Old Testament priests. In Hebrews 10:11-12 he said,  

And every priest stands daily at his service, 

offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, 

which can never take away sins. But when 

Christ had offered for all time a single 

sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right 

hand of God. 

By having Christ sit down, God the Father proclaimed 

that he accepted Christ’s death as a sufficient sacrifice. 

No other sacrifice is needed. Our salvation rests 

entirely upon what he has done, not upon anything we 

do. We don’t have to throw ourselves into frantic 

religious activity to earn God’s acceptance. We find 

acceptance with God and rest for our souls in the 

powerful accomplishment of Christ’s sacrificial death.  

The second implication of Christ being seated at 

the right hand of God is that it gives him complete 

access to God the Father. In Romans 8:34 Paul said,  
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Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one 

who died—more than that, who was raised—

who is at the right hand of God, who indeed 

is interceding for us. 

As we face trials and temptations, as Satan perhaps 

even accuses us before God, Jesus intercedes. He 

prays. He works with God the Father and the Holy 

Spirit to protect us and to enable us to persevere. In 

those moments when you feel that you can’t hold out 

any longer against temptation, think of Christ in 

heaven watching, intervening, supporting, and 

strengthening.  

To sum up then, the ascension of Christ, links us 

with the power of having a secure relationship with 

God. We have his acceptance through Christ’s perfect 

sacrifice. We have his protection through Christ’s 

constant intercession.  
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The first home my wife and I purchased had been 

on the market for several months before we looked at 

it. Our realtor said that several prospective buyers had 

been turned off by a zebra skin that the owner had on 

the floor of the family room. Apparently, he had 

traveled to Africa at some point and that was his 

trophy, a sign of power in some past conquest. 

Ironically, this same man in his old age grew 

increasingly fearful and had multiple deadbolts 

installed on each external door. 
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The Old Testament often expressed a king’s power 

by picturing his enemies at his feet sort of like that 

zebra skin. David used this image in Psalm 110:1, the 

passage I mentioned a moment ago. He said, “The 

LORD says to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, until I 

make your enemies your footstool.’” Paul expanded 

upon this prophecy in Ephesians 1. In verses 21 and 

22 he said that God seated Christ 

far above all rule and authority and power 

and dominion, and above every name that is 

named, not only in this age but also in the 

one to come. And he put all things under his 

feet. 

Christ’s ascension led to this third demonstration of 

power—his exaltation over all things.  

Paul seems to cover the spectrum of spiritual 

power in these verses. He used the terms rule, 

authority, and power later in Ephesians 6:12 to speak 

of demonic beings. He said,  

For we do not wrestle against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places. 
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These terms probably refer to various demonic ranks. 

Though our modern age is skeptical, it is clear from 

Paul’s teaching that such spiritual forces do exist, but 

we do not need to fear because Christ is exalted above 

them.  

The mention of names probably has to do with 

false gods that people invoked. When the Old 

Testament was written there were false gods like Baal, 

Dagon, and Molech. When the New Testament was 

written there were Roman gods like Jupiter and 

Neptune. Today people in non-Christian religions 

around the world pray to other false gods. Paul made 

an insightful comment about false religion in 1 

Corinthians 10:19-20. He said,  

What do I imply then? That food offered to 

idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? 

No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice they 

offer to demons and not to God. I do not 

want you to be participants with demons. 

However other religions may seem, the reality is that 

they are instigated by demons to lead people astray 

from the truth. Yet as we have already said, Christ’s 

power far exceeds that of any demon.  
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God has put all things under Christ’s feet. In 

Philippians 2:9-11 Paul described his exaltation with 

these words:  

Therefore God has highly exalted him and 

bestowed on him the name that is above 

every name, so that at the name of Jesus 

every knee should bow, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 

glory of God the Father. 

We do not need to fear demons, false religions, or 

even the world’s powerful people. God has exalted 

Jesus Christ and at some point in the future when 

Christ returns every knee will bow. All of us who 

follow Christ now will do so willingly and gladly. 

Others will be forced to kneel as judgment is 

pronounced.  

So do you honor the Lordship of Christ in how you 

live? Do you gladly submit to his instruction? Our 

lives should reflect his exalted power.  
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For many years I have carried jumper cables in the 

trunk of my car. I have been able to help other people 

on a few occasions, but that wasn’t my main reason 

for having them. I needed them because I often forgot 

to shut off my headlights. I can’t tell you how many 

times I have left a place and put my key in the ignition 

only to discover that my battery was dead. Jumper 

cables allowed me to connect my dead battery to the 

power generated by someone else’s vehicle.  
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Our union with Christ is somewhat like those 

jumper cables. We are connected with his power. In 

Ephesians 1:22-23 Paul said,  

And he put all things under his feet and gave 

him as head over all things to the church, 

which is his body, the fullness of him who 

fills all in all. 

