SECOND SUNDAY AFTER CHRISTMAS          EPHESIANS 1: 3-14     JANUARY 2, 2011

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

     THE DOCTRINE OF ELECTION OR PREDESTINATION IS PROBABLY ONE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT, CONTROVERSIAL AND LEAST UNDERSTOOD DOCTRINES OF THE BIBLE.  PEOPLE SEEM EITHER TO BE CONFUSED BY IT OR UPSET WITH IT.  BUT THIS TEACHING IS NOT A MINOR TEACHING OF SCRIPTURE OR ONE THAT IS JUST MENTIONED A FEW TIMES.  RATHER, IT IS A MAJOR TEACHING THAT IS MENTIONED IN SEVERAL PLACES.  ONE OF THESE IS OUR TEXT FOR THIS MORNING WHICH IS THE LONGEST DESCRIPTION OF ELECTION/PREDESTINATION IN THE BIBLE.  IN THE ORIGINAL GREEK OUR TEXT IS ONE LONG SENTENCE.  AND WHEN THIS TEACHING IS PROPERLY UNDERSTOOD AND TAUGHT IT BRINGS GREAT COMFORT AND GLORY TO GOD.  SO THEN, LET US LISTEN TO PAUL THIS MORNING AS HE “PRAISES GOD FOR CHOOSING US.”

I.  SALVATION FROM SIN, DEATH AND GOD’S WRATH IS FROM BEGINNING TO END GOD’S WORK AND NOT OURS.  IN HIS GRACE AND MERCY GOD HAS SAVED US FROM ETERNITY TO ETERNITY.

     A.  AND WHAT I MEAN BY THIS IS THAT OUR SALVATION IN JESUS CHRIST BEGAN NOT ONLY BEFORE WE WERE BORN BUT EVEN BEFORE GOD CREATED THE WORLD.  THAT’S WHAT PAUL SAYS:  “…HE CHOSE US IN HIM BEFORE THE FOUNDATION OF THE WORLD….HE PREDESTINED US FOR ADOPTION THROUGH JESUS CHRIST….IN HAVING BEEN PREDESTINED ACCORDING TO THE PURPOSE OF HIM WHO WORKS ALL THINGS ACCORDING TO THE COUNSEL OF HIS WILL.”  PRETTY CLEAR ISN’T IT?  AND VERY COMFORTING.  THIS MEANS THAT WE ARE NOT HERE BY AN ACCIDENT.  GOD PLANNED FOR US TO BE BORN JUST AS HE TOLD THE PROPHET JEREMIAH:  “BEFORE I FORMED YOU IN THE WOMB I KNEW YOU…” (1: 5, ESV).  SINCE GOD KNOWS ALL THINGS IT SHOULD NOT SURPRISE US THAT EVEN BEFORE HE CREATED THE WORLD HE KNEW THAT ADAM AND EVE WOULD FALL INTO SIN AND DEATH IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN.  HE DIDN’T WANT THAT TO HAPPEN…HE DID NOT PREDESTINE IT TO HAPPEN…BUT HE KNEW IT WOULD HAPPEN.  AND BECAUSE HE KNEW IT WAS GOING TO HAPPEN HE PLANNED, EVEN BEFORE THE CREATION OF THE WORLD, TO SEND HIS SON INTO THE WORLD TO SAVE IT FROM SIN AND DEATH.  AND THIS IS WHY THE PROPHETS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT COULD TALK ABOUT HIS COMING.  BUT THERE IS MORE.  BEFORE GOD CREATED THE WORLD HE NOT ONLY KNEW YOU BUT HE PLANNED TO GIVE YOU SAVING FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST.   THIS WAS ALL DECIDED BY GOD NOT ONLY BEFORE YOU WERE BORN….BUT EVEN BEFORE HE CREATED THE WORLD.  THAT’S WHAT PAUL SAYS.
