As we saw last week, Ephesians 1:3-14 is one long, glorious sentence made up of over 200 words.  And as we looked at the central part of the sentence last week in 1:3, we learned that Paul's focus in these verses is praising God for the spiritual blessings that He has poured out on those who are “in Christ.”  In that initial verse, Paul speaks of these blessings in a very general and comprehensive way, but as the sentence continues, Paul begins to single out particular blessings for identification.  Though there is much explanation and elaboration, the three blessings that Paul singles out (which we will look at individually over the next three weeks) are election, redemption, and the obtaining of an inheritance.  Though, at first glance, the selection of these blessings might seem arbitrary, there seems to be a comprehensive symmetry surrounding these blessings.  Chronologically, we see Paul moving from the past (election) to the present (redemption) to the future (inheritance).  We even see a trinitarian focus as Paul moves from the Father choosing us to Christ redeeming us to the Holy Spirit being the guarantee of our inheritance.  Seen in this way, the true beauty and glory of this incredible sentence of praise begins to take shape.  

With this structure in mind, we will  begin this week by looking at the first of these three blessings in 1:4-6.  While there are many parts to Paul's argument in these verses, it is clear that his one overarching focus is the idea of election.  In praising God for the spiritual blessings that He has poured out, the first thing Paul mentions is the fact that God chose who would be His people.  It is this reality that will be our focus today as we look at these verses together. 

Before looking at the verses, though, we must be careful to approach them in the correct way.  There is a great danger in approaching any verses that speak about election and predestination from a very academic, theoretical, and argumentative standpoint.  In short, these verses are often studied for the purpose of arguing and debating rather than the purpose of worshiping and praising – which is the central reason they were originally written by Paul.  Martyn Lloyd-Jones saw this danger as well and warned his hearers:

Instead of approaching it from a theoretical standpoint, and regarding it as a very interesting academic problem on the border line between theology and philosophy, we should approach it by saying to ourselves something like this: 'Here am I in this house of God while there are thousands of people who are not, and who are in their beds reading the Sunday newspapers or perhaps listening to the radio.  Why am I different, what has made me different, why am I interested in these things, why bother myself about them at all – why am I a Christian?'  Seriously consider what it is that has separated you from those others, what has put you into a different category.  And when you find yourself on your knees praying to God, search and examine yourself, and ask yourself what has brought you to pray.  Ask yourself whether the desire to pray arises from yourself alone, or from something else.

According to Lloyd-Jones, it is only at this point, and in this way, that the text can be truly and rightly understood.  Let us think about these things not so we can win an argument or a debate but so that we can understand the glorious blessings that have been poured out on us by God and, as a result, worship Him appropriately. 

I. God chose His people in Christ before the world was created.  

As I said, the central point of these three verses is that God has chosen His people.  After declaring that God “has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places,” Paul writes, “...even as he chose us in Him before the foundation of the world...” (1:4).  In the next verse, he reiterates much the same point, saying, “...he predestined us for adoption...” (1:5).    While explained and elaborated on in various ways, this is the main action described in these verses, so we must understand this action to understand Paul's point.

On the most basic level, this means that God decided who would be the recipients of His saving grace.  The foundational reason that we, or anyone else, follows and worships God is because God chose us to be His followers and worshipers.  Paul speaks of this elsewhere in Romans 8:29-30 when he says, “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be  the firstborn among many brothers.  And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified.”  Clearly, all of these realities are bound up together.  If we work backwards through the chain, we can deduce that all who are glorified were justified, all who were justified were called, and all who were called were foreknown and predestined.  This is the foundation of salvation: God has freely chosen who belongs to Him.  

But Paul does not stop at merely declaring the reality that God chose His people for Himself.  He goes on to make clear that God chose us “in him” (1:4).  Though there is merely a pronoun and no name, it is clear from the context that the person to whom Paul is referring is the Lord Jesus Christ.  God did not simply choose us to be saved but to be saved “in Christ.”  This is crucial because it reminds us of something we saw last week – the absolutely centrality and necessity of Christ for salvation.  As we will see next week, God created the world for the purpose of exalting Christ in it.  That reality is central for our present reality.  The reason that God chose us “in Christ” is because His goal from the beginning was to sum up all things “in Christ.”  God chose us and predestined us not just in some general way but to repent and believe in Christ and be conformed to the image of Christ.  Just as we saw last week that it is impossible to conceive of the spiritual blessings without Christ's person and work, we see with the specific blessing of election that it cannot be conceived of apart from Christ.  He is crucial to the entire enterprise.  Once again, Lloyd-Jones says it well as he declares, “He [Paul] keeps on emphasizing, 'in him', 'through him', 'in the beloved'; and he does so because he is so eager to show that it is only in Christ that we can become the sons of God.”

