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Text 
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, 
12 

in order that we, who were the first to hope in 

Christ, might be for the praise of his glory. 
13 

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, 
14 

who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who 

are God's possession – to the praise of his glory. 

 

Introduction 
 I remember having a conversation once with a friend where I was meeting his 

new girlfriend and he was getting to know my wife, Andrea, better (I can’t remember if 

we were married at the time or not).  Inevitably the conversion stories began to be 

swapped – how each of us came to be Christians.  It was my turn – “So Nathan, when did 

you get saved??” 

I don’t have a dramatic Damascus road type testimony and so being a bit 

provocative and a bit ornery I answered, “Before the creation of the world when God 

elected me.”  She was perplexed.  My friend was annoyed.  “Okay, okay, okay…  I got 

saved… 2,000 years ago when Jesus Christ took all my sins on himself on the cross and 

paid for them.”  “Nathan!  C’mon…” 

I was a theological punk.  Don’t be one of those.  Obviously, what they were 

looking for was the story of how, in the course of my life, I came to hear about what 

Jesus did for sinners and place my trust in him as my Savior, which was sometime around 

age 7 when my sister died and I was gripped with the fear of death and a sense of guilt 

and the message of the cross brought relief to me.  But, technically any one of those three 

answers is correct. 

That’s what we see in this opening sentence of Paul’s letter to the Ephesian area 

churches, right?  Two weeks ago we looked at the topic of predestination – God choosing 

people before the beginning of time to be in Christ.  Last week we looked at what he did 

in the fullness of time to actually redeem those he elected with the blood of Christ.  

Today we learn how that becomes real in a person’s life. 

So Ephesians 1:3-14 can be broken down like this: vv. 3-6 = redemption planned; 

vv. 7-10 = redemption accomplished; vv. 11-14 = redemption applied. 
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You could also look at it like this: it is about the work of the Father electing 

people, the work of the Son redeeming the elect, and the work of the Holy Spirit sealing 

the redeemed.  It’s very Trinitarian. 

Pastor Hobin has been watching the Band of Brothers documentary DVDs about 

WWII.  He came up with this analogy (if you find too many holes in it you can blame 

him).  It’s like how the Allies came up with a strategic war plan to liberate Europe, which 

involved the incalculably bloody price of D-Day that cinched the outcome of the war, but 

then it took awhile for the reality of freedom to reach every town and concentration camp 

across the continent. 

 You may have been tracking the past two weeks and you can see how this stuff is 

part of the Bible.  You may even find the ‘doctrines of grace’ (as they’re sometimes 

called) appealing.  But how do you know it’s for you.  I mean, how do you know that you 

are part of the elect that God predestined before time?  How do you know that when 

Jesus was bleeding on the cross he was paying the redemption price for your sins? 

 That’s where this third and final and crucial segment comes in.  Today Paul’s 

talking about what this looks like in people’s lives here and now, not just what it involved 

way back then and way, way, way back then.  In short, what we’re going to see is just 

this: if the Father loves you and Jesus bought you, the Spirit will show you. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Jews 

 Paul has just finished talking about the ‘mystery’ of God’s will, again not a 

cryptic message that takes a secret decoder to decipher, but a reference to the intricate 

and sweeping plan of salvation that has unfolded in history, been recorded in the Bible, 

and finds its climax in Christ.  Oftentimes when Paul is talking about this ‘mystery’ he’s 

also thinking about the relation in God’s grand scheme of things between the Jews and 

the Gentiles (i.e. Rom. 11:25; Eph. 3:6; Col. 1:25-27).  Here is no different. 

 Who do you think Paul means by ‘we’ in v. 11?  He and his fellow inmates in 

prison?  He and his ministerial buddies?  Upon further inspection, the ‘we’ of v. 11 that’s 

contrasted with the ‘you’ of v. 13 and subsumed by the ‘our’ of v. 14 is referring to Paul 

and his fellow Jewish Christians.  “In him we [Jews] were also chosen…”  The Hebrew 

people, the descendants of Abraham through Isaac and Jacob, were the original chosen 

people. 

 But that word translated ‘chosen’ in v. 11 is not the same word used earlier in v. 4 

to talk of God’s choosing.  It’s nuanced.  It’s a word that has to do with inheritances.  

And it’s passive.  So a more precise translation might be – “we were claimed by God as 

his inheritance.”  This is how the OT describes the Jewish people.  Psalm 33:12 describes 

the nation of Israel as “the people [God] chose for his inheritance.”  They were God’s 

treasured possession! 

