Christmas stories (No. 1)
Week of Dec. 5, 2010
Open
* 1. Share a time when you felt out of place, like a “misfit.”
* 2. Describe one or two of your happiest moments growing up in your family.

* 3. What did you learn about God on Sunday?

4. Describe how you think God feels about you.

Dig in 
Read Ephesians 1:1-14

5. How has God blessed believers?

* 6. What does it mean to be adopted as God’s children?

* 7. What is the goal of God’s election?
* 8. According to verses 3-6, what blessings are ours from the Father?

* 9. What other blessings, according to verses 7-12, do we have in Jesus Christ?

 Which of these is most significant to you? Explain.

10. What is the role of the Holy Spirit in the lives of those called to receive spiritual blessings in Christ?
* 11. What does this passage teach about what Christians have in common?

Apply
* 12. From the information in this passage alone, try to formulate a clear statement of what it means to be chosen by God.

* 13. In everyday language, how would you describe the spiritual blessings given to you? 

14. Why did God do this amazing work for us? 

15. For what work of God on your behalf are you most thankful? Why? 

* 16. This passage uses words like the will of God, chose, predestined, according to the plan and the purpose of his will. Much emotion can surround the discussion of such words. What is Paul's emotional reaction to being chosen and predestined? What is yours?

Background

From Life Application Bible Notes:
1. Unity in Christ

Notes for 1:1

Paul wrote this letter to the Ephesian believers and all other believers to give them in-depth teaching about how to nurture and maintain the unity of the church. He wanted to put this important information in written form because he was in prison for preaching the gospel and could not visit the churches himself. The words "in Ephesus" are not present in some early manuscripts (see the NIV text note). Therefore, this was very likely a circular letter — it was first sent to Ephesus and then circulated to neighboring local churches. Paul mentions no particular problems or local situations, and he offers no personal greetings. 

 

1:1 Paul had been a Christian for nearly 30 years. He had taken three missionary trips and established churches all around the Mediterranean Sea. When he wrote Ephesians, Paul was under house arrest in Rome (see Acts 28:16ff). Though a prisoner, he was free to have visitors and write letters. For more information on Paul, see his Profile in Acts 9. 

 

1:1 Ephesus was one of the five major cities in the Roman empire, along with Rome, Corinth, Antioch, and Alexandria. Paul first visited Ephesus on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:19-21). During his third missionary journey, he stayed there for almost three years (Acts 19). Paul later met again with the elders of the Ephesian church at Miletus (Acts 20:16-38). Ephesus was a commercial, political, and religious center for all of Asia Minor. The temple to the Greek goddess Artemis (Diana is her Roman equivalent) was located there. 

 

1:1 "Faithful in Christ Jesus" — what an excellent reputation! Such a label would be an honor for any believer. What would it take for others to characterize you as faithful to Christ Jesus? Hold fast to your faith, one day at a time; faithfully obey God, even in the details of life. Then, like the Ephesians, you will be known as a person who is faithful to the Lord. 

 

God's overflowing kindness

Notes for 1:3

"Who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing" means that in Christ we have all the benefits of knowing God — being chosen for salvation, being adopted as his children, forgiveness, insight, the gifts of the Spirit, power to do God's will, the hope of living forever with Christ. Because we have an intimate relationship with Christ, we can enjoy these blessings now. The heavenly realms means that these blessings are eternal, not temporal. The blessings come from Christ's spiritual realm, not the earthly realm of the goddess Artemis. Other references to the heavenly realms in this letter include Eph 1:20; 2:6; 3:10. Such passages reveal Christ in his victorious, exalted role as ruler of all. 

 

Notes for 1:4

Paul says that God "chose us in him" to emphasize that salvation depends totally on God. We are not saved because we deserve it, but because God is gracious and freely gives salvation. We did not influence God's decision to save us; he saved us according to his plan. Thus there is no way to take credit for our salvation or to allow room for pride. The mystery of salvation originated in the timeless mind of God long before we existed. It is hard to understand how God could accept us. But because of Christ, we are holy and blameless in his sight. God chose us, and when we belong to him through Jesus Christ, God looks at us as if we had never sinned. All we can do is express our thanks for his wonderful love. 