Moving on in the text, we see Paul highlight that God chose us in Christ “before the foundation of the world” (1:4).  This is another incredible statement that helps us understand the amazing nature of this spiritual blessings.  God not only chose us, but He chose us before the world itself was ever created!  Paul makes this point to Timothy as well when he says that God “saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began” (2 Tim. 1:9).  One of the defining features of God's gracious choice of His people is that it happened before He ever made the world.  The spiritual blessings that God has poured out on His people actually began before they ever came into existence.  We will see in a moment that one of the reasons this is important is because it means that God's choosing was not based on us or anything we would do.  As Romans 9:11 says of Jacob and Esau, God's choice happened “before we had done anything either good or bad.”  

One final thing we see with regard to this choosing and predestining is that God “predestined us for adoption” (1:5).  Once again, this is a very loaded term that carries a great deal of meaning.  It means that God did not choose us for the sake of choosing us but in order to make us part of His family.  He did not just predestine us to heaven but to actually be His sons and daughters.  This is a reality that highlights something we will see in just a moment – the great love of God for us.  We do not just belong to God as some piece of property but as beloved children.  Through our faith in the Son, we actually become sons – with all of the rights and privileges which that includes.  Because we are sons, we have the very Spirit of God that allows us to cry out to Him as Father (Rom. 8:15-17).  Because we are sons, we are heirs with Christ of all things (Gal. 3:29; 4:7).  He did not just predestine us; He predestined us for adoption.  

Understanding Paul's words, then, we can sit back and truly marvel at this first spiritual blessing.  It is one thing to understand with our minds that God chose us in Christ before the foundation of  the world but it is another thing entirely to grasp that reality with our hearts – particularly if we know ourselves well.  The reason this reality pushed Paul to worship as he does in 1:3 is because Paul understood  that he was, by nature, dead in his trespasses and sins.  He understood that he had been an enemy of God and that he had been blinded by the prince of the power of the air.  And then he understood that, before he was ever born, God had chosen him in Christ.  He understood that the glorious event that took place on the road to Damascus was simply God carrying out a plan that had originated long before that day.  God had chosen to shine into his heart the light of the glory of the gospel.  In the same way, this reality is absolutely crucial for us to understand because we were enemies of God just like Paul.  But God had chosen us and set us apart, and when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth His Son to die and redeem us.  In time, he took our hearts of stone and gave us hearts of flesh so that we would repent and believe in His Son.  Through that faith, we have peace with God and an eternal inheritance awaits us – all because God chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world. 

II. The source of this choosing was God's incredible love and gracious will.

Talking about the reality that God has chosen us inevitably leads to the question, “why?”  What would cause God to do this?  Why would He choose to do this?  Thankfully, Paul answers this question for us in the text.  Essentially, he provides a two part answer.

First, Paul highlights that it was God's love that caused him to predestine us for adoption.  He explicitly states, “In love, he predestined us for adoption...” (1:4b-5).  While there is some discussion about the appropriate place for the phrase “in love,” it seems to fit with what comes after because Paul is explicitly speaking of adoption which would no doubt be grounded in the love of God – as we will see in a moment.  This is important because it makes clear that it was not out of necessity or obligation that God chose us.  He was not forced to do so.  Moreover, this means that the grounds of God's choosing was not something inherent within us.  The cause of God's choice is actually found in Him and not us – a reality that should cause us to rejoice even more if we rightly understand human nature.  The source of God's choice was His own unfathomable, incomprehensible love.  The same reality was true of God's choosing of Israel in the Old Testament as God told them, “It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the Lord set his love on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples, but it is because the Lord loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers, that the Lord has brought you out with a mighty hand redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt” (Deut. 7:7-8).  The point of that passage for the Israelites was that God's love was the cause and not the effect of their following Him.  In the same way, understanding that God's choosing of us stemmed from His love means the same thing is true for us.  The grounds for our being chosen rests not in us but in God, particularly His amazing love.  

Second, we see Paul highlight that all of this has happened according to the purpose of God's will.  He writes that God “predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will” (1:5).  Once again, the reason this is important is because it means that no forced God's hand in this matter.  Rather, He acted according to His own sovereign will and plan.  Romans 9:11 says that God chose Jacob over Esau before either of them had done anything either good or bad “in order that [His] purpose of election might continue, not because of works but because of him who calls.”  The point of that text is that God chose before they were born so that the deciding factor would be His will and not the will of another.  The issue is ultimate, deciding control – does it belong to God or us?  Paul's point in our text is that God acted according to His will and plan.  All of this has happened because He willed it.  

