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Text 
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. 
4 
For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and 

blameless in his sight. In love 
5 
he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in 

accordance with his pleasure and will-- 
6 
to the praise of his glorious grace, which he has freely given us in 

the One he loves. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week we jumped into what’s traditionally been called Paul’s letter to the 

Ephesians.  We looked at his anything but ordinary greeting in the first two verses. 

 Normally at this time Paul would follow his salutation up with a thanksgiving for 

the people he’s writing to.  That’s his pattern in his other letters (cf. Phil. 1:1-3).  That 

was the pattern of letter writing in his day.  And he does it in this letter, but not until v. 

15. 

 In between his greeting and this thanksgiving with vv. 3-14 (which we’re going to 

be looking at over the next three weeks) we find an outburst of praise to God.  It’s really 

just one big, long sentence in the original Greek – 202 words long.  Now that’s not good 

English; talk about a major run-on sentence.  And it wasn’t good Greek either.  One 

scholar has called it “the most monstrous sentence conglomeration that I have ever found 

in the Greek language.”
1
 

 But have you ever had words just come tumbling out of your mouth due to 

excitement?  That’s what’s happening for Paul here.  As he dictates this letter, “his 

speech pours out of his mouth in a continuous cascade.  He neither pauses for breath, nor 

punctuates his words with full stops.”
2
  Paul doesn’t care about looking composed or 

sounding distinguished.  He is genuinely intoxicated with the glory of God.  This makes 

me feel better about my ‘Bush-isms’ which Andrea point out to me every Sunday on the 

car ride home. 

 We’re going to look at this ‘monstrous sentence conglomeration’ in three parts.  

Today deals with what God was doing before time.  Next week we’ll see how his eternal 

plan has unfolded in time.  Then we’ll see what all this looks like in our time.  And my 

aim is not to dispassionately discuss dry doctrines, but for us to have a similar experience 

of losing ourselves in wonder and worship of a God whose grace makes us forget about 

our grammar. 
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 In short, what we’re going to see today in vv. 3-6 is just this: Predestination is 

cause for celebration.  [Did he just say that?!] 

I know that many of you may have serious problems with this idea of 

predestination – that our choice of God is dependant on his prior choice of us.  I know 

that.  But give me a chance.  First, let me walk you through this text and try to show you 

that predestination is the clear teaching of it.  Then I’ll try to answer some of your 

objections, and then I’ll try to show you why it is one of the greatest things about God 

and therefore worth celebrating. 

I also know that many of you have this theology, but it doesn’t lead to doxology 

like it did for Paul.  Ever heard of the ‘frozen chosen’?  This should never be!  I hope 

your hearts are melted today.  Predestination is cause for celebration. 

 

We need prayer… 
 

TEXT 
v. 3 

So first of all, let’s make sure we understand what Paul is saying.  He begins – 

“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.”  Literally it says, “Blessed be the 

one who has blessed us with blessings.”  This is how he starts off.  Riddled throughout 

this first section of Paul’s letter we’ll hear the refrain – “to the praise of his glory” (vv. 6, 

12, 14).  Paul was in a God-centered frame of mind… and he was elated by it. 

 Notice how he takes us into an unseen dimension – the heavenly realms (another 

common theme in this letter), the place where Christ is seated at God the Father’s right 

hand.  Shortly, he’s going to take us back before time began, before the creation of the 

world.  The heavenly realms, the time before time… these concepts can seem so esoteric 

and disconnected.  However, they were anything but for Paul.  We’re being told about a 

spiritual realm that we can’t see, but it is no less real.  It was something very real and 

personal for Paul.  Notice he doesn’t just talk in vague terms here; he uses the pronoun us 

throughout.  And he’s not just spouting some textbook truths; he’s getting excited; he’s 

reveling in deep realities that relate to real life. 

 Do you understand what it means to be a Christian?  Do you?  It means that 

nothing has been withheld from you, Paul says.  Every spiritual blessing is yours… 

already.  You don’t have to work to earn God’s blessing, nor be scared of losing it.  