 

Notes for 1:5

"Predestined" means marked out beforehand. This is another way of saying that salvation is God's work and not our own doing. In his infinite love, God has adopted us as his own children. Through Jesus' sacrifice, he has brought us into his family and made us heirs along with Jesus (Romans 8:17). In Roman law, adopted children had the same rights and privileges as biological children, even if they had been slaves. Paul uses this term to show how strong our relationship to God is. Have you entered into this loving relationship with God? For more on the meaning of adoption, see Galatians 4:5-7. 

 

Notes for 1:6

"Freely given us in the One he loves" means that God graciously accepts us (though we don't deserve it) now that we belong to his dearly loved Son. 

 

Notes for 1:7

To speak of Jesus' blood was an important first-century way of speaking of Christ's death. His death points to two wonderful truths — redemption and forgiveness. Redemption was the price paid to gain freedom for a slave (Leviticus 25:47-54). Through his death, Jesus paid the price to release us from slavery to sin. Forgiveness was granted in Old Testament times on the basis of the shedding of animals' blood (Leviticus 17:11). Now we are forgiven on the basis of the shedding of Jesus' blood — he died as the perfect and final sacrifice. (See also Romans 5:9; Ephesians 2:13; Colossians 1:20; Hebrews 9:22; 1Peter 1:19.) 

 

1:7,8 Grace is God's voluntary and loving favor given to those he saves. We can't earn salvation, nor do we deserve it. No religious, intellectual, or moral effort can gain it, because it comes only from God's mercy and love. Without God's grace, no person can be saved. To receive it, we must acknowledge that we cannot save ourselves, that only God can save us, and that our only way to receive this loving favor is through faith in Christ. 

 

Notes for 1:9,10

God was not intentionally keeping his plan a secret ("the mystery of his will"), but his plan for the world could not be fully understood until Christ rose from the dead. His purpose for sending Christ was to unite Jews and Gentiles in one body with Christ as the head. Many people still do not understand God's plan; but when the time is right ("when the times will have reached their fulfillment"), he will bring us together to be with him forever. Then everyone will understand. On that day, all people will bow to Jesus as Lord, either because they love him or because they fear his power (see Philippians 2:10,11). 

 

Notes for 1:11

God's purpose is to offer salvation to the world, just as he planned to do long ago. God is sovereign; he is in charge. When your life seems chaotic, rest in this truth: Jesus is Lord, and God is in control. God's purpose to save you cannot be thwarted, no matter what evil Satan may bring. 

 


 

Location of Ephesus

 

Ephesus was a strategic city, ranking in importance with Alexandria in Egypt and Antioch in Syria as a port. It lay on the most western edge of Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey), the most important port on the Aegean Sea on the main route from Rome to the east. 

Notes for 1:13,14

The Holy Spirit is God's seal that we belong to him and his deposit guaranteeing that he will do what he has promised. The Holy Spirit is like a down payment, a deposit, a validating signature on the contract. The presence of the Holy Spirit in us demonstrates the genuineness of our faith, proves that we are God's children, and secures eternal life for us. His power works in us to transform us now, and what we experience now is a taste of the total change we will experience in eternity. 

From the Bible Background Commentary:
Ephesians 1:1-2
Introduction
As notes in most translations point out, not all manuscripts include “in Ephesus” (Ephes. 1:1). Many scholars have argued that Ephesians was originally sent to a number of churches, of which Ephesus was only the most prominent. (Thus it would be a “circular letter,” like imperial edicts.) But because all these churches would presumably be in the area around Ephesus, the history of the Ephesian church will help us understand the background to this letter (see Acts 19:1-41).

“Grace” and “peace” were variations of standard greetings; what is significant here is that they are “from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” See further the introduction to Paul’s letters and comment on Romans 1:1-7.

