13/11/11                      Ephesians 1:15-23  The Church – What Sort of Community?                     Ken Williams


Sermon preached at St. Ninians, 13 August 2006
 15 For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all God’s people, 16 I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. 17 I keep asking 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. 18 I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in his holy people, 19 and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is the same as the mighty strength 20 he exerted when he raised Christ from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every name that is invoked, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. 
· Living under the Lordship of Christ is what the church is called to do.

· This text does not give specific directions for life, but it mirrors life and lays down a foundation for life.

· The text implies the kind of community the church should be. 

1. The Church is a worldwide caring community

· We cannot love everybody.

· Our minds are too small to have a frame of reference that is so inclusive.

· But our love cannot be confined to the limits of our own specific community. 

· The church is far, far bigger than those of us that associate with Calvin or the Christians of Gore or NZ.
· We need a sense of a larger and broader movement of God and of our own involvement with other Christians

· Note how Paul cared for and invested in Christians he did not even know.

· Paul felt a deep attachment to Christians everywhere, and so should we.  
· How significant is our concern for those whose who are beyond our immediate sphere of concern? 

· It is not possible that we have a concern for all – but we will be enriched if we do take a concern for those beyond ourselves – whether it be those working with unreached peoples in Papua New Guinea, Christians working in the slums of Manila or those working with prostitutes in Amsterdam.
· Although we should be involved with non-Christians, the focus in this text is on the depth of sharing with other believers that comes from belonging to Christ and working with them on behalf of God’s kingdom.

2. Because Christians care for each other, the church is a praying community.

· To pray is to remember “who owns the house”.

· This is God’s world and the people in it are his.

· As church we are not an independent self-determining group; we are a community that acknowledges that we are owned and therefore under direction.

· Our regular practice should include praying for other Christians – even ones we do not know.

· Through such prayers we acknowledge we all belong to the same God and that we participate together in common God-given mission.

· Knowledge of the faith and love of others should lead to thanksgiving, for we benefit when they succeed.

· We are one with those in Christ and share life in Christ with them.

3. The Church is a thinking community

· The focus on understanding in v.18 introduces an important, but too frequently ignored part of Paul’s thinking.
· V.18 talks about the eyes of our heart – this our mind
· Too many Christians are passive in their thinking and learning or have an anti-intellectual bias.

· We are not the only ones guilty of anti-intellectualism.

· Our society has largely stopped thinking.

· The complexity of life and the overload of information available today has driven us to trite reality TV shows and spectator sports as our main areas of mental stimulation.

· This text does not suggest we should all be academics or that the solutions of life are all academic.

· But Christians must always grow in wisdom and in their understanding of life, of God, and the relevance of their faith. Wisdom is practical knowledge for right living.

· The church should first of all be a community of thinkers – not thinking in distinction from action, but thinking as the basis for action.

· In the past when the church has made significant progress – for example at the reformation or during the great revivals – the best thinkers of the day provided the direction and force for the movement.  

· People like Martin Luther, John Wesley, or Dietrich Bonhoeffer were thinking pioneers who would not accept the status quo, but applied their minds to understanding the implications of the gospel.

· Unfortunately, much of modern Christianity is guilty of a drippy sentimentality, or worse, of sensationalism.

· We sound more interested in trying to create an emotional feeling than in providing an understanding of God and wisdom for living.

· As a result, many in the world say to Christians, “Your thinking is too superficial for the complexity of the world in which we live.”

· A church should be a place for analysis, reflection, and reasoned discussion about the significance of the gospel.

· Christians should have a reputation as people who think.

· This text focuses on the gift of insight that the Spirit brings to enlighten our hearts, but he does not usually just zap people with understanding.

· Openness to the work of the Spirit is definitely required, but so is investment in thinking and learning.

· If we invest our minds in pornography, cooking shows, and unending analysis of the Rugby World Cup; we will not end up with knowledge of God.

· We need to have the eyes of our heart enlightened to drive out the darkness and energize us for the task.

· We must remember two important facts here.  

· The thinking called for is based on revelation from God and leads to knowledge of God.

· The goal of reflection on Scripture is not knowing about God – but knowing God, being in relation to him, and understanding his purposes and desire for his people.

· From that all other knowledge derives.

· While no human can know God fully, we can know God really – we can relate to God and experience his presence and work in our lives.

4. The Church is a community that understands time

· Vv.3-14 focus on understanding the past, the present and the future.

· Vv.19-20 look to the specific past event of God’s work in Christ – his life, death and especially resurrection, as events that have changed the course of history and determine the future.

· In a world that knows no time except the present, Christians must remind people about the future – something we have failed to do.

· We have been too caught up by the present, emphasizing only the here and now in our preaching and teaching.

· But if there is no future, there is no gospel.

· The brevity, injustice, suffering and dying in this life cry out for the ultimate victory of God, for God to do something.

· Too often, however, we are so comfortable with the present that we do not care about the future.

· Without being morbid and without neglecting the legitimacy of pleasure and life, we must face and embrace both suffering and death. 

· The gospel allows us to do just that.

· For those who know this life is temporary and feel it’s meaningless, we as ambassadors of Jesus, convey the hope of God’s future.

· Even those looking into death’s face can have hope.

· Without diminishing the awful pain of diseases like AIDS and cancer, people can know God is bigger than disease, that he does not leave them, and that he holds out his future to them.

· That does not change the reality of death, but it does reduce it from being ultimate and final to an enemy that God has defeated in the resurrection.

· Dying may be horrendous, but it cannot separate us from God’s love and it is not the last word.

· Even in death, God stays with us and gives us hope.

5. The Church is a Confident Community

· Surely the reason why Paul prays that his readers will know hope, God’s inheritance, and power is so they may live confidently.

· If the Christ to whom they are connected has been exalted over every other power, we as Christians do not need to worry about the powers of evil.

· Nothing can separate us from Christ, disqualify us or condemn us. (Go home and read Romans 8:31-39).

· If Christ is the one who conveys the fullness of God, we do not need to worry about having missed something.

· We know of our own value and place in God’s purposes. 

· We are the beneficiaries of his Lordship and we live under his lordship.  He is our Lord.

· Such confidence does not gloss over life’s problems, but is defined by the resurrection and lordship of Jesus Christ.

6. The Church is a Community of Power

· The power Christians have is not intrinsic power, something they have in themselves, but a power that comes from God, defined by the resurrection of Jesus and his exaltation as Lord over every other power, both now and in the future.

· Because no other power can rival him, and because in him the fullness of God lives, Christians do not have to look elsewhere to find what they need for life.

· Simply put what we all need is Christ.

· This power, however, is not power in the abstract, - it is relational power – power that is known because of being bound to the one in whom power resides.

· The real issue here and throughout scripture is the question, “What determines who we are? Where do we get our identity?”  

· Christians are defined and shaped by Jesus life, his death and resurrection; demons and spiritual forces are not determining or shaping factors.

· They have an extremely limited role

· This is not to be cavalier with the reality of evil, but the reality is the difference between the power of evil and the power of God is immense.

· The church is a community that cares, prays, thinks, understands time, and has confidence and power.

· We live under the Lordship of Christ.
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