Ephesians 1 : 15-23 : 7 October 2007
We raced through this wonderful passage from Ephesians 1 at our recent healing service and I thought it would be good for us today to take a few minutes to enjoy it, as Paul takes the time and the trouble to encourage and build up the congregation in the city of Ephesus. It’s all too easy for people like me to use the pulpit to make critical comments about how the church is going, and there are occasions when we do need to face uncomfortable truths about ourselves, but if you read his letters to the churches under his care, you can’t miss the genuine love and affection that Paul has for his spiritual children, and his immense pride in their walk of faith.

We read here that Paul never stops giving thanks for the church, and holding them up before God in his prayers. Can you imagine how uplifting that assurance would be for the new Christians of Ephesus as they faced, at times, a pretty torrid time following Jesus in a pagan city in a pagan empire? And I happen to believe that there are some parallels with the present day, because to become a true, enthusiastic disciple of Jesus Christ in Britain today does not win you many popularity contests. 
If you make the brave decision to commit your life to Jesus Christ, you will pay a price, you will lose friends, you will be talked about, you will be made fun of - but the benefits outweigh the potential loss many times over. Today let’s start to explore those benefits. Let’s begin to see how great and exciting an adventure it can be when we go all out for Jesus, let all our spiritual inhibitions go, and just enjoy his love.
Remember that when you belong to the church of Jesus Christ, you are not just part of an organisation that maintains your name on a ledger in a cupboard and sends out the usual computerised reminders to pay the annual subscription. Instead, you belong to a new family, bound together in relationship with God the Father, with the people you see sitting around you this morning, and with people all over the world who meet to give praise and glory to that one God, through Jesus Christ our one Saviour.

In centuries past, Christians from Scotland went out and shared their faith with all the corners of the world. In the 21st century, the boot is on the other foot, and we are now able to learn and grow in faith as we watch how the church in Africa, southern Asia, and Latin America, discover the fullness of God’s love through joyful wholehearted worship. They can teach us from their experience of giving their all to Jesus, trusting him in every aspect of their lives, and so positioning themselves to receive from him all the marvellous blessings he has in store for those who will let him bless them.

In v.17 we note Paul’s prayer for the church that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. If there is one thing that would do all of us a lot of good, it is to set aside time to get to know God better. Most of us have a rather woolly idea of who God is, and what he is like. Superstition rather than scripture forms the basis of many people’s picture of God, and that’s a shame. 
He is not a crusty old tyrant waiting for the first opportunity to bring judgement crashing down on your head, nor is he an absentee landlord of the universe, neither knowing nor caring for the human plight. A lot of people say they’re frightened of God, but find Jesus much more appealing. That’s quite sad, really, especially when Jesus himself states that he does only what he sees the Father doing. 
Just as in the scriptures we see Jesus embrace the outcast, heal the sick, return sight to the blind, forgive the wayward, rescue the lost, make the lame to walk, and even raise the dead, so too we know that this is the will of God, and I hope to reinforce the point today and next week that it’s the will of God to do all these things through his church.
Why is it that so many of us don’t really know God all that well? To be honest, it’s probably because for most of us, most of the time, our faith has been an optional extra, an enhancement to the quality of life but not a fundamental necessity. We view prayer as a back-up, an emergency contact, a standby generator when all else fails. All these attitudes are symptoms of a rather formal, distant, long-range relationship with a God who is a stranger, mainly because most of us have never been in a position where God is all that stands between us and falling off the cliff.
In my experience, and there will be some here who can identify with this, it’s only when you reach the end of your own human ingenuity, when you find out the hard way that your own natural resources aren’t enough, that you discover the same truth that the apostle Paul discovered, that God’s strength is made perfect in our weakness. It’s a step of wisdom and maturity when we learn from that experience to go to God right at the start of any situation, not go screaming in panic when the wheels fall off.

So often, we make our own plans for life, based on what we think, what we feel, what we want, rather than go to God and seek his will for our life, and then we wonder why it doesn’t work. We want to be in charge, we want to be in control, we want to have our way, we want to call the shots, we expect God to rubber-stamp our ideas, then we have a hissy fit when he doesn’t. What’s wrong with that picture?

Basically, a failure to recognise that we’re not as smart as God, that we can’t see the whole picture the way he does. At risk of sounding trite, God’s been around a lot longer and has a lot more experience! The Word teaches [Isaiah 46] that he knows the end from the beginning. We think we’re doing well if we can see ahead to next week! When we study Ephesians 2, we’ll see that, from before the beginning of time, God has made marvellous plans for our life, plans that will bring us joy and fulfilment.

Doesn’t it make more sense to get to know him, and agree with his plan for our life, rather than go charging off like a bull in a china shop to do our own thing in the vain assumption that God will rewrite his plans for the universe to fit in with ours? I want to encourage you today to make a life-changing decision to welcome the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. I want to encourage you today to make a commitment to meet God as we find him in the New Testament.

Let’s take time to become intimately acquainted with the God who knows us better than we know ourselves, who is infinitely wiser than us, and has a marvellous future planned out for us. Let’s draw closer to the God who gave his own flesh and blood so that you and I might be set free from the consequences of our own mistakes and worse, so that you and I might be released from crippling guilt and stress and anxiety, so that you and I might be healed by the wounds Jesus took on his own back. 
When we say that God loves you, it’s not just a trite sound-bite, but a profound and costly reality. His love for you and me cost his son his life. Jesus, the perfect Son of God, came down from heaven to be like us, and willingly sacrificed his life in untold agony so that you and I might be like him, and have his kind of life in all its fullness. 
Ask yourself honestly – is my life at present bringing me all I hoped for? Am I truly happy, truly satisfied? And will another x years of the same old same old, following the same routine, pursuing the same goals, really do it? Are my relationships with the people in my life as good as they should be, or are they characterised by tension and selfishness and stubbornness? Am I deriving satisfaction from my job, or is it just a way of paying the bills and something else to moan about? 

Am I enjoying good health, or do I seem to be bouncing from one set of aches and pains to another? Am I happy, consistent and at peace, or short-tempered, impatient and anxious? Am I able to appreciate God’s material blessings, and use them to be a blessing to other people, or am I caught in that trap of always being hungry for more, yet never being able to pay the bills for what I’ve already got and couldn’t afford?

Each of us has to answer those questions with brutal honesty, and take responsibility for the answers, because the only common factor in each one is ourselves, what WE think, what WE feel, what WE want, what attitudes WE hold – what the Bible calls our flesh. Some of us made the decision some time ago that we were sick, tired and fed up of being a loser ; that we couldn’t make progress until we realised that WE were the problem and God was the only answer. We needed to put to death the life of the flesh and start all over again with a new life, set free by the blood of Jesus.

If today you’re not completely satisfied with your life ; if your past haunts you, your future frightens you, or your present bores you – you need to draw a line under that drab existence of failure and frustration, and hand over control of everything to Jesus, trusting the Word of God that he will settle for nothing less than the best for you, and that he is well able to bring that about. You need to receive and embrace the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. Don’t wait another dreary day, don’t waste another dreary day. Jesus loves you. Let him live in you. Now.
