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Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Introduction 
 Welcome to Immanuel.  And welcome to 2009.  And welcome to a new sermon 

series for us!  All of last year and part of the year before we were going through the book 

of Genesis.  Genesis is at the beginning of the Bible – the first book – and it’s also about 

the beginning of the world.  It answers questions of who we are, where we’ve come from, 

what’s gone wrong, and records the beginning of God’s activity in history to redeem and 

restore this world. 

 Today we’re launching into a book that was written almost 1,500 years later.  A 

letter, actually.  But you know what?  Its subject matter (at least for much of the first 

chapter) deals with things that happened before the beginning, before the creation of the 

world talked about in Genesis.  It’s weighty stuff, but we’re going to get a peek into the 

eternal mind of God and his plans and thoughts before time began.  Genesis was about 

the beginning; Ephesians starts off going back to before the beginning. 

 This should prove to be a fascinating study of lofty concepts like God’s glory, his 

eternal decrees, mystery, authority, unity… Plenty of stuff for you heady, cognitive types 

who like to argue about theology.  But, starting in chapter four we’ll see that these (at 

first glance esoteric) doctrines have massive immediate implications.  We’ll talk about 

relationships, and speech, and marriage, and work and much more for you who are like, 

“Just give me something practical.”  This should be a fun time… something for everyone, 

whether you’re looking for brain-tingling stimulation or real-life application. 

But I hope to address another category of person and that is the skeptic, the 

seeker, the person with serious reservations or objections to this Christianity thing.  

You’re open to spirituality.  You’re obsessed with the topics of science-fiction perhaps.  

You’re painfully aware that there’s something more beyond what the modern world-view 

has offered you.  That’s why you’re even here.  But you’re not a Christian.  You have 

many good reasons not to be.  Let me tell you that people like this were around in 

abundance during the time and in the place that this letter was originally circulated… and 

they were turning to Christianity in droves.  More on that in a bit… 
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 Today’s a kind of introduction to the book of Ephesians.  We’re just going to take 

the first two verses, kind of ease our way in slowly.  For the most part, these two verses 

are an ordinary, first-century, epistolary salutation.  But they weren’t wasted words.  The 

author invested them with meaning.  Today’s short passage can easily be broken down 

into three segments: 

 

1.) Who’s writing? 

2.) Who’s he writing to? 

3.) What’s he writing to say? 

 

Can you see those three sections in the text?  That’s how we’ll progress through 

it.  But that’s kind of boring.  In answering these three questions I want to address three 

objections some of you might have as you come to a study of a foundational Christian 

document like this: 

 

1.) Christian leaders are domineering and power-hungry. 

2.) Christians are ‘holier-than-thou’ and detached. 

3.) The Christian community is rigid and repressive. 

 

 Might Christianity, perhaps, just possibly not be about what you think it’s about?  

In short, what I wish to communicate to you this morning is just this: Christianity’s 

about Christ. 

 

Can I pray for our time together?... 
 

Christian Leaders 

 So first of all, who is writing this letter?  As is the general custom, the author 

identifies himself at the beginning.  Do they still teach kids in school how to write letters 

any more?  For those of you who learned, if you were writing a letter you put your name 

and address at the top of the page, right?  Our email accounts or cell phone carriers take 

care of this aspect of correspondence for us now. 

 But the author of this originally hand-written scroll identifies himself at the outset 

as “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.”  How many of you, are 

immediately suspicious of somebody who goes by the title ‘apostle’?  Someone recently 

sent me an email on the morning of a day I needed to get a lot done asking me what I 

knew about this preacher he had seen on TV late the night before.  I hadn’t heard of the 

person so I started poking around on Mr. Internet and three hours and 30 YouTube videos 

from or about various televangelists later I was seriously considering finding a different 

field of work.  You’ve all seen ‘Apostle So-and-So the third’.  Maybe you’ve seen the 

Robert Duvall movie The Apostle. 

 We are, understandably, wary of those who claim some spiritual authority and 

title.  Even more those who seem to identify themselves as God’s chosen, anointed 

leader.  By the will of God?  At first glance it could seem that this guy is full of himself 

and trying to preempt any objections by appealing to his authority at the beginning of his 

letter. 
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 The word apostle simply means ‘sent one’.  It’s used generally to describe a 

person sent out for a task.  We might call him or her a ‘missionary’ today (cf. Barnabas in 

Acts 14:14; Apollos in 1Cor. 4:6, 9; Andronicus and Junias in Rom. 16:7; even Jesus in 

Heb. 3:1!).  Apostle is also used in the NT more specifically as a title for a select group – 

The Twelve – that Jesus appointed personally, “designating them apostles – that they 

might be with him and that he might send them out to preach” (Mk. 3:14). 

