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Good morning flock!  It’s good to be together again, and I’m excited about beginning this verse-by-verse teaching through The New Testament book of EPHESIANS, which was written by the Apostle Paul while he was imprisoned in Rome in 62 A.D. … a chapter of his life that Paul writes about in detail in ACTS 28:11-31.

Our study of this six-chapter letter written to the Christians living in the Asia-Minor town of Ephesus will take us through the end of 2010 … after which time, I’m being led to head back to The Gospels, studying verse-by-verse through The Gospel of Mark … which is the story of Jesus, told through the EYES and EXPERIENCES of the Apostle Peter, and through the pen of Peter’s scribe, a man by the name of John Mark.

This morning we’re not going to jump right into EPHESIANS.  Instead, we’re going to look into ACTS 18-19 and the events that led up to the Apostle Paul being led by the Holy Spirit to plant this church.  And here are three important questions I’m going to ask and answer throughout this morning’s teaching …

1. What is revival?
2. How does revival happen?
3. What is the fruit of revival?

Here are the first two of four quotes, by people who experienced first-hand the movement of God, commonly referred to throughout Church history as “revival” 

19th Century American evangelist and pastor-teacher, Charles G. Finney said, “Revival is the renewal of the first love of Christians to God … revival is nothing less than a new beginning of obedience to God.”

Is Jesus Christ your first love?  We can measure the honesty of our answer to this question by our obedience to God.  What does your “obedience to God” look like?

20th Century British author and teacher, Brian Edwards writes, “In revival, the minds of people are concentrated upon things of eternity, and there is an awareness that nothing else really matters.”

Are the things you value the most rooted in earth, or in heaven?  Does how you spend and invest your time, your energy, your gifts, and your money more closely reflect the culture of this world, or God’s priorities and values?

Read through The New Testament book of ACTS, and you’ll see that these definitions of revival were what the Early Church experienced.  And the fruit of revival was that people were responding to the message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in huge numbers.

Much of the first half of ACTS focuses on the story of Peter and his ministry of evangelism to the Jews.  And much of the second half of ACTS focuses on Saul’s conversion, the changing of his name to Paul, and then the story of how God used Paul to reach out, not only to his fellow Jews, but to the Gentiles, which is what The New Testament calls anyone who wasn’t born a Jew.  And again, it’s clear to see how all the stories in the book of ACTS grow up out of the soil of revival.  And out of this same soil of revival we see the Early Church growing up through its theological infancy and adolescence.  Here are two more descriptions of revival …

20th Century American pastor and author, Vance Havner wrote, “Revival is the church falling in love with Jesus Christ all over again.”

Is your love relationship with Jesus Christ growing or diminishing?

21st Century American seminary professor and author Robert Coleman writes, “Revival is the work of God in which He visits His own people, restoring and releasing them into the fullness of His blessing.”

How’s your proximity to God?  Is God close by or far away?  God will be as close to us as we invite Him to be.  Revival and restoration are always the fruit of our closeness to God.

Remember the three questions I asked about revival a bit ago?

1. What is revival?  It’s you and me choosing to go deeper with God.
2. How does revival happen?  Whenever you and I seek it.
3. What is the fruit of revival?  We mature in our faith – reflecting more of the holiness of God, and the character of Jesus Christ in our thoughts, in our words, in our actions, and in our priorities.

Again, the story of the Early Church found in ACTS is best described by this word revival.  And to understand EPHESIANS, we’ve got to first understand some things about revival and about how God uses the Holy Spirit and other people … people just like you and like me … to reach out to others who are hungry for the things of God, and who are calling out to God to find out if He is who He says He is.

In ACTS 2 we read that the Gospel of Jesus Christ was spread out into the area around Ephesus within days after Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came to the Early Church … Here’s what was happening:  The city of Jerusalem was filled up with Jews from all over the known world, who’d traveled there, thinking that this would just be another one of the predictable kind of Pentecosts they’d celebrated for centuries.  Pentecost was then the Jews celebrated God’s giving of the Ten Commandments 50 (pente) days after their exodus out of slavery in Egypt.

But God had a new kind of Pentecost experience up His sovereign sleeve.  And on this Pentecost God sent the Holy Spirit into the world, to fill up and empower His people … no longer commemorating the giving of the Ten Commandments 50 days after the exodus of the Jews from their Egyptian slavery, but celebrating the freedom of the New Covenant between God and us that began 50 days earlier at the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.

And thousands of the Jews who’d gathered in Jerusalem for Pentecost that year encountered Jesus Christ and gave their hearts and lives to Him … and then they all returned to their homes … to the North, South, East, and West of Jerusalem … out to the furthest points of the known world, and the Gospel went with them.  And this is how the Gospel first traveled to Ephesus.

ACTS 18:24 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
 
24 Now a [certain] Jew named Apollos, an Alexandrian by birth, an eloquent man, came to Ephesus; and he was mighty in the Scriptures. [emphasis maintained … although the word “certain” is left out in the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE for some reason]

This is the first mention of the man named Apollos in The New Testament.  A “certain Jew.”  Throughout the book of ACTS, beginning with ACTS 3:2, this phrase, “a certain man, Jew, disciple, woman, prophet, etc…” is used thirty-two times, and it always refers to a person who is special, central, or key to the story.  And gang, we’re going to find out in this story that this certain Jew, by the name of Apollos is key to the revival that happens in Ephesus.

Let’s go back in ACTS 18 just a bit.  In ACTS 15:36 Paul heads out on his Second Missionary Journey – which continues through ACTS 18:22 …

ACTS 18:18-22 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 

18 Paul, having remained many days longer, took leave of the brethren and put out to sea for Syria, and with him were Priscilla and Aquila.  In Cenchrea he had his hair cut, for he was keeping a vow.
19 They came to Ephesus, and he left them there.  Now he himself entered the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews.
20 When they asked him to stay for a longer time, he did not consent,
21 but taking leave of them and saying, “I will return to you again if God wills,” he set sail from Ephesus.
22 When he had landed at Caesarea, he went up and greeted the church, and went down to Antioch.

So the movement of God had been going on in Ephesus before Apollos came along because the Apostle Paul had previously been there for a short while.  The Greek word for reasoned in v. 19 is dialegomai … the word we get dialogue from.  As you might remember, Paul was primarily called to share Jesus with the Gentiles, but whenever he showed up in a new town, he always went to the Jewish synagogue first, and entered into discussions with the Jews in the city about Jesus … showing them from The Old Testament that Jesus was the Messiah they’d been praying for, and waiting for for centuries.

Paul was just passing through Ephesus at this point, on his way to Jerusalem … and so he didn’t do much tending or harvesting.  He mainly did planting.  Here’s how he describes this later in FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:6 …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 

6 I [Paul] planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth.

And even though God wanted Paul to just plant seed in Ephesus on his first trip there, and even though it may have seemed to the people in Ephesus that Paul left them before they were totally grounded in their faith, God WOULD HAVE Paul eventually come back to spent three years in the church he planted there. 

ACTS 18:23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 

23 And having spent some time there, he [the Apostle Paul] left and passed successively through the Galatian region [Asia Minor / modern-day Turkey] and Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples. [emphasis added]

1. 44-46 A.D., Paul’s First Missionary Journey …
2. 49-50 A.D., Paul’s Second Missionary Journey
3. 53-57 A.D., Paul’s Third Missionary Journey

And it was during Paul’s Second Missionary Journey that he eventually headed back to Ephesus.  He’d been traveling around ministering, and when he ran out of money, he went into the tent making business with, working with fellow Christ-followers, a husband and wife team by the names of Aquila and Priscilla.  Paul worked making and selling tents all week, and then he taught people about Jesus Christ one day a week.  

Later, Paul and Aquila and Priscilla were joined by Timothy and others from his team, who came from an area to the NE of where they were ministering called Macedonia and they brought Paul a tremendous offering that enabled him to continue living out the mission God had given him.  In fact, the Lord used His people to contribute so much money to Paul, that he was able to bring Aquila and Priscilla along with him and together they took the gospel further than it had ever gone before.  And in SECOND CORINTHIANS 8-9 and PHILIPPIANS 4 Paul talks gratefully about what this offering meant to him, how it equipped him, and what it freed him up to do for God. 

And then one day while on this Third Missionary Journey, Paul, and Aquila and Priscilla came, once again into the town of Ephesus.  And after leaving Aquila and Priscilla to minister in one part of town, Paul went to the synagogue and began preaching the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  And Paul found a greater openness to the Gospel than he’d found in almost any other city.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …


FAITH LESSON

When people are hungry for the message of Jesus Christ, and then when people are willing to do whatever it takes to mature in their faith, God will move heaven and hell to make sure they hear about Him, and have the opportunity to go deeper in Him.

Do you know the difference between an evangelist and a pastor, and between preaching and teaching?  The answer will help us understand God’s plan for spreading the Gospel, and equipping new Christ-followers to grow up in their faith, taking on more of the character of Jesus Christ … so that they’ll become more and more equipped to live into the will of God in the day-to-day circumstances of their lives.

Evangelists proclaim the truth of Jesus Christ, so people can hear about Him and then come into a relationship with God.  The proclamational ministry of the evangelist is often referred to as preaching.

Pastors teach the truth of God’s Word verse-by-verse to the body of Jesus Christ [the church], so people can come into a relationship with God and then mature in their relationship with God.  The proclama-tional ministry of the pastor is often referred to as teaching.

Most evangelists aren’t also gifted as teachers.  And not all people gifted as teachers are also called to be pastors.  But it’s God’s plan that all pastors are gifted as teachers, otherwise the local body of Jesus Christ called the church, won’t be effectively discipled and will lack maturity.

And this is what was happening in Ephesus when Paul showed up.  People were hearing the Gospel preached, and then they were being taught how to mature in their relationship with Jesus Christ.

Gang, there comes a time for every person that’s commonly referred to as our “God consciousness” … and it happens in the heartland of the USA, and in the mountain regions of Tibet.  And it happens in the highlands of Scotland and in the most remote jungles of Africa and South America.  And it happens across the plains of Canada, and at the icy weather stations found at the North and South Poles.  Because God is everywhere, this “God consciousness” happens everywhere.

And when a person comes to their own moment of “God consciousness” whether it’s through hearing truth shared through the teaching of God’s Word, or from another person, or whether it comes through seeing God revealed up close in nature or far away in the universe … when a person has their own “God consciousness” moment and says to God, “I want to know more about this God who is revealing Himself to me” then God is under a self-prescribed obligation to do whatever it take to get someone to that person to share the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus Christ with them in a way that they can understand and then respond to.

But if, at a person’s moment of “God consciousness”, they say to themselves and to God, “I don’t want to know You God, in fact, I reject You”, then God is under no obligation to get the Gospel to them.  This is what Paul teaches in ROMANS 1.

And I believe that this reality of how God works is how Apollos and then Paul received their callings to go to Ephesus … and that this is also the way you and I came into contact with God and His messengers at our moment of our own “God consciousness.”  One day, someone or a whole group of people in Ephesus, had a moment of “God consciousness” … and in that moment, when they responded to God and reached out to God, God sent Apollos and then Paul to Ephesus … just like when you and I responded to God and reached out to Him, God sent somebody to us, to speak into the major hunger for the things of God that we were experiencing.

Paul was having a great time in Ephesus … and people were coming to God, but then God asked Paul to head back to Jerusalem … but before he left, Paul said that if God made a way for him to come back to Ephesus, that he would.  And yet the hunger in the hearts of people remained … a vacuum and a void … and so God laid it on the heart of Apollos, who was an evangelist, to go there.  And Paul also left Aquila and Priscilla there to help as well.  God always has a plan.  ALWAYS.  Do you see it?

Gang, it’s great to pray for revival.  But we’ve got it all backwards if we ever begin to make the mistake of thinking that God’s hands are tied until we pray.  The truth of the matter is that it’s our hands that are tied until we pray.  God isn’t ever held back by you or me not praying.  If that was the case, how did God create the universe when people weren’t even around yet?!  Even if the whole world stood up and shook their fists at God, God would still do what God wants to do.  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

Let’s pray that the hunger for revival begins in us, and moves through us.  Let’s pray that God will come to us at this point of our deepest need and our greatest hunger, and begin His work of revival in us.

Remember what Charles G. Finney said about revival?

“Revival is the renewal of the first love of Christians to God … revival is nothing less than a new beginning of obedience to God.”

Ephesus was a great worldly city, a city that was centered on the worship of the false goddess Diana … and we’ll talk much more next Sunday about the city of Ephesus, and what it was like.  But the Ephesians, Jews and Gentiles alike, were hungry for the Truth, and so God sent Paul, and then Aquila and Priscilla, and Apollos to preach to them so that they’d have the opportunity to come into a relationship with Jesus Christ, and then to teach them so that they’d have the opportunity to grow in maturity in their life with Jesus Christ, becoming fully-devoted disciples.

In between ACTS 18:22 and ACTS 18:23 about three years go by, and we transition in the story from the end of Paul’s Second Missionary Journey, to the beginning of Paul’s Third Missionary Journey …

ACTS 18:25-28 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 

25 This man [Apollos] had been instructed in the way of the Lord; and being fervent in spirit, he was speaking and teaching accurately the things concerning Jesus, being acquainted only with the baptism of John;
26 and he began to speak out boldly in the synagogue.  But when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him aside and explained to him the way of God more accurately.
27 And when he wanted to go across to Achaia, the brethren encouraged him and wrote to the disciples to welcome him; and when he had arrived, he greatly helped those who had believed through grace,
28 for he powerfully refuted the Jews in public, demonstrating by the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ.

Achaia is the area where the Greek city of Corinth is located.  Apollos is in Ephesus … he’s met Aquila and Priscilla … and he’s going to Corinth.  And guess who’d just been in Corinth?  The Apostle Paul.  This is like the biggest spiritual chess game in the world … discerning, obedient, courageous followers of Jesus Christ crisscrossing one another, going where God needed them to go in order to make the biggest impact, first making converts, and then helping converts become devoted disciples.

You see, up until this time in his ministry Apollos was good at making converts, but he didn’t have much experience at making disciples.  But then Apollos met Aquila and Priscilla, they taught him how to make disciples, and then Apollos went from being an evangelist, to also being a pastor and a teacher.  In fact, we find out later that Apollos more than likely pastored the church in Corinth for a while.

Then we come to ACTS 19, and Paul is back at Ephesus.  And Paul finds that while Apollos has helped a lot of people come to God in repentance (which Paul referred to here in ACTS 19 as the ministry of John the Baptist), since Apollos didn’t know much yet about the whole story of Jesus Christ, and about His death and resurrection, and the coming of the Holy Spirit, that the people had only heard part of the story.  And so God sent Paul back to Ephesus to fill in the blanks and help people come more fully into the new life that God had for them.

So again, do you see how Apollos tilled up the soil, and then Paul planted, and then later Apollos watered, but that it was God who brought about the growth and the change?  And this is the way effective ministry still takes place today.  None of us is more important that another.  No spiritual gift is more important than another spiritual gift.  We’re all needed … even the many different Christian denominations, and parachurch ministry organizations are needed for the body of Jesus Christ to be most fully realized and lived out in the world.

And this transformation of the hearts and the minds, and the affections, and the priorities, and the words, and the thoughts, and the actions of people just like you and me always begins with a hunger in the hearts … and God always responds to this spiritual hunger by sending people an evangelist like Apollos, and then a pastor-teacher like Paul, and then people can grow and be intentionally discipled in the Word of God … and the fruit of this growth and maturity in their lives will be visible.

Remember last fall when we studied the seven letters Jesus sent to the seven churches REVELATION 2-3?  Most Bible teachers believe that the church at Ephesus was the church body that planted the other six churches in the region of Asia Minor.  Yes, as you probably remember, some of those churches were struggling and having a hard time moving toward maturity and consistency when Jesus wrote to them.  But this is the same way it is with us too.  We all have ups and downs in our faith … sputtering stops and starts, sometimes taking two steps forward and then one step back.  But gang, when we hunger and thirst after righteousness, God will always take us from spiritual infancy to maturity in the Lord Jesus Christ the easiest and most direct way we’re willing to come.

How awesome to see how God wove together the ministries of Paul, and Apollos, and Aquila and Priscilla … the strengths and the gifts of one connecting with the strengths and the gifts of the others … and together living into and fulfilling the plans of God.  And as the lead pastor-teacher of 2nd Street, this is my passion and desire for what we’d see happening here.

Listen to me … none of us is able to give 2nd Street everything it needs to grow and mature.  Some will water, others will plant, and still others will bring about the harvest.  Some will evangelize, others will teach, some will disciple, and hopefully all will serve … for this is how God has planned that His body, the church would come to maturity, and be equipped to live out the calling He gives us to connect with the spiritual and physical needs in Newberg, in Yamhill County, and even further out from here, even to the other side of the world, to Rwanda and to Ireland where we have missionaries serving right now.  How great are God’s plans.  Do you see it?

The attitude of “I’ve got it all covered and I don’t really need you” is craziness!  Jesus was the only person who ever came to the earth with all the spiritual gifts.  We all need one another!  And there’s not a need out there that God can’t meet through His people, as we obediently respond to His leading in our lives.  You do your part.  I’ll do my part, and together God’s church will grow towards maturity.

Apollos discipled some of Paul’s converts in Corinth.  And then Paul discipled some of Apollos’s converts in Ephesus.  I love to see this holy cycle of CONVERSION and DISCIPLESHIP.  And the beauty and the simplicity of this cycle is another reason why it’s so important that we not make more out of our denominational distinctives than we should.  Yes, different denominations and different Christian traditions have made some great contributions to the bigger picture of what Christianity looks like and what it accomplishes in the world.

But again, just like no individual gifts are more important than another, so too, no denomination or movement or group within Christianity is more important than another.  And I see a critically important THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …



FAITH LESSON

We’ve got to remain Jesus-focused, not personality-focused or denominationally-focused.  Because only as we remain Jesus-focused, will all the glory go back to Jesus Christ.  And it’s all about Him, not about us.  It’s all for Him, and not for us.

Has God ever used you in the life of someone else … in either of these two parts of this cycle of CONVERSION and DISCIPLESHIP … and then you had to move, or they moved and you said something like …

“God, how are they going to make it?  I’m thankful You helped me bring them to You and then become a more devoted disciple … but they need me and now they won’t have me?”

And gang, if ever and whenever you and I begin to think like that, I believe that God will bend down out of heaven and clearly say to us …

“I love you, but let’s get one thing straight … I don’t need you to get My work done.  Yes, you were obedient and did what I asked you to do.  But it’s time for a new chapter in their life, and in your life too.  Don’t worry.  I’m sending them their own personal ‘Apollos’, and I’ve got a new job for you to do.  Are you listening?  Keep pressing into Me!  Let My fire of revival burn in you.”

Friends, you and I won’t fully know until we get to heaven, how God has orchestrated our lives and the lives of other people.  But it’s so amazing to depend on Him and rely on Him moment-by-moment, and day-by-day, and then give Him all the credit.

ACTS 19:8-10 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE) 

8 And he [Paul] entered the synagogue and continued speaking out boldly for three months, reasoning and persuading them about the kingdom of God.
9 But when some were becoming hardened and disobedient, speaking evil of the Way before the people, he withdrew from them and took away the disciples, reasoning daily in the school of Tyrannus.
10 This took place for two years, so that all who lived in Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.

Just like in ROMANS 1, the church in Ephesus is going to be divided on some of this new theology they’re learning.  Paul is entering into dialogue with them, teaching and discipling them toward maturity in Jesus Christ.  But some of the people in the church will have to divorce themselves from some old friends who keep dragging them back into the way their lives were before Jesus … worshiping idols and being sexually immoral.  But God had their back, and He helped them to form new friendships with other believers, and He took care of them as they matured in Him.

Tyrannus was a famous doctor in the ancient world, and the school of Tyrannus was a medical school.  But it was only open until noon.  And so in the evenings, Paul used it to preach and share the Gospel and invite people into relationship with God through Jesus Christ, surrendering their lives and their futures over to Him … and during the afternoons, Paul used it to teach and make disciples.

And what happened?  God used Paul to bring revival to the people of Ephesus.  And within three years, out of this town of early 250,000 people, the Christian church in Ephesus was made up of over 25,000!  How does revival come?  Through open hearts.  Through open hearts.  Through open hearts.

Remember what Jesus said to Nicodemus about the Holy Spirit in JOHN 3?  He said that the Holy Spirit is like the wind … blowing where He wants to.  We can feel it, but we can’t really see it.  And what Jesus meant is that we can’t really see the wind or the Holy Spirit WITH OUR NATURAL EYES.

But let me tell you something … the wind doesn’t just blow because it wants to blow.  The wind blows when it’s moved by high and low-pressure areas.  There are highs pressure areas and there are low-pressure areas, and when there are low-pressure areas, the air moves to that area and the wind begins to blow.

And likewise, whenever there’s a little vacuum area over here where somebody, or a group of people say, “We want to know more about Jesus” the Holy Spirit starts to moves there.  Friends, the Holy Spirit moves over here and over there … He moves to wherever people are seeking Him … the Holy Spirit always moves in response to the movement and the response of the people seeking more of God.

Even when it’s just one person in The Philippines crying out, “God, I want to know about You!” somebody is picked up by the wind of the Holy Spirit from the United States, or from somewhere else, and blown over to The Philippines the way Dick and Helen Cadd and their family were 50something years ago now.

Or just a few years ago, when some students from China on the George Fox University campus began to say, “God, we’re beginning to see that You brought us here for more than an education.  We want to know You God.  Please send somebody to us who speaks our language and knows our culture, to share with us more about You.”  And so the wind of the Holy Spirit blew and picked up Ping Yi Shih and brought her to Newberg, and she started ministering on the GFU campus, and then she became a part of 2nd Street, and in the past few years many of the Chinese students at George Fox University have came into a life-changing relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ.

And this is exactly what happened in Ephesus … as the biggest revival the world had ever seen up until then took place … as the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ blew through Paul, blew through Aquila and Priscilla, blew through Apollos, blew through Barnabas, blew through John Mark, and then blew through Timothy, and through Peter, and through the other ten original disciples … and God used this chapter of Christian history to turn the world upside down.

And this nation that Ephesus was a part of … called Asia Minor [which is now modern-day Turkey], grew in their faith in Jesus Christ to the place that they sent out their own missionaries around the region and around the known world.  And eventually, some of the most famous pastors in the history of the Christian church pastored the church at Ephesus … from Paul, to John, to Timothy, and to Polycarp.

And again, it all started with people whose hearts were open.  And not just hearts that were open to hearing more about God, but that were also open to say, “God, I want the wind of Your Spirit to carry me to the places You want me to go.  Here I am.  Send me.  I’ll be sensitive and obedient to Your will and I’ll do whatever You tell me to do.”

And we don’t have to go to Africa or even across the state of Oregon.  There are people right here in our city and in our neighborhoods who are saying, “God, I want to know more about You.”  So won’t you say to Him this morning, “God I’m willing to go wherever You send me, do whatever You ask me to do, and say whatever You ask me to say.  I’ll share You with my neighbor, with my family, with my co-workers, with my friends … I will walk through the doors You open up for me to walk through, and I’ll speak the words You put in my mouth.”

Revival is the pathway the church of Ephesus traveled toward becoming one of the most stable, Christ-honoring churches in the first century of Christianity.  And as you and I travel this same route, we’ll experience the same fruit in our lives as followers of Jesus Christ, and as the church of God called 2nd Street.

Revival doesn’t always begin because we’re praying that it will begin.  Revival begins when one person opens themselves up to God and tells Him that they want a bigger revelation of who He is so that they can see Him more clearly, love Him more dearly, and follow Him more nearly.  Day by day.  Oh, glory to God!
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Last Sunday we began a 22-Sunday journey through The New Testament book of EPHESIANS … Paul’s second most densely constructed, and theologically-layered doctrinal letter, after the one he wrote to the ROMANS.  This morning we’re going to do some more introductory study of the book of EPHESIANS, and then get into EPHESIANS 1:1, because doing this will help give us a big-picture understanding of Paul’s intent, before we dive more deeply into his words.

Written in about 62 A.D., while Paul was in prison in Rome, EPHESIANS was penned about 30 years following the death, resurrection, and return to heaven of Jesus Christ.  The Early Church was growing and maturing, and it needed this kind of theological instruction to stay on target with Jesus Christ as their head – and to equip them to make sure that knowing Him, worshiping Him, following Him, and ministering in His name became their highest aim, goal, and priority.

EPHESIANS is one of a group of four letters Paul wrote and sent out during this first Roman imprisonment, a group that also includes PHILIPPIANS, COLOSSIANS, and the slim, very personal letter of PHILEMON.  Paul’s first imprisonment by the Romans happened in 58 A.D., but he served his jail time in Caesarea, 40 miles NE of Jerusalem on the Eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea … and during the two years he was in prison there, he defended himself in court three times (cf., ACTS 24-26).

Paul, was born a Jew, but he was also a Roman citizen – and eventually he asked to appeal his case to Caesar himself, and in the fall of 60 A.D. he was taken to Rome to do just that.  As Paul and the other prisoners traveled to Crete, he warned the Roman Centurion named Julius traveling with them to not sail then, because September and October were the most dangerous months to travel on the Mediterranean.  But Julius didn’t listen, and their ship wrecked off the Island of Malta.

Everyone on the ship either swam or grabbed onto wreckage from the ship and made it to Malta – and not one person was lost.  After staying on Malta for three months, they finally set sail for Rome again, and eventually arrived at the Italian port city of Puteoli (cf., ACTS 28:13) and walked the rest of the way to Rome, where Paul remained under house arrest – with just one guard watching him for two years, during which time he was allowed to have visitors, preach the gospel, make converts, and teach the Word, turning CONVERTS into DISCIPLES.  And it was during this time that Paul wrote the four letters of EPHESIANS, PHILIPPIANS, COLOSSIANS, and PHILEMON.

In 63 A.D. Paul was freed from prison in Rome, traveled to Crete and then Macedonia, and spent the next three years fulfilling the dream he first expressed in ROMANS 15:28 … traveling and ministering the Gospel of Jesus Christ in Spain and Britain.  Four years later, in 67 A.D., Paul is arrested again and sent to Rome, where he wrote the letter of SECOND TIMOTHY, to Timothy, who had been like a son to him, who was, at that time, the pastor of the church at Ephesus.  This was the last letter Paul would write before dying a martyr’s death in June of 68 A.D.

Paul was martyred under the first persecution of Emperor Nero, and it’s through the testimony of the 3rd Century pastor, bishop, and martyr named Abdias, that we’re first told the story of how Paul died.  Abdias was the Early Church Fathers who began the church in Syria, which is now called the Syriac Orthodox Church … and St. Ignatius of Antioch Orthodox Church in Portland, is a Syriac Orthodox congregation.

Paul’s martyrdom was neither elaborate, nor was it carried out in front of a large crowd.  Nero had simply had enough of Paul and the influence his presence, and his writings were making throughout the part of the world under Roman rule – and so one day Nero sent two of his guards to Paul.  And when the guards told Paul that they’d been instructed to execute him, Paul prayed for them, and told them that it was his hope that after his death, that they’d come into relationship with Jesus Christ.  When Paul was done praying, the two guards Paul out of the city to a place only referred by Abdias to as “the place of execution”, where he was beheaded.  Let’s go back to the dates of Paul’s three missionary journeys I shared with you last Sunday.

44-46 A.D., Paul’s first missionary journey
49-50 A.D., Paul’s second missionary journey
53-57 A.D., Paul’s third missionary journey

During Paul’s second missionary journey, he wrote his first two letters, FIRST & SECOND THESSALONIANS, both of which focus on end-times theology, commonly referred to as eschatology … a word that comes from two Greek words, “eschatos” meaning “last” and “ology” meaning “the study of.”  So eschatology means “the study of last things” and it was first referred to as this by Christians in 1550 A.D.

During Paul’s third missionary journey, he wrote the books of FIRST & SECOND CORINTHIANS, GALATIANS, and ROMANS, covering a wide variety of themes, that ultimately all revolve around coming into relationship with Jesus Christ, and how to grow up into, and take on more of the character of Jesus Christ, so that we can then live out the will of God with greater consistency and integrity.

As I mentioned several minutes ago, during his second imprisonment in Rome, Paul wrote the letters of FIRST & SECOND TIMOTHY, and TITUS, which are commonly referred to as Paul’s “PASTORAL EPISTLES” because they’re written to pastors, offering counsel, understanding, and wisdom abut how to grow, organize, disciple, and shepherd a local church Body.  In all, the Apostle Paul wrote thirteen of the twenty-seven books in The New Testament, or almost half of them.

In nearly all the letters Paul wrote, whether they were to a church body, or to an individual pastor, he dealt with a problem that was going on in the church, or that the pastor was encountering, and each time, he offered corrective counsel about how to move away from error and toward truth.  The one exception to this rule of thumb is the letter PAUL wrote to the church at Ephesus … which apparently, at this point in time was a solid, faithful, growing, and maturing flock (cf., EPHESIANS 1:15).

How awesome that in this one letter Paul was able to offer only encouragement and not correction.  This big difference between this one letter and all the others Paul wrote, and because in some of the earliest manuscripts we have for EPHESIANS, the words “at Ephesus” in v. 1 aren’t found … these two things have caused some Bible scholars to doubt that it was Paul’s intent to write and send this letter specifically to the church at Ephesus.

And yet in the end, this debate is meaningless, because all of Paul’s letters were eventually copied and sent around from church to church.  And every one of them have truth that can be taught, understood, and applied to anyone seeking to know more about Jesus Christ, and who want to learn how to follow Him more closely.  

Maybe you’ve noticed this before – but the two books of EPHESIANS and COLOSSIANS have many parallels – sharing a basic structure, as well as many of the exact same phrases and words.  Because of this fact, from time-to-time throughout our study of EPHESIANS, we’ll look back and forth between these two books.  But with all their similarities, EPHESIANS and COLOSSIANS quite different in the main truths the Apostle Paul wants us to see about the church.

· EPHESIANS focuses on the Body of Jesus Christ itself, the church.
· COLOSSIANS focuses on the Head of the Body, Jesus Christ.

The book of EPHESIANS, like the other epistles Paul wrote while he was in prison, can be easily divided into two equal halves.  In EPHESIANS 1-3 Paul teaches us doctrine about who Christians are in Jesus Christ, which is often referred to as POSITIONAL TRUTH.  Paul tells us who Jesus Christ is, what His purposes are for us as His followers, and how He wants His presence, power, and righteousness to be alive and working in us, and through us.  This is POSITIONAL TRUTH.

Then in EPHESIANS 4-6 Paul teaches us HOW TO APPLY this POSITIONAL TRUTH in the day-to-day stuff of life … in what is often referred to as TEMPORAL TRUTH.  I mean, it’s great, for instance, that you and I as Christians are “the righteousness of God in Christ” … which is POSITIONAL TRUTH … but this truth can’t remain a “pie-in-the-sky” theological concept … it has to become a truth that gets lived out in the practical circumstances of life that we find ourselves dealing with every day … and this is TEMPORAL TRUTH.

The righteousness of God in Christ still has to wash the dishes, and go to work, and pay bills, and get along with people.  So theology that doesn’t have a down-to-earth application isn’t worth much.  Paul knew that, and so in the book of EPHESIANS, he teaches us both POSITIONAL TRUTH and TEMPORAL TRUTH.

· POSITIONAL TRUTH has to do with who we are in Jesus Christ.
· TEMPORAL TRUTH has to do with how we live out our faith in Jesus Christ the day-to-day circumstances of life.

In EPHESIANS 4-6 Paul teaches us how to live out our life in Christ as husband, wives, family members, employees, students, and as people who are committed to being the presence, the voice, the hands, the feet, and the ears of Jesus Christ in the world.  And so the book of EPHEIANS is theologically deep, and yet it’s simple and extremely practical when it comes to its application.



In the 1st Century, at 250,000 people, Ephesus was the second largest city in the known world.  It doesn’t still exist as a city today, but here’s a map of where Ephesus was located when the church there received this letter from the Apostle Paul.  Ephesus was partially destroyed by an earthquake in 614 A.D., but then in the 15th Century, following centuries of wars, destruction and rebuilding, Ephesus was completely abandoned by the Ottomans and the Turks, and most of it’s remaining inhabitants moved to the nearby city of Ayasulug.  SECOND SAMUEL 1:19 is right, “Oh, how the mighty are fallen.” (KING JAMES VERSION)

Paul’s friends Tychicus and Onesimus delivered the letters of EPHESIANS and COLOSSIANS to these two churches.  The city of Ephesus was a seaport town on the SE shores of the Aegean Sea, and because of its location, was one of the major locations of commerce and trade.  And like all such cities, with people from many different cultures, religions, and races, moving in and out of it all the time, Ephesus also became a major source of sexual immorality.  In fact, Ephesus was most often associated in people’s minds with the worship of Diana, the goddess of fertility.

Diana was a goddess who was worshipped by people all over the known world in Paul’s day.  And even though there were many other cultural and athletic facilities and attractions in Ephesus, the Temple of Diana trumped them all.  Diana worship involved sexual orgies – and because “personal pleasure” was a virtue in Greek culture, sex outside of marriage was a common and completely acceptable practice by nearly everyone in the city.

Because Ephesus was the center for the worship of Diana, do you see why Paul writes in EPHESIANS 4-5 about sexual immorality and adultery … and why he offers so much practical wisdom about how God’s plans for human sexuality and marriage are so different than what the world espouses?  Can you see why Ephesus was a place that really needed to have a Christian church planted … and why, at the same time, it would have been perceived by the faint of heart and the weak of faith as a difficult, if not impossible place to launch a new flock?

I have a feeling that planting a church in Ephesus would be a lot like going to Las Vegas to start a church … heading right into the heart of where the sex trade industry was thriving and opening up a storefront church for prostitutes and their clients.
Here’s a reproduction of what the Temple of Diana looked like in Paul’s day … this is a ½ scale miniature built on a site in Turkey that’s standing today.  And then here’s a photo of what the actual ruins of the Temple of Diana looks like now …
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Last Sunday we scratched the surface of ACTS 18-19 – looking into the events leading up to Paul’s planting of this church in Ephesus.  But when you read through all of ACTS 19 you’ll find the whole story of Paul’s discernment and courage, and then the outpouring of God’s supernatural presence in the lives of the people who were responding to Him, reaching out to Him, and turning their lives over to Him.

And if there’s ever a time when we need to know God’s discernment, power, wisdom, courage, and stamina, it’s when we’re fully-surrendered to DOING GOD’S WILL GOD’S WAY … because it’s in this exact place that Satan turns up the heat of both temptation and persecution, and where you and I find out who we’re really depending on for our vision and for our strength.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

It’s one thing to have God reveal His will for us, but it’s a whole ‘nother thing to have God confirm His will for us.  And we need both to happen.  Our willingness to do God’s will, God’s way, moves us from revelation to confirmation, from our strength to God’s strength, and from hit-and-miss obedience to the discerning wisdom, consistent courage, and Holy Spirit stamina God wants us to experience as we serve Him.

Gang, God wants to teach us about discernment, and about living life, not in our own strength and wisdom, but in His Spirit – so we can have His power and His authority over Satan and his plans, strategies, and distractions?  16th and 17t Century British statesman, author, scientist, lawyer, and author, Sir Francis Bacon once wrote …

“Some books are to be tasted, others are to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested.” – Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626)

Paul’s letter to the EPHESIANS is this third kind of book.  And that’s why we’ll do it justice, and allow ourselves to chew and digest it, by studying it verse-by-verse over the coming months.  Here’s a basic outline of the book of EPHESIANS broken up into the two parts I told you about earlier …

EPHESIANS 1-2-3 | POSITIONAL TRUTH …

EPHESIANS 1	GOD THE FATHER, THE PLANNER AND ARCHITECT
EPHESIANS 2	GOD THE SON, JESUS CHRIST, THE BUILDER AND DOER
EPHESIANS 3	GOD THE HOLY SPIRIT, THE REVEALER AND EMPOWERER

The Trinity, or the Triunity, as I prefer to call the Godhead, is the three persons of God, Who are ONE IN NATURE, but THREE IN PERSONALITY AND EXPRESSION.  We almost take this important doctrine for granted because it’s so well known to us today – but we shouldn’t make the mistake of overlooking it’s importance, or miss, in our study of the Bible, how this foundational doctrine of the Christian church first began being taught within the writings of Paul, Peter, John, and the authors of the Gospels.

This important, cornerstone doctrine of the Christian faith was just beginning to be articulated and built into the bedrock of the church when Paul wrote EPHESIANS, and so he dedicates these first three chapters of EPHESIANS to it focusing on it.

THE TRIUNITY OF GOD … 
GOD THE FATHER	, THE PLANNER AND ARCHITECT …

God the Father is the first member of the Triunity, the One in charge of orchestrating and planning God’s will in everything.  We see this in CREATION and in SALVATION.

THE TRIUNITY OF GOD … 
	GOD THE SON, JESUS CHRIST, THE BUILDER AND DOER …

God’s Son, Jesus Christ is the second member of the Triunity, the One Who takes the plans of God the Father off the drafting table and puts them into practice.  And again, we see this reality lived out in both CREATION, and in SALVATION.

THE TRIUNITY OF GOD … 
	GOD THE HOLY SPIRIT, THE REVEALER AND EMPOWERER …

God’s Holy Spirit is the third member of the Triunity, the One Who takes the PLANS of God the Father, and the WORKS of Jesus Christ the Son, and reveals them to us – teaching us how to live into them.  

The Holy Spirit’s role in revealing truth about God the Father and Jesus Christ the Son is like the billboard lights along the highway.  The function of the lights is to make the billboard messages, without obscuring the message.  Likewise, the Holy Spirit’s ministry is unobtrusive and brings glory to Jesus (cf., JOHN 16:4).

EPHESIANS 4-5-6 | TEMPORAL TRUTH …

EPHESIANS 4	GOD’S PLAN FOR THE CHURCH
EPHESIANS 5	PUTTING GOD’S WORD TO USE IN OUR LIVES AND
	OVERCOMING SIN ONE CHOICE AT A TIME
EPHEIANS 6	DEFEATING SATAN AND BEING A WITNESS FOR JESUS
	CHRIST IN THE WORLD DAY-BY-DAY

What an amazing story the Apostle Paul presents to us in EPHESIANS.  GOD’S BLUEPRINT FOR OUR SPIRITUAL MATURITY … how God pours out His heart into our hearts, and how He can then uses our changed, transformed, maturing lives in Jesus Christ to bring about change in the world.

So that’s a bit of the timeline specifically surrounding the Apostle Paul and his life leading up to and then following when he wrote EPHESIANS … and some of the introductory material about this letter called EPHESIANS.  And I share all of this with you because in order to understand this important letter, it’s critical to have more than just a passing acquaintance with the soil out of which it grew.  EPHESIANS 1:1 …

EPHESIANS 1:1a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1a Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus …

In Greek, Paul’s name means “small” or “little”.  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON for us this morning in this short, little definition of Paul’s name …

FAITH LESSON

When Saul met Jesus Christ, God changed his name to Paul, and his religious pride and arrogance was replaced with spiritual humility and confidence, and Paul came to believe that he was “more than a conqueror” (cf., ROMANS 8:37), and that he “could do all things through Christ” (cf., PHILIPPIANS 4:13), and that he was only as “great” as the “Greater One” living in and ministering through him.  Oh, God, teach us what Paul learned!




EPHESIANS 1:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, to the saints who are at Ephesus and who are faithful in Christ Jesus:

Paul, the small one, also refers to himself as what here in v. 1?  As an apostle.  I love how the two words “small” and “apostle” are joined together here in v. 1, because it’s a great illustration of the two worlds you and I live in … the NATURAL world and the SPIRITUAL world.  And the next phrase of v. 1 just reiterates this same truth … to the saints who are at Ephesus.

The folks Paul was writing this letter to were just plain, common, natural, people living in this unholy, unspiritual city of Ephesus … and yet Paul calls them saints, meaning holy ones.  Gang, listen to me … OUTWARDLY you might be small, seemingly insignificant, and frail … but INWARDLY, if you’re choosing to live as faithful followers of Jesus Christ, you’re a saint.  We’re all both sinners and saints.  Do you see it?

I’ll say to you, “Good morning saints!”  And you reply back to me, “Good morning saint!”  And I’ll say to you … “Good morning sinners!”  And you reply back to me, “Good morning sinner!”  Paul was OUTWARDLY small, but INWARDLY he was anything but small, because he functioned in the spiritual office of an apostle.

The New Testament Greek word for apostle is apostolos, which simply means “sent one”.  An apostle is someone with a specific mission … being moved along by God toward a particular destination.  HEBREWS 3:1 calls Jesus Christ an apostle.

HEBREWS 3:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Therefore, holy brethren, partakers of a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, the Apostle and High Priest of our confession.

The book of HEBREWS is the one book in The New Testament whose authorship is pretty well unestablished.  But because of it’s vocabulary and the kind of instruction it offers to us about Jesus, it was more than likely written by a Jewish priest or by a member of the Sanhedrin, who’d become a follower of Jesus Christ.  The Sanhedrin was the Jewish Ruling Counsel of 70 … which was kind of like the Jewish Supreme Court.  And here’s what I hear the writer of HEBREWS 3:1 saying …

Jesus was an apostle sent from heaven to earth on a mission – and His mission was to make a way, through His death and resurrection, for human beings to come back into relationship and fellowship with God.  And now that Jesus accomplished that mission, He sits at the right hand of God the Father in heaven as our mediator, making all of our prayers, our needs, and our requests known to God.

When we trace back the history of the word apostle, we find it’s a military word, first used in the Phoenician navy to describe their highest-ranking officer.  The Phoenicians were a dominant people-group in the Middle East from about 2,300-50 B.C. … and they lived along the coastline of what is now modern-day Lebanon, Syria, and Israel. 

So again, along with the word apostle meaning “sent one”, it has at its root, the meaning of being “the one of highest rank or authority.”  Paul doesn’t RANK most of the spiritual gifts, when he lists them in ROMANS 12, in FIRST CORINTHIANS 12, in EPHESIANS 4, and in FIRST PETER 4.  In fact, he seems to go out of his way to make sure we understand that each of the several dozen spiritual gifts are equally given by the Holy Spirit and are to be valued equally among us as the Body of Christ.

But in two verses, in EPHESIANS 4:11 and FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28 Paul does list, what at first, appear to be spiritual gifts, with an order of RANKING, or PRIORITY.

EPHESIANS 4:11; FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28 (AN EXPANDED
NEW TESTAMENT TRANSLATION BY KENNETH WUEST)

4:11 And God Himself gave some, on the one hand, as apostles, and, on the other hand, as prophets, and still again some as bringers of good news, and finally, some as pastors who are also teachers …

12:28 And God indeed placed some for His own use in the Church, first apostles; second, prophets; third, teachers;

But Paul isn’t listing spiritual gifts within the Body of Christ in these verses, he’s listing spiritual offices.  What’s the difference between these two?

1. Spiritual gifts are given by God to all Christians, and they need to be at very heart of describing a Christian’s calling of how and where we will serve in the Body of Christ.

[Please, take our Compass Seminar, taught by Chuck Clarkson.  It’s held the last Sunday of every month and will help you discover your spiritual gifts, and more about your personality and your life’s circumstances, and how God wants to use all three of these parts of who you are to serve Him to show you where and how He wants you to serve Him inside and outside the body of Christ.]

2. Spiritual offices are given to lead ministries within the Body of Christ, and are given to people whom God calls into vocational ministry.

EPHESIANS 4:11; FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28 (AN EXPANDED
NEW TESTAMENT TRANSLATION BY KENNETH WUEST)

4:11 And God Himself gave some, on the one hand, as apostles, and, on the other hand, as prophets, and still again some as bringers of good news, and finally, some as pastors who are also teachers …

12:28 And God indeed placed some for His own use in the Church, first apostles; second, prophets; third, teachers;

And in both of these lists of spiritual offices, Paul lists them in the order he does, even going so far to number them in FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28, because he wants us to see them and understand them in their order of priority or importance within the Body of Christ.  And what spiritual offices is listed and ranked first in both places?  Apostle.  Some Christians believe it was God’s intent that the spiritual office of apostle, was only for the 1st Century – until the Gospel began to be spread around the world.  But if you want to know if God is still calling people to be apostles today, just ask yourself these two questions …

1. Do we still have “sent ones” today?
2. Do “saints” still need maturing today?

Yes, God is still calling people to be apostles today, and we commonly call them missionaries.  Missionaries are THE PIONEERS OF CHRISTIANITY … heading out into different regions of the world to share the Good News of Jesus Christ with people who are hungry for the truth, but who haven’t been told the truth.  And when people respond to the message of Jesus, they become CONVERTS, and then missionaries, who are also oftentimes gifted and called in the spiritual office of pastor-teacher, then teach and DISCIPLE these same people towards maturity in faith in Jesus Christ.

What a huge mistake we make when we look at missionaries who’ve spent years living and ministering in foreign countries as somehow being “low on the totem pole of Christian ministry.”  Nothing could be further from the truth.  As Paul instructs us in EPHESIANS 4:11 and in FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28, the spiritual office of apostle/missionary is the highest, most critical of all four of the spiritual offices … apostle first, then prophet, then evangelist, and then pastor-teachers.

For you and me today, missionaries should be our greatest heroes.  Not to worship, but to come alongside and support with our money, and with our encouragement, and with all the other gifts in life we have at our disposal.  In fact, this morning, I would like to honor those of you here who have served a portion of your life, part of your growing-up life, or all of your adult life in the spiritual office of a missionary.

Short-term missionaries are great, and needed, but that’s not what I’m talking about here this morning.  I’m talking about people who were called to spend a portion of their lives overseas or here in the United States, reaching out with the Gospel to a group of people who needed to see and hear about Jesus Christ.  If that describes you, would you please stand, so we can recognize you?

· Dick and Helen Cadd and their children in the Philippines … along with their Jon, Carolyn, Steve, Yvonne, and LuAnn … how many years Helen or Carolyn?
· Ruth Casto in Venezuela … how many years Ruth?
· Ping-Yi Shih, a Taiwanese national sent to the USA to be a missionary to Asian students studying in the USA … right now at George Fox University.  Ping-Yi, who is part of 2nd Street returned to Taiwan this week for a month of vacation and raising more financial support.
· Johnny Kaye, 2nd Streeter, and the grandson of 2nd Street’s Wini LeVeris, ministering in Rwanda this past year, and coming back home this week to attend GFU in the Fall.
· David and Tricia Howell … in Ireland for two years now … sent out from 2nd Street with Evangelical Friends Missions International.
· Harold Magee … working with his wife Willie as missionaries with Wycliffe for many years after retiring from the Tektronics and other electronic gigs.
· Dave Hansen … was born in Brazil, where his parents were missionaries for many years with the Conservative Baptists.
· Matt and Gayle Denham … in Rwanda for three months now … sent out from 2nd Street with Evangelical Friends Missions International.
· Fred Gregory, a 2nd Streeter with years of life and ministry in Viet Nam, Bangladesh, Uzbekistan, and in many other countries and locations around the world.  How many years Fred?
· Others?

These people, not a single one of them, would ever ask us to thank them, or even have them stand up in our church and be recognized.  But we recognize them because God recognizes them.  So let’s thank these folks for being apostles, missionaries, and sent ones, and for making a difference for the Kingdom of God by being obedient to saying “yes” to God when He brought His vision for their lives to them and invited them to participate with Him in it.  And I see a THIRD and final FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

God is calling us to use our spiritual gifts, and to operate in our spiritual offices, to help the Body of Jesus Christ mature and become all it can be.

1. What is God saying to you?
2. What is God calling you to?
3. Where is God asking you to serve?

God is speaking to you.  Are you listening?
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Good morning friends.  It’s good to be back together again, and to have the opportunity to dig into the Apostle Paul’s letter to the church at Ephesus, which was written in between 62 and 64 A.D., about 30 years after the life, death, resurrection, and return to heaven of our Lord Jesus Christ.

EPHESIANS has been commonly, and I believe, correctly referred to by many Bible teachers as “the Alps of The New Testament,” because during EPHESIANS 1-2-3 we climb and climb and climb into a higher understanding of who God is, who Jesus Christ is, and the role of the Holy Spirit in our lives … and then once we have this heavenly perspective on God and on our life with God, then in EPHESIANS 4-5-6 we look back down at our relationships and at the day-to-day realities and circumstances of our lives and with God’s perspective and insight, and the view is breathtaking.

EPHESIANS was written by the Apostle Paul while he was in prison in Rome, and is the only one of his letters that doesn’t have any correction or exhortation about how the church was doing it wrong or getting it wrong.  Instead, it’s filled from beginning to end with doctrine that helps us understand THE BODY OF JESUS CHRIST ITSELF, THE CHURCH.  If you haven’t had the chance to hear the first two, introductory teachings on EPHESIANS, I’d encourage you to download them from the Bible Teaching portion of our website at www.2ndstreet.org.

There you’ll find manuscripts and MP3s of nearly all the teachings that myself and other teachers have shared with the 2nd Street flock since the middle of 2006.  There are full-book teaching series through HAGGAI, FIRST PETER, THE GOSPEL OF JOHN, as well was verse-by-verse teaching from other New Testament books, as well as verse-by-verse and topical teachings through various Old Testament books as well.  And there’s also a variety of other Bible Study resources, for both printed, and Internet books, as well as audio files to assist you in the studying of God’s Word.

Linnea Brooks, our Worship Arts Director has been reading EPHESIANS out of Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase The Message lately … and she told me that it’s really made God’s vision for WHO and WHAT God has called you and I as the church to DO and BE come alive for her like never before.  I’d encourage you to follow her lead.

Two weeks ago we begin in EPHESIANS 1:1, discussing what it means to be an apostle, and I’d like to say just a bit more about that, and then we’ll go onto the next section of EPHESIANS 1, which is a long, run-on sentence, taking us from v. 3, all the way down through v. 14.  In fact, it’s the longest sentence in the entire Bible, and in this one sentence we see the whole plan of God’s love for us laid out …




1. [bookmark: OLE_LINK1]vv. 3-6	Tells us about the work of God the Father IN THE
PAST.

2. vv. 7-12 	Celebrates the work of God the Son, Jesus Christ 
IN THE PRESENT.

3. vv. 13-14	Reveals the work of God the Holy Spirit IN THE 
FUTURE.

But let’s begin this morning by opening up our Bibles and turning back to EPHESIANS 1:1, and compare with how Paul introduced himself in the opening words of GALATIANS four years earlier …

EPHESIANS 1:1; GALATIANS 1:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

Ephesians 1:1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God …

Galatians 1:1 Paul, an apostle (not sent from men nor through the agency of man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised Him from the dead) …

The distinction Paul makes in these two verses is striking.  I hear Paul saying … 

“I wasn’t made an apostle by being sent out on a mission either by men [plural], or by man [singular].  God the Father and Jesus Christ alone sent me out.  It wasn’t an individual or a committee that made me an apostle.  I wasn’t voted in, nor was I end up being an apostle because of the throw of the dice.  It was God, and God alone who gifted me as an apostle and then sent me out to be an apostle.”

Remember Matthias?  He was the man who was picked to take Judas’ place.  You can read his story in ACTS 1:15-26.  Earlier Jesus told His disciples to wait for Him in Jerusalem … probably in the same upper room where they’d shared the Last Supper the night Jesus was arrested.  Jesus didn’t tell them to “go to the upper room, and choose a new apostle.”  He told them to “go there and wait for the Holy Spirit.”

But they did what we often do when we’re told to wait.  They got antsy.  And so they tossed some dice and Matthias’ name came up, and he was chosen.  But this is the last time we read about or hear about Matthias in The New Testament.  Why?  Because he was “sent from men and through the agency of man.”

So why did God even include the story of Matthias in the Bible?  I believe it was to show you and me the FALLACY OF PEOPLE and the FAITHFULNESS OF GOD.  Because even though eleven people and a couple of dice chose Matthias, God chose a different person.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

The Bible is full of the stories of people who, like us, were often too anxious to “wait” in obedience with God for His revelation and then for the confirmation of His will for their lives.
When we choose to learn from the mistakes of folks in the Bible, throughout history, and all around us, we don’t have to make all the same mistakes ourselves.  God is always wiling to bring us to spiritual maturity the easiest way we’re willing to come.  And learning from the mistakes of others is one of these “easier” ways He invites us to travel. 

In MATTHEW 10:1, 5-6 and EPHESIANS 4:8, 11-12, we read that after Jesus’ resurrection, He appointed His disciples, to be apostles, or “sent ones.”  Yes, God wanted there to be another apostle, and in fact, quite a few more, not just to replace Judas.  There’s nothing magical about the number 12, but God wanted to do the choosing, not some dice.  And after changing Jesus’ first 11 original followers from disciples to apostles, from students to sent ones, the first person God wanted to make an apostle was Paul.