     B.  AND THEN GOD WHAT HAD PLANNED IN ETERNITY HE CARRIED OUT IN TIME AGAIN JUST AS PAUL SAYS:  “…MAKING KNOWN TO US THE MYSTERY OF HIS WILL, ACCORDING TO HIS PURPOSE…”AT JUST THE RIGHT TIME, IN THE FULLNESS OF TIME, GOD SENT FORTH HIS SON BORN OF A WOMAN.  JESUS ENTERED OUR WORLD TO SAVE US FROM GOD’S WRATH BY LIVING A SINLESS LIFE OF LOVE IN THE PLACE OF OUR SINFUL, SELF-CENTERED LIFE AND TO DIE A DEATH THAT HE DID NOT DESERVE…BUT WE DID.  IN JESUS CHRIST OUR DEBT OF SIN TO GOD HAS BEEN CANCELED AND WE HAVE BEEN RECONCILED TO GOD.  AND THEN ON THE THIRD DAY JESUS WAS RAISED FROM THE DEATH TO GIVE US LIFE.  WE HAD NOTHING TO DO WITH THIS.  GOD DID IT ALL BY HIMSELF AND FOR US.  AND THEN BEFORE HIS ASCENSION INTO HEAVEN JESUS TOLD HIS CHURCH TO TELL EVERYONE WHAT HE HAD DONE SO THAT PEOPLE MIGHT BELIEVE IN HIM AND BE SAVED.  AND THAT BRING US ONCE AGAIN BACK TO OUR TEXT WHERE PAUL SAYS:  “IN HIM YOU ALSO, WHEN YOU HEARD THE WORD OF TRUTH, THE GOSPEL OF YOUR SALVATION, AND BELIEVED HIM, WERE SEALED WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT.  IN OTHER WORDS, GOD SO ARRANGED YOUR LIFE THAT HE BROUGHT YOU INTO CONTACT WITH THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST SO THAT THE HOLY SPIRIT COULD GIVE YOU FAITH IN JESUS….THE FAITH THAT GOD PLANNED TO GIVE YOU BEFORE HE EVEN CREATED THE UNIVERSE.  AND NOW YOU HAVE THE HOLY SPIRIT “WHO IS THE GUARANTEE OF OUR INHERITANCE UNTIL WE ACQUIRE POSSESSION OF IT.…”   OUR INHERITANCE IS ETERNAL LIFE, THE NEW WORLD THAT IS COMING, A WORLD WITHOUT SIN AND DEATH.  A WORLD LIVED IN THE VERY PRESENCE OF GOD AND JESUS CHRIST.  AND THE HOLY SPIRIT WILL KEEP US IN FAITH UNTIL WE DIE SO THAT WE WILL BE CERTAIN OF INHERITING ETERNAL LIFE WHEN JESUS COMES HIS SECOND AND LAST TIME.  WE KNOW WE HAVE THE HOLY SPIRIT OTHERWISE WE COULD NOT BELIEVE IN HIM AS OUR SAVIOR.  AND THE PRESENCE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IS GOD’S DOWN PAYMENT TO US THAT WE WILL RECEIVE ETERNAL LIFE IN A NEW BODY IN A NEW WORLD.   FOR OUR SALVATION WILL NOT BE COMPLETE UNTIL JESUS COMES AGAIN.
II.  SO THEN….OUR SALVATION WHICH BEGINS IN ETERNITY AND ENDS IN ETERNITY IS ALL GOD’S DOING.  AND THIS HAS CONSEQUENCES.