Paul wasn’t a part of the original Twelve Apostles, but he does say here that he is 

an “apostle of Christ Jesus,” meaning that he was sent out and commissioned by Jesus 

himself, personally, in the flesh.  That’s makes him part of limited number of people.  It’s 

important to know that the person writing has actually seen Jesus and been sent by him 

on a task.  The resurrected Lord Jesus Christ told him to do what he was doing! 

The story is related three times in the book of Acts.  Paul was then Saul, a Jew 

rising in the religious ranks, well educated, caught up in titles and prestige, the chief 

persecutor of the fledgling Christian church (cf. Phil. 3:4-6).  You might say he was a 

power-hungry, domineering religious leader.  He even oversaw the execution of 

Christians because their beliefs differed from the party in power (cf. Acts 7:58). 

Until one day as he was going to Damascus to hunt down the ‘heretic’ Christians 

and have them punished, Jesus (not a ghost, not an apparition, not a dream, but the 

resurrected Jesus in the flesh) intercepted him, knocked him off his course, and radically 

changed his life.  The Jesus he thought was a phony came to him and said, “Hey, I’m real 

and here’s what I want you to do…”  And Jesus sent him on a mission; apostle-ized him. 

It was clearly an act of God’s initiative.  Saul didn’t have a say in it.  He certainly 

didn’t anticipate it or elicit it by his actions.  He was the last person you’d think who 

deserved to be “an apostle of Christ Jesus.”  It was clearly “by the will of God.”  There’s 

no other explanation for it than it was God’s doing.  As one person puts it plainly, “For 

this ministry he had not volunteered, nor had the church appointed him.  On the contrary, 

his apostleship derived from the will of God and from the choice and commission of 

Jesus Christ.”
1
  Being a Christian leader was not in Paul’s career plan; becoming an 

apostle wasn’t his aspiration. 

Jesus told him to go to Damascus and there he found a guy named Ananias.  

Ananias was a Christian and didn’t want to have anything to do with Saul.  “But the Lord 

said to Ananias, ‘…This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the 

Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel’” (Acts 9:15).  God’s chosen 

instrument.  God had a plan for Saul. 

Saul knew this.  He couldn’t shake it.  He writes in Galatians 1:13-17 – “You 

have heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I persecuted the church 

of God and tried to destroy it.  I was advancing in Judaism beyond many Jews of my own 

age and was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers.  But when God, who set 

me apart from birth and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me so 

that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not consult any man, nor did I go up to 

Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into 

Arabia and later returned to Damascus.”  Don’t worry, we’ll talk a lot about this notion of 

God’s choosing and will and election and all that as we get further into Ephesians.  The 

idea is central to the letter and it comes up right in the first verse. 

Later in Ephesians we’ll see where Paul says, “Although I am less than the least 

of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable 
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riches of Christ” (3:8).  So God had a plan for Paul.  Jesus appeared to him and sent him 

on a specific task.  But being chosen for such a task didn’t make Paul say, “I’m all 

important.”  It humbled him.  He knew he was ‘the least of all God’s people’.  Elsewhere 

he calls himself ‘the worst of sinners’ (1Tim. 1:16).  He was chosen.  But he was not 

choice. 

 After this incident on the Damascus road Saul, who was named after the first king 

of Israel – a man noted for being “choice” (1Sam. 9:2; NASB) and tall – began going by 

the name we see here – Paul.  Did you know that the name Paul actually means small?  

Saul became Paul.  He didn’t point to his apostleship by the will of God as something that 

made him special.  Quite the opposite.  It showed how little he had to do with it.  He gave 

up his power-hungry and domineering ways and submitted to his orders.  He was sent by 

Jesus Christ for a special task.  And when “the Lord said to Ananias, ‘…This man is my 

chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles…’”  The very next thing that 

was said was, “I will show him how much he must suffer for my name” (Acts 9:15-16). 