The apostles spoken of in EPHESIANS 4 were given as a gift by God to the church so that through their ministry the church would be perfected, or moved toward maturity in Him.  We read about the spiritual office of apostle throughout The New Testament letters.  Here are just some of the many apostles mentioned …

	Barnabas	ACTS 14:14
	Junia	ROMANS 16:7
	James	GALATIANS 1:19; FIRST CORINTHIANS 15:7
	Apollos	FIRST CORINTHIANS 4:6-9
	Silvanus & Timothy	FIRST THESSALONIANS 1:1

And just like Paul, these men and women, and many more apostles in The New Testament, and apostles today, who are now called missionaries, were chosen by God, not by other men or women.  Yes, God has always used the church and other believers to bear witness to the fact that God has called and gifted people with their spiritual gifts and their spiritual offices, but God is the One who does the choosing.

EPHESIANS 1:2 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

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

This greeting, sometimes with small variations, is found in almost all thirteen of the Apostle Paul’s New Testament letters.  And what’s important to notice is that in Paul’s mind, grace, always comes before peace.  And this makes total sense, because until we have grace in our lives (which is the unconditional love of God that takes away our sin), we won’t know real peace. 

ILLUSTRATION … Moody Bible Institute’s magazine Today In The World reported that since the beginning of recorded history, the entire world has been at peace less than eight percent of the time!  In its study, the periodical discovered that of 3,530 years of recorded history, only 286 years saw peace.  And moreover, something in excess of 8,000 peace treaties were made – and broken. 

Gang, the world is looking for peace … but it’s not going to be found, except as the bi-product of God’s grace that you and I receive after coming to God in confession and repentance, and receiving His forgiveness and mercy.  So many people are stuck in their own self-effort to try and find peace.

But trying to work to please God will always leave us frustrated because we never known when we’ve tried hard enough, or when we’ve met the “God’s requirements” invented by people.  It’s such a dead end.  And Satan will even try to trap you and me in this gerbil-wheel of religious effort by saying things to us like, “You know, you could have given a little bit more.”  Or, “You should have prayed a little longer this morning.”  Or, “God is so disappointed with you.  Go ahead and give up.”  Satan loves robbing our peace.

But when we understand God’s grace, and when we begin developing the kind of life when we hate only sin and love only God, and when we tend to our relationship with God, and to our relationships with other people in such a way that when we sin and settle for less than God’s best, that we run to the cross seeking forgiveness, grace, and mercy … then peace starts becoming a bigger part of who we are, and peace starts becoming what defines us, and peace starts becoming we hunger and thirst for on day-to day.  I love what the Apostle Peter tells us about grace and peace in SECOND PETER 1:2 …

SECOND PETER 1:2 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

2 May God give you more and more grace and peace as you grow in your knowledge of God and Jesus our Lord.

I love how Peter tells us here that grace and peace grow in our lives as our knowledge of Jesus Christ increases.  And how does our knowledge of Jesus Christ increase?  As we get into God’s Word and allow God’s Word to get into us.  And the more we understand we gain of God’s Word, the more we grow in our capacity to encounter and live into God’s blessings.  It’s like what King David wrote in PSALM 23 …

PSALM 23:5c (KING JAMES VERSION)

5c my cup runneth over.

God is really good at filling us up with what we need … as long as we’re in the place we need to be, and where we can receive the filling.  Does it seem like a long time since you’ve experienced much of God’s grace, or tapped into God’s peace?  Gang, if you don’t have a cup, then God isn’t under any obligation to fill your cup.  And the cup comes through the knowledge of God and God’s Word … and when our knowledge, understanding, and wisdom increases by the choices we’re making to get into the Word of God and to let the Word of God get into us, our cup increases.  Because again, increased capacity brings about the possibility of increased blessings.

Okay, not let’s get into EPHESIANS 1:3-14.  Even though modern Bible translations have added punctuation to this passage … until the 2nd Century, The New Testament was written all in capital letters, without any punctuation, often without hardly any spaces between the words, and with commonly written words often abbreviated.  And so even though the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE puts punctuation into vv. 3-14, Paul didn’t put any of it in, and again, it’s just one, long, run-on sentence.

And the reason this EPHESIANS 1:3-14 is written the way it is isn’t just because Paul wasn’t good at punctuation or because he didn’t know how to write shorter thoughts … the reason it’s written the way that it is, is because all twelve of these verses are one, long thought in the mind of God.  Gang, this is the plan that God laid out for the world, and for you and for me since before all creation.

· Before God made the night and the daytime this was His plan.
· Before God made the stars and the moon this was His plan.
· Before God made the water and dry land this was His plan.
· Before God made the animals on the earth, the fish in the sea, and the birds in the air this was His plan.
· And before God made Adam and Eve, His beloved first man and woman this was His plan.

And this plan came about in unity through the mind, and the power of the Triunity of God … God the Father, God the Son, Jesus Christ, and God, the Holy Spirit.  And in EPHESIANS 1:3-14 God lays out His plans, His hopes, and His dreams for us as His beloved, and adopted children.  Let’s read EPHESIANS 1:3-4, and see the first two of four verses (vv. 3-6) that lay out for us the work of God the Father IN THE PAST.

EPHESIANS 1:3-4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ,
4 just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him.

Notice in v. 3-4, that God has blessed us, and that God chose us.  And as we go on through v. 14, we’ll see that the past tense versions of all of God’s actions toward us just continues.  “Gregg, why would God do all these things for me before He even laid the foundation of the world … before I was even here?”  Great question.  And the answer is because God the Father had an elected representative in His Son Jesus Christ.

And He poured all of these riches, all of these plans, and all of these gifts onto Him, for Him to hold for us until the day that we accepted the fact that Jesus Christ stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our hearts … He kept a hold of this plan of God for us until the day that we reached out to Him, confessed our sins to Him, accepted His forgiveness, and came into relationship and fellowship with Him.

v. 4 … just as He chose us in Him … every blessing and every provision you or I, or anyone else will ever receive, will come to us from God the Father, through Jesus Christ, and then all the prayers and all the blessings we offer back to God the Father, go through Jesus Christ to God the Father.  Like Paul teaches us in FIRST TIMOTHY 2:5, Jesus is our mediator … between us and God, AND between God and us, both directions.
And why did God the Father, and then Jesus Christ the Son of God do all of this before people showed up?  In the answer to this question I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON 

God didn’t need our help for us to come into relationship with Him.  All we can do is surrender to God’s plans and purposes for our lives.  And because God didn’t need our help, He put the plan of redemption and eternal life together before the foundation of the world were set.  God got first things first.

How many of you know that if God had included your input or my input in the planning out of the world, or in the planning out of salvation, that everything would have gotten all messed up?  Because any team, or any plan, or any endeavor, is only as strong as it’s weakest link.  And let me tell you what … put me and God into a chain, and I’ll be the weakest link every time.  And because I wasn’t part of the plan, it was and is perfect.  Back to EPHESIANS 1:3 …

EPHESIANS 1:3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ,

v. 3 is a verse of praise to God the Father … as Paul tells us that we bless God because God blesses us.  Listen to me, God is always the initiator and we’re always the responders.  We love thinking we’re in charge of everything.  But hey, NEWS FLASH!  We’re not, and God is.  I love how Thomas R. Kelley writes about this in his mid-20th century classic entitled, “A Testament Of Devotion” …

In this humanistic age we suppose man is the initiator and God is the responder.  But the Living Christ within us is the initiator and we are the responders … and all our apparent initiative is already a response, a testimonial to His secret presence and working within us.”
And in Kelley’s words, which express this mysterious frontline truth of how God works in our lives, I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us this morning …
FAITH LESSON …
Jesus Christ is always the INITIATOR, and we are always the RESPONDERS.  Entering into Jesus Christ’s presence, hearing Jesus Christ’s voice, taking on Jesus Christ’s character (His thoughts, words, actions, and priorities) and then more fully living out the will of God … this all happens because we’re RESPONDING to the loving, pursuing, wooing, INITIATION of Jesus Christ.
Our PRAISE to God is the ULTIMATE EXPERIENCE and it gives God credit for what He has done and is doing in the world and in our lives.  And our WORSHIP of God is the ULTIMATE RELATIONSHIP and it gives God credit for Who He is, as our Heavenly Father.
Did you know that all your PHYSICAL BLESSINGS have their root in SPIRITUAL BLESSINGS?  God created the physical heavens and the physical earth to mirror the spiritual beauty of the realm where God lives, called “heaven.”  Everything we can see, everything we can touch, everything we can know to be true was created by the words of God’s mouth (cf., GENESIS 1:3-26; HEBREWS 11:3).  So do you see the truth Paul is talking about here in v. 3, that all the physical blessings we’ll experience here in life, and then in eternity, have their rootedness in spiritual blessings in heavenly places?  Let’s go on to EPHESIANS 1:4 …

EPHESIANS 1:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him.

Notice again, the past tense of God’s choosing.  Gang, there’s never been a time, and there will never be a time when God will not exist.  God is outside of time, and isn’t bound by time.  God sees YESTERDAY, TODAY, and TOMORROW at the same time, as clearly as you and I see this exact moment.  And it’s because of this that God is the One you and I need to hang onto as we move through life.  God sees everything you and I will go through tomorrow, next week, and next year.  And it’s craziness for us to think that something can or will happen that God can’t prepare us for.

God has chosen us not only so that we can have the opportunity to come into relationship and fellowship with Him, but God has chosen us so that after making that decision, we would then decide that we would set our lives wholly set apart for Him, taking on the nature of Jesus Christ, whose very nature is holy and blameless.  So how are your choices, your thoughts, your words, your emotions, your actions, and your priorities changing to reflect more fully the holiness of God?

Another word that is often used by Jesus and the writers of The New Testament to describe this life of Christ we’ve been called into is “perfection” (cf., MATTHEW 5:48; PHILIPPIANS 3:15; COLOSSIANS 4:12).  But “perfection” as Jesus and others in The New Testament us it doesn’t mean hyper-perfectness or perfectionism … because that isn’t possible, and we’ll die trying to become that robotic kind of flawless person.  What “perfection”, as it’s used throughout The New Testament means is “becoming most fully who and what we are designed by God to become.”

Guilt has us living in the past, and anxiety keep us living in the future.  And God comes to us in the present and says to us, “Rest in Me.  Let me help you become most fully who and what I designed you to become.  Learn to stay in step with Me.  Watch how I do it.”  Again, do you see how foolish it is to think that God made a way for us to come into relationship and fellowship with Him, that He saved us … and that He did it all, just to leave us hanging out there on our own?  God hasn’t ever let you down.  So don’t try to help God by worrying.  Instead, hang onto God and enjoy the ride … because this is the life of faith that pleases God.  Listen to how this is written  about in HEBREWS 11:6 …





HEBREWS 11:6 (THE MESSAGE)

6 It's impossible to please God apart from faith.  And why?  Because anyone who wants to approach God must believe both that He exists [and] that He cares enough to respond to those who seek Him.

Okay, let’s go on to EPHESIANS 1:5-6 …

EPHESIANS 1:5-6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
5 [in love], He predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind intention of His will,
6 to the praise of the glory of His grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.

Predestination is a highly misunderstood word.  Some Christians build their whole theologies of salvation around it, and other Christians tend to ignore it all together because they can’t figure out to connect it with the whole counsel of God.  But even though Christians have debated the meaning of predestination since the 1st Century, it’s not really all that difficult to understand.  The Greek word translated predestination is proorizo and it simply means, “to predesign.”

And friends, we dare not diminish what the Apostle Paul is saying to us here.  You are I, as followers of Jesus Christ are chosen by God … and we’re chosen before we’ve been anything or done anything for God.  I love how 20th Century Catholic priest and University of Cambridge New Testament Theologian Charles Moule writes about this truth the Apostle Paul is laying out for us here …

“It is the infinite free-will of God, [even more sacred than the free-will of man;] a purpose and a plan older than the oceans and the skies.” (Charles Moule | 1908-2007)

In other words, predestination doesn’t mean that God has planned out our lives for us ahead of time and we don’t have any free-will.  There’s no way to read GENESIS 3 and the choices Adam and Eve made to sin, without believing that we’ve been created with a free-will and that it’s a precious part of who we are as beings created in the “image of God”, or the “imago dei”.  In fact, your free-will, and my free-will, are the very foundation of predestination.  But predestination isn’t the foundation, God’s foreknowledge of our choices is the foundation.  He’s how the Apostle Paul speaks of this in ROMANS 8:29 …

ROMANS 8:29 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

29 For God knew His people in advance, and He chose [designed, predestined] them to become like his Son, so that His Son would be the Firstborn, with many brothers and sisters. [emphasis added]

I love how EPHESIANS 1:5 ends … that God did all of this planning, carrying out, choosing, adoption, and blessing of us because of the “kind intention of His will”.  God does it all because He wanted to, not because anybody made Him do it.  How awesome to see the redemptive power of God’s love for us.  Okay, let’s read EPHESIANS 1:7-9, and see the first three of six verses (vv. 7-12) that celebrate the work of God the Son, Jesus Christ IN THE PRESENT.

EPHESIANS 1:7-9 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of His grace
8 which He lavished on us.  In all wisdom and insight
9 He made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His kind intention which He purposed in Him
 
Where do our blessings come from?  Our blessings, our forgiveness, and our redemption, only come from God.  The word redemption literally means “to buy back.”  Gang, humanity was owned once by God, but because of Adam and Eve’s sin humankind was separated from God.  Jesus Christ came into the world as the One Paul describes in FIRST CORINTHIANS 15:45, as “the last Adam” … and His death on the cross, paid the penalty for your sin and for my sin, and bought us back, brought us back, and made it possible for us to come back to God.

And once God bought us back to Him through the death of His Son, and our Savior, Jesus Christ, He forgave us of our sin and brought us into His grace.  Oh, the riches of God’s grace!  They simply cannot be calculated or measured.  They simply cannot be trumped, triumphed, overcome, or done away with.  And there’s no sin that any of us has ever committed that God cannot, or will not forgive.

I mean, think about it … if there’s a sin that’s too big for God’s grace to forgive, then that sin would be more powerful than God’s grace.  And God’s action in v. 9 took place before God’s action in v. 8 … as God made known to us the mystery of His will in Christ Jesus, and then He lavished it on us in all wisdom and insight.

Paul will discuss, what he calls here “the mystery of God’s will” with much more depth in EPHESIANS 3, so we won’t go into it much deeper here … but suffice to say, that “mystery” means “something that was previously hidden, but which has now been made known.”

From the beginning of The Old Testament, men and women, young and old, waited, looked for, and longed for God’s redemption to come … and then 2,000 years ago the “mystery” of God’s plan came out in the open when Jesus Christ was born in Bethlehem, grew up in Galilee, ministered for three years, and was then was crucified in Jerusalem, resurrected, and then returned back to God the Father in Heaven.
In vv. 10-12 Paul tells us that right now, all of heaven and earth are under the divine order of God Himself.

EPHESIANS 1:10-12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

10 with a view to an administration suitable to the fullness of the times, that is, the summing up of all things in Christ, things in the heavens and things on the earth.  In Him
11 also we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to His purpose who works all things after the counsel of His will,
12 to the end that we who were the first to hope in Christ would be to the praise of His glory.

Yes there are two kingdoms on the earth today – the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Satan.  Jesus Christ is the Head of the church, which is the visible presence of the Kingdom of God on earth.  And Satan is the king of this world.  The Apostle John told us in JOHN 17:11-16 that followers of Jesus Christ are in the world, but are not subject to this world.  But praise God, a day is coming when Satan’s kingdom here on earth will be destroyed, and where Jesus will take His rightful throne as the ruler of both heaven and earth.

The Greek word for inheritance here in v. 11 is kleroo and it literally means “to determine or allot something for someone.”  And we’ve obtained an inheritance not from Christ, but in Him.  Our son Ian married his precious Beth on Friday night – and what a grand celebration we had.  Of course, so many memories of Teresa and my own marriage 28 years ago now.  When Teresa became my wife, she received an inheritance – a dowry of sorts – all that I owned – which was basically a bunch of student loans and a run down 1968 Plymouth Fury III.  BEWARE OF THE FURY!  But Teresa, as far as I know, didn’t marry me for my student loans and my Plymouth Fury III.  Those were just added benefits.
And gang, when you and I get to heaven sometime – when it’s our time – yes, we will have all sorts of wonderful experiences and marvelous things that as Paul says in FIRST CORINTHIANS 2:9, “eyes haven’t seen and ears haven’t heard.”  But all those things will pale in comparison to the inheritance we have in Jesus.  Because when we walk down the aisle, so to speak, in that heavenly marriage scene to stand at the side of our Bridegroom, we will at last experience what it means to be absolutely, incredibly, wonderfully fulfilled, because He is our inheritance.
And the “inheritance” Paul talks about in v. 11 is an interesting idea.  When someone inherits something, they’re usually receiving what was rightfully theirs all along.  Most inheritances are usually based on family ties, rather than on anything we’ve done to earn or deserve them.  Do you see how perfect this word inheritance is to describe our relationship with God, and how it ties into what we’ve already seen this morning about predestination, and God’s plan for all of this since before the foundations of the earth were laid?  And I see a FOURTH FAITH LESSON for us here …
FAITH LESSON …
God is FULL OF FAITH, and yet He still makes plans for the future.  Faith isn’t about turning a blind eye to the future, or about flying through life by the seat of our pants, or about not making any plans and expecting everything to turn out rosy.  Let’s follow God’s example and walk by faith, but also make and follow the plans God leads us to.

Okay, let’s read EPHESIANS 1:13-14, and unpack the final verses in this long sentence that reveal the work of God the Holy Spirit IN THE FUTURE.



EPHESIANS 1:13-14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 In Him, you also, after listening to the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation – having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise,
14 who is given as a pledge of our inheritance, with a view to the redemption of God’s own possession, to the praise of His glory.

Paul is talking in these last two verses about hope.  Hope is like a dream, a vision, or a goal that has its root in reality, not just in wishful thinking.  Without hope alive and growing in our lives, faith has nothing to look at or focus on.

ILLUSTRATION … Hope is like an architect’s drawings.  The blueprints aren’t the new building, but they give the contractor and the future tenants something to look at and picture.  Hope is the dream, and faith is the dream realized.  We can’t have one without the other.

The phrase Paul uses in v. 13, “having also believed, you were sealed in Him with the Holy Spirit of promise” means that the Holy Spirit is God’s own personal stamp of approval and promise.  When we come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit comes to live inside of us, and we become the personal property of God, and nobody else (namely Satan), gets to have the last word in our lives … because we are sealed in Him until Jesus comes back for us at the Rapture.

The Holy Spirit is the pledge of our inheritance and a pledge is a down payment.  When we come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, God gives us a down payment on our inheritance in heaven, which is yet to come.  This down payment is God’s guarantee that one day, He’ll come through with the rest of our inheritance.

You know, earnest money is usually just a small portion … 5-10% … of the whole purchase price.  And as our Counselor, our Friend, our Comforter, our Encourager, and as the One Who Comes Along Beside Us through life, giving us God’s power and God’s wisdom, imagine if all of this is just God’s down payment on a life to come in heaven with Him for eternity.  How great must the rest of our inheritance be?  For a more detailed teaching on the role of God’s Holy Spirit in our lives, listen to the teachings I shared here at 2nd Street from JOHN 14 & 16 back in November 2008 through February 2009.
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It’s good to be back together again this morning, to worship, to be with one another, to look into God’s Word, and to invite God to look into us – and keep walking with us in consistency and intention toward becoming more like His Son Jesus Christ.

Art Linkletter died this week at 97 years old.  Many years ago, Art Linkletter saw a small boy scrawling wildly on a sheet of paper.  “What are you drawing?” Linkletter asked.  “I’m drawing a picture of God.”  “You can’t do that, because nobody knows what God looks like.”  “They will when I’m finished” the boy confidently replied.

And as crazy as that story might sound, many of us have based our lives, and our faith on foundations not much sturdier than that boy’s drawing.  And when life gets tough, we find out that the resources we’ve chosen to rely on to explain the reality of our faith and the meaning of our beliefs, have been found to be sorely lacking.  

· How can I find peace and become truly content?
· What’s the purpose of my life?
· Why in the world am I here in the world?
· What will happen to me after I die?
· Is there a God, and if there is, what is He like?
· Can I really know God personally?
· Is there a source of ultimate truth that I can build my life on?

And gang, this is why we come to the Bible every week … and hopefully why each of us go to God’s Word many times throughout the week.  Because the Bible is the one place where we’re find the answers we’re looking for about life’s hard questions.  We’re now in our fourth teaching from The New Testament book of EPHESIANS, and as we continue on our verse-by-verse study of this letter, written by the Apostle Paul while he was in prison in Rome between 62-64 A.D.

And so, as we open up God’s Word this morning, we do so with an understanding that there’s no study of God’s Word, or understanding of God’s Word without being led and instructed by the Holy Spirit.  And in fact, this morning’s journey through these nine verses can be described as theologically MAJOR, CONTROVERSIAL, and even kind of DIFFICULT TO UNDERSTAND.  And so with this in mind, let’s pray and ask God to walk through these verses with us and unpack them for us as we go.

In EPHESIANS 1:15-23 Paul builds on the foundation he set for us in the previous verses, about what God the Father has done for us in the PAST, what God the Son, Jesus Christ is doing for us in the PRESENT, and what God the Holy Spirit will do for us in the FUTURE … and Paul builds on this foundation by praying a beautiful and important prayer for the saints living in the church at Ephesus – and for you me as the seekers and followers of Jesus Christ who make up the church called 2nd Street.

What’s your understanding of PRAYER?  Can you relate to our drama this morning?  I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again … PRAY GENERALLY AND RECEIVE GENERAL RESULTS … BUT PRAY SPECIFICALLY AND RECEIVE SPECIFIC RESULTS.  So why in the world would we choose to pray generally?  I love the prayers of children for their honesty and candor … here are just a few of my favorites …

Dear God … Thank You for my baby brother.  But what I actually asked You for was a puppy.  I never asked for anything before.  You can look it up.  Seriously.  – Joyce

Dear God … I wish You would not make it so easy for people to come apart.  I had to have 3 stitches and a shot yesterday.
- Janet 

Dear God … I bet it's very hard for You to love everybody in the whole world.  There are only 4 people in our family and I can never do it.  
- Nancy

Dear God … Please send Dennis Clark to a different summer camp this year.  – Peter

Dear God … I do not think anybody could be a better God than You.  Well, I just really wanted You to know that.  And I’m not just saying that because You’re already God.  – Charles

Dear God … I didn't think orange went with purple until I saw the sunset You made on Tuesday night.  That was really cool.  - Thomas

PRAYER is simply talking with God.  God wants us to come to the place where PRAYER is like breathing, but with words.  Or like author Richard Foster has written in Prayer: Finding The Heart’s True Home, “Real prayer isn’t about gritting our teeth, it’s about falling in love.”  Prayer is speaking to God and listening to God … sharing with Him our gratitude, our needs and the needs of others, our sorrows, and our joys.  And prayer is receiving from God His blessings, His presence, His answers, His instruction, His correction, and His heart and mind.

As followers of Jesus Christ who are growing up in Him, and taking on more and more of His character, prayer needs to be one of the spiritual disciplines we’re consistently engaging and exercising.  Throughout the Bible we see godly people actively praying AND we see ungodly people actively avoiding prayer … trying instead to handle life and all it throws at them on their own.  Which of course, will never, ever work.

In EPHESIANS 1:15-23 Paul writes out a prayer for his fellow Christ-followers in the church in Ephesus.  He’s heard about the growth they’ve made in Jesus, how they’ve grown up in their faith, and how they loved one another in the flock.

EPHESIANS 1:15 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

15 For this reason I too, having heard of the faith in the Lord Jesus which exists among you and your love for all the saints,
We don’t become “more saved” tomorrow than we were yesterday.  When we come into a relationship with Jesus Christ we become as “saved” as we’ll ever be.  But God is expecting that we’ll become more like His son Jesus Christ, and this happens as we become real disciples, as we get serious about getting into God’s Word, and as our knowledge of Jesus Christ increases, and as we start living out this greater knowledge and this greater maturity towards the people God brings across our paths.

So many times we pray for people until the become Christians.  And that’s important and we need to keep on doing that.  But notice Paul saying here in v. 15 that it was after he heard that they were already Believers that he really started   praying for them.  Friends, when someone becomes a Christian, it isn’t time for us to stop praying for them … it just means that then we begin praying that they become a maturing, disciple of Jesus Christ who’s helping grow the Kingdom of God, and not just choosing to remain stagnant, mediocre, and flat-lined in their life of faith.  

Paul calls Jesus “Lord” in v. 15, and many people misunderstand the word “Lord” to mean “God,” when in fact, the word is a respectful title meaning, “Master, Possessor, and Owner.”  Paul is saying that Jesus Christ has supremacy, and ownership over you, over me, and over the church.  And in the end, Jesus Christ is either Lord OF ALL, or He isn’t Lord AT ALL.  Or as St. Augustine wrote in his Confessions …

“Jesus Christ is not valued at all until He is valued above all.”  - St. Augustine’s Confessions

To look at this another way, how would Teresa, my bride of 28 years feel if I were to say to her, “Honey, I know that you’ll be proud of me, because I’ve been faithful to you 85% of the time.  Isn’t that awesome?!”  It isn’t about SAYING Jesus Christ is our Lord.  And it’s not about even about TRYING HARD to let Jesus Christ have ownership of our lives.  It’s about learning to faithfully surrender our lives, our wills, our passions, our hearts, our minds, our goals, our pasts, our presents, and our futures over to the Lord Jesus Christ … 100% of the time.  But a lot of people have trouble surrendering their lives to the Lord Jesus Christ, because they’re not sure that He was who He said He was.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

The more we grow in Jesus Christ and in the knowledge of God’s Word, the more we grow in our love toward other people.  Paul was confident the folks in this church were growing, maturing, and taking on more of the character of Jesus Christ because he could see the fruit of their increased love for one another.  I wonder if Jesus sees this in our flock, in my life, in your life?

Paul is developing the important theology here that Jesus isn’t just God’s son, but that Jesus Christ is God.  And this was an important theological foundation of Christianity for the Christians to understand in the 1st Century, and it’s important for you and me to understand today.  In fact, it’s the one key point of Christian theology that separates orthodox Christianity from cults like Mormonism and Jehovah’s Witnesses – both of which deny that Jesus Christ is God.

In JOHN 20:28 and in JOHN 1:1 Jesus Christ is called God, and in TITUS 2:13 Paul testifies to the deity of Jesus Christ when referring to Him as “… our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus.”  And in a whole host of other Scriptures, from The Old Testament and The New Testament JESUS CHRIST IS SPOKEN OF AND TO AS GOD (cf., SECOND PETER 1:1; JOHN 10:33; HEBREWS 1:8, 10; MARK 2:7; ISAIAH 44:6 and REVELATION 22:13).  Who do you say Jesus Christ is?

Different people with different views.  And yet God’s Word clearly illustrates and teaches that while Jesus is God, that He is also different and distinct from God the Father (cf., JOHN 6:37-38; 8:26, 28-29; 14:23; 15:9-10; 20:17).  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

Jesus Christ is the second member of the Triunity of God, and is fully man and fully God.  This is a mystery, but it’s also true.  God will answer every one of our questions in one way and in one way only … by showing us more of His Son and our Lord, Jesus Christ.

Paul also says here in v. 16 that he isn’t ceasing to give thanks for these Believers who made up the church at Ephesus.  

EPHESIANS 1:16 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

16 [I too] do not cease giving thanks for you, while making mention of you in my prayers; (emphasis added)

This reminds me of something Paul said to the people in the church at Philippi …

PHILIPPIANS 4:4 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

4 Be full of joy in the Lord always.  I will say again, be full of joy.

Thanksgiving and joy need to be part of our prayer life.  “My boss isn’t noticing me enough.”  “Rejoice always.”  “The decisions my kids are making are making me insane!”  “Rejoice always.”  “I don’t feel like rejoicing.”  “Rejoice always.”  God, help us to know what Paul was writing about when he said in EPHESIANS 1:17 … 

EPHESIANS 1:17 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

17 that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give to you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Him.

Notice, the word translated spirit in v. 17 begins with a lower-case “s”, not an upper case “s”.  Paul isn’t talking here about the Holy Spirit … he’s talking about our spirit, that part of us as human beings where God’s Holy Spirit resides when we come into a relationship with God.  And I see our THIRD FAITH LESSON here this morning …




FAITH LESSON 

God wants our spirits to be full of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Him.  Wisdom and revelation are the fruit of knowing God’s Word.  There’s nowhere in God’s Word where you and I are instructed to ask God for knowledge.  But over and over again we’re told to ask God for wisdom and revelation.

Remember from our PROVERBS study, that knowledge, understanding, and wisdom aren’t the same thing … 

· knowledge	Taking God’s Word into our hearts and minds.
· understanding	Chewing on, and internalizing God’s Word through
seeking, prayer, study, and mediation.
· wisdom		Living out and applying God’s Word in the day-to-
day circumstances of our lives.

James, the half-brother of Jesus Christ tells us in JAMES 1:5 … “But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him.”  Taking in knowledge and understanding takes DISCIPLINE, but once we do our part, God will do His part, and give us the wisdom we need to begin living out the Word of God we’ve taken in.

EPHESIANS 1:18-19 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18 I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints,
19 and what is the surpassing greatness of His power toward us who believe.  These are in accordance with the working of the strength of His might

I’ve got eyes in my head, but not in my heart.  So what’s Paul talking about here?  True understanding and illumination of God’s truths happens in our minds … and in using the word heart here, Paul is saying that God wants to open the eyes of our minds, and that when the eyes of our mind are opened, God will begin to reveal three important things to us.  And then he goes on in vv. 20-23, to explain these three things in greater detail.  Here’s the FIRST thing that will be revealed to us …

1. We will know the hope of God’s calling on our life.  We’ll know why God has wired us the way He has, and we’ll begin loving and serving God and others with purpose and consistency.  

Gang, God doesn’t keep our calling hidden from us.  What a waste that would be!  God wants us to know our calling.  Take the Compass Seminar and invite God to open the eyes of your mind to see your calling.  The SECOND thing that will be revealed to us as the eyes of our heart and mind are opened up, is that … 

2. We will experience the riches of the glory of God’s inheritance to us as His saints; we’ll begin to use the spiritual gifts and blessings God has given to us to grow the Kingdom of God, instead of for our own selfish ends.

Gang, God meets our needs according to “His riches in glory by Christ Jesus” (cf., PHILIPPIANS 4:19).  Our needs can never bankrupt God’s supply.  So often we think that “God’s riches” means God’s provision from heaven straight to us … like some kind of Christian Western Union.  But God usually meets our needs through the kindness, service, and resources of other Believers.  This is what Paul means when he says, that when God is maturing our hearts and minds, and when we’re growing up in our relationship in Jesus Christ, that we will experience the riches of the glory of God’s inheritance to us as His saints.  We will experience God’s riches, both as RECEIVERS, and as GIVERS.  And I see our FOURTH FAITH LESSON here this morning.
FAITH LESSON

God wants us to meet one another’s needs, through the provision He’s entrusted to us.  And as we do this, then together, as the Body of Jesus Christ, we’ll begin to live out our MISSION here on earth.

And remember our MISSION here at 2nd Street?

2nd Street Community Church:  Becoming More Like Jesus Christ By Loving God, Loving People, And Serving Our World

So the FIRST thing that will be revealed to us as we begin to mature and become more like Jesus Christ, and as the eyes of our heart and mind are opened up, is that we’ll know the hope of God’s calling in our lives.  And the SECOND thing that will be revealed to us is that we’ll begin to experience the riches of the glory of God’s inheritance to us as His saints.  And the THIRD thing that will be revealed to us as we mature in our life with Jesus Christ is that …

3. We will encounter the greatness of God’s power, not just by hearing about it in the lives and experiences of others, but by connecting with it ourselves.

I love how J.B. Phillips translates EPHESIANS 1:19-20 …

EPHESIANS 1:19-20 (NT IN MODERN ENGLISH)

19-20 How tremendous is the power available to us who believe in God.  When we make firm our connection with God, His life and power flow through us. 

ILLUSTRATION … Years ago I read a story that really clearly illustrates the greatness of God’s power and our sometimes-fumbling attempts at connecting with it and living into it.  Dr. Herbert Jackson was a Christian missionary who, when he got to the mission field, was assigned a car that could start only with a running push.

After thinking about what to do, Herbert went to a nearby school and got permission from the principle to take several students out of class momentarily each morning to push-start his car.  And so, for two years, after getting his car going each morning, Herbert would either park his car on a slope or leave the engine running.  Great mileage!

Bad health caused Herbert to leave the mission, and a new missionary was sent to replace him.  While introducing the new missionary to the area and its customs, Herbert explained his clever technique of using the mission car.  The new man, who had some experience with cars, looked under the hood, and before Herbert could get to his “park the car on a slope” step, the man said, “Dr. Jackson, I believe the only trouble is this loose cable!”

After twisting the cable into its proper place, the man turned the ignition switch, and VRRROMMM, the car was off and running – much to Herbert’s shock!  Dr. Jackson had become so comfortable with his car-starting technique that he failed to realize that it was actually just a loose connection that was preventing him from putting the vehicle’s true power to use!  But the power was there all the time.

Oh friends, how God longs to have you and I connected to His power and His resources.  Throughout his writings the Apostle Paul primarily uses four different words to describe and illustrate power, and he uses all four of them in v. 19 … and so to say that it’s a POWERFUL VERSE is a major under-statement.

1. power	[dunamis / dynamite] inherent power, power stored up 
inside, but not yet released.
2. working 	[energia / energy], the production, display, or 
manifestation of power.
3. immense	[kratos / demo-kratos / democracy], ruling power.
4. strength 	[ischus], endowed power … a child taking the throne 
from their parent.

EPHESIANS 1:19 (NEW ENGLISH TRANSLATION)

19 and what is the incomparable greatness of God’s power [dunamis] toward us who believe, as displayed in the exercise [energia] of His immense [kratos] strength [ischus]. (emphasis added)

· PSALM 8:3	God created the universe and the stars with His fingers.
· HEBREWS 1:10	God made the earth with His hands.
· ISAIAH 53:1	God brought us salvation with His arm.

Gang, there was a time, and I mean, an exact moment in time, a day, when God used all His power to raise Jesus Christ from the dead.  And on that day, more of God’s power was used than ever been used or displayed before.  God didn’t have any opposition when He created the heavens, the stars, and the earth … so He just used His fingers and His hands.

But when God redeemed the world, when He redeemed you and me at the cross, all hell came against Him.  God made the universe, the stars, and the earth for His own benefit, but He redeemed us from Satan’s power for our benefit.  And when we come into relationship with God through His Son, and our Savior and Lord, Jesus Christ, we receive the benefits of God’s power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead.  

It took all that power [dunamis] to raise Jesus from the dead, because God didn’t just raise Jesus from the dead.  Next Sunday morning, in EPHESIANS 2, we’ll see that yes, on that first Easter morning the power of God raised Jesus Christ from the dead, but it also raised everyone who would ever believe in the LORD Jesus Christ from death.  Over 1.5 billion people since the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  No wonder it took God’s arm and not just His fingers and His hands!  And gang, this is where our victory, and our power, our inheritance, and the hope of our calling finds its birth and their beginning.  Do you see it?

So the hope of God’s calling in our lives, and experiencing the riches of the glory of God’s inheritance to us as His saints, and being filled with the greatness of His power … all three of these realities are the fruit in us of the truth that Jesus Christ is God, and that He came, and died, and rose again from the dead so that you and I can come into a personal relationship with God the Father … Paul goes on in vv. 19b-20 to explain this to us in more detail …

EPHESIANS 1:19b-20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19b These are in accordance with the working of the strength of His might 
20 which He brought about in Christ, when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places,

If you’re here this morning and you haven't yet put your trust in Jesus Christ, the opposite of what the Apostle Paul is telling us here is true in your life:  You don’t have the hope of heaven … you’re not experiencing the rich inheritance of being united with Jesus Christ, and you don’t have God's power working in your life.

But if that describes you, the good news is that you don’t have to stay that way.  All you need to do to receive these precious promises and blessings from God is to recognize that your sin has separated you from God, and believe that Jesus died and rose from the dead to pay for your forgiveness … and then begin learning what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.  And I’m going to give you the opportunity to come into a relationship with God at the end of our service this morning.  But as Paul ends this prayer, he tells us a bit more about Jesus Christ, where He is now, and where His authority comes from …

EPHESIANS 1:21 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one to come.

Every king who ever ascended the throne, every president ever elected, and every boss you've ever had … regardless of what they’ve thought, are all below Jesus Christ in authority.  In fact throughout the Bible, we see examples of many kings, rulers, and bosses WHO DIDN’T SERVE GOD, but who SERVED GOD'S PURPOSES.

PROVERBS 21:1 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

1 The king’s heart is like a stream of water directed by the Lord; He guides it wherever He pleases.

ILLUSTRATION … In The Old Testament, God was going to bring judgment on the Persian Empire.  But He wanted the Jews, living in their midst for 70 years as slaves, to be spared.  So He stirred the heart of Cyrus, the king of Persia and gave him the idea that the temple in Jerusalem needed to be rebuilt.  So Cyrus sent a proclamation saying, “All Jews are free to return to Israel and rebuild the temple.  And I’ll even pay for your moving expenses!”  And in doing so, a ruler who didn’t serve God, SERVED GOD'S PURPOSES.

In The New Testament, a decree went out from the Roman ruler Caesar Augustus that not only would the government tax its citizens and take a census of them, but for accuracy, everyone had to travel to their city of origin to do it.  God's Word had prophesied that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, but Mary was up in Nazareth.  And so Caesar Augustus’ decree caused Joseph and Mary to have to travel to Bethlehem.  The decree was just what was needed to accomplish God's purpose.  Do you see it?  Caesar neither loved God or knowingly served God, but he SERVED GOD'S PURPOSES.

Gang, this is still happening, and it brings me a lot of comfort, because much of my adult life I’ve felt like I've been stuck in subjection to a godless government and to a God-denying authority.  But we don't need to fear the decisions of our leaders, because like the Apostle Paul goes on to write in EPHESIANS 1:22-23 …

EPHESIANS 1:22-23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

22 And He [God] put all things in subjection under His feet, and gave Him as head over all things to the church,
23 which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all. [emphasis added … cf., COLOSSIANS 1:16-17]

Since God knows the plans He has for us, to give us a future and a hope (cf., JEREMIAHS 29:11), then those authorities don’t have to be feared.  If Jesus is far above Satan’s kingdom, and Satan is below Jesus’ feet, then SOMETHING has to be in between.  And that SOMETHING between Jesus and Satan is you and me as we make up the church.  The Bible doesn’t tell us “Jesus is the head of Satan” … it says, “Jesus is the head of the church.”  Jesus Christ conquered Satan through the work on the cross, and Satan doesn’t have authority over Jesus Christ, you and I have authority over Satan!

JAMES 4:7 says that Jesus Christ has given us the authority to use His name to resist the devil, and we’ll see the devil run from us.  Oh glory to God for the name of Jesus!  Satan hates the name of Jesus – but all of heaven loves to hear us speak the name of Jesus.  In fact, every time the name of Jesus is used, all of heaven and all of hell remember what happened on the cross and then three days later when God’s almighty arm … that same power that is at work inside of us … raised Jesus Christ from the dead.  HELL TREMBLES AND HEAVEN REJOICES!

Gang, you and I have been born into this earth with a holy assignment given to us by the God of the universe … to stand in the place of Jesus Christ on this earth, and to help see other people come into relationship with Jesus Christ.

Let’s be people of prayer. Let’s invite God to open the eyes of our hearts.  Let’s accept God’s invitation to give us a spirit of wisdom and revelation as our knowledge of Him increases.  Let’s understand and claim our inheritance as the adopted sons and daughters of God.  Let’s embrace our callings, accept and give out God’s riches, and experience first-hand the power of God working in us and through us.  God is in charge of all, and Jesus Christ is our Lord.  Let’s surrender fully to Him and learn what it means to serve Him, obey Him, and become more like Him, each day of our lives.  Jesus Christ is the head of all things … may “all things” include you and me.

EPHESIANS:  GOD'S BLUEPRINT FOR OUR SPIRITUAL MATURITY
EPHESIANS 2:1-7
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Welcome to 2nd Street’s time of gathered worship.  On Sunday’s we’re THE CHURCH GATHERED, and throughout the week we’re THE CHURCH SCATTERED, in homes, Community Groups, in schools, at our jobs, and with family and friends.  We don’t get together on Sundays just to “get our once a week spiritual fix by being with God”.  We come together on Sundays to celebrate the fact that we’re seeking to know, listen to, obey, and stay in step with Jesus Christ consistently throughout the week.

Someone recently asked me to explain to them why I teach God’s Word the way I do on Sunday mornings.  And so I thought that today was a good time for our once-a-year refresher course about why I feel called by God to teach His Word the way I do.  

The question came from someone who in past church involvements had been used to their pastors teaching God’s Word TOPICALLY … which is where a topic such as LOVE, FAITH, RELATIONSHIPS, or something else is selected … and then a single teaching, or a series of teachings are prepared on that TOPICS using a variety of passages from God’s Word.  With TOPICAL teaching there’s often an INTRODUCTION, ONE MAIN POINT that is illustrated by supporting points, and a CONCLUSION where the ONE MAIN POINT is driven home and APPLICATION is made to people’s daily lives.

I don’t believe that TOPICAL teaching is wrong; it’s just not what I’ve been called to do on a consistent basis.  Oh there will be a Sunday here and there when I’ll share a TOPICAL teaching … but I’ve primarily been called to teach through God’s Word one book at a time, verse-by-verse, which called EXPOSITIONAL teaching.

The word exposition is from the Latin word exponere, which means to put out, to exhibit, or to explain.

In EXPOSITIONAL teaching, the emphasis isn’t on developing ONE MAIN POINT that is APPLIED during the teaching’s CONCLUSION, but rather to teach through a passage from the Bible and INVITE GOD’S HOLY SPIRIT TO USE EACH VERSE AND EACH WORD to make a variety of different APPLICATION points to our lives along the way.

The publisher of your Bible – not the original authors – added the section headings and paragraph titles you see from page to page.  In other words, they weren’t part of the original text.  They were added to help us as readers anticipate and understand the meaning of the section of God’s Word we’re reading and digesting.  Different Bibles translations and paraphrases are made with different goals in mind, and because of this, their passages are divided up differently … beginning or ending on this verse or that verse.  You’ve probably noticed this.

For example, The New International Version is an IDEA-BASED TRANSLATION of the Bible, and not a translation based on the INDIVIDUAL WORDS OF THE VERSES of the Bible.  This is why in The New International Version the verses are printed out in paragraphs with HEADINGS over each paragraph.  And when a new IDEA or THEME begins in the passage, a new paragraph and a new HEADING appears.

But the New American Standard Bible isn’t an IDEA-BASED TRANSLATION, it’s a translation based on the INDIVIDUAL WORDS OF THE VERSES.  That’s why in the New American Standard Bible each verse is it’s own paragraph.  I use the New American Standard Bible as my main Bible to study and teach from because with it’s primary focus on the INDIVIDUAL WORDS OF THE VERSES, I find it easier to invite and allow the Holy Spirit to speak to me about what God wants the words to convey to me verse-by-verse, instead of THE BIBLE TRANSLATION ITSELF telling me what to think.  So the New American Standard Bible is my Bible of choice for studying and teaching.

But as you’ve probably noticed, I use various Bible translations and paraphrases when I study and teach God’s Word.  Here are my favorites:

· New American Standard Bible
· English Standard Version
· New Living Translation
· New Century Version
· The Amplified Bible
· The Message by Eugene Peterson
· The Expanded Translation of the New Testament by Kenneth
Wuest … primarily used for Greek word studies
· The New Testament In Modern English by J.B. Phillip

Unlike TOPICAL teaching, in which there is usually ONE MAIN POINT … what I love about EXPOSITIONAL teaching is that it frees God up to make MANY POINTS through-out a passage … and the APPLICATIONS of the truths in these verses can be as many, and as deep, and as wide as the Nile and all the streams that flow in and out of it.  And this isn’t because of my intellect, or because of my ability to teach, but because of God’s desire to instruct each of us through His Word in the areas where each of us most need instruction, encouragement, correction, and equipping.

I don’t know what challenges each of you are wrestling with week to week.  But God knows.  I don’t know where each of you is hurting this morning.  But God knows.  I don’t know what important decisions you have to make today or this week.  But God knows.  I simply have the unique responsibility and joy of getting to team-teach with God whenever I stand before you and ask you take out your Bibles and open them up.  

By being an EXPOSITIONAL teacher instead of a TOPICAL teacher, I don’t have to make ONE MAIN POINT with THREE SUPPORTING POINTS that all begin with words starting with the same letter … which in Seminary is called “alliteration.”  Weird, how that sounds curiously similar to “illiterate.”  Instead, while I’m studying and preparing during the week, I get to listen to God and then teach through however many verses seems right to me – AND GOD GETS TO DO THE APPLICATION TO EACH PERSON DIFFERENTLY, BASED ON THEIR SPECIFIC, INDIVIDUAL NEEDS, AS WE GO THROUGH THE PASSAGE VERSE-BY-VERSE.

And these differences between TOPICAL and EXPOSITIONAL teaching can also make a difference in how you listen to God’s Word being taught.  So don’t just wait to listen to the end of each teaching to receive an APPLICATION.  Instead, listen all the way through, and invite God’s Holy Spirit to make APPLICATION to your life, to your wounds, to your joys, and to your needs, verse-by-verse … for I believe that this is how you and I can best connect with God’s precious Word because with this kind of instruction and listening, then verse-by-verse we allow God, not just me as your teacher, to connect His Word with what’s going on in our lives.  And that my friends, is miraculous.

And so what I’m hoping and praying for is that as this miracle of God’s instruction and APPLICATION of His Word to our hearts unfolds each Sunday, that our passion for being in God’s Word, not just on Sundays, but THROUGHOUT THE WEEK will blossom.  This is also why we always print the ANNUAL BIBLE READING PLAN passage for the week in our bulletin each Sunday.  And while the passages in the ANNUAL BIBLE READING PLAN don’t always connect directly with what I’m teaching through Sunday to Sunday, God’s Word will always connect with what God desires to teach us.

Will I be able to teach through the whole Bible while I’m 2nd Street’s lead pastor-teacher?  Who knows?  My goal isn’t to teach the whole Bible before I die.  My goal is simpler than that … it’s just to get into the Bible with passion and consistency, and invite it to get into us in ways that transform us and draw us more deeply into the character of Jesus Christ so that we can more consistently live into, and live out the will of God.  And that my friends, is why I do what I do, the way I do it.

Please take out your Bibles and turn with me to EPHESIANS 2, and this morning we’ll look into vv. 1-7 … which divides up real simply into two parts … vv. 1-3 and vv. 4-7.  In EPHESIANS 1 Paul taught us as the disciples and the followers of Jesus Christ that God has given us many blessings …

· God blesses us with all kinds of gifts, and provisions.
· God chose us before the foundation of the world.
· God adopts us as His sons and daughters when we come into relationship and fellowship with Him through His Son, Jesus Christ.
· God forgives our sins when we confess them to Him in repentance.
· God promises us the inheritance of heaven and the gifts and the fruits of His Holy Spirit.
· God made us His body, which Paul calls “the church.”

And now, as we begin EPHESIANS 2, Paul reminds us what you and I as Christians were before receiving all these great blessings from God.  And Paul starts this first verse of EPHESIANS 2 with our favorite topic … us.

EPHESIANS 2:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 And you were dead in your trespasses and sins,

If we were to take a picture of everyone who attends 2nd Street and who calls this flock their “church home”, and then blew that picture up real huge and wallpapered the back wall of the Armory with it, who would you look for when you walked up to that wall for the first time.  Of course, every one of us would look for ourselves first.  We wouldn’t be able to help ourselves.  We’re messed up that way, right?  And yet Paul doesn’t start off with flattery, or by stroking our egos!  Instead, he starts off by reminding us of the truth that before we met Jesus, every single one of us was dead in our trespasses and in our sins.  And these three words, dead, trespasses, and sins, are important for us to understand as we go on the quest to figure out who we are.

Before we meet Jesus Christ and come into a relationship with Him we’re walking, talking, and living, but spiritually we’re dead, because we’re disconnected from God, who is the AUTHOR OF LIFE, and we’re yielded to and yoked with the AUTHOR OF DEATH, whose name is Satan, and with our own sin nature, that inside part of us that keeps tempting us with sinful thoughts and choices.

sin … the Greek word, hamartia, translated sin in English, is from an Old English archery term that literally means “to miss the mark.”  When an archer failed to shoot his arrow through the hoop in a competition, they were called a sinner.  And we can miss the mark, even when we’re trying to hit the mark.  In other words, sinning can be about flat out rebellion, because it can also be about weakness.

trespasses … the Greek word, paraptoma, is different, and actually worse than the Greek word for sin, because a trespass is a willful, deliberate act of disobedience to God where God’s will is challenged.

But whether it’s missing God’s mark because of brokenness, weakness, or pain … or a willful, deliberate decision to turn away from God … the result is the same – separation from God, and in that place of separation is spiritual death.  Let’s look at v. 2 …

EPHESIANS 2:2a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2a in which you formerly walked according to the course of this world, 

The word walked here means to meander or roam about.  And this is what sin and trespasses do to us … they take away our focus, our vision, and our purpose, and we end up, instead of really living life, just killing time.  And gang, God has more for us than just meandering through life.  And when we choose to just go with the current of the world, and walk according to the course of the world, we’re settling for so much less than God has for us.

ILLUSTRATION … Teresa and I have often enjoyed playing the board game BALDERDASH.  Maybe you’ve played it.  It has cards with English words that most of us have never heard of, and the person whose turn it is writes down the word AND THE REAL MEANING, and then the other players write down the word along with a meaning they MAKE UP.  And then you’re awarded points based on whether you choose the REAL MEANING, or if your MADE UP MEANING is chosen.

And I discovered one of my favorite words I’ve ever heard while playing BALDERDASH … the word horbgorbble which means “to putter around aimlessly”.  It’s even fun to say!  Horbgorbble. 

And when we make the choice to live according the leadings and the currents of this world, and to just horbgorbble along with the flow of Satan, Paul calls us here in v. 2 sons and daughters of disobedience.  What a horrible but true title to have slapped onto us if this is the life-path we choose to take.  So many times we say, “Oh, I’m just doing my own thing!”  But no we’re not.  Because when we’re not “doing God’s thing” … and when we’re not following God’s will for our lives … and when we’re not walking in step with God, we’re not DOING OUR OWN THING, we’re being led around by and manipulated by the god of the world, and his name is Satan.

Until we come into relationship with God, we’re citizens of this world.  But once we surrender our lives to God and receive His forgiveness, our citizenship is changed, and we transform from being sons and daughters of disobedience, and become what Paul calls in SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:17 new creations in Christ Jesus.

Why is it that we can be so fearful to submit our lives and our wills over to the God of the Universe, to the One who knows us and loves us and only has His plans and His purposes on His heart for us?  David explained where we need to be at in regard to this surrender in PSALM 40:8 …

PSALM 40:8 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

8 I take joy in doing Your will, my God, for Your law is written on my heart.

And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

When we’re fearful or unwilling to submit to the will of God, we stay in step with the will of Satan for our lives.  None of us can come up with a better plan for our lives than God can.  God’s plan is the plan of blessing, hope, and fulfillment.  So let’s stop meandering and horbgorbbling around on our own, and instead, connect with God and with God’s purposes for our lives.

If you’ve ever looked through old photo albums, or boxes of photos, and thought about the past, then you know that it’s impossible to only think of good, happy, and pleasant memories.  Because mixed in will always be some painful memories too … many of them linked to our life before we were in Jesus Christ.

EPHESIANS 2:2 is like looking at a photo album of what life was like before Jesus was the One we were believing in, leaning on, and following.  And Paul’s saying, “Remember, back to when you were meandering through life and taking your cues about how to think, talk, live, and how to come up with your priorities from the world, instead of from Jesus?”  Paul goes on with this thought in v. 2 …

EPHESIANS 2:2 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2 in which you formerly walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience.

The Greek word for course in v. 2 is aiona, and it means a specific, allotted period of time, or the spirit of a period.  The 1920’s are often called The Roaring 20s.  A child’s second year of life is often referred to as The Terrible Twos!  David Crosby of Crosby, Stills, Nash, and sometimes Young, once said that “If you say that you clearly remember the 1960s, then you weren’t really there.”  But the course, the aiona, or the spirit of the 1960s and 1970s were REBELLION and FREEDOM.  I think if Paul was here today he might ask us to rephrase EPHESIANS 2:2 into something like …

Remember what your life used to be like … back when you were walking around in circles, unable to get off the track you were stuck on?  Most of the time you didn’t even realize you were held hostage, manipulated by the spirit of your times, by the influences of your culture, and by whatever society was saying “yes” to at the time.