You’re not ‘down here’ in the physical realm trying to affect your status ‘up there’ in the 

spiritual realm.  You’re not left to wonder what’s going on ‘up there’ with your file.  To 

be a Christian means that because of your relationship to Christ, being in him, you have 

irrevocably received all of God’s favor, no matter how things seem to you and not 

depending on your mood, your perspective, or your performance. 

 There is this invisible reality where God dwells in eternal community – Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit (the Trinity’s all over this first chapter).  To be a Christian is to be 

brought in on that.  And “spiritual blessing” here may not just be distinguishing it from 

physical blessing, but could be referring to the Spirit.  Either way, Paul is describing 

persons who are empty in themselves and deserve God’s curse, but by the power of the 

Spirit have been picked up and placed “in Christ” and thereby heaped up with blessing on 

top of blessing from the Father. 
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Listen: if someone asks you if you are a Christian and you answer, “I’m trying,” 

you probably aren’t because you don’t yet understand this all important phrase – “in 

him.”  This is the Christian’s status – they have been blessed in the heavenly realms with 

every spiritual blessing in Christ.  What a cause for celebration! 

 

v. 4 

Now, that’s the truth behind the scenes for Christians and it’s marvelous.  But for 

Paul there’s more.  “For,” – the reason why we’re in Christ, the explanation for our being 

blessed is that “he [the Father] chose us in him [the Son] before the creation of the world 

to be holy and blameless in his sight.”  And here it is.  Here is where we find ourselves 

saying, “But wait a second… didn’t I choose him?”  Here is where we start looking for 

ways to explain away what it seems to be saying.  Or here is where we start reading faster 

and just gloss over these words. 

But we can’t escape it.  It’s all over the place!  We saw it in the OT in Genesis 

with God’s election of Jacob over Esau.  We see it in Luke’s writings – “All who were 

appointed for eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48).  We see it in John’s writings – “You did 

not choose me, but I chose you” (Jn. 15:16).  We see it in Peter’s writings – “To God’s 

elect… who have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father” (1Pet. 

1:1-2).  It’s in Paul’s other writings – “Those God foreknew he also predestined to be 

conformed to the likeness of his Son” (Rom. 8:29). 

You can’t escape the doctrine of election/predestination/God’s choosing.  As John 

Stott says, “It was not invented by Augustine of Hippo or Calvin of Geneva.  On the 

contrary, it is without question a biblical doctrine, and no biblical Christian can ignore 

it.”
3
  So we can’t skip over it.  Let’s try to understand it a little better. 

Paul says here that a Christian’s status in Christ, her getting every spiritual 

blessing in the heavenly realms has absolutely nothing to do with her.  Listen: if you’re a 

Christian and someone asks you why you are a Christian, you have to answer, “Because 

I’m in Christ!”  That’s what we just saw.  But if they ask you, “Why are you in Christ?”  

You may respond, “Because I accepted him.”  And if they ask, “Why did you accept 

him?”  You could say, “Because I humbled myself/confessed my sin and need.”  “Well, 

why did you humble yourself?”  Eventually, you have to confess that it’s all 

for/because/since the Father chose you before the creation of the world.  There’s no other 

explanation! 

You can’t say it’s because you are more humble or more sensitive or more 

intelligent than those who don’t repent and believe the gospel, you see, because the 

moment you do you show that you don’t understand grace.  You’re saying there’s 

something about you that makes you better, good enough.  There’s something you did or 

are.  And then you’ve reduced Christianity to the same level as every other religion – 

“Here’s what you have to do, here’s how you have to be, then you get in.”  Christians 

say, “God put me in, despite what I have done, despite who I am.”  Christianity produces 

people like the apostle Paul who say, “But by the grace of God I am what I am” (1Cor. 

15:10).  That’s it. 