 Paul’s apostleship was one marked by suffering and weakness.  Following in 

Jesus’ footsteps, Paul didn’t demand service but gave it.  He gave away power.  He 

ultimately gave up his life.  After all, it was Jesus who gathered his followers and said to 

them, “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials 

exercise authority over them.  Not so with you.  Instead, whoever wants to become great 

among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave – just 

as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 

for many” (Mt. 20:25-28). 

 You can’t think of Paul as a power-hungry, domineering leader.  He used to be.  

But when Jesus came to him and sent him out on a mission, he changed.  He became a 

humble, meek man simply doing what he was told.  He wasn’t aspiring for this job to get 

power.  He had that in his old way of life.  This job was given to him and involved 

suffering. 

Likewise, I’m just a simple farm-boy from Indiana brought to the city through no 

other explanation than the ‘will of God’ and given the task of proclaiming to you what 

the original apostles said.  That’s why I just preach the Bible.  I don’t come up with the 

things I want to stay.  I try my best to stick to the script.  That’s really what Christian 

leaders are supposed to be about today:  it’s a calling; they have no other option; they 

aren’t looking for power or a lucrative career; just doing what they’re told; and just 

passing on what people like Paul who saw the Lord Jesus Christ with their own eyes, had 

to say. 

 

Christians 

So that’s a little bit about Paul, an early Christian leader and the author of this 

letter.  Now who’s he writing to?  “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To 

the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus.”  Notice he doesn’t say, “This is Saint 

Paul writing to you schmucks at Ephesus.”  He’s not high and mighty, nor denigrating to 

others.  He designates the status of his recipients as ‘saints’.  But realize that he’s not 

addressing an elite group.  He’s addressing all Christians.  To be a Christian is to be a 

saint! 

But again this brings up issues.  That word carries a lot of baggage.  For most 

when they hear it, it conjures up images of gaunt and dour men with halos – emotionally 
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lobotomized, arrogant, looking down on people…  While most would say they admire a 

saint like Mother Theresa, if you asked them if they wanted to be one they’d say, “No 

way!”  As Billy Joel sings, “I’d rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints.  

The sinners are much more fun.”  Here’s the conception people have of Christians – 

‘holier-than-thou’ and detached. 

But when Paul calls Christians saints he’s not saying they’re ‘Extra-Super-Holy-

People’ (as one of my daughter’s kids’ Bibles puts it).  He’s saying they’re people who 

have been set-apart… by God.  That’s what ‘saint’ means.  Again, not because of 

anything remarkable in them, but as a result of God’s grace.  It was a word used in the 

OT to refer to the holy things in the temple and the holy people, the people of Israel 

whom God had set-apart as his own.  For Paul here to “apply the privileged word ‘saints’ 

to pagan Greeks was mind-boggling to those with a Jewish background.” says one 

person.  “Hebrew detractors considered it a rape of sacred vocabulary.  But from the 

Christian perspective it was a fitting word to celebrate the miracle of God’s grace.”
2
 

These weren’t super special people or even people who thought of themselves that 

way.  This isn’t saying anything about their inherent righteousness.  The word ‘saints’ is 

paired with the word ‘faithful’, again not meaning those who are trustworthy or who 

show fidelity (the passive sense of the word), but rather those who have faith or are 

believing.  ‘Believers’ is the better translation – people who aren’t characterized first and 

foremost by what they do (or don’t do), but who they have put their trust in. 

They’re saints; they’re faithful or believers; and then look at the next description: 

they’re in Christ.  This is what it means to be a Christian – not that you make yourself 

better than other persons, but that by faith you have been set-apart and placed in Christ – 

the only truly righteous person.  This also will be a big theme in the rest of the letter.  

Christians are included in Christ.  It’s a positional statement. 

I’ve likened this before to a hypothetical kind of eclipse.  Imagine if you would 

what it would be like to watch the moon pass directly behind the sun.  Now if this 

happened in real life the earth would be vaporized, but think with me here.  When we 

looked at the moon, we would see the sun.  If such an eclipse could and did happen, the 

moon you could say would be “in the sun.” 

Likewise, when someone comes to see that they are but a cold, pale, lifeless 

sinner and believes in Jesus, it is as if they are set-apart and set inside him so that when 

God the Father looks upon you he sees the Son – Jesus, radiant and refulgent.  Paul refers 

to God the Father in v. 2.  Remember the voice that came from heaven when Jesus was 

baptized saying, “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased” (Lk. 3:22).  