And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON 

When we come into a relationship with Jesus Christ, we stop being the “driven by sin person” Paul describes here.  We become a child of God, and the Holy Spirit comes to live inside us.  Let’s remember who we used to be, AND THEN OUT OF THAT PLACE OF REMEM-BRANCE let’s invite God to break our hearts for the people we know who are still trapped in the spirit of this age, and by the sinful influences of this world.

Aren’t you glad somebody told you about Jesus?  Isn’t it time for you to share what you know about Jesus with someone you love?  

EPHESIANS 2:3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 Among them we too all formerly lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, even as the rest.

Paul is saying here that before we’re born again, we’re controlled by our flesh and by the woundedness of our own broken plans and broken minds.  Gang, there are only two options … FIRST, we can be controlled by our sin nature, and by the woundedness of our own plans and our own minds, or SECOND, we can be controlled by the Holy Spirit.

When we get to EPHESIANS 5 in our study, we’ll find out that when a Believer is out of fellowship with God, because they’re walking and meandering through life, being led by everything by God’s Holy Spirit, that they will imitate the thoughts, words, actions, and priorities of those who aren’t Believers.  Here’s how Paul talks about this in ROMANS 8:6 …

ROMANS 8:6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

6 If your sinful nature controls your mind, there is death.  But if the Holy Spirit controls your mind, there is life and peace.
And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

When our minds are in line with the Holy Spirit we’ll experience life and peace.  But when our minds are in line with our sin nature, everything that comes out of us will be death.  What’s your choice?  Who will you surrender your life, your heart, and your mind to?

Paul put it this way in FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:12 …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:12 (A PARAPHRASE)

12 So be careful while picking out the materials to build your life on.  The choices only come in two categories … things that lasts, and things that won’t last.  We can build our lives on a foundation of gold, silver, and jewels – and have God’s guarantee that He’ll never leave us … or we can build on a foundation of wood, hay, and straw – and experience death from the first moment after our decision.

In v. 4 we come face-to-face with the love of God – because despite which one of these two foundations we’ve chosen to build on … and right up until this exact moment in time as we’re gathered here this morning – GOD LOVES US.  And the heights of God’s love for us that Paul reveals to us in vv. 4-7 show how come EPHESIANS is often referred to by Bible teachers as The Alps of The New Testament.

EPHESIANS 2:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us,

Don’t you love the first two words of this verse … “But God”?  The description Paul gives us in EPHESIANS 2:1-3 is what our lives were like before we met Jesus … and no matter how good our intentions, or how hard we tried to become a “better” person, we always fell short.  But praise the Lord for v. 4 … BUT GOD, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us …

Grace is the unconditional love of God that takes away our sin, and grace comes to us when we confess our sins to God and He forgives us.  But mercy is the unconditional love of God that takes away the pain of our sin.

God’s mercy is what just keeps coming and coming, and coming, and coming after God’s grace shows up on the scene.  And God’s mercy bandages us up, and begins healing us, and takes away the pain of our sin … not all the consequences of our sin … but the pain of our sin, so that our identity doesn’t have to remain in our woundedness, in our sin, in our trespasses, and in our horbgorbbling … but our identity can begin to become established in the character of Jesus Christ Himself.  If you want to go deeper into this critical truth, check out Celebrate Recovery.

The Greek word translated rich here in v. 4, which is the descriptor Paul applies to God’s mercy, is the word plusious, and it means extremely rich.  Pluto, whose name this word comes from, was the god of wealth in Greek culture and mythology.  It’s the root word we get the word plutocrat from, whose definition is someone who is so rich that he or she has influence over other people.  Do you see how God’s mercy is the never-ending supply of the overflow and the maturing of His healing grace?

In ROMANS 12:3 Paul tells us that God has given every Believer a measure of faith, and faith and confession are the delivery systems for God’s grace.  We put our faith in God, and we confess our sins to God, and God pours His grace into us through the measure of faith we’ve extended back towards Him.  And when faith is put into action, it’s called believing.  So again, mercy is the unconditional love of God that takes away the pain of our sin, and believing is our reaching back to God in faith.

I hope you’re beginning to see the staggering greatness of God’s love toward you and me.  JOHN 3:16 … for God so loved the world that He gave …”  Let’s listen to how author Brennan Manning talks about this all encompassing truth about the furious love of God for us … and how that when we embrace this love of God, and when we believe in this love of God, and when we surrender to this love of God, it only begins to change everything in our lives in the HERE AND NOW, and everything about the pain, sorrow, shame, and regret about our YESTERDAYS, and everything about our worries, anxieties, and fears about TOMORROW …  Let’s listen to Brennan …

You might be here this morning and saying to yourself, “I’d like to believe that what Brennan is saying is true.  But I'm too skeptical, or too in my head to have faith in a God I can't see.”  Gang, faith doesn't come by someone persuading you.  Like Paul writes in ROMANS 10:17, faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ.  When you and I allow ourselves to hear the Word of Christ, which is the Bible, God pours a measure of faith into us, and then as our faith begins to grow, and as the Word of Christ takes root in our life, God will take us from darkness to light, and from death to life.

EPHESIANS 2:5-6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 even when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved),
6 and raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,

God loved you and me when there wasn’t anything in us to love.  God doesn’t love us because of who or what we are, but because of Who He is.  And God’s love for us not only found us … but then it cared enough about us to not let us stay the way He found us.  God picked us up out of the mess that we’d made of our lives, and we started becoming LESS OF A MESS.  God gave us His life, and a new beginning.  God Himself couldn’t die in our place, so 2,000 years ago, God’s Son, Jesus Christ came to earth as a man … was born in Bethlehem … and through His death on the cross, your sin and my sin, and the sin of the whole world was paid for.  Do you see it?

Gang, when God found us we were already dead … dead in our sins, listening to our sin nature and to the enemy as he let us meander throughout life without purpose or forgiveness.  But God wanted us to be alive in this life, and then to someday spend eternity with Him.  And getting you and me from the point of death to being united with God in the life of His Kingdom, took the work of our Savior and Mediator, Jesus Christ.  No wonder while Paul was preaching to people at Athens, Greece, said …

ACTS 17:28 (NEW ENGLISH TRANSLATION)

28 For in Him [in Jesus Christ], we live and move about, and exist … for we are His offspring. [emphasis added]

And now here in v. 7 Paul lays out for us the future, and eternal purposes of the grace of God.

EPHESIANS 2:7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 so that in the ages to come He might show the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.

God’s love and grace are so full, so beyond anything we can imagine.  And He wants you and me to be with Him throughout all eternity, and to share with Him all the surpassing riches of His grace and kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.  Just think of it this way … if God has a plan for us in eternity, then He must plan on us making it safely through all the valleys, the twisters, the highs and the lows we’re going through right now, right?  And I see a FOURTH FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

Maybe you’re going through a hard time right now and there doesn’t seem to be any way out.  Believe me when I tell you that God has a plan to get out of the mess you’re in right now, because He’s already set a place for you with Him in heaven.  And so, if your FUTURE with God is secure, then your PRESENT with Him must be secure too.

EPHESIANS 2:7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 so that in the ages to come He might show the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.

God will keep on revealing the surpassing riches of His grace and kindness to us throughout the ages.

ILLUSTRATION … Remember those huge dictionaries when you were in school?  Maybe it was a Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, or even an Oxford Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language.  It was huge and had thousands and thousands of pages.

I like to think of each page in one of those dictionaries as being an EON OF TIME.  And when we first enter into God’s presence in heaven with the glory and the wonder of living with God for eternity, we’ll be so taken with everything that God is, that the first 30 billion years or so will pass by like a breath.  And we’ll think to ourselves, “Surely, this must be all there is to know about God.  I mean, how much more could there possibly be?”  And at the uttering of that question God will step up to the great DICTIONARY OF TIME, turn the page, and reveal to us new, unthought-of dimensions about the depth, the perspective, and the glorious, indescribable joy of who He is.  And eternity will march on.  And God will keep turning pages.

Gang, God is going to take all of eternity to show us how the dimensions of His love and grace.  I love what Charles Haddon Spurgeon, the 19th-Century British pastor, teacher, and author said about this when he wrote these glorious words …

“God has as much grace as you want, and He has a great deal more than that.  The Lord has as much grace as a whole universe will require, but He has vastly more.  He overflows:  All the demands that can ever be made on the grace of God will never impoverish Him, or even diminish His store of mercy; there will remain an incalculably precious mine of mercy as full as when He first began to bless the sons [and daughters] of man.” (Charles Haddon Spurgeon, 1834-1892)

Let me close with two more verses, to help shape our hearts and our minds toward the mysteries and the miracles God has in store for us as His children as we make the choice to continue walking with Him in His love for us throughout life …

JAMES 4:6; PHILIPPIANS 4:19 (THE MESSAGE)

4:6 And what He [God] gives in love is far better than anything else you'll find.
4:19 You can be sure that God will take care of everything you need, His generosity exceeding even yours in the glory that pours from Jesus.


EPHESIANS:  GOD'S BLUEPRINT FOR OUR SPIRITUAL MATURITY
EPHESIANS 2:8-10
2ND STREET COMMUNITY CHURCH
SUNDAY, 13 JUNE 2010
GREGG LAMM | LEAD PASTOR-TEACHER
www.2ndstreet.org


Welcome to 2nd Street’s time of gathered worship.  It’s great to be here with you once again.  The Bible is only book ever written that when read and studied and read and studied, you and I will keep getting more and more out of it.  You might have read a book by C.S. Lewis, or a Ken Follett novel, or one of the seven Harry Potter books one, two, three times, or more.

But gang, no matter how great the writing of any human author, you’ll stop getting new things out it after a while.  But that won’t ever happen with the Bible.  Because the more we get into the Bible, the more we’ll learn from God, and the deeper and deeper we’ll dig down into the truths God has for us in His Word.

There are some passages in the Bible we can study through rather quickly and gain an understanding of what God wants to reveal to us.  But other passages in God’s Word require a more careful dissection and study in order to see what God is saying to us … and this morning we’re going to dig into one of those kinds of passages … as we continue on in our study of EPHESIANS, and look together into EPHESIANS 2:8-10.  

Last Sunday the Apostle Paul reminded us in EPHESIANS 2:1-3 that before meeting Jesus we were dead in our trespasses and sins.  And in EPHESIANS 2:4-7 Paul told us that because of God’s great love for us, He saved us from being the walking dead and brought us into the eternal life Jesus talked about when He said in JOHN 10:10 …

JOHN 10:10 (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)

10 The thief [Satan] comes only in order to steal and kill and destroy.  I [Jesus Christ] came that you may have and enjoy life, and have it in abundance (to the full, till it overflows).

And now this morning, in EPHESIANS 2:8-10, Paul continues on with this same thought as he explains to us how a loving God saved dead sinners like you and me.  

EPHESIANS 2:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God;

This is a verse that’s been quoted, memorized, sung, and taught a lot.  And our familiarity with words of truth like the ones in this verse can leave us accepting them as COMMON, SIMPLE, and EASY, instead of seeing them as they really are, as RARE, DEEP, and A CHALLENGE TO ACCEPT AND LIVE INTO.

The Greek word grace / charis has a variety of meanings including “kindness, favor, gift, and blessing.”  But the definition I’ve shared with you over and over again during my past four years with you is that “grace is the undeserved, unconditional love of God that takes away our sin.”  We were dead in our sins and in our transgressions (EPHESIANS 2:3), but God made us alive, saving us by His grace.  So EPHESIANS 2:8 could easily begin by saying …

EPHESIANS 2:8 (PARAPHRASE)

8 For by God's blessing, kindness, gift, and favor (which none of us deserves), we’ve been saved, brought back home into the life, relationship, and fellowship that Jesus provided for us by His totally selfless death on the cross.

EPHESIANS 2:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God;

The Greek word saved / sozo is another familiar, “Christianese” word that you and I often fail to actually understand or define when we use it.

ILLUSTRATION … In the fall of 1991 Billy Graham held an outdoor evangelistic crusade in Portland.  I had just begun the first of my 14 years as the campus pastor at George Fox University, and knowing that Billy Graham was getting up there in years, I figured that it was the last time any of us in Portland would be able to see him speak here in our city.  And so, on the night of the crusade that it rained the hardest, I took several vans of GFU students into Portland, and since Civic Stadium was already packed, we sat on the grass on the Lincoln High School football field and watched on giant TV screens.

After Billy Graham preached and gave the invitation, people from Civic Stadium and the field where we were got up from their seats, came forward and surrendered their hearts to Jesus.  Counselors had been trained to talk and pray with the people who came forward, and they were identified by their lanyards, nametags, and clipboards.
  
After a while the football field was filled with people who’d come forward to “be saved” … and so many other people were milling around that it was hard to tell who’d “come forward” and who was just walking around.  And it wasn’t long before a middle-aged counselor came up to me and asked, “Have you been saved?”

To which I replied, “Ya, several times already today.”  When he heard my smart alec response to his important question, the counselor’s eyes blinked and his posture slacked.  He didn’t know what to say or do, as I’d taken him “off script.”  And I replied again, “Yes bro, I know Jesus.  But let’s go find someone whose still looking to meet Him.”  And so off we went.

Most of us, if asked would say that “being saved” means, to be rescued or delivered from danger, harm, or death.  But when a Christian says, “I’m saved.”  “Are you saved?”  “Do you want to be saved?”  “Or do you know how to get saved?” what is it he or she saying that WE NEED TO BE SAVED FROM?  Paul’s use of the word saved in EPHESIANS 2:8 actually refers to being saved from many things.  Here are just four examples of how the word saved is used throughout The New Testament …

1. “saved from this perverse generation.”  ACTS 2:40
2. “saved from perishing.”  SECOND THESSALONIANS 2:10
3. “saved from the wrath of God.”  ROMANS 5:9
4. “saved from eternal judgment.”  HEBREWS 5:9

EPHESIANS 2:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 

The New Testament was written in Koine Greek, and it’s unique from many other languages, including English, in that it has several different kinds of tenses that help express the specific and nuanced meaning of it’s words, sentences, and thoughts.  Here are a couple of the Greek tenses that are different than the three, basic tenses we have in English, past tense, present tense, and future tense …

aorist tense		Regular past tense.
My car broke down last week.

imperfect tense	The action happened in the past again and again,
at a number of different times, and at different 
intervals.
Last Monday, Wednesday and Saturday my car stalled.  Sometimes it stalls after shifting into second, and other times when I turned on the radio.  But on Tuesday, and Friday it ran fine.

Another tense used in New Testament Greek, and in fact, it’s the only language that even has this tense, is the perfect tense.  And the word saved in EPHESIANS 2:8 is in the perfect tense.

perfect tense	The action takes place in the past, but the results
			continue up to the present tense.
				My car broke down last Saturday, and so beginning
				then, and right up until today, I’ve had to find a
				different way to get to work.

I love how 20th-Century New Testament Bible teacher Kenneth Wuest, in his The New Testament: An Expanded Translation translates EPHESIANS 2:8 …

EPHESIANS 2:8 (KENNETH WUEST NEW TESTAMENT) 

8 For by the grace have you been saved in time past completely, through faith with the result that your salvation persists up through the present time.

And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

When we surrender our lives to Jesus Christ, eternal life is given to us, and whether we “feel” like we’re saved or not, we are saved, and our eternal life begins and then continues (cf., JOHN 10:28).  This is the ongoing action of the perfect tense, and there’s no way we can make it happen, or earn it on our own. 

And I love how Paul brings grace and faith together here in EPHESIANS 2:8 … because they always fit together …

EPHESIANS 2:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God;

Grace is God reaching out to us, and faith is us reaching out to God.  It’s common for us to think Paul is saying that grace isn’t of ourselves.  And while it’s true that grace is only from God, what Paul’s telling us here in v. 8 is that salvation and the faith that it takes to come into a relationship with God isn’t of ourselves.  

Now Paul goes on in EPHESIANS 2:9 to tell us that when it came to receiving this free gift of grace from God – this salvation – when it came to being saved – that none of us had the ability to become born again … and that God had to even give us the ability to be able to receive this free gift of salvation.

EPHESIANS 2:8-9 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God;
9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.

ILLUSTRATION … Imagine that Steve Jobs, the president of Apple Computer is a good friend of yours.  A new computer is about to be released, and Steve comes over to your house a week or so before the unveiling to show it to you.  Steve’s just so excited about it that he can’t wait to show it to you, because you’re such a good friend.

After seeing the computer, of course, you want to sign up to be one of the first people to purchase it, but the wind gets sucked out of your sails when Steve says that it costs $3,500.00.  You let out a nervous laugh because you’re just making it through life month-by-month, and there’s no way you can afford to buy it.  Bummer.  

Steve, kind of dumbfounded at your reply, then asks why you’re laughing.  And after you tell him, he says, “It’s okay, I’ve already wired $3,500.00 to your bank account so you can buy one the day it comes out.”  In other words, Steve not only designed this new computer, but he also gave you the ability to purchase it.
Gang, faith isn’t just how we’re born again.  Faith is also our means of living in this life with God day-by-day.  We can’t do it without faith.  Yes walking through this life is difficult.  Health challenges, money challenges, crisis times with our kids, our jobs, anxiety about our futures, and guilt about our pasts.  None of us can navigate these things without faith in Jesus.  And even this faith is a gift from God.  Do you see it?

And God set it all up this way so that all the glory for Him traveling through all these deep waters with us, can only be given back to Him, and not taken onto ourselves.  If the faith came from us, we could boast, before God and before others that we were the architects of our own salvation, when nothing could be further from the truth!

PART TWO … .PPT 3 … EPHESIANS 2:9 

9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast. (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

9 None of this “God reaching out to us with grace” stuff, and none of this “us reaching out to God in faith” stuff comes from our own planning or doing.  God made it all this way so that He’d be the only one Who could take credit for the changes He brings about in our lives when we surrender to Him and begin our new life with Him. (PARAPHRASE)

And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

Let’s not ever worship the gifts of grace or faith.  Let’s worship the Giver of the gifts.  Faith is a wonderful thing, given to us by God so that we can have access to Him and to all He has in store for us.  Grace is the oil that keeps the machine of our faith running smoothly, so let’s make sure we keep the eyes of our hearts worshiping God and not just focusing on the provisions God gives us.

EPHESIANS 2:10 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.

The Greek word for workmanship here is poema.  It’s the root word we get the English word poem from, and it has to do with the special creation of God.  Gang, you and I are God’s special creation.  When you read a great poem by Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, Ogden Nash, or Dr. Seuss, the glory doesn’t go to the paper and the pencil used to write the poem.  The glory goes to the creator of the poem.  We are God’s workmanship and masterpiece, and God created us for good works.  And God wants to express Himself in us and then out through us to the world that’s filled with people who are trying to discover Him and come into a relationship with Him.

Not one of us have been saved by religious works.  No matter how much money you've donated to the church, no matter how many hours of your life you've spent in church, no amount of good deeds, no number of prayers … none of us are any closer to heaven by any of that until we’ve been saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.

How foolish for Christians to start thinking that our religious works can save us.  Gang, this is one of the biggest traps that Satan has laid out for us, and we’ve got to avoid it.  Likewise, how foolish, for people who aren't yet Christians to believe that only REALLY GOOD PEOPLE can get to heaven.  It’s God's grace that saves us, not our works.  It is God's goodness, not any fumbling kind of attempt on our part to be good. 

Like Paul said in EPHESIANS 2:3 we were, by nature, children of wrath.  Good works can’t produce a good nature.  But a redeemed nature, can produce good works and works of faith.  I like to think of these good works that God prepared for me beforehand as doors that God has put in front of me … doors that I can choose to walk through, because I know that God has placed them before me and expects me to walk through them.  God’s job is to set the doors in front of us, and our job is to walk through them in surrender, in confidence, and in obedience.

How many different times a day do we see an open door and keep right on driving, walking, or talking?  We see an open door, and we say to ourselves, “I don't have the time to deal with this person.  I don't have the money to connect with this need.  I don't want to get involved with this situation.  I'm just going to mind my own business.”  Gang, good works, or as Jesus’ half-brother James calls them, works of faith in JAMES 2:14-26 ARE OUR BUSINESS.  And in fact, Paul tells us here in v. 10 that they’re why you and I were created in Christ Jesus in the first place.

So when God prepares a good work for you to do, walk in it.  Walking through the doors God opens will lead to opportunities to witness to other people about who Jesus is, and the difference He has made, and is making in your life.  And walking through these God-ordained open doors, will be acts of worship, and as we do so, we will increase in our knowledge and understanding of God and His will.  Do you see it?
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Welcome to 2nd Street.  This is an important day in the life of our church body because this is the last Sunday of our fiscal year, and following our second service, we’ll gather together for a meal and for an all-church meeting to discuss and move toward approval of this coming year’s Proposed Ministry Plan and Ministry Funding Plan.  If you were already planning on being part of this meeting, awesome.  If you’d forgotten about it, or hadn’t even heard about it, then I want to invite you to shift whatever plans you might already have, so that you can be part of it.  Because, seriously, it just won’t be the same without you.
This morning we’re going to look into EPHESIANS 2:11-22 and wrap up the second chapter of this amazing letter Paul wrote to the followers of Jesus Christ living in the town of Ephesus, on the western coast of what is now modern-day Turkey, in about 62 A.D., about 29 years after the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
If you weren’t here for the two introductory teachings on EPHESIANS, tracing the beginnings of this church that Paul planted back to ACTS 18-19, I’d encourage you to download the manuscripts or MP3s of them from our website at www.2ndstreet.org … and get caught up on the amazing story.  What a great time in the life of our church family to come to this teaching … because what we’re going to look at in these verses this morning, connects just perfectly with what we’re going through right now.  And we’ll see what I mean as we go through them.
So please turn with me in your Bibles to EPHESIANS 2:11-22 and lets open up our hearts and minds to these twelve verses where Paul shares God’s heart with us … about how, even though we’re divided by geography, vocation, skin-color, education, language, politics, and whether we like Bob Dylan, or don’t like Bob Dylan, God wants us to find unity with anyone else who is in a living, breathing, growing, transforming, new-life relationship with Jesus Christ.
ILLUSTRATION … Researchers James Patterson and Peter Kim report in their book The Day America Told the Truth that 70 percent of Americans say they have no living heroes.

Researchers for the World Almanac and Book of Facts asked 2000 American eighth-grade students to name prominent people they admired and wanted to be like.  Those most frequently mentioned by the teens as their heroes were celebrities.

Commenting on this, former columnist for the Chicago Sun Times, Sidney J. Harris lamented the fact that every one of the 30 prominent personalities named by the students was either an entertainer or an athlete; noting that statesmen, authors, painters, educators, musicians, architects, doctors, and scientists apparently failed to capture the student’s imaginations.  And Harris closed his column by saying that the heroes and heroines created by our society are people who have made it big, but not necessarily people who have done big things.

I’m with Patterson, Kim, and Harris, in believing that we’ve lowered the bar pretty far for who we adopt as our heroes.  What about some of the heroes of faith found in the Bible?  People like Abraham, David, Rahab, Esther, Mary, Joseph, and Paul? – people who stood up for their faith even though the price was huge?

I’ve always loved reading about the revolutionaries of the Christian faith – people like Martin Luther, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Joan of Arc – and missionaries like St. Patrick, Ruth Bell Graham, and Jim Elliot.  And then there’s the encouragement I often get from modern-day spiritual giants like Kay Arthur, Rob Bell, Beth Moore, Tim Keller, N.T. Wright, and Frederick Buechner.  I guess I’ve always looked at people like these as awesome examples of who I want to do my best to become more like.

But gang, the thing is … this kind of thinking and “heroing” can really become a distraction to you and to me, because we already have the person we should be using as our role model – and His name is Jesus.  And as I’ve read through and studied EPHESIANS 2:11-22 this past week I've been reminded that you and I, as followers of Jesus Christ have the same access to the same Holy Spirit and the same Power as anyone I read about or learn about, or hold in high esteem.  And this truth humbles and encourages me, and it brings us to our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

Let’s not set our hearts and minds on emulating or imitating other people.  Jesus said in JOHN 14:12 that it’s His goal that as His followers, “we will do even greater things” than He did!  So how short-sighted our goals are when we look at other people for examples of who to be and what to do and be in our life of faith, when we can look at Jesus Christ Himself and keep our eyes fixed onto Him.

Friends, I’m not saying that we shouldn’t look up to people in whom we see the character of Jesus Christ and the will of God being lived out.  But let’s not let anybody ever begin to outshine the example of Jesus Christ.  Because when we begin looking to people as our main example, instead of to Jesus, we’ll always get let down.  Nobody is perfect, or perfectly consistent in his or her walk with God.  Not a one of us.  We’re human beings.

Friends, when we put other Christians onto pedestals.  It’s not good for them and it’s not good for us.  And also, when we elevate some Christians to this unnatural place of “near-worship”, Christianity is then all too easily twisted into a club where people who aren’t yet following Jesus Christ feel left out, shunned, judged, or ostracized.  And it’s to you and to me to make sure, as a church, and as the individuals who make up the church, that this doesn’t happen.

“Insider” and “outsider” language is for the birds, as God’s promises for this life of faith He invites us into are made to everyone, everywhere.  Understanding and accepting God’s gift of peace reduces our “rough edges” so that we can remove our defenses and stop being judgmental.  Just as we’re reconciled to God in our decision to become a follower of Jesus Christ, so too, we are called to live lives of reconciliation with the other people in our lives.  This can be an amazing pathway for others to come to Jesus, as we are reconciled with them first.

EPHESIANS 2:11-12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 Therefore remember that formerly you, the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called “Uncircumcision” by the so-called “Circumcision,” which is performed in the flesh by human hands – 
12 remember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.

On 12 June, 1987 in Berlin, West Germany, President Reagan stood at a podium by a wall that 29 years earlier President Kennedy had stood before and decried.  And Reagan challenged the General Secretary of the Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbechev with some powerful words … and here’s a copy of actual speech note-card …



The people in Ephesus were mainly Gentiles – which was the title given by the Jews to anyone who wasn’t born a Jew.  And most of their lives they’d felt judged by the Jews, told that God didn’t love them, that God only loved and blessed the Jews, and that they were lost and beyond all hope of ever being found or reconciled to God.  So what a different message Jesus, and then the Apostle Peter, and then Paul taught.  Let me give you some examples about what I mean about what these three men teach in the New Testament writings they left behind for us.

JESUS CHRIST SHARES GOD’S HEART FOR THE WORLD

FIRST, in LUKE 4:22-27 Jesus was speaking to a crowd of Jews and He referenced two stories everybody gathered there that day knew all-too well.  First, Jesus referenced the story of a woman only known as the widow of Zarephath in Sidon (roughly 25 miles South of the modern-day city of Beirut in Lebanon) who was miraculously ministered to by Elijah in FIRST KINGS 17.  This woman wasn’t a Jew, but God’s love came to her through Elijah, and saved her and her son from starvation by meeting them where they were at and inviting them to put their trust in God.

When Jesus was teaching that day, He also referenced a story found in SECOND KINGS 5 about a man named Naaman, a Syrian with leprosy who God healed.  During Bible times, leprosy was a life-long disease, for both Jews and non-Jews, and much of the time people believed that God gave people leprosy when He was disgusted and repulsed by them or by their behavior.  And when Jesus reminded His listeners of God’s love and compassion toward Gentiles, or “non Jews” it really ticked off the Jews.  In fact, it ticked them off so much that after hearing this teaching of Jesus in LUKE 4, they wanted to take Jesus out to the edge of town, stone Him and then throw Him off a cliff down into the Kidron Valley.  Now I’ve given some teachings that weren’t all that great, but I’ve never had that happen!

And as Jesus brought up these two stories of how God love and saved a non-Jewish woman and her son because He could see her heart of love and faith, and how God healed a non-Jew of leprosy, He drove home the point that when God looks at us, He doesn’t see Jew or non-Jew, He simply sees everyone in His creation, including you and me as either “already in relationship with Him” or “not yet in relationship with Him.”  Jesus chiseled away at a wall that day.  Do you see it?

PETER SHARES GOD’S HEART FOR THE WORLD

SECOND, in ACTS 10 Peter visited in the home of a non-Jew by the name of Cornelius.  It’s an awesome story of how God led Peter to Cornelius, while at the same time leading Cornelius to Peter.  Do you ever wonder how God plans things out and orchestrates some of the meetings, connections, conversations in our lives so that we’ll discover more about who He is and what His plans are for our lives?  Well, read ACTS 10-11 and you’ll get a front-row seat for an illustration of how and why God does this.

And in ACTS 11, some of the Jewish Christians living Jerusalem … who were still trying to figure out what it meant to be born a Jew and then become a Christian … they found out about Peter’s little visit with Cornelius, and about what Peter had told Cornelius about God loving him and other non-Jews as much as He loved Jews – and Peter got into trouble.  And here’s Peter’s response to them in ACTS 11:17-18 …

ACTS 11:17-18 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

17-18 Since God gave them the same gift He gave us who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, how could I stop the work of God?”  When the believers heard this, they stopped arguing.  They praised God and said, “So God is allowing even other nations to turn to Him and live.”

God used Peter that day to smash down the barriers that existed between the Jews and the Gentiles, and to tell his fellow-Jews that the transforming power of Jesus’ love was for everyone – Jew and Gentile alike.  A wall had torn down.

PAUL SHARES GOD’S HEART FOR THE WORLD

And then THIRD, in ACTS 22, Paul was explaining his ministry to a huge crowd of people in the Temple.  He told them his history, and shared his testimony of how he’d come into a relationship with Jesus Christ, and they listened patiently all the way through. But when he told them the Mission God had given him, the tables turned.


ACTS 22:21-22 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 “And He [Jesus Christ] said to me, ‘Go! For I will send you far away to the Gentiles.’”
22 They listened to him up to this statement, and then they raised their voices and said, “Away with such a fellow from the earth, for he should not be allowed to live!” [emphasis added]

The Jews hated the Gentiles so much that they wouldn’t associate with them, visit with them, or eat with them.  And when Paul suggested that God would actually send Him to minister to them, for the expressed purpose of inviting them into relationship with Him, they became enraged to the point of murder.  Paul had torn down a wall … and some of the rubble landed squarely onto him.  Tearing down walls isn’t for the faint of heart – but it’s something God calls all of His followers to do.

EPHESIANS 2:11-12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 Therefore remember that formerly you, the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called “Uncircumcision” by the so-called “Circumcision,” which is performed in the flesh by human hands – 
12 remember that you were at that time separate from Christ, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world.

In v. 11 Paul says that by looking at the “outward appearance” of someone, that sure, we can see lots of differences, and divisions.  But then in v. 12, he says that God looks at the “inside appearance” of folks, and that when we join God in having this focus and perspective, that a lot of the walls we’ve put up can begin to come down.  Because the perspective that God invites us to as we look at others, is the perspective of hope and compassion that He has … it’s the perspective I spoke of a minute ago, and it’s rooted in the reality that God sees all people as either “already being in relationship with Him through Jesus Christ”, or as “not yet being in relationship with Him through Jesus Christ.”

EPHESIANS 2:13-14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.
14 For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall,

I love how Paul illustrates here the complete change Jesus Christ has brought about … and how that the possibility of a love-relationship with God is available to all … to the Jew, and to the non-Jew alike … that there is nobody beyond God’s reach.  We’ve been brought near to God through the blood of Jesus Christ, by His death on the cross.  And the result of being brought near to God is that we know God’s peace, because Jesus Christ Himself becomes our peace.  I love what Paul teaches us here.  It’s simple truth that doesn’t need much elaboration, because it’s in its simplicity that it’s power and truth ring out.

Lots of different religions teach there are many different ways to come near to God.  On the other hand, many religions teach that we can only come near to God by keeping their set of rules, or by joining their group.  But the only way to be brought near to God is by the blood of Jesus Christ.  Because what Jesus Christ did on the cross, suffering as a guilty sinner in the place of guilty sinners like you and me, is the only thing that could ever bring any of us near to God.  And Jesus didn’t simply make peace between us and God at the cross.  He, Himself, became our peace.

I read this verses and I have to admit that they challenge me to the core to examine myself … and to be honest about how close I’m allowing God to draw near me to Himself … and how much effort I’m putting into drawing near to God.  I love how Jesus’ half-brother James writes about this in JAMES 4:8 …

JAMES 4:8

8 Draw close to God, and God will draw close to you.  Wash your hands, you sinners; purify your hearts, you hypocrites.  (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

8 Say a quiet yes to God and He'll be there in no time.  Quit dabbling in sin.  Purify your inner life.  Quit playing the field.  (THE MESSAGE)

Coming near to God, is about what God did first, and then it’s about what we do second.  And we don’t just need to come near to God once, and then we’re good.  It’s got to become the desire of our hearts to draw near to God, and to stay near to God.

And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

Let’s stop kidding ourselves.  We’re only as near to God as we choose to be.  Yes, God is close to us because God is everywhere.  But God only changes our lives to the extent that we acknowledge His presence, accept His instruction, and obey His commands.  WE’RE ONLY AS SPIRITUALLY MATURE AS WE CHOOSE TO BE.  So let’s draw near to God, say a quiet ‘yes’ to God, quit dabbling in sin, purify our inner life, and quit playing the field.

EPHESIANS 2:14-16 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14 For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall,
15 by abolishing in His flesh the enmity [a state of active disagreement, opposition, or hostility … ie., a “family feud”] which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances, so that in Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus establishing peace, [emphasis added]
16 and might reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the enmity.
 Do you see how this unity between us and God didn’t just happen?  It was God’s intention to break the power of sin in our lives and bring us back into relationship with fellowship Him – and it could only happen through the hard-fought accomplishment of Jesus Christ at the cross.  Remember when we studied JOHN 17 together about a year ago now?

JOHN 17:21 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

21 [Father God], I want all of them to be one with each other, just as I am one with You and You are one with Me.  I also want them to be one with Us.  Then the people of this world will believe that You sent Me. [emphasis mine]

This whole chapter is the prayer Jesus prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane on the night He would be arrested and then crucified.  But His words weren’t “just” a prayer.  They were a prayer Jesus prayed knowing what the work He was going to accomplish on the cross in the next days of His life would bring about … and it was a prayer that Jesus was willing to pray even though He knew that His own agony would be used to bring about the answer to His prayer.

No more enmity, no more family feud between us and God, between us and others … laying down the sword and picking up the white flag of surrender in order to know true and lasting peace.  Let me ask you a very serious question … 

Are you able to say with integrity, “There is no division or enmity between myself and anyone else … I’m at peace with God and with others, reconciled to them, and seeking to be one with them”?

The sad truth is that many people can’t answer “yes” to these questions.  Many of us have people who make our stomach hurt when we think about them.  Many of us have people we avoid when we see them across the classroom, or at work, or at the store.  And many of us get angry whenever we hear certain people’s names mentioned.  And in the midst of these realities I see our THIRD FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

Rejecting reconciliation is a sin because it creates a wall between us and God, and between us and other people, it keeps us deaf to the words God is trying to speak to us, it chokes out our fruitfulness, it stifles our maturity and our goal of taking on more of the character of Jesus Christ, and it hinders our prayers.

So saints, knock it off!  Get right with God and with other people, and come into the peace and sanity God has for us as His children.

And now in EPHESIANS 2:17-18 Paul explains how Jews and Gentiles unite.




EPHESIANS 2:17-18 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

17 And He came and preached peace to you who were far away, and peace to those who were near;
18 for through Him [Jesus Christ] we both have our access in one [Holy] Spirit to the [God the] Father. [emphasis added]

Just as God did during Bible times, He is still speaking to you and me through His Holy Spirit, through His Word, and through one another.  How awesome that you and I can have TOTAL ACCESS to God because God cleared the pathway caused by sin, and tore town the wall built by sin.  I love the word access in EPHESIANS 2:18.  Listen to what 20th Century Bible scholar and teacher Francis Foulkes wrote about this word in his commentary on EPHESIANS.

“Access is probably the best translation of prosagoge, though it could be ‘introduction.’  In oriental courts there was a prosagoges who brought a person into the presence of the king.  This is what Jesus Christ does for you and me.”  - Francis Foulkes

v. 18 is another verse from God’s Word where all three members of the Triunity of God are mentioned together.  Through Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit INTRODUCES us to God the Father.  vv. 19-20 …

EPHESIANS 2:19-20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19 So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household,
20 having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone,

Every Christian in the world is a fellow-citizen with every other Christian because we’re all part of God’s family and God’s household … and because we all walk on the same foundation of the Word of God, and Jesus Christ is the cornerstone of our foundation.  We’re all one, in One, and built on one.  And we mustn’t be divided.  Paul’s words remind me of what Jesus said in MATTHEW 12:25 and what the writer of Hebrew wrote in HEBREWS 12:14-15 …

MATTHEW 12:25 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

12:25 Jesus knew what the Pharisees were thinking, so He said to them, “Every kingdom that is divided against itself will be destroyed.  And any city or family that is divided against itself will not continue.

HEBREWS 12:14-15 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14-15 Try to live in peace with all people, and try to live free from sin.  Anyone whose life is not holy will never see the Lord.  Be careful that no one fails to receive God’s grace and begins to cause trouble among you.  A person like that can ruin many of you.

Oh friends, I beg you to invite these words from Paul soak into your hearts and minds this morning.  Jesus Christ, our Chief Cornerstone longs for you and me as His people to live in unity with one another.  And if there’s ever a time when disunity can come into a flock, it’s at the beginning of a new ministry year, at the edge of a new adventure, and at the launching point of a new step of faith.

And so I invite you, to invite Jesus to speak His instruction into you this morning concerning your ego, and your fears, and your anxieties … come near to God and He will come near to you … cast all your cares onto Him for He cares for you … and let Jesus’ words from MATTHEW 12:25, and the words from HEBREWS 12:14-15 shape and inform and chisel and mould you this morning and in the days to come as we live out our life and MISSION together as the flock God is calling us to be.

EPHESIANS 2:21-22 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 in whom the whole building, being fitted together, is growing into a holy temple in the Lord,
22 in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit.

Collectively you and I as the Body of Christ are a spiritual temple not made by human hands but made instead by God in the realm of the Spirit.  What a beautiful picture Paul lays out for us here, of God’s work of reconciliation, both in us as individuals, and in us as the church.

It doesn’t matter what your background has been, what your failures have been, what your sins have been, or what the consequences of your sinful choices or for the sinful choices that others have made against you are … Jesus loves you.  And you don’t have to remain a stranger or an alien before God.  Jesus tore down the wall.  There are no SECOND-CLASS CITIZENS in the Kingdom of God.  There are only CITIZENS … people who all stand as equals before God in His household.
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Welcome to 2nd Street.  This morning we’re heading back into our study of EPHESIANS, continuing on into EPHESIANS 3:1-12.  I originally thought we’d go through v. 13, but after studying this passage this past week it seemed more logical to end with v. 12.  It’s strange that there’s a chapter break here between EPHESIANS 2 & 3 – because there’s really no break in thought in terms of what Paul’s teaching at the end of EPHESIANS 2 and at the beginning of EPHESIANS 3.

But before we unpack these twelve verses, I want us to revisit the significance of what Paul taught in the last eleven verses of EPHESIANS 2 … primarily that through Jesus’ death on the cross, the price for sin had been paid, that the barrier between God and you and me was removed … and the truth that after you and I respond to God through Jesus Christ, and come into relationship and fellowship with God through repentance and confession (telling God we’re sorry for our sins, asking for His forgiveness, and telling Him that we want Him to teach us a whole new way to be human), that God then also gives us the ministry of reconciliation, asking us to mend, repair, and seek forgiveness in the relationships we have with other people.

I heard from several people this week that after last Sunday’s service they took God up on His offer and made right some broken relationships in their lives.  Awesome!

And in EPHESIANS 2:14 Paul alludes to something that happened immediately after Jesus Christ’s death on the cross that symbolized the removal of this wall between us and God … the tearing of the veil in the Temple in Jerusalem.

EPHESIANS 2:14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14 For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall,

We read in SECOND CHRONICLES that Solomon built the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem between 832-825 B.C. and that it was 30 cubits high.  A cubit was the distance between the tip of your middle finger and the middle of the inside of your elbow, and could range from 17-22 inches.  So the original Temple was somewhere between 42.5 feet and 55 feet high.  But then, according to Josephus, the 1st-Century Jewish historian, during Jesus’ lifetime, King Herod increased the height of the Temple to 40 cubits … making it somewhere between 56 and 73 feet high.

The Temple veil was a massive curtain that separated the Holy Place, from the Holy of Holies inside the Temple.  The Holy of Holies was the earthly dwelling place of God’s presence … and where the Ark of the Covenant resided.  Only once a year was the High Priest allowed to pass to the other side of this veil, enter into God’s presence, and make sacrifices to God for the forgiveness for the sins of the Jews.  Here’s how what The Gospel of Matthew tell us about the tearing of the Temple veil immediately following Jesus’ death on the cross …

MATTHEW 27:50-51 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

MATTHEW 27:50-51 And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice, and yielded up His spirit.  And behold, the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom.

EXODUS 26:31-34 tells us that this thick Temple veil was made out of blue, purple and scarlet material and fine twisted linen.  Josephus tells us that the veil was four inches thick and that horses tied to each side couldn’t pull the veil apart.

What significance does the torn Temple veil have for us today?  Above all, the tearing of the Temple veil at the moment of Jesus' death symbolizes that His sacrifice, the shedding of His blood, was a sufficient payment for the sins of the world … and it illustrates loud and clear to us that after Jesus’ death, the way into the Holy of Holies was opened up for all people, for all time, both Jew and Gentile.  When Jesus died, the Temple veil was torn, and God moved out of the Temple.  In fact, ACTS 17:24 says that God will never again live in a Temple made with human hands, but that God will now live inside of His people through the indwelling presence of His Holy Spirit.  The old covenant was fulfilled, and the new covenant started.

And gang, the Temple veil is also symbolic of the fact that Jesus Christ Himself is the only way to come into relationship and fellowship with God the Father (cf., JOHN 14:6).  Because, remember, before the cross, the Jewish High Priest had to enter the Holy of Holies through the veil.  But now, as we’re taught in HEBREWS 10:19-20, Jesus Christ is our superior High Priest, and as His followers, you and I can now enter the Holy of Holies through Him. 

HEBREWS 10:19-20 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

19-20 So, brothers and sisters, we are completely free to enter the Most Holy Place without fear because of the blood of Jesus’ death.  We can enter through a new and living way that Jesus opened for us.  It leads through the curtain — Jesus Christ’s very body.

I love what 19th-Century British pastor, teacher, professor and author, Charles Haddon Spurgeon wrote about this beautiful and wonderful truth …

“It is not a slight tear through which we may just see a little; but it is torn from the top to the bottom.  There is an entrance made for the greatest sinners.  If there had only been a small hole cut through it, the lesser offenders might have crept through; but what an act of abounding mercy is this, that the veil is torn down the midst, and torn from top to bottom, so that the chief of sinners may find ample passage to God!” [Charles Haddon Spurgeon | 1834-1892]



EPHESIANS 3:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles

Three to four years before when Paul wrote this letter to the church at Ephesus, Paul came to Jerusalem and brought some Gentile Christians with him into the Temple area.  And after he did this, and then after he told them that God wanted the Gospel to go to the Gentiles, the Jews wanted to kill him and he was saved by a group of Roman soldiers.  You can read about this whole story in ACTS 21-23.

The local officials took Paul into custody to protect him – but 40 Jews made a vow to kill him [and you thought you had some enemies!] – and so in the end, the chief captain of the Roman guard had Paul shipped off to the city of Caesarea to the Roman Governor by the name of Felix.  Paul had three trials in Caesarea, but then he exercised his right as a Roman citizen and asked to be taken to Rome to go on trial before Caesar Nero.  Eventually he made it to Rome, where he was under house arrest for about three years, during which he wrote what are now called his “prison letters or epistles”, one of which is this letter that he wrote to the church at EPHESUS.

v. 1 … For this reason … this is a reference back to the end of EPHESIANS 2 where Paul talked about the building up of the church, the Temple of God.  And Paul’s saying, “it’s because of this church and how God is building it, that I’m now here in this Roman prison.”  But notice that Paul doesn’t say, “I’m a prisoner of Rome, or of Nero.”  He says he’s a “prisoner of Christ Jesus”.

Paul had a perspective that only God could give him, and through that perspective he could see that even though he was in prison, the Lord was using him for His purposes, and among those purposes, including writing many letters of instruction, encouragement, and pastoral care to the early churches in Asia Minor.  Paul knew prison couldn’t stop God’s plans because the work of the Kingdom of God moves and grows freely whether people are in chains or not … and it’s all about people choosing to obediently follow God’s will, God’s way.

20th-Century Ukrainian medical doctor, social and political activist, and author Mikhail Bulgakov, the author of the infamous novels  Master and Margarita, and Heart Of A Dog wrote in his autobio-graphy that “manuscripts don’t burn.”  I love the truth behind Bulgakov’s words … because you can throw the “person” into prison, but the gospel won’t ever be bound up because no one can burn, do away with, or destroy truth.  Like Isaiah wrote in ISAIAH 40:6-8 …

ISAIAH 40:6b-8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

6b All flesh is grass, and all its loveliness is like the flower of the field.
7 The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the people are grass.
8 The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever. [emphasis added]
In vv. 3-6 Paul explains how he came to understand and surrender to God’s plan that He wanted the Gentile world to be joined with the Jewish world into one spiritual family in and through Jesus Christ.  God began showing Paul all the ways The Old Testament talked about God’s love for the Gentiles and His desire that ultimately they be united with the Jews in following Him and being called “His people”.

And Paul heard this plan, understood this plan, and surrendered to this plan in the exact same way you and I connect with and become obedient to God’s plans for our lives:  BY DISCERNMENT AND COURAGE … and by being attentive to God’s instruction to us through His Word, through prayer, through meditation, and through other people. 

EPHESIANS 3:2-4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2 if indeed you have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace which was given to me for you;
3 that by revelation there was made known to me the mystery, as I wrote before in brief.
4 By referring to this, when you read you can understand my insight into the mystery of Christ,

The Holy Spirit gave Paul wisdom to bring all the individual pieces of The Old Testament statements about the Gentiles together into a cohesive picture of God's desire to create one spiritual family out of every nation, every people, and every language.  And what had once been a mystery, had now been revealed.  What an awesome calling and responsibility God gave to Paul!

The word mystery in vv. 3-4 comes from the Greek word musterion and is a word used repeatedly throughout The New Testament in reference to the gospel message, once being hidden, or unrevealed, but having been made known through the person and work of Jesus Christ.

Jesus first used this word musterion Himself with His disciples in MATTHEW 13:11 and in MARK 4:10-11 when He referred to the secrets or the mysteries of the Kingdom of God.  And the Apostle Paul often used it in reference to the God’s plan to bring the Jews and the Gentiles together and to form one church.  But while Jesus used the word musterion in the future tense (as a mystery that was yet to be unfolded), Paul always referred to the mystery in the past tense, as a mystery that was no longer a mystery, because the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth has been revealed in the life, the death, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

Gang, what good news that there’s no more mysteries remaining about what the requirements are to pass through the open veil and come into a relationship with God.  ROMANS 10:9-10 spells it all out for us …

ROMANS 10:9-10 (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)

9 Because if you acknowledge and confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and in your heart believe (adhere to, trust in, and rely on the truth) that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.
10 For with the heart a person believes (adheres to, trusts in, and relies on Christ) and so is justified (declared righteous, acceptable to God), and with the mouth he confesses (declares openly and speaks out freely his faith) and confirms [his] salvation.

So when you find the word mystery in The New Testament don’t think that it’s referring to some kind of secret knowledge that only a few select or special people know about.  It’s simply referring to God’s plan that salvation go out to the whole world, not just to the Jews.  It’s referring to something that was once unknown, but that now has become known.  Here’s a few more of the specifics of how these mysteries of God’s plans unfolded after Jesus died on the cross and rose again …

1. EVERY BELIEVER HAS DIRECT ACCESS TO GOD.  We don’t need a priest to stand in the gap between us and God because Jesus Christ is now our intercessor and mediator.

2. THE HOLY SPIRIT LIVES INSIDE BELIEVERS, shepherding us and empowering us throughout the ups and downs of life.  Previously the Holy Spirit was “with” the followers of God, but now He lives “in” us. (cf., JOHN 14:17)

3. “THE CHURCH” BEGAN, and is God’s plan for dwelling on the earth and reaching people with His message of Jesus Christ.  Remember that the church is first and foremost a spiritual reality … it’s “the people, not the steeple.” [George Fox]  It’s not a physical building made with human hands.

4. THE FRUITS AND THE GIFTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT came to us, and God wants to mature them in us and pour them out of us into the church and then through the church out into the world.

Paul originally wanted to be a minister to the Jews, but God gave him very little success on that front, because God’s intention along was to send him to the Gentiles.  Paul thought all his qualifications in life had prepared him to reach the Jews with the Gospel.  But God had other plans.  Have you ever had God surprise you that way?  Remember the words of The Old Testament prophet Isaiah in ISAIAH 55:8-9?

ISAIAH 55:8-9 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

8-9 “My thoughts are nothing like your thoughts," says the Lord.  “And My ways are far beyond anything you could imagine.  For just as the heavens are higher than the earth, so My ways are higher than your ways and My thoughts higher than your thoughts.”

And this brings us to our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

God’s plans are often different than ours.  How we submit or fight against God’s plans is one of the best ways to see whether we've truly surrendered to God, or we're just trying to use God as the source of power and blessing to accomplish our own desires.  Whenever our will and God's will collide, it’s a test to see if we’ll pray Jesus’ prayer in LUKE 22:42 … “Father, not My will, but Yours be done.”

EPHESIANS 3:5-6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 which in other generations was not made known to the sons of men, as it has now been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in the Spirit;
6 to be specific, that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel,

I love it in v. 6 when Paul said that he, and now you and I, are … partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus … God first made promises to Abraham, as the first Jew, and His promise was that all nations would be blessed through the seed of the Jewish people (cf., GENESIS 12:1-3; 22:16-18).  And Paul tells us in GALATIANS 2:16, 19, 29, that that seed is Jesus Christ, and that now that the blessing and the mystery, has been revealed, we’re the blessed participants in what God is doing.

v. 6 … through the gospel … none of the plan of God that Paul is describing here could happen until everyone in the world … Jew and Gentile alike … had an equal standing before God.  

ILLUSTRATION … It’s like that new commercial about the bank that doesn’t charge it’s old customers fees that it doesn’t charge it’s new customers – but everyone gets the same deal.  You know the one I’m talking about, with the “creepy guy” and the little kids.  The kid there first gets a little plastic pony, the new kid gets a real pony.  The kid there first gets no ice cream, and the newerer kid gets a triple scoop cone.

Paul says that this good news he’s talking about, and that he’s a servant of, is only possible because of the gift of God’s grace that God had given to ALL PEOPLE.  In other words the gospel, which literally means good news, can’t be GOOD NEWS AT ALL until it’s GOOD NEWS TO ALL.

EPHESIANS 3:7-8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 of which I was made a minister, according to the gift of God’s grace, which was given to me according to the working of His power.
8 To me, the very least of all saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ,

I love how Paul refers to himself in v. 7 … as a minister.  Minister is a title of SERVICE, NOT EXALTATION.  In classical Greek literature the word minister (diakonos) is often used for the table waiter who always stands ready at the bidding of his or her customers.  So do you see what Paul is saying here about himself and about anyone who would follow in his footsteps as a minister of the gospel of Jesus Christ?  Like I said last Sunday, don’t ever put any Christian leader, me or anybody else, up on a pedestal, because we’ll only let you down.  News Flash:  We’re all just human beings.  But if there was ever a Christian who deserved to be put up on a pedestal, it was Paul.

He was a total TYPE A personality who nearly single-handedly took the gospel of Jesus Christ to the non-Jewish world and wrote 13 of the 27 books in The New Testament.  If we’d been standing in the corner of the room when Paul and Peter compared the plans God had revealed to them for how to get the gospel out to the world, their conversation would have gone something like this …

Peter:	I have a burden for sharing the truths of Jesus with the Jews.
  Paul:  	Go for it bro.  I’m behind you 100%.  And don’t worry about me.  You take care of the Jews, and I’ve got the rest of the world covered.  Seriously, I’m good.
And yet Paul turned down all attempts to worship him or to exalt him in any way.  Was he a strong, confident leader?  Without a doubt.  But was he arrogant?  No way.  But Paul’s confidence was in Jesus Christ and not in himself.  For you see, Paul had learned the great joy of letting all praise that came his way roll off of him just like water off a duck’s back … always focusing all the praise back to Jesus.  Paul was just doing what God asked him to do, without seeking praise or honor.

ILLUSTRATION … George Washington Carver, the great African-American scientist, botanist, educator, and inventor was born in Missouri, in 1864 before slavery was abolished.  Before Carver died in 1943, he’d developed hundreds of useful products from the peanut.  And following in the footsteps of how the Apostle Paul handled praise that came his way, here’s the response Carver often gave people when they asked how he’d accomplished so much in his lifetime.

“When I was young, I said, ‘God, tell me the mystery of the universe.’  God replied, ‘George, that knowledge is reserved for Me alone.’  So I said, ‘God, tell me the mystery of the peanut.’  To which God replied, ‘Well, George, that’s more nearly your size.’  And He told me.” 