 And they were “the first to hope in Christ” Paul says in v. 12.  Now that could be 

referring to the Jewish people who lived in OT times since, as one person has put it, 

“ages before Christ had appeared they had known that he was coming and had been 

looking forward to him.  Their religion… had turned on the hope for Christ.”
1
  Or, more 

likely, it is referring to those to whom Jesus came, who heard his teaching and witnessed 

his sufferings and resurrection, and who comprised the early church pretty much 
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exclusively for the first decade or so of its existence – those of Hebrew ethnicity.  God’s 

master plan includes a significant and leading role for the ethnic Jews. 

 And Paul asserts that his and his kinsmen’s parts in the unfolding drama – the 

mystery of redemption – is due not to their inherent importance, but they were made his 

prized possession by “having been predestined [there’s that word again] according to the 

plan of him who works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.”  This 

is in line with what we saw earlier in v. 5.  It’s also consistent with what we read in Dt. 

7:6-8 where Moses says to the Israelites – “The Lord your God has chosen you out of all 

the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession.  The Lord 

did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous than 

other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples.  But it was because the Lord loved 

you.”  God’s election is not based upon anything in the objects of his love, but is founded 

entirely upon his good purpose.  That’s why we can sing ‘Amazing Grace’. 

 

Openness, Kismet, and the Bible 
 Let’s look a bit more closely at that phrase “the plan of him who works out 

everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.”  That’s pretty unequivocal, isn’t 

it?  God gets his way.  Nothing happens that’s outside of his control or contrary to his 

plan.  God doesn’t make any plans that fail to get accomplished.  These words display 

God as being in complete control.  Everything happens exactly according to his plan and 

preference.  God is large and in charge. 

 He has to be to be able to pull off such an elaborate rescue plan as what he has in 

Jesus, with all the intertextual and conceptual connections, the prophecies, the 

foreshadowings, etc…  Adlib, choose-your-own-adventure juvenile paperbacks don’t 

make for Pulitzer Prize winning mystery novels of the finest literary quality. 

 He also has to be in control in order for us to be able to live and maintain our 

sanity!  If we really believed that the cosmos was entirely random and governed by blind 

chance, that our decisions had no lasting significance, that our existence had no real 

point, if we really believed that and lived consistently with that we’d go nuts.  I came 

across this statement by Richard Dawkins, famed scientist and one of the vocal new 

atheists, just last week: 

 

In a universe of electrons and selfish genes, blind physical forces and 

genetic replication, some people are going to get hurt, other people are 

going to get lucky, and you won’t find any rhyme or reason in it, nor any 

justice.  The universe that we observe has precisely the properties we 

should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil, no 

good, nothing but pitiless indifference.
2
 

 

 No one can live that way. 

Another option comes from those who say, “Yes, but a God who micromanages 

and has everything mapped out is such a small deity, really!  It negates the dignity of 

human decisions.  I prefer to think of God being so big that he can leave the future open 

to himself and engage through time with his creatures to co-create the future and still 

eventually, somehow arrive at his basic goals.”  The future’s not fixed; it is in some sense 

contingent on your choices.  But it’s not totally pointless; you can forge your own 
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destiny.  But wow… that’s a lot of pressure riding on you, when you think about it, and I 

wager that such a system would also lead to a mental breakdown if lived out of strictly 

consistently. 

 Another option comes from those who say, “I believe God is so big that he makes 

no allowance for human decisions.  Life is a script that is simply playing out.”  This is 

fate.  This is what other religions refer to as kismet.  It is completely impersonal.  God 

winds things up and sits back and lets it go.  It makes us automatons, doomed to play the 

role god or the gods predetermined we’d play.  Remember poor Oedipus from Greek 

literature?  He knew his destiny was to kill his father and marry his mother as prophesied 

by the Oracle.  He tried everything he could to avoid it, but alas in the end he killed his 

father and married his mother. 

 But there’s another way – the Bible way.  The openness view of God is clearly 

precluded by this verse in Ephesians, and the kismet view of God is really a distortion, a 

misunderstanding of this verse.  Openness says that destiny happens because of our 

choices; kismet says that destiny happens despite our choices; but the Bible says that a 

personal and powerful God accomplishes his purposes through our choices. 

 He’s in charge, working all things out according to the purpose of his will, but 

this is not fatalism.  It doesn’t make choices irrelevant.  And it doesn’t make God smaller 

or less complex.  In fact, he’s so BIG that his sovereign plan can encompass our choices. 