Christians are in Christ so that when God looks at them he says, “I love you.  I am well 

pleased with you,” not because of any lovable or pleasing quality inherent to us, but 

because we are in Christ.   

And look at how this positional statement – in Christ – is juxtaposed with the 

statement – in Ephesus.  Now’s there’s debate whether the phrase ‘in Ephesus’ was in the 

original.  Most likely this letter was sent from Paul while he was in prison in Rome circa 

60 AD.  It was carried by a guy named Tychicus (6:21) via the major port city of Ephesus 

with the intention of it being circulated to the towns around Ephesus as Tychicus 

journeyed on to deliver the books of Colossians and Philemon.  Paul may have actually 

left a kind of blank in his letter: “to the saints in fill in the blank, the faithful in Christ 
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Jesus,” so that each of the gatherings of believers in the region could personalize it to 

themselves.
3
 

So think with me about this idea of being in fill in the blank (an earthly city) but 

also at the same time being in Christ who is seated at God’s right hand in the heavenly 

realms.  Christians are both – dual citizens of sorts.  They were understood to be fully in 

Ephesus or Miletus or Laodicea or Hieropolis, but also in Christ.  The perception, and 

often it’s not entirely unfounded, is that Christians separate from the world – “this earth’s 

not my home, I’m just a passin’ through” – and live with their heads in the clouds.  The 

Christians Paul is addressing here are in a particular city while they are in Christ.  

They’re not separatists. 

They couldn’t have been to have seen the kind of growth they saw.  One of the 

other reasons why people doubt that this letter was written exclusively to the church in 

Ephesus is because it lacks all the warm, personal greetings and familiarity that we see in 

other letters from Paul and that we would expect from someone who spent roughly three 

years in Ephesus.  From Acts 18-20 we see that Paul was intimately acquainted with the 

church there, teaching in houses, synagogues, and community centers.  He even had a 

tearful goodbye to the elders in the church in Acts 20. 

So why would he seem somewhat distant and generic in this letter written roughly 

5 years later?  Because this wasn’t a cozy happy little cliquish church family.  They 

weren’t disengaged and insular.  They weren’t a bunch of ‘holier-than-thou’ types who 

kept to themselves and didn’t want to include anybody else in their club.  No!  They were 

outward-focused, movement-minded, others-centered, open, and including kinds of 

people.  And by the time Paul writes this letter, the Christian movement had exploded 

and spread through the whole region and there were now so many new people there and 

new churches planted throughout the region.  He wouldn’t know the place if he went 

back, except for a few people. 

If ♫ making your way in the world today takes everything you’ve got.  And 

taking a break from all your worries, sure would help a lot.  And you’d like to get away 

and want to go where everybody knows your name, and they’re always glad you came 

♫…  Then I’m sorry, you’re in the wrong place.  I have a picture on my wall in my study 

of Immanuel roughly 5 years ago.  Hardly any of you are in that picture.  And most of 

those who were are now in the suburbs or Thailand or China or California or Arizona or 

Cleveland. 

It has its inconveniences, but that’s how church is supposed to be.  Paul left 

behind an intimate group in Ephesus with which he was well acquainted.  Roughly five 

years later he writes a letter that goes through Ephesus to the churches in the region that 

had been started as a result of the ministry in Ephesus, the vast majority of whom Paul 

has never met personally.  This small group had multiplied and spread throughout the 

region.  That’s how the church is supposed to work. 

Ephesus was a city of approximately 250,000.  That’s over 2x the size of our state 

capital in Illinois!  It was a very influential city because of its port on the Mediterranean 

and system of roads fanning out all over Asia Minor.  It had a massive library.  One of 

the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World was there – the temple to Artemis.  It was a 

very spiritual place.  Lots of magic and stuff like that which makes sense of some of 

Paul’s talk in this letter about the powers and spiritual warfare and the cosmic nature of 

Christ.  That’s why Paul stayed so long there (relatively speaking).  He knew that from 
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Ephesus “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia [could hear] the word 

of the Lord” (Acts 19:10). 

Chicago is just such a place today – the only rust-belt city that’s thriving; the only 

midwestern city that’s truly global; indisputably the capital of America’s heartland.  A 

friend of mine describes it as a place with all these pipelines of culture and commerce and 

information coming in and going out all over the world.  The leader of the free-world is 

from a couple neighborhoods south and east of here!  Yet for the most part, in recent 

history Christians have been pumping a lot of money and effort into Chicago without a 

lot to show for it.  Our goal is to see that flow reversed, kind of like how they reversed 

the flow of the Chicago River in 1900. 