See how Paul refers to himself in v. 8, as … the very least of all saints?  This hints back to EPHESIANS 1:1 where Paul gave us his name and his office.  His name, Paul meant small, and his office apostle spoke to a sent one who was of the highest rank.  Sounds like an oxymoron … both small and of the highest rank.  But friends, the two can go together when we’re fully surrendered to God, when we realize that in the natural we’re nothing, but that in the spiritual we’re somebody, and when our identity isn’t in who we’re trying to be, but is squarely and firmly rooted and grounded in the person and the work of Jesus Christ.

Back when Paul wasn’t yet a follower of Jesus, he considered himself to be what he called himself in FIRST TIMOTHY 1:15, the chief of all sinners.  In other words, he was on the top rung of the ladder when it came to being a sinner.  And now, as a follower of Jesus, here in EPHESIANS 3:8, he considered himself to be the very least of all saints, or on the lowest rung of the ladder.  Listen to me, at one time you may have been the most powerful Olympic-gold-level sinner on the face of the earth, but once you decided to follow Jesus Christ, you’re on the lowest rung.  But in actuality you took a step UP … because the lowest rung in God’s kingdom is a promotion from the highest rung in Satan’s Kingdom.  Paul was just so humbled by God’s willingness to invite him to preach to the Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Jesus Christ.  Oh my friends, let’s follow in Paul’s example and stay humble.

Seriously, if you want to be used by God, don’t try promoting yourself, because it will always be the fast track to failure, not victory.  Remember that it was the tortoise, not the hare that won the race.  We don’t have to promote ourselves any more than David had to try and get God’s attention so that He’d ask him to be the King of Israel.  David just focused on what God had called him to do in the moment – to be the very best shepherd he could be – and then in due time God took him up another rung on the ladder.  Here are three New Testament Scriptures that point us in this direction …

MATTHEW 25:21; LUKE 14:11; FIRST PETER 5:6 
(NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

MATTHEW 25:21 His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful slave.  You were faithful with a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter into the joy of your Master.’

LUKE 14:11 For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.

FIRST PETER 5:6 Humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time.

Which brings us to our SECOND FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

One of Jesus Christ’s character traits we so often struggle to take on is humility.  Phillip Brooks hit the nail on the head when he wrote …

“The true way to be humble is not to stoop until you are smaller than yourself, but to stand at your real height against some higher nature that will show you what the real smallness of your greatness is.”

Let’s “measure ourselves against” Jesus and pursue His example when it comes to living out humility in our day-to-day lives.

EPHESIANS 3:9-10 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

9 and to bring to light what is the administration of the mystery which for ages has been hidden in God who created all things;
10 so that the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known through the church to the rulers and the authorities in the heavenly places.

God has asked Paul, by the power of the Holy Spirit, to make known to all the same revelation mysteries God had given him.  Oh friends, how God longs to have you and me share with others the teachings and revelations He shares with us.  How are you inviting God to pour into you so that you can then invite God to pour out of you?  That’s His plan.  How are you participating with Him in it?

v. 10 sounds like God wants us to give instruction to angels.  What’s he saying here?  The Apostle Peter taught this same truth in FIRST PETER 1:12 when he wrote … 

FIRST PETER 1:12b (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

12b … And now this Good News has been announced to you by those who preached in the power of the Holy Spirit sent from heaven.  It is all so wonderful that even the angels are eagerly watching these things happen.

Present day Bible teacher and seminary professor, Wayne Grudem writes these words about this truth expressed by both the Apostle Paul and the Apostle Peter …

“This longing by angels must therefore include a holy curiosity to watch and delight in the glories of Christ’s kingdom as they find ever-fuller realization in their lives of individual Christians throughout the history of the church.” [Wayne Grudem | 1948 - ]

Did you know that God wants to use you to mentor angels?  God longs to reveal aspects of His character far and wide, even to His angels, by what He’s doing through the church worldwide, and what He’s doing through you and me as His church, right here in Newberg.  FALLEN ANGELS look at what God is doing and are reminded that in the end, God, not Satan gets the last word.  And to GOD’S ANGELS, God longs to have His church, you and me, be a testimony of His amazing grace.  In other words, God doesn’t tell the devil how smart He is, He wants to get that message across to Satan by how you and I live as His followers, and how we behave and minister His will and His plans in the day-to-day circumstances of our lives.

EPHESIANS 3:11-12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 This was in accordance with the eternal purpose which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord,
12 in whom we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him.
Oh, God’s Word through Paul’s words here in the first twelve verses of EPHESIANS 3 has spoken some rich things to us here this morning.  Here are several key truths …

GOD’S PLANS AND OUR PLANS

Yes, God’s ways are always above and beyond our ways, but God has no incentive to hide or withhold His will from you or me.  God’s will can be sought and found.  And the greatest mystery of all is that we’ve been chosen by Him to come into relationship and fellowship with Him.  Oh glory to God!



HARD TIMES / LIFE ON GOD’S ANVIL

God allows you and me as His followers to go through hard times to see the real DIRECTION OF OUR AFFECTION … to see if we’re willing to be His servants, if we’re willing to deny our own wills, surrender to Him, pursue the desires of His heart, and take up His cross and follow Him no matter what He tell us to do and no matter where He tells us to go.

WE’RE USEABLE BECAUSE OF OUR BROKENNESS

God wants to use our spiritual gifts, our personalities, and our life experiences to live out the ministries He calls us to embrace.  And He does all of this, not because we’re great, powerful, wise, and enchanting … but because we’re broken, surrendered, wounded, and willing to embrace and pursue the character of the greatest wounded-healer of all time, His Son and our Savior, Jesus Christ.

ANGELS AND DEMONS IN THE FRONT ROW

Angels and demons … as well as Christians and non-Christians are watching us all the time, to see whether we’re choosing self and sin, or God and righteousness.  And it’s because of these truths and so much more that Paul can say in v. 12 that he has bold, confident access through faith in Him.  Faith comes as a gift of God … and the faith God has given us IS THE SOURCE OF our boldness to come to God.  Which reminds me of what the author of HEBREWS was talking about when he wrote … and we’ll let these words be our closing prayer of this morning’s worship and teaching …

HEBREWS 4:15-16 (THE MESSAGE)

15-16 We don’t have a priest who is out of touch with our reality.  He [Jesus Christ] has been through weakness and testing, experienced it all — all but the sin.  So let’s walk right up to Him and get what He is so ready to give.  Take the mercy, accept the help. [emphasis added]
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This morning we’re studying EPHESIANS 3:13-21.  The Apostle Paul wrote this letter from The New Testament while he was a prisoner in Rome in about 62 A.D.  I’m so thankful that we have God’s Word available to us – and that God has called me to spend much of my life studying and teaching it.  What a joy it is to get into it and invite it to get into us.  Like the description King David uses for you and I in PSALM 139:14, the Word of God is also “fearfully and wonderfully made.”  Sixty-six books, written by about 40 different people, over 1,400 – 1,800 years … the Bible itself is a miracle of God’s intention and love for us.

I love how God’s Word is bound together to bring us the complete message of God’s desire to be restored to and in relationship and fellowship with you and me as His creation.  We need to study and know The Old Testament to understand the roots, the back-story, and the soil out of which everything in The New Testament grows.

We need to know the Gospels in order to understand Jesus Christ, to know how His birth, His ministry, His teachings, His death, His resurrection, and His return to heaven brings to life all the other teachings found in The Old and New Testaments.

And we need to know what is taught in The New Testament letters in order to be grounded in the truths of Jesus Christ and the Gospel, and to know how to live out our faith in the day-to-day circumstances of life.  So we need it ALL – from GENESIS to REVELATION … and that’s why I teach God’s Word the way I do, verse-by-verse, so that together you and I can move into, and through, and around, all the terrain of God’s Word, because it’s all interrelated, interconnected, and interdependent.

And this truth brings us to our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

If you have a passion to know and be known by God’s Word, it’s a sign that you’re maturity in your faith, and that your desire to take on more of the character of Jesus Christ and live into the will of God is more than just empty talk.

If your passion to know and be known by God’s Word is non-existent or stagnant, you’ve stalled out in your faith and are spinning your wheels when it comes to the goal of taking on the character of Jesus Christ and living out the will of God.

So with that brief introduction, please take out your Bibles and open them up with me to EPHESIANS 3, and we’ll look into the nine verses here in EPHESIANS 3:13-21.


EPHESIANS 3:13 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 Therefore I ask you not to lose heart at my tribulations on your behalf, for they are your glory.

In our study of EPHESIANS 3:1-12 last Sunday, Paul called us to understand God’s heart for uniting the Jews and Gentiles into one new family of people, called “Christians”, who then would make a new kind of spiritual community called “the church”.  Paul was the person who planted this church, and was their first pastor-teacher … he knew people there by name and loved them … and he said to them …

God has called me to weave together the Jews and the Gentiles into a new spiritual family.  It’s God’s plan, not mine.  So don’t be bummed out or discouraged by what God has asked me to do.  I know it seems like too big of a task, but trust me in this … that if God asked me to do this (and I assure you that He has), then you can also be confident that God can and will give me the discernment, the courage, and the power I need to get the job done, AS LONG AS I stay obedient to Him … listening to Him and depending on Him every step of the way.”

And this truth brings us to our SECOND FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

When God calls us to do something with Him and for Him, God will provide whatever it takes to get the job done – but it will usually also involve hard work, commitment, and sacrifice on our part.

We heard Paul tell us in EPHESIANS 3:1-12 that he was the one who blazed the trail and brought the gospel of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles.  And it’s because of this kind of “spiritually pioneering fatherhood” that Paul feels for the Gentiles that he also feels compelled to responsible to pray this prayer in EPHESIANS 3:13-21 for their spiritual maturity and development.  And as we read and study this prayer, it’s important for us to remember that all people are made up of three separate and unique parts, just as the Triunity of God is made up of three parts … God the Father, God the Son, Jesus Christ, and God the Holy Spirit.  And the three parts that make up who we are as human beings are our SPIRITS, our SOULS, and our BODIES.  WE ARE A SPIRIT, WE HAVE A SOUL, and WE LIVE IN A BODY.

We are a SPIRIT.  Our SPIRIT is where God’s Holy Spirit takes up residence inside of us when we make the decision to come into a relationship with Him through Jesus Christ.

Our SPIRIT is the eternal part of us that will never die. When we come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ we are, in that instant, JUSTIFIED, or MADE RIGHT with God.

We have a SOUL.  Our SOUL is our personality … it’s the part of us people see, know, and connect with.  Our SOUL is made up of three parts, our MIND (how we THINK), our WILL (how we DECIDE), and our EMOTION (how we FEEL).
When we come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, our SOUL begins the transformation process that in the Bible is called SANCTIFICATION, as we become more and more like Jesus Christ day-by-day, and choice-by-choice.

We live in a BODY … Our BODY is what we live in as human beings.  It’s the tangible, vulnerable, physical part of who we are.  Someday, either at our death and the beginning of our eternal life with God in heaven, or at the time of Jesus Christ’s return, our BODIES will also be directly impacted by our choice to be in a relationship with God the Father through Jesus Christ … because in eternity God will give us new, perfect bodies.  God’s WORD calls this GLORIFICATION.

If you haven’t yet made the decision to come into a relationship with Jesus Christ, then I’ve got some good news for you.  Because today … on Sunday morning, the 11th of July 2010, you’re going to have the opportunity to come into a relationship with Him … to have God’s Holy Spirit take up residence inside you, and begin the life-long transformation of drawing you away from sin, and into a life of righteousness as you take on the CHARACTER of God’s Son, Jesus Christ … for this is God’s plan so that …

Our THOUGHTS become the THOUGHTS of Jesus Christ …
Our WORDS become the WORDS of Jesus Christ …
Our ACTIONS become the ACTIONS of Jesus Christ …
Our PRIORITIES become the PRIORITIES of Jesus Christ.

Are you seeing this TRANSFORMATION take place in your life?  In EPHESIANS 3:14-16 Paul prays specifically for the people in the church at Ephesus, and for you and me today, that we’d be strengthened with power through God's Spirit.  He prays …

EPHESIANS 3:14-16 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14 For this reason I bow my knees before the Father,
15 from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name,
16 that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man,

The power of the Holy Spirit has been the subject of a lot of theology, teaching, and even fear among Christians over the past 2,000 years.  And yet, as we and move past all the misinformation and preconceptions about what this means, we can begin to look at the power of the Holy Spirit Biblically, objectively, and from a foundation of faith.  And as we begin to do this, our fear and trepidation will begin to lift.

God tells us in His Word that the source of power we have to live the Christian life with consistency and integrity is found only in His Holy Spirit.  So this power shouldn’t be something we’re afraid of, or embarrassed about.  Here are some verses that speak about this power of the Holy Spirit that you and I, as followers of Jesus Christ, have living inside of us …



MICAH 3:8a; LUKE 4:14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

MICAH 3:8a [Micah speaking] I am filled with power - with the Spirit of the LORD. [emphasis added]

LUKE 4:14 And Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit,

After Jesus Christ’s resurrection, He told His disciples that this same power He lived and moved in would be available to them.  Here’s how He put it in ACTS 1:8 …

ACTS 1:8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 … but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth. 

Praise the Lord, that the power of the Holy Spirit can come upon us, filling us … and then manifest itself in either OUTWARD, PHYSICAL or in INWARD, SPIRITUAL ways.  Here are some examples of the power of the Holy Spirit manifesting itself in OUTWARD, PHYSICAL ways …

In LUKE 1:35 a virgin by the name of Mary conceived Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit just like the angel promised.

In ACTS 10:38 God led Jesus, through the power of the Holy Spirit, to “go everywhere doing good, and heal those oppressed by the devil.”
  
In ROMANS 15:19 Paul said that Jesus Christ had accomplished “visible signs and wonders in the power of the Holy Spirit.”

It’s evident from the testimony of Scripture that the power of the Holy Spirit can accomplish miraculous things OUTWARDLY or PHYSICALLY.  And we also see this in our own lives, today.  This past year, our flock prayed for Penny Salmon, and over time and in very very specific ways, the power of the Holy Spirit working miraculously and through the gifts and the hands of her doctors, brought healing to her body – and some of these healings took place before Penny was even born.

But the power of the Holy Spirit can be INWARD and SPIRITUAL as well as OUTWARD and PHYSICAL, as it performs miracles inside of us, in our soul.  Remember that our SOUL is made up of three parts … our MIND (how we THINK), our WILL (how we DECIDE), and our EMOTION (how we FEEL).  And when you and I come into relationship with God, our SOUL begins the transformation Scripture calls SANCTIFI-CATION, as we become more like Jesus Christ day-by-day, and choice-by-choice.

Gang, I hate to break it to you, but we’re corrupt sinners.  But God changes us INWARDLY and SPIRITUALLY through the power of the Holy Spirit … and this transformation is nothing short of miraculous!  Please don’t ever begin to take this transformation for granted, or think that it’s not that big of a deal … because it is!

Every one of us is bombarded every day by temptation – and we all have our own specific areas where we’re vulnerable.  It might be sexual, it might be power/control, it might be an addiction of some sort, it might be coveting what we don’t own … but whatever it is, you know your own SPIRITUAL ACHILLES HEAL.  But the good news is that God wants to empower us to resist sin through the power of the Holy Spirit.  And friends, when we invite God’s Holy Spirit to help us in this process of change, it’s supernatural!  Here are some verses from God’s Word that explain how temptation works, and how God has made the power of the Holy Spirit available to each of us so that we can experience His INWARD, SPIRITUAL working of in our lives.

GENESIS 4:7 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

7 [God speaking to Cain after he killed his brother Abel] If you had done the right thing, you would be smiling.  But you did the wrong thing, and now sin is waiting to attack you like a lion.  Sin wants to destroy you, but don’t let it! [emphasis added]

JAMES 1:14-15 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

14-15 We are tempted by our own desires that drag us off and trap us.  Our desires lead us to sin, and when sin is finished with us, it leaves us dead.

And after His resurrection, Jesus told His disciples that this same power that He lived in and moved in would be available to them.  Here’s how He put it in ACTS 1:8 …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 10:13 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

13 The temptations that come into your life are no different from what others experience.  And God is faithful.  He will keep the temptation from becoming so strong that you can’t stand up against it.  When you are tempted, He will show you a way out so that you will not give in to it.

And flock, believe me when I tell you that just as many temptations come my way, as come your way.  It’s just as easy for me as a pastor-teacher to fall into temptation, doubt, and sin as it is for you.  There’s no such thing as THE SPIRITUAL GIFT OF DISCIPLESHIP.  I have to make up my mind every day, and usually, many times a day, to keep following Jesus, to keep my eyes on Him, to cry out to Him, to press into Him.

Just because I’m a pastor-teacher, doesn’t mean it’s easier, or more natural for me to maintain a growing, maturing relationship with Jesus Christ than it is for you.  When I was graduated from seminary twenty-six years ago, I didn’t get a stack of spiritual GET OUT OF JAIL FREE CARDS.  No way.  Being a disciple of Jesus Christ is a daily decision for EVERY SINGLE FOLLOWER OF JESUS CHRIST … no exceptions.

But praise God, that all of us have access to the power of the Holy Spirit … and this power, whether it’s bringing about OUTWARD, PHYSICAL CHANGES or INWARD, SPIRITUAL CHANGES, is real, and it’s the source of the hope we need to make it through this life.  Which brings us to our THIRD FAITH LESSON this morning …



FAITH LESSON 

Let’s invite the Holy Spirit to strengthen us with His power in from the inside out.  This is the road God wants to equip us to walk as His followers.  And the outcome of the supernatural strengthening that God wants to pour INTO US and OUT OF US is critical to us living the lives He calls us to live.

Paul goes into detail in the next three verses about the outcome of the power of the Holy Spirit that God wants FLOWING OUT OF US in lives of worship and service.

EPHESIANS 3:17-19 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; and that you, being rooted and grounded in love,
18 may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth,
19 and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled up to all the fullness of God.

Paul is saying that as we’re strengthened with the power of God’s Spirit, three important things will begin to happen to us that will only begin changing everything in both our faith and in our lives …

1. Christ will dwell in our hearts through faith.
2. We will be able to comprehend the love of Christ.
3. And we’ll be filled up to all the fullness of God.

EPHESIANS 3:17a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

17a so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith;

FIRST, when you and I are strengthened with the power of God’s Spirit, Christ will dwell in our hearts through faith.  Remember Jesus’ words in JOHN 14:23?

JOHN 14:23 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

23 If people love Me, they will obey My teaching.  My Father will love them, and We will come to them and make Our home with them.

What an awesome verse.  When we come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, we become what the Apostle Peter called in SECOND PETER 1:4, “partakers in God’s divine life.”  And it’s this life of God inside of us, this power of the Holy Spirit working in us from the inside out, that equips us to live out our faith in ways that are real and consistent, as opposed to fake and inconsistent.

There are two ancient Greek words that express the idea of “living in”.  One of these words has the idea of a stranger moving in, settling down, and making that new place their permanent home.  But the word dwell Paul uses in EPHESIANS 3:17a, is the Greek word katoikeo, and it means to settle into a permanent home, for the purpose of governing.  Gang, Jesus doesn’t just want to be a visitor in our lives, an occasional guest we order around and tell what to do.  Jesus wants to move in permanently, to settle into us permanently, and to rule our lives permanently.

And we need spiritual strength, to let Christ dwell in us, because there’s something inside of us that resists Christ’s indwelling, ruling presence and the power of the Holy Spirit.  You know what it’s like to go somewhere and hope that the Jesus dwelling inside of you isn’t there and can’t see what you’re doing.  I can see every one of you here this morning and I can see that you’re all human beings, just like me … and so I know that you know what I’m talking about.  But praise God, we can learn to let God make His home inside us, and we can learn to let the power of the Holy Spirit teach us how to be victorious over sin and put into practice the power and faith He gives us.

It’s sad but true that many Christians have invited Jesus Christ to be their Savior but because of the choices they make, they don't allow Jesus Christ to feel at home in them.  And gang, when we do this, what we’re essentially doing is keeping Jesus shut down and locked out of our lives.  And I see a FOURTH FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON 

When we’re strengthened by the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ will truly dwell in our hearts – settling into the core of who we are, making His home in us, and governing our lives.  Invite it to happen, and then let it happen.  Grow in your faith, becoming the person God has designed you to become in Him.

FIRST, when you and I are strengthened with the power of God’s Spirit, Christ will dwell in our hearts through faith … and SECOND, we’ll be able to comprehend the love of Christ.

EPHESIANS 3:17b-19a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

17b and that you, being rooted and grounded in love,
18 may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth,
19a and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge

I love how Paul gives us two examples in these three verses that illustrate the strengthening force of the love of Jesus Christ.  FIRST he tells us in v. 17b that God’s love is stronger than the roots of a massive tree that hold it up in the middle of wind-storms.  And SECOND, using the illustration of the breadth and length and height and depth, Paul tells us in v. 18 that God’s love is like a firm foundation and that we can build the walls of our lives on, knowing that they’ll stand strong and secure.  Oh, glory to God that you and I have the power of the God’s love.

ILLUSTRATION … One day while Charles Spurgeon was walking through the English countryside with a friend he noticed a barn with a weather vane on its roof.  At the top of the vane were the words: GOD IS LOVE.  Spurgeon remarked to his companion that he thought this was a rather inappropriate place for such a message.  “Weather vanes are changeable,” he said, “but God’s love is constant.”

“I don’t agree with you about those words, Charles,” replied his friend.  “You misunderstood the meaning.  That sign is symbolizing the truth that regardless of which way the wind blows, God is love.”

The love God has for us has breadth, or width, in that it covers over and forgives all our sins (ISAIAH 53:6; JOHN 1:29, 36), so that all things can work together for His purposes (ROMANS 8:28).  And gang, when you or I doubt God’s forgiveness we narrow down our understanding of the width of the river of God’s love.

The love God has for us also has length.  Think about when God started loving you.  ROMANS 5:8 says, “But God showed how much He loved us by having Christ die for us, even though we were sinful.”  And how long is God’s love for us?  JEREMIAH 31:3 says, “I love you with a love that will last forever.”

The love God has for us also has depth.  PHILIPPIANS 2:7-8 says that Jesus loved us so much that He died on the cross for us.  And friends, you can’t go any lower than dying on a cross.  And that’s how deep the love of God is for us.

And finally, the love God has for us also has height.  How high does God’s love lift us?  Paul taught in EPHESIANS 2:6 that it “lifts us up to heavenly places where we’re seated with Christ.”

FIRST, when you and I are strengthened with the power of God’s Spirit, Christ will dwell in our hearts through faith … SECOND, we’ll be able to comprehend the love of Christ … and THIRD, we’ll be filled up to all the fullness of God.

EPHESIANS 3:19b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19b and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled up to all the fullness of God.

Friends, how can we even begin to talk about, illustrate, or define the fullness of God?  I think that some portions of God’s Word from The New Testament in which this fullness is defined, will help us see what Paul’s talking about here when he’s talking about …

FIRST PETER 1:2; ROMANS 15:13; EPHESIANS 5:18; PHILIPPIANS 1:11 (NEW ENGLISH TRANSLATION)

2 May grace and peace be yours in full measure!  13 Now may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace.  18 be filled by the Spirit … 11 be filled with the fruit of righteousness.





COLOSSIANS 1:9; FIRST THESSALONIANS 1:5; COLOSSIANS 4:12
(NEW ENGLISH TRANSLATION)

9 we are asking God  to fill you with the knowledge of His will.  5 Have full conviction … 12 so that you may stand mature and fully assured in all the will of God.

And this list can go on and on!  Don't you desire to be are strengthened with the fullness and the power of God’s Spirit?  Many people think it’s impossible, saying, “God would never give me all that.  I'll never be able to be a Christian like that.”  But look at the last two verses on EPHESIANS 3 …

EPHESIANS 3:20-21 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

20 Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to the power that works within us,
21 to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever.  Amen.

Gang, if you desire this work of the Holy Spirit in your life today, ask God.  He’ll give to you, because He’s your loving Father.  Paul’s prayer, and the requests that he’s making here aren’t based on who he is, but on who God is.  Our limited, natural minds will always fall short of being able to think of or expect or even desire all that God can do and wants to do.  But God’s ability is based on who He is – and He is the God of the universe, the God of the seemingly impossible, the God of you and of me.

I like to think that these last two verses aren’t the doxology of only this prayer, but of everything Paul has taught in EPHESIANS 1-3.  Because when it comes to all that Paul has taught us so far, God is the only one Who can bring such marvelous things to pass.  Paul knew that God could do great things, and so he asked for great things.  And this same power, the power of God’s Spirit that will answer these prayers, is the same power that is at work inside of us as followers of Jesus Christ.

And so it’s no wonder that Paul signs off this chapter by saying in v. 21 … to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever.  Amen.
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This morning we’re looking into the words of the Apostle Paul in EPHESIANS 4:1-3.  While Paul was in prison in Rome between 61 and 63 A.D., (or roughly 30 years after the beginning of the Christian church as recorded in ACTS 2), he wrote four letters … COLOSSIANS, PHILEMON, EPHESIANS and PHILIPPIANS.  Three of these four letters COLOSSIANS, EPHESIANS and PHILIPPIANS each contain what I call a hinge point.

By a hinge point I mean that these three letters have a time, or a hinge point (about in the middle) where they shift from the TEACHING OF THEOLOGY to the APPLICATION OF THEOLOGY in the day-to-day stuff of life.  I love this pattern Paul uses, because it mirrors the experience of so many of us as followers of Christ.  FIRST, we need to LEARN TRUTH, and SECOND, we need to DO TRUTH.  And we’ve got to keep this order straight.  Ever try to do something you haven’t first learned how to do?  Ya, it’s frustrating to you and to everyone else around you.

So, following this pattern, in the first three chapters of EPHESIANS Paul has been giving us knowledge.  But now that we get to the last three chapters, he switches gears and talks with us about applying that knowledge in the form of wisdom.  Let’s think back to what we learned about knowledge, understanding, and wisdom in our study of The Old Testament book of PROVERBS last winter.

1. knowledge is taking God’s Word into our hearts and minds.
2. understanding is studying, wrestling with, grappling with, internalizing, and praying through the portions of God’s Word we’ve taken into our hearts and minds.
3. wisdom is living out the portions of God’s Word we’ve come to know and understand in the day-to-day circumstances of our lives. 

Wisdom is the correct application of knowledge.  In EPHESIANS 1-3 Paul admonished us and trained us to be hearers of the Word, and now, in EPHESIANS 4-6 he’s going to exhort us to become doers of the Word.  Here’s how Jesus and His half-brother James each talk about the importance of the two halves of this same coin …

MATTHEW 7:24, 26 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

24 Anyone who hears and obeys these teachings of Mine is like a wise person who built a house on solid rock.
26 Anyone who hears My teachings and doesn’t obey them is like a foolish person who built a house on sand. [emphasis added]




JAMES 1:22-24 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

22-24 Obey God’s message!  Don’t fool yourselves by just listening to it.  If you hear the message and don’t obey it, you are like people who stare at themselves in a mirror and forget what they look like as soon as they leave. [emphasis added]

In EPHESIANS 1-3 Paul gives strength to the spiritual infrastructure of our hearts and minds, to what he calls our inward man.  And in EPHESIANS 4-6 he gives us practical instruction about how to live out that strength.  Like I told you two Sunday’s ago, this is the work of transformation and sanctification that God calls His followers to … the work of taking on more of the character of Jesus Christ, so that His thoughts, His words, His actions, and His priorities, become ours, so that we can live out the will of God more fully and more consistently.

This is what we refer to all the time here at 2nd Street as THE GREAT EXCHANGE.  It’s what happens when the Holy Spirit of Jesus Christ takes up residence inside our spirits, and begins the process of transformation, or sanctification, of changing us from the inside out, from the old us, to the new creation God has had in His heart and mind for us to become since before the foundation of the world.  The teaching two Sundays ago from EPHESIANS 3:14-21 really focused on this.  If you don’t have it, you might want to pick it up at the Community Center before you leave today.

And gang, this GREAT EXCHANGE won’t begin to happen until we move through these stages of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom with God’s Word … and until we begin hearing and then obeying God’s Word in the day-to-day, moment-by-moment circumstances of our lives.  This is where change takes place, and nowhere else.

Listen to me, the things Paul TEACHES US TO DO, and in fact, TELLS US TO DO in the second half of EPHESIANS, are impossible for us to do in our own strength, and in our own, so-called human wisdom.  We can’t do it.  We can’t do it.  We can’t do it.  Because in case you haven’t noticed, living the Christian life in our own strength is impossible.  Which brings us to our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

It’s only when we really connect with the power of God, that living the Christian life, and making the choices the Apostle Paul calls us to in EPHESIANS 4-6 become possible.

When you and I get into God’s Word, and invite God’s Word to get into us, and when we begin experiencing the infilling power of the Holy Spirit, THEN we can start living the transformed lives Jesus calls us to live as His followers in this busted-up, sin-soaked world.

If you own a motor home, don’t get upset with me for this next illustration of what Paul is teaching us here about the kind of transformation God wants to bring about in our lives.  It’s only an ILLUSTRATION.  And I might even want to borrow your motor home some day, so I want you to understand that I’m not mad at you for owning one.  So go ahead and forgive me ahead of time.  Any questions?

ILLUSTRATION … The motor home has allowed us to put all the conveniences of home on wheels.  Campers no longer need to contend with sleeping in a sleeping bag on bumpy ground, cooking over a campfire, and hauling water up from a stream.  Now campers can park a fully equipped “moveable home” on a cement slab in the middle of a few pine trees and hook up to a water line, a sewer line, electricity, and in some places, even cable TV.

And because cable TV isn’t always available, more and more motor homes now come with their own satellite dish too.  And because there’s no more bother with dirt, no more smoke from the fire, and no more drudgery of walking down to the stream, it’s now possible to go camping and never even have to go outside.

People buy motor homes with the hope of seeing new places, and getting out into the wild blue yonder … and then they deck it out with the same furnishings they have in their living rooms.  And in the end, nothing really changes.  Oh, they may drive to a new place and set themselves up for a night or two in new surroundings, but the newness can really go unnoticed, because of the fact that they’ve carried along their old setting, their old possessions, and their old distractions.

GANG, THE REAL ADVENTURE OF EXPERIENCING NEW LIFE IN JESUS CHRIST BEGINS WHEN THE COMFORTABLE PATTERNS OF OUR OLD LIFE ARE LEFT BEHIND.

When we come into relationship and fellowship with Jesus Christ, He calls us to lay aside our former manner of life, and to lay aside our old self.  And as we learn the way of Jesus Christ, as we go through this transformation of heart and mind He calls us to engage in His Word and empowers to us to experience through His Holy Spirit, we discover that Jesus didn’t come just to change our shirt, He came to change everything about us, and to teach us a whole new way to be human.

Years ago now, my friend Nancy Thomas wrote a poem that came to mind as I was pondering these truths this past week …

AT FIRST I THOUGHT (By Nancy Thomas)

At first I thought it was just another
reclamation project – a
simple reconstructing of the slums of my soul
to meet the Management’s specifications.

But, no …

This rough Carpenter has splintered my sturdiest beams,
torn off all supports and blasted down to the very basement,
and out of the ruin is currently (or so the rumor goes)
laying the groundwork for a new and royal temple.
The transforming of our minds the Apostle Paul talks about in ROMANS 12:2 is what's going on in our lives as our intimacy with Jesus Christ grows and our trust in Him deepens.  And the fruit of this transformation is a growth of both discernment and courage, so we’re equipped to know and live into God's will for our lives more fully.

And as we begin to put on this new way of thinking, talking and acting, this new lifestyle eventually becomes who we are.  THINK WITH ME FOR A MINUTE ABOUT PEOPLE YOU KNOW, IN WHOM YOU SEE THE CHARACTER OF JESUS CHRIST.  Okay, now how did they become like Him?  It didn’t happen because they just tried harder, or just pretended with great stamina.  They've done it by making a conscious decision to put on the new man, to put on Christ … and along the way, they’ve become who and what they’ve put on.

Have you ever been stood up?  You made an appointment with somebody and they were a “no show”.  It's a drag.  You remembered the appointment, but they didn't.  What gives?  Well with that scenario in mind, let me ask you a couple important questions about how this spiritual transformation process is going in your life …

When it comes to God’s desire to pursue this transformation in us – what poet Nancy Thomas calls a beam splitting, blasted down to the very basement renovation in your heart and mind, God has shown up to hold up His end of the deal, are you showing up or are you standing God up?

There was a time when you told God that you wanted Him to teach you a whole new way to live, a whole new to think, a whole new way to talk, a whole new way to act … and a whole new way to prioritize what you’d pick up and hold onto in this life, and what you’d lay down, let go of, and move past.  

How are you doing at living out those vows, those commitments, those covenants, you made with God?  Are you surrendering to the work God wants to do in you, or are you standing God up, and turning away from the marriage vows you took when you were first yoked with Him and became His bride?

Gang, when you and I just sit around and wait for this transformation to happen – it’s going to be a long wait.  God is doing His part, and now He’s waiting for us to do our part.  Here’s a drama that illustrates what I’m talking about … about how God longs to see us come to the place in this transformation process, in this adventure of THE GREAT EXCHANGE, where we begin to think about how to live out our faith in compassionate, practical, real-life ways … 

Gang, it’s great to GO ON A MISSION TRIP – but it’s another thing to begin viewing LIFE ITSELF AS A MISSION, where we’re in step with God, responding to God, obeying God, where we’re being transformed by God … where we’re letting our inward faith turn outward in ways that show others who Jesus is and what a transformed life looks like.  Please turn with me in your Bibles to EPHESIANS 4:1 …




EPHESIANS 4:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called,

The word walk Paul uses in v. 1, is the Greek word peripateo.  Paul uses it seven times throughout EPHESIANS (EPHESIANS 2:2, 10; 4:1, 17; 5:2, 8, 15).  peripateo is a compound word made up of peri, which means around, and pateo, who means to walk.  And when these two words are compounded together, the new word means to walk around, or to habitually live in and carry on in one general territory.  It’s like a person who’s walked in one area or on one path for so long that they can almost walk around it blindfolded without bumping into anything or tripping.  They know the area well because they’ve lived there and functioned there for a long time.

peripateo is used 88 times in The New Testament and is translated as live nearly as often as walk.  So EPHESIANS 4:1 could easily say “I implore you to live in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called.  Keep focusing on who God is calling you to be, and on what God is calling you to do and you’ll stop tripping up on everything else that keeps getting in the way.”

Our walking or living illustrates, or is evidence of the fact that we’ve stopped being just hearers of the Word of God, and that we’ve begun the transforming journey of becoming doers of the Word of God.  And just like walking requires one step at a time, the Christian life can only be experienced one day at a time.  Here’s what Jesus taught about this in MATTHEW 6:34 …

MATTHEW 6:34 (THE MESSAGE)

34 Give your entire attention to what God is doing right now, and don't get worked up about what may or may not happen tomorrow.  God will help you deal with whatever hard things come up when the time comes.

Spiritual maturity and transformation involves many steps, all of them taken one at a time.  Throughout The New Testament there are nine spheres of our Christian walk (maybe you can find more) that are addressed … and we’ll explore some of these spheres in more detail as we study through EPHESIANS 4-6.  But here’s a synopsis of these nine areas of life and faith where God calls you and me to begin wisely putting into practice the knowledge of God’s Word we’ve taken into our hearts and minds.

THIRD JOHN 3

1. Christians are called to walk in the truth of God’s Word.  God wants us to store up His Word in our hearts and minds so we can then live it out in the day-to-day stuff of life.





GALATIANS 5:16; ROMANS 8:4

2. Christians are called to walk in the Holy Spirit, so that we’ll be equipped, encouraged, and empowered to overcome the temptations of the flesh and the Enemy.

SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:7

3. Christians are called to walk by faith and not by sight … we’re to be led by faith and by the Holy Spirit, instead of being led around by our own senses, our own emotions, our own feelings, or our own fears.

EPHESIANS 5:2

4. Christians are called to walk in love.  Compassion is love lived out.  The one word that best describes how Jesus Christ thought, lived, and spoke, is compassion.  Let’s follow His example and walk in compassion, in love lived out.

ROMANS 6:4

5. Christians are called to walk in newness of life … we need to live out the changes that are happening on the inside of us (sanctification and transformation) in ways consistent and obvious.

ROMANS 13:13

6. Christians are called to walk in integrity and honesty.  The world doesn’t need more hypocritical Christians, so let’s stop saying we believe one thing, and living like we believe something else.

EPHESIANS 2:10

7. Christians are called to walk in good works.  We need to let people see and hear that we’re followers of Jesus.  Our thoughts, words, deeds, and priorities have got to be different than the world, and than people who are not yet in relationship with Jesus Christ.

EPHESIANS 4:1

8. Christians are called to walk in a manner worthy of our calling.  We must choose to live holy and precious lives – lives that are being set apart day-by-day for God’s exclusive use, control, and direction.

COLOSSIANS 4:5 …

9. Christians are called to walk in wisdom toward people who aren’t yet in relationship with Jesus Christ.  Gang, let’s live out our faith for all to see, because when we do this we lift up Jesus Christ, and when Jesus Christ is lifted up, people are drawn to Him.
Okay, back to EPHESIANS 4:1 …

EPHESIANS 4:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called,

Here we come to the third verse in EPHESIANS that begins with the word therefore (cf., EPHISIANS 2:11, 3:13).  And while you might be tired of hearing me repeat this basic Bible study rule, here it is again … When we see a therefore, it means that we need to stop and find out what it's there for.  The word therefore is always an indicator that we need to go back and review what’s been said previously, because the idea we're about to be introduced to builds on the foundation of what’s just been previously written.

In the case of the therefore in EPHESIANS 4:1 we only need to go back one verse to be reminded that Paul has just said that God must be always be given glory in the church.  Therefore, the therefore here means, Because God is to be given glory in the church … I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk [or live] in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called …

v. 1 … the prisoner of the Lord … remember that the Apostle Paul was in a Roman prison when he wrote this letter to the Christians in Ephesus.  And yet Paul’s attitude toward the difficult chapter of life he was going through was that because he’d given his HEART, his SOUL, and his VERY LIFE to the care, the protection, and the guidance of God, he wasn’t going to let being a prisoner of Rome shape his identity or set the attitudes and the priorities of his life.  What a great perspective to have.  This is the kind of perspective you’ll learn to build into your life if you get involved in Celebrate Recovery.  Remember that the CR INFO TABLE is by the coffee each week.

I mean seriously, if there was anybody who had the right to complain about his or her circumstances it was the Apostle Paul as he wrote these words.  But Paul didn’t view himself as a prisoner of Rome, but as a prisoner of the Lord.  In fact, he teaches us in ROMANS and PHILIPPIANS that great things happened whenever he was in prison.

I have a feeling that each of Paul’s prison guards there in Rome had the opportunity to say out loud, at least one time, “Paul, you’re chained to me.”  But if he said those words, I bet he only said them once, because when he spoke those words, I can just hear Paul saying back with a smile, “No way bro.  You’re chained to me.  And now that it’s your shift, you’re MY prisoner and you’ve not going anywhere.  Let me tell you about Jesus.”  This is why I love talking about Jesus on airplanes with the people I’m sitting next to.  I mean, really, where can they go?!  And this truth brings us to our SECOND FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON 

When we’re sold out to God, our identity will be rooted in God and all of our important life-questions will find their answers in God.

“Who am I?”	:  I am a child of God and a follower of Jesus Christ.  I belong to Him.

“Who is in charge of my life?”:  God.  I will follow God, and not society, or my emotions, my fears, or my ego.

“What is my purpose in life?”:  To glorify God in all I think, in all I say, and in all I do

EPHESIANS 4:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called,

Because God is to be given glory in the church (cf., EPHESIANS 3:21) Paul is imploring us to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called … The word implore is parakaleo, which means to call someone next to us.  And because it’s not the command of a boss, but the request of a friend, I hear Paul saying to you and to me in this verse …

Come here, friend, and let me put my arm around you as we walk.  God is the One who is able to do exceeding abundantly beyond all that we ask from Him.  He deserves glory, honor, and praise from us as His children, and so I’m challenging you to glorify Him in this.

Paul is calling us is to glorify God in a manner worthy of our calling.  And what is the calling with which we’ve been called?  Quite simply it’s the fact that God has called you and me 1) to be forgiven, 2) to be restored into right relationship and fellowship with Him, and 3) to become His followers.  This is our calling.

And so, to glorify God, Paul is telling us as a friend to walk worthy of this calling. And these words turn out to be, what I called at the beginning of this teaching, the hinge point of the book of EPHESIANS … between the first half of the book, and the second half of the book.  I love the simple, exact way that the 20th-century Greek scholar Kenneth Wuest explains this …

In brief, God says in Ephesians 1–3, “I have made you a saint.”  And then in Ephesians 4–6, He says, “Now start living a saintly life.”

The word worthy in v. 1 means to be comparable to, or to weigh the same.  And so our walk should weigh the same, or have the same importance to us as our calling.  In other words, our Christian life, and our behavior before God should match the grace we received from God when He reached out to us with His love and grace, and when we made the choice to respond to Him and come into relationship with Him.  Gang, God is expecting that you and I walk in a manner worthy.  And Paul goes on in vv. 2-3 to tell us more specifically about what he means by this …

EPHESIANS 4:2 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing tolerance for one another in love,

v. 2 … humility and gentleness … humility isn’t about being doormat or a weakling … it’s about having a teachable spirit.  ROMANS 12:3 says, “don’t think more highly of yourself than you ought to.”  But all too often, in our minds we read that verse and we say to ourselves … “Fortunately, my degree of greatness makes it impossible for me to think too highly of myself.  I’m very proud of how humble I am.”

Gang, God hates pride, and none of us can compare ourselves to God and be prideful.  And yet pride is something we all struggle against in different ways.  Because Paul is talking here about being humble within the Body of Christ … if we’re honest, we’ll admit that it can be pretty easy to be proud when we’re surrounded by other people … because most other people can’t come close to measuring up to the opinion we have of ourselves.  In our minds we’re better looking, smarter, more informed, funnier, better-connected, and of more value that most other people we know.

But let’s be honest here … because in reality, we’re all pretty much the same.  And it’s only when we start taking our minds off ourselves and start appreciating the great things about God and about other people, that we’ll begin walking in humility and gentleness.  Humility is looking at ourselves and others through God’s eyes.  And gentleness is treating others with God’s compassion and grace.

v. 2 goes on … patience, or longsuffering … ouch!  James, Jesus’ half-brother, tells us in JAMES 5:9-11 that other people will always try our patience.  It can be easy to lack patience when dealing with people in our church, in our families, at school, and at work.  And much of the time it seems like life itself, more than God, tests our patience.  And in just about every situation, we get the opportunity to see how mature and transformed we are in our faith in Jesus Christ by measuring our level of patience against our level of annoyance, intolerance, and anger.

v. 2 goes on … showing tolerance for one another in love … to tolerate someone in love is to endure them.  And it’s just a fact of life that some people have to be endured in love.  But let’s make up our minds right here, right now that we’re not going to be the kind of person who has to be endured, and that stretch the tolerance levels of others.  Jesus said in JOHN 15:12 …

JOHN 15:12 (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)

12 This is My commandment:  That you love one another [just] as I have loved you.

Being tolerant can also mean to stand one’s ground.  In other words, we can be teachable and patient, and yet still have convictions and stand our ground for what we believe in and know to be true … but Christ calls us to always do this in an attitude of love.  This is the kind of person I see David describing in PSALM 1:3 …

PSALM 1:3 (NEW ENGLISH TRANSLATION)

3 He is like a tree planted by flowing streams; it yields its fruit at the proper time, and its leaves never fall off.  He succeeds in everything he attempts.

The trees David describes here are the strongest because they’ve tapped into a consistent water source.  And they can outlive other trees because they’re not going through seasons of drought every few years.  A tree like this can bend in the wind and not get uprooted or snap.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here this morning.

FAITH LESSON 

As followers of Jesus Christ, we’re trees planted by streams of living water.  We’re not rigid, but rather, fluid, and bendable.  We don’t have to listen only to what other people say, but we can weigh every decision we have to make against the counsel of God’s Word, we can stand for truth, and we can carry out every action in our lives in love.

EPHESIANS 4:3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.

Paul is calling us here to have unity with other followers of Jesus Christ when it comes to our MISSION, not when it comes to every single one of our doctrines and beliefs.  We’ll always have some doctrinal differences with other Christians, and that’s okay.  But as long as Jesus Christ remains first, and our commitment to the Great Commission in MATTHEW 28:19-20 remains in tact, we can experience the unity of the Spirit and the bond of peace Paul calls us to here in v. 3.  I love what 19th-century British pastor, teacher, professor and author, Charles Haddon Spurgeon wrote about this beautiful and wondrous truth …

We want unity in the truth of God through the Spirit of God.  Let us seek after this; let us live near to Christ, for this is the best way of promoting unity.  Divisions in churches never begin with those full of love to the Savior.  [Charles Haddon Spurgeon | 1834-1892]

The word Paul uses here for diligent is the word spoudazo, which means to endeavor, or to work hard.  Maintaining or preserving unity among people of diverse beliefs and backgrounds can be hard – and without the Holy Spirit, it’s impossible.  As a pastor, I love what I see of this happening here at 2nd Street.  And what I attribute our success at this to is not to our own efforts first, but to our willingness to surrender to the power and the work of the Holy Spirit in our midst.
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This morning we’ll unpack the truths of EPHESIANS 4:4-10.  But I want us to begin by revisiting v. 3 for a bit in order to get the challenge Paul gave to us … to preserve the unity of the Spirit … firmly in mind before heading on into vv. 4-10.

EPHESIANS 4:3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.

The Greek word Paul uses for diligent here is the word spoudazo, which means to endeavor, or to work hard.  And like I said last Sunday, preserving unity even within a church, among people of diverse beliefs and backgrounds can be hard – and without the power of the Holy Spirit working in us and through us, let me tell you what … it’s impossible!  And it’s not only a challenge in churches, it’s a challenge in other ministries, and in Christian schools, and in fact, wherever Christians gather together.

ILLUSTRATION … During the 14 years I served as the campus pastor at GFU, this was a huge challenge, because I basically had a huge youth group … but all the students had gone to different churches before showing up at GFU, or they hadn’t been in any church – and many of them had different cultural, moral, political, and theological beliefs.

People used to ask me, “What do you do as the campus pastor?”  And I’d say, “Students show up at college with their umbilical cords in their hands, looking for a place to plug them in … and so as the GFU campus pastor, I’m the Umbilical Cord Placement Director.”

Robin Baker, the president of GFU, knows the challenge and the balance of what I’m talking about – as he tries to keep a single-hearted, single-minded devotion to Jesus Christ while providing leadership for a hugely diverse group of folks.  Please remember to pray for Robin as he seeks to live out his calling in the bond of peace – preserving the unity of the Spirit within the GFU flock.

And it isn’t much different for us as the church gathered here today.  We have such diverse backgrounds … we’ve been taught different things by different people … our theology, our doctrine, and our politics are often very different in a variety of areas.  And even as our allegiance is to Jesus Christ, it can take diligence and hard work to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.

The Apostle Paul uses this same root word in ROMANS 12:11 when he writes …

ROMANS 12:11 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 not lagging behind in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord;

In this passage Paul is instructing Christians how to love and serve … and the two words he uses to challenge us about how to live-out our faith with Believers and with people who are not yet in relationship with Jesus Christ are diligence and fervent.

Diligence means to do something eagerly … quickly, and with attentiveness.  So using the word diligence to describe how we’re to love, how we’re to serve, and how we’re to pursue unity is the complete opposite of a lazy person who’s just kind of strolling along through life without any passion or desire.  Instead of being lazy, haphazard, or apathetic, diligent people are charged-up, energetic, excited, focused, and putting their whole hearts into the things God is calling them to put their time, their gifts, and their resources into.  They treat the responsibilities God is entrusting them with as priceless and important.  And because of this perspective they put a high value on excellence and follow-through.  That’s what diligence is.

The second word Paul uses in ROMANS 12:11 to describe how Jesus Christ calls us as His followers to love and serve Him and one another, and how we’re to pursue unity, is fervent.  The Greek word for fervent is zeo and it means to boil.  And Paul uses this word to describe a man or a woman, a young man or a young woman, a boy or a girl, who is so jazzed about what God has called them to do that they can hardly contain their excitement … and so they love God and they love others, and they serve God and they serve others, with excellence and enthusiasm.  In other words, they’re constantly boilingly diligent in living out their God-assignments.

How awesome when you and I live with one another, love one another, and serve one another with the unity, the diligence, and the fervor Paul talks about here in v. 3.  Last week, in v. 2, we looked into the words Paul used to describe this unity … and specifically at some of the character traits that show up in us and are lived out through us when we’re depending on God to live His life in us and through us …

EPHESIANS 4:2 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing tolerance for one another in love,

Are you seeing humility, gentleness, patience, and tolerance in your thoughts, in your words, in your deeds, and in how you live out your faith with other followers of Jesus Christ, and with those who don’t know Jesus yet?  The growth of and the living-out of these fruits in our lives are what we’re called to, and will be the tangible, visible evidence and proof of the transforming power of the Holy Spirit in our lives.

In EPHESIANS 4:4-6 Paul tells us what we have in common with one another as followers of Jesus Christ – characteristics God wants to use to unify us, and keep us pointed in the same direction … loving Him, loving other people, and serving our world.  And in these three verses we see a picture of the Triunity of God.

Each of the three members of the Godhead, or what I always refer to as THE TRIUNITY OF GOD, has a specific part to play in the unifying of the Body of Christ … and Paul tells us about these different contributions from the three different members of the Triunity of God in EPHESIANS 4:4-6 …

· The main personality of the Triunity in v. 4 is God the Holy Spirit, Who transforms all His followers into one Body.

· The main personality of the Triunity in v. 5 is God the Son, Jesus Christ, Who strengthens all His followers by giving us one faith.

· The main personality of the Triunity in v. 6 is God the Father, Who unifies all His followers by being in us.

[For a thorough teaching on the Triunity of God, go to the Bible teaching page of the 2nd Street website (www.2ndstreet.org), and to the teaching on JOHN 14:25-31 from Sunday, 18 December 2008.] 

In EPHESIANS 4:7-10, Paul goes on to tell us how each of us as individuals fits into the Body of Christ.  I’m so glad I’m a member of the Body of Jesus Christ, which is also called the Church.  And even though I’m a member of the Body of Jesus Christ, I’m also so very thankful that God still sees me as my own person.  God loves me the same as He loves everyone else in the Body of Jesus Christ, but He sees me, and blesses me, and rewards me as an individual.  And God does the same thing for you.

EPHESIANS 4:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in one hope of your calling;

Unity in the church SHOULDN’T be all that difficult.  I mean, if we’re being diligent to preserve the bond of peace, then the rest is easy, since we’ve already got a common bond with the rest of the people we’re in fellowship with.  BUT IT’S NOT ALL THAT EASY.  And if you think I’m wrong, take my word for it … I’m not.  It can be a challenge to diligently preserve unity in the bond of peace.

… There is one body … I’ve often heard my friend Ron Thomason, another pastor-teacher here in Newberg say, that in spite of the reality there are many different Christian church buildings, and many different Christian church denominations here in Newberg, there’s really just ONE CHRISTIAN CHURCH here in Newberg.  And this is the first thing Paul brings up in EPHESIANS 4:4-6 in this list of things we have in common as followers of Jesus.

Several years ago I heard Christian sociologist, professor, and author Tony Campolo tell a story to make the point that all followers of Jesus Christ are one Body, but that it can really be a struggle to live this reality out in meaningful ways.

ILLUSTRATION … A man was walking across a bridge one day and saw a man standing on the edge, about to jump off.  So he ran up to the man and said …

“Stop!  Don’t do it!”
“Why shouldn’t I?” he said.
“Well, there is so much to live for.”
“Like what?”
“Well, are you religious?”
He said “yes”.
And the man said, “Me too!  Are you Christian?”
“Christian.”
“Me too!  Are you Lutheran, Catholic or Protestant?”
“Protestant.”
“Me too!  Are you Episcopalian or Baptist?”
“Baptist.”
“Wow, me too!  Are you Baptist Church of God or Baptist Church of the Lord?”
“Baptist Church of the Lord.”
“Me too!  Are you Original Baptist Church of the Lord or are you Reformed Baptist Church of the Lord?”
“Reformed Baptist Church of the Lord.”
“Me too!  Are you Reformed Baptist Church of the Lord, reformation of 1879, or are you Reformed Baptist Church of the Lord, reformation of 1915?”
He said, “Reformed Baptist Church of the Lord, reformation of 1879.”
And the man said, “Then die, heretic,” and pushed him off the bridge. 

And in what the Apostle Paul is calling us to, and in this crazy story from Tony Campolo, I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON

There’s one Body and one Church.  Everyone in the world is either already part of the Body of Jesus Christ, or they aren’t yet part of the Body of Jesus Christ.  And regardless of the huge differences in what Christians think, believe, and practice, there is just one Body of Jesus Christ … and we need to start living like this is true.

