This week, we will begin a lengthy series through the book of Ephesians, and over about the next 7 months, we will systematically examine this letter.  Most likely written when Paul was imprisoned in Rome near the end of his life, the letter of Ephesians is a crucial letter in the catalog of Paul.  In short, the letter seems to have been written as a general letter intended for many churches (the phrase “in Ephesus” in 1:1 is absent from the earliest manuscripts).  As such, the letter – rather than focusing on specific issues troubling an individual church (like Corinthians or Galatians or Philippians) – actually presents a broader view of God's plan as well as more general instruction for living the Christian life.  For this reason, as we will see, the letter is incredibly applicable to those of us reading it almost 2,000 years later.  As a whole, the letter holds up the incredible glory of the gospel of Jesus Christ – how he came to save sinners who were his enemies and make them children of God.  It holds up the incredible wisdom and power of God in planning such realities before the world ever began and then carrying those plans out to perfection.  And it holds up the way followers of Christ should live in light of the incredible salvation they have received.  

With this in mind, we will begin by looking at Paul's introduction in 1:1-2.  Though, at first glance, it may seem worthy of skipping over, Paul's short introduction is actually loaded with substance and truth.  In actuality, while using the introduction to accomplish the common purposes of an introduction (such as introducing the letter's sender and recipients), he also loads his “common” introduction with small hints regarding what is to follow in the letter.  In doing this, Paul – while identifying himself and his readers as well as greeting them – also takes the opportunity to highlight the supremacy of God and the centrality of Christ as well as how those things matter for us as believers.  So, with that, let us jump into Paul's letter.  As we do, we will focus our attention on the “uncommon” elements of the greeting because it is those theologically jam-packed elements that help us understand the introduction as a whole.  

The Supremacy of God: He is sovereign and He is good.  

The first theological reality that we see in the text centers on God the Father.  Even in just two short verses, Paul tells us a great deal about Him.  

First, Paul highlights that he has been made an apostle “by the will of God” (1:1).  While clear in its meaning, this statement by Paul is loaded with implication.  As an apostle, Paul carried great authority.  The early church (rightly) gave great weight to the utterances and writings of the apostles.  But from the outset, Paul is making very clear that his apostleship did not arise from himself or from his own will or ability but from the sovereign will of God.  This issue of God's sovereignty and initiative, demonstrated in His appointing of Paul as an apostle, is a theme that will arise again and again throughout the letter.  In chapter 1, we see that it is God who has taken the initiative and sovereignly blessed us with every spiritual blessing in Christ (1:3-14), and we also see that wisdom and understanding must flow from Him (1:15-17).  In chapter 2, we see that it is God who has taken the initiative and sovereignly made us alive together with Christ (2:4-6), and we see that salvation itself is a gift that finds its source in Him (2:8).  In chapter 3, Paul again highlights that his ministry flowed from the sovereign will of God (3:2-5,7-9).  In chapter 4, Paul reiterates that it is God who has appointed “the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (4:11-12).  It is clear throughout this letter that Paul is holding up a totally sovereign God who carries out everything according to His will and accomplishes His will without fail.  And this all lies behind Paul's declaration in 1:1 that he has been made an apostle “by the will of God.”  

But before moving on to Paul's further description of God the Father, we should recognize the implications of this reality – specifically as it relates to how we understand Paul himself.  Paul's greeting is interesting because it can only be truly and rightly understood when these theological declarations are truly and rightly understood.  In short, if Paul has been made an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, then it means his message carries significant authority.  It means this letter, while written by Paul, is ultimately written by God.  As J.I. Packer declares, “Apostolic utterances are the truth of Christ and possess the authority of Christ; they are to be received as words of God, because what they convey is, in fact, the word of God.”
  If Paul has been made an apostle by the will of God, it radically affects the way we should read all of his letters – including this letter to the Ephesians.  As we study these next months, we should not read this letter as we read a novel or the comics or the newspaper, but we should read it as the Word of God because that is what it is.  We know this because Paul was made an apostle by the will of God.   We should read this letter intently and focus as we read so that we can properly understand God's words.  We should meditate on this word so that we can properly apply it to our own lives.  I would exhort you to memorize it – or at least parts of it – so that you might store it up in your heart and let it serve as lamp to your feet and a light to your path.  