 That kind of thing doesn’t happen with a bunch of ‘holier-than-thou’ and detached 

Christians and it certainly won’t happen if the Christian community is rigid and 

repressive. 

 

The Christian Community 

That’s not the picture we get of the Ephesian-area churches from Paul’s greeting 

in v. 2.  What’s he writing to say?  “Paul, your high and mighty leader, to the moral 

majority in Ephesus: keep sucking it up and don’t mess it up; let me remind you of the 

rules!”  No.  He says, “Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ.”  And then, as we’re going to see, he launches into one of the most sublime run-

on sentences ever penned describing God’s lavish grace. 

 Grace is the free, unmerited favor of God whereby we are forgiven and accepted 

not because of what we’ve done, but in spite of it.  This is the unique contribution of 

Christianity to the world.  Grace is contagious and results in community that’s open and 

understanding, patient and kind, safe and transparent. 

And peace/shalom describes the restored and full relationship enjoyed between 

God and humanity as a result of grace.  And it fills the soul and spills over into human 

relationships. 

Grace and Peace.  That’s what Paul desires his readers to experience in ever 

increasing measure.  That’s what I want to characterize this community.  If it’s a place 

where you feel judged and pressure to perform, then something has gone wrong.  It’s 

supposed to be a place where you experience grace and become increasingly filled with 

peace. 

 

Conclusion 

 Just from these two short, seemingly inconsequential verses we see that Christian 

leadership is not supposed to be domineering and power-hungry, but consist of 

unqualified/disqualified men and women who have been sent on a mission of service and 

suffering.  Christians aren’t ‘holier-than-thou’ and detached ‘saints’, but sinners who 

have been placed in Christ by faith.  And Christian community was never intended to be 

rigid and repressive, but rather places where the words grace and peace echo down 

throughout the ages. 

 “Okay,” you say, “but it’s seldom if ever like you just described.”  Leaders are 

corrupt, Christians are crabby, and church is suffocating.  Listen: I admit we’re a bunch 

of walking contradictions.  But let me just suggest that everyone is.  We have friends that 

have given their lives to grass-roots peace efforts in Israel/Palestine.  They’re not 
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Christians, but very spiritual.  They’ve got some strange ideas, in my mind, but they’ve 

done a lot of good and genuinely desire to see justice and peace come in the Middle East.  

He’s a professor at a college.  Well respected… 

 But we were reading their annual family newsletter recently and noticed 

something very interesting that I suspect they might have even done unintentionally – 

they left out any mention of their son-in-law.  They talked about their oldest daughter and 

her husband together.  They even mentioned their son’s girlfriend.  But their second 

daughter’s husband didn’t get mentioned at all, even though she’s happily married to 

him.  They don’t like him.  He’s done some things that hurt them.  They always talk 

negatively about him.  So he doesn’t even get his name mentioned in their newsletter.  

You wonder why there isn’t peace in the middle east… because we’ve all got this in us.  

Even though we may have pure ideals, we’re incurably contradictory. 

 But this is why the Christian message is so compelling.  Because it calls us to 

acknowledge our contradictory natures and that we can never measure up and offers the 

only solution – Jesus Christ.  Did you notice that Christ Jesus or Jesus Christ is 

mentioned 3x in these two short verses?  Once in each section.  Christianity’s about 

Christ.  It’s not about gaining power or being a good person or keeping the rules. 

It’s about Jesus: how he sovereignly comes to us unsolicited and undeserved, how 

he takes our sin and pays for it on the cross and clothes us with his righteousness as we 

are in him by faith, how he reconciles us with God the Father and gives us grace and 

peace (notice how Jesus and God go together in v. 2; you can’t get to God apart from 

Jesus; Jesus is God). 

 

The Lord’s Table 
For those of you who are saints, who are believing, who are in Chicago and in 

Christ, come eat… 

If you’re still contemplating all this, we’re glad you’re here and hope you find us 

to be a community of grace and peace that’s all about Christ.  I hope you keep coming 

back and work through this with us and that in the process you’ll come to see this letter as 

addressed to you… 

 

Benediction 
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 18, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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