Throughout The New Testament, the church is often referred to as “the body of Christ.”  Two examples of this are found in another one of the four letters Paul wrote while he was in a Roman prison between 61 and 63 A.D. … the letter to the church in Colossae (which was a 1st-Century city located in what is now modern-day Turkey) …

COLOSSIANS 1:18a, 24b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18a He is the head of the body, which is the church … 24b … there are things that Christ must still suffer through his body, the church.  [emphasis added]

Jesus is obviously no longer physically present here on earth, but He’s commissioned you and me as the church to continue His work in the world.  We’re His hands and His arms, we’re His feet and His legs, we’re His ears and His words, and we’re His presence and His compassion in the world.  Jesus Christ is the head, directing where we move and what we do … but you and I as the church are the physical, visible parts as His Body.

When I was a growing up my family loved going to Lincoln City and visiting the Pixie Kitchen restaurant.  And then in the late 1960’s through the early 1970s we went many times to PIXIELAND, the amusement park the same pixilated people owned on the north side of Highway 18 about 500 yards before it connects in with Highway 101.  You might not have ever heard of PIXIELAND because it went out of business and was torn down around 1980 … wiped from the face of the earth.  But it was a place I loved to go to when I was a kid.  It was kind of like a Dollar-Store version of Disneyland, or about 10 notches down from “The Enchanted Forest” just South of Salem on 1-5.

Do you remember putting your face above a headless frame painted to represent a muscleman, a clown, a bathing beauty or some other character?  Back in the day, many of us had our pictures taken this way, and the photos are humorous because the head never really fits the body.  I thought I had a picture like that from PIXIELAND in the mid-1960s, with me, and my older brother Keith.  But I couldn’t find it.  But here’s a similar one from Internet with two sisters … from about the same year.

1960s .JPG PHOTO AT PIXIELAND NEAR LINCOLN CITY, OR

ILLUSTRATION … That bush needed trimming, but the sign said PIXIELAND.  A Mermaid and a Pixie.  Nice marketing strategy … real heads with creepy, cartoon bodies.  Pause with me for a minute and in your mind’s eye picture Jesus as the head of our local Body of Believers here at 2nd Street.  His head, His face is in the cutout at the top of the picture, and 2nd Street, as a church, is the cartoonish body below.

Okay, now if the world actually saw the picture you’re seeing in your mind’s eye would they laugh at it as a silly cartoon misfit, or some kind of sideshow exaggeration?  Or if they really knew our character as a church, or if they’d heard about our reputation as a flock, or if they were familiar with our actual words and our deeds as the Body of Jesus Christ, would they stand in awe that a human body could actually be so closely related to a divine head?

Oh friends, how God the Father longs to have His church, our church, His Body, the flock called 2nd Street actually represent the character, the thoughts, the words, the deeds, and the priorities of His Son, Jesus Christ.  And having this happen begins with you and me making the commitment to being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace, and with us believing that we’re God’s hands, God’s ears, God’s face, God’s mouth, God’s feet, and God’s presence in the world today – and that for a whole lot of people, you and I are going to be the best, most consistent, up-close-and-personal picture of WHO GOD IS and WHAT GOD IS LIKE.

Okay, while I was digging around for the picture of my brother Keith and me at PIXIELAND, I found a photo of me at about 5-months old that I had to show you.  Elvis had nothing on me … here’s me and my hair in the late summer of 1958 …

GREGG LAMM AND HIS EPIC HAIRDOO IN 1958

Dad and mom … thanks for the memory … and for my  greased-up, epic pompadour.  It was truly stunning!  And the LEFT-ARM PROP UP … very creative.  You must have used Super Glue or Duct Tape!

Okay, now back to EPHESIANS 4 …

EPHESIANS 4:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in one hope of your calling;

… and one Spirit … At the moment of our new birth – when we confessed our sins and were forgiven by God – when we were born again and came into a relationship with God, the Holy Spirit plunged us into the Body of Christ, into the Church.  And this is another reason that there shouldn’t be as many challenges as there are with unity within the Body of Christ, because everyone who’s been born again has the same Holy Spirit living inside of them.  Now of course, there’s more than one Spirit in the world … and in fact, the one true Spirit, the Holy Spirit, warned us about these other evil spirits when He had the Apostle Paul write these words in FIRST TIMOTHY 4:1 …

FIRST TIMOTHY 4:1 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

1 Now the Holy Spirit tells us clearly that in the last times some will turn away from what we believe; they will follow lying spirits and teachings that come from demons.

In other words, there are many spirits who want to lead us down the wrong paths.  But as far as the Body of Christ is concerned, there’s only one Spirit we’re to be filled us, listening to, and empowered by … the Holy Spirit, the second member of the Triunity of God.  One body.  One Spirit.  One hope.  And it’s this same Holy Spirit of the Triune God who also gives us our calling, and then causes His hope to bubble up out of that calling.  If you use a Bible Concordance and look up the word hope you’ll find all kinds of things we’re called to hope in and hope for as followers of Jesus.

ACTS 23:6		“the hope and resurrection of the dead!”
GALATIANS 5:5	“the hope of righteousness.”
COLOSSIANS 1:5	“the hope laid up for you in heaven …”
COLOSSIANS 1:27	“the hope of glory.”
TITUS 1:2		“the hope of eternal life …”

We read these verses about hope, and many more, and at first it can sound like there are many different hopes described in the Bible.  But when we look at all of these verses about hope, we quickly see that they’re all rooted in one hope.  Gang, one of the doctrines of Christianity that should also unify all Believers is the knowledge and understanding that someday, Jesus Christ is coming back to take all of us to heaven to be with Him forever.  And this doctrine is what is often spoken of in The New Testament as the “blessed hope” or the “great hope of the church” (cf., FIRST JOHN 3:3; FIRST THESSALONIANS 4:13).

EPHESIANS 4:5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism,

… one Lord … You might remember learning back in EPHESIANS 1 that the word Lord is a respectful title meaning, master, possessor, and owner, and that it comes from a Greek root word which literally means supremacy.  In REVELATION 19:16 Jesus is called our “King of kings, and Lord of lords.”  And the very fact that Jesus is given these two titles tells us there are lots of other kings and lords in this world – and that while Jesus is over all other kings and lords … the fact of the matter is that …

Different people are mastered by, owned by, and in submission to many different things …

· To the desire for money.
· To an addiction to or a dependence on drugs, food, alcohol,
or sex.
· To an unhealthy dependence on relationships.
· To a quest for fame, or a desire for power.

And all these things and many more can have mastery and lordship over our lives.  Listen to what Jesus wisely taught about this in MATTHEW 6:24 …

MATTHEW 6:24 (J.B. PHILLIPS NEW TESTAMENT)

24 No one can be loyal to two masters.  He is bound to hate one and love the other, or support one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God and the power of money at the same time.

Gang, you and I as human beings aren’t wired for divided allegiances.  Like Jesus says here, we can only be owned by one master, and we can only have one Lord.  And if we desire unity in the Body of Christ, it will only come about if our hearts aren’t divided in two by trying to serve other masters.  There’s one Lord and Redeemer, and His name is Jesus Christ.  And He earned this position as the head of the Church and the Master of our lives by His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension, and at this very moment, He’s sitting at the right hand of God the Father in Heaven … where He is King of kings, and Lord of lords.

EPHESIANS 4:5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism,
… one faith … this is referring to the “measure of faith” given to you to me when we were born again (cf., EPHESIANS 2:8) … it’s the faith Paul wrote about in ROMANS 10:17 that grows in us through knowledge of God’s Word.  Believing in one faith is a pretty unpopular stance in our world today, as we’re being programmed to accept all faiths as equally true and valid … just different from one another.  But the Bible never presents or endorses a generic faith … and it never says that any other faith is equal to Christianity.

The Bible only validates “one faith.”  God doesn’t give us the option to choose “the God of our choice”.  And it’s only by making the choice to come into a relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ that we’re saved from the penalty of sin and born again (cf., JOHN 3:16; 14:6; ACTS 20:21; 24:24; ROMANS 3:22; 3:26; GALATIANS 2:16; 3:22; 3:26; EPHESIANS 1:15; COLOSSIANS 1:4; REVELATION 14:12, and many more passages in God’s Word).

… one baptism … Paul isn’t talking here about water baptism.  What he’s talking about here is the baptism, the immersion, the saturation, or the cleansing we experience in the new birth that Paul describes in FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:13 …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:13 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.

There’s only one baptism that makes us members of one Body, gives us one Spirit, gives us one hope of our calling, gives us one Lord, and pours one faith into our hearts, souls, and minds.

EPHESIANS 4:6 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

6 one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all.

God is God … Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism isn’t God, and in fact, he wasn’t even a prophet.  God is God … Allah wasn’t God.  God is God … Buddha wasn’t God.  God is God … Mohammed wasn’t God.  God is God … Confucius wasn’t God.  God is God … L. Ron Hubbard, the founder of Scientology wasn’t God.  There is only one God and Father.  And as we've looked at EPHESIANS 4:4-10 this morning, God has been pounding one thing into us over and over again … and it brings us to our SECOND FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON 

There is only one God.

There is only one way to God.	Through Jesus Christ.
There is only one real church.	Jesus is its head.
There is only one Spirit.		The Holy Spirit.
There is only one hope.		When Jesus comes back for His
Bride … His church … you and me.
There is only one Lord.		Jesus Christ.
There is only one true faith.	Christianity.
There is only one baptism.	Being immersed into Jesus and having
His Holy Spirit live inside of us.

To ACCEPT these truths is to begin our relationship and fellowship with God.  To REJECT these truths is to turn our backs on God and choose to live without Him in this life and for eternity.

EPHESIANS 4:7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ’s gift.

God’s grace is His unmerited favor and His unconditional love that takes away our sin.  God’s grace comes to everyone.  Having just taught on the unity of all believers in EPHESIANS 4:1-6, Paul now calls each follower of Jesus Christ to take up the mantle of their own personal responsibility by serving one another in ways that foster unity and spiritual maturity.  And the way God works unity, is through the giving and the living out of the spiritual gifts within His Body, the Church.

None of us deserves the spiritual gifts God has given us.  And if you’ve never taken the time, or never had the opportunity to discover what your spiritual gifts are, you’re in luck, because on Sunday evening, 29 August, 2nd Street’s Director of Equipping and Serving, Chuck Clarkson, will teach our next Compass Seminar … where you can learn about how God has wired you and called you to serve Him, both in His Body and in the world.  You can find more information about the Compass Seminar on the 2nd Street website, and you can read more about the variety of spiritual gifts God gives to His children in the following passages throughout The New Testament …

ROMANS 12; FIRST CORINTHIANS 12 & 14; EPHESIANS 4; FIRST PETER 4

And now as Paul wraps up this teaching on unity and the power of love and forgiveness as important parts of understanding grace, receiving grace, and living out grace, it strikes a chord in him, and he writes several sentences on a tangent … and this little rabbit trail in EPHESIANS 4:8-10 is where we'll spend our last few minutes together in this morning’s study.

As Paul thought about where grace comes from, and about the fact that Jesus Christ has given us the precious gift of grace, it got him thinking about the gift of eternal life that Jesus Christ gave to another very interesting group of people …

EPHESIANS 4:8-10 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 Therefore it says, “When He ascended on high, He led captive a host of captives, and He gave gifts to men.” [cf., PSALM 68:18]
9 (Now this expression, “He ascended,” what does it mean except that He also had descended into the lower parts of the earth?
10 He who descended is Himself also He who ascended far above all the heavens, so that He might fill all things.)
Paul quotes here from PSALM 68:18 – and it ties in with what we studied and learned in EPHESIANS 3:14-15, that part of the family of God is in heaven right now, and another part of the family of God … the part you and I are a part of … is here on earth.  When Jesus returned to heaven after His resurrection … which is called His ascension … He gave spiritual gifts to the people still living on the earth, and He gave a completely different kind of gift to the people who’d believed in God, but died before the cross, the resurrection, and the ascension.

At the time of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion, God-followers weren’t called Christians, they were called Believers.  The price for the sins of mankind … past, present, and future … wasn’t paid until Jesus died on the cross, and so all the Believers who died before the cross hadn’t gone to heaven yet, but were all waiting in a place Jesus called in LUKE 16:22 “the bosom of Abraham”, which apparently was down in the earth somewhere – like a great underground compartment of some sort.

After His resurrection, Jesus went down into to “the bosom of Abraham, and set free the waiting Believers.  At His ascension back to heaven into the presence of God the Father, all the Believers who were waiting for the cross in the bosom of Abraham … no doubt, millions of them returned with Him to heaven.  This is what the “ascended / descended” language of PSALM 68:18 and EPHESIANS 4:8-10 is referring to.

Many other things happened when Jesus was resurrected.  After He went down into the bosom of Abraham and set the captive Believers free, we read in MATTHEW 27:52-53 that some of these ransomed Old Testament Believers, received their bodies back, came back out of their graves, went into Jerusalem, and appeared to people between Jesus’ resurrection and ascension.  Zombie Evangelism.

Like Lazarus (cf., JOHN 10-12), these people all eventually died again, but when they did (because they were now on this side of the cross), they went directly into the presence of God in heaven, the way Believers do today.  I’ll get into a deeper teaching on this when I teach through The Gospel of Mark, beginning in January 2011.  So that’s kind of a sneak preview of coming attractions!  EPHESIANS 4:11 takes up where EPHESIANS 4:8 left off, and is where we’ll pick up in our study next Sunday.
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In EPHESIANS 4:4-6 the Apostle Paul, wrote to the Christians living in the town of Ephesus that all Believers have seven things in common with one another … and that it’s God’s intention that we let these seven things unify us in living out The Great Commission Jesus Christ gave to us as His followers in MATTHEW 28:18-20 just before He returned to heaven to live with God the Father …

MATTHEW 28:18-20 (J.B. PHILLIPS NEW TESTAMENT)

18-20 But Jesus came and spoke these words to them, “All power in Heaven and on earth has been given to Me.  You, then, are to go and make disciples of all the nations and baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Teach them to observe all that I have commanded you and, remember, I am with you always, even to the end of the world.”

As we’ve looked at EPHESIANS 4:1-10 the past two Sundays we’ve seen that it’s only possible to understand and live into the unity Paul is calling us to because of God’s Holy Spirit living in us – and that after we become a follower of Jesus Christ, it will serve us well to begin to believe, really believe the seven core truths of Christianity that Paul lays out here for us in EPHESIANS 4:4-6 … that …

                     THERE IS ONLY ONE TRUE GOD, AND THAT

1. There is only one way to God.	And it’s through Jesus Christ.
2. There is only one real church.	And Jesus Christ is its head.
3. There is only one true Spirit.	God’s Holy Spirit.
4. There is only one true hope.		When Jesus Christ comes back
for His Bride, His church, you
and me.
5. There is only one true Lord.		And His name is Jesus Christ.
6. There is only one true faith.		And it’s called “Christianity”.
7. There is only one true baptism.	And it’s being immersed into 
Jesus Christ and having His 
Holy Spirit live inside of us.

To ACCEPT these seven core truths of Christianity is to begin our relationship and fellowship with God.  To REJECT these seven core truths of Christianity is to turn our backs on God and choose to live without Him in this life and for eternity.

And so while EPHESIANS 4:4-6 tells us that all Believers have seven things in common, in EPHESIANS 4:7-13 Paul tells us what makes each Believer unique.  Did you know that you’re unique and I’m unique?  It’s true.  We’re the only us there will ever be!  And when I begin to really see how unique you are and how unique I am, and yet how different we are from one another – it begins to reinforce into my heart the truth that I need you and you need me, and that together, as the unified Body of Christ, we can accomplish with one another what we could never accomplish alone.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

We’re not living alone on some desert island.  We’re joined together in life and in the church, because in order to get the whole picture of what the Kingdom of God is all about, what God is up to, and what God is calling us to do in His name, WE NEED GOD AND ONE ANOTHER. 

The Great Commission wasn’t given to one person – it was given to all Believers.  And as we uncover and live into the spiritual gifts we’ve been given, then together, we can fulfill, mature, and advance the Kingdom of God.

EPHESIANS 4:7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ’s gift.

I love that Paul says that grace, or our spiritual gifts, were given to each of us, according to the measure of Christ’s gift.  Not just to all of us but to each of us.  Friends, God knows you and me by name.  God didn’t just dump a continent-sized bucket of spiritual gifts out over the world and let then land on people willy-nilly … without intention or purpose.  No way!

God has gifted each of us individually, just as He calls each of us specifically, giving us the visions, the passions, and the missions He wants to use as the compasses in our lives – and as the tools we need to both set our hearts on fire, and fulfill His will in the world.  But then God also wants to use the personalities and the spiritual gifts He’s given us, to advance the work of the Great Commission He’s calling us to take up, call our own, and live out with great joy.  Oh, glory to God!

The grace Paul refers to in v. 7 refers to the offices and the spiritual gifts God has gifted His Body, the church, you and me with.  I’m gifted and called as a pastor-teacher and others in our flock have different gifts and callings.  But listen to me, the graces and the things we have in common have come from God.  And the graces and spiritual gifts that have been given individually to each of us, and that make us unique, have also come from God.

I can’t brag that I’m a member of the Body of Christ, and neither can you.  I can’t brag that I’m a pastor-teacher, but neither can you brag or boast over the spiritual gifts God has chosen to pour into you.  They’re all a gifts from God.  Our skills, our abilities, our personalities, none of us can boast about any of them – because it always always always always comes back to the reality that everything that we are, everything we have, everything we accomplish, is only as a result of God’s gifts and graces in our lives.

ILLUSTRATION … I once heard a pastor tell about a woman he met who said she operated in ALL THE GIFTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT, and that she’d also been given the ministry offices of apostle, prophet, evangelist, and pastor-teacher, that the Apostle Paul tells us about in EPHESIANS 4:11.

“Hum” this pastor wondered … “What an amazing person this woman must be.”  And so he went to a gathering where she was ministering and after the service, he asked her how she’d been given all the spiritual gifts, and all the ministry offices.

She told him that it “She had simply asked God for them, and then God told her to go to an apostle and ask him to lay hands on her and impart his gifting onto her.  And then she was told to go to an evangelist and ask her to lay hands on her and impart her gifting onto her … and so on, and so on, and so on, until, through the laying on of hands she’d received all the spiritual gifts and all the spiritual offices revealed in The New Testament.

But what this woman didn’t understand was that God is the giver of these spiritual gifts, not other people.  We can’t pass them around to one another like a bowl of pretzels or M&Ms.  The only person who’s had all the spiritual gifts and all the ministry offices active in their life while they walked the earth, was Jesus Christ.

Take a list of all the spiritual gifts laid out in The New Testament and all five of the ministry offices Paul gives us instruction about here in EPHESIANS 4:11, and keep that list right at hand as you read through the Gospels.  And as you read, study, and observe the life of Christ, you’ll see that at different times and in different settings, He operated in and ministered out of nearly every one of the spiritual gifts and in all of the ministry offices.  In fact, the only two spiritual gifts the Gospels don’t show us Jesus operated in were speaking in tongues, and interpreting tongues.  Jesus is the only person who ever did, or ever will operate in this full-realm of spiritual gifting.

And then when Jesus was crucified, buried, resurrected, and ascended to the right hand of God the Father in heaven, He took all His precious gifts with Him.  But then the beautiful thing is that beginning in ACTS 2 Jesus started, through the Holy Spirit, distributing all of His gifts out to His Believers, out to you and to me, because if we’re going to accomplish The Great Commission He gave to us, we’d need, together, as the Body of Christ, the church, to have all His gifts operating in us and through us.

What Paul does, beginning in EPHESIANS 4:7, is to introduce us to the five ministry offices he then unpacks for us in v. 11.  These are what I call the pulpit offices, of those who regularly instruct the flock from God’s Word.  And these aren’t the only ministry offices revealed to us in The New Testament.  There are twelve ministry offices all together in The New Testament.  Beside the five listed in EPHESIANS 4:11 and in FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28, the other seven are listed in ROMANS 12:6-8.  The five ministry offices listed in EPHESIANS 4 are, as I said, pulpit offices, and the seven listed in ROMANS 12:6-8 are what I call body offices and here’s how Paul introduces this important teaching in ROMANS 12:3-6 …


ROMANS 12:3b-6a (THE MESSAGE)

3b-6a The only accurate way to understand ourselves is by what God is and what He does for us, not by what we are and what we do for Him.  In this way we are like the various parts of a human body.  Each part gets it’s meaning from the body as a whole, not the other way around.  The body we’re talking about is Christ’s body of chosen people.  Each of us finds our meaning and function as a part of His body.  But as a chopped-off finger or cut-off toe we wouldn’t amount to much, would we?  So since we find ourselves fashioned into all these excellently formed and marvelously functioning parts in Christ’s body, let’s just go ahead and be what we were made to be, without enviously or pride-fully comparing ourselves with each other, or trying to be something we aren’t. 

Paul was speaking here out of the ministry office he held as an apostle.  And he tells the Christians living in Rome, as he tells us today, as the flock called 2nd Street not to compare who we are and how God has called us and wired us, with anyone else, and become prideful if we feel superior, or depressed if we feel inferior.  He’s saying that each person in the Body of Christ has been given a ministry office, but not the same ministry office … and that some are pulpit offices and some are body offices.  And in ROMANS 12:6-8, Paul tells us about these seven body offices …

ROMANS 12:6b-8 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

6b if prophecy, according to the proportion of his faith;
7 if service, in his serving; or he who teaches, in his teaching;
8 or he who exhorts, in his exhortation; he who gives, with liberality; he who leads, with diligence; he who shows mercy, with cheerfulness.

FIRST is the spiritual gift, and the body office of prophecy [prophetia].  God most often uses the gift of prophecy within the Body of Christ to call people back to faithfulness in their life with Him after they’ve wandered away from allowing Him to be the central part of their identity, their words, and their actions.  The body office of prophecy is different in scope from the pulpit office of prophet, but God will almost always call people into the pulpit office of prophet after they’ve shown them-selves to be faithful with the body office of prophecy.

SECOND is the spiritual gift, and the body office of ministry [diakonia].  A deacon is someone called to serve the Body of Christ.  We shouldn’t ever ask someone to fulfill this ministry or that ministry in the Body impulsively, or on a whim.  Instead, we should wait until they’ve felt called by God Himself to serve here or there.

ILLUSTRATION … Our ushers, greeters, audio and video techs, our set-up and take-down teams, our hospitality teams, and more are all operating in this body gifting of ministry among us here at 2nd Street.  

THIRD is the spiritual gift, and the body office of teacher [didasko].  All pastors are also teachers, but as we’ll see in a bit with what Paul shares with us in EPHESIANS 4:11, not all teachers are pastors.  There are many people within the Body of Christ who are called as teachers who won’t ever be in the pulpit or teach the whole flock on Sunday or at other times.

ILLUSTRATION … Children’s Sunday School teachers, and those who teach our Community Groups, and teach our Middle Schoolers and High Schoolers are exercising this body office of teaching among us.

FOURTH is the spiritual gift, and the body office of exhorter [parakaleo].  Exhorters have a God-given ability to encourage and exhort people who are already in relationship with God and who are ready to move into a deeper relationship with God.  God often uses exhorters to help Believers surrender more deeply to God and to passionately begin pursuing the transformed life of maturity in Christ instead of just kind of hoping that their faith matures without much effort from them.

FIFTH is the spiritual gift, and the body office of giver [metadidomai].  Steward-ship, or the giving over of the resources we’ve been entrusted with by God to help grow of the Kingdom of God is taught throughout the entire Bible.  All people who know God, are in a relationship with God, and are seeking to grow as His disciple, are called to support the work of God, in the Body of Christ the church, and beyond, with their financial resources.  But there are some people who are called to stand in the body office of the giver.  The people with the gift of giving love giving financially to the specific things God lays on their hearts – and does so not with a desire to be noticed, but always with simplicity, and often with anonymity and sacrifice.

ILLUSTRATION … I’m grateful for each of you who support the life and the ministry of 2nd Street with your monthly tithes and offerings.  Without your consistent financial support we couldn’t live out our Mission the way we are.  But there are some among us who are always looking for new ways to give more.

I oftentimes don’t know who these people are, because I don’t look at the individual records of who gives what here at 2nd Street … because I want to always treat everyone the same … regardless of what they give or don’t give.  But thanks to all of you who give.

SIXTH is the spiritual gift, and the body office of leader [proistemi].  Leaders are often also called and appointed as elders within the Body of Christ, often coming alongside pastor-teachers in the shepherding, the guarding, the grounding, and the guiding of the flock.  Throughout history God often sees the faithfulness of leaders within the flock and then calls them to become pastor-teachers.

SEVENTH is the spiritual gift, and the body office of mercy [eleeo].  Christians operating in mercy take the hurts of others to Jesus and display God’s compassion to anyone God brings across their path … those who know God, those who don’t yet know God, the sick, and the hurting.  People with the gift of mercy often love to visit people in hospitals, nursing homes, and jails.  All of Christ’s followers are called to love others and show God’s mercy and compassion, but some people are gifted and called to do this in deeper, more consistent, and sacrificial ways.  And this leads us to our SECOND FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON

Discovering our spiritual gifting isn’t like going to a salad bar and filling up our plate with whatever looks good and passing by whatever looks bad.  It’s seeking the truth about how God has wired us and called us to serve Him.  Every Believer has an area of spiritual gifting, and knowing it uncovers GOD’S DIVINE DESIGN for us and reduces the pressure of wondering why certain ministry or service opportunities don’t make us feel spiritually alive.  Take The Compass Seminar on Sunday, 29 August and begin this journey of discovery and service.

I’ve shared with you a bit about the seven body gifts Paul outlines for us in ROMANS 12:6-8.   Now let’s look at the five spiritual gifts, or pulpit offices he teaches about in EPHESIANS 4:11 … three of which are separate and distinct from one another, and two, which beautifully dovetail into one spiritual gift.

EPHESIANS 4:11 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers,

The He here is the Lord Jesus Christ, the One who descended, ascended, and completed all things.  Like we saw last Sunday, Paul teaches us in FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28 that Jesus Christ is the One who gives all spiritual gifts, all graces, to the individual people who make up His Body.

FIRST is the spiritual gift, and the pulpit office of apostles [apostolos].  I taught about the pulpit office of the apostle back in EPHESIANS 1:1, so I won’t spend much time on it now.  Suffice to say, apostolos means sent one.  Some Christians teach there are no apostles anymore – that it was just the first twelve disciples, eleven of whom became apostles, and that after Matthias replaced Judas, God called it quits with apostles.  But we still have apostles within the Body of Christ today, but more often than not, we now call them missionaries.  

In fact there are many other people in The New Testament who were called and gifted as apostles, including Barnabas in ACTS 14:14, Junia, a female apostle in ROMANS 16:7, James, Jesus’ ½ brother in GALATIANS 1:19, Silas and Timothy in FIRST THESSALONIANS 1:1; 2:6 and many, many more.  And since God is still sending people out to take the Gospel to folks who haven’t yet heard about Jesus Christ, clearly God is still in the apostle-making-business.

SECOND is the spiritual gift, and the pulpit office of prophets [prophetes].  The body office spiritual gift of prophecy in ROMANS 12:6 is described by its activity, and is a verb.  But the pulpit office spiritual gift of prophet described in EPHESIANS 4:11 is described by its title … and is a noun.  Prophets are simply people who receive a word from the Lord and proclaim it.  Prophecy can come by supernatural revelation, through visions or dreams, or from the Word of God itself.  And as Paul teaches us in FIRST CORINTHIANS 14:3 prophets always build us up, strongly warn us against sin, or reassure us with comfort.

The New Testament lists many different people who were gifted and called as prophets in the Early Church … including Agabus in ACTS 11:27-28, Barnabas and Simeon in ACTS 13:1, Judas and Silas in ACTS 15:32, and more.  Similar to what some teach about apostles … that God is done giving out this gifting today, and what some teach … that God calls men to pulpit offices, but not women – the Bible speaks a different truth, as Phillip had four daughters; all of whom are clearly identified in ACTS 21:8 as prophets … and from verses in FIRST CORINTHIANS 14 and FIRST THESSALONIANS 5, we that God hasn’t stopped gifting and calling prophets.

THIRD is the spiritual gift, and the pulpit office of evangelist [euaggelistes].  I also taught on this pulpit office in EPHESIANS 1 and told you that evangelist simply means the bringer of good news.  Evangelists are proclaimers of the story of Jesus Christ, and men and women who present the Gospel with clarity, passion, and power in groups large, or small, or one-on-one.  ACTS 21:8 identifies Phillip as an evangelist.

FOURTH AND FIFTH are the spiritual gifts, and the pulpit offices of pastor-teacher [poimen didaskalos].  Pastors shepherd, and teachers feed … and so together, pastor-teachers shepherd the flock of God with the heart and mind of God, and feed the flock of God with the Word of God (cf., ACTS 20:28; FIRST PETER 5:2-3; JAMES 3:1).  Paul isn’t listing two separate, unconnected spiritual gifts and pulpit offices here.  He’s merging two into one.  There’s the separate body office of teacher listed in ROMANS 6:7 and in FIRST CORINTHIANS 12:28, but being a pastor-teacher is a pulpit office, and is different than the body office of teacher. 

You can be a teacher without being a pastor, but you can’t be a pastor without being a teacher.  Sometimes evangelists function as pastor-teachers … but while they can lead people to God through Christ, they struggle with teaching God’s Word line-upon-line, and precept-upon-precept, and so the churches they serve often struggle to grow up and mature in their faith.  When God calls someone to be a pastor, you can be confident of the fact that God has also called them to be a teacher – and in fact, their teaching gift should confirm to the flock that they have a pastor-teacher in their midst, and not an evangelist.  20th-century Greek language scholar, Kenneth Wuest, translates EPHESIANS 4:11 in a way that gives us the clarity Paul intended …

EPHESIANS 4:11 (THE WUEST NEW TESTAMENT AN EXPANDED TRANSLATION)

11 And He himself gave some, on the one hand, as apostles, and, on the other hand, as prophets, and still again some as bringers of good news, and finally, some as pastors who are also teachers …

So these are the five pulpit offices given to the Body of Christ by God, and they’re distinct from the seven body offices found in ROMANS 12:6-8.

EPHESIANS 4:12-13 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ;
13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ.

All the ministry gifts – the pulpit offices and the body offices, have been given to the Church for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ.  The Greek word equipping is oikodome and means putting something right.  It was used in the Greek language and culture to describe both setting broken bones, and mending nets.  Oh, how God longs to see each of us operating in our ministry gifts – working together to produce strong, mended, spiritually fit Believers.  Which brings me to our THIRD FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON

Too many churches believe that the pastor is the one who’s supposed to do all the serving.  But in reality, God has given the pulpit gifts to the flock in order to equip YOU for the work of service, so you can serve God and one another.

As a pastor-teacher I’m serving God by shepherding, and teaching His flock.  How has God called and gifted you?  One of the ways you can tell if you’re really maturing in your faith is when you begin serving in your area of gifting and calling.  To serve is to grow.

It’s a fact that less than half of the people who attend 2nd Street on a regular basis are serving in some sort of ministry.  And it’s also a fact that almost every ministry here at 2nd Street could use anywhere from 1-20 more servants.  So since our desire is to attain unity of the faith, maturity in the body, and experience the fullness of life in Christ, let me exhort you:  Stop stalling out in your spiritual maturity, and do the work of service God has gifted and calling you to do.  And what will the fruit of this move toward service be?  Let’s wrap up by looking at EPHESIANS 4:14 …

EPHESIANS 4:14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14 As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming;

The Greek word Paul uses in v. 14 for children is nopios, and it means one who cannot speak.  Paul’s telling us that without the maturity of faith that comes by using our spiritual gifts and offices we’ll remain weak and vulnerable like a ship without a rudder … tossed here and there by every whim, emotion, fear, trial, and bump in the road of life.  The Greek word for tossed here and there is from the same words used to describe the stormy sea of Galilee in LUKE 8:24.  Oh friends, as a church, let’s not foolishly value MOVEMENT over GROWTH; MERE MOVEMENT is being tossed here and there, but God wants you and me to grow up in all things.  And the evidence of TRUE GROWTH instead of MERE MOVEMENT is STABILITY.

How STABLE are you?  Are you at the mercy of whatever turbulent life-circumstance you’re going through?  Isaiah talked about the answer Paul is proposing to us here this way in The Old Testament book that bears his name …


ISAIAH 33:6 (NEW KING JAMES VERSION)

6 Wisdom and knowledge will be the stability of your times, and the strength of salvation; the fear of the LORD is His treasure.

Baby, immature Believers tend to be gullible, without discernment and wisdom … easily falling for false doctrine.  This is why it’s critical that we not only come into a relationship with Jesus Christ, but that we become faithful in attending church and studying God’s Word, so we can take in solid spiritual food and grow into maturity in our relationship with Jesus Christ.

EPHESIANS 4:15-16 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

15 but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ,
16 from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by what every joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love.

Some people think of the church as a pyramid, with the pastor at the top.  Others think of the church as a bus being driven by the pastor wherever they want the bus to go.  But God longs for us to see the Church as a Body, where every part does its share … each of us living out our spiritual gifts, our pulpit offices and our body offices in ways that lead to service and maturity of faith.

Oh friends, this is my heart for us together as the flock called 2nd Street.  That we’d learn to read, study, dwell on … and then speak, apply and live into the Word of God in every circumstance of life … so that together, we’ll grow up into Jesus Christ … and that as we live together and serve together out of our individual areas of gifting and calling, that our body will built up in love … every part fitting and working together according to God’s design … each of us learning and serving God, one another, and our world with passion, with consistency, with courage, and with grace.

Your life with Christ is about DESTINY, not FATE.  FATE is God handing you a novel and saying, “This is your life.  Every page is filled, every word is written.  Start reading.”  But DESTINY is God handing you a journal and a pen and saying, “This is your life.  Yes, there are some things already written, but take this pen and start writing.  It’s your story.  Fill up the pages.”

Serve as you are gifted and called … for to do so will be to take on the character of Jesus Christ and mature in your faith and make a difference for the Kingdom of God.  Stop playing church and grow up before you grow old.  This is your DESTINY.
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Good morning friends.  It’s good to be back together again this morning, to worship, to pray, to study God’s Word together, to be in fellowship with one another, and to consider and engage the lives God is calling us to take up and live out.  Because just because God asks us to do something, and just because we tell Him that we want to do it, or that we’re going to do it, doesn’t make it automatically happen, right?

You’ve no doubt heard the phrase OFF WITH THE OLD AND ON WITH THE NEW.  If this morning’s teaching had a title that would be it, because in EPHESIANS 4:17-32, this is the calling on Paul’s heart that he pours out to us as followers of Jesus Christ.  Beginning in EPHESIANS 4:17, we move past POSITIONAL TRUTH and into TEMPORAL TRUTH.  I talked with you in January, in our introduction to EPHESIANS about the differences between these two kinds of truth.  Here’s a reminder …

· POSITIONAL TRUTH has to do with who we are in Jesus Christ and focuses on our relationship with the Triunity of God.
· TEMPORAL TRUTH has to do with how we live out our faith in the day-to-day circumstances of life and focuses on how God wants to affect, inform, and be alive in our relationships with other people.

EPHESIANS 4:1, and EPHESIANS 4:17 echo one another, as Paul calls us as followers of Jesus Christ to WAKE UP and MAKE UP our minds that we’re going to pattern our thinking and our actions after Jesus instead of after the world, or after those who aren’t yet in relationship with Jesus, or after the craziness of our lives before Christ.

EPHESIANS 4:1, 17 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been called,

17 So this I say, and affirm together with the Lord, that you walk no longer just as the Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind,

In EPHESIANS 4:1 Paul tells us HOW TO WALK, and in EPHESIANS 4:17 he tells us HOW NOT TO WALK.  Paul is saying that this isn’t just his idea, but that he’s sharing the thoughts, the plans, and the desires of the Lord Jesus Christ with us.  Remember that God primarily sent the Apostle Paul with the message of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles, to non-Jews.  And so he didn’t need to challenge them to stop obeying the Jewish Law, like he taught in the letter he wrote to the Christians living in Galatia.  And this is why Paul writes, “stop trying to live life the way you did before you met Jesus Christ … acting out of your old, before-Christ ways of thinking.”

Gang, there needs to be a distinct difference in how you and I as Christians look and act, from how people who are not yet in relationship with God look and act.  But so much of the time you and I as followers of Jesus Christ don’t look all that different from people who aren’t yet following Him.  No wonder the world is confused about our message!  Sin is sin and God hates sin.  v. 17 is a commandment for Christians to stop living according to their flesh, tolerating sin, and wanting it both ways … with one foot in the Kingdom of God and the other foot in the kingdoms of this world.

You know the challenge Paul is exposing and speaking of here … I know you do.  It’s this tendency for Christians to display to the world that we really aren’t all that different from them.  And friends, this is the kind of thinking we have to move past as maturing followers of Jesus because it’s rooted in a misguided effort to gain the world’s respect or approval … and this immature kind of thinking has to be resisted at all costs, because it’s fruit is both UNDESIRABLE and UNACHIEVABLE.  Once we come into a relationship with Christ, we’re different … OFF WITH THE OLD, ON WITH THE NEW.  And the sooner we realize this and live like this, the better.

The word futility in v. 17 means anything inappropriate, perverse, or devoid of truth.  Paul isn’t saying that the minds of people not yet in relationship with Jesus are EMPTY, but that they’re filled with things that lead to nothing.  The Bible teaches us that mankind’s false religions (ACTS 14:15; TITUS 3:9; FIRST PETER 1:18) and our own natural wisdom (FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:20) are futile, because they’re twisted and reject God's Word, God’s will, and God’s ways.

This instruction from Paul follows right on the heels of the teaching I shared with you last Sunday.  Gang, the Word of God never tells us that from the moment we come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ that we’re going to INSTANTLY EXPERIENCE AN OUTWARD CHANGE.  But THERE IS a process of learning, growing, surrender, change, and transformation Christ-followers must go through in order to come to the place where we can lay aside every sin and walk in a manner worthy of our calling.  Some people have been wrongly taught, or have just wrongly thought that the day after they’re saved they should be able to live out a holy and righteous life in every thought, word, deed, and priority.  But it doesn’t happen that way.

When we’re born again (JOHN 3), God’s Holy Spirit is planted inside of us.  And this seed grows as we study, understand, and live out God’s Word, and as we become people of prayer.  And as this seed grows, the new life of God growing in us will start being manifested in our outward life … in what people see of our character … in what they know about us by our thoughts, our priorities, our words, our deeds, and our responses.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

When we walk in the knowledge we have, God forgives us of the sins we commit in ignorance.  When we commit a sin we know about, we need to come to God in CONFESSION (“God, I’m sorry!”) and in REPENTANCE (“God, with Your help I won’t do that again.”), and God will forgive us, as He has promised that He will in FIRST JOHN 1:9.

Friends, once we come into a relationship with Jesus Christ, He commands us to begin learning a whole new way to live.  And so to become a follower of Jesus Christ and decide that we don’t need to make any changes, is blasphemy of the highest order.  I love how Jesus talks about this in MATTHEW 11:28-30 …
MATTHEW 11:28-30 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

28-30 Come to Me, all of you who are tired and have heavy loads, and I will give you rest.  Accept My teachings and learn from Me, because I am gentle and humble in spirit, and you will find rest for your lives.  The burden that I ask you to accept is easy; the load I give you to carry is light. (emphasis added)

Knowledge brings growth, and as we grow, each day there will be new areas of sin exposed that with God’s help, and with the instruction of His Word, we’ll be able to confront and lay aside.  And like a child growing up, we’ll eventually come to the place where we’re not always be stumbling and falling.  Doesn’t that sound good?  

And as this happens, we’ll come to the place where we’ll read Paul’s instruction to us in verses like EPHESIANS 5:15 … So be very careful how you live.  Do not live unwisely, but wisely … and we’ll be able obey them, as the number of our unknown sins decreases each day, and as we gain more and more knowledge of God’s will and plans for our lives.  EPHESIANS 4:18-19 goes on to describe what the person who hasn’t yet come into a relationship with Jesus Christ is like.  See if it rings some bells about your life before Christ, or perhaps where you’re at right now.

EPHESIANS 4:18-19 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18 being darkened in their understanding, excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their heart;
19 and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.

Friends, our understanding is darkened when we give our minds over to futility.  The cartoon symbol for understanding is a light bulb turning on over someone’s head.  The character doesn’t get it, and then the light bulb goes on, and they get it!  That’s what Paul is talking about here … because when we let our minds focus on the sinful and dishonoring things of this world, the light bulb of God’s wisdom never comes on, and things just get darker and darker and darker, because we never come to a real understanding of the life God wants for us.  We just don't see it.

And this is where the ignorance Paul talks about in v. 18 comes from.  It's not that Muslims or Buddhists are dumb.  Please don’t think that this is what God is saying.  And it's not that atheists aren't intellectually smart.  It is that their pursuit of futility darkens their understanding, which causes them to become full of ignorance.  Interestingly, the Greek word ignorance is agnoyah, which is the root word we get the English word agnostic from, which means to have a lack of knowledge.  An agnostic is someone who believes in God, but doesn’t believe God knows them, loves them, or desires to be in relationship with them … when the truth is exactly the opposite.  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

When our understanding is darkened, we miss the life God has for us. The thief comes to steal, kill, and destroy; but Jesus came that we might have abundant life. (JOHN 10:10)  Jesus wants us to experience abundant life with Him, not be excluded from it.  But it has to be on His terms, not ours. 

When we reject God's plans, our hearts grow harder and harder toward God Himself.  In The Old Testament the Egyptian Pharaoh heard God’s plans from Moses, and then rejected them, his heart was hardened.  And the same thing happens to us … because this hardening of our hearts will always be the ROOT and the FRUIT of a life that’s turned away from God and His plans.  Don’t kid yourself, the hearts of Believers can be hardened when they hear the Word of God and don't believe it, or don’t obey it.  Here’s how this is talked about in The New Testament.

MARK 3:5a; 16:14; HEBREWS 3:7b-8a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

Mark 3:5a After looking around at them with anger, Jesus was grieved at their hardness of heart.
Marl 16:14 Afterward Jesus appeared to the eleven … and He reproached them for their unbelief and hardness of heart.
Hebrews 3:7b-8a Today if you hear God’s voice, do not harden your hearts.

I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to do anything that is going to exclude me from the abundant life of God.  Paul tells us in EPHESIANS 4:18 that to make the choice to turn away from Jesus Christ is ignorance.  And frankly, I can’t think of a better way to put it.  Every single one of us here this morning who is in a relationship with Jesus Christ was at this place Paul is talking about at some time in our past … at that place, where, because of the hardness of our hearts and the woundedness of our thinking, we made the choice to turn away from God.  But praise the Lord that many of us have turned back to Him, and invited Him to be the Lord of our lives.

EPHESIANS 4:19 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19 and they, having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.

When our hearts are hardened, they become callous, or separated from the ability to feel pain or grief, apathetic.  God created you and me to have feelings … to feel the warmth of love in friendship and marital intimacy, as well as to feel bad about doing sinful things that diminish our fellowship with God.

But when our hearts become hardened and calloused against God, our ability to feel much of anything becomes less and less.  And listen to me … there’s the undeniable fruit of this kind of kind of wounding and separation in our life with God … and when we grow hardened, calloused, and unfeeling, out of a desire to FEEL SOMETHING, FEEL ANYTHING, we will begin to do extreme things to feel.  Just like Paul says here … they will give themselves over to sensuality, practicing every kind of impurity with greediness.

Sensuality is unbridled lust and excess, and it shows up along with a greedy desire to have more and more.  Gang, when we harden our hearts against God, we diminish and extinguish the ability to feel … and then more often than not we to go to excess to try and feel something, anything.  This is why so many people look for satisfaction through drugs, promiscuous sex, food, cutting, extreme sports and even some kinds of reality television - because of our need to feel – and because it takes more and more to make us feel anything.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

If you find yourself going to more extreme ends just to feel, then it’s time to turn to Jesus Christ.  He’s the only One who will soften your heart, open your eyes, and give you the abundant life you're missing and looking for in sinful, unhealthy, destructive ways.  Come to Celebrate Recovery on Monday night and bring Jesus Christ your hurts, your habits, and your hang-ups.  He won’t turn away from you.  I promise.

The purpose of taking the Word of God into our hearts and minds is to stop imitating this sinful world and start imitating God (cf., EPHESIANS 5:1).  As Believers, we have a power that unbelievers don’t have – because once we come into a relationship with God through Jesus Christ we need to begin looking, talking, and acting like God in this earth.  But this can only start to happen when we begin taking on the mind of Christ.

EPHESIANS 4:20-21 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

20 But you did not learn Christ in this way,
21 if indeed you have heard Him and have been taught in Him, just as truth is in Jesus,

When we begin to think like Jesus, we can begin acting like Him.  It’s like what the The Old Testament prophet Isaiah wrote in ISAIAH 33:6 … “and the Lord will be the stability of your times, abundance of salvation, wisdom, and knowledge.”

Notice how Paul uses the name Christ in v. 20 and the name Jesus in v. 21.  We have the mind of Christ, and we learn to live like Jesus.  This is a great example of POSITIONAL TRUTH and TEMPORAL TRUTH.  We’re never told in God’s Word to take on the mind of Jesus.  We’re told to take on the mind of Christ.  Jesus is His human name and Christ is His divine name.  Jesus – fully human, and Christ – fully divine.

If we had the mind of Jesus we’d know all the best routes to take from Jerusalem to Galilee and we’d be able to make a great first-century Jewish-style coffee table in our carpentry shop, but we wouldn’t know how to live as Christians.  But when we begin taking on the mind of Christ we begin learning more and more about who we are in Christ and about our rights and privileges as members of the Kingdom of God.  

We know all the truths in EPHESIANS 1-3 because we have the mind of Christ … and then because of that we can actually live like Jesus did when He was on this earth, and follow Paul’s instruction to us in EPHESIANS 4-6.

Like the old sayings, “The proof is in the pudding” and “Actions speak louder than words”, salvation is something that requires evidence … not to EARN IT but to PROVE IT.  New lives produce new fruit.  And a change in the DIRECTIONS OF OUR AFFECTIONS, is confirmation that we’ve truly met Jesus Christ.  This is why Paul is hitting this subject so hard, saying, “You can't live like the Gentiles.  You need to walk worthy of your calling.  If you’re a follower of Jesus Christ, then live like it.

EPHESIANS 4:22-23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

22 that, in reference to your former manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit,
23 and that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind,

lay aside means “taking something off like a piece of clothing”.  OFF WITH THE OLD AND ON WITH THE NEW.  And God won’t do this for us.  WE have to do it.

Yes, God always gives us the knowledge and understanding that’s the foundation to gain the strength, the insight, and the courage to do this … but we have to take God’s gifts and use them ourselves.  When it comes to walking like Jesus Christ walked in this earth, and, and talking like Jesus Christ talked, and living out the priorities of Jesus Christ, WE DO IT.  And then … v. 23, to keep strong and to not fall back into the sin Paul admonishes us to be renewed in the spirit of our mind.  The word renewed here is the same word Paul uses in ROMANS 12:1-2a when he wrote …

ROMANS 12:1-2a (JB PHILLIPS NT IN MODERN ENGLISH)

1-2a With eyes wide open to the mercies of God, I beg you, my brothers, as an act of intelligent worship, to give him your bodies, as a living sacrifice, consecrated to him and acceptable by him.  Don't let the world around you squeeze you into its own mould, but let God re-mould your minds from within … (emphasis added)

The Word of God is the only thing that can change us from the inside out and remold our minds until we come to the place where we seek as greedily after God as we once sought after unrighteousness and worldly things.  I love what 19th Century British pastor, teacher, and author Charles Haddon Spurgeon wrote about this truth …

If you want to know Jesus, you must live with Him.  He must Himself speak to you, and you must abide in Him.  He must be your Chosen Companion of the morning hours.  He must be with you throughout the day and at the close of night.  And as often as you wake during the night, you must say, ‘When I awake, I am still with You my God.’

And I see a FOURTH FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

The major goal in the Christian life is learning to live life with Jesus Christ and inviting Him to grow us up – and the battlefield where this growing up takes place is our minds.  As God’s Word renews our minds, our desires begin changing and moment-by-moment, choice-by-choice, we begin coming into the place where we can actually live the godly lives we desire in our hearts to live.

EPHESIANS 4:24-25 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

24 and put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth.
25 Therefore, laying aside falsehood, speak truth each one of you with his neighbor, for we are members of one another.

God’s Word gives us the insight and power to live the life God is calling us to live.  It’s like what is written in HEBREWS 12:1, “Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us.”  The inward man is strong, and he’s being renewed by God, but WE need to use him to put away sin, laying aside, taking off, and having no more to do with what God calls us to lay aside … and then picking up, and putting on the thoughts, words, deeds, and the priorities God calls us to take on.

EPHESIANS 4:26-27 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

26 Be angry, and yet do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger,
27 and do not give the devil an opportunity.

When anger is directed toward people or God, it’s sin.  But when anger is focused against sin, injustice, or Satan, it’s not sin.  In MATTHEW 21:13 Jesus was furious with what the religious people of His day had done with the Temple, turning it as He said, from a house of prayer, into a den of thieves.  And in that passage and in many more we see that Jesus always loved religious people, but He hated religion … He loved sinners, but He hated sin … He loved the demon-possessed, but He hated demons.  Jesus loved you and me so much that He stepped out of heaven and into the world, and died on a cross for the very people … you and me … who spit on Him and betrayed Him.  You can be angry at what a person does and not sin.

v. 26 … do not let the sun go down on your anger … Think of the last time you moved from anger to wrath.  It can be so easy to be angry at sin and then, without hardly thinking about it, to then pass judgment on the person involved.  And so Paul’s instruction to us here is so greatly needed – because when this happens, you and I need to ask the Lord to forgive us and get rid of the wrath … stay in an attitude of love toward the person, and keep your anger toward the enemy.  Because like my mom told me, “People aren’t the enemy, they’re victims and tools of the enemy.”

Some people say, “Christians are so judgmental” … didn’t Jesus say, “judge not”?  Yes, He did.  But we all have to make judgments, because without making judgments we’d end up making foolish choices all day long.  But here’s the deal … WE’RE TO JUDGE FOR OBSERVATION AND INFORMATION, NOT FOR CONDEMNATION.

Another time where it can be easy to move from anger into judgment toward a person is when you’re walking with them through their problems.  And Paul’s instruction to us in GALATIANS 6:1 is the wisdom we need in times like this …



GALATIANS 6:1 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

1 Dear brothers and sisters, if another believer is overcome by some sin, you who are godly, should gently and humbly help that person back onto the right path.  And be careful not to fall into the same temptation yourself. (emphasis added)

The Greek word for opportunity in EPHESIANS 4:27 is topos.  It means ground and is where we get the English word topography.  When we take a piece of property from Satan and then give it back to him, our victories will always be temporary not  permanent … so let’s not do things that give the devil ground in our lives.  

EPHESIANS 4:28 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

28 He who steals must steal no longer; but rather he must labor, performing with his own hands what is good, so that he will have something to share with one who has need.

God’s plan for caring for most of us begins with us having a job.  Before God gave Adam a wife, He gave him a job … and so Adam learned the importance of providing before his wife and family were given to him.  Paul is saying here that if you’re not working at a job and providing an income for yourself and for your family you’re stealing.  He said something similar in SECOND THESSALONIANS 3:10-12.  And while Paul’s teaching can be hard to hear and receive, especially in a climate of high unemployment, he’s giving us instruction about our character more than about economic ups and downs.  And in v. 28 I hear Paul offering us an important lesson about the chief purpose of money in our lives as followers of Jesus Christ.

Gang, God blesses us and provides for us, so we can give all that we have and all that we are back to Him – trusting Him to provide for us.  One of the indicators that we’re growing and maturing in our life with God, is when we’re able, with greater and greater freedom, joy, and consistency, live our lives before God and before other people with open hands.  Not striving or grasping to hold onto things … of course, being wise about how we care for the resources God has entrusted us with … but realizing that everything we have, and everything we are, has come to us through the hands of our just and loving God.

EPHESIANS 4:29 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

29 Let no unwholesome word proceed from your mouth, but only such a word as is good for edification according to the need of the moment, so that it will give grace to those who hear.

unwholesome words tear down and deplete, and words of grace and encouragement build up and sustain, both the speaker and the one receiving the words.  Friends, we need to learn to stop and think before we speak.  We’ve spent several months now studying EPHESIANS 1-3 discovering who we are in Christ … being built up and given a foundation from God’s Word that we can then live from … seeing that how the Lord ministers to us through His Word is how He longs to see us minister to one another.

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again … the key to daily laying aside our old self, is to make sure that our minds are continually being renewed … and that means saturating our minds with godly things, and not just the ungodly things of the world.