There’s a story in Acts 27 that illustrates this well.  Paul is on a ship as a prisoner 

bound for Rome where he most likely would write this letter from.  A violent storm arises 

on the sea.  Everyone thought they were goners for sure.  But Paul stands up and says, “I 

urge you to keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the ship will 

be destroyed.  Last night an angel of the God whose I am and whom I serve stood beside 

me and said, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul.  You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has 

graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.’  So keep up your courage, men, 

for I have faith in God that it will happen just as he told me” (Acts 27:22-25).  God had a 

plan.  The outcome was settled, right? 

“But,” Paul went on, “we must run aground on some island” (Acts 27:26).  But 

they must run aground on some island?!?  And then the sailors go about taking fathoms 

and dropping anchors.  They didn’t just sit back and relax.  And then some of the other 

prisoners tried to escape in a lifeboat and Paul reported them to the guards saying, 

“Unless these men stay with the ship, you cannot be saved” (Acts 27:31).  They get 

hauled back in.  The end of the story is dramatic, but everyone survives… exactly as 

predicted.  The outcome was clearly not up in the air, but the story is clearly not one of 

fate.  God’s plan included and incorporated the actions and choices of the people 

involved.  It kind of makes your head hurt, doesn’t it?  But that’s how God works. 

 

Believing the Gospel 
 And that’s how salvation works.  No one can, because of the doctrine of 

predestination, sit back and say, “It’s all predetermined, que sera sera.  If I’m elect, I’m 

elect.”  No, unless you repent and believe the gospel, you cannot be saved!  Let’s look at 

the second half of this segment in Ephesians. 

The first half is about the Jewish people and their place in the plan of him who 

works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will.  In the second half Paul 

says, “In him, also, you… you Gentile inhabitants of Asia Minor… having heard the 
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word of truth, that is the gospel of your salvation and also having believed in him… you 

were sealed with the Holy Spirit.”  So, in working all things according to the purpose of 

his will, God has now caused these Greeks to hear the gospel and choose to believe it and 

be included in God’s chosen people.  They were chosen in Christ before time, redeemed 

by him 30 or so years before in the fullness of time, but they still had to hear the gospel 

and believe it in the course of time. 

 The first thing to notice here about this process is that there is an irreducible 

minimum of basic content that you have to have in order to be a Christian – “the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation.”  Believing in God doesn’t make you a Christian.  

Believing God is forgiving or loving or gracious doesn’t make you a Christian.  Being 

moral doesn’t make you a Christian.  Listen up: having a spiritual experience at a church 

does not make you a Christian. 

Truth is critical.  More specifically the truth that is the gospel – the good news of 

what God has done in time and space and history to achieve salvation for sinners through 

Christ’s incarnation, perfect life, substitutionary death, resurrection, and ascension.  

There’s no way around that.  There are no ‘anonymous Christians’ or people who haven’t 

heard the gospel whose faith and good deeds suffice.  And by this definition most 

‘Christians’ aren’t really Christians, despite their zeal or their morality or their emotional 

response to certain worship songs. 

A couple years ago the preeminent sociologist of religion Christian Smith and 

others conducted a vast study of America’s teenagers and found that they are 

overwhelmingly spiritual, even involved in organized religion (i.e. youth groups).  But 

when today’s teenagers’ beliefs were analyzed the researchers found it was a 

conglomeration they called moralistic therapeutic deism – God is kind of there to help 

you be and feel good.
3
  That’s not historic Christian belief.  That’s not the gospel.  And 

without the gospel, there is no salvation.  “You were included in Christ when you heard 

the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation…” 

I’m constantly shocked, perplexed, and saddened by how many church-going 

Christians (and Christian leaders!) cannot articulate the simple truth of the gospel, the 

basic content of the Christian faith.  They think it’s somehow ‘voting values’ or working 

to cure AIDS in Africa; it’s about having an intense emotional experience or believing in 

absolute truth; it’s about living a life of Christ-like love or fighting against moral ills like 

homosexuality and abortion. 

This is saying that you’re not included in Christ unless you’ve heard the gospel 

and believed it.  If your Christianity is based merely upon a good cause or a good feeling 

and not the word of truth, it’s not Christianity and my guess is it will not last. 

