“An Inheritance Obtained”

Ephesians 1:3-14

September 4, 2011

Some of you know that I travelled this past week to Honolulu as part of our presbytery’s business. I flew out Sunday evening and came back Wednesday. I was part of a group meeting with the staff, session, and people of First Presbyterian, Honolulu in order to work with them regarding transferring to our presbytery.

During our time there, we were fortunate to meet Michelle Tolentino. She seemed to be a local celebrity there; did you ever have the experience that someone is really important and you are the only one who does not know why? 

Michelle was a Compassion Project International sponsor child. She was born in among the most poverty stricken areas of Manila in the Philippines. Her family – father, mother, Michelle and two younger brothers – were extremely poor and they were forced to live with relatives in shanties. There were 17 people under the roof of one shack. Her father was a drug abuser. At some point early in her life, her father was confronted and accused by her relatives of stealing from them to get money for drugs. He left them. Those same relatives began to ostracize Michelle because “she looked just like her father.” They told her she was so ugly and worthless. It made her feel shamed.

At the age of 6, Michelle went to a Compassion Project event at a church where they shared the love of Jesus with her. The first thing they taught her was, “Jesus loves her.” They got her a sponsor, through who she received a Bible. From her reading she learned that God was “father to the father-less children.” 

She told how meaningful were the letters from her sponsors. They wrote, “You are very beautiful in our eyes. You are precious to us. You are in our prayers.” Over time those affirmations began to take root. She was able to believe, “I am loved, I am important and I have value. In the hands of my loving, heavenly father, I have a future.”

She came to forgive her father despite the past hurts. She wanted to share the love of Jesus with her father. She took the initiative and they were reconciled. Her father is now living with the family again. Nothing is impossible with God, her family was restored.


Love Well, Hope Deeply

Through the Compassion Project’s Leadership Development program, she was able to complete a college degree. She has just completed her Masters in Divinity from Moody Seminary.  

Part of our agenda in Honolulu getting to know the people was a “Farewell luncheon for Moody intern Michelle Tolentino.” She had served a two month internship there, but was so well known previously that there was no shortage of things to say. The staff took turns sharing their impressions and feelings. The testimonies of her impact, her faith, and her being were moving. Then, it was her turn to share with them. She said thank you, but then she said and repeated this phrase a couple of times: Love well, hope deeply. From someone so young, yet someone who has experienced God’s profound grace to her very core, it was compelling.

Love well, hope deeply.

And that brings us to Ephesians. “Love well, hope deeply” is a great take-away from the message today. 

Ephesians was a letter circulated among the early churches in Asia Minor. It is a more general letter; that is, it was not written to address a specific problem in a specific congregation. Instead, following the pattern of Paul’s letters, it has two parts: an expression of the majesty of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ followed by an exhortation for how we respond. 

Read Ephesians 1:1-14

Sometimes church gets so familiar to church folks that we forget the amazing promises of God. Sometimes church gets so rote, we forget the power of God expressed through the gospel. The first part of Ephesians is a reminder of the wonder of God’s love for us. 

I invite you to look at verses 3-14 today. In our version it is broken up into sentences and phrases, in the original it is one long sentence. It is a benediction, an exclamation of prayer and praise. 

There are seven thoughts in this one sentence; more like a poem than a narrative argument. They praise God for his action, his glory, and his grace. They are seven statements about what God has done for us in Jesus Christ, seven statements about the blessing of being part of the church. Here are the seven:

1. God has blessed us in Christ “with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.”

2. God has blessed us in Christ because he chose us in Christ.

3. God has blessed us in Christ because he destined us for adoption as his children.

4. God has blessed us in Christ because we have been redeemed through his blood.

5. God has blessed us in Christ because in him he has made known to us the mystery of his will.

6. God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have an inheritance.

7. God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have been marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.

We are going to touch on these quickly. It would be worth your time to take one of these statements each day this week, meditate on the blessing, and remember how well you have been loved. Remembering will help you hope deeply, it transforms how we see the world, how we approach our days, and how we respond to opportunities that arise.

God has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.

Have you ever considered this? Having received Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, God has blessed believers with “every” spiritual blessing in the heavenly places. What are those spiritual blessings? Well, what are the promises of Scripture? Victory over death, eternal life, access and invitation into the presence of the living God are among the blessings in the heavenly places. 