PHILIPPIANS 4:8 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

8 … Fix your thoughts on what is true, and honorable, and right, and pure, and lovely, and admirable.  Think about things that are excellent and worthy of praise.

Too many of us force-feed their minds with the trash the world offers.  A lot of what we see on TV and in movies is defiling us … and much of the music we're hearing from the radio and our iPods is corrupting, not edifying our hearts and minds … and the morals we're being programmed with by the world are driving us further away from Jesus Christ, instead of closer to Him.  We've got to stop inviting these things into our minds and instead begin focusing on that’s righteous.  Because when we feed our minds a steady diet of things that are godly, spiritual, and centered on Jesus Christ, our minds begin being renewed.

EPHESIANS 4:30 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

30 Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.

We grieve the Holy Spirit by the ungodly words we speak … both to other people, and to God.  Puffed-up, religious people often speak words to God that are false and rooted in self.  And God isn’t impressed.  In fact, when these kinds of words come to God in prayer, He’s ticked off, because fleshly energy, especially when done in the name of being religious, is a stench in His nostrils (cf., GALATIANS 5:13-26).  Sin and ungodliness always grieves the Holy Spirit, and Paul writes in FIRST THESSALONIANS 5:19-20, that works or ministry done in the flesh quenches the Holy Spirit.

EPHESIANS 4:31 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all malice. 

Again, Paul is speaking these words to all followers of Jesus Christ, and telling us to put off, take off, put away, and get rid of the following ways of thinking, living, and talking …

bitterness	Stuffed down, inner hatred for others.
wrath		Emotional outbursts or display of bitterness.
anger		Bitterness is usually focused toward someone you
don’t like … anger is inner hostility and is something
we can have even toward a friend.
clamor	The outward display of anger, usually involving
physical fighting or hitting.
slander	Putting people down with words, true or untrue …
our sinful motives proceed our sinful words.
malice	Inward, sinful thoughts … often called evil intentions.

Most of these sins Paul identifies can be glossed over with a thin coating of false sincerity and sweetness.  “I’m only telling you about this so you can pray for so and so.”  “Oh really?  Well if you really care about the other person, just pray for them and keep your mouth shut.”  v. 31 tells us WHAT NOT TO DO, and EPHESIANS 4 ends in v. 32 with Paul telling us WHAT WE ARE TO DO …

EPHESIANS 4:32 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

32 Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

Tenderhearted / eusplagnos is an interesting, beautiful Greek word.  Eu means good and spagnos means bowels or guts.  Good guts might not be the best way to translate this word today, but it was a meaningful sentiment roughly 2,000 years ago when Paul wrote this verse.  Tenderhearted is more than just looking at people with pity.  It’s having a God-given compassion for people that comes from deep inside a mind that’s being renewed.  So Paul isn’t telling us to ask God to help us have a strangulated colon or irritable bowel syndrome, but rather, that it’s God’s desire that we have an intense desire or compassion for others that comes from deep inside.

And when we’re choosing to live this way, from this deep and holy place, one of the bi-products will be a God-given willingness to not let unforgiveness grow in us … and we’ll come to the place where we become willing to forgive others in the same way that Jesus Christ has forgiven us.  How long does it take for God to forgive us?  When we come to Him in confession and repentance, He forgives us instantly.  And you and I, as maturing followers of Jesus Christ, who are incorporating the motto OFF WITH THE OLD AND ON WITH THE NEW into our daily lives, will learn to do the same … because this is how those who are tenderhearted treat people who wrong them.

Gang, when we ask God to forgive us, He will always forgive us, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.  And if God is faithful and just to forgive us, you and I should be as faithful to forgive others.  If Jesus Christ can do it, He can help us change so that we can do it too.  Let’s become the people God so desperately and lovingly calls us, and is equipping us to become.

EPHESIANS 4:17-32 (THE MESSAGE)

PASTOR … 17-20 And so I insist — and God backs me up on this — that there be no going along with the crowd, the empty-headed, mindless crowd.  They’ve refused for so long to deal with God that they’ve lost touch not only with God, but with reality itself.  They can’t think straight anymore.  Feeling no pain, they let themselves go in sexual obsession, addicted to every sort of perversion.  But that’s no life for you.  You learned Christ!

MEN … 21-24 My assumption is that you have paid careful attention to God, and been well instructed in the truth precisely as we have it in Jesus.  Since, then, we do not have the excuse of ignorance, everything — and I do mean everything — connected with that old way of life has to go.  It’s rotten through and through.  Get rid of it!  And then take on an entirely new way of life — a God-fashioned life, a life renewed from the inside and working itself into your conduct as God accurately reproduces His character in you.

WOMEN … 25-27 What this adds up to, then, is this:  No more lies, no more pretense.  Tell your neighbor the truth.  In Christ’s body we’re all connected to each other, after all.  When you lie to others, you end up lying to yourself.  Go ahead and be angry.  You do well to be angry — but don’t use your anger as fuel for revenge.  And don’t stay angry.  Don’t go to bed angry.  Don’t give the Devil that kind of foothold in your life.

PASTOR … 28-31 Did you used to make ends meet by stealing?  Well, no more!  Get an honest job so that you can help others who can’t work.  Watch the way you talk.  Let nothing foul or dirty come out of your mouth.  Say only what helps, each word a gift.  Don’t grieve God.  Don’t break His heart.  His Holy Spirit, moving and breathing in you, is the most intimate part of your life, making you fit for Himself.  Don’t take such a gift for granted.  Make a clean break with all cutting, backbiting, and profane talk.  Be gentle with one another, sensitive.

EVERYONE … 32 Forgive one another as quickly and thoroughly as God in Christ forgave you. 
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Welcome to 2nd Street Community Church.  If you worshiped with us last week for the first time, at the GFU Amphitheater, it’s good to have you join us again here.  This morning we’re coming back to our verse-by-verse study of the letter the Apostle Paul wrote in about 63 A.D. to the followers of Jesus Christ living in the city of Ephesus … a city that was founded many centuries before the earthly life and ministry of Jesus Christ, it was a thriving port-town on the SE part of the Aegean Sea in what is now modern-day Turkey.

In the 1st-Century, Ephesus was a city of over 250,000 people … and so it makes perfect sense that the Apostle Paul planted a church there … and while the city of Ephesus is long-gone, due in part to many sackings, burnings, and earthquakes, it’s ruins are still a major tourist attraction,

Timothy, the young pastor and protégé of the Apostle Paul, and the man whose name is on two books in The New Testament … not because he wrote them, but because the Apostle Paul wrote them to him, was the pastor-teacher at the Ephesian church.  About 1 in 10 of the people living in Ephesus were Believers then … a figure very similar to the number of Believers in Newberg.  However, the church didn’t ever meet in one big location, but rather in small groups, in homes, all over the city.  

Timothy would write and send teachings around to these different “house churches” and if they were lucky, he might be able to visit their particular group one time a year or so.  So while these 1st-Century Ephesian Christians’ desire to know Jesus Christ and become more like Him, was similar to ours as followers of Jesus Christ today in 2010, the way their lives were connected, and the way they fellowshipped and worshiped together as the people who made up “the church” in Ephesus, was very different than what we experience as a 21st-Century, Western church.

Other than being a big port-city on the Aegean Sea, Ephesus was your basic, run-of-the-mill, godless city … or actually, they had lots of gods, temples, shrines, and idols to help people worship all of them.  We’re all looking for something to worship, or honor, or point our lives to, aren’t we?  And without a first-love relationship with Jesus Christ (cf., REVELATION 2:1-7) that we’re either aiming toward for the first time, or that we’ve chosen to pursue as a way of life, we’ll inevitably end up chasing after the wrong things, and end up in the ditch.

In EPHESIANS 4 the Apostle Paul told us WHAT TO TURN AWAY FROM.  EPHESIANS 5 follows that same track, but also adds some awesome instruction about WHAT TO FOLLOW AFTER.  God’s Word is so balanced that way.  I mean if it just told us WHAT NOT TO DO, but didn’t tell us WHAT TO DO, we’d be sunk.

But it’s balanced because God knows us – and He knows that as His followers there’s some things we need to have poured OUT OF US, and there’s some stuff we need to have poured INTO US … that as His followers there’s some things we need to TAKE OFF and there’s some things we need to TAKE ON.  We’re to follow after the character of God the Father and His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ … and not to follow after the ways of the world.  

And this is challenge, right?  Learning to “take on, walk after, follow, remain in, abide in, and live into” the character of God the Father and His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, while it IS easier than living the life of sin we knew before coming into a relationship with God, it isn’t easy … or as my seminary friend Kevin used to say, it “ain’t no ride on no pink duck.”  Paul explains this challenge well in FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:1-3 when he wrote these words …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:1-3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 [Paul, talking to Christians] And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to infants in Christ.
2 I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not yet able to receive it.  Indeed, even now you are not yet able,
3 for you are still fleshly.  For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not walking like mere men? [emphasis added]

God’s desires for us to grow and mature in Him are spelled out in FIRST JOHN 2:1 … My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin.  And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous;  

God wants us to sin less and less and follow Him closer and closer.  But He also knows that when we come to Jesus Christ, it takes time to learn how to walk in Him, and remain in Him, and allow His character to be formed in us.  But there’s a faithfulness of change and transformation that needs to be taking place in our lives, or else we need to question whether we’ve really turned our lives over to God in the first place.  I’m not calling us to become eternally insecure about our faith – but to be honest about the changes that are taking place, or NOT TAKING PLACE in our lives.

EPHESIANS 5:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children;

Have you ever been in a situation where you felt like you didn’t fit, were awkward, weird, and out of place?  Did you run out the door and head for the hills, or did you say something like this to yourself:  “Self, for the sake of all things holy, get a grip on yourself!  Hold onto you emotions.  Grit your teeth, wipe that look of terror off your face, smile, and ACT like you’re happy and that you’re going to make it through this without going postal.”

ILLUSTRATION … When I was in Seminary I’d been following Jesus for about two years and I was hanging out with a friend who decided to go to a bar at around 39th and Holgate in SE Portland to help another friend out – and he invited me to go with him.  It wasn’t a bad location or even a very rough neighborhood.  But how many of you know that ANY LOCATION can be the WRONG LOCATION when you add enough Tequila, short skirts, big egos, and a cover band playing ZZ Top and Bachman Turner & Overdrive?  Right?

When we got there I found out my buddy and I needed to stand at the front door, collect the cover-charge money, and let people into the bar.  Okay.  So far so good, until a guy came up to the velvet rope and demanded that he be let in, in front of everyone else.

My friend, who was kind of small, but had a deep voice and big arms, told him to “get to the end of the line” and in about two seconds, the situation went from bad to worse.  A knife came out, and a punch was thrown, and I found myself trying to squeeze in between a cigarette machine and a Pinball machine.  Ya, it’s what you’re imagining.  Like trying to cram 40 pounds of potatoes into a 20-pound sack.

My obituary title in The Oregonian flashed through my head:  “Local Seminary Student Stabbed To Death In Bar Brawl.”  Not exactly how I wanted to make my exit from the world and be remembered.  But after the situation played itself out and my buddy had the upper hand, I ACTED all cool and “with it”.  In other words, I was able to do what I didn’t think I could do, because I was willing to try real hard.  This didn’t mean I was a phony, it just meant that in a split-second I added up the columns, and decided that it was more important to ACT like I had it together than to cough up a lung while standing there screaming like a little girl.  I didn’t stay much longer.

And I know that you’ve found yourselves in similar situations.  DIFFERENT, but SIMILAR.  Maybe not in a bar, but at work, or in a relationship, or at school, or in some other spot.  ACTING is an ability all of us as human beings possess.  Children know how to ACT, and so do teenagers, employees, parents, and husbands and wives.  And switching from one posture, one thought, one response, or one action, to another posture, thought, response, or action, is what Paul is talking about in EPHESIANS 5:1.

The word imitators here in v. 1 is the Greek word mimetes, and it means to imitate or mimic what you see someone else doing.  It was a word that was used in Paul’s day to describe performing artists who acted on the stage or on the street corner as a profession.  In addition to this use … the word mimetes was also often used to describe the modeling done by a parent, by a teacher, or by an athletic champion.  In other words, when someone was recognized or singled-out because of their high moral character, other people were encouraged to emulate, copy, or mimetes them.

The word mimetes and other various forms of this same root word are used about a dozen times in The New Testament (cf., FIRST CORINTHIANS 4:16, SECOND THESSALONIANS 3:7, and HEBREWS 13:7).  And when the Apostle Paul uses mimetes here in EPHESIANS 5:1, he’s telling us to pattern or model our lives after God … and so just as a professional actor is committed to doing whatever it takes to portray the voice, the character, the emotions, and even the appearance of the person they’re emulating, that you and I as follower of Jesus Christ, are to commit ourselves to putting our whole heart, our whole mind, and all of our efforts into imitating God in every part of our lives … privately, publically, in our relationships, at school, at work, when we’re with other Christians, and when we’re with people who aren’t yet in a relationship with Jesus Christ.  Do you see it?

Look back to EPHESIANS 5:1 … the word be in this verse is another important word … it’s the word ginomai and it’s written in what in the Greek New Testament is called the “middle voice”.  The middle voice means that the subject initiates the action and participates in the results of the action, performing an action upon himself or herself for their own benefit … and so here’s how it’s translated in THE NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE, and how it would best be translated so that the middle voice clearly stands out and is heard …

EPHESIANS 5:1a

1a Therefore be imitators of God … [NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE]
[bookmark: middle]1a Be constantly in the process of becoming more and more, every day, like God … [PARAPHRASED WITH THE MIDDLE VOICE]

And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

God began His good work in us when we came into relationship with Him, but we need to intentionally and consistently partner with God in continuing this “good work” of letting Him live through us as we remain in Him.
 
None of us have arrived at our goal of becoming perfectly like Jesus, but when we remain steadily engaged in this process of “becoming imitators of God” we learn to act more and more like God, more and more of the time.

Throughout the years I’ve heard it said that when a Christian walks back into sin, even if they come back to God, they’ll never be able to get to the level of maturity in God they were at before they turned their back on God.  Oh really?  Tell that to David in The Old Testament.  Tell that to Peter in The New Testament.  Or I’ve heard it said that a bird with a broken wing, even when it’s healed, will never fly as high as before.

Well while that might be true in the animal kingdom, it’s not true with you and me as followers of Jesus Christ.  Because when we walk back into sin and turn our back on God … we can confess our sins to God, and we can repent of our sins … and while yes, there still might be some hard consequences to our choices to walk away from God … because of God’s grace and God’s forgiveness, no matter where we’ve been, we can become greater and more mature in our walk with God than we ever were before.

In fact, let me see the hands of those of you here who know what I’m talking about … who are living proof that God is still in the business of taking our busted up lives, hearts, minds, and dreams and putting them back together again – helping us become imitators of Him in ways and with a depth that we never dreamed we’d be able to do when we were away from God and not giving Him the time of day?  Do you see it?  So let’s not give up on taking Paul up on his admonition to us here in EPHESIANS 5:1.
From FIRST JOHN 4:8 we know that God is love.  From FIRST THESSALONIANS 5:23 we know that God is peace.  And from ROMANS 15:13 we know that God is hope.  And God has infinite patience and mercy as you and I go through the process of transformation He calls us into when we come into relationship with Him.

FIRST JOHN 4:8; FIRST THESSALONIANS 5:23; ROMANS 15:13
(NEW CENTURY VERSION)

8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love.
23 Now may God Himself, the God of peace, make you pure, belonging only to Him.  May your whole self — spirit, soul, and body — be kept safe and without fault when our Lord Jesus Christ comes.
13 I pray that the God Who gives hope will fill you with much joy and peace while you trust in Him.  Then your hope will overflow by the power of the Holy Spirit.

Okay, now let’s go on to EPHESIANS 5:2 …

EPHESIANS 5:2 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2 and walk in love, just as Christ also loved you and gave Himself up for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God as a fragrant aroma.

Who do kids most often look at for what to do, what to say, how to act?  First, their parents, and second, their older siblings.  And what’s true in the natural is true in the spiritual.  Not only are Christians to imitate God the Father, but we’re to imitate our older brother, Jesus Christ. God the Father and Jesus Christ the Son are our perfect examples of love, and when we make the choice, over and over again throughout each day, to love as Jesus loves, our lives become an offering, a sacrifice, and a fragrant aroma to God the Father.

This term fragrant aroma in v. 2 refers to Jewish sacrifices in The Old Testament.  We read throughout The Old Testament that God was satisfied when priests were finished offering sacrifices.  Gang, when you and I live our lives according to the pattern of God’s Word, God is satisfied with us, and with the choices we’re making … and the aroma of those choices is a sweet smelling savor to Him.  God the Father is satisfied, first with the work of Jesus on the cross, and then, when we’ve accepted the work of Jesus Christ on the cross, God the Father is also satisfied with us.

And it’s because Jesus Christ willingly offered Himself up as a sacrifice before God, that you and I need to dedicate ourselves before God to connect with and serve the needs of others.  This is what Paul was talking about in ROMANS 12:1 when he wrote, 

ROMANS 12:1 (THE MESSAGE)

1 So here’s what I want you to do, God helping you:  Take your everyday, ordinary life — your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life — and place it before God as an offering.  Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for Him.


And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON

Even before the cross Jesus Christ dedicated Himself to the will of God.  And to imitate Him we must do the same thing, day-by-day.

“Father God, I’m dedicating myself to You right now by putting my old self, my sinful self, on the altar to die.  Help me put on and live in the new life You’ve given me.  Help me walk in the truths of Your Word, and in the power of Your Holy Spirit.  It’s the desire of my heart to be acceptable and satisfying to You.  Amen.”

In EPHESIANS 5:3, the Apostle Paul begins telling us, NOT WHO TO imitate, but WHO NOT TO imitate …

EPHESIANS 5:3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

3 But immorality or any impurity or greed must not even be named among you, as is proper among saints;

God knows the unrighteous paths we’re tempted to walk down.  And so Paul lists out for us here some of the things we’re to “put off” as opposed to “putting on” and that we’re to have nothing to do with … and most of the first things on this list are related to our sexuality and to the fact that God wants us to devote this intimate part of our lives to His plans instead of taking on the patterns and the habits of this world.

The amazing truth is that who God is and what God has belongs to you and me as His children.  And as God treats us, so we should treat one another … “on earth as it is in heaven” Jesus prayed in MATTHEW 6:10.  The whole Bible is pointing us in this truth that after coming into a relationship with God we should go through this maturing process of becoming more like Him in our thoughts, in our words, in our deeds, and in our priorities.  I know that you’re probably tired of hearing me say this – but my friends this is the CORE, the KERYGMA, the CENTRAL, KEY MESSAGE of invitation and instruction throughout the Word of God … from GENESIS through REVELATION.

ILLUSTRATION … The poster in the university commons just had one huge word floating in the middle of its nearly otherwise white space … and the word was SEX.  And then right underneath the word SEX, in small print, it said, “Now that you’re interested, how about joining the College Rowing Club?”  Shrewd Crewers.  

Now obviously, the rowing club members who made the posters weren’t suggesting that joining them on the still waters for early-morning workouts had anything to do with SEX … what they were doing was what most product-pushers since the beginning of time was doing … exploiting the fact that every culture, from Western to Eastern, from Northern to Southern, from male-dominated to female-dominated, has been so obsessed with SEX that the very word attracts people’s attention … and the bottom-line conclusion that’s made is that anything associated with it seems more attractive and alluring as well.

The first sin Paul lists here is immorality.  The Greek word he uses is porneia, which is from the same root word we get the word pornography.  There’s “nothing new under the sun,” right?  This word refers to ANY sex act outside the proper boundaries of marriage.  ANY.  Sex was designed by God to be holy to the Lord, and to provide pleasure for married couples.  Many people try and dodge this command, by coming up with all kinds of work-arounds and excuses.

But the bottom line is that God doesn’t want His children to participate in ANY sexual immorality or impurity.  And if you’ve ever broken this rule and suffered some of the brokenness and the pain of doing so, then you know why this is God’s plan for our lives as His children.

As with all sin, sexual sin always leads to more impurity and more sin … and as the descent into sin continues, our greed and covetousness increases.  Paul intentionally links greed to sexual sin here because sexual immorality and impurity creates inside of us, both as men and as women, a desire for more and more of the same.  Some of us here can attest to the truth of Paul’s words, and to the seemingly never-ending spiral descent of sin that occurs when they’re not heeded – with the eventual destruction real relationships, of the body, and of sometimes of life itself.

I love how Paul ends this verse … saying that these things “must not even be named among you,” He’s not saying “Don’t talk about the danger of these things.”  He’s saying “Don’t let these things become the descriptors others would use to explain who you are and what your life and your priorities are all about.”

EPHESIANS 5:4-5 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 and there must be no filthiness and silly talk, or coarse jesting, which are not fitting, but rather giving of thanks,
5 for this you know with certainty, that no immoral or impure person or covetous man, who is an idolater, has an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.

Filthiness refers to obscene words … silly talking refers to foolish remarks (like racial jokes, sexual innuendos, or double-entendres) … and coarse jesting refers to sexual comments designed to gain attention.  Gang, these things are not what God wants from His children.  And if you’re thinking to yourself, “But Christians wouldn’t do any of these things” then you’re in for a big surprise.  Christians struggled with these things in Paul’s day, and little about people has changed since then.  Paul’s telling us in v. 5 that when we give into these kinds of thinking, speaking, and acting, WE MAKE IDOLS OUT OF SIN AND SELF, and we start living life outside the bounds of the Kingdom of God and outside of what God is calling us to as His children.

Paul isn’t telling us here that Christians are supposed to be boring or stick-in-the-mud kill-joys.  God doesn’t want every word that comes out of our mouth to be “Glory Hallelujah” or “Let’s pray about that” or “Praise the Lord!”  That’s annoying.  That won’t build fellowship or relationship with people who know God or with those who don’t yet know Him.  But gang, as followers of Jesus Christ, you and I should be the most relaxed, okay-in-our-own-skin people at any party or get-together … and we should be able to be like this while still being uplifting and edifying to God.
EPHESIANS 5:6-7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

6 Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience.
7 Therefore do not be partakers with them;

Friends, if heaven is our eventual and eternal home and it’s our goal to store up rewards for when we get there, why do we so easily lower the bar spiritually, and live like we’re not in relationship with God?  If you’re born again and headed for heaven, and if in your heart you desire spiritual rewards, then why not act like it?  Let’s follow Paul’s instruction here and not follow after the ways of the world.  Spiritual saints – people committed to living up to the standards of the Kingdom of God and letting God’s Word set the course for what we’ll put on and take off in this life, should be the hallmark of you and me as followers of the Lord Jesus Christ.

“But I’m not as bad as my brother-in-law!”  Since when did your brother-in-law become the standard?  “But we’re not as bad as those heathens living in Europe.”  Since when did the Europeans become the standard?  Friends, God and God’s Word is our standard, and if we’re not allowing it, and actively inviting it to raise the bar about how we think, how we talk, and how we act, we’re never going to grow up in our faith and become the men and women God is calling us to become.

Remember the verses we looked at earlier from FIRST CORINTHIANS 3 … where Paul described the Believers in the Greek town of Corinth who were stuck in their faith, and becoming more and more like the world instead of becoming more and more like Jesus?  Gang, listen to me, there’s no such thing as standing still or staying in neutral in our Christian life.  You and I are all either in drive, moving forward and taking on more and more of the character of Jesus Christ, or we’re moving backwards and taking on more and more of the character of this world.

ILLUSTRATION … I’ve had Christians try and rationalize all kinds of sin to me, and tell me that it was God who led them to do it.  I’ve had Believers tell me things that I’m sure the Devil had to take notes on – because it was stuff that even he couldn’t have thought up.  I’ve quoted Scripture to people who’ve been giving me their litany of excuses for their sinful behavior … and I’ve even had people quote Scripture back to me to explain their justifications for their sin.

I remember a time when this was happening and I just stopped, closed my Bible and said, “Wow, you’re really special!  I mean, God must have just suspended all His truths and all His commands when it came to you.  I’ve never met anybody like you before.  But you know what?  I don’t actually believe for a minute that God did that, and if you think that He did, or that He’s going to hold back all the consequences and all the pain and all the fruit of your choices, then my friend, you are sorely mistaken.  God always gets the last word.”

God doesn’t warn us of things that don’t exist or that won’t happen.  The word partakers here in v. 7 means participants … and just as we learned in FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:3, so too, Paul lets us know here that Believers can and do act like unbelievers.  And so he says, therefore do not be partakers with those who don’t love God, don’t get caught up and participate with them in the things of life.

EPHESIANS 5:8-9 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 for you were formerly darkness, but now you are Light in the Lord; walk as children of Light
9 (for the fruit of the Light consists in all goodness and righteousness and truth),

Yes we used be in the dark, but praise the Lord now many of us are in the Light … and so we need to walk like who we are, and live like what we are … as children of Light (cf., FIRST JOHN 1:6-7; ROMANS 13:11-12).  Throughout the Word of God we find lightness and darkness, life and death, and Jesus and Satan compared and contrasted.  When we’re out of fellowship with the Lord, we’re in the flesh and walking in darkness.  We might still be in relationship with God, but even that can be forsaken when sinning once again becomes the way of life we’re most fully committed to.  But when we’re in fellowship with the Lord, we’re in the Spirit, and walking in the light.

FIRST JOHN 1:7a (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

7a But if we are living in the light, as God is in the light, then we have fellowship with each other …

When we walk in darkness – out of fellowship with God because of the sin we’re choosing and allowing to exist in our lives – we still produce fruits – but it will be fruit that isn’t acceptable to the Lord, and that ruins our lives instead of builds up our lives and builds up our faith.  Oh, we might come up with some fruit that LOOKS GOOD for a while … but when it’s the product of the flesh and of the darkness, it will never be a swell aroma to God.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

Fruits of the flesh, no matter how sweet-smelling we talk ourselves into believing them to be, are always unacceptable to the Lord, and judged as wood, hay, and stubble instead of as gold, silver, and precious stones (FIRST CORINTHIANS 3:12), and we’ll be unable to stand before God on Judgment Day with confidence because the only fruit that will be shown as gold, silver, and precious stones, will be what is accomplished as we walk in the light.  We can’t fail, when we remain in Christ and when we walk in the light God gives us.

Let’s wrap up with v. 10 …

EPHESIANS 5:10

10 trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord. [NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE]
10 Figure out what will please Christ, and then do it. [THE MESSAGE]

Friends, you and I are figuring out, revealing, and proving what is acceptable and pleasing to the Lord when we walk in the light and when the fruit of our lives is good, righteous, and rooted in the holiness of God.  Remember what King David wrote in PSALM 119:105 …

PSALM 119:105

105 Your Word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. [NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE]
105 By Your words I can see where I'm going; they throw a beam of light on my dark path.  [THE MESSAGE]

God’s Word is a light, showing us the next steps to take.  And God’s Word is also a lamp to reveal traps, ruts, and dangers that will hurt us if we walk into them.  In other words, the same light that tells me where to go, also shows me what to avoid.  So God’s light has two primary functions … FIRST, to instruct us in truth, and SECOND, to reveal error.  God’s Word reveals what is acceptable to God … and that’s why we need to take it into our lives, listen to it, mediate on it, pray through it, discuss it, study it, be attentive to it, and follow its instruction.

ILLUSTRATION … Far off in the dark night, a ship captain spotted some lights.  Right away he ordered his signalman to send out this important message to the source of the lights:  “Alter your course 10 degrees south.”
Promptly a return message was received.  “Alter your course 10 degrees north.”
The captain was angered that his command had been ignored, so he sent a second message:  “Alter your course 10 degrees south – I am the captain!”
Soon another message was received:  “Alter your course 10 degrees north – I am Seaman 3rd Class Jones.”
Immediately the captain sent a third message:  “Alter your course 10 degrees south – I am a battleship!”
After which the final reply came:  “Alter YOUR course 10 degrees north – I’m a lighthouse.”

Do you think that captain altered his course after receiving that third message?  You bet!  But hopefully more than his course changed – hopefully his perspective changed as well.  The light he first thought was a threat to his vessel was actually its salvation. It admonished him, “Warning, dangerous, life-threatening peninsula ahead!” and it pointed him and his crew to shift course and save their lives. Been there?  I sure have.

God’s light, God’s way, God’s direction, and God’s Word are just like this.  And we can shrink back from it in fear and belligerence, or we can respond to God’s instruction, engage the power and the direction of God’s Word, and experience God’s saving grace and abundant life.  Our choice.  Gang, let’s remain in Him.
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Welcome to 2nd Street.  This past week while reading our ANNUAL BIBLE READING PLAN, I was in The Old Testament … and in DANIEL 11:32 I was reminded of why we come together as the community of Jesus Christ, why we worship together, why we study God’s Word together, and why we’ve made a commitment to BECOME MORE LIKE JESUS CHRIST BY LOVING GOD, LOVING PEOPLE, AND SERVING OUR WORLD.

DANIEL 11:32 (ENGLISH STANDARD BIBLE)

32 He shall seduce with flattery those who violate the covenant, but the people who know their God shall stand firm and take action. 

In the middle of this second-to-the-last chapter of DANIEL that describes in great detail a literal series of battles between evil and good, between error and truth, between darkness and light, and between unrighteousness and holiness … and which symbolically illustrates the very real, parallel battles you and I go through each day, I heard God saying some things to me that I believe He wants me to share with you …

Gang, the Enemy from outside of us, and our sin nature (our old man, or our flesh) from inside of us, have one goal … to seduce us with flattery, and to violate our covenant-life with God.  As followers of Jesus Christ we’ve made promises to God, to seek Him, to know Him, to offer our lives as sacrifices before Him, to become like His Son, Jesus Christ each day, to remain in Him, and to allow Jesus Christ to flow through us more consistently each day.  And we can’t follow Daniel’s example and instruction to stand firm and take action unless we know God, are developing lives of intimacy with God, and are consistently remaining in God throughout each day.

Do you want to stand firm and take action so you’re able to say “NO” to seducing flattery, so you’re able to say “NO” to the enticements of the enemy and your flesh to violate, ignore, and turn away from your commitments and covenants with God?  Okay, then what does it take to do this?

· Putting and keeping Jesus Christ at the very center of our lives and our priorities, making Him our first love (REVELATION 2:1-7).
· Storing God’s Word in our hearts by reading it, studying it, and applying it in the day-to-day circumstances of our lives (PSALM 119:10-11).
· Making prayer the language of our hearts – talking with God throughout each day … morning, noon, and night.
· Saying “no” to some old things, and “yes” to some new things.
· Hanging out with other Christ-followers for accountability, instruction, encouragement, and community-building.
· Willingness to grow up in our faith before we grow old, and a desire to say, “God, I’m willing to do whatever it takes to see You more clearly, to follow You more nearly, and to love You more dearly, day-by-day.  WHATEVER IT TAKES.  GOD, SHOW ME WHATEVER IT TAKES AND I WILL DO IT.”

Over the last few weeks in our study of EPHESIANS, the Apostle Paul has been speaking on the subject of OUR CHRISTIAN WALK; and his instruction has centered on how you and I as Christians need to interact with other people – demonstrating humility, gentleness, patience, love, unity, peace, kindness, and forgiveness.

Paul has also talked with us about serving God, and then serving other people and the world in ways that bring glory to God and keep our egos in check.  And he’s also written to us about our need to make sure that our language is God-honoring and not sleazy or patterned after the oftentimes unwholesome, immoral patterns of this world.  And here’s the deal … some people read this kind of instruction from God’s Word and they say to themselves, or sometimes even out loud to others …

“This sounds too restrictive.  Paul’s instruction is cramping my style.  This isn’t how I roll.  Paul’s instruction to the church at Ephesus sounds more like ‘religion’ than ‘relationship.’  I’m more into ‘grace’, not into ‘works’ … I’m more into focusing on what God has set me free to do rather than what God has told me not to do.”

And here’s my response to this kind of thinking:  Real relationship takes into account what the other person thinks, values, and desires, and what the other person likes and dislikes.  When you and I truly love a friend, or if we’re married, if we truly love our spouse, we care about what they think … and we try to avoid doing what they don't want us to do … and we’re motivated to do what’s pleasing to them.  And unless this moves over into being codependent, these characteristics are simply some of the signs of healthy, balanced, Christ-like relationships.

When it’s the desire of our heart to be in right relationship with God, we understand and accept the reality that it’s God greatest desire that we avoid certain things, say “no” to certain things, don’t hang out doing certain things, don’t say certain things … and then conversely, that we say “yes” to certain things, hang out doing certain things, and say certain things.

As Christ-followers, let’s not ignore, or just kind of dance around the warnings, commandments, and passages of instruction about this that are found throughout God’s Word … for as Paul said in EPHESIANS 5:5 those who do the opposite of God’s plans for them, those who like Daniel wrote, are seduced by the flattery of temptation and sin and give into it, will have no inheritance in the kingdom of God.  

In fact, someone mentioned to me this past week that I kind of glossed over the instruction of EPHESIANS 5:5, so I think that’s a good place for us to begin before we go further into EPHESIANS 5.  Please open up your Bibles to EPHESIANS 5:5.

EPHESIANS 5:5 

5 For this you know with certainty, that no immoral or impure person or covetous man, who is an idolater, has an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.  (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
5 You can be sure that using people or religion or things just for what you can get out of them — the usual variations on idolatry — will get you nowhere, and certainly nowhere near the kingdom of Christ, the kingdom of God. (THE MESSAGE)

Friends, when you and I make the choice in our hearts and minds, to live in ways that aren’t rooted in the will of the King of the Kingdom of God, we can’t expect to share in the privileges of the Kingdom of God.  This explains why many Christians today live their lives without experiencing little or any of the joy, the peace, or the power of the Kingdom of God.

The way Paul writes this verse sets up the authority of God the Son and God the Father.  God administers the provisions and the blessings of the Kingdom of God, and you and I can’t be so foolish as to believe that we can violate the values and the commandments of the Kingdom and yet at the same time enjoy the benefits of the Kingdom.  Do you see it?

The Kingdom of God, or the Rule and Reign of God exists because as the Messiah and the Savior promised by God from The Old Testament, Jesus Christ is our King (cf., ISAIAH 7:14; MICAH 5:2).  But when Jesus came to earth, He wasn’t the kind of King most of the people were expecting – especially the religious ones.  And so He disappointed the expectations of lots of people — both then and now.

In The Old Testament there were a few years where Israel enjoyed some prosperity and peace under the rule of a king.  But most of the time they struggled against the king’s leadership and direction.  And the same is often true for you and me as we seek to live under the direction and the leadership of Jesus Christ as our King.

We don’t like someone else telling us what to do, how to lives our lives, what to think, how to act, what to say, and how to prioritize the spending of our money.  But here’s the deal … people who surrender to the King, find that He constantly has their best interests in mind, that He always loves them unconditionally, that He will never leave them or forsake them, and that if they’ll serve Him, they’ll begin living the most abundant life they’ve ever known.

Whatever other words I use to explain what the Kingdom of God is, and how God desires us to live in it and surrender to it, the Kingdom of God has to do with whatever Christ the King rules.  This is why Jesus Christ began His ministry by asking His cousin John the Baptist to go to the Jordan River and call people to “repentance, and surrender” and then why Jesus continued with this message …

Jesus used the Greek word repentance (metanoia) and it means to “change our minds … to turn and go in the other direction.”

Gang, here are the five basic areas God calls us to experience a change of direction in when we surrender to Jesus Christ as our King of our lives, five areas where God wants repentance/metanoia to begin making a difference in our lives …

1. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR ALLEGIANCE
2. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR EXPECTATIONS
3. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR VALUES
4. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR PRIORITIES
5. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR LIFELONG MISSION

1. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR ALLEGIANCE …

People who live in countries with a King, come under the authority and the power of their king … and the same is true for you and me as followers of Jesus Christ and subjects of His Kingdom.  When you and I come into a relationship with God and make Jesus Christ our King, He deserves to have our honor, our loyalty, and our obedience. Whatever He says, we become willing to do.

ILLUSTRATION … Author and therapist Bruce Larson, in his book Believe And Belong, tells how he helped many people struggling to surrender their allegiance to Jesus Christ so that they could begin living under His care and guidance.  Larson writes …

“For many years I worked in New York City and counseled at my office any number of people who were wrestling with this ‘yes-or-no’ decision to follow God.  Often I would suggest they walk with me from my office down to the RCA Building on Fifth Avenue.  In the entrance of that building is a gigantic statue of Atlas – a perfectly-proportioned man who, with all his muscles straining, is holding the world on his shoulders.  There he is, the most powerfully man in history, and he can barely stand up under this burden.

‘Now that’s one way to live,’ I would point out to my clients, ‘trying to carry the world on your shoulders.  But now come across the street with me.’  “On the other side of Fifth Avenue is Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, and there behind the high altar is a statue of Jesus as a little boy, perhaps eight or nine years old, and with no effort at all, He is holding the world in one hand.

My point was illustrated graphically.  “Every single one of us has a choice.  We can carry the world on our shoulders, or we can say, ‘I give up, Lord; here’s my life.  I give You my whole world.  Hold me.  Take care of me.  I yield my allegiance to You and to Your Kingdom.’” 

This is why Jesus, when teaching us how to pray in MATTHEW 6:10, taught us, “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” because Kingdom people joyfully and fully submit their wills to the will of the King.  For you and me to live in the Kingdom of God and know the fruit of repentance REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR ALLEGIANCE, and …

2.  REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR EXPECTATIONS …

One of the challenges we can have with the idea of the Kingdom of God, is that because it isn’t “visible”, we’re not sure if it’s real, or really here yet.  The world seems to grow father and farther away from God every day, not closer and closer.  And as a result of this undeniable fact, it can be so easy to resign ourselves to “living for the here and now”, as if this present life is all that’s real or all that matters.

But the hope of the Kingdom of God is that there’s more to life than what you and I can see RIGHT NOW.  Jesus Christ made some extraordinary promises about a future kingdom for all who follow Him as King.  And the rest of The New Testament writers echo Jesus’ words over and over again all the way from ACTS through REVELATION.

The kingdom of God may not yet be completely fulfilled or visible yet, but it’s as real as our own noses, it’s as established a fact as the cross and the empty tomb, and it will last forever.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

The promises of Jesus Christ – to restore our relationships with God the Father, to never leave us or forsake us, to give us a future based in Him instead of us being doomed to live in our pasts, and that He will forever be our Intercessor and Advocate to God the Father … can and must be believed in, and pressed into for us to make it through life and to learn all the lessons God wants us to learn along the way.

For you and me to live into the Kingdom of God and to know the fruit of repentance REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR ALLEGIANCE, REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR EXPECTATIONS, and …

3. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR VALUES …

American culture mistakenly puts a high value on fleeting things like ACHIEVEMENT, SUCCESS, INDEPENDENCE, and IMAGE.  And other cultures around the globe value other qualities, to be sure.  But in MATTHEW 5:3-10, at the very beginning of the longest teaching of Jesus we have – a teaching often referred to as The Sermon On The Mount, Jesus reveals to us some of the unique values of the Kingdom of God.  This list of values is often called “The Beatitudes”, or “The Beautiful Attitudes” … and it describes what matters most to the King … things like humility, compassion, gentleness, spiritual passion and thirst, holiness, forgiveness, gratefulness, and loving our enemies.

The bottom line is that Kingdom of God people adopt, take on, and live out the values of their King, and make choices that reflect those values — in their jobs, in their families, in their schools, in their other relationships, in their neighborhoods, and in their communities of faith.  For you and me to live into the Kingdom of God and to know the fruit of repentance REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR ALLEGIANCE, REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR EXPECTATIONS, REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR VALUES, and …

4. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR PRIORITIES …

The real test of our VALUES is how you and I SPEND OUR MONEY and OUR TIME.  In MATTHEW 6:24-34 Jesus spoke to this issue in terms of the Kingdom of God.  In this passage, Jesus doesn’t put down the value of the work of our hands, or diminish our NEED or even our DESIRE for material goods.  But He challenged you and me as His followers to bring Kingdom of God priorities into our everyday lives.  “Seeking first the Kingdom of God” (cf., MATTHEW 6:33) puts a Christlike perspective on our work, on our priorities, and the outcomes of the choices we make. And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

When we’re living for ourselves, when we’re not surrendering to the reality of the Kingdom of God, or to the King of the Kingdom, Jesus Christ, and when we’re separating ourselves from living into God’s priorities and God’s mission for our lives … then no matter how many successes, awards, promotions, or plaudits we receive, we’ll always be adrift, disconnected, and unfulfilled in life.  God has a mission for us.  Let’s pursue it.  Let’s grab onto it.  Let’s live into it.

For you and me to live into the Kingdom of God and to know the fruit of repentance REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR ALLEGIANCE, A CHANGE IN OUR EXPECTATIONS, REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR VALUES, REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR, and …

5. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR LIFELONG MISSION …

Some people are highly motivated to accomplish great things with their lives … and other people choose to live from day-to-day, taking everything as it comes.  Neither of these two options is wrong, but either way, Jesus Christ and who and what we’re serving and surrendering to as our King affects the outlook of our lives.  Like Bob Dylan sang, “You’ve got to serve somebody.  It might be the devil, or it might be the Lord.  But you’ve got to serve somebody.”

Jesus calls His followers to a purpose and a mission — to intentionally live as subjects of His Kingdom, and to promote His Kingdom values in our everyday lives and work. 

1. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR ALLEGIANCE
2. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR EXPECTATIONS
3. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR VALUES
4. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR PRIORITIES
5. REPENTANCE REQUIRES A CHANGE IN OUR LIFELONG MISSION
 
ILLUSTRATION … “Push!” says the nurse in scrubs.  The doctor usually only comes in at the last minute.  It’s the mom and the nurses or midwives who do all the work!  “Come on girl, you can do it.  Just one more push and your baby will be out!”  “Aaaaaggggghhhhh!” cries the new mom.  “Wow, I can’t believe I just saw that happen!” exclaims the new dad.  And “Wwwwwaaaaahhhhh” screams the newborn baby girl or boy.

Many of us have either lived through this, or seen it, or seen some version of it on TV or in a movie.  What does the mom do next?  She breathes a huge sigh of relief, cradles her own private miracle close to her in her arms, and says, “Well, aren’t we glad that that’s over.  I’m going home.  You take care now, and grow up to have a good life.  Get a hold of me if you’re ever in a pinch.  I’m on Facebook.”

No, I don’t think so.  No loving mother says that to her baby.  Her baby is squeegeed clean, weighed, kissed, caressed, rocked, played with, and tenderly watched over.  His cries are attended to and her needs are met.  And its parents carefully guide, and nurture and care for their then – preparing them for the life that’s waiting for them, down the road, around the corner, and up ahead.

And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here this morning …

FAITH LESSON

Giving our lives to Jesus Christ is about beginning a life of transformation, growth, instruction, correction, and training.  God doesn’t welcome us into the Kingdom of God and then take off.  God doesn’t see us surrender to Him and make His Son Jesus Christ our King, and then expect us to stay the same as we were before.  God doesn’t want us to travel this road of change on our own – but with Him first, and with one another second.

Let’s turn over to EPHESIANS 5:11-17 and unpack the uncomplicated truths of these seven verses together …

EPHESIANS 5:11-12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 Do not participate in the unfruitful deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them;
12 for it is disgraceful even to speak of the things, which are done by them in secret.

If there’s shame in even speaking of these dark things, think of the shame in actually doing them, and then of the fruit that comes out afterward?  Throughout The Gospels Jesus teaches us that fruit is what comes out of our lives when we do what’s right in God's sight.

Here’s some of the ways God’s Word tells us that we can produce fruit:  Through repentance (MATTHEW 3:8), by gaining a growing knowledge of and understanding of God’s Word, and then living it out in the day-to-day circumstances of our lives (MATTHEW 13:23), by making the choice to live lives of grace (COLOSSIANS 1:6), by choosing die to self and live the way the King of the Kingdom tells us to live (JOHN 12:24), by abiding in Jesus Christ (JOHN 15:5), by choosing to walk in the Spirit (GALATIANS 5:22), and by living righteously (PHILIPPIANS 1:11).

But the Word of God also talks a lot about unfruitfulness, telling us in MARK 4:19 that it’s the result of being preoccupied with things like worry, money, and materialism.  Gang, we need to be attentive to this instruction, because absolutely nothing good comes out of our lives when we choose to focus on worry, money, and materialism.  So do you can see why Paul is so emphatic that you and I as followers of Jesus Christ make the choice day-by-day to have nothing to do with the unfruitful deeds of darkness? 

Like I taught last Sunday, from EPHESIANS 5:1-10, many Christians who wouldn’t consider COMMITTING CERTAIN SINS have no problem TALKING ABOUT THOSE SAME SINS … and Paul said that this behavior is shameful.  We need to expose sin for the darkness that it is.  So when someone begins to joke about adultery, pornography, sorcery, or other things like this, we need to expose it for what it is and be reminded that every single one of us are known by our deeds and by our words, and that when we indulge in, or harbor sin, we’re making the choice to live our lives separated from God, as though we weren’t even related to Him, as though He wasn’t our King.  Light always exposes what darkness hides.  Remember what Jesus said about this in …

MATTHEW 5:13-16 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

13-16 “You are the salt of the earth.  But if the salt loses its salty taste, it cannot be made salty again.  It is good for nothing, except to be thrown out and walked on.  “You are the light that gives light to the world.  A city that is built on a hill cannot be hidden.  And people don’t hide a light under a bowl.  They put it on a lampstand so the light shines for all the people in the house.  In the same way, you should be a light for other people.  Live so that they will see the good things you do and will praise your Father in heaven.

EPHESIANS 5:13-14 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 But all things become visible when they are exposed by the light, for everything that becomes visible is light.
14 For this reason it says, “Awake, sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.”

The term “all things” in v. 13 refers back to all the secret, hidden, nearly unmentionable sins Paul has named in the previous verses … and he’s saying that even if we don’t want others to know that they’re alive and well in our lives, there’s no hiding them once the Light of God shines into our hearts, our minds, our attitudes, our actions, and our intentions … and that when we come into relationship with Jesus Christ we become children of the Light, and in fact, we belong to the Light.

The Apostle Paul makes reference here in v. 14 to what was most likely an early Christian worship song, or at least a saying that was known to the Believers in Ephesus.  When you think about all of the phrases Christians have now, like “What Would Jesus Do?” and all the worship songs lyrics we know … do we really actually understand them and apply their meaning in our lives?

I can picture Paul being frustrated as Christians were singing, “Awake, sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you,” while their actions told the truth that they had little or no interest in saying these words to those who were dead in Christ and not yet in relationship with God!  Here’s what 19th-Century British pastor, teacher, and author, Charles Haddon Spurgeon writes about vv. 13-14 …

This sleepiness in the Christian is exceedingly dangerous because we can do a great deal while we are asleep that will make us look as if we were quite awake.

Last week in FIRST CORINTHIANS 3 we saw that a carnal Christian, that is, a Christian living in their flesh instead of in the Holy Spirit of God, looks and acts an lot like a person who’s not yet in a relationship with God.

ILLUSTRATION … If there were 100 dead people here and one of them was just asleep, could you tell which one it was by just glancing around at them?  No, you’d have to examine them for signs of life.  That’s what a carnal, fleshly Christian is like … asleep among the dead.  And if you’re in this position this morning you need to wake up, confess, repent, and get into the Light and stay in the Light.

EPHESIANS 5:15-17 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

15 Therefore be careful how you walk, not as unwise men but as wise,
16 making the most of your time, because the days are evil.
17 So then do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is.

When we’re back into fellowship with God, we need to put our newly found spiritual life to work, and walk carefully, with intention, and wisdom.  Once we’ve got some knowledge and some understanding of God’s Word, we need to wisely put God’s Word into practice, knowing that accuracy comes from the consistency of study, prayer, and practice.

I love vv. 16-17.  The words “making the most” in v. 16 means “to redeem” or “to buy back”.  Paul isn’t just telling us here to make the most of every moment, even though that’s good advice.  Rather, he’s telling us to seize every opportunity we can for the glory of Jesus.

The idea behind the phrase redeeming the time is that Paul is calling you and me as followers of Jesus Christ, as people who’ve made up their minds that He’s our King, that we’re His subjects, and that it’s our greatest aim, goal and desire that He live His life through us with ever-greater consistency and ever-dgreater power.  Paul is calling us to buy up opportunities like a shrewd businessperson, making the most of every opportunity for the sake of, and for the glory of Jesus Christ.
v. 17 … understand what the will of the Lord is … real wisdom is the opposite of foolishness.  Don’t kid yourself, an understanding of and the ability to participate in the will of God won’t come any other way, because understanding of the will of the Lord comes from a solid, tested and found-to-be-true, knowledge of God’s Word.

I did an in-depth teaching on the concepts taught in v. 18 a couple of years ago when teaching through JOHN 2.  You can download the audio or the manuscript of that teaching from 2nd Street’s website.  But as a way to lead up to Paul’s teaching that begins in v. 18 next Sunday, I’ve included a handout in today’s bulletin that I wrote and used back then … and I’m asking you to read this before next week, when we’ll begin with EPHESIANS 5:18.  Here’s what these three verses say … and with this we’ll close our worship time together this morning.



EPHESIANS 5:18-20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit,
19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord;
20 always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father;

Godspeed to you as you leave here today.  And as you go, I challenge you to speak to one another in psalms, and hymns, and in spiritual songs … singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord; always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father.


EPHESIANS:  GOD’S BLUEPRINT FOR OUR SPIRITUAL MATURITY
EPHESIANS 5:18-33
2ND STREET COMMUNITY CHURCH
SUNDAY, 17 OCTOBER 2010
GREGG LAMM | LEAD PASTOR-TEACHER
www.2ndstreet.org


Thanks for your prayers for my family the past couple of weeks.  They’ve made a difference.  But I’m glad to be back with you, and to be able to jump back into our study of EPHESIANS to find out what God wants to say to us about living out our faith in the day-to-day stuff of our lives.  You ready to let God’s Word meddle in your life?

A couple of Sundays ago now I gave you a double-sided half-sheet handout that focused on the underlying truths about alcohol Paul wants us to grapple with and come to an understanding of from EPHESIANS 5:18.  I hope you read it.  It’s in your bulletin for a third time this morning and there are more on the Community Center Table.  The three main truths that I want to reiterate to you from this handout are …

1. FIRST, DON’T GET DRUNK.
2. SECOND, DON’T BE DECEIVED BY ALCOHOL.  
3. THIRD, DON’T STUMBLE SOMEONE ELSE.

Hopefully, with receiving this half-sheet handout three times you realize how important I believe it is that you read this and follow through on what I’m calling you to with regard to these three truths.

EPHESIANS 5:18 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be filled with the Spirit,

The admonition of God’s Word isn’t to NEVER DRINK ALCOHOL; it’s to NOT GET DRUNK.  And while some people can walk this line, others find that they cannot.  Because for the still-suffering alcoholic, to drink alcohol at all, IN ANY AMOUNT, is to drink to the point of being drunk.  Like they say in AA, “For the alcoholic, one drink is always too many, and a hundred drinks is never enough.”  I can’t imagine that there’s a person here this morning who’s life hasn’t been impacted in some way by alcoholism … and so I don’t think I need to sell you on the rock solid truth of God’s admonition to us as His followers to not drink alcohol to the point of drunkenness.  

But I also know that many of the folks who make up our flock, drink alcohol socially.  And so, as much as some Christians try to say otherwise … remember, that in JOHN 2 Jesus turned wine into water … I mean, Jesus turned water into wine! – given that God’s Word doesn’t PROHIBIT the drinking of alcohol, as His followers, what are we to do?

WHEN IT COMES TO WHETHER OR NOT WE’RE TO DRINK ALCOHOL, WE’RE EACH TO SEEK GOD’S CHARACTER AND GOD’S COUNSEL AND  
OBEY THEM BOTH – PATTERNING OUR LIVES AFTER GOD’S LEADING.

I used to drink alcohol socially on a semi-regular basis, but was never an alcoholic.  My addictions strayed into the herbal direction, and with eating too much food, and too much of the wrong kinds of food, for wounded and also self-indulgent reasons.

Given all the undeniable challenges alcohol abuse brings into our lives, our homes, our careers, our lives with God, and into our relationships with other people in general, I want to challenge ALL OF US TO BE LED BY THE HOLY SPIRIT OF GOD IN WHETHER OR NOT WE EVEN DRINK ALCOHOL AT ALL.  Okay, maybe you’re not an alcoholic, but who knows whether or not your children will have a genetic pre-disposition to being an alcoholic?  So the question is, “Who are we influencing?”

