Last week, we began a systematic series through the book of Ephesians by looking at Paul's introduction in Ephesians 1:1-2.  As we saw, while including the common elements of greeting found in every letter, Paul also used the introduction to highlight some central theological themes for his readers such as the sovereignty of God and the centrality of Christ.  Having used those themes as a foundation to speak of his apostleship from God and their sainthood through the work of Christ, Paul sent them an incredible greeting of grace and peace from both the sovereign God and Jesus Christ.  As we saw, these two verses serve not only as a greeting but as a glimpse into the themes that will dominate much of  this letter. 

We see this clearly in the verse that comes next and actually serves as the beginning of the main body of the letter.  After sending his readers grace and peace from God the Father and Christ, Paul launches into an explosion of praise as he elaborates on the foundation of those glorious themes for his readers.  It may seem strange to examine this one verse by itself – especially when recognizing that it is only part of a sentence, but this verse actually stands as a sort of theme verse  for everything that follows.  If we want to truly understand the depth of meaning found in Paul sending his readers “grace and peace,” we must understand this explosion of praise found in Eph. 1:3-14.  And if we want to understand these verses as a whole, we must understand 1:3 correctly, because the rest of the section is merely an exposition of this verse.  

Before we look at the verse itself though, we should heed a warning from Martyn Lloyd-Jones regarding this verse.  The great English preacher wrote, 

The danger when considering such a statement is to be so charmed and enraptured by the very sound of the words, and the very arrangement of the words, that we are content with some passing general effect, and never take the trouble to analyse it and thereby to discover exactly what it says.  We may be content with a purely general aesthetic effect, with the result that we shall miss the tremendous richness of its content.  We must be unusually careful, therefore, to analyse it, to question it, and to discover exactly the meaning and the content of every word.  And we must do this in the light of the teaching of the Scriptures as a whole.
 

In essence, Lloyd-Jones's concern is that we will hold up the words expressed in the verse and cling to them without really understanding them.  It is one thing to know that we are blessed with every spiritual blessing and draw some general comfort from that reality, but it is quite another thing to understand the meaning of the phrase and truly begin to grasp the incredible blessings that have been poured out on us.  For that reason, we want to examine this verse thoroughly – analysing it and questioning it as Lloyd-Jones said – so that we might truly rejoice because we have understood, like the Apostle Paul himself.  

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

Since we are only looking at the one verse today, it is not hard to see this point very clearly in the text.  Paul declares, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (1:3).  We will look at some of the particular details of the verse as we go along this morning, but the central action being described in the verse is that God the Father has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.  Let us examine the various parts of this so as to properly understand the incredibly glorious nature of this statement.  

First of all, Paul makes clear that it is God who has blessed us.  There is to be no confusion over the identity of the One doing the blessing.  In fact, the identity of the One doing the blessing is crucial because, as we will see in a moment, Paul's entire point in this verse is that this One who has blessed us should be praised.  If we are going to praise Him appropriately, we must identify Him appropriately.  Knowing that, we see Paul's reason for leaving no doubt about the identity of the One doing the blessing.  He is “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Though this title may not strike us as particularly noteworthy per se, we should recognize that it represents a critical shift in biblical revelation that helps understand the point Paul is making.  Throughout the Old Testament, God is referred to by a number of different titles.  He is called “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” (Ex. 3:6) as well as “the God of Israel (1 Kin. 1:48) and even “the God of Shem” (Gen. 9:26).  In all of these references, the point is that God has particularly revealed Himself to, and cared for, the person (or people) named.  In such a reference is a direct reference to the central place of this person (or people) in revealing God's nature and achieving His purpose.  As we come to the New Testament, particularly Paul's references, God's identity no longer changes but becomes rooted in the person and work of Christ.  No longer do we read of “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” except in direct references to the Old Testament.  Instead, when described in this way, God is almost exclusively described as in this verse - “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 15:6; 2 Cor. 1:3; 1 Pet. 1:3).  In Paul's mind, God has most centrally revealed Himself through Christ and these spiritual blessings, as we will see, are inextricably tied to the person and work of Christ.  This is the God who has blessed – “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Second, Paul says that this God has blessed us with spiritual blessings in the heavenly places.  What does Paul mean, by referring to the blessings in this way?  It seems clear that, by referring to the blessings in such a manner, Paul is making a very explicit point about the nature of the blessings themselves.  That is, Paul has in mind a particular type of blessings and, even more specifically, particular blessings.  We learn the type and identity of these blessings in the verses that follow (1:4-14) which actually serve to explain the verse we are looking at today.  As we look at these verses, we see Paul expounding on the spiritual blessings of predestination and adoption (1:4-6), the spiritual blessings of redemption and understanding (1:7-10), as well as the spiritual blessing of an inheritance in the future (1:11-14).  From these examples, it becomes clear that Paul is not talking about earthly, temporal blessings – though God has no doubt lavished many of those upon us.  Instead, Paul is referring to specific blessings that relate to the spiritual realm and the eternal state of our souls.  He calls them “spiritual” blessings because they relate to the realm of the Spirit.  And he refers to them as being “in the heavenly places” not because they are future blessings that await us in a geographic place called heaven but because they actually relate to the ultimate, spiritual world which underlies this tangible, physical world.  Paul is not directing his readers' attention to the fact that they have physical life and food and clothes and money but to the fact that God chose them in Christ before the foundation of the world and forgave their sins and has an inheritance waiting for them to acquire possession of it.  These are the blessings of which Paul speaks.   

