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The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.  Amen.

Sermon Text:  Ephesians 1:11-14

  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 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.

The word of God I’m going to share with you is the second lesson for today in Ephesians 1:11-14.  I’m just going to reread one of the verses.  “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.”  This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, God the Father, and the Holy Spirit, my dear friends.

Do you remember The Three Musketeers (and you know I’m not talking about the candy bar) – I’m talking about that historical romance that was written by Dumas that has been made and remade in movie after movie.  The Three Musketeers is the story of three good guys who pledged themselves to stand united in their fight against the tyranny of evil in their time.  Now, you all remember their battle cry, right?  “All for one and …….?” - “one for all.”  Yup.  See, you watched the movies.  “All for one and one for all.”  

Now trying to describe the teaching of the Trinity is one of the most difficult and challenging tasks of any theologian; and theologians far greater than I have wrestled with how to communicate this grand teaching to God’s people.  One of them is one of the early church fathers, St. Augustine.  Legend says that St. Augustine was walking along the Mediterranean Sea trying to comprehend and understand this teaching of God being one God and yet three persons – triune (3 in 1).  And as he was walking along, he encountered a little boy.  This little boy had dug a hole in the sand, is running with a bucket, fills the bucket up with water from the ocean, and goes running back to the hole with the bucket of water. St. Augustine asked the little boy, “What are you doing?”  He says, “Oh, I’m going to move the sea over here.”  St. Augustine chuckled to himself as he walked along further down the shore and said “You can’t move that whole Mediterranean Sea and put it into that tiny little hole.”  Then it dawned on him.  That’s exactly what he was trying to do with our vast, infinite, unfathomable God – trying to take God and cram Him into his tiny little pea brain, and you can’t do that.

There are some things that the Bible teaches that we may not be able to totally comprehend and understand, but we can apprehend by faith, thanks to the Holy Spirit.  So as I wrestled with how to communicate this truth to you this morning, I stumbled across that battle cry of The Three Musketeers “All for one and one for all”; and I thought that must have been what God was saying back in eternity.  God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit pledged themselves to stand united in their fight against the tyranny of evil and sin that had entered into our world.  All for one and one for all.

The Apostle Paul wrote this powerful one long run-on sentence in the Greek, (and what you should do some time is read this and underline all the phrases that say “in him, in Christ, through Christ” and realize how important it is that you and I are connected to God in Christ and through Christ); but he starts out by saying “in him, that is, “in Christ”, we were also chosen.”  Now do you know how important that is?  You remember playing games when you were a kid, you always picked sides, right?  You got leaders, and the leaders started picking who they wanted on their team.  You always wanted to be from the middle to the top when you were chosen; you didn’t want to be down near the bottom because that meant they really didn’t want you on their team.  All of us have at one time experienced rejection of some kind. It is painful and it’s hard and it’s difficult when we feel rejected.  And that means God understands one of our basic inner needs – the need to be wanted, the need to be loved, and the need to be chosen. God is saying to you right here, “I chose you to be on my team, to be with me for all of eternity.

He goes one step further.  He says that he even predestined us.  That means he decided to choose us ahead of time before the game of life began.  He had you in mind.  And then he says that all of this happens according to his plan.  Now we’ve heard for years that phrase that “All things work together for good to them that love God” (Rom 8:28a, KJV), right?  And we know that even the bad that happens in our life happens for a reason and happens for a purpose – that God has a plan for it.  We may not understand it at the time.  We may not understand it in this lifetime, but we accept by faith that God makes it work together for our good.  But that passage doesn’t stop there.  It says “All things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are called according to his purpose.” (Rom 8:28, KJV).  God has a purpose for you and for your life – a plan for you and for your life.  I love the way Jeremiah says it (Chapter 29:11).  “I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope, and a future.”  

All things happen according to God’s plan - that it conforms, it fits in perfectly with the purpose of his will as he says here.  Well, what is God’s will?  He states it the verse before (Eph. 1:10) where Paul says that God’s will is to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment - that’s when Christ has come into the world – to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ.  God’s purpose, his plan, his will is to reunite the world back under one head.  That’s the way it was in the beginning before sin entered the world and the world was handed over to Satan.  God wants to restore it back under one head, Jesus Christ.

Later on in this chapter, which we heard read at the Ascension of Jesus Christ, God placed (Christ) him at his right hand…., far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given…., and that Christ rules over everything for the good of the church (Eph. 1:20-22).  

Our Triune God in the very beginning said “Let us make man in our image.” (Gen. 1:26a).  You can imagine that there was a Holy Huddle that took place.  God had created all things, and now he says it is time for the best, the crown of my creation – man.  And let us - Father, Son and Holy Spirit huddling together – Let us make man in our image, perfect and righteous and holy.  So the Bible records God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (Gen. 1:27).  And then God watched mankind fall into sin and lose the image of God, lose that perfectness, that righteousness that God had implanted in our hearts.  

