B. 15th Sunday in Ordinary Time #2                                                                             Eph 1: 3-14
Background

A disciple of Paul most probably wrote Ephesians. Like Colossians the letter contains many phrases taken from the genuinely Pauline letters. In fact, Ephesians and Colossians have many of these phrases in common. The twelve verses before us are no exception. On the one hand they form the “Thanksgiving” section of a formal letter, coming as they do after the formal greeting and before the body of the letter. On the other hand they summarize Paul’s theology of salvation, quoting as they do familiar and favorite phrases from Paul’s own letters.

The text itself is one long sentence in Greek, translated into six to eight sentences in English. In the Greek it is a cascading of ideas, one flowing from the other, describing a contemplative look at the entire Christ event. In English the effect is more staccato-like, so many short stabs of profound insight, more like a preacher ending a sermon with a great summary of what he had just expounded. Both the Greek and the English are effective and express the elevated, almost poetic style we find in the rest of the letter. Actually, many think this is really a hymn lifted from the liturgy, originally a composition of favorite Pauline phrases on the topic of salvation. The language certainly is expansive. The passage uses two words of similar meaning where just one of them would do just fine: the purpose of his will (1:5); his will and purpose (1:9); the counsel of his will (1:11); wisdom and insight (1:9). Whether these verses are from a hymn Paul himself composed or a hymn the author inserted into this letter or a hymn-like prayer the author composed himself from Pauline phrases, these verses take their place as among the finest literary pieces of the entire NT, attaining a literary level worthy of the high theology they so succinctly express.
Throughout the passage the emphasis is on God’s free activity - he chose, he destined, he graced, he made known his purposes. Christ is mentioned 13 times as the one through whom and in whom God has done these things. It is Christ who reveals and defines the nature and character of God, since it is by him that God is now known as his Father.

Text

v. 3 blessed: Usually at this point in a letter there would be a word of thanks to God. Instead of “thanks”, “blessed” is used with much the same meaning. “Blessed” combines “praise” and “thanks” here as it does in Jewish prayer formulas such as grace before meals or before offering a sacrifice. The word was  commonly used to express reverence and gratitude before the greatness and goodness of God. 

God and Father of our Lord: This was a way of thinking about and referring to God which became quite distinctive of Christianity. Jesus spoke of God this way, and taught his followers to do the same. God, the creator, sustainer and ruler of all things, is not to be thought of as aloof, distant and cold, but as warm, friendly, caring and personal. It was and is Jesus who reveals and defines for us the nature and character of God. Christians have not arrived at this notion through flights of fantasy or wishful thinking, but through the teaching of Jesus.

every spiritual blessing: Some of these blessings are named in the following verses: forgiveness, redemption, sonship, salvation, the Holy Spirit. It is through Christ and only through him that we receive everything necessary for salvation, all the rich privileges that go with it.

in Christ: The main point here is not about the privileges, but that they are given freely by God through Christ. They are not earned or acquired. This phrase, “in Christ” occurs 11 times in this passage. It mostly means “by means of Christ,” but it also carries the idea of corporate personality - the individual Christians share in the one life-blood line who is Christ. This involves both union with him and, because of that, with all others so united.

us: The author alternates between using “we” and “you” with no real difference in meaning. Sometimes the author seems aware that he is quoting Paul and, so, uses “you;” at other times he wants to include himself in what he is saying and, so, uses “we.”

heavens: The Christian lives in two dimensions: his/her life on earth has significance here on earth, but also is of eternal significance. Obedience to God on earth becomes an eternal praise of him in heaven.

v. 4 he chose us: In those early days all Christians had the awareness that, in a way inexplicable to them, God  in his mercy had chosen to come into their lives, shape them, and work out his purposes through them. Why God had come into them and not to others was equally inexplicable.

before the foundation of the world: Their conversion was not a last minute idea of God, but part of his age-long strategy, in his mind forever.

in him: Christians came to believe that God himself had confronted them in Jesus. His very life was in Jesus, and the “Christ”, the divine in Jesus was eternal. It did not just start at his birth in Bethlehem.

holy: “Holy” now describes one who belongs to God in a special sense, who is available for God’s use, whose behavior reflects the behavior of God.

without blemish: This means the same as “holy,” only with emphasis on the moral aspect. One is free from blemish (and so acceptable to be offered in sacrifice), not just outwardly, i.e., under human scrutiny, but “before him.”

in love: God’s purpose is not complete with the mere arrival of blamelessness in his creatures, the elimination of evil. That would produce a rather neutral state of affairs, neither good nor evil. Rather he intends to foster goodness in its most positive form of “love.” Love means a deep concern for the true welfare of another and a practical readiness to do all in one’s power to secure that welfare.

