Ephesians 1 : 1-14  : 16 September 2007
Last week we opened our study of Ephesians with the wonderful discovery that God has made freely available to us all manner of blessing - all the fruit of the Holy Spirit, all the gifts of the Holy Spirit - through the victory of His Son Jesus Christ over all the powers of darkness by way of the cross. All these blessings are in the spiritual realm and come to us when we make a decision to follow Jesus, so that we become a new creation in Christ and the Spirit of the living God brings new life to our spirit.

We saw that in vs.2/3, and in v.4/5 we saw that all this is the outworking of the will and purpose of God since before time began. We saw that, before the creation of the world, God chose us, in Jesus, for this wonderful destiny, to be holy and blameless in his sight, adopted by grace as his children, all freely given through his beloved son.

In v.7 now we go on to read that in Christ we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished upon us with all wisdom and understanding. I’ve said a few times that salvation in Jesus is much more than a get-out-of-hell-free card, but there’s no doubt at all that to receive forgiveness of sins is hugely important. Without the assurance of forgiveness, we’re consigned to a life of insecurity, anxiety, doubt and fear.

If the shadow of judgement hangs over our death, it is bound also to hang over our life, and steal our joy and peace. That is why it’s so vitally important for us to get our heads round the liberating truth that we have redemption through the blood of Christ. Redemption is a funny word. It’s not one we use much now, although those of us old enough to remember Green Shield stamps, or Esso petrol vouchers, have a fair idea what it means. Many of us were introduced to pukka wine glasses for our favourite Asti Spumante or Mateus Rose through the good offices of petrol stations giving out vouchers that, once you had enough, you could redeem for a set of crystal tumblers.

The word redemption carries with it a notion of exchange, handing over something and getting something else in return. In the Biblical sense, redemption has its origins way back in the Old Testament, where the people of God were expected to offer up animal sacrifices to buy off the divine wrath that would rightly and properly attach to their sinful conduct. The whole temple culture was founded on this, as acknowledged in Hebrews 9, whereby the high priests would offer up animal sacrifices on behalf of the people, but nowhere in this was there promised true, radical, forgiveness.

In fact, one of the major issues the religious establishment had with Jesus was that he dared to forgive sin. This was something no mere human being could do. Forgiveness belonged to God alone. There was much flapping and waving when, for example, the paralysed man was lowered through the roof right in front of Jesus’ nose, and the first thing the Lord did was forgive his sins. Jesus asked the Pharisees : which is easier to say : get up and walk, or your sins are forgiven? Nowadays, I suspect we’d answer that question very differently, but then it was easier to say you have four legs and a curly tail than your sins are forgiven. Those words were completely out of bounds.
The single most profound need of the human race, an answer to the problem of sin, was the one thing the Old Testament did not provide. Jesus changed all that, and he did it by perfecting the model that temple worship used, sacrifice and the shedding of blood. When Jesus underwent his passion, he fulfilled, once and for all, the demands of divine justice. From the very beginning of human history, man had chosen to listen to the world, the flesh and the devil, rather than the Word of God.

This had created a chasm between God and man that we call sin, and brought with it all sorts of unpleasant consequences. It is a fact of spiritual life that when we are out of fellowship with God, the door is thrown wide open for the powers of darkness to walk in and create havoc. For thousands of years, what we call the Old Testament offered a damage-limitation scheme through sacrifices offered at the temple, but there was no provision for true radical forgiveness, true reconciliation to God the Father.

But when, at the moment of God’s choosing, Jesus came, all that changed. He, the sinless one, was mocked, rejected, beaten, brutalised, humiliated and murdered – and he knew it was coming to him. Just as our destiny was written in God’s diary before time began, so we read in Revelation 13.8 of Jesus, the Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world. From the very beginning, Jesus knew what he was coming to.

