SERMON EPHESIANS 1:3 – 14 — Pentecost 8b, 14 July 2024
Sermon Video link: https://youtu.be/pxS_T6q62FQ
People need a reason to live, and a sense of purpose for their lives. People find purpose in work, in family, in helping others by using their gifts and talents, in contributing to art, science or the environment. Many people find purpose in being part of something bigger than themselves. God created us this way.
God created us to seek purpose and has a purpose for all people, a plan that includes the whole human race, and all of creation. God is putting his plan into action, not through political leaders and governments, which may seem to be in control of the world. God is putting his plan into action through the church. The church is not first and foremost a human institution but God’s creation, designed to bring redemptions humanity and the whole of creation and to bring glory to God. The creation of the church is God’s grace in action. This plan is not a backup plan, it has always been God’s ultimate plan. God has had this plan from before the foundation of the world.

God had a plan for the church, and he had a plan for all those who are and will be members of the church. You weren’t chosen because of something you did, or because you have any special qualities or because you are a good person. God chose you because God loves you and wants to bless you with every spiritual blessing. He chose you because he loves to lavish you with his grace, grace that is available to all people.
Another name for God’s grace is his unmerited divine favour.
We live in a world where we are constantly expected to prove we are worthy. Worthy to be on the sports team, worthy to get our first job, or to get into university, or to get a promotion. Worthy to get a loan for our first car or a house. Worthy to receive unemployment benefits or a pension. We are so used to this that we don’t give it a second thought. That is just the way life is. No one deserves a free lunch, and if someone gets what they don’t deserve we usually think it isn’t fair and aren’t too happy about it.
In the church, there is a long history of dealing with God the same way. We say we are saved by grace, but often we act as though we are saved by what we do. Do the right things, believe hard enough and correctly enough, keep away from sin or at least certain sins and you can be certain you are in God’s good books. Yes, we are saved by grace but don’t take grace too far, you still have to follow the rules. 
There is a problem with this kind of thinking. It takes the focus away from what God has done for us and puts it back on what we are doing for God. Since no one is perfect it leaves us open to uncertainty about our standing with God. It can also make us judgemental, because if you can focus on other people’s sins and indiscretions it is easier to ignore your own.
It seems God didn’t get the memo. God seems to be breaking the rules. He seems to be so consumed with love that he lets anyone into the church. Take a look at the disciples for example, men and women with suspect backgrounds, a zealot, a tax collector collaborating with the occupying forces, a man who betrayed Jesus, men who abandoned and denied Jesus, and a man filled with doubts. Then there is Paul who as Saul, stood by holding the cloaks of those who stoned Stephen and then took an active role in persecuting the church. 
God lavishes the riches of his grace on people no matter what their background, credentials, reputation, race or gender and calls them into the church. As Paul says in Galatians, “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free,(D) nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ” (3:28 NIV). God chooses and blesses this diverse body of people with every spiritual blessing. 
Paul mentions a number of these spiritual blessings in our reading today.

God blesses us by bringing the good news of Jesus Christ to us and creating faith in our hearts through God’s word and the power of the Holy Spirit. God blesses us by adopting us to be his dearly beloved children as God unites us with his Son Jesus in Holy Baptism. God blesses us by making us part of his family, and giving us the privilege of calling him our Father and Jesus our brother. 
God blesses us by lavishing us with his forgiveness. As the waters of baptism flow over us our sins are washed away, leaving us holy and blameless before God. God also blesses us with the Holy Spirit as a guarantee and a downpayment. The downpayment of the Holy Spirit binds God to this new relationship God has created and guarantees that we have been adopted, redeemed and saved. This means nothing can separate us from the gift of God’s fatherly love.
The blessing doesn’t stop. God blesses us with wisdom and insight into God’s eternal plan. God reveals to us that all history past present and future has Jesus as its focus. God gives us the insight to know the meaning of life, the purpose of all existence, the purpose of the church and our own purpose in God’s plan.  The purpose of the whole of the universe, the church and everyone in it is to live for the praise of Christ’s glory. 

As God lavishes us with his unmerited divine favour and showers us with blessing after blessing, it changes us. God’s love and grace fills us with love and grace and overflows into a life that reflects love and grace toward our brothers and sisters in Christ, our neighbours and the world. This is our purpose, to love God and neighbour. To be the light of the world and to glorify God’s glorious grace revealed in Christ Jesus (see Matt. 5:14-16).

Amen.
Pastor Rolf Lungwitz
