WE ARE GOD’S WORKMANSHIP

Eph 1:1-3:21

Key verse: 2:10

:

“For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to 

do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”


Who among us have experienced bursting into “Amen!” because you remembered a person or some people? Have you had people whose memory made you to fall on your knees and offer praises and thanksgiving to God? Can anyone say his or her sufferings are the glory of some other people? We can go on and on with similar questions after we read through Ephesians because those are the expressions the apostle used as he remembered the Christians in Ephesus. He did so because he saw God’s glory in the existence of the Ephesian Christians as well as in his existence. I pray that we may wake up to the recognition of the dimensions of the love of Christ (3:18) that we too may have the same joy in the heavenly realms.

1.  The Greetings (1:1-2)


Paul introduces himself as an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God (1:1). He means he represents Christ, that is, of God.  He means God himself was involved to make him a representative of Christ of God. That is quite a bold statement and we can find the same boldness in all his epistles. Probably most of us felt somewhat baffled if not embarrassed at the encounter of the bold statement of the apostle at some point of our studies of his writings. The reason of our hesitancy to accept his claim is because we have a fixed idea of what humility is. For us humility means denial of your dignity or honor. But the apostle upheld the grace of Christ Jesus high when he claimed he was an apostle. When he saw the grace of Christ Jesus who had made him an apostle he saw that that happened by the will of God.


When he said he was an apostle he meant the Christians in Ephesus were saints, the faithful in Christ Jesus. As we know the word “saint” means holy, the word that was used to address God. The apostle means the Christians were princes and princesses in the heavenly realms, God’s own children living on earth. The word “faithful” also implies God.


There follows the words of revolutionary concepts, “Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” God is our Father. Jesus Christ is God. God is the Father and Jesus is the Son. The Father is God and the Son is God. They are two and they are one, and in the One we are one with God.


Thus we see the summed up expression of the apostle’s faith regarding the existence of him and the Christians in Ephesus and the relationship between them. He saw himself and them in God through Christ Jesus, and that mystery is what he explains in the epistle to the Ephesians.

2.  The Spiritual blessing in Christ (1:3-23)


The apostle’s greeting still seems exaggerated, that is, until we read in 1:3-23 what he sees in the grace of Christ Jesus who made him and them Christians.


For him becoming a Christian means being blessed by God with every spiritual blessing in Christ, that is, the blessing in the heavenly realms: “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ “ (1:3)


How could he speak so big? He said in verse 4, “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight.” We are Christians because God considers us very special, worthy of his election. The decision was made apart from the chronological time sequence of creation. He chose us to make us holy like him and be blameless in his sight. He thinks we are qualified to live and play in the heavenly palace. How could the apostle be so overly confident? When he saw Christ who made him a Christian he was sure about what he said in verse 4. 


He saw the love of God in his change of becoming a Christian. We are no longer ruled by destiny. He sees the display of the grace of God in his becoming a Christian and them to become Christians in Ephesus, one of the most notorious cities in its corruption: “In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will- to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in the One he loves” (1:5,6).

 
How could the apostle claim grace and love? He said in verses 7-8. “In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding.” Sin by definition is something that cannot be forgiven. Yet that came to us through Christ. That he calls love and grace, God’s wisdom and God’s understanding which is unfathomable to us.


The apostle sees the mystery of God in the work of Christ who reconciled us to God that we could be united with him and become one in God. He said in verses 9-10, “And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment-to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ.” We do not yet know what it means that God will be all in all. But the apostle sees through and testifies to the yet known mystery of the grace of God through Christ Jesus who has made us God’s own children.


He also sees the evidence of the presence of the Holy Spirit in the Christians in Ephesus. No one can see the Holy Spirit including the apostle. But he became sure of the presence of the Holy Spirit when he remembers the work of the gospel of Christ Jesus, which made the people in Ephesus Christians. “In him we were also chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will, in order that we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.”


As we follow the words of the apostle we recognize that we are given the same grace yet did not come to the recognition of the spiritual blessing he testifies to us here. May God bless you to come to the same praises and insight this year.


As a result of the appreciation of the spiritual blessing in Christ the apostle resolved into prayer for the saints in Ephesus. “For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints, I have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers” (1:15,16). What did he pray for them? He prayed for them that they may know God more and better. “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.” He also prayed for them that they may know the hope to which the Christians in Ephesus were called. “I pray also 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 the saints, and his incomparably great power for us who believe.” What is the hope? He speaks of the hope as the power of God in 1:19b-23. “That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.” His words are not easy to follow. But we may simplify it and understand that he was saying God will abolish death and unite all things under Christ and fill all his creation with his glory.


What amazes us is that the apostle saw such a big and profound and deep and long picture in the very calling of him and them to be Christians. I hope that awakening and recognition comes to each of us this year.

3.  We are God’s workmanship to build a place for God to dwell (2:1-22)


In 2:1-10 the apostle says we are God’s workmanship. He takes the example of the Ephesian Christians to explain what he means. “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God- not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” The apostle means we are no longer our own selves. We are the samples that show God’s craftsmanship, who makes the dead in sin alive with Christ (2:5), who makes the transgressors to be seated with Christ in the heavenly realms (2:6). He means when people see us they see the grace of God at display. We are show windows of God’s grace.


I am aware of my crude analogy. But the apostle explains the profound mystery in 2:11-18, which can be summed up as the creation of one new man out of the two (2:15). The two means the mysterious existence of two different persons in us, the sinner who is forgiven. The two also means the Jews and the Gentiles. “Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called ‘uncircumcised’ by those who call themselves ‘the circumcision’ (that done in the body by the hands of men)—remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.”


In this great work of reconciliation is revealed more than bringing a peaceful co-existence of the people in the world. That means God began to build a holy temple, the dwelling place for himself, and each Christian is a piece and part of the temple. “Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.”

3.  My suffering sufferings you are your glory (3:1-21) 


Perhaps one of the most intriguing statements of the apostle is in 3:13b where the apostle says his sufferings for the Gentiles are their glory. When he became a Christian he became a prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of Gentiles “For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles—” (3:1). He became like the war prisoners in the ancient time who were forced to labor in all kinds of work for free. It was anything but a pleasant experience for him. Then how could he speak of it as if the calling was glorious? How could he say his sufferings as a prison slave was their glory? That profound thought is explained in 3:2-13: “Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets. This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power. Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence. I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory.” 


His thoughts are so profound and complex that it is hard to follow. But we may make three points out of his explanation. He is saying in verse 9 that when people see him the administration of God’s mystery of making the Gentiles to be God’s own equal with the Jews is plain. He means he who was a sinner became an apostle of Christ. He is saying that God intended to make the manifold wisdom of God known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms. In other words God declared his intention to the heavenly authorities when he decided to accept sinners and the Gentiles. The apostle is saying Christ is the mystery for in him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence.


He has been speaking of the dimension of the love of God in Christ Jesus. There naturally follows his prayer in 3:14-19. “For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge-that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.”


What the apostle has been speaking of is actually his commitment of the Christians in Ephesus in God’s hand. They were not his own; they were God’s own. They were God’s workmanship to display God’s grace, God’s power, God’s love and God’s eternal hope. “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”