 Ephesians 1:3-14
Praise for Salvation
The opening, or exordium, of Paul’s letter includes a benediction (“Praise be to God”—NIV, or “God be praised”) and a prayer; ancient letters commonly included either prayers or thanksgivings, although Paul’s elaboration of them here is unusual. Many Jewish prayers would begin with “Praise be to God who [helps his people in some way].” In Greek, Ephes. 1:3-14 is one long praise to God; this one recounts, as Jewish prayers often did, God’s redemptive plans and acts on behalf of his beloved people.

In these verses as many as eleven different terms used for Israel in the Old Testament are applied to believers in Jesus. Because the church in Ephesus comprised both Jews and Gentiles (Acts 19:17), and Jews and Gentiles had different cultural practices, the church may have had cultural and ethnic tension. Paul reminds believers that whatever their ethnic or cultural background, they are all one people in Christ and must work together for God’s purposes.

1:3. Today we distinguish between “the heavens” in a scientific sense (i.e., the outer atmosphere and the rest of the universe except the earth) and the spiritual place God lives. But in Paul’s day he did not need to make this distinction to communicate to his readers; they divided “the heavenly realms” differently from the way we do. Almost everyone in the ancient world believed that the heavens had numerous levels (often three or seven), that different spiritual beings (various kinds of angels, demons, stars, etc.) lived in different levels and that God or the purest spiritual beings lived in the highest heaven. In much Jewish teaching, the spirits of the righteous would live with God there after death. “Heavenly realms” (NIV) can thus mean both “where God is” (as here) and “where the angelic powers live” (as often in Ephesians).

1:4-5. The Old Testament declares that God “predestined” or (literally) “chose” Israel in Abraham to be his covenant people and adopted them as his children, but that his people often fell short of the covenant. Paul explains that in a practical sense one becomes a member of God’s covenant by Christ, not by one’s background.

1:6. One reason God chose Israel was for them to bring him glory (Isaiah 60:21; Isaiah 61:3; Jeremiah 13:11); so central was revealing his glory that even his acts of judgment were meant to turn people to him (Exodus 7:5; Amos 4:6), the real source of life (Jeremiah 2:13).

1:7-8. God had redeemed Israel (i.e., freed them from slavery) through the blood of the Passover lamb. The blood of animal sacrifices in the Old Testament indicated that the price paid for forgiveness was a life. Paul blends these images here.

1:9-12. It was a common Jewish belief that history was moving through many stages to its climax, when everything would be put under God’s rule. Some philosophers argued that the whole universe was permeated by God and would be absorbed back into him. Like Jewish writers who adapted the language of such philosophers, Paul believes that history moves toward a climax of subordination to God, not absorption into him. The Old Testament and Judaism recognized that God had a sovereign plan in history to bring it to this climax. On “inheritance” (KJV, NASB, NRSV) see comment on Ephes. 1:13-14. On God’s ultimate purpose here, see comment on Ephes. 3:8-11.

1:13-14. A wax seal would have a mark of ownership or identification stamped in it, identifying who was attesting what was inside the container that had been sealed. Because it was commonly understood that the Spirit would be made especially available in the time of the end, Paul here speaks of the Spirit as a “deposit” (NIV)—a term used in ancient business documents to mean a “down payment.” Those who had tasted the Spirit had begun to taste the life of the future world that God had promised his people.

After God “redeemed” (see comment on Ephes. 1:7-8) Israel from slavery in Egypt, he led them to their “inheritance” or “possession” in the Promised Land. Later Jewish literature viewed the world to come as Israel’s ultimate “inheritance,” and early Christian writers used this language the same way (Matthew 5:5; Matthew 25:34; Romans 8:17; 1 Cor. 6:9; James 2:5). For Paul, Christians are God’s people, redeemed but waiting for the completion of their redemption; as with Israel of old, God’s presence among them is the assurance that he will take them into the land he has promised (cf. Haggai 2:5).

 