A second thing Paul tells us about God serves as a nice balance to the reality of God's sovereignty and supremacy in all things.  In verse 2, Paul writes, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”  Here we see Paul, as he greets his readers by sending them grace and peace – which we will examine in a moment, highlighting for them that these realities flow from God who is their Father.  Once again, just like with the previous allusion to God's sovereignty, we see here a statement loaded with meaning.  Paul does not use such language lightly.  This is the same author who told the Romans that all have sinned and fallen short of God's glory (Rom. 3:23).  This is the same author who told the Romans that we were enemies of God before He rescued us (Rom. 5:10).  Even within this letter to the Ephesians, Paul will talk about how his readers were dead in their trespasses and sins and were by nature objects of wrath (2:1-3).  He will remind them that at one time they were separated from Christ, alienated from God's people, and strangers to the covenants of promise who had no hope because they were without God (2:12).  But He also makes clear that this is what they were before they believed in Christ.  Now, as Paul is writing this introduction, something glorious has taken place.  Those who were far off have been brought near (2:13).  They have died with Christ and been raised with Him (2:4-6), and now they can call God Father because the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in them and enables them to call God their Father (Rom. 8:15).  And this is no tyrannical Father but One who sustains His people with the grace that saved them in the first place because He is now at peace with Him because of what Christ has done.  

This is an incredible picture painted by Paul of God the Father in these opening verses.  In short, he makes clear to his readers, even in a brief introduction, that God is sovereign – evidenced by His authority in appointing Paul an apostle.  There is no need for fear or anxiety on our part because God's plan is being carried out.  Everything we are and do centers around this God who is in control of all things.  Paul cannot even introduce himself or send greetings to his readers without expounding on the greatness and majesty of this God.  This is a clear indication to us of the place that God does occupy in the world and should occupy in our hearts. 

Paul also makes clear to his readers that this sovereign God is gracious and merciful.  In His grace, He has taken those who were his enemies, and made them saints – making them His children and sustaining them with His grace and peace.  The God of all power is also the God of all grace.  We need not fear a tyrant because God is on our side if we have trusted in Christ.  

The Centrality of Christ: He is the source, the object and the message of faith.

But as we look at Paul’s introduction, we see that God the Father is not the only one mentioned.  Alongside portraying the Father as the good and sovereign Lord of all things, Paul also highlights the centrality and importance of Christ.  In every phase of Paul’s introduction, we see the centrality of Christ, and – just like with the things Paul said about the Father – we cannot properly understand Paul’s introduction if we do not understand the statements being made about Christ.  

First of all, Paul describes himself as “an apostle of Christ Jesus” (1:1).  We have already examined the fact that Paul became an apostle by the will of God, but now we see that He is not just an apostle but an apostle of Christ.  There are two different emphases that could be in view here.  On the one hand, Paul could be saying that he has been made an apostle by Jesus Christ.  On the other hand, since an apostle is literally a messenger or a proclaimer, Paul could be saying that he is a messenger of Christ – proclaiming Him to the Gentiles.  Though both of these statements are true, it seems more likely that Paul has the second in mind.  He is clearly declaring that his apostleship is inextricably tied to the person and work of Jesus Christ.  It is Jesus that he is proclaiming.  It is the work of Christ that he is proclaiming.  Jesus Christ is the very substance and essence of Paul’s message.  

Second, Paul describes his readers as “the saints who are in Ephesus, and are faithful in Christ Jesus” (1:1).  Paul’s focus in this phrase is the identity of his recipients, but it becomes clear that the recipients cannot be properly understood unless they are understood in their relation to Christ.  Paul is not just writing to any old people but to “saints.”  This is an incredibly wonderful term that is loaded with meaning because it hearkens back to the Old Testament people of God in which Israel was “set apart” for God.  Even within Israel, certain people (like the firstborn and the Levites) were “set apart” for God.  Eventually, the sacrifices and the tabernacle and the temple were all “set apart” for God.  And this image of being “set apart” is what is meant by this term “saints.”  A saint is one who has been set apart for the purposes of God.  The incredible part of Paul’s statement is that he applies the term to all of his readers and not just a select few who have outdistanced their brothers and sisters in sanctification.  All of Paul’s readers are saints – set apart for God.  But even understanding this, it is crucial to see that this concept of being “set apart” is linked so closely with Christ.  Those who are “saints” and are “set apart” are those who are “faithful in Christ Jesus.”  That is, the saints are those who have trusted in Jesus Christ, casting their hope and faith on Him as the only means by which their sins can be forgiven and they can be accepted by God.  Once again, we see the centrality of Christ – he is not only the substance and essence of the Christian message proclaimed by the apostle Paul but the very object of Christian faith by which Paul’s readers are saved.  Much of the first three chapters will be spent detailing how this salvation happens, but Paul’s initial point is that Christ is integral to the identity of his readers.  