 

Believing the Gospel 

But while being a Christian is no less than believing a body of truth about Jesus’ 

death for sin, burial, and resurrection, there is more.  Faith is more than mere mental 

assent.  It involves the affections, the will, the heart, the soul – the imagination!  I can 

mentally assent to the truth of Bernoulli’s Principle (which explains why air rushing over 

the wing of a plane will produce a lift), but I don’t really believe it unless I will get in a 

hunk of tin, buckle my seat belt, and be thrust off the edge of an aircraft carrier.  Jonathan 

Edwards talked about the difference between believing intellectually that honey is sweet 

and actually tasting it on your tongue.  On judgment day it’s not as if God is going to 
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open up people’s skulls and see if the right facts are in their brains.  What is it then?  It’s: 

did he know you (cf. Mt. 7:23)?  Was there a genuine, personal relationship based on 

truth? 

This kind of hearing and believing takes the Holy Spirit.  1 Thessalonians 1:5 – 

Paul says, “Our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the 

Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.”  The Holy Spirit has to come and open our eyes, 

impress upon our consciences a conviction of our sin and the need to be rescued from 

God’s wrath, give us the humility to forsake all our self-righteousness and desires to save 

ourselves, and the faith to throw ourselves on Christ’s mercy.  A few more verses: 

 

1 Corinthians 2:14 – “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that 

come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand 

them, because they are spiritually discerned.” 

1 Corinthians 12:3 – “No one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” 

When Peter confesses that Jesus is the Christ, Jesus says, “Blessed are you, Simon 

son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven” (Mt. 

11:25). 

And Jesus says in John 15:26 that it is “the Spirit of truth who goes out from the 

Father” who testifies about him. 

It’s very easy to have your heart cauterized by holy things, as C.S. Lewis once 

said.  You can take notes on sermons, do the Christian disciplines, go to a Christian 

school… but not have your heart warmed.  It’s a self-improvement project, an intellectual 

exercise that further solidifies you in your smugness and pride, unwilling to be broken 

and come to Christ as your complete redemption, total forgiveness.  You keep him on 

your own terms.  You want to be saved by your grasp of theology or your display of 

virtue or whatever. 

 

The Holy Spirit 

True Christians are those who hear the gospel, believe it, and experience it in a 

deep way via the Holy Spirit.  Paul addresses those who having heard and believed were 

sealed with the promised Holy Spirit or the Holy Spirit of promise – either the One 

promised in the OT and by Jesus to come after him or (I think more likely) the One who 

brings with him a hope of things to come… more on that in a bit. 

But what does a seal do?  It distinguishes ownership and it authenticates.  I have a 

book stamp.  As soon as I get a new order from Amazon I go to my study and stamp the 

first page – “From the Library of Nathaniel R. Carter.”  It says this book is mine… so if 

you have one with that on it at your house, please give it back.  I also, as a pastor, get to 

write letters of recommendation for people and I lick the envelope and then sign across 

the back so that it can’t be opened and tampered with.  My signature is an authenticating 

seal to the one receiving it that the contents have remained confidential.  Sometimes a 

signature is not enough.  I tried to set up a direct deposit into my IRA recently so I could 

start being disciplined in socking away money for the future.  But to do it I have to get a 

special STAMP that complies with regulations of the SEC so that the banks can verify 

that it really is me who has requested this transfer. 

In biblical times the word seal was used to describe a mark of ownership – you 

brand cattle or slaves with your seal to prove they belong to you – and an authentication – 
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a king melts wax over a flame, drips it on a scroll to close it, and imprints the soft wax 

with his distinct signet ring so people know it’s really from him.  Paul is saying that those 

whom God elected from eternity past and died to purchase in the fullness of time, he 

causes to hear the gospel, calls to repent and believe the good news, and in doing so they 

receive the Holy Spirit to brand them as God’s own and authenticate to them and others 

that they are in Christ. 

 Paul further describes the Holy Spirit here – “who is a deposit guaranteeing our 

inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession.”  A guarantee, a 

pledge, an arrabon.  What’s that?  The word is used in modern Greek to refer to an 

engagement ring and I could probably go somewhere with that but it would be fanciful 

and misleading because that’s not the way it was used in Paul’s time.  It’s not something 

merely symbolic.  And don’t let the word ‘deposit’ make you think of the first month’s 

rent you put down when you signed the lease on your apartment.  This deposit you don’t 

get to hold on to for awhile and then give it back later. 

 Only Paul uses this word in the NT and he only uses it in conjunction with the 

Holy Spirit.  For example he says in 2 Corinthians 1:22 that God has “set his seal of 

ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit [arrabon], guaranteeing 

what is to come.”  The Holy Spirit is not a security deposit or just an engagement ring.  

He’s a down payment, earnest money – a little bit now of what’s to come later. 