So God had a plan to restore that which we lost, to recover that which had been stolen from us, to rescue us who would have been lost for eternity; and God set that plan into place.   Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Our God had a plan; and, my friends, I want you to know that you were included in God’s plan, that God was thinking of you even then, way back then.  All for one. Father, Son and Holy Spirit – for you. 

Do you remember when the prophet Jeremiah was called by God?  Jeremiah said “I’m too young.”  But God said, “Wait a minute.  Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, before you were born I set you apart.” (Jer.1:5).  Do you realize that God has said the very same thing about you?  Before you were created, God knew you, he chose you, and he set you apart to be his very own.  

I love the way it’s put in Isaiah 43:1.  This is what the Lord says – he who created you, O Jacob,… Do you realize that God created you?  You are a one-of-a-kind, a special creation of God.  That’s how precious you are to him.  He who formed you,… But God didn’t stop there.  He says “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine.”  My friends, we live in a world of 6.5+ billion people; and yet God on his throne in heaven can look down and he sees you and he knows you by name, and he calls you by name, and he says “you are mine.”  “You are important enough that I would send my Son to rescue you so that you could be mine for eternity.”  God - the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - all had a plan; and you were included in that plan.  That tells us that single, individual people matter to God.

All you have to do is look at the ministry of Jesus Christ.  We often think of his ministry to the masses:  the Sermon on the Mountain and other times that Jesus taught large crowds of people.  But much of his ministry was conducted one on one.  Think of the woman at the well.  Now if ever there was a person who we would think that God would not choose to be on his eternal team, it would have been her.  Jesus knew all about her.  He said in John 4:18 that you have had five men as your husbands and the man you are now living in sin with isn’t your husband.  Yet, he held out to her the water that would well up in her for eternal life.  She mattered to God.  He looked past her past.  He looked past her guilt and her sin and said you need the water of forgiveness and eternal life that I have to offer.  I came for you.

Later on we read that Jesus stopped underneath a sycamore-fig tree in the crowded, teaming city of Jericho. He stopped and looked up at a man who was the man  people loved to hate in Jericho – a guy by the name of Zacchaeus.  Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector in town, which means he ripped off everybody.  He was a man who worked for the hated Romans, so he was the most hated man in Jericho.  Now if ever there was a person that God would not possibly choose (according to human thinking and our world’s standards) it was him!  God says, “No, wait a minute.  He matters.  I care about him.”  And so Jesus stops and says “Zacchaeus, come down immediately.  I must stay at your house today.” (Luke 19:5).  Later on he would say, “Today salvation has come to this house.” (Luke 19:9).  He mattered to God. That’s why Jesus made the point of saying, “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” (Lk 19:10).

Think of the thief on the cross.  If ever there was a man who could offer God nothing, who could do nothing to undo all the damage he had done with his life, who couldn’t offer God one single record of a good work that God should accept him; all he could do was throw himself on God’s mercy and grace; it was this man. Jesus turned and looked at him and said “today you will be with me in paradise.” (Luke 23:43).  If that does not tell you that people with past records of guilt and sin matter to God, I don’t know what does; because you are a part of God’s plan; yes, you and me with all our past sins and all our guilt. You matter to God; so the result is we put our hope in Christ as Paul says here.  

“And you also were included “in Christ”.  When?  “When you heard the Word of Truth, the Gospel of your salvation.”  That’s why I’m so glad that you are here today, hearing the Word of Truth, because it is God speaking to you.  And you and I need this because we know that faith comes from hearing the message and the message is heard through the Word of Christ.  And it is the Apostle Paul who says that you and I need to be in the Word because it is the Word that builds us up.  In Acts 20:32 Paul says, “I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”  

You and I are a part of God’s plan.  In the Greek it means “project”.  Now God says that I’m a project.  I’ve always been a project.  God completed the salvation part – it’s just the rest of it he’s working on.  I’m sort of like the Illinois Toll Way – always under construction.  God has been working on me, and he’s going to work on me till the day I leave planet earth.  Do you realize that he is working on you too?  He wants to build you up and keep building you up.  He does it through the Word, the Gospel of your salvation.  In the Greek it means “a vigorous rescue”.  

Now I’m sure that most of you followed the War in Iraq; and if you did, then you are very familiar with the story of Pvt. Jessica Lynch.  She was a part of that maintenance crew that took a wrong turn and was captured, and a lot of her fellow soldiers were killed.  She was captured and beaten and mistreated by the Iraqis. There was an Iraqi lawyer who saw her being beaten. He went and told the Americans where she was.  And a rescue was planned for that one soldier.  Why?  Because you never leave them behind.  One matters.  It was all for one.  You see, that’s exactly what God has done for you and me in sending his Son Jesus to live and die and rise again. All for one. All for you.  You matter to God.  

All for one reminds us that you and I are part of something bigger than ourselves.  We join together as a church, and all of us band together with our prayers and with our offerings for single individual people, whether it is a single soul in India or Africa or Apache-land, or maybe someone in our own community.  That’s why we band together.  It’s all for one.  Just like families will band together around one of their own who is hurting or suffering.  It’s all for one.  That’s what we do as a church.  That’s what God has done for us.