This is not just pie in the sky, bye-and-bye, kind of rhetoric. It does involve the future and where we are headed in the realized Kingdom of God, but it also says we have been promised now to arrive at the destination for which we hope. We can live into that reality now. Disciples have been assured entre into the eternal heavenly places in Jesus Christ – knowing that eternity includes now. Thus, now has meaning. Now has purpose. Now has hope and promise. We have already received every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places. How?
God has blessed us in Christ because he chose us in Christ.
God chose you in mercy. God chose you in grace. God chose you for his purposes. It is important to remember those things, otherwise we begin to get proud and think that God chose us because we earned it. God chose us as an expression of his glory, not as a recognition of ours. 

Being chosen is a big deal. We are not designed or well-equipped for loneliness. As much as I enjoy quiet time and can get lost in a good book, the truth is that I do not want to always be alone. I want to share and I desire for someone to want to share with me. Being wanted is incredibly validating, it means “I am loved, I am important and I have value. In the hands of my loving, heavenly father, I have a future.”

Further, note what being chosen means: it means that before the foundation of the world, God intended us to be a part of his kingdom. Again, we can live confidently now knowing that there is nothing that can separate us from God’s eternal plan for our lives. He has called us and, in Christ, cleansed us so that we would be holy and blameless. In other words, we will be made as he intended us to be made in perfect conformity with his will to live in relationship in the kingdom of heaven.
God has blessed us in Christ because he destined us for adoption as his children.
Adoption is a key concept. It means that though you were once not part of the family by virtue of your sin and rebellion, now in Christ you have been made a part of God’s family. Adoption is full; that is, the one being adopted is received into the family with all the rights and benefits of one who was born into the family. 

Although we see this in terms of how this benefits us, it is important to see that Paul is writing to believers to remind them that God has done this of his own choice for his own purposes. The phrases that follow, “according to the pleasure of his will,” “to the praise of his grace,” and “freely bestowed,” all point to God’s discretion in exercising the power to adopt us as his own.

For many people like Michelle, this is a huge blessing because it means we belong even when our earthly families fail us. Think about how the sponsor letters made such a difference in her life, then think about how this promise from God makes such a difference in your own. “You are beautiful and precious to me,” says the LORD. “I love you.” On that foundation, Michelle Tolentino knew she had a future. What about you? When God says, “I love you,” do you let it wash over you or wince hoping it will be over soon?
God has blessed us in Christ because we have been redeemed through his blood.

This is the gospel we proclaim each Sunday; it is the gospel we remember on communion Sundays. God has blessed us because he did not simply write us off because of our sin and rebellion. God has blessed us because he did not simply leave us in the consequence and stain of our failures and imperfections. We have received forgiveness for our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace. While we were yet sinners, while we still were in open rebellion against him, the eternal Word of God, the Son of God, the Son of Man, the Lamb of God became fully human so that he could take in his own body the sins of all. 

It is the core of our human existence: we are sinners in need of a savior. We cannot earn perfect scores for righteousness in the power of our own strength. We need someone to help us, to save us, to redeem us. We cannot buy righteousness, we cannot negotiate for it, we cannot receive it from anyone other than the judge himself. “Who is in a position to condemn?” Paul wrote in Romans 8. “It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, [and] who [is the one] indeed [interceding] for us.” As we studied all Spring in Hebrews, Jesus was the once-for-all sacrifice whose blood atones for us and washes us clean. 

When I was growing up, my mom loved to have the radio turned on in the kitchen. There was always the sound of the ticker-wire playing behind the announcer on KYW-Newsradio, 1060. The first thing in the morning as she would make her way downstairs, she would turn it on. It would play as the background soundtrack for many of the events in our family. The last thing at night, her ritual before going to bed, was to turn off the radio as if saying goodnight to the day. I must have listened to that radio for hours and hours over the course of years, and I could not tell you much of anything I heard. 

Many of you have come to worship for years. You have heard hundreds, if not thousands, of sermons in which the saving grace of God in Jesus Christ has been the subject. But, let me ask you, have you heard it? Have you believed it?

God has blessed us in Christ because in him he has made known to us the mystery of his will.
The hearing and believing of the gospel is a blessing because it makes known to us the mystery of his will. It answers the human questions, “Why am I here? What am I supposed to do? What is the meaning of life?” Well, what is the chief end of mankind? “To glorify God and enjoy Him forever.” 