As a person whose a recovering drug addict myself, and who’s struggled with compulsive and addictive behaviors all my life, and whose oldest son is a recovering, sober alcoholic and drug addict, this is the argument for ABSTINENCE rather than MODERATION THAT I’VE BEEN CALLED TO.  But again, nowhere in the Bible does God forbid the moderate consumption of alcohol.  But here’s a summary of what I see taught on this subject from four different passages in The New Testament …

FIRST CORINTHIANS 6:10; GALATIANS 5:21; EPHESIANS 5:18;
FIRST PETER 4:3 (PARAPHRASE)

Don’t ever get drunk.  Ever.  It’s a sin to lose control of our hearts, minds, ambitions, feelings, and maybe even our health, all for the sake of temporary mood alteration – ESPECIALLY when the fruit of this choice can be the wounding of ourselves or others in ways deep, or even permanent.  Those who choose to practice drunkenness also make the choice to not participate in, or inherit the Kingdom of God.

When we understand what the will of God is for us as individuals when it comes to the use of alcohol, and when we stay in unity with God’s will, we’ll avoid the kind of foolishness, bondage and brokenness that so often ends up being associated with it.  So, please, friends, as your pastor and as your teacher, I admonish each of you – myself included – please let’s not be FLIPPANT about this.

Instead, let’s be PRAYERFUL about it … and like any other area of our lives, let’s not just DO THIS or NOT DO THAT because of what society, or our family, or our friends says is “OKAY FOR US TO PERSONALLY DO OR NOT DO.”  Rather, let’s seek and follow God’s personal instruction to us.  He knows us and He loves us and we can trust His leading.  Because to do anything less would be to walk in disobedience to God.  Do you see it?

If you’ve struggled with or are struggling with alcohol abuse, or if you’re in a relationship with someone who is, I’d like to encourage you to check out Newberg Community Celebrate Recovery … a 12-step ministry of healing discipleship that’s at the very heart of, and in the DNA of who we are as 2nd Street.  Newberg Community Celebrate Recovery happens every Monday night at Northside Community Church, and you can find out more about it at the Celebrate Recovery information table, which is set up to the left of the coffee, each Sunday morning.
Or, if you want to know more about how to get involved in one of the many AA groups here in town or Yamhill County, let me know and I’ll talk with you about this time-proven option that God is using in the lives of many people as well.  I attend an AA meeting every week and it’s an important part of my life of recovery as a former drug addict.  Okay, please turn back with me to EPHESIANS 5 and let’s read v. 18 and a parallel verse from the writings of Paul that’s found in COLOSSIANS 3:16 … 

EPHESIANS 5:18; COLOSSIANS 3:16a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

EPHESIANS 5:18 And do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation [that is, it will ruin your life], but BE FILLED WITH THE [HOLY] SPIRIT, [emphasis added]

COLOSSIANS 3:16a , with all wisdom teaching and admonishing LET THE WORD OF CHRIST RICHLY DWELL WITHIN YOU ... [emphasis added]

In EPHESIANS 5:18 the Apostle Paul tells us as followers of Jesus Christ, to be filled with the Spirit, and in COLOSSIANS 3:16 verse, he tells us to be filled with the Word of Christ.  Friends, it’s God’s will for us that these two things always be happening in balance with one another in our lives.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

As maturing followers of Jesus Christ, God’s will is most consistently found and followed as THE HOLY SPIRIT and THE WORD OF GOD are increasing and working in unison within us.  God wants us to invite THE HOLY SPIRIT and THE WORD OF GOD to instruct us, guide us, and give us the discernment and the courage we need to live the lives He’s calling us to live.

When you and I settle for the infilling of the Holy Spirit of God alone, we’ll always be looking for our next “spiritual experience” without being grounded in the stability that only comes from putting our roots down into God’s Word.  And likewise, it’s not enough for us to settle for just having some knowledge of the Word of God – because when we do, in no time at all we’ll become dusty old Pharisees, religiously trying to serve God and please God from the outside in.  What you and I need is and ever-increasing balance of the Holy Spirit of God, and the Word of God in our lives.  But sad to say, there are too many churches and Believers who settle for less than what God has for them when it comes to finding this balance.  I’ve heard it put this way …

· When we have the Holy Spirit without much of the Word of God, we BLOW UP.
· When we have the Word of God without much of the Holy Spirit, we DRY UP.
· But when we have the Holy Spirit in balance with the Word of God, we GROW UP.

DRY UP.  BLOW UP.  GROWING UP.  Not much of a choice.  And yet the choice is ours.  We need the Holy Spirit AND the Word of God working in balance with one another in our lives and in our church.  Here at 2nd Street, our elders, our staff, and our ministry volunteers are seeking this deliberate balance for us as a church body.  But friends, every single one of us also needs to seek this balance in our own, individual lives.  And nestled into this non-negotiable truth I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON

THE HOLY SPIRIT and THE WORD OF GOD will always be in agreement.  When we have the leading of THE HOLY SPIRIT and the wisdom of THE WORD OF GOD actively growing in our lives, we’ll experience spiritual maturity, transformation, and lasting change.

In EPHESIANS 5:19-20, the Apostle Paul goes on to tell us what our lives will begin to look like, and what they’ll be characterized by, when we’re being tanked up, on a consistent basis, with the Holy Spirit and with God’s Word.

EPHESIANS 5:19-20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody with your heart to the Lord;
20 always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father;

You know, I’m always praying that the worship songs we sing together on Sundays, or that we listen to or sing along with in our homes or in our cars … that we’re inviting God to let the truth of these songs filter into the rest of our lives, providing us with God’s-words, God’s-thoughts, and God’s-realities to meditate on after the music is done … giving us direction for our prayer lives, and reminding us that God calls us as His followers to make worship, not just something WE DO, but A WAY OF LIFE.

God deserves our thanks, and in these two verses He’s calling us to let our lives and our words become an overflow of what He’s pouring into us through the indwelling presence of His Holy Spirit, and through His Word.  Dr. Claude Lewis, a dentist for many years in Medford, Oregon, and a dear Christian friend and brother who died and went to be with Jesus many years ago now, told me a story once about this that I’ll never forget.

ILLUSTRATION … The 4th grade Sunday School teacher was teaching through The New Testament book of ACTS – the book that records for us the birth and the growth of the early Christian church – and the phrase “and they were filled with the Holy Spirit” kept appearing over and over again.

One day the teacher asked her students, “Why do you think God kept filling these Christians up over and over again with the Holy Spirit?”  And one kid wisely answered, “Because they leaked.”

They leaked!  God wants you and me, as His followers today, to leak too.  Gang, we’re going to leak out whatever we’re being filled up with.  And if we’re being filled up with the Holy Spirit of God and with the Word of God, then that’s what’s going to leak out of us … because that will be what is shaping our words, our thoughts, our priorities, our values, and our actions.

Friends, listen to me … WHATEVER WE BELIEVE IN OUR HEARTS WILL ALWAYS COME OUT OF OUR MOUTHS AND BE LIVED OUT IN OUR ACTIONS.  Do you see why it’s so important for us to not only TALK about our faith, but to LIVE IT OUT?  What’s leaking out of you?  Things rooted in the Holy Spirit and the Word of God, or things rooted in the world?

Beginning in EPHESIANS 5:18b, Paul lays the groundwork for teaching the profound spiritual truth that Christ-followers should make the best husbands, the best wives, the best children, the best employers, the best employees, and the best witnesses in the world – because WHAT WE ARE AND WHAT WE DO speaks as loud, if not louder, than WHAT WE SAY.

EPHESIANS 5:18b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18b … but be filled [to overflowing] with the [Holy] Spirit, [emphasis added]

Unfortunately a lot of Christians today believe that to be filled with the Holy Spirit means all you do is float around all day in the Spirit like some kind of God-inflated-Macy’s-Thanksgiving-Day-Parade-Float.  But being filled with the Holy Spirit isn’t some weird, unapproachable, mystic state.  Spirit-filled people are Spirit-led, Spirit-directed people, and as such, they should make more sense than anybody else.  Holy Spirit-filled, Holy Spirit-led people should be the most creative people in their jobs and in their schools.  Not every Holy Spirit-filled and leaking person will become a pastor or a missionary but they’ll understand that their neighborhoods, their classrooms, their workplaces, and their homes, ARE THE MISSION FIELDS GOD HAS CALLED THEM TO AND PUT THEM IN.

Gang, God will reward the faithful, Spirit-filled and leaking wife, husband, employee, student, child, or employer, as much as He’ll bless and reward a missionary living abroad.  As Christians, we need to know firsthand the power of the Holy Spirit, and the stability of God’s Word to successfully live out the lives God calls us to live.  Do you see it?

EPHESIANS 5:20-21 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

20 always giving thanks for all things in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God, even the Father;
21 and be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.

When you and I live lives fueled and empower by the Holy Spirit and God’s Word, we’ll always be willing to give thanksgiving and praise back to God the Father and our Lord Jesus Christ.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here that’s the foundation of the rest of the verses in EPHESIANS 5, as Paul offers us some instruction about submission and authority to Jesus Christ and to one another in our lives.


FAITH LESSON

Praise is SUBMISSION AND SURRENDER TO GOD – for in SUBMISSION and SURRENDER God puts our lives into perspective to those around us.  Praise will continually fill the minds, hearts, and mouths of the people who choose to be unconditionally SURRENDERED and in SUBMISSION to God.
I’m going to read EPHESIANS 5:21-33 in one reading because it will help us see the context and flow of the important instruction Paul is offering to us.

EPHESIANS 5:21-33 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 and be subject to one another in the fear of Christ.
22 Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord.
23 For the husband is the head of the wife, as Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being the Savior of the body.
24 But as the church is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands in everything.
25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her,
26 so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word,
27 that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless.
28 So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their own bodies.  He who loves his own wife loves himself;
29 for no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church,
30 because we are members of His body.
31 For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and shall be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.
32 This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church.
33 Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as himself, and the wife must see to it that she respects her husband.

Many people come to this passage, and to its parallel passage in COLOSSIANS 3, and to the teaching the Apostle Peter does on this same topic in FIRST PETER 3 and they get theologically shipwrecked on the two words love and submit.

And while these words love and submit are real and they’re used by Paul and Peter, wives often get more bent out of shape when God’s Word calls them to submit, than husbands get bent out of shape when God’s Word calls them to love.  And yet both of the words love and submit, are at their roots, calling us to exactly the same things.  Paul’s call to husbands to love, and his call to wives to submit are a command to both to PUT THE OTHER PERSON IN THE RELATIONSHIP FIRST.  Paul is calling both husbands and wives to unconditional agape love … to the kind of love that will only find it’s source in God Himself … and he’s calling both husbands and wives to a God-shaped love that is defined by surrender and sacrifice.

In our first teaching on EPHESIANS several months ago, I shared with you that the main religious focus in Ephesus was the worship of the Roman goddess Diana … and at the center of this worship of Diana was the philosophical teaching that women were superior to men.  And yet, as in many cultures where this is what people “say they believe”, as the old saying goes, “the proof’s in the pudding,” and in Ephesus, women were actually VERY SUBJECT to their husbands, and if they didn’t submit to them, their husbands had the right to divorce them or even kill them.

From the very first, lengthy teaching we have of Jesus Christ [what is commonly called “The Sermon on the Mount”, found in MATTHEW 5-6-7], it’s obvious that Jesus was a radical new kind of rabbi, a countercultural religious leader and Messiah, because He consistently took old, well-known, commonly-accepted beliefs and turned them on their heads.  For instance, you might remember that Jesus was fond of saying, “You have heard it said, but I say” (cf., MATTHEW 6:20-26).  And almost every time Jesus said this, He wasn’t calling people to a NEW ACTION, but to a NEW ATTITUDE, or to a NEW COMPELLING BELIEF behind doing what they were doing.  

And the Apostle Paul followed hard on the theological and revolutionary teachings of Jesus Christ in that in his words to husbands and wives here in EPHESIANS 5, he wasn’t call wives to do something that they weren’t already doing – they were already submitting to their husbands.  Instead, he was calling wives to submit to their husbands in a new way, as unto the Lord (EPHESIANS 5:22).  And this whole new kind of submission, wasn’t to be done to appease Diana or some cultural imperative.

NEITHER husbands loving or wives submitting is about is God creating a hierarchy … or about giving husband power over wives … or about making wives doormats for husbands.  NEITHER ONE OF THESE TWO WORDS – LOVING OR SUBMITTING – ARE ABOUT POWER.  Both loving and submitting are about the surrender of power, about the laying down of self, and about the forfeiting of rights, just as Jesus Christ has so beautifully and fully done for you and for me.

The word submission used in this passage is the Greek word hupotasso.  It’s used thirty-one times in The New Testament and here are its two basic meanings … each shaped by the ways it’s used in various passages.

· FIRST, in it’s military use hupotasso means, “to arrange a troop or divisions under the command of a leader”.

· SECOND, in it’s non-military use, hupotasso means, “a voluntary attitude of cooperating, assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden.”

Very often pastors and teachers of God’s Word believe that Paul was using the word hupotasso here the way it’s used as a military term – and in fact, in some of the places where it’s used in The New Testament that’s exactly the intent of it’s use.  BUT GIVEN THE CONTEXT of where and how both the Apostle’s Paul and Peter use the word hupotasso when writing about marriage, it’s clear to me that they’re using it in the non-military way referring to a ‘a voluntary attitude of cooperating, assuming responsibility, and carrying a burden.’”  So wives, you can officially turn to your husband and say, “God’s Word just affirmed to me that you’re my burden and I’m carrying you.  You’re welcome!”

Here’s how two different ways Bible translations render the word hupotasso in EPHESIANS 5:21 and then in FIRST TIMOTHY 2:11; 3:4 …

EPHESIANS 5:21; FIRST TIMOTHY 2:11; 3:4

21 Out of respect for Christ, be courteously reverent to one another. (THE MESSAGE)

2:11, 3:4 cooperate in everything. (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

I really connect with how Andrew and Judith Lester, the husband and wife authors of the great book It Takes Two:  The Joy of Intimate Marriage suggest that a correct and right translation of submissive is …

submissive:  to be supportive of, to tend to the needs of, or to respect the needs and desires of others.

Did you know that as followers of Jesus Christ, God often tells us TO DO THE THING THAT’S THE HARDEST FOR US TO DO?  And why?  Because this is one of the ways that the impurities of the world and of our sin nature are smelted and disciplined out of us.  God knows that loving and submitting, are difficult for any human being to do … husband or wife, man or woman, young person or old person.  God knows that one of the hardest thing in the world for any of us to do is to love someone more than we love ourselves.  Likewise God knows that one of the hardest thing in the world for us to do is to submit our will to someone other than ourselves and to be supportive of, to tend to the needs of, or to respect the needs and desires of others.

And so these are the very things God asks of us as followers of His Son, Jesus Christ.  And the reason the word submit has become such a huge a stumbling block for so many wives – both inside and outside of the church, is because much of the time wives don’t understand the difference between submission and obedience.  They’re not the same.  Submission is an attitude … and obedience is an action.

When a husband is following the example of love given to us by Jesus Christ, and when he’s loving his wife sacrificially like Jesus Christ loves the church, then his wife will, with great joy, be in an attitude of submission toward him.  But a whole lot of husbands don’t give their wives anything to respect or to respond to in love.  And when this is the case, you better believe it that submission is going to be mis-understood, becomes a stumbling block, and gets some pretty significant push back.

Gang, when Jesus Christ stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives, He was submitting to the plans of His Father.  When Jesus Christ “moved into the neighborhood,” (cf., JOHN 1) He came with a clear understanding who we are, where we’re at, what we need, and how to serve us.  And these are the exact same characteristics of Jesus Christ that Paul is calling us as husbands and wives to live out to one another by calling us to love and to submission.  Nothing more.  Nothing less.

I was in conversation with a woman here at 2nd Street about this topic a couple of weeks ago now.  Because of what I knew she’s gone through in her life, I asked her for her advice on how she thought some of what I was studying, thinking, and writing might come across to you here this morning, and she wrote back to me something in an email that she then gave me permission to share with you …

Faith, to me in its purest expression has nothing to do with logic.  It so often entails trust in God’s larger view.  I would pray that a couple would truly be equally yoked, that is that both should love God first.  I would have loved that my former husband would have found deep meaning personally to protect me as Christ loves and protects us.  Obedience and submission are not wimpy; they’re bold, and take great strength.  - a 2nd Street woman / 10.2010

Submitting ourselves to one another out of reverence for Jesus Christ (EPHESIANS 5:21) represents a horizontal interaction that takes place, not just between husbands and wives, but between followers of Jesus Christ and the other people in our lives, whether they’re in relationship yet with Jesus Christ or not.  And this example and this calling of Jesus Christ to us as His followers to live this way can be difficult to comprehend and live out … like Paul wrote in EPHESIANS 5:32, this mystery is great.  

Gang, remember, once again that there’s a huge difference between submission and obedience.  They’re not the same.  Submission is an attitude … and obedience is an action.  When a husband takes the upper hand in his marriage, and stops treating his wife as his equal in the sight of God, or when a husband starts demanding that his wife submit to him, he’s usually just demanding that she obey him.

And when a husband does this, he stops being a husband who’s sharing a house with his beloved bride after the example of Jesus Christ, and he starts becoming a dictator who’s holding his wife emotionally, and sometimes even physically or spiritually hostage in their house.  Gang, Jesus is never a dictator.  The best marriages in the world exist when the husband doesn’t violate God’s command to him to love his wife.  And because love and submission are all about self-sacrifice, then by definition, marriages should be egalitarian, or non-hierarchical.

So let me clarify three important truths I see about submission that I want to make sure we all clearly understand before leaving here this morning …

· FIRST, submission isn’t a command.  Submission is passive in nature and it only happens, as Paul teaches in EPHESIANS 5:18 within the context of being continually filled, or saturated with, or overflowing with the Holy Spirit of God.

· SECOND, submission is mutual and applicable to all followers of Jesus Christ, as Paul teaches us in EPHESIANS 5:21.  This truth means, as Paul teaches in EPHESIANS 5:22, that submission applies equally to both husbands and wives.
· THIRD, submission isn’t primarily something we DO, it’s something we RECEIVE.  Submission isn’t an action to be attained by doing this or that, or by not doing this or that, rather it’s an attitude of the heart to be pursued, cultivated, and maintained … first toward Jesus Christ, and then toward one another.

In their 2000 book, Empowering Couples:  Building On Your Strengths, Dr. David H. Olson, Professor Emeritus of the Family Social Science Department at the University of Minnesota and his wife Amy K. Olson, compiled a national survey based on 21,501 married couples using a comprehensive marital assessment tool called ENRICH.  This national survey, published in the year 2000, represents one of the largest and most comprehensive analyses of MARTIAL STRENGTHS AND STUMBLING BLOCKS.

ILLUSTRATION … Couples were asked to complete 30 background questions and 165 specific questions that focused on 20 significant marital issues.  This survey identified the top ten strengths of HAPPY MARRIAGES and the top ten stumbling blocks for married couples.

Using these top ten strengths, Dr. Olson found that it was possible to discriminate between HAPPY and UNHAPPY MARRIAGES with 93% accuracy.  And a significant discovery was made in relation to marital satisfaction and role relationships.

It discovered that 81% of equalitarian couples were HAPPILY MARRIED (that is, couples who viewed one another as equals, without a hierarchical structure of obedience and decision-making in place), while 82% of couples where both spouses perceived their relationship in hierarchical terms were MAINLY UNHAPPY.

Therefore, one of Dr. Olson’s conclusions was:  A COUPLE’S INABILITY (BECAUSE OF WHAT THEY’D BEEN TAUGHT SOCIALLY, CULTURALLY, OR THEOLOGICALLY) OR UNWILLINGNESS TO SHARE LEADERSHIP EQUALLY WAS THE TOP STUMBLING BLOCK TO A HAPPY MARRIAGE.

[www.godswordtowomen.org/Preato3.htm | David H. Olson and Amy K. Olson, Empowering Couples:  Building on Your Strengths (Minneapolis: Life Innovations, Inc. 2000), page 72.]

Somebody once said that marriage has the potential to be the “closest thing anyone will ever feel to heaven … or the closest thing anyone will ever feel to … well, you know, not being in heaven!”  If you’re married, you know what I’m talking about.  But in telling husbands to love their wives and in telling wives to submit to their husbands, God is really telling us to both learn how to become more like Him.

Paul’s words in EPHESIANS 5:21-33 called the husbands and the wives in the church in Ephesus, and to wives today, to do what they were already doing, love and submit, but with a new, Holy Spirit directed attitude and love, both for Jesus Christ and for others.  And in taking Paul up on his instruction, you and me, like the 1st-Century people living in Ephesus, moved light years past what our culture teaches us about what our roles are to be, and more clearly into the center of what it means to be a transformed follower of Jesus Christ.  

So many divergent thoughts and teachings have been written on this passage of Scripture, so much more could have been said and taught.  But it’s my prayer that God has spoken to you this morning and that you understand and believe with a new resolve and a new confidence that the God who loves you more than you deserve, Who pursues you longer, harder, faster, and with more patience than you’ve ever pursued Him, and Who’s call that husbands love their wives and that wives submit to their husbands, is a call to each of us to the kind of selfless, sacrificial love that we can only learn by watching Him, by knowing Him, and by inviting the Holy Spirit and the Word of God to craft, shape, and build His character inside of us, so that we can live it out God’s will in the day-to-day circumstances of our lives.  Blessed be the Word of the Lord.
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Welcome to 2nd Street.  It’s good to be back together again.  I’m not sure how your week has been, but mine’s been a doozy, as my dad had a stroke Tuesday.  He’s back in his apartment at Friendsview Retirement Community, but much has changed for him, including that he will no longer drive his car.  He’s not paralyzed, but he’s lost most of the sight in his left field of vision in both eyes.  The doctor says that some of this loss may come back within the next 4-6 weeks, but not enough to drive again.

They took him off his blood thinner for a few days, when had surgery three weeks ago, and a blood clot formed in his heart, traveled to his brain and caused this stroke in the lower right rear part of his brain.  But an MRI showed that all his blood vessels are “as clean as a whistle” and so they’re not anticipating another stroke.  Praise the Lord.  My brother Keith was here from Yakima, WA Tuesday evening through Thursday morning, and my brother Brad from NYC was here Friday and Saturday, along with my brother Scott, from Boise and his son Garrett who’s a student at the University of Idaho in Moscow.  Nothing like a medical emergency to bring a family closer together, right?  But what a week it’s been.  I hope yours has been good.

This morning I’m grateful that when life goes up and down and sideways, that our God doesn’t ever change, and that His Word is the foundation that we can build our lives on … and not just in a way that’s black and white and can only be embraced when we suspend all doubt.  God’s Word invites us to come to it with all of our doubts, and all our fears, our hurts, our questions, our habits, and our hang-ups.  And when we come before God and before the beauty of His Word in this place of vulnerability, and with grateful, sincere, surrendered hearts, a miracle begins to take place.  A miracle that here at 2nd Street we call The Great Exchange.

I like this phrase The Great Exchange, because it describes the awesome reality of what happens when we ask God to forgive our sins and teach us a whole new way to be human.  The Great Exchange.

• We give God our sin, and He teaches us about His holiness.
• We give God our shame and He gives us His forgiveness.
• We give God our brokenness, and He brings us His wholeness.
• We give God our despair, and He begins to pour His hope into us.
• We give God our weakness, and His strength is imparted to us.
• We give God our anxiety and fear, and He gives us His peace.
• We give God our darkness, and He gives us His light.
• We give God our death, and He gives us His life.
• We give God our doubts and fears, and He gives us His truth.

The Great Exchange is a lens through which we can begin to clearly see our own brokenness and God’s unconditional love.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

You and I are ragamuffins.  A ragamuffin is a child dressed in raggedy, dirty clothes.  When we gather together for worship and when we share the Kingdom of God with other people and invite them into it, we’re just one hungry beggar, telling another hungry beggar where to find bread.  And what a lover of ragamuffins our precious God is.  Thank goodness!

I really love how the Apostle Paul writes about The Great Exchange in his second letter to his friends living in the Greek town of Corinth.  It’s Paul’s most succinct statement about the meaning of The Great Exchange.

SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:21 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 He [God] made Him [Jesus Christ] who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him. [emphasis added]

Jesus was made sin … that is Jesus willingly became the very epitome of all that’s despicable and odious, so that you and can become righteousness and acceptable in God's estimation.  This was the beginning of The Great Exchange.  What a profound reality – that your sin and my sin was charged to Jesus Christ’s account, and that Jesus Christ’s righteousness was credited to our account.  Do you see it?

No wonder John Newton, a 16th-Century former slave trader, after he surrendered his life to Jesus Christ and experienced this righteousness of God through The Great Exchange was led to write these famous words while pastoring the Church of
England in Olney, in Buckinghamshire, in the NE British Province of York …

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound;
that saved a wretch like me. I
once was lost, but now am found;
was blind, but now I see.

Friends, this is the kerygma, the kernel, the center truth that lies at the very core of who we are as human beings, who we are as people who are searching for truth, and who we are as the people who have turned our lives and our hearts over to God and put Jesus Christ on the throne of our lives.  For He is the One we adore.  He is the One we worship.  He is the One we surrender to.  And He is the One Who is here today as we open up our Bibles … as our PRESENT TEACHER.

Please take our your Bibles and turn with me to The New Testament book of EPHESIANS, where we’ll begin our study of the sixth and final chapter of this glorious letter written by the Apostle Paul while he was being held as a prisoner for his faith in Rome around 62-64 A.D.  What a joy it’s been to teach this letter.  We’ll wrap it up just before Christmas, and then in January we’ll begin a verse-by-verse study of The Gospel of Mark, which is the earliest of the four Gospels to be written.
What a great year 2011 will be as we go through this Gospel that’s the telling of the Jesus story through the eyes of the Apostle Peter and through the pen of his scribe, a man named John-Mark … watching Jesus first-hand through sixteen chapters as He lives and ministers to people, as He heals people, as He challenges people, as He meets with people face-to-face, and opens them up to the reality that God, through Him, stepped out of heaven, as the Messiah, so that He could step into their lives.

The Bible is filled with many different kinds of writing … HISTORY, DOCTRINE, POETRY, PROPHECY, LETTERS, STORIES, and NARRATIVE … but it’s basically a love story between God and the people He created (you and me), loved, who, because of sin, were separated from Him.  The Bible is the story of God’s desire to pursue us, love us, and woo us back into a FIRST-LOVE RELATIONSHIP with Him … a relationship where He is made the King of our lives, showing us how to live the life of hope, freedom, restoration, and abundant life that He longs for each of us to know.

Throughout our study of EPHESIANS, one of the central ideas we’ve been looking at is the importance of our relationships with the people God brings across our paths … our families, co-workers, fellow-students, friends, and our enemies … everyone we’re somehow connected with.  This morning, in EPHESIANS 6:1-4, Paul defines the parent/child relationship and show us God’s intentions for what it can look like when you and I follow God’s plans … how we’ll mature, change, and grow … so that in time, all the different relationships in our lives will eventually reflect the same kind of love that motivates and defines God in His love relationship with us.

In EPHESIANS 5 Paul taught about issues of unity, love, and submission within the home – calling husbands and wives to love and serve one another with the same grace, mercy, and surrender that Jesus Christ loves and serves His church.  And as Paul shifts gears now to talk about children and parents, I think it’s cool that he starts speaking right to the kids in the crowd, like he knew they’d be sitting right there with their families as his letter was read.  Apparently Paul didn’t see church attendance as an activity reserved for dads and moms, or just one parent all by themselves.  He simply assumed the kids would be in church with their families.

ILLUSTRATION … I grew up going to church with my family, but my dad was a pastor, so I pretty much had to go.  It’s weird when one of your parents is a pastor, because I can’t think of any other job, other than a school principal, where a kid would, in a sense, GO TO WORK WITH THEIR PARENTAT CERTAIN TIMES EVERY WEEK, and where a lot of the other people there are just waiting for you to screw up.  Seriously, the pressure can be pretty real.

I always wondered if maybe there was some secret, back room in the church that the pastor and their family didn’t know about where people were taking bets and placing odds on a great big chalk board on which one of the preacher’s kids would take the first tumble, who’d be the biggest loser, or who’d cause the most trouble or embarrassment.

I think this was one of the reasons I was attracted to applying for the position as campus pastor at George Fox University back when my kids were 6, 4, and 18 months old.  Because I could be a pastor and a teacher and use the same gifts I knew I’d been given by God, but I could use them in a non-traditional pastoral setting, and attend church with my family on Sundays without my kids “being on display”.  I’m not sure how that worked out … I mean, I think they still felt a certain kind of unique pressure growing up as “preacher’s kids”.  But somehow, like me and my three brothers, they survived.

EPHESIANS 6:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.

The Greek word obey is hupakouo, and it simply means to comply, to take to heart in an effort to fulfill instruction.  Hupakouo is a word often used by the Greeks to describe a soldier who’s about to head off to battle, and who’s listening intently for the instructions of his commanding officer … knowing that if he didn’t listen carefully, he could be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and end up losing his life.  

So do you see how Paul’s command to children here to obey their parents doesn’t qualify for a “yeah, yeah, yeah” kind of response … and why instead, it calls for children to obey their parents as if their lives might depend on it?  Do you see it?  This was one of the first memory verses I remember learning, and then it was one of the first verses I remember teaching our kids when they were little.

ILLUSTRATION … I remember like it was yesterday a specific time at a cabin a friend of ours had borrowed up at Lake of the Woods, between Klamath Falls and Medford.  The cabin was owned by the Oscar-winning movie director James Ivory, (Howard’s End, Room With A View, Remains Of The Day, etc…), who grew up in Klamath Falls.  Our friend, Dr. Bryan Stuart had been the family doctor for James Ivory’s parents until their deaths in the early 1980s and James let him and his friends use the cabin for a month every summer.

I remember talking to my two oldest sons on the front porch of the cabin, giving them a lecture about my desire that they stop doing whatever it was they were doing, and I remember quoting the first part of this verse to them … Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. … and I remember stopping myself almost mid-sentence and saying out loud, “Oh my Gosh!  I’m turning into my dad!”  Ever had a moment like that?  It’s terrifying.  It’s payback!

Why does Paul say that children are to obey their parents?  Because it's right.  But of course, the challenge is that as parents, we can see this truth more easily than our kids can.  But gang, it truly is the right thing for children to obey their parents.  And yet, as time marches on, it seems like we're seeing less and less obedience to parents.  In public places, I’ve seen it and I’m sure that you’ve seen it too … I’ve seen elementary-school-age children blatantly tell their parents, “No!” when told to do something.  And I’ve seen children scream at their fathers, kick the shins of their mothers, and demand their own way.

Now maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t remember a single episode of “Little House On The Prairie” or on “The Waltons” that had the kids treating their parents like the kids on “South Park”, “Family Guy”, or “Modern Family.”  And yet the Bible warns us from the 1st-Century that this progression toward disobedience would happen.  Here’s how the Apostle Paul talked about it in a letter he wrote to his young protégé, Timothy, the pastor of the church here at Ephesus …

SECOND TIMOTHY 3:1-2 (CONTEMPORARY ENGLISH VERSION)

1-2 You can be certain that in the last days there will be some very hard times.  People will love only themselves and money.  They will be proud, stuck-up, rude, and disobedient to their parents.

EPHESIANS 6:1 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right.

The phrase in the Lord here in v. 1 clarifies and defines how and where this obedience from children to their parents is to take place, as Paul tells us that the ability to obey the way described here is only found in the resources that are ours in Christ.  As we saw last Sunday, when we’re not yet in a relationship with God through Jesus Christ, we’re RULED BY SELF instead of BEING RULED BY CHRIST, and in this place of SELF-RULE, our SELF-CENTERED SIN NATURE will always stand in opposition to us submitting ourselves to the guidance of anyone other than ourselves.  But Paul’s also talking here about the limits of the obedience that God is calling us to here … because when parents, or any other authority figure, asks us to do things that we know are the opposed to the character of Jesus Christ and the will of God, then a child is under no obligation to obey.

ILLUSTRATION … What I’m talking about here are things that are ethically or morally wrong.  Ethically wrong … stealing, lying, cheating, or covering up these kinds of things, etc…  Morally wrong … adultery, sex outside of marriage, pornography, etc…  As young and old followers of Jesus Christ we’re only to be obedient to those over us when they’re asking us to do things that are not against the character of Jesus Christ and the will of God.

Sometimes learning to live inside the protective boundaries that God has set up for us – the boundaries that will equip and enable us to live the abundant life Jesus talks about in JOHN 10:10, can be more difficult to do than it sounds, or that we want it to be, or hope it will be, or even pray it will be.  And this is one of the many reasons God calls us, not only into relationship with Him, but with other people who are valuing the same things and heading in the same direction.

And one of the resources God has placed in our midst here at 2nd Street is our providing leadership and oversight to the Newberg Community Celebrate Recovery ministry.  And this may be one of the avenues of hope and change God might want you to connect with as you learn to live within the healing boundaries of God’s love.

In ACTS 5, Peter and some of the other Apostles were commanded by the ruling authorities to stop telling people about Jesus Christ … and here was their response … 

ACTS 5:29 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

29 But Peter and the apostles replied, “We must obey God rather than human authority.”

Their words illustrate how sometimes we have to draw a line in the sand and say …

“No, I’m not going to blindly obey.  I’m going to listen to God and obey Him first.  As long as what people ask me to do or say doesn’t violate the kind of life Jesus is asking me to live, then I’ll obey.  But when push comes to shove Jesus will always get the last word for how I’m to live my life and who I’m going to obey.”

Gang, there’s a direct correlation between LISTENING TO GOD and HAVING THE DISCERNMENT AND THE COURAGE TO DO WHAT GOD TELLS US TO DO.  When we haven’t been developing a life of devotion with God – a life in which we’re talking with Him, listening to Him, spending time with Him more than on Sunday mornings or when we’re with other Christians at a small group, then we’ll seldom have the DISCERNMENT and the COURAGE we need to do what He tells us to do, say what He tells us to say, stay away from who, where, and what He tells us to stay away from, and run hard after the things He’s telling us to pursue.  Do you see it?

When Paul says that children are to obey their parents, it not only means that children have the responsibility to obey … but it means on the flip-side-of-the-coin, that parents have the responsibility to teach their children obedience – and at the end of the day, this is one of the most important jobs that parents have been given.

Have you ever noticed that as parents, we don’t need to teach our children how to disobey?  All of us inherited the bent toward sin from Adam, so disobedience, while it can be honed and polished as a skill, doesn’t really need to be taught.  And this brings us to our SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

obedience must be taught.  It’s critical that parents teach their children to obey them, so that their kids will grow up knowing how to obey God even when they doesn’t understand everything or don’t feel like obeying God.  This is the truth that underlies all a parent’s discipline for a child … and what all correction must be directed to and focused on.  Disobedience has to be corrected, so that obedience can be learned.

EPHESIANS 6:2-3 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

2 Honor your father and mother (which is the first commandment with a promise),
3 so that it may be well with you, and that you may live long on the earth. [cf., EXODUS 20:12]

In The Ten Commandments given to the Jews by God through Moses in The Old Testament, the Lord used the word honor in this command … which is the Hebrew word kabad and means to give weight to.  But since the Apostle Paul was writing centuries after Moses, and because he wasn’t writing this letter specifically to Jews, he wrote in Greek, not in Hebrew, and the Greek word he used here for honor is the word timao, which literally means to estimate something’s value as precious.

Paul’s words reinforce this commandment with a reference to DEUTERONOMY 5:16, where Moses tells us that God promises to bless children who honors and obeys their parents.  It’s easy to read EPHESIANS 6:2-3 and think that Paul’s just continuing the exact same truth he’s just taught about in v. 1 … that he’s only talking to children under 18 or so, and calling them to honor their fathers and mothers.  But can I see a show of hands of those of you here who are no longer teenagers, but who know that adults can still have issues with their parents?  Ya, that’s what I thought.  I figured that there just might be a few folks here who could relate.

ILLUSTRATION … I grew up reading twin-sisters Dear Abby and Ann Landers in the daily newspaper.  The column Dear Abby is now being carried on by Abby’s daughter, Jeanne Phillips.  The Oregonian now has a weekly column written by Washington Post columnist Carolyn Hax, that I enjoy reading … and in The Oregonian there’s a similar column by Amy Dickinson called Ask Amy.  I’ve always been fascinated with the family dynamics in the letters that come into these columns.  Unbelievable.  I mean, you absolutely, positively could not make most of the stuff up that people write in about.

Maybe you haven't spoken to one or perhaps both of your parents in a month, or in a year, or for many years.  Maybe you have a strained relationship with your parents, and it’s not because of emotion, physical, sexual, or spiritual abuse … but maybe you, or them, or both of you are just being unforgiving, or ornery … but in the end you're just not esteeming them as you should.  Please do me a favor, and right now, think about your mom and dad for a minute.  When was the last time you fixed their value as precious?  What are they worth to you?

The past couple of years and especially now this past week, I’ve rediscovered in some beautiful ways how precious my mother and father are to me.  They’re among the most intelligent, compassionate, and consistently Christ-like people I’ve ever known, and the older I get the more I respect them, treasure them as friends, and grow in gratefulness for the gift of being their son.

Now, not everyone here can say these things about their mom and dad – I’m not so naïve as to not understand that.  But what does v. 3 mean … that you may live long on the earth?  Job wrote in JOB 3:20-21 that people who choose to hold onto bitterness in their souls, quickly end up longing for death … and whether you're aware of it or not, Job’s words are true.  Gang, seriously, today is the day to begin esteeming your dad and your mom as precious.  Today is the hour to repent for unforgiveness, resentments, and anger.  This morning is the time to let go of the years of hurt.  And here’s our THIRD FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON

Whoever your parents were or are, whatever mistakes they made or whatever successes they had raising you, whatever difficulties they created for you, or however they failed to give you the love you needed, the command in God’s Word is to fix their value as precious and priceless.

And even if that only means that you make the choice to come to the place WHERE YOU’RE GRATEFUL THAT THEY GAVE YOU THE GIFT OF LIFE, until you follow this command, things will not be well with you.  You’re not the one exception to the rule.  This applies to all of us.

EPHESIANS 6:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

I remember as a young dad, reading this verse many times out of many different translations, because I wanted to make sure that I understood what it meant.  Here it is out of a translation and a paraphrase …

EPHESIANS 6:4

4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger by the way you treat them.  Rather, bring them up with the discipline and instruction that comes from the Lord. (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

4 Fathers, don’t exasperate your children by coming down hard on them.  Take them by the hand and lead them in the way of the Master. (THE MESSAGE)

I’ll be the first one to confess that when my three sons were little guys I got kind of confused over what this instruction from the Apostle Paul meant.  I mean if I refused to give into their request for something like ice cream or a toy, they sometimes got angry.  And so, did the fact that they were being an immature, demanding, little kid, mean that by putting down some rules I was provoking them to anger?  Here’s what I finally came to understand about what the Apostle Paul was telling me and the rest of us as parents … look back with me at v. 4 again …

EPHESIANS 6:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, BUT bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. [emphasis added]

Do you see the little word but in between the two halves of this verse?  It might be short, but it’s important.  We provoke our kids to anger by bringing them up with ungodly discipline and ungodly instruction.  Kids whose parents punish them out of anger … brutally, unfairly, and inconsistently will be pushed to anger and wrath.  And the fruit of those two things are never good.  All kinds of addictive behaviors find their genesis and their root in anger and wrath – and since it’s often said that depression is anger turned inward, that’s not a fruit of this kind of parenting any of us need either.

The word instruction here in v. 4 literally means to place in the mind or understanding.  Kids whose fathers put ungodly principles into their children's minds are provoking them to anger and wrath.  Dads, are you disciplining and instructing your children in godly ways?  What needs to change in your home, in your priorities, what needs to change in your relationship with God, what needs to change in your relationship with your spouse, or with your kids for this teaching from Paul to come off the drawing board and become real in you and in your home?

Here’s a verse of similar instruction from a parallel teaching in COLOSSIANS 3 … but the twist Paul offers is significant and needs to be understood …

COLOSSIANS 3:21

21 Fathers, do not nag your children.  If you are too hard to please, they may want to stop trying. (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

21 Parents, don’t come down too hard on your children or you’ll crush their spirits. (THE MESSAGE)

To provoke, nag, and come down too hard on our kids, means to make put a garment on them that doesn’t fit them and then make them feel like it’s their fault.  Gang, we discourage our kids when we load them down with expectations that we have no right putting onto them.

You’ve seen it as a theme in movies, novels, songs, and TV shows (Dead Poet’s Society comes to my mind) … and chances are that you’ve probably seen it in your own life.  Parents can have a dangerous tendency to want to relive their glory days through their kids.  And so, in doing this, we’re often quick to say something like, “I played baseball, so you’ll play baseball,” … or … “I won a medal in the science fair so you should too,” … or … “I’m an introvert, so you should be an introvert,” and so on and so on.  You fill in the blanks.

Wise dads and moms will heed Paul’s instruction here in EPHESIANS 6 and in COLOSSIANS 3!  Wise parents are the ones who understand that their kids aren’t just to be MOLDED, they’re to be UNFOLDED … and that their kids aren’t just to be INFORMED, they’re to be FORMED.  In other words, you have the privilege, dads and moms, of carefully observing your child, seeing how God made them — and then UNFOLDING and FORMING what God has built into him or her from the moment of conception … and doing it all for the glory of God.  Back to EPHESIANS 6:4 …

EPHESIANS 6:4 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

4 Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.

The word for discipline here in v. 4 is the Greek word paidia … and it refers to a whole lot more then just telling our children what is right or wrong.  It also includes …

· Creating an environment that nurtures and rewards the compliance of what is right, and avoids and disciplines what is wrong.
· Proving an example from the parents’ own lives of how this same discipline works in their own lives.
· Instructing in a way that wins over both the heart (the emotions and feelings) and the mind (the logic) of a child at each of the developmental stages of their life.

The word for instruction is the Greek word nouthsia, and it describes the process of counseling, correcting, and exhorting someone out of the goal and desire to help them move away from the wrong direction and into the right direction in their lives.  For this to happen in the home requires that parents becomes sensitive to the unique differences and complexities of each of their children.

Gang, there’s no way without the help of the Holy Spirit that a parent will ever become fully equipped to discern the true condition of the hearts of their kids.  But when parents are walking in God’s wisdom and understanding because of their own surrender to God and His plans for their lives, then they’ll be able to discerningly understand, and courageously apply Biblical truths that will be the helpful in guiding their children in developing all aspects of their lives according to the good, pleasing, and perfect will of God.

I love the phrase bring them up here in EPHESIANS 6:4.  And I see a FOURTH and final FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON

Raising our kids, and bringing them up isn’t a job that’s just supposed to be assigned to the dad or to the mom.  It’s the job that needs to be gratefully taken up by the one or two parents that are in the home primarily just by being there for their kids.

ILLUSTRATION … During “Show and Tell” a class of grade-schoolers were telling what their dads and moms did for a living.  “My daddy is the president of his company,” one said.  “He travels all over the world.”  “Well, my mommy is really rich.  She’s a doctor.” said another.  “We have nice cars, a pool, and even an airplane.”  “My daddy,” said another little boy, “is a professional soccer player.”  The kids and teacher alike were impressed with all the stories — until a little girl in the back of the room cautiously said, “My daddy is … my daddy is … is here.”

Are you THERE, dads?  Are you THERE moms?  We hear a lot about “quality time,” but much of the time, I think it’s little more than an excuse for not spending ENOUGH TIME with our kids.

Next week we’ll move on into Paul’s instruction to us about the kind of employers and employees God has it on His heart that we become.  And we’ll begin our final few studies from this book of EPHESIANS by looking at what Paul has to tell us about he calls the armor of God.
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Two Sundays ago when we wrapped up EPHESIANS 5 we received God’s instruction to husbands and wives, and how they’re to mutually love and submit their hearts and lives to one another … following after the model of love and surrender given to us by Jesus Christ, when He willfully surrendered to the plans of God the Father and stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives.  Then last Sunday we looked in EPHESIANS 6:1-4 and we heard God’s instruction for us about how to raise our kids up, and about how to honor our parents even when we’re adults.

Have you ever heard something taught in church or on a Bible teaching on the radio or on a CD or in a Bible Study and you thought to yourself, “That’s not hard.  I can do that.  Piece of cake.  Piece of crumb cake.”  I’ve thought those thoughts too.  But then on Monday morning, or the next day, or when you’re back at your dorm or with your friends the next time, it’s a whole different story.  Church is the laboratory, but life is what’s real.  We can learn it in the lab, but we have to live it out in life.

And this struggle to do what is right with consistency and congruity is why we so easily separate our lives into compartments … CHURCH LIFE, SPIRITUAL LIFE, and CHRISTIAN LIFE as one compartment … and then FAMILY LIKE, WORK LIFE, and REAL LIFE, as another compartment.  And the more separated we’re able to keep the two, the more successful we talk ourselves into thinking that we’re being.  But we’ve got it all wrong.  I love how 20th-Century British author, theologian, and scholar Dorothy Sayers writes about this in her now classic book Creed or Chaos? …

In nothing has the Church so lost Her hold on reality as in Her failure to understand and respect the secular vocation.  She has allowed work and faith to become separate departments … she has forgotten that the secular vocation is sacred … how can anyone remain interested in a religion that seems to have no concern with nine-tenths of life?

You and I spent a huge amount of time working in our chosen field or vocation, and while the church hasn’t done that great of a job at talking with us about how our Christianity should be integrating with and impacting our vocational lives, the words of the Apostle Paul found in EPHESIANS 6:5-9 offer God’s instruction to us beyond marriage, and beyond parenting, and let us know God’s heart about … Discovering what God-honoring employers and employees look like.

EPHESIANS 6:5-7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, as to Christ;
6 not by way of eye-service, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart.
7 With good will render service, as to the Lord, and not to men,

For Paul, a former professional Jew called a PHARISEE, the important questions about life and faith always intersect at the intersection of ATTITUDES and ACTIONS.  As a PHARISEE, Paul always focused on trying to do THE RIGHT RELIGIOUS ACTIONS – thinking that if he could just DO THE RIGHT THINGS God would be pleased and his relationship with God would be solidified.  But now, as a follower of Jesus Christ, Paul realized that what was more important than his ACTIONS were his ATTITUDES … because Paul had discovered what we all need to figure out …

RIGHT ACTIONS WILL FOLLOW RIGHT ATTITUDES MORE FREQUENTLY THAN TRYING TO GET RIGHT ATTITUDES TO FOLLOW RIGHT ACTIONS.  FIRST THINGS FIRST.

All through the thirteen books and letters he wrote that are in The New Testament, the Apostle Paul’s teachings mirrors the teachings of Jesus Christ as his goal is to get people to focus not on the rightness or the wrongness of any given situation, but on the heart of the person in the situation.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

The New Testament doesn’t focus on dismantling and restructuring human cultural, relational, economic, political, or even religious systems, which are never ultimately at the root of the mess we’re in.

The issue The New Testament strives to address is THE HUMAN HEART – for THE HEART is where wickedness creeps into even the best of systems, and where true transformation must be experienced.  If our HEARTS remain unchanged, you and I will always find new ways to oppress other people and exert power over them.

When Paul wrote these words and sent them off in a letter to the church at Ephesus, there were at least 6 million slaves in the Roman Empire.  And because in almost all cases, slaves were viewed as less than human, they were most often treated brutally. So do you see how come Paul’s words are shocking when he says, “Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters”?  I really appreciate the way 20th-Century British priest, theologian and Bible teacher Charles Moule writes in his commentary on EPHESIANS about what’s happening here …

The Gospel found slavery in the world; and in many regions, particularly the Roman and the Greek, it was a very bad form of slavery.  The Gospel began at once to undermine slavery, with its mighty principles of the equality of all souls in the mystery and dignity of manhood, and of the equal work of redeeming love … its plan was - not to batter, but to undermine … so while the Gospel in one respect left slavery alone, it doomed it in another.
Just like when we were in EPHESIANS 4 and I taught that apostle means sent ones, and that modern-day apostles are missionaries and church planters … so too here, the teaching Paul gives us needs some 21st-Century Western world explanation and contextualization.  When Paul tells slaves to obey their masters, he obviously isn’t telling you and I to go out and buy slaves, or to treat our employees the way we usually think of slaves being treated.
The 21st-Century Western world explanation of what Paul is calling you and me to here in EPHESIANS 6:5-9, is to talk with God and listen to God and to be attentive to God’s Word about the kind of employers and employees God wants us to be as Christians.

EPHESIANS 6:5-7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

5 Slaves, be obedient to those who are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in the sincerity of your heart, as to Christ;
6 not by way of eye-service, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart.
7 With good will render service, as to the Lord, and not to men,

The words fear and trembling in v. 5, carry with them the connotation of respect wrapped up in humility, and even a sense of honor.  And the words sincerity of your heart speak to being without guile and incorruptible … or in other words, having a sense of integrity.  These are all things that we’d love to have our employers say about us in a performance evaluation … but we need to be honest with ourselves about whether or not these are the goals we’re intentionally seeking to live out in who we are and what we do as employees.

I mean it’s one thing to think these kinds of noble thoughts and have these kinds of lofty actions toward our boss and our co-laborers when everything’s going great … but what about the times when your boss seems to overlook you, or takes advantage of you? … what about the times when you’re given an assignment that seems like a dead-end, or that almost sets you up to fail? … what about the times when you’re out target practicing with your hand gun and you put your boss’s picture on the target?

Notice, that Paul doesn’t give us an out here.  “But you don’t know my boss!”  “But you don’t know what it’s like where I work!”  “But you don’t know what kind of employees I have to manage!”  “But you don’t know what how hard it is to respect some of the people I work for and with.”  You’re right.  I don’t know all the details of your work life … and certainly, neither did the Apostle Paul in 64 A.D.  But I know someone who does.  And because our true aim is to first please Him, not our boss, then it’s possible to honor our bosses even when we don’t think that they deserve it. 

I was talking with one of my two younger brothers Scott about this part of Paul’s teaching and he told me that whenever he hires a new employee he always tells them, “Look, I don’t want you to view me as your employer.  I just want you to view me as a really, really good friend, who is never going to be wrong.”  So I guess that’s one way to try and live out what Paul’s calling us to here … what might be called the “sincere-control-method of employer-employee relationships”!
But here’s the deal … when we’re really working for the Lord, we’ll exert as much effort when the boss isn’t looking as when he or she is.  And this is critical … IF YOU PLEASE THE LORD, YOU WILL ALSO PLEASE YOUR BOSS.  AND IF YOU CAN’T PLEASE THE BOSS BY PLEASING THE LORD FIRST, THEN YOU SHOULDN’T BE WORKING THERE IN THE FIRST PLACE.
Throughout my vocational career I’ve had lots of different jobs … lawnmower, warehouse forklift operator, construction site gopher, painter, school bus driver, movie ticket taker, an artist who sold his drawings and prints at Saturday Market in Eugene and in Portland, janitor, church pastor-teacher, Young Life co-director, campus pastor, 7-11 night shift store clerk, welder at the Fischer stove factory, record and head-shop clerk, and more.

And in all these different jobs, there have been many times when I’ve been guilty of OBEYING THE RULES ON THE OUTSIDE, BUT REBELLING ON THE INSIDE … when I’ve conformed my behavior to what was expected of me, but without sincerity of heart …

Look with me at v. 6 … not by way of eye-service, as men-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart. … Paul goes on to say here that our obedience isn’t to be done by way of eye-service or as people-pleasers … or in such a way that we’re only doing the right thing on our job when we think we’re being watched.  If you grew up watching Leave It To Beaver, then you know what I’m talking about when I call this, the Eddie Haskell Syndrome.

Eddie Haskell was the best friend of Theodore “Beaver” Cleaver’s older brother Wally, and whenever Beaver and Wally’s parents, June and Ward Cleaver were around Eddie shifted into his Eddie Haskell Syndrome:  “Hello Mr. and Mrs. Cleaver.  My, young Theodore is certainly growing up to be a wonderful boy.”  But when June and Ward went out of the room, Eddie went back to who he really was, and how he really talked … “Get out of my way, Squirt!” Eddie would bark at Beaver, as soon as the coast was clear and June and Ward were out of earshot.

You work with people like this … or maybe you’re an Eddie Haskell wannabe … you know what I’m talking about and about the kind of behaviors Paul is telling us as followers of Jesus Christ to avoid because they clearly don’t demonstrate service and surrender to God.

I love the word translated with good will in v. 7 … it’s the Greek word eunoia, and it literally means loyal enthusiasm.  Paul’s saying to us here that when we make the choice to have our minds on our job, and when we focus our gifts and our callings into doing our job with loyal enthusiasm, and with the kind of dedication that involves our body, soul, and spirit … then this is how any one of us, no matter what our job is, can move from being men-pleasers and working with eye-service to being God-pleasers.  And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

Jesus Christ is our boss and is always watching over us.  Out of a place of loyal enthusiasm, not frustrated allegiance, let’s make it our goal that all of our thoughts, words, and deeds, whether at home or at work, be glorifying to God. 

Let’s look at vv. 8-9 …

EPHESIANS 6:8-9 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

8 knowing that whatever good thing each one does, this he will receive back from the Lord, whether slave or free.
9 And masters, do the same things to them, and give up threatening, knowing that both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him.
Paul is telling us here that God expects Christian employers to approach their relationship to work the same way He expects Christian employees to.  In other words, God expects Christian employers to treat their employees the way they want their employees to treat them – and to know that God holds them accountable for how they treat their employees.