 What we’re going to get of God – what’s been promised for when Christ returns 

and our bodies are resurrected and we will be with the Lord forever, face-to-face – we get 

to experience a foretaste of now, a down payment, a share of the inheritance ahead of 

time, an experience of the end in the present, “the first installment which promises future 

payment in full.”
4
  The life we’ll share with God at the consummation, Christians begin 

to know now. 

 God doesn’t elect people to eternal life, send his Son to pay for their sins on the 

cross, and then leave them in the dark about it.  If the Father loves you and Jesus 

bought you, the Spirit will show you. 

 As a seal and a down payment, the Spirit gives you an experiential awareness that 

you belong to God, that you are his treasured possession just as OT Israel was (Ex. 19:5).  

He authenticates your faith not only intuitively through experience, but also inferentially 

through observation.  He renovates your heart.  Your character, which dictates behavior, 

begins to change… over time.  Just as if you watch a clock you probably won’t be able to 

see it move, but if you leave the room and then come back later you can tell it’s changed, 

so the Spirit works on us. 

 So how do you know you’re among the elect and Christ died for you?  You’ve 

heard the gospel and believed it and this involves both a cognitive aspect (the word of 

truth) and an experiential aspect (the Holy Spirit).  And the Holy Spirit’s work involves 

both an objective and subjective aspect.  You, over time, can notice measurable change in 

your life – again, over time.  But this identifiable change comes from an unquantifiable 

inner experience of God’s love applied to your heart by the Spirit. 

Before there was self-esteem talk, there was the gospel.  Everyone yearns to know 

that they are prized, someone’s pride and joy.  The Holy Spirit comes over a person and 

gives him or her an ever-expanding knowledge that he or she is God’s inheritance, God’s 

possession, bought with the precious blood of Christ, adopted through the eternal love of 
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God.  This is what it means to be a Christian, to have the Holy Spirit.  If the Father loves 

you and Jesus bought you, the Spirit will show you. 

 

Conclusion 

 Finally, perhaps the greatest test of whether you’ve been elected, redeemed, and 

sealed is whether you have moved from an insatiable appetite for the praise of your own 

glory to a desire for and delight in God’s.  In Is. 43:20-21 God describes his people this 

way – “my chosen people, the people whom I formed for myself that they might declare 

my praise.”  Look at the last phrase; it’s a familiar one from chapter 1 – “to the praise of 

his glory.” 

Anybody here a cat owner?  Anybody have a dog?  Have you heard the difference 

between cat theology and dog theology?  A cat says, “My owner loves me, feeds me, 

waters me, changes my litter… I must be great!”  A dog says, “My owner loves me, feeds 

me, waters me, takes me on walks… HE MUST BE GREAT!”  That we are God’s 

inheritance doesn’t make us all that… it’s to the praise of his glory! 

Anybody ever been to the post office on Ashland?  It has the heaviest doors.  This 

week a petite woman was trying to open them and struggling.  I came up behind her and 

with my great strength opened the door like it was nothing.  She turned around and I 

wasn’t sure what to expect on her face, but she was smiling and joyful.  She could have 

been offended by my chivalry.  It kind of chaps our hides to have someone else do 

something for us.  Like little kids we say, “I want to do it!”  She might have been able to 

open the door; we cannot lift a finger to save ourselves.  Does the idea of God doing it for 

you offend you or make you elated? 

Does it tick you off that God says Rom. 9:19 – “But who are you, O man, to talk 

back to God?”  C.S. Lewis said that humans, modern-man especially, love to put 

themselves in the judge’s seat and put God on trial – in the ‘dock’ to use the British 

courtroom terminology.  Man thinks himself “quite a kindly judge: if God should have a 

reasonable defence [sic] for being the god who permits war, poverty and disease, he is 

ready to listen to it.  The trial may even end in God’s acquittal.  But the important thing is 

that man is on the Bench and God in the Dock.”
5
 

 For those who are truly Christians, who have realized that God sits as Judge of the 

world and they stand as guilty before him, who see how everything comes together in 

Christ so that sinners can be forgiven and God’s justice be maintained, and who believe 

that because of that they themselves are God’s chosen possession, they love God, they 

love God to be God, they love to make much of him, they love to worship him, they love 

to say his name 50x a day more than their own, they love being for the praise of his glory, 

they feel bad when they take glory from him… 

 

Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you experience even more of the Holy Spirit’s work in your life, causing you to 

bask in the gospel and joyfully live to the praise of God’s glory! 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 8, 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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