Our being in Christ is entirely unmerited since he chose us in him before the 

creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight, “which indicates that we, 

when in his mind he chose us, were unholy and blameworthy.”
4
  I feel like I need to 

throw in a quote from John Calvin since 2009 is the 500
th

 anniversary of his birth and 
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since this is a topic often associated with his name.  He says, “God’s election is free and 

beats down and annihilates all the worthiness, works and virtues of men.”
5
  And it does. 

But the common perception of ‘Calvinism’ is that it’s this cold, rigid system – a 

big God who beats people down.  Lest this appear to be some arbitrary, impersonal 

transaction Paul goes on, “In love…”  Love is not mechanical.  Love is not a cold and 

rigid word.  God’s choosing is motivated by love. 

 

v. 5 

And then look at the rich imagery Paul uses next:  “In love, he predestined us to 

be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will.”  

Adoption – what a picture of God’s love!  If you haven’t read J.I. Packer’s modern 

classic Knowing God, you really should.  Towards the end he has a whole chapter dealing 

with adoption which he calls “the highest privilege that the gospel offers.”
6
  “Closeness, 

affection and generosity are at the heart of the relationship,” he says.
7
 

This is intimate talk.  God is our Father.  Christians are his children.  It kind of fits 

with the notion that he chose us – if you’re in an orphanage and someone comes and 

adopts you, you didn’t choose your adoptive parents; they chose you.  But more than that, 

it puts a relational touch on it.  It’s not like standing in the vast cereal aisle at Jewel and 

choosing Golden Grahams.  It’s choosing someone to give your name to, your home, 

your heart, your love and affection.  That’s what Paul’s saying. 

And then again, he says that God does this in accordance “with his pleasure and 

will,” not because we earned it or caught his eye.  He just loved us and predestined us to 

be adopted because… he loved us!  And really that’s the best kind of love.  Think about 

it: you don’t want your dad to love you because you are pretty or get good grades or are 

good at sports or cooler than the other kids at school.  No kid really wants that kind of 

love from their father because they know they can lose that kind of love.  You want him 

to love you because he loves you.  That’s the kind of love Paul says you get here from 

God.  It causes one to exclaim, “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that 

we should be called children of God!  And that is what we are” (1Jn. 3:1)! 

 

v. 6 

 Finally, look at v. 6 – all of this is “to the praise of his glorious grace, which he 

has freely given us [literally: grace which he has begraced us with] in the One he loves,” 

that is, Jesus.  I like how one 19
th

 century commentator put it – “Christ dwells for ever in 

the infinite love of God, and as we are in Christ, the love of God for Christ is in a 

wonderful manner ours.”
8
  Or how Jesus put it in John 17 when he talks about his 

followers being loved by the Father even as the Father loves him.  Not kind of like; not 

similar to; but even as. 

Whatever else you might say, you can’t say that Paul found this doctrine to be 

impractical, impersonal, mechanical, embarrassing, or repulsive.  He saw predestination 

as a cause of celebration. 

 

Objections 

So why don’t we?  We all naturally have objections to this idea.  Let me take 

some time to answer three objections I know you might still have to this notion of 

predestination and then wrap things up with the major issue at stake here: 
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Objection #1: “I can’t believe this predestination stuff because it says that I don’t have 

free will!”  This one’s easy.  It depends on what you mean by free will.  Does it mean the 

freedom to act without coercion, to choose freely, to do what you want?  Or does it mean 

the equal possibility to choose option ‘A’ or option ‘B’ at every single fork in the road of 

life?  Certainly we have free will in the former sense.  The latter understanding sounds 

nice on paper, but it’s a fiction. 

We all know this.  The illustration of the lion is the best.  Take a lion and put 

before him two buckets.  In one bucket put a leafy green spinach salad.  In the other 

bucket put a nice, juicy steak.  What’s he going to do?  He’s going to take the hunk of 

meat.  Every time!  Why?  Because he’s carnivorous.  It’s his nature.  It’s not that he’s 

incapable of eating the salad.  He could I suppose.  And nobody’s holding him back from 

it or forcing him to eat the meat.  It’s just in his nature. 