And this instruction comes with a warning, as Paul tells employers that they’ll be judged by God by the same standards as the employee.  Listen to me … God is in no way impressed by the position or power that an employer may have over his or her employees … because God holds every single one of us equally accountable for how we live our lives, how we carry out our jobs, and how we either choose to live out our faith in the day-to-day stuff of our lives, or how we choose to ignore our faith in the day-to-day stuff of our lives … both as employees and as employers.

ILLUSTRATION … In The Old Testament, a young shepherd boy named David … the boy who came out of the sheep field and into the battlefield to kill Goliath, at first earned the respect of King Saul.  But within a short time King Saul turned into a horrible, demanding, vengeful bully.  In fact, things got so bad, that one day while playing the harp for the King, Saul tried to kill David with a spear … and not just once, but three times!  And you thought you’ve some tough bosses!  I bet you haven’t been used for javelin practice!

So, realizing that “things weren’t going all that great at his job” as the court musician, David went AWOL and fled to some caves, SE of Jerusalem in an oasis-region just West of the Dead Sea, called En-Gedi … and King Saul took off after him with a posse of 3,000 soldiers.  It wasn’t quite fair … but while King Saul had all the manpower, David had God on his side.  And here’s what happened … 

Saul tried to kill David multiple times, but David determined in his heart that he was going to let God set the standard for how he’d respond to Saul, and not let revenge, anger, resentment, or bitterness get the upper hand.  And so one day when Saul took a nap in the exact same cave where David was hiding, David’s friends said, “God has delivered Saul over to you.  Cut off his head.”

But David only cut off a piece of Saul’s robe, and then later used it as a bargaining chip, to show Saul that when he had the opportunity to kill him, he’d chosen to let him live, and that he’d invited God to teach him the lessons he needed to learn about patience, trust, maturity, compassion, and about depending on God as his source, his character, and his decisions instead of anyone else.

If you’re here this morning and you’re a boss, OR you’re an employee … let me encourage you to followed David’s example of redemptive compassion in all you do at your job.   Don’t cut off someone else’s head (even when it seems like you have the right too) but instead, with the strength of the Holy Spirit, with the guidance of God’s Word, and with the character of Jesus Christ, choose instead to just cut off a piece of their robe … take the high road and don’t let sinful, evil, unethical, unrighteous behavior set the standard for how you’re going to respond … instead, choose to surrender yourself to be an instrument in God’s hands … learning lessons yourself and teaching others the lessons God has for them by your willingness to surrender to God’s will and God’s plans.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON

As Christians, God brings people and circumstances into our lives for His reasons and His purposes.  When we cut off heads instead of cutting off a piece of a robe, we always end up missing the lessons God wants us to learn, and in the end, we usually forfeit the blessings and instruction God wants to give us.

The God-centered, Christ-led work you do for your boss isn’t primarily for him or for her — it’s for the Lord.  So let’s keep our eyes fixed on our eternal rewards (MATTHEW 25:23) … and even if your employer, or your teacher, or your manager doesn’t notice what you’re doing, God does.  If you choose to not despise the days of small things (ZECHARIAH 4:10), but remain FAITHFUL whatever your job is, whether it would be described by the world as important or less important, God will bless you.

Have you ever thought about the difference between FAITHFULNESS and QUALIFICATION, and what God values most when it comes to how we live out our lives of faith in our homes, at school, on our jobs, and in our relationships?  QUALIFICATION is what we put on our resume.  FAITHFULNESS is what measures our ability and our willingness to do our work, all of our work as unto the Lord.  A whole lot of the time we put 90% of the importance on QUALIFICATION and 10% of the importance on FAITHFULNESS.  But that’s getting it all wrong.  

Gang, God values FAITHFULNESS much more than He values QUALIFICATION.  Because when we put FAITHFULNESS first, God can get us QUALIFIED to nearly anything that He wants or needs us to do for Him and with Him.  But when you and I put QUALIFICATION first, we’ll hardly ever have the discipline or stick-to-itiveness it takes to learn how to become FAITHFUL people.


Friends, even if you show up to work early, stay late, and work hard at your job as unto the Lord like Paul calls us to here in EPHESIANS 6:5-9 — you still might not climb very high on the corporate ladder … but again, remember that you’re not home yet.  That day is yet to come.

ILLUSTRATION … A missionary was sailing home to America after spending forty years in Africa.  On the ship with him was President Teddy Roosevelt, returning from one of his many safaris.  As the ocean liner pulled into the docks of New York City, thousands of people were on the wharf cheering.  Bands were playing.  Reporters were waiting.  And everyone was saying, “Wow!  Teddy Roosevelt killed a rhinoceros and an elephant!”

The missionary turned to his wife and said, “You know, it’s hard to not be just a little bit bitter.  After two weeks of big-game hunting, Teddy Roosevelt receives a hero’s welcome because he killed a rhino and an elephant.  And yet here you and I spent forty years in the jungle, laying down our lives to bring people the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and no one’s here to welcome us home.”

His wife squeezed his hand and prayed that God would let her husband know His heart from them.  And then later that night, the Lord spoke to the man’s heart and simply said, “Brother, you’re not home yet.”

Remember that the Christ-led work you do for your boss isn’t primarily for him or for her — it’s for the Lord.  And some of the rewards you receive will be eternal rewards (MATTHEW 25:23).  But also, when we work enthusiastically and wholeheartedly as unto the Lord, we’ll also receive benefits in the here and now.  Throughout the Bible, from The Old Testament to The New Testament, it was those who were already hard at work, whom God called to serve Him in bigger ways.

MOSES was shepherding his father-in-law’s sheep herd on the backside of the wilderness when God called him to travel back to Egypt and tell Pharaoh to let God’s people, the Jews, free from the bondage of slavery they’d been under for over 400 years (EXODUS 3:1).

RAHAB was working the night shift in a house of ill-repute when God asked her to take some Jewish spies up to the rooftop and hide them from the special police – and her obedience led her to being included as an ancestor of Jesus Christ (JOSHUA 2)

When the mantle of ministry was passed from ELIJAH to ELISHA, ELISHA plowing a field with a team of oxen (FIRST KINGS 19:19).

PETER was out fishing in the Sea of Galilee when Jesus called him to “lay down his nets, and everything else in his life and follow Him” (MATTHEW 4:18).
Even PAUL was busy when God called him – as it seemed like his full-time job was persecuting Christians and even putting many of them to death! (ACTS 9:1, 2).

There’s no such a thing as FULL-TIME MINISTRY or NON-FULL-TIME MINISTRY, as SECULAR or SACRED VOCATION.  There’s only work done as unto the Lord, or work not done as unto the Lord.  All of life is sacred.  So whether you’re working as a pastor, a secretary, a farmer, a plumber, a doctor, a professor, a nurse, a teacher, a homemaker, an engineer, a retired person, or any other job, you’re working for the Lord.  Let’s close by reading EPHESIANS 6:5-9 out of Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase The Message …
EPHESIANS 6:5-9 (THE MESSAGE)

5-9 Servants, respectfully obey your earthly masters but always with an eye to obeying the real master, Christ.  Don’t just do what you have to do to get by, but work heartily, as Christ’s servants doing what God wants you to do.  And work with a smile on your face, always keeping in mind that no matter who happens to be giving the orders, you’re really serving God.

Good work will get you good pay from the Master, regardless of whether you are slave or free.  Masters, it’s the same with you.  No abuse, please, and no threats.  You and your servants are both under the same Master in heaven.  He makes no distinction between you and them. 

Beginning back in EPHESIANS 5:20 and continuing up through EPHESIANS 6:9 we’ve been reading and studying Paul’s instruction to us about the fact that people filled with the Holy Spirit should make better wives, husbands, parents, children, employees and employers … and Paul’s been speaking to us about the natural side of our everyday life.  And now, through the rest of most of this sixth and final chapter of EPHESIANS, Paul will share with us about God’s intent that as His followers, we need to connect with the tools and weapons He’s given us to fight the good fight of faith, and what the role of prayer must be in the life of people seeking to live for Him.

We’ve got a couple more studies in the book of EPHESIANS, and I hope that you’ll come to these final teachings with a sense of joy and expectancy.  Next Sunday I’m going to be doing a heart-to-heart conversational teaching with Larry Stark, one of the brothers here in our flock, whom the doctors have predicted is in the last months of his life due to terminal cancer.

Last month, I had Larry come share with our staff some of the lessons God is teaching him in this important chapter of his life, and it was so powerful that I’ve asked him to  share some of these same insights and truths us all of us on a Sunday morning.  So please keep Larry and Karla in your prayers, and come next Sunday for this meaningful time of worship, God’s Word, instruction, and wisdom.
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Welcome to 2nd Street.  Isn’t it good to be together, to worship together, to fellowship with one another, to bear one another’s burdens, to pray for one another, and to be reminded together that without Jesus Christ at the very center of our lives that nothing else makes much sense, and nothing else works or turns out the way we thought it would, hoped it would, planned it would, or even prayed that it would?  Oh friends, it’s my hope and prayer that we’ll leave here this morning with the person and the wisdom of Jesus Christ more firmly planted at the very center of who we are.

Thanks to Larry and Karla Stark for their willingness to share with us two Sundays ago the lessons they’re learning from Jesus as they travel through the journey of Larry’s cancer.  I know God used their message to speak to everyone.  You can listen to their message again, or download and burn a CD of what they shared at the “elders and guest teachers” portion of the “bible teaching” section of our website at www.2ndstreet.org or you can buy a CD at the Community Center for $1.00.

This morning we’re coming back to EPHESIANS … this time to EPHESIANS 6:10-13 and to the second to the last teaching in this series.  In the first Sunday of December, our elders will share a teaching with us out of The Old Testament book of EZRA, so I want to encourage you to read through EZRA … it’s not long … to prepare you hearts and minds for what a couple of them will teach on that morning.  And then on 12 and 19 December we’ll focus our hearts and minds on Christmas and on what it means to us as individuals living in Newberg, Oregon in 2010 that around 2,000 years ago, Jesus Christ, the Son of God, stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our hearts.  

And then the first Sunday in January, I’ll begin a 14-month teaching series from THE GOSPEL OF MARK, the first of the four Gospels to be written.  What a great time we’re going to have traveling through these stories that bring to life the ministry, the teachings, the healings, the miracles, the persecution, the tribulations, the encounters, the arrest, the death, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ.  We studied THE GOSPEL OF JOHN in 2008-2009, but it was such a different kind of Gospel than MATTHEW, MARK, and LUKE, that I’m excited to get into the power, the grace, and the truth of THE GOSPEL OF MARK with you throughout 2011.

Please take out your Bibles, and turn with me to EPHESIANS 6 and we’ll begin in v. 10 … and then move on next Sunday through v. 24, focusing on the armor of God this week and next.  Remember that when the Apostle Paul wrote this letter to the church at Ephesus, he was living under house arrest in Rome, waiting to plead his case before Caesar.  In the last verses of ACTS 28 we see a brief account of this chapter of Paul’s life …


ACTS 28:30-31 (NEW ENGLISH TRANSLATION)

30-31 Paul lived there [under house arrest] two whole years in his own rented quarters and welcomed all who came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with complete boldness and without restriction. [emphasis added]

What a beautiful description of a chapter in which Paul was physically imprisoned, but spiritually free, and actively partnering with God in taking the next right step in his life as a follower of Jesus Christ.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

Our circumstances don’t dictate what we can do for the Lord; it’s our discernment and our obedience that does.  Let’s stop using excuses about why we can’t do this for the LORD, or can’t do that for the LORD!  God can use ANY OF US to do His will and His work in the world when we surrender our hearts, our resources, our spiritual gifts, and our time to Him.

With the Apostle Paul under house arrest in Rome, and with soldiers in constant view … seeing their helmets, their breastplates, their belts, boots, shields, and their swords day in and day out, it’s no wonder he had armor on the brain.  

Writers and teachers write and instruct about what they know, what they see, and what they’re surrounded by … and so, in this chapter of Paul’s life, it’s natural that as we come to this portion of EPHESIANS 6 which is commonly described as the armor of God section, that Paul uses the armor worn by the Roman soldiers he saw each day as a metaphor for the spiritual armor that followers of Jesus Christ need to be, not only aware of, but actively picking up, putting on, and using if we’re to continue in our life-long calling of transformation, becoming less and less like the old “before we came into relationship with Jesus” us, and the “new creation in Christ” person we become when we surrender our lives to Him.

If the need for any kind of a physical battle came up, the soldiers in Paul’s life would have been totally ready – equipped with everything needed to take a stand and gain victory.  But what about if the battle was SPIRITUAL, not PHYSICAL?  Well not only is that a whole ‘nother story, but it’s the reality you and I are more familiar with.  And without understanding, taking up, putting on, and utilizing the armor of God that Paul instructs us about here, we’ll remain as helpless as the sheep being led to slaughter that Paul talked about in ROMANS 8:36 (cf., PSALM 44:22).

It’s kind of a gruesome picture; and yet I know that we can relate … when we encounter life’s hardships and don’t have the spiritual tools we need to survive, let alone thrive.  If you’ve spent some time in God’s Word, then you’ve probably noticed that you and I, as followers of God, are often referred to as sheep.  From PSALM 23 to JOHN 10, and in many other places in both The Old Testament, and The New Testament, this not exactly complimentary word picture is used for us.  But here’s just some of what we know about sheep from the pages of Scripture …
· Sheep often wander off and get lost … (ISAIAH 53:6; LUKE 15:4-7)
· Sheep need a lot of care … (EZEKIEL 34; PSALM 23)
· Sheep are helpless … (MATTHEW 9:36)
· Predators like to kill sheep … (MATTHEW 7:15)

When a herd of sheep is discovered by a wolf, a lion, or some other marauder, they’re most likely to huddle into a defenseless, wooly, little cluster and be devoured one-by-one rather than fight back or even scatter out to improve their chances of survival.  With little defensive prowess … no claws, fangs, stingers, or even the ability to run away quickly … sheep are basically a feast waiting to happen.  In other words, sheep, left to their own devices, aren’t all that able to take care of themselves.  Are you beginning to see why God chose sheep as a good metaphor for you and for me?  Gang, we Christians have no natural, internal, self-based defenses to stand up against Satan, our Enemy, who’s constantly on the prowl, looking for ways to scare, scatter, maim, and devour us.  Here’s how the Apostle Peter describes this in FIRST PETER 5:8 …

FIRST PETER 5:8 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

8 Be careful!  Watch out for attacks from the Devil, your great enemy.  He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for some victim to devour.

But listen to me … God hasn’t left us defenseless and unarmed.  Our Great Shepherd, Jesus Christ, has given us armor that, if we’ll pick it up, put it on, and use it, will equip us to do battle against and defeat demonic enemies and their plans to paralyze us, terrorize us, traumatize us, and defeat us.  And as we partner with God in the plans, strategies, and resources He’s given us, we can experience life and it’s battles in the way Paul describes in ROMANS 8:37 … as conquerors and not as victims. 

This isn’t the first time Paul wrote about the armor of God.  Paul wrote of it first, in the first letter he penned to the church at Thessalonica, a city in Greece.  FIRST THESSALONIANS is probably the earliest of all 27 of The New Testament books and letter … some people think it’s JAMES … but it’s not a contest.

Here’s an image of the first page of an 11th Century hand-scribed manuscript of FIRST THESSALONIANS that’s part of the collection of Scriptures at the British Museum in London.

FIRST THESSALONIANS
Written around 52 A.D.

JAMES	
May have been written as early as 45 A.D.


Here’s what Paul first wrote about the armor of God in FIRST THESSALONIANS 5:8 about ten years before writing the letter to the EPHESIANS.

FIRST THESSALONIANS 5:8 (ENGLISH STANDARD VERSION)

8 But since we belong to the day [to God, the One Who lives in the Light, not in the dark], let us be sober, having put on the breastplate of faith and love, and for a helmet, the hope of salvation. [emphasis added]

So what happened during the ten years when Paul wrote this first, simplified version of his teaching about the armor of God to the church at Thessalonica, and when he wrote his much expanded teaching on it to the church at Ephesus?  This is what happened:  In the ten years between when these two texts were written, the third member of the Triunity of God, the Holy Spirit, was speaking to Paul and instructing Paul in the same way He longs to come to us, get our attention, and teach us.  And as Paul began meditating on the beginning knowledge he had on this subject, the Holy Spirit opened his mind wider … and as the years went by, the Holy Spirit helped Paul develop his knowledge, understanding, and wisdom on the topic … and then he passed this gift on down through time to us by writing it down in EPHESIANS 6:10-17 …

Let’s jump ahead to EPHESIANS 6:14 for a moment and see the foundation Paul wants us to be on as we open our hearts and minds this morning and then again next Sunday to the instruction he has for us on this important topic of the armor of God.

EPHESIANS 6:14a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14a Stand firm therefore [stand upright] … [emphasis added]

The Greek word for stand here is the word stemi … it means to stand upright, and it’s the picture of a person who isn’t slouching, but who’s confidently standing up with their shoulders thrown back and their head held high.  Gang, this is the stance and the posture we need to have if we’re going to put on and operate in the armor of God, not just once in a while, but as a way of life.  As I’ve told you before …

ARROGANCE is the fruit of PRIDE, and CONFIDENCE is the fruit of HUMILITY.

As we begin this two-week study on the armor of God, and our final two lessons in the book of EPHESIANS, we really need to understand the fundamental truth that in order to have the strength we need to pick up and use and live in the armor of God, we first have to learn how to surrender, give over, and submit to the heart, the plans, the goals, and the visions of God for our lives.  Left to our own devices, we’re weak, stumbling, and unequipped to do much of anything for ourselves, let alone, to do much of anything significant for God.

Even the most talented and worldly successful people admit that without others they would have accomplished very little.  And what’s true in the NATURAL, is true in the SPIRITUAL.  And it’s from this posture of HUMILITY and from the strength of the fruit of CONFIDENCE that HUMILITY brings forth in our lives, that we must begin this journey of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom about the armor of God.  Do you see it?  Okay, now back to EPHESIANS 6:10.
EPHESIANS 6:10 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

10 Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might.

When using the word finally here, Paul makes a transition as he brings us into his concluding thoughts of the letter … and what he wants us to see is that the armor of God isn’t just taken up so that we can win battles in life, but that we have to take it up TO DO ANYTHING AS FOLLOWERS OF JESUS CHRIST – and that you and I will never become the consistent witnesses for God and for the Good News of the Message of the Gospel of Jesus Christ to our families, to our co-workers, to our fellow-students, or to our friends, if we keep relying on our own resources instead of on the resources God has so graciously and patiently provided for us.  Who and what are you relying on as your main source of strength, equipping, wisdom, and provision?

· In EPHESIANS 1:1-3:21 Paul taught us who we are in Christ Jesus.
· In EPHESIANS 4:1-6:9 Paul taught us about how to live out our faith in Jesus Christ in the practical, day-to-day stuff of life.
· In EPHESIANS 4:10-24 Paul taught us how to be consistent witnesses for God and how to stand against Satanic opposition.

I believe the reason the Apostle Paul waited to teach on the armor of God, the reason he waited to teach us about the weapons God has given us, until the end of the letter where he talks about being consistent witnesses for God, is because Paul knew that the devil hits Christians the hardest when we’re intentionally and consistently committed to being God’s witnesses.

Look back over the whole letter of EPHESIANS, and you’ll see that from the beginning to end it was written to prepare us and mature us as followers of Jesus Christ to become effective witnesses for Jesus Christ … this is God’s blueprint for our lives as followers of Jesus Christ, so that we might stand against and defeat the works of the enemy, and so that we might rescue the people we know who the enemy has defeated, captured, and is holding prisoners.

So much has been written about EPHESIANS 6:10-24.  But this is definitely one of the passages from EPHESIANS that I’d encourage you to do more study and meditation on yourselves, because even with this Sunday’s and next Sunday’s teaching on it … I believe that as you do your own studying on these verses, God will use this discipline to bring about good fruit and strong equipping in your life with Jesus Christ … and He will bless you in your desire to live out your faith with greater integrity and consistency.  So go for it!

The Greek words Paul uses for strength, power, and might here in v. 10 should be familiar to you by now, because Paul has used them numerous times in this letter and also elsewhere in his writings.

power, or kratos … inherent power or force … you can oftentimes see the might of a muscular, well-conditioned person, even when they’re not using their power.  But it’s the reserve of their power and strength, their kratos, that you can see.
might, or ischus … the exercise or the living out of power or might … when a muscular, well-conditioned person uses their power to bend an iron bar, they’re actually putting their power into play and the reserve of strength they have is put into operation.

And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

God has reservoirs of might that His followers can tap into and use.  God’s might doesn’t work in us or through us when we just sit passively by … it works in us and through us as we access it, and then step out and do the work necessary to partner with it.

WE WILL ALWAYS FALL SHORT when we rely on God’s mighty work and don’t do any work ourselves … or when we work on our own and don’t rely on God’s mighty works.  Maturing Christians rely on God’s mighty works and then do the work He calls them to do.

In his great series of sermons on EPHESIANS 6:10-24, Welsh pastor-teacher and medical doctor D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones listed many ways in which he sees Christians regularly wasting their strength … for as he put it, “It is as if they had received some of the available might of God, but it simply leaked away like water in a bucket full of holes.”  See if you can relate to some of the things that rob us of the strength and might of God we need to live the lives God is calling us to live …

1. Committing to too many spiritual works or things.
2. Too much conversation.
3. Arguments, debates, wrangling.
4. Laziness.
5. Too much time in the wrong company.
6. Too much foolish talk and joking.
7. Love of money and career.
8. A desire for respectability and image.
9. An unequal yoking with an unbeliever.
10. Ungodly entertainment.
11. A wrong attitude toward or doubting the Word of God.
 
Does this list ring any bells for you?  It sure does for me.  Especially numbers 1 and 8.

1. Committing to too many spiritual works or things … I’ve often committed to doing “things” for God, and to look like a “good and growing” Christian … when the whole time Jesus was screaming out to me to slow down, to focus, to simplify, and to learn to let Him become the Center of all I am.

Over the past four years since coming here to 2nd Street, God, through my involvement with Celebrate Recovery, is teaching me to slow down, to let go, and to let Him become my Everything.
8. A desire for respectability and image … I’ve often longed for attention and praise, when all the glory for any good thing I’ve been able to do, or say, or teach, or write, or get done belongs to God and to God alone.  Four years ago I thought that any church would be fortunate to get me as their pastor.

And so Jesus spent 10 months on the backside of the wilderness teaching me some important lessons about HUMILITY and the fruit of CONFIDENCE that could grow out of it if I’d let Him become the focus and not me.  Do I still want people to “respect” me?  Of course, but only because of the Jesus they see living in me and leaking out of me.

I love what D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones wrote about these lessons that so many of us have to learn about Jesus, about ourselves, and about what increases our strength and our fruit as followers of Christ and what diminishes our strength and our fruit …

We have to walk on a knife-edge in these matters; we must not become extreme on side or the other.  But we have to be watchful. And, of course, we can always tell by examining ourselves whether our strength is increasing or declining.  - D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones

Paul is saying to us, “I want you to be firm, stabilized, and grounded … and to have the inner power it takes to keep you continually upright and standing.”  This reminds me of what Paul wrote in PHILIPPIANS 4:13 …

PHILIPPIANS 4:13

13 I can do all things through Him who strengthens me. (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
13 Whatever I have, wherever I am, I can make it through anything in the One who makes me who I am. (THE MESSAGE)

Paul’s words in EPHESIANS 6:10 are similar to what was written about David in FIRST SAMUEL 30:6 where we read that David strengthened himself in the Lord his God. 

EPHESIANS 6:11 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

11 Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil.

This verse is written in what’s called the IMPERATIVE MOOD in the Greek language.  It’s a command that doesn’t contain a loophole or an exit.  Again, remember, that at this time of his life Paul was what he’d call himself in EPHESIANS 6:20, an ambassador in chains.  When Paul wrote this letter he was under house arrest, and there were almost always two guards with him, both inside and outside of his house.  And he could look at these guards without also seeing their armor.  The DARK AGES is an historic term used to describe the period of time between the FALL OF ROME in 476 A.D. and the RENAISSANCE, which began roughly 1,000 years later, in the 14th Century … and in the DARK AGES, knights and warriors wore armor that covered their whole bodies, front to back, head to toe.  But Roman armor didn’t look like that.  It’s defensive armor … covering mainly the front of their bodies … and we’ll get more into why this is an important part of the metaphor Paul’s using in next Sunday’s teaching.

Paul tells us here to put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil.  The word able is written, in what in the Greek is called, the CONTINUOUS PRESENT TENSE, meaning that when we put on the full armor of God we’ll be rooted and planted in a solid and ongoing way in the ability to stand firm against the schemes of the devil.  I love how this verse connects with the truth Paul taught in GALATIANS 5:1 when he wrote …

GALATIANS 5:1 (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)

1 In [this] freedom Christ has made us free [and completely liberated us]; stand fast then, and do not be hampered and held ensnared and submit again to a yoke of slavery [which you have once put off].

Again, Paul is using military terms here to say to you and to me …

Once you’ve taken the high ground, once you’ve taken back from the enemy what he’d taken away from you, once you’ve regained your solid footing because you’re standing on the rock instead of on the sand, plant your flag and don’t budge, NO MATTER WHAT!

Yes, after Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden (cf., GENESIS 3), God turned much of the power and the influence of world over to Satan.  But Christians worldwide, and the church, 2nd Street Community Church, you and I, right here this morning, are conquering and occupying new ground every day.  Gang, God calls us to put on His armor so that once we conquer the ground, that we’ll be equipped to stay.  When Jesus Christ died on the cross and rose again from the dead He conquered Satan … and every time you and I put on the armor of God and stand in it against the plans of the Enemy, we’re are enforcing the victory Jesus Christ brought about at the cross.

EPHESIANS 6:12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

12 For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.

Our prayers for those who lead us, in our churches, in our jobs, in our schools, and in our governments, aren’t just to focus on those who are in authority over us … but these prayers are to be prayed against the demon influences pressing into our leaders … and for God’s angels to surround them and protect them.  Our prayers are to bind the forces of the devil, and to lose the powers of God.  God calls to pray for our leaders, that they’d be influenced more by the Holy Spirit than by evil spirits.

Every army, good and bad, has rankings of authority.  And so, when Paul talks here in v. 12 about rulers, powers, and forces of both darkness and wickedness, he’s talking about these rankings of evil spirits.  Satan is an organizer.  And He’s organized because his example came from God the Father Himself.  When Satan was still named Lucifer and living in heaven, he had authority over angels and was just under the Godhead in authority.  But remember that Satan is a counterfeiter – and as such, he can only pervert and twist what he’s learned from God the Father.  And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON

As followers of Jesus Christ, you and I are to be on the offensive.  The term flesh and blood in v. 12 refers to human beings … and we don’t fight human beings.  God gives us spiritual weapons and armory so that we can fight spiritual battles.  So let’s grow up and stop fighting spiritual battles with natural weapons. 

Let’s go on to v. 13 …

EPHESIANS 6:13 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm.

In v. 13, Paul tells us what our proper response should be to spiritual warfare as he reiterates what he’s just said in v. 11.  Gang, the spiritual weapons and armor that God has given to us are in front of us.  We don’t have to go out and try to find them.  We just have to pick them up!  Look with me at the phrase here in v. 13 … so that you will be able to resist in the evil day … the words, the evil day refer to any day in which you come under spiritual attack and face spiritual temptation.  Had one of those lately?  Need some equipping, need some help, need some protection, need some defenses?  We all do.

ILLUSTRATION … My most recent spiritual attack has been the temptation to access pornography on my iPhone.  Porn isn’t something I’ve had an ongoing struggle with, but one day, after reading an Internet article about this struggle among pastors, I got hit with hard with this temptation.  But God provided a way of escape for me, through prayer, through accountability, and by taking up the armor of God and fighting this spiritual battle with spiritual weapons.

The phrase and having done everything here in v. 13 is the amazing Greek word katergazomai, which means, something on the inside working itself to the outside.  And when Paul uses the word katergazomai right here, it’s for a reason … and what I hear him saying to me and to you is that when we make the choice to take up and put on the armor of God, and when we stop trying to fight spiritual battle with natural weapons …

It’s at this exact moment in time that the inward power of the Holy Spirit, of the third member of the Triunity of God, and the power of God’s Word will be brought up to the surface and equip us to handle whatever life, whatever the enemy, whatever our job, whatever our spouse, whatever our kids, whatever our enemies, whatever our co-workers, whatever other Christians … whatever and whoever tries to bring up against us will be defeated by the inward power of the Holy Spirit and God’s Word that God will give us the outward endurance needed to stand strong and win every battle.

Gang, do you see how important it is that we learn how to pick up, and put on and live life in the power and the might of the armor of God … and that we learn how to pull out and have full access to every spiritual weapon and provision that God has given to us and stored in us as His children?  Because, listen to me, WE’LL BE ABLE TO STAND, NO OTHER WAY.  People who are hearers only of this message, and not doers of this message, may be prepared to stand, but they just won’t be able to do it because they’ll remain too afraid … or they’ll stay too stubborn, to put into action the spiritual plan of defense God has provided for them.

Let’s close by reading about the individual pieces of the armor of God in EPHESIANS 6:14-17, and then next Sunday we’ll look deeper into each of these pieces of the armor of God and wrap up our study of EPHESIANS by going through the last eleven verses … EPHESIANS 6:14-24.

EPHESIANS 6:14-17 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14 Stand firm therefore, having girded your loins with truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness,
15 and having shod your feet with the preparation of the gospel of peace;
16 in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be able to extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 
17 And take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.
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Welcome to 2nd Street.  I hope that you had a great Thanksgiving with family and friends.  And now we’re in the final leg of the race that’s been 2010.  How many of you are happy that this year is almost over?  It’s okay, you can let out a cheer.  There are good years and there are less good years … but Jesus Christ has stood with us through it all.  Isn’t that right?  Who wants to give a two-sentence testimony to how Jesus Christ has been your “solid rock” during 2010?

That’s right!  And I can guarantee you that the biggest reason Jesus Christ has been your solid rock during 2010 is because you’ve stopped fighting SPIRITUAL BATTLES with NATURAL WEAPONS, and you’ve started fighting SPIRITUAL BATTLES with SPIRITUAL WEAPONS.

By NATURAL WEAPONS I mean, whatever coping mechanisms you’ve gotten used to using, even though they might not have consistently worked.  Anger, denial, being defensive, using human wisdom, avoidance, or whatever other NATURAL WEAPONS you’ve been using.  Gang, lay them down and pick up the SPIRITUAL WEAPONS God has given us to use.  All of life is spiritual.  Like the author C.S. Lewis wrote …

We’re not natural beings who have spiritual experiences; we’re spiritual beings who have natural experiences.

And because all life is spiritual, again, we need to stop fighting SPIRITUAL BATTLES with NATURAL WEAPONS, and started fighting SPIRITUAL BATTLES with SPIRITUAL WEAPONS.  Because like the Apostle Paul wrote in EPHESIANS 6:12 …

EPHESIANS 6:12 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

12 For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.

It takes FAITH and DETERMINATION to accept that first and foremost we’re spiritual beings … and that our struggle isn’t against flesh and blood, but against the unseen realities of our flesh, and the plans of the Enemy.  So here’s an important question that we all need to ask and answer here this morning … If you don’t have the FAITH and the DETERMINATION to choose God’s perspective and God’s reality instead of your own, limited reality, then right here, right now, you that you might as well admit the truth that using NATURAL WEAPONS in the SPIRITUAL BATTLES of your life hasn’t helped you take back too much of the ground that the Enemy has stolen from you.

Again … it takes FAITH and DETERMINATION to accept that first and foremost you and I are spiritual beings … and that our struggle isn’t against flesh and blood, but against the unseen realities of our flesh, and the Enemy’s plans.  

ILLUSTRATION … A young fellow dreamed of becoming a star journalist … but because he lived in a small town, he didn’t think there was too much of possibility that his dream would come to pass.  Then one day the dam upstream from the town broke and everything was flooded.  Thinking that he might find a story to report on, the young man got into a rowboat and headed upstream.

Before too long he came to a lady sitting on her rooftop … and so he rowed over to her, tied up his boat to one of her downspouts, and told her that he was after the next Pulitzer Prize winning story, and for a few minutes they both watched as various items floated by.
 
The lady would see something and say, “Now there’s a story.”  “No, that’s not a story the young man would reply.”  Finally a hat floated by right out in front of the house they were sitting on and then did a 180 degree turn, went back upstream about 30 yards and did another 180 degree turn … and then back and forth this same thing happened over and over again.

All excited the young man said to the lady, “Now there’s a story.”  “Oh no, that’s not a story” the lady said. “That’s just my husband Jack.  This morning when he got out of bed, he said that he was going to mow the lawn come hell or high water!  That’s just Jack.  He’s determined.”

This is the kind of DETERMINATION Ulysses S. Grant spoke of when he wrote …

One of my superstitions has always been when I started to go anywhere, or to do anything, never to turn back or to stop until the thing intended was accomplished.

And friends, this is the kind of DETERMINATION you and I need to seek out, develop, and live into as followers of Jesus Christ.  And Paul’s instruction for us here in these last eleven verses of EPHESIANS 6 will help us do this if we’ll remain attentive to the instruction, the correction, and the training in righteousness this passage has for us.  Again like I told you last Sunday … 

So much has been written about EPHESIANS 6:10-24 … volumes, books and books and more books … but I’d encourage you to do more study and meditation on these verses individually, because even with a two-week teaching on this passage, we’ll really only scratch the surface of what the Apostle Paul has for us here.  And so I’m encouraging you study this passage more on your own … because I believe that if you do, God will use the discipline and the studying you put forth to bring about good fruit and strong equipping in your life with Jesus Christ.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

All of us have some grass to mow, and need to come away from this morning’s teaching with A NEW LEVEL OF EQUIPPING and A NEW DEPTH OF DETERMINATION in our faith.  Agreed?

Understanding the truths of EPHESIANS 6:13-14 is the only way we’ll become equipped to stop fighting SPIRITUAL BATTLES with NATURAL WEAPONS, and become equipped to start fighting SPIRITUAL BATTLES with SPIRITUAL WEAPONS.  We all have some grass to mow.

We all have some old, lingering, ungodly, fleshly-habits we need to unlearn … and we all have some new, rooted-in-Jesus-Christ-habits we need to make a part of the way we live … or else, when the dams of our lives break, and when it looks more like we’re going to drown than survive, we’re going to keep losing ground instead of gaining it.  But the good news, is that God will bless you in your desire to live out your faith with greater integrity and consistency if you’ll surrender to the instruction of God’s Word this morning, and if you’ll do more studying, meditating, praying through, and journaling on these verses in the coming week.  Do you believe me? 

Here’s a summary of the spiritual armor God and the Apostle Paul lays out for us here.  We’ll come back to each of these weapons in a bit, but here’s a summary …

1. Belt of Truth
2. Breastplate of Righteousness 
3. Footgear of Witnessing
4. Shield of Faith 
5. Helmet of Salvation
6. Sword of the Spirit, the Word of God

EPHESIANS 6:13-14a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

13 Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm.
14a Stand firm therefore, having girded your loins with truth,

The Greek word Paul uses for stand in v. 14 means to oppose or to resist.  Friends, the devil attacks us from the outside in, and our sin nature, attacks us from the inside out, but we’re not left to our own defenses.  Remember what James, the half-brother of Jesus Christ wrote in JAMES 4:7 …

JAMES 4:7

7 Submit therefore to God.  Resist the devil and he will flee from you. (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)
7 So let God work His will in you.  Yell a loud [no] to the Devil and watch him scamper. (THE MESSAGE)


EPHESIANS 6:14a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14a Stand firm therefore, having girded your loins with truth,

Satan is a liar and his lies put us into bondage.  God only speaks the truth and His truth sets us free … so God gives us the Belt of Truth.

The word loins, refers to our emotions, or to our minds.  It’s like what the Apostle Peter taught about when he called us in FIRST PETER 1:13 to prepare our minds for action (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE).  Gang, we’re not to let our emotions, or our minds rule us.  Instead, like Jesus said in JOHN 17:17, we’re to invite God’s Word, the Word of Truth to rule our emotions.  When a soldier doesn’t keep their mind during a battle, they’ll LOSE GROUND instead of KEEPING GROUND every time.

[bookmark: 10]Jesus tells us in JOHN 10:10 that the thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; but that He has come so that we may have abundant life (NEW ENGLISH TRANSATION).  Satan is a liar and a dream thief.  And when we listen to his lies, and when we surrender to his lies, we’re always put us into bondage.  But again, like James wrote, Yell a loud [no] to the Devil and watch him scamper. (THE MESSAGE).

We’ll never be able to stand against the lies and against the twisted plans of the Enemy when we’re BELIEVING and RECEIVING HIS LIES.  But when we speak the truth against the lies of the Enemy, when we use the truth of God to expose the lies of the Enemy, his lies begin to lose their power and their authority over us, and we’ll begin to know the kind of abundant life Jesus talked about in JOHN 10:10 … the kind of freedom, truth, and life God longs us to participate with Him in.

EPHESIANS 6:14b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14b … and having put on the breastplate of righteousness,

Satan attacks our hearts (our emotions, self-worth, and trust) with sin.  God heals our hearts with the wholeness of holiness and gives us the Breastplate of Righteousness.

Righteousness is the fruit of a born again, re-created spirit.  And righteousness is part of who God longs to see you and I become as His followers.  The breastplate covers our chest and our heart.  This is where our spirit-man dwells, on the inside.  Our breastplate is having a righteous conscience … and always being aware of our position in Jesus Christ … which is what Paul spent all the verses in EPHESIANS 1-3 teaching us about.

Gang, this morning, God is calling you and me to press into His holiness, and into His righteousness like never before.  Which means, forsaking the sins we know we’ve been holding onto and making excuses about …

“God, You made me and know that I can’t help myself when it comes to this sin.  You know it’s just the way I am.  Can’t you just give me a pass on this one area of sin that’s become a way of life for me?”

And, of course, God’s answer to this kind of negotiating is always, “No.  I love you too much to give you a pass on any sin.”  Like David wrote in PSALM 66:18 … God doesn’t give any of us a pass on sin.

PSALM 66:18 (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

18 If I had known of any sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened to me.

But listen to me … when we hide sin in our lives, we become separated from God.  But when we confess our sin, we’re made right with God and our fellowship with Him is restored.  What sin do you need to bring into the light of Jesus Christ this morning?

EPHESIANS 6:15 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

15 and having shod your feet with the preparation of the gospel of peace;

Witnessing isn’t just for evangelists.  Every follower of Jesus Christ has a story to share … so God gives us the Footgear of Witnessing.

Shod means tied up or bound up.  The gospel of peace Paul talks about here, is simply, the good news of the Gospel … that Jesus Christ stepped out of heaven so that He could step into our lives when we confess our sin, receive His forgiveness, and ask Him to teach us a whole new way to be human.  And if you’ve responded to the invitation from God to come into a relationship with Him, then God has given you the privilege of sharing this Good News about being reconciled with Him with the people He brings into your life and across your path (SECOND CORINTHIANS 5:19).  Are you living out this calling to be a witness for Jesus Christ and the new life He’s given you?

I love how the imagery of feet that Paul uses here relates to walking, and how it’s connected to the truth the prophet Isaiah talked about when he wrote ISAIAH 52:7 … 

ISAIAH 52:7 (NEW LIVING TRANSLATION)

7 How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news of peace and salvation, the news that the God of Israel reigns!

And I see a SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

God says, “Go into the world and share what I’ve done and am doing in your life.”  Our feet are beautiful when they bring the message of peace and reconciliation to people.  We simply cannot be paralyzed by fear.  Telling the story of our new life with God is as simple as sharing …

1. My life before Jesus … what was missing.
2. How I met Jesus … how God used the people and the circumstances of my life.
3. How Jesus has changed, and is changing my life … how Jesus filled up what had been missing with Himself.

EPHESIANS 6:16 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

16 in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be able to extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 

Satan’s attacks come as trials, loses, and temptations.  And in the midst of all these life realities, God longs to bring us perseverance, and overcoming victories … so God gives us the Shield of Faith.

The shield Paul talks about here was a large, door-shaped shield that Roman soldiers carried.  In fact, this shield was large enough that a soldier could hide his whole body behind it.  Like a shield, faith is given to us by God, and then nurtured and grown inside of us by the choices we make … and faith is big enough and strong enough to cover all of our trials, loses, and temptations.  Another important aspect about this shield of faith is that it’s moveable.  All the other pieces of the armor of God are fixed to one location, providing one kind of support and covering.  But the shield of faith can work with each of the other pieces of the armor of God, OR on it’s own.

Flaming arrows are the darts of trials, loses, discouragement, depression, doubt, or temptation that Satan shoots at us in the day-to-day circumstances of our lives.  Experienced any of these lately?  Ya, I thought so!  We often think of a flaming arrow as being kind of like a dart that’s thrown at a dartboard.  But nothing could be further from the truth.  Because the flaming arrows of the Enemy will kill us, and oftentimes many more people at the same time.  Here’s an analogy from the ancient world that might help explain a little bit more what Paul is telling us here in v. 16 …

ILLUSTRATION … In the 1st Century, armies would take rocks the size of bowling balls, wrap them in animal skins, soak them in oil, set on fire, and then put them into a catapult.  Once the catapult was released, this flaming rock/ball would shoot up into the air a great distance … and whatever or whoever it hit would be damaged, or killed.  This strategy saved a lot of manpower, and armies could stay at a safe distance from their enemies and still do a lot of damage.

And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON

FAITH will handle all of Satan’s largest weapons, and God wants our faith to increase, not diminish.  When we first come into a relationship with Jesus, God gives us a “measure of faith” (ROMANS 12:3), but then it’s up to us and the choices we make to either grow that “measure of faith” or to let it diminish and wither. 
Only with God’s perspective can we begin to see that “apart from Christ we can do nothing” (JOHN 15:5), but that “through Christ we can do all things.” (PHILIPPIANS 4:13).  What SPIRITUAL BATTLES have you been fighting with NATURAL WEAPONS?

EPHESIANS 6:17a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

17a And take the helmet of salvation,

Our Enemy Satan wants us to doubt God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, the Word of God, and the security of our relationship with God … and so God give us the Helmet of Salvation.

A soldier’s helmet covers his head, which is the soul.  Our soul is made up of our minds, our wills, and our emotions … our minds (what we think), our wills (what we decide and act on), and our emotions (what we feel).  Christians sometimes minimize the mind because we don’t realize that our mind needs to work in conjunction with our spirit.

HEBREWS 11:1 puts it this way, “faith is being sure of what we hope for, being convinced of what we do not see” (NEW ENGLISH TRANSLATION).  We hope for something in our mind, but when we add faith to this hope from our spirit, our hope is given substance.  In other words, faith from our spirit takes that which is in our minds and turns it from a thought into a reality, and brings it to pass.

EPHESIANS 6:17b (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

17b … and the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.

The sword is the only offensive weapon in this list of spiritual armor.  God wants to equip, mature, and transform us to the place where, when we’re tempted, we turn to the Holy Spirit (our Counselor, Helper, and Friend), and to the Word of God (our Rock, Standard, and Strong Tower), instead of to our own coping mechanisms … so God gives us The Sword of the Spirit, the Word of God.

The Greek word for sword Paul uses here is machaira, and is just one of many kinds of swords used by soldiers in the ancient world.  The barbarians who fought the Romans used a sword called a rhomphaia … which was a long, large, wide sword.  In fact, a rhomphaia was so big that soldiers had to carry them on their shoulders.  But the challenge with a rhomphaia was that when you were using it, it usually threw you off balance, and left you vulnerable, both as you took your stance to use it, and after you swung it around.

A second kind of sword used in the ancient world was the zephos … which because it just had a sharp point, and not sharp edges, made it only good for stabbing.  And if your opponent was quick enough to duck, you had to pull back and strike again – which also left you vulnerable.


A third kind of sword was the dolan, which was a sword hidden inside of a cane or a walking stick.  Ya baby, Sherlock Holmes style!  Many dignitaries and noblemen used a dolan because it could be hidden in plain sight, and if someone tried to attack, it could be quickly pulled out, used for protection, and then quickly hidden away again.

But Paul didn’t use the words rhomphai, zephos, or dolan here in EPHESIANS 6:17.  He used the word machaira, which was one of the greatest offensive inventions of the ancient world and was different from any other sword in existence at the time.  The machaira was only 18 inches long … and not only did it have a sharp tip, but both of it’s side edges were sharp as well.  And because a machaira was light, the person wielding it was never off-balance.

In fact, it was often said that the barbarians used to laugh when the Romans came up to attack them with a machaira, but the last laugh was usually on them, because no matter which way the enemy went, a Roman with a machaira in his hands almost always got the last word.  And because it had a sharp point AND two sharp edges, a soldier could jab, cut one way, and then cut the other way.

The barbarians thought that if they just had a bigger sword, they’d have the upper hand in battle.  But how many of you know that it’s not the size of the sword that counts … it’s what the sword is able to do that really matters?  It’s like when a kid plays baseball, they usually pick up the biggest bat, thinking that the heavier the bat, the further it will help them hit the ball.  Wrong.  Because this is when the coach comes over and says, “Kid, you need a bat that’s suited to your size and that won’t leave you off balance.  That’s how you’ll hit the ball the furthest.”

And the Apostle Paul uses the word machaira to describe the Word of God here in v. 17.  The Word of God isn’t a big, heavy sword that when used will cause you to lose you balance.  In fact, just the opposite is true.  The Word of God, when used against the Enemy, gives us the best balance of our lives.  The Bible isn’t just literature to be read – although many people look at it like that.

And neither is the Bible a book that’s just supposed to picked up, dusted off, and read at Christmas, at Easter, or at weddings or funerals.  The Word of God doesn’t have hidden meanings that can only be discerned by the learned and the wise.  It’s simple and it’s clear – it has balance and precision, and it’s an instrument designed by God Himself to defeat the Enemy no matter which way he jumps in the battles you and I encounter in this life.

Following His baptism, and just before the beginning of His public life and ministry as the Messiah began, when Jesus was confronted by Satan, He used God’s Word, the Bible, like a sword, to speak truth into every lie of the Enemy … He used God’s Word like a machaira and said, “It is written …” over and over again … each and every time defeating the plans of the Enemy with the sharp efficiency of the Word of God.

And just like Jesus was proficient in using the Sword of the Spirit, the Word of God, Jesus calls you and me to watch what He did, and learn how to follow after His example.  We’re not called to throw the Bible at the Enemy when he attacks; we’re called to take the individual truths, the individual promises, the individual precepts, the individual doctrines of God’s Word, and speak them at Satan in faith.  Because this is what causes Satan to flee.  Remember JAMES 4:7 …

JAMES 4:7 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

7 Submit therefore to God.  Resist the devil and he will flee from you. 

And now we come to Paul’s closing words of his letter to the church at Ephesus …

EPHESIANS 6:18-20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

18 With all prayer and petition pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be on the alert with all perseverance and petition for all the saints,
19 and pray on my behalf, that utterance may be given to me in the opening of my mouth, to make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel,
20 for which I am an ambassador in chains; that in proclaiming it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak.

How does God the Father give us the strength, the endurance, the determination, and the perseverance to use the spiritual armor that Paul has just instructed us about, in the day-to-day circumstances of our lives … CONSISTENTLY, INTENTIONALLY, AND WITH PURPOSE?  HE DOES SO AS WE CONTINUE TO CULTIVATE OUR PRAYER LIFE WITH HIM.  There are many different kinds of prayers for different kinds of circumstances, and when we study the Gospel of Mark beginning the first Sunday in 2011, I’ll teach about many of them.

There is intercessory prayer, in which we pray for someone else.  There are prayers of confession, forgiveness, dedication and consecration that we pray for ourselves.  There are prayers of faith, worship, and thanksgiving, and there are prayers of agreement between two or more people.  For each and every occasion, there’s an appropriate prayer.  But in the end, as Paul instructs us in PHILIPPIANS 4:6, all prayer should be accompanied by thanksgiving and praise.  When we go to God’s Word and pray according to His will, we should always thank Him from that moment that He hears our prayers and that He’s is carrying out His will on our behalf.

I love how Paul asks his friends to pray for him here in v. 19.  Gang, it’s okay for you to pray for your pastors and other spiritual leaders.  In fact, the truth of the matter is that we’d be lost without your prayers.  Paul was in prison, and he wanted to experience more boldness than he’d ever known in his ministry … He’d discovered something important and he wants us to see it too … YOU CAN’T CHAIN DOWN AN AMBASSADOR OF JESUS CHRIST BECAUSE YOU CAN’T STOP AN AMBASSDOR … EVEN ONE IN CHAINS, FROM PRAYING.  PEOPLE CAN BE BOUND UP AND SHUT UP, BUT GOD’S WORD CANNOT AND WILL NOT BE BOUND UP OR SHUT UP.




EPHESIANS 6:21-22 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 But that you also may know about my circumstances, how I am doing, Tychicus, the beloved brother and faithful minister in the Lord, will make everything known to you.
22 I have sent him to you for this very purpose, so that you may know about us, and that he may comfort your hearts.

Tychicus was the man who had the privilege of delivering this letter to the saints in Ephesus.  And as Paul’s closing this letter he says, “I’m going to put this letter into the hands of Tychicus who’s with me.  He’ll bring it to you and let you know, first-hand how I’m doing.  And when you find out, I know that your hearts will be encouraged.”  And I see a FOURTH and final FAITH LESSON for us here …

FAITH LESSON

As maturing disciples of Christ, let’s live our lives so that we’re a book whose pages are open and read by all (SECOND CORINTHIANS 3:2) … so that as people read the pages of our lives … by hearing our words, seeing our actions, and witnessing our priorities), they will see Jesus and the growth of His Kingdom on every page.

For this is what will encourage others as they “read us”, and what will make a difference for eternity, as our very lives bring forth the “Kingdom of God on earth as it is in heaven.” (MATTHEW 6:10)

And now, the final two verses of Paul’s letter to the church at Ephesus, and to you and to I as the flock called 2nd Street from this precious letter …

EPHESIANS 6:23-24 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

23 Peace be to the brethren, and love with faith, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
24 Grace be with all those who love our Lord Jesus Christ with incorruptible love. 

Paul ends this letter in an attitude of love.  He isn’t bitter about being in prison … he cares deeply for the saints who make up the church at Ephesus … and he ministers peace, love, faith, and grace, to them all.  Oh, might this be said of us.  That these same fruits … peace, love, faith, and grace … would be the fruits that are growing out of our lives, out of our endeavors, out of our worship, out of our serving, and out of our sacrifices.
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Good morning flock

!  It’s good to be together again

, and I’m excit

ed about be

ginning 

this verse

-

by

-

verse teaching through

 

The New Testament

 

book of 

EPHESIANS

, which 

was written by the Apostle Paul

 

while he was imprisoned in Rome in 62 

A

.

D

.

 

… a 

chapter of his life that Paul writes about in detail in 

ACTS 28:11

-

31

.

 

 

Our st

udy of this six

-

chapter letter written to the Christians living in the Asia

-

Minor 

town of Ephesus will take us through the end of 2010 … after which time, I’m being 

led to head back to 

The Gospels

, studying verse

-

by

-

verse through 

The Gospel of Mark

 

… which

 

is the story of Jesus, told 

through the

 

EYES 

and 

EXPERIENCES

 

of the Apostle 

Peter, and through the pen of Peter’s scribe, a man by the name of John Mark.

 

 

This morning we’re not going to jump right into 

EPHESIANS

.  Instead, we’re going to 

look into 

ACTS 1

8

-

19

 

and the events that led up to the Apostle Paul being led by the 

Holy Spirit to plant this church.  And here are three important questions I’m going to 

ask and answer throughout this morning’s teaching …

 

 

1.

 

What is 

revival

?

 

2.

 

How does 

revival

 

happen?

 

3.

 

What 

is

 

the 

fruit of 

revival

?

 

 

Here are the first two of four quotes, by people who experienced first

-

hand the 

movement of God, commonly referred to throughout Church history as “

revival

” 

 

 

19t

h Century American evangelist and pastor

-

teacher, Charles G. 

Finney 

said, 

“

Revival

 

is the renewal of the first love of Christians to 

God … 

revival

 

is nothing less than a new beginning of obedience to 

God.”

 

 

Is Jesus Christ your first love?  We can measure the 

honesty of our answer 

to this question 

by our obedience 

to 

God

.

 

 

What does your “obedience to God” look like?

 

 

20th Century British author and teacher, Brian Edwards writes, 

“In 

revival

, the minds of people are concentrated upon things of

 

eternity, and there is an awareness that nothing else really matters.”

 

 

Are the t

hings you value the most rooted in earth, or in 

heaven?  Does how you spend and invest your time, your 

energy, your gifts, and 

your money more closely reflect 

the culture of this world, or God’s priorities and values?

 

 