It’s also one for all.  One God and Father of us all.  In Ephesians 4: 4 Paul said There is….one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.  And one Father planned our salvation.  And the one Son executed it. He was given to die on a cross - one for all.  He made one sacrifice for all people of all nations for all of time.  He carried out God’s plan of salvation.  It cost Him.  He knew that He was going to have to lose His life in the process.   And so the Apostle Paul said in Ephesians 1:7 In him (that is, in Christ) we have redemption (rescue) through his blood, the forgiveness of sins.  That’s how much we matter that Jesus says “I would give my life for all.”  God so loved the world – God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ. (II Cor.5:19)  One was given for all.

And the Holy Spirit seals all who believe.  God says that he poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit whom he has given us (Romans 5:5).  And he says “you were marked in him with a seal.”  Now seals are a sign of ownership.  They are also a sign of authenticity that you are a genuine work of God; and it was God putting his seal of ownership on you.  

Now the Apostle Paul said the same thing to the Corinthians (II Cor.1:21)  “Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ.  He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.”  The Holy Spirit  was a deposit, a guarantee.  In one culture what they would do is cut a piece of turf in a land that was purchased by you; they would hand that piece of turf to you as a guarantee that that land now belongs to you.  The Holy Spirit, placed in your heart, is God’s guarantee that heaven is yours.  Eternity is yours, and you can start enjoying the benefits of it here on earth, the power of the Holy Spirit at work in your life.  He is the seal, the guarantee of our inheritance.

Now there are two phrases in here that says why God did this.  It’s “to the praise of his glory.”  And that’s where I have to take a step back and ask myself, “Has my life been lived to the praise of God’s glory or am I just living for myself? Do people take a hard look at me and my life, my words, my actions, my moods and attitudes, and end up giving praise to God’s glory?” Or do I need to ask myself, “Lord, do I have an attitude problem that needs to be changed, or are there words coming out of my mouth that bring you shame and dishonor, or do I have too much prejudice and a judgmental spirit in me?  Or do I say things that are cutting and demeaning of other people, or do I let my selfishness and my pride show through?”  If so, then I need to repent of those sins and turn away from them, go back to Christ, where I have redemption and forgiveness in His blood, and rededicate my life to Him; because when he put his seal of ownership on me, I was bought at a price, and now I need to honor God with my life.

And one way in which you and I can honor God is to get involved in God’s big, grand plan and scheme.  I’m going to take you back to the book of Acts in which Luke writes what God was saying of the apostle Paul, “I am sending you to open their eyes” - that’s the eyes of people who don’t know Christ - “and to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.” (Acts 26:17b, 18).  God uses us, includes us, and invites us to participate in his plan of salvation.  It’s one for all.  That’s when I realize that I need to stop living for myself and start living for Him, who loved me and gave Himself up for me.  That’s when I realize that there is a cause bigger than myself that God wants me to get involved in; and that, my friends, is his plan of salvation:  That God can use you and me, a single individual, to make a difference in somebody else’s life when you start praying for them, when you start caring about them, you start reaching out to them, and you offer them your help; and then you tell them about Christ and maybe invite them to church.  There is a cause far greater than you and me, my friends, a cause that God planned way back in eternity, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, all for one – for you, and you and you and you and me- for all the world.  And now it’s time for one for all. It’s time for each of us to ask ourselves, “Will I get involved?  Will I get on board?  Will I join our Triune God in carrying out this message to the world?”  Amen.

The peace of God, which passes all understanding, shall guard and keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

A CONTEMPORARY AFFIRMATION OF FAITH

We believe in Jesus Christ the Lord,

Who was promised long ago,

Who came in the flesh to live among us,

Who announced the coming of the Kingdom of God,

Who gathered disciples and taught them,

Who died on the cross to free us from sin,

Who rose from the dead to give us the hope of eternal life,

Who reigns in heaven at the right hand of God,

Who will come to judge and bring justice.

We believe in God His Father,

Who raised Him from the dead,

Who created and sustains the universe,

Who acts to deliver His people in times of need,

Who desires all people everywhere to be saved,

Who rules over the destinies of men and nations,

Who continues to love men even when they reject Him.

We believe in the Holy Spirit,

Who is God present in the church today through Word and Sacrament,

Who moves people to faith and obedience,

Who is the guarantee of our deliverance,

Who leads us to find God’s will in the Word,

Who assists in prayer those whom He renews,

Who guides us in discernment,

Who unites us to act together.

We believe God has made us His people,

To invite others to follow Christ,

To encourage one another to deeper commitment,

To proclaim forgiveness of sins and hope in the Gospel,

To reconcile people to God,

To bear witness to the power of the Gospel to change hearts and lives,

To proclaim Jesus alone as Savior and Lord of all,

To suffer joyfully for the cause of Christ,

   To the ends of the earth,

   To the end of the age,

   To the praise of God’s glory.  Amen.
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