Finally, we cannot skip over the fact that God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.  Every spiritual blessing that could be rained down upon us has been given to us.  Everything that God felt we needed has been lavished upon us already, as we will see in a moment, by virtue of our faith in Jesus Christ. 

Before examining some other details of the text, we should take a moment to contemplate the meaning and implications of this reality for our own lives.  First of all, it helps us understand the incredible goodness and graciousness of God.  As we contemplate the incredible blessings that have been given to us by God, our hearts should leap with praise, as we will see in a moment.  

But secondly, Paul's declaration that God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing highlights for us that these spiritual blessings are more central and crucial than physical blessings because they transcend physical circumstances or situations.  It is instructive to us that when Paul launches into praise in these verses, he launches into praise of God for the spiritual blessings of salvation rather than any physical, circumstantial blessings.  It seems clear, from this example, that Paul counts these spiritual blessings as more wonderful and more dear to him than any of the physical blessings – though they be many and though they also elicit praise.  This reality is crucial for us.  So often, we find our praise of God or our joy and hope in life dependent upon physical, circumstantial realities such as having plenty of money or having a great family or having a “good day” without any major incidents.  But Paul's example shows us that his praise of God and joy and hope in life are not dependent on those things – which can change from day to day – but on the unchangeable foundational purposes of God with regard to salvation.  By his example, Paul is directing his readers – including us – to found their hope and joy and praise on ultimate, spiritual blessings rather than on transitory, physical realities.  The former will never pass away and are, therefore, solid ground on which to rest while the latter change often and are, therefore, shaky ground that will carry us and our emotions with it when it washes away.  

II. These spiritual blessings come to us “in Christ.”  

After understanding the central declaration of this text that God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, it is also crucial that we notice Paul's statement that God “has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (1:3, emphasis added).  This is a small, but crucial detail in the text that we must not overlook.  In particular, we must not overlook it because some form of this phrase appears no less than 10 times in the section stretching from 1:4-14.  Though a small phrase, it is clear that the idea of these blessings coming to us “in Christ” is vitally important in Paul's mind.  

So, recognizing its importance, we should examine the meaning of this phrase.  In its simplest form, Paul's point is that without Christ, there are no blessings available to us.  The only possible way that the blessings of salvation and redemption and eternal inheritance can 1) be available and 2) be given to us is because of Jesus Christ.  Lloyd-Jones, speaking of this verse, says, “If you leave out the ‘in Christ’ you will never have any blessings at all.  This is, of course, pivotal and central in connection with the whole of our Christian faith.  Every blessing we enjoy as Christian people comes to us through the Lord Jesus Christ.”
  John Calvin said the same thing when preaching on this verse: “...God’s benefits, especially those that belong to the heavenly life and to the everlasting salvation of our souls, cannot come to us, except Jesus Christ is, as it were, the channel of them, so that we may be made partakers of them for his name’s sake.  Therefore let us note well that we are shut out from all God’s benefits and from all things that concern the salvation of our souls, unless Jesus Christ becomes our way.”
  Every blessing we receive and possess is ours only because of Jesus Christ.  

But even understanding the simple essence of the statement still does not explain to us why this is the case.  Though Paul speaks often of being “in Christ” in this text, he does not explain the phrase at all.  For further understanding of it, we have to look to other texts in the New Testament, and as we look at those other texts, we come across this central truth about redemption as it is found in Christ: everything that relates to salvation – all of its blessings and benefits – exist because of something that Jesus Christ did.  Examples of this abound in the New Testament.  According to Romans 3, our sins can be forgiven because God put Jesus forward as a propitiation – punishing Him for our sins, so that we do not have to be punished for them (Rom. 3:21-26).  In Romans 6, we read that the reason we can die to sin and be set free from its power is because Jesus died to sin and broke sin's power.   Moreover, Romans 6 also says that the reason we can walk in newness of life after we believe in Jesus is because Christ was raised from the dead to a new life by the glory of the Father (Rom. 6:1-11).  Romans 8 tells us that the inheritance that we have when we believe in Jesus is actually an inheritance that we share with Jesus.  It is really His inheritance, but when we believe in Him, we become His “brothers” and we receive the inheritance as well (Rom. 8:16-17,29).  And Hebrews tells us that the access we have to God in prayer is only available because Jesus paved the way into His presence after He was raised from the dead (Heb. 10:19-22).  In essence, as it relates to salvation, that which is true of Jesus Christ is true of all of those who believe in Him.  This is what Paul means when he declares that God has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.  

