The Second Sunday after Christmas
Text:  Ephesians 1:3-14

January 4, 2009

Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

Today is the 11th day of Christmas, the last Sunday in Christmas.  And it’s a day for singing!  Because our Scripture texts are really hymns!

Our Gospel itself is a hymn, that beautiful lyrical praise of the Word made flesh:

In the beginning was the Word,

And the Word was with God,

And the Word was God.

Our text from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is also a hymn.  Twelve verses….but, would you believe?  in the Greek, it’s all one sentence!  One, long, breathless sentence…a hymn in praise of God!

My 8th-grade English teacher, E.O. Hillman, would have had a field day with this assignment!  “Renquist, go to the blackboard and diagram Ephesians 1:3-14.”  It was a Lutheran school, so that assignment to diagram a biblical text would have been entirely appropriate!

When you diagram sentences, you first look for the subject and verb, don’t you?  On that score, Ephesians chapter one is simple:  God is the subject of all the verbs:  God blessing, God choosing, God destining, God adopting, God bestowing, God redeeming!  God is the Actor; you and I are the acted-upon.  This Ephesian hymn is all about God and what God has done for us!

· God has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing;
· God chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world;
· God destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ;
· In Christ we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace that he lavished on us.
· In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance.
All of this reminds me of the very first and the most well-known question in the 1647 Westminster Catechism:

What is the chief end of man?

Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy 


Him forever.

That’s exactly what our Sunday worship is all about:  because God has done all this for us, our chief task is to glory God and enjoy him forever.  Sunday morning worship, you see, is not primarily a time to gather with our little moral notepads to receive our ethical assignment for the week.  Do this.  Don’t do that.  This beautiful opening hymn of praise, which begins Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, reminds us that worship is a time “to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.”

But let’s get on with the diagramming.  “Renquist,” E.O. Hillman would surely bark, “Renquist, what are you going to do with the prepositions?”  Do you remember how you diagrammed prepositions?  The preposition itself went on the slanted line, below the main line, its object parallel to the main line.

There are a couple of prepositions that jump out at us in this one-long-breathless-sentence passage:   is one of them.  That, of course, is the Greek.  In this passage, it is translated “according to.”  Five times it appears in Paul’s Ephesian hymn:

· According to the good pleasure of [God’s] will;
· According to the riches of [God’s] grace;

· According to [God’s] good pleasure;

· According to the purpose of [God] who accomplishes all things;

· According to [God’s] counsel and will.

you see, is the preposition you use to point to the norm which governs something, the standard.  And did you notice?  In this hymn, it’s all God, it’s all according to God.  All of the prepositions refer to God!  God’s will, God’s grace, God’s good pleasure, God’s purpose.

Do you see what’s going on here?  The very grammar of this hymn is designed to point us to God!

Oh, all of us have had other ’s in our lives, haven’t we?  Other norms, other standards, that we have attached ourselves to?

· Back in high school it might have been popularity.  We would have given anything to be well-liked, to be accepted, to fit in with the right group.

· At the beginning of our careers, it may have been success:  will the boss notice me and reward me?

· It could be things…materialism:  “The one who dies with the most toys wins.”

· And, in our own country, for all of our lives anyway, there has been this crazy Hollywood.  

We lift up these actors and actresses and singers as our role models.  Why would we do that?  Just because Jennifer Lopez sings well and looks good in a slinky dress, why would we think that she would have anything to tell us about how we should live our lives?  Just the fact that she seems to be modeling her many-and-brief relationships and marriages on Liz Taylor should give us pause.

Those of us who lived through the 1960’s witnessed a time when all the ’s came tumbling down.  All the norms, all the standards, disintegrated into dust….except for one:  the individual.  me.

Robert Bellah, in his pivotal book, Habits of the Heart, captured that individualism beautifully in Sheila Larson:

Sheila Larson is a young nurse who has received a good deal of therapy and who describes her faith as “Sheilaism.”  “I believe in God.  I’m not a religious fanatic.  I can’t remember the last time I went to church.  My faith has carried me a long way.  It’s Sheilaism.  Just my own little voice.”  [p. 221]

Bellah wrote his book in 1985, but Sheilaism….

me…is alive and well in the 21st century.  A recent book of spirituality is titled:  Faith:  Trusting Your Own Deepest Experience.  Now, I admit, I have never read the book.  Perhaps I am wrong.  But, for the life of me, I can’t imagine a more…dare I say it?...a more heretical title?  Trusting your own deepest experience is not faith; it is unfaith.  It is what Adam and Eve did in the garden!

All of these ’s, people, they are all false ’s, false norms, false standards….they are all false gods.  Our hymn from Ephesians gives us a different :  God himself!
Imagine a group of men and women in a huge warehouse.  They were born in this warehouse, grew up in it, and have everything there for their needs and comfort.  There are no exits to the building, but there are windows.  However, the windows are thick with dust, are never cleaned, and so no one bothers to look out.  Why would they?  The warehouse is everything they know, has everything they need.  The warehouse is their only , the only norm or standard they know.

But then one day one of the children drags a stepstool under one of the windows, scrapes off the grime and looks out.  He sees people walking on the streets; he calls to his friends to come and look.  They crowd around the window – they never knew a world existed outside their warehouse.  

What would happen if one day someone would come and cut a door into that warehouse?  What if that person would coax the people out so that they could discover the immense sky above them and the grand horizons beyond them?

That is what happens, when “the Word became flesh and lived among us.”  Jesus Christ is the Word made flesh, the One who lives among us not only to tell us about this other world, this other reality, this other , the riches of God’s grace….Jesus came not only to tell us about these riches of God’s grace but also to cut a door into our warehouse and bring us into these riches as well!

Martin Franzmann, the theologian/hymnwriter, captured it well in his hymn, O God, O Lord of Heaven and Earth, No. 396 in our green hymnals.  From verse 2:
We walled us in this house of doom,

Where death had royal scope and room,

Until your servant, Prince of Peace,

Broke down its walls for our release.
That’s why in this long, one-sentence, breathless Ephesian hymn there is another preposition that is used even more often than .  An even simpler preposition:  translated simply as “in”.  Used nine times in this brief passage in the form of the fuller prepositional phrase, “in Christ.”

That’s how it all happens, people:  in Christ!  That is how God chose us before the foundation of the world….in Christ!  That is how God adopted us as his sons and daughters….in Christ!  That is how we have been redeemed….in Christ!

In Christ we have the forgiveness of our sins.  In Christ the riches of God’s grace have been lavished upon us.  In Christ we have obtained an inheritance.

Well, that, I believe, is how E.O. Hillman would have us diagram this long, one-sentence, breathless hymn.  It would all point to God, it would all point to Jesus Christ.

But after diagramming the sentence, after teaching the grammar, after pointing us all to the grace of God in Christ, E.O. Hillman would also know what to do next.  Because, you see, he wasn’t only my English teacher; he also directed the choir I sang in.  What we need to do next….as the Westminster Catechism told us, is “to glorify God and enjoy him forever.”  What we need to do next, as the Ephesian hymn itself tells us no less than three times, is to praise God’s glorious grace.

What we need to do next, E.O. Hillman would say, is to sing.  And I can think of no better hymn than Charles Wesley’s Love Divine, All Loves Excelling.

· No better hymn where the ’s all refer to God and not to me.
· No better hymn pointing to Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, “Joy of heav’n, to earth come down.”

· No better hymn to get “lost in wonder, love, and praise.”