In short, these two realities together help us understand why God  chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world.  He did it because He wanted to do it, and He wanted to do it because of His own love and mercy and compassion upon us – just like with Israel.  If we want to look for the ground and cause of our election, we need look no further than the One who did the electing – God Himself.  It all stems from Him.  

Before we move on to the final piece of the text, we should understand what this reality means for us as Christians.  First of all, if God chose us out of His great love for us, then we should never question whether this God actually loves us!  We have no grounds to question the extent or depth of God's love and care for us so long as the plan of redemption stands in our view.  If God has done this for us, will He not give us everything we need?  This is Paul's point in Rom. 8:32 as he says, “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?”  God actually chose to set His affection on us and choose us without regard for our worthiness, so we should be confident that a love which was bestowed without regard for worthiness will be maintained in the same way.  

Moreover, just as we can have utter confidence in this sort of love from God, we can also have confidence that God will not fail us or let us go.  The fact that the source of our salvation rests in God and not us is incredibly comforting because it means that our salvation is secure.  Rather than resting with fickle, finite people like us, our salvation rests on the strong and sovereign shoulders of the almighty God.  We can be sure it will endure.  As Paul also declared in Rom., “What then shall we say to these things?  If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Rom. 8:31).   

III. The purpose of this choosing was that we would be holy and praise the One who chose us.

Having seen these things, we now come to the final parts of Paul's statement in which he lays out two of the central purposes for which God has chosen us in Christ.  First, the text clearly says that “...he chose us in him before the foundation of  the world  that we should be holy and blameless before him” (1:4).  While Paul lumps these two terms together because they are so closely related, it does seem that there is a distinction between them.  In choosing us so that we would be holy, we see God's intention and will to make us people who are absolutely pure and spotless before Him.  Other Scriptures make clear that this is God's desire (Rom. 8:29; 1 Thess. 4:3; 1 Pet. 1:14-16).  He wants us to be holy as He is holy and this is one of His reasons for choosing us.  But we also read that He chose us so that we would be blameless before Him.  Here the emphasize seems to be somewhat different because the focus is on the result of our sins.  Not only does God desire to make us holy but to remove any blame for our past sin.  We are to stand before Him perfectly pure and without any blame.  This is why God chose us.  As Peter O'Brien, commenting on this text, writes, “The divine purpose in our election was not simply to repair the damage done by sin but also to fulfil God's original intention for humankind, namely, to create for himself a people perfectly conformed to the likeness of his Son (Rom. 8:29-30).”
 

But Paul moves on to provide a greater and even more ultimate reason why God has chosen us as he declares that we have been chosen “to the praise of his glorious grace with which he has blessed us in the Beloved” (1:6).  At the end of it all, the central purpose of God's choosing us and of our being holy and blameless is that God's glorious grace would be praised.  Ultimately, this whole endeavor is about God, and His praise, rather than us and our praise.  We have been chosen so that we might be monuments of His grace – praising Him and proclaiming the incredible greatness of His grace and mercy to each other and to the watching world and to the entire universe – including the “rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” (Eph. 3:10).  

As the final points of the text, this is both encouraging and challenging to us.  First of all, as we hear that God chose us before the foundation of the world that we should be holy and blameless before Him, it should remind us that we are blameless and we already are being made holy because of our faith in Christ.  The very thing which God intended and purposed when He chose us has become a reality.  As Paul told the Romans, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1).  He goes on to say, “Who shall bring any charge against God's elect?  It is God who justifies?  Who is there to condemn?  Christ Jesus is the one who died – more than that, who was raised – who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us” (Rom. 8:33-34).  We are blameless.  And as Paul told the Thessalonians, “Now may the God of peace himself sanctify you completely, and may your whole spirit and soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.  He who calls you is faithful; he will surely do it” (1 Thess. 5:23-24).  We will be made holy.  This is encouraging.

Moreover, knowing that God intends for us to be holy and blameless is an incredible motivation to live a holy, righteous life.  If we know this is God's will for us, we should strive to live in such a way.  The Scriptures are clear regarding this point as well.  Hebrews 12:14 says, “Strive for peace with everyone, and for the holiness without which no one will see the Lord.”  We are to be holy because our God is holy.  It is God's will, and it should be our desire.  

Finally, this reminds us that we are to seek the glory of God in all that we do.  The entire purpose of our salvation is that we would resound to the praise of the glory of God.  We exist to make sure that God is exalted as much as possible and as much as He deserves.  Knowing this, we should be about the task.  This is the central reason that we were chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world.  

Conclusion

As we come to the table today, we can come with a deeper and better understanding of the fact that God chose us before the foundation of the world.  We should praise our God because He chose us like this.  He chose us out of His incredible love and as part of His perfect, sovereign will.  And He chose us in Christ and through Christ.  Knowing this, let us eat and drink and exalt Christ and glorify God.  Amen. 
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