Mystery here does not mean God’s will is an insoluble puzzle or that it is incomprehensible. It only means that we are not privy to all of the details of the entire plan. Even so, in Christ, God has made known to us the depth of his plan and will. 
We do not know the fullness of God’s plan for the culmination of time in the manifestation of his heavenly kingdom; but we do know that is where history is headed. We do not know what tomorrow holds, but we can see God’s faithfulness leading us to today. We do not know the mechanics of how God will fulfill his will, but we do know that it will be in Christ; and in Christ, God will gather up all things, things in heaven and things on earth. The sense here is of “summing up”; that is, the story of God’s love and grace expressed in the incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ will be the main theme of worship in heaven, and we will contribute by sharing how our lives have been touched, shaped, and guided by his victory for us.

When we view the events of the day through the lens of the revealed will of God in Jesus Christ, we see things very differently than the world sees them. The pain, tragedy, evil, and struggle are still there, but for Christians they are not defining. Christians are not desperate to cling onto the treasures of the day. We see the day-to-day struggles as opportunities to experience God’s grace anew. The road to the cross was not rose petals and sugar cookies, but Jesus “who is the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarded its shame, and has taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God.” (Hebrews 12:2). In Christ, God revealed to us the mystery of his will; that is, there is an eternal home and a crown of righteousness which the judge is holding in trust for us for that day.

God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have and are an inheritance.

The wonder is that we both receive an inheritance and we are an inheritance. By adoption, we have been made co-heirs with Christ, whose kingdom and testament were established by his death on the cross. In the resurrection, in Christ we join with Christ in receiving the blessing of restoration to fullness, communion with God, the crown of righteousness which is held in trust for us even now. By his calling and collecting and our being summed up in Christ, we become part of the inheritance of Christ in receiving the full kingdom of God. 

Our inheritance is more than just stuff. It is the realization of our identity and purpose in God’s kingdom. Paul chastised the Corinthians for disputing with each other over stuff here: “Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases? Do you not know that we are to judge angels – to say nothing of ordinary matters?” God has created us, values us, and is perfecting us to fulfill his purpose for us in Christ. 

Finally, God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have been marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.

We talk about the mark of the seal of the Holy Spirit in baptism, but we also experience it in the gathering of believers celebrating and praising God. “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there also,” Jesus said. 

The seal of the Holy Spirit is another way of saying that God will bring to completion that which he has begun in you. God is able to do that which he has promised. We can dwell in the richness of God’s love – in good times and bad, in hardship and ease, in sadness and joy – confident that God is with us wherever we go. He is with us even to the very ends of the earth. There is nothing that can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. 

Conclusion

Those are seven quick statements of how God has blessed us in Christ:

1. God has blessed us in Christ “with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.”

2. God has blessed us in Christ because he chose us in Christ.

3. God has blessed us in Christ because he destined us for adoption as his children.

4. God has blessed us in Christ because we have been redeemed through his blood.

5. God has blessed us in Christ because in him he has made known to us the mystery of his will.

6. God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have an inheritance.

7. God has blessed us in Christ because in Christ we have been marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.

The point is: God has blessed us in Christ. God has blessed you, God has blessed me, God has blessed us in Christ. Go out having heard and believed the gospel, having been encouraged by the promise of God’s blessing.

As we live into how God has blessed us in Christ, I am reminded that God also gives us markers – encouragement – along the way. I was deeply moved by how Michelle Tolentino’s story of brokenness and redemption by the love of Christ is a modern-day fulfillment of the blessing described here in Ephesians 1. She has experienced the grace of God profoundly. Her story is not through being written – as is true for all of us – but it has already been a manifestation of the glory of God revealed in time, in real life, through real hope. 

Michelle’s is the story of the victory in Christ. Chula Vista Presbyterian is the story of victory in Christ. We remember and we celebrate God’s action, God’s glory and God’s grace. It is why we obey when Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me.” It is why we gather around a table as blessed children, part of the family, and enjoy the benefit of God’s goodness and mercy. 

As we come to this table, I encourage you to remember Michelle’s simple exhortations: Love well. Hope deeply. 

Amen.

8:30 Prayer, Invitation to Table

10:00 Hymn #517 We Come As Guests Invited

5:00 Prayer, Baptism, Invitation to Table
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