Isaiah 52/53 foretells, some 600 years before it actually happened, the full horrific detail of what Jesus would have to endure in order to pay a debt he did not owe, and a price that we could not pay. Hebrews 9.12 tells that Jesus did not enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of goats and calves, but once and for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption. His suffering and death in our place paid, on the nail, the entire penalty for all human sin – wrong things done and said, right things not done and said ; wrong thoughts, wrong attitudes, the lot.
He paid the penalty for the sins of those who went before him. He paid the penalty for the sins of those who connived at his death and spat obscenities at him as he hung there. He paid the penalty for the sins of those who followed him throughout all ages. He paid the penalty for the sins you and I committed yesterday, last week, last year, 50 years ago. He paid the penalty for the sins you and I haven’t even dreamed about yet, but that we will commit today, tomorrow, next week, next year, 50 years hence.

And what we need to get fixed firmly and unshakeably in our heads is this. God knew when we came to faith in him that we would mess up again, and again, and again, and again, even as believers. Born again, spirit filled, as we might be, he knew that there would be days when we would make complete idiots of ourselves, but the great thing is that in his love, made perfect in Christ, he chooses not to let those embarrassing botch-ups get in the way of his relationship with us. And that’s good news.

I don’t know about you, but I’m hugely grateful that, even when I’ve run around like a headless chicken, upsetting people and bringing the name of Jesus into disrepute by acting like a lost man, sometimes even with my dog-collar on, still the redemption of my life through the shed blood of Christ remains in place. Anyone identify with that?

No wonder Paul speaks of the riches of God’s grace that he lavished upon us with all wisdom and understanding. That’s an interesting statement, which you can take two ways. We can see that there is wisdom and understanding on God’s part. He sees with wise and understanding eyes the desperate human need to be forgiven and reconciled to him, and with a compassionate father-heart he meets that need.
But listen to the Revised English Bible translation : In the richness of his grace God has lavished on us all wisdom and insight. The implication is that God has passed on to his people that same wisdom and insight that he has, and that’s a startling thought, because you and I know that wisdom and insight do not always characterise the way we think, the way we speak, the way we act, the way we represent our Saviour.

And yet they are God’s gifts to us, once again imparted by His Holy Spirit to our born-again spirit. The full potential to live a Christ-like life has already been given to us by grace, and remember, grace means : God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense. But of course it doesn’t always happen overnight. Think of the humble teabag. Everything you need for a nice cup of refreshing tea is already in there, but it takes time for the goodness to seep through and give the water that distinctive flavour we like so much.

Likewise, although God has already made us perfect in our spirit, it takes time for our our thoughts, our emotions, etc, to catch up. But the way it works is that the higher a priority we give to fellowship with this gracious, merciful, loving Father God, who so willingly sacrificed his own flesh and blood for us, the more that wisdom and insight burst through and find practical expression in our everyday life. 

We are always influenced by the people we hang around with. If we spend too much time with people who are always negative and critical, who always see, and revel in, the worst in others, we will become like them. Or, as someone in a masterpiece of urbane subtlety once put it, swim in a sewer and you will stink! But as we spend time in fellowship with God, giving him praise and thanks for all he has done for us, getting into his Word and quarrying out the magnificent promises he has made to us, we cultivate Christ-likeness and His Holy Spirit quickens our spiritual maturity.

I want to conclude this section by repeating again a point I’ve made before, and that I will make again, and again. Our relationship with God is not performance-based – it’s not that we risk hellfire and damnation if we get complacent and don’t grow in grace and truth, wisdom and insight. In v.14 we read that, when we said yes! to Jesus, we were sealed with the Holy Spirit. Andrew Wommack, whose teaching on this subject I’ve found hugely helpful, puts it like this : our spirit was vacuum-packed eternally.

If we don’t pursue Christ-likeness, God won’t condemn us for it. His love is assured. But we won’t enjoy life as much as we should. We won’t fulfil our highest destiny as God intended. Our sloppiness will open the door for the devil to come in and steal the victory we are created to enjoy over temptation, disease and all that stuff. Why settle for second- or third-best, bullied by the flesh and nagged by the devil till we wearily creep into heaven, when we can live here and now in the power of the Holy Spirit?