Just as we saw with the previous point about God's blessings, this point is crucial for our own lives.  First of all, in our own lives and in our own salvation, it helps us begin to understand the true preciousness of Jesus Christ.  Every blessing that we have from God comes through Christ, and without Him, we would be hopelessly lost.  The fact that God's wrath does not rain down on us whenever we sin is because of Jesus Christ.  The fact that we can go through life with any hope at all is because of Jesus Christ.  The fact that we can think about death with hope instead of terrible fear and dread is because of Jesus Christ.  Every bit of joy and hope that you have finds its source and root in the One who died and rose again.  Treasure Him, exalt Him, abide in Him, and proclaim Him.  

Second, this point is crucial because it helps us understand why Jesus is the only way and the only answer for lost sinners.  Christians do not proclaim Jesus Christ as the only way because we are part of some gigantic popularity contest but because He is the only one who has objectively done something to allow us to come into the presence of God.  Once again, Lloyd-Jones speaks powerfully on this point as he says, 

Every blessing is in Him, not a single blessing comes from anywhere else.  He is the only channel; there is only ‘one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus’ (1 Timothy 2:5).  All talk therefore about a ‘Congress of World Faiths’ or the advocacy of an eclecticism in which you choose the best out of the various religions of the world, is a denial of Christianity.  The moment you add any name to that of the Lord Jesus Christ you are detracting from Him.  At the same time you are deluding yourself.  This great message which was committed to Paul of all apostles, emphasized this particularity, this exclusiveness, this intolerance of any other suggestions or addition.

If you do not trust in Christ, then no one has payed the penalty for your sins, and you must pay it yourself.  If you are not in Christ, you do not have access into God's presence because access is only available through Christ.  This is the reason we must preach Christ and Him crucified to those around us who are lost.  The only way they will receive any of the blessings of salvation – forgiveness of sins, the ability to live a holy life, eternal life once they die – is if they are “in Christ.”  We must never lose sight of this and begin to conceive of the blessings of salvation apart from Christ.  If we fall into such a trap, we will lead others into the same trap.  The blessings God gives are only and always available “in Christ.” 

III. This reality should result in genuine, heartfelt praise. 

Having understood the central points of the text itself, we can now turn our attention to the central purpose of the text.  In this verse (and the explanatory verses that follow), Paul is not primarily declaring facts intended to fill our heads.  Rather, he is primarily declaring truths intended to move our hearts.  This is not merely an academic exercise for Paul.  Thinking on these realities moves his heart to overflow with joy and praise to God.  It is vitally important that we notice the fact that in these verses, Paul is praising God.  He is not primarily teaching or preaching but praising – and teaching by praising.  No doubt, as he offers up praise to God as he things on these things, he intends for his readers to do the same as they think on these things.  

Once again, if we are going to handle the Word of God, we should apply this reality to our lives.  We should notice that Paul is not praising the blessings but the One who gave them.  The blessings are not the point; the glory of God is the point.  The blessings exist so that God will be glorified by those who have been blessed.  So, for those of us who have repented of our sins and trusted in Christ, we should praise our God as Paul does because He has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.  Do not be an ungrateful receiver of the gifts of God.  As often as you think of them, offer up a prayer or a song of praise and thanks to God.  Do not ever consider the blessings apart from the giver of those blessings.  It was never meant to be so.  Praise the Lord today, and everyday, for the many blessings you have been given.  

And then, on the other side of the coin, if you are lacking joy and hope and thankfulness, meditate on these realities.  More often than not, it has been my experience that joylessness stems from focusing an inordinate amount of attention on ourselves, our problems, our emotions and our struggles.  In the midst of such things, I would exhort you to turn your thoughts outward, away from yourselves.  Turn your thoughts to God and your eyes upon Jesus, and meditate on things about which Paul speaks.  See if your heart is not moved, and see if your affections are not stirred.  I would venture that they would be.  If you truly belong to God, thinking on these realities will result in praise to the source of them.  

Conclusion

As we come to the table, we are proclaiming the very realities about which we have spoken this morning.  As we saw, all of the spiritual blessings with which God has blessed us come to us because of Christ.  So, as we eat the bread and drink the juice, let us glorify God and exalt Christ by the Spirit that lives within us.  Amen. 
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