We have free will, but the problem is we freely choose sin… because it’s in our 

nature.  Every single person freely chooses self over God, sin over good.  We look to 

everything but God to satisfy and delight us.  Every time.  The Bible describes us as 

blind.  We’re free to do what we want, but we’re blinded by our warped desires to what is 

truly satisfying and delightful. 

 And so imagine a scene where a bunch of people are all walking blindfolded 

down a ramp and falling into a pit of boiling, steamy, molten lava.  One-by-one they just 

keep falling in. You tell them, “Stop!  You’re going to die!”  And they reply, “No we’re 

not.  We’re going to the beach.  We can feel it getting warmer.”  What are you going to 

do?  What if you pull the blindfold off someone so he can see where he’s really headed?  

Of course then he will get off the path.  The doctrine of election says that God has 

decided to pull the blindfold off of us so we can see.  That’s all.  Is that a violation of 

someone’s free will?  Is it forcing somebody against their will?  Heck no.  It’s opening 

their eyes so they can see things as they really are and then freely choose what’s best, 

which they will do every time.
9
 

 God is a gentleman.  He forces himself on no one.  Predestination is not divine 

rape.  It’s the consummate Prince Charming setting his affections on you and wooing you 

to himself and opening your eyes so you can see his beauty and run into his arms with 

giddy, fairy-tale delight.  Jesus is kind of like the guy who always gets the girl.  That’s 

what we’re talking about when we’re talking about this topic of predestination. 

 Okay… maybe… but… 

 

Objection #2: “It’s unfair!”  This one is a bit more serious.  “Why some and not others?”  

But this is really a reflection of an inability to come to grips with the concept of grace.  

It’s only unfair if everyone deserves to be saved.  Those who are truly born again know 

intuitively that they haven’t deserved rescue.  They had no claim on God.  Fairness would 

have meant they were left to themselves. 

Imagine you’re hanging out with five of your friends at your apartment some 

afternoon.  This recession is getting hard, money is tight, and so the conversation turns 

into plotting to rob a bank.  “You guys are crazy,” you say.  But no matter how much you 

argue with them they won’t be deterred.  They’ve made their minds up and so they get up 

to leave and go rob a bank and as they’re going out the door you grab your baseball bat 

and knock the last two guys in the back of the head. 
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You drag them back in and tie them up until they come to their senses.  The other 

three go on with their foolhardy plan, try to rob a bank, kill a man, get caught, and end up 

on death row.  Awaiting execution you go to see them in the prison and fuming mad they 

look at you and say, “This is unfair.  This is your fault!  If you clobbered two you had to 

clobber all of us.”  “No,” you say.  “These two have me and me alone to thank, but you 

three have you and you alone to blame.”
10

 

 

Objection #3: You say, “Well, if predestination is true, then there is no point in missions 

to the unsaved or in leading a godly life.  I don’t have to do anything.”  To this I say, “It 

often does, but it shouldn’t.  For those who claim the theology, but let it lead them to 

passivity, don’t really understand the theology.” 

Realize that what Paul is bubbling about here in Ephesians 1 is not fatalism.  Look 

in Romans 9-11 – another place in the Bible where predestination is taught explicitly and 

notice how it begins.  “I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.  For I 

could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, 

those of my own race, the people of Israel” (Rom. 9:2-4).  That’s hardly glib and callous.  

Romans 10:1 – “My heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be 

saved.”  This is in the middle of one of the greatest treatments on God’s sovereignty! 

And a few verses later is one of the greatest missionary texts in all of the Bible – 

“How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they 

believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without 

someone preaching to them” (Rom. 10:14)?  Paul cared about the lost, Paul believed in 

missions (he gave his whole life to it), and Paul also believed in predestination. 