Our spiritual connection with Jesus is like the 

relationship between a head and a body. There is no 

life in the body apart from the head. But as believers, 

our spiritual union with Christ links us into his 

resurrected, ascended, exalted power. 

The meaning of Paul’s last phrase in verse 23 is 

much debated. Some say that the word fullness refers 

to Christ and that the one who fills is God the Father. 

It seems to make more sense grammatically, however, 

to say that the word fullness refers to the church and 

that the one who fills is Christ. But that raises the 

question then of what it means to say that the church 

is the fullness. Some argue that Christ is somehow 

incomplete without the church, like a head without a 

body. I think a better explanation is to say that we, as 

his body, are the ones who receive his fullness.  
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We gain a better understanding of what Paul 

means by fullness later on in his letter. In Ephesians 

3:19 he prayed for them, “to know the love of Christ 

that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with 

all the fullness of God.” Then in Ephesians 5:18 he 

said, “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is 

debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit.” So Paul used 

the word filled and fullness to describe the way that 

the Holy Spirit influences us with the knowledge of 

God.  

Wine has a certain influence over people. It relaxes 

their moral restraint. That’s why people make bad 

choices when their drunk. But when we are filled with 

the Spirit, we live in ways that are consistent with the 

knowledge of God. We live in ways that show the 

saving power of God at work in our lives through 

spiritual fruit. 

As Christ fills us through the knowledge of God 

and the work of the Spirit, we are empowered to carry 

out his mission and to represent him. The book of 

Acts describes this work of the Spirit. For instance, 

Acts 4:31 says,  
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And when they had prayed, the place in 

which they were gathered together was 

shaken, and they were all filled with the 

Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word 

of God with boldness.  

Christ fills us with the Spirit not just for our own 

benefit, but so that his influence can spread 

throughout the world. Are we demonstrating his 

power at work in us? Are we living as the body of 

Christ? 

 

Ephesians 1 has taught us to count our blessings in 

Christ and treasure the incredible gift of salvation. As 

we do so, we should respond to God with 

thanksgiving, prayer, and confident faith in his power. 

Trust that the same power at work in the resurrection, 

ascension, and exaltation of Christ is at work in us 

through our union with him as his body.  

Are you relying upon God’s power today? Or is 

there some part of your life that you think is beyond 

the reach of God’s power? Is there some temptation 

you always give in to? Anger? Lust? Anxiety? 
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Depression? Jealousy? Don’t doubt the power of God. 

Pray for his help. Rely upon his strength. Remind 

yourself again and again that you are connected with 

his power. You are the body of Christ. It might help 

you to commit this passage to memory.  

Or maybe today you have no connection with 

Christ. Perhaps all that we have considered today is 

entirely new to you. If so, I invite you to start believing 

in Jesus Christ today. If you are not ready to take that 

step now, I encourage you to spend some time 

learning more about Christ. Many of the ideas we 

have looked at today are also found in the fourteenth 

chapter of the gospel of John.  

May God fill us with the transforming knowledge 

of his power! 
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1. In what ways have you relied upon God’s power 

thus far in your life? 

 

2. Whom do you know that demonstrates great 

confidence in God’s power? How is that person’s 

confidence expressed? 

 

3. What could you do this week to express your 

confidence in God’s power? 

  



 
 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bryan Craddock has served as the Pastor of Calvary Bible Church 

East in Kalamazoo, Michigan since the church began in 2007. He 

is a graduate of the Master’s College and Seminary (B.A. and 

M.Div.) and the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 

(D.Min.). He and his wife, Shari, live in Kalamazoo, Michigan, 

with their three children. 

 

 

 

Calvary Bible Church East is an independent, non-

denominational, Bible church in Kalamazoo, Michigan, guided 

by a three-part vision. First, we seek to understand the Bible in 

order to live out its teaching as Spirit-filled worshippers of God 

and followers of Jesus Christ. Next, we seek to deepen our love 

for one another as the family of God. Finally, we seek to be 

actively engaged in our community in order to shine Christ’s 

light through meeting pressing needs and communicating the 

gospel of Jesus Christ. For more information, visit us online at 

CalvaryEast.com. 

 

 

 

http://calvaryeast.com/


 
 

 

 



 
 

 

 



 
 

 