    A.  FIRST OF ALL, THIS MEANS THAT WE CAN BE ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN OF OUR SALVATION.  NO “IFS, ANDS, OR BUTS”.  AND THIS BRINGS US MUCH, MUCH COMFORT.  IT WAS MARTIN LUTHER WHO SAID THAT AN UNCERTAIN SALVATION IS NO SALVATION AT ALL.  HOW CAN YOU GET COMFORT FROM SOMETHING YOU CANNOT BE SURE OF?  HOW CAN YOU HAVE COMFORT IF THERE IS ANY DOUBT AT ALL…EVEN THE SMALLEST OF DOUBT THAT YOU ARE SAVED?   AND HOW COULD WE HAVE THIS KIND OF CERTAINTY IF OUR SALVATION DEPENDED IN ANY WAY ON US AND WHAT WE DO.?  HOW WOULD WE EVER KNOW IF WE HAVE DONE ENOUGH?  OR DID IT IN THE RIGHT WAY OR WITH THE RIGHT MOTIVE?  WE CAN’T EVEN SAY ONE PERFECT LORD’S PRAYER.  TRY IT.  THE ONLY WAY WE CAN BE ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN OF OUR SALVATION IS IF IT DEPENDS ONLY ON GOD.  AND THAT’S WHAT PAUL IS TELLING US THIS MORNING.  OUR SALVATION IS COMPLETELY AND ONLY IN GOD’S HANDS.  EVERYTHING GOOD IN OUR LIFE AND ESPECIALLY OUR FAITH AND SALVATION IN JESUS CHRIST IS ALL GOD’S DOING AS PAUL SAYS IN OUR TEXT:  “ACCORDING TO THE PURPOSE OF HIS WILL…ACCORDING TO THE RICHES OF HIS GRACE WHICH HE LAVISHED ON US…ACCORDING TO THE PURPOSE OF HIM WHO WORKS ALL THINGS ACCORDING TO THE COUNSEL OF HIS WILL….”    MY DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS IN CHRIST, WE HEAR NOTHING OF DOUBT AND UNCERTAINTY IN THESE WORDS….BUT ONLY CERTAINTY.  YOU CAN AND YOU SHOULD BE CERTAIN OF YOUR SALVATION BECAUSE IT DOES NOT DEPEND ON YOU…BUT ON WHAT GOD HAS DONE, IS DOING, AND WILL CONTINUE TO DO FOR YOU IN JESUS CHRIST.  AND TO A TROUBLED SINNER THE COMFORT THAT THIS GIVES US IS BEYOND WORDS.  THIS IS YOUR COMFORT IN JESUS CHRIST.   THE TEACHING OF PREDESTINATION IS NOT TAUGHT PROPERLY IF IT DOES NOT BRING CERTAINTY AND COMFORT.  
     B. AND BECAUSE OF THE TEACHING OF PREDESTINATION………GOD GETS ALL THE CREDIT….ALL THE HONOR AND PRAISE…….AND WE GET……….NONE.   THIS TOO IS WHAT PAUL SAYS:  “BLESSED BE THE GOD AND FATHER OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST…..TO THE PRAISE OF HIS GLORIOUS GRACE…..TO THE PRAISE OF HIS GLORY.”  PAUL SAYS NOTHING ABOUT OUR PRAISE AND GLORY….BUT ONLY ABOUT THE PRAISE AND GLORY THAT IS DUE GOD.  AND THAT’S WHY IN OTHER PARTS OF SCRIPTURE WE ARE TOLD THAT WE HAVE NO REASON TO BOAST ABOUT ANYTHING AS PAUL SAYS LATER IN THIS LETTER TO THE EPHESIANS:  “FOR BY GRACE YOU HAVE BEEN SAVED THROUGH FAITH. AND THIS IS NOT YOUR OWN DOING; IT IS THE GIFT OF GOD, NOT A RESULT OF WORKS, SO THAT NO ONE MAY BOAST” (2: 8,9 ESV).  MANY CHRISTIANS DO NOT AGREE OR DO NOT UNDERSTAND THAT EVEN OUR FAITH IS A GIFT FROM GOD.  REMEMBER?  GOD DECIDED TO GIVE US THE GIFT OF FAITH NOT ONLY BEFORE WE WERE BORN….BUT EVEN BEFORE HE CREATED THE WORLD.  OUR FAITH IS NOT OUR DOING….OR OUR DECISION….WE DID NOT CHOSE TO BELIEVE IN JESUS…………HE CHOSE US AND GAVE US THE GIFT OF FAITH THROUGH THE GOSPEL AND BAPTISM.  THERE ARE MANY, MANY PASSAGES ABOUT GOD CHOOSING PEOPLE, INCLUDING US….BUT THERE ARE NONE, NOT ONE ABOUT PEOPLE OR US CHOOSING GOD OR JESUS.  AND SO THERE IS NO ROOM FOR US TO BOAST OUR SALVATION….NOT BEFORE GOD…NOT BEFORE OTHER HUMAN BEINGS.  AND THIS NOT ONLY PROTECTS US FROM SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS, THINKING THAT WE ARE BETTER THAN THOSE WHO DON’T BELIEVE IN JESUS…BUT ABOVE ALL WE GIVE THANKS AND PRAISE AND ALL THE CREDIT AND GLORY TO GOD WHO HAS BEEN SO MERCIFUL, KIND, AND GRACIOUS TO US SINNERS THAT WE, WE, SHOULD HAVE FAITH IN JESUS AND ETERNAL SALVATION.  
CONCLUSION:  YOU SEE, THEN, WHEN THE TEACHING OF PREDESTINATION OR ELECTION IS TAUGHT PROPERLY IT GIVES US THE COMFORT OF KNOWING THAT OUR SALVATION IS FOR CERTAIN.  THERE ARE NO DOUBTS.  THERE CAN BE NO DOUBTS.  BECAUSE OUR SALVATION IS GIFT….GIVEN TO US BY GOD IN JESUS CHRIST.  DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS….THIS IS YOUR COMFORT.  YOU CAN AND SHOULD BE CERTAIN OF YOUR SALVATION.  FOR FROM ETERNITY TO ETERNITY IT IS GOD’S DOING.  AND ON SUNDAY MORNINGS AND OTHER TIMES WE COME TOGETHER TO RECEIVE THIS SALVATION BY HIS MEANS OF GRACE, THE WORD AND THE SACRAMENTS AND …AND TO GIVE HIM THANKS AND PRAISE…..TO GIVE HIM ALL THE HONOR AND GLORY…………..NOW…………AND FOREVER.  AMEN.