Third, in his greeting, Paul declares, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:2).  Just as he did with God the Father, Paul highlights that the grace and peace he is sending his readers originates from, and is made possible by, the Father as well as the Son.  Just like in his description of himself and his description of his readers, Paul makes clear the centrality of Christ.  And just as it was with the Father, this is really an introduction to a theme that will be expounded throughout the letter.  In the rest of chapter 1, Paul will go on to describe the way grace has been mediated to us “in Christ.”  In chapter 2, Paul will highlight that it is “through grace” that we have been saved while also highlighting that that grace has been clearly manifested “in Christ.”  And then in chapter 3, Paul will spend a great deal of time helping his readers understand that the peace they enjoy as God’s people was bought and achieved by the precious blood of Christ.  Just as the Father is the source of the grace and peace being sent to Paul’s readers because He originated and carried out His plan of grace and peace, so the Son – Jesus Christ – is the source of grace and peace because He has actually procured it and made it possible.  Once again, Jesus Christ is central.  

Seeing the centrality of Christ in Paul’s greeting, then, we should understand what this means for us.  At the very least, Paul’s introduction makes clear that there is no concept of Christianity without Christ.  Christianity only exists because Christ exists.  Without him, there is no point to the faith.  Christianity is not primarily about social programs or affecting the culture or fixing marriages or providing financial security – though those are fine and good things.  Christianity is primarily about proclaiming the good news of forgiveness of sins that is found in Jesus Christ.  He is the content of our message.  Moreover, this task can only be carried out by those who cling to Christ themselves.  We will only proclaim the message of Christ so long as we abide in Him ourselves.  Through faith, we are “saints” who have been set apart for God, and we must continue to walk with faith in Jesus Christ to save us.  He is not only the content of our message but the object of our faith.  We must never fail to realize that everything we are, as Christians, is bound up in Christ.  If our message is false, our faith is in vain, and we should be pitied.  A Christian is one who places everything they have and everything they are with Christ in hope that He will deliver them.  For Paul, as evidenced in this introduction, Christ is absolutely central and critical in the Christian faith.  Is he this central and critical in our faith and lives? 

The Essence of Paul’s Letter: Grace and peace.

As we have seen in these introductory verses, Paul is using all the basic elements of a normal introduction: he introduces himself, indentifies the recipients and sends a greeting.  However, as we have also seen, he loads this traditional greeting with allusions and references to the central theological truths of the faith.  In particular, he highlights the supremacy of God as sovereign and good, and he highlights the centrality of Christ as the content of our message as well as the object and source of our faith.  In short, Paul gives us a brief glimpse into the message that will occupy the entire letter: the message of a gracious God bringing peace to a sinful, fallen world through the person and work of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.  

This is what I hope to leave with you from this introduction by Paul.  Paul’s original intention was to convey to his original readers grace and peace.  In the same way, that is my hope as we look at these two verses.  

If you are not a Christian, you should know that there is a sovereign God who is in control of all things.  He created you, and you have rejected Him.  The penalty of such rejection is God’s wrath manifested in an eternity in hell.  But, the message for you today, is that the very God whom you have rejected has graciously and lovingly sent His Son to die on the cross to take away sin.  He raised Him from the dead three days after He died, and – because of what was accomplished in that death and resurrection – grace is proclaimed to you today.  Peace is proclaimed to you today.  Salvation and forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you today.  Repent of your sins and trust Jesus Christ to take away your sins, and you will be saved.  

If you are a Christian, just like Paul with his original readers, I say to you, “Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:2).  If you have placed your faith in Christ, you are a saint who has been adopted into God’s family by virtue of the fact that you are in Christ.  Grace that is greater than all your sin has been given to you.  More than that, since you have been justified by faith, you have peace with God.  From that peace stems peace with your brothers and sisters as well.  Praise the sovereign God who chose you and redeemed you.  Exalt the risen Lord who made such salvation possible.  And proclaim His name to the ends of the earth.  

As we come to the table, we are proclaiming our faith in Christ by proclaiming His death even as we hope for the day when He will return.  Amen. 
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