And to the idea that if you believe you’ve been predestined you’ll be passive and 

nonchalant about personal holiness again countless biblical and historical examples could 

be given.  Here in this text look at what he chose us for: v. 4 – “to be holy and 

blameless.”  That is the goal. 

The means is by predestining us to adoption, not just to ‘getting in’, but to a 

relationship of child to Father.  I was blessed to grow up in a home where I never once 

doubted that my dad loved me.  He had trouble expressing it.  He wasn’t perfect.  But I 

knew he was my dad and was proud of me just because I was his son.  I never felt like I 

had to earn his love or do something to make him accept me as his son.  I was Tim 

Carter’s boy, still am.  But oh in that relationship I wanted to please him, still do.  I 

wanted to be like him.  I didn’t want to embarrass him.  Not because I feared he’d change 

his mind and stop feeding me or kick me out in the cold. 

The incentive was love.  That’s really the only effective incentive for obedience 

and leading a godly life.  Trying hard enough to get in and stay in may result in external 

behavioral change, but there’s no inner transformation.  There’s no love.  You’re either 

looking down on others for not being as good as you or worshipping others for being 

ostensibly better than you.  Neither really seems like the kind of godly life the Bible talks 

about. 

 

Conclusion 

 These are the frequent, vocalized objections to predestination.  I think we could 

talk more about these objections and I’m sure there are others, but I think the main 

problem we have with this concept is our aversion to the even more inescapable notion 
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throughout Ephesians 1 (and the whole Bible for that matter) that God sets everything up 

for this purpose: “to the praise of his glorious grace.”  We have a problem with that, 

because we want to be at the center of the universe. 

 I saw this illustrated perfectly in a movie I watched recently – Sex & the City.  

Has anybody seen it?  I can’t recommend it, really.  But there’s this fascinating scene 

where the four female friends are sitting at a restaurant talking.  Earlier in the movie one 

of them named Samantha had been bidding on a garish diamond ring at an auction 

against someone on a phone.  Later she found out that on the other end of the phone was 

her boyfriend, a man roughly half her age who she had been living with for the last 

several years.  He bought the ring for her, but she’s unhappy with how things are going in 

the relationship.  Here’s how the conversation goes: 

 “I can’t believe that my life revolves around a man.  On what planet did I allow 

that to happen?” 

“But you love him?” 

“Does that mean saying his name fifty times more a day than I say my own….  

Even this ring… I wanted to buy this for myself… that meant something to me to be able 

to do that… and then… he buys it for me.” 

“Because he knew how much you loved it.” 

“Yes, but now every time I look down at it I see him, not me.” 

Later in the movie Samantha breaks up with him saying, “I love you…but I love 

me more.  I’ve been in a relationship with myself for 49 years and that’s the one I need to 

work on.”  Listen, we’re in love with ourselves.  The Bible calls it sin and it prevents us 

from having a relationship with God. 

Christianity is all about how God pays the greatest price to give us the greatest 

gift – every spiritual blessing in Christ.  And it’s all to the praise of his glorious grace; 

every time we look at our salvation we see him.  If that offends you or rubs you the 

wrong way, then you can’t have a relationship with him.  You’ll be stuck working on 

your relationship with yourself for all eternity… and that’s hell. 

 

Lord’s Table 
 The only way we can be people who give up on ourselves, is if God has chosen 

us.  If you find yourself today in a relationship with him where you love to say his name 

50x a day more than your own, where you find delight in having your life revolve around 

him, where you know he loves you because he loves you not because of what you do, 

where you feel your heart well up with praise for his glorious grace, where you look at 

your salvation and can’t help but see him, then come and hold in your hands this bread 

and wine which represents the infinite price he paid to purchase your salvation for you 

and eat and remember and relish and rise to celebrate this great doctrine of 

predestination!  Whew… that was one long sentence! 

 

Benediction 
May you praise God for his glorious grace! 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 25, 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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