v. 5 he destined us: This means much the same as “chose” in v. 4. It does not mean “predestined” in the sense that God assigns certain people to evil and hell long before they are born. It does not mean that some are God’s favorites, of superior status to others. It does mean that God, in his mercy and wisdom, has chosen some to help him in winning men and women from a meaningless life to a life guided by God.

for adoption: There is a vivid awareness of God as Father and oneself as his child that is the special privilege, by grace not nature, of the Christian, given when we receive the Spirit of Christ, God’s only Son. This Spirit enables us to treat others with the same generous, undeserving love with which Christ has treated all.

v. 6 beloved: It means Jesus here, although Paul does use the term to describe fellow Christians.

v. 7 in him: The preposition “in” in the two phrases “in his beloved “ (v. 6) and here means “by means of.”

we have redemption: Redemption is closely related to the notion of ransom used in Mk 10:45. It signifies an entrance into a new kind of freedom from a former captivity or restriction. Implied in the meaning is the cost involved in securing this new state of affairs. The captivity from which we have been rescued (or purchased) is that caused by the domination of evil of one kind or another in our lives. This has produced a separation from God, even to the point of enmity with him. In the OT “redemption” is used in relation to property which a person once possessed but has lost. It becomes his own once again when someone “redeems” (buys it back) for him. Sonship was originally God’s intention for all of us; we lost it; Christ bought it back for us.

by his blood: This was the ransom’s price.

The forgiveness of transgressions: This is another way of understanding “redemption.” This is not merely the removal of guilt, sin’s spiritual consequence(s), but the removal of SIN itself from our lives.

v. 9 mystery: This is an important word in this epistle (and in Colossians). In the first century there were many “mystery religions.” So this word was familiar to Christians who had some things in common with them. Mystery religions and Christianity both claimed to know a “secret” (or mystery). In the mystery religions this was made known only to those initiated into the cult and they were sworn to complete secrecy at the cost of their lives. The secret could range from merely a secret ritual to a secret formula that would work magic. Only the initiated few had access to the spiritual privileges made available through the secret. Christianity had a similar belief. The main difference between Christianity and the other mystery religions is that the “secret” was open to all, not just a privileged few. Paul does use the term “mystery” in the sense of “problem”,  something yet to be solved or made known. But in Colossians (4 times) and in Ephesians (6 times) a more profound meaning of the word emerges. It refers to God’s ultimate purpose for humans, held from them for long ages, now revealed in Christ. It is a secret mystery no longer. All who are willing to open their lives to Christ and receive the wisdom and insight he can bring can come to experience it, delight in it, and offer it to others. The content of this eternal plan is now given more precisely.

v. 10 to sum up all things into Christ: Union or unity in and under Christ is the whole purpose of everything God has planned and done. (This is quite similar to what we read in John, in the Last Supper Discourse.) This purpose to achieve a comprehensive unity had not been understood to be God’s intention until Christ revealed it. It is when humans freely let Christ shape their thinking that they begin to be able to sense what God is aiming at, what he wants to do with, in and through human lives. Like Paul’s great analogy of the human body with many parts, yet one, the great long-hidden, now revealed plan of God is a unity without the destruction of diversity. A seemingly impossible, illogical task, but one God is more than equal to do. This is the “Spirit of Christ.” It is this spirit, when brought into the hearts of humans, which dissolves barriers, heals estrangements, and makes reconciliation and unity possible. Now we can see why Paul, in his letters, when giving the practical outcome of this secret plan or mystery stresses that Christian should quit quarreling, live in harmony and peace with all. It only makes sense.

for  the fullness of times: “Time” here translates kairos, not chronos.  It is more timing, seizing the opportunity than tick-tock time. The point is that God has been working his plan according to a carefully designed strategy in which the coming of Christ was no accident or last minute, stopgap measure. It is something he did at the kairos, the right moment, with perfect timing, when the time was ripe (harvest time).
vv. 11-12 who first hoped in Christ: These would be the first generation of Christians, i.e., Jews. Up until now the emphasis has been on God’s choice of the Christian in the past and the privilege of his present experience of forgiveness and sonship. But that is not all there is. The Christian has much to hope for or look forward to, because the present is but a preliminary to what will be completed in the future.

v. 13 the gospel of your salvation: This is the true word about God and his dealings with humankind. It has the power to transform human life, changing it from something totally unsatisfying and unsatisfactory into the opposite - an intensely high quality of life that can only be called “good news” as well as “salvation.”

Remember, in Paul, salvation is both a present and a future reality, the fullness of its benefits do not come until after the victory over death. It is to the relation between present and future salvation that the text now turns.

believed: To believe the good news means that one not only hears it, but allows it to begin to rule one’s life.

sealed with the promised Holy Spirit: Ordinarily the Holy Spirit and Baptism (the sealing) coincided. (But remember Acts 10: 44-48 where Cornelius and company received the Spirit first and then were water-baptized, and Acts 19: 1-7 where twelve men at Ephesus were baptized but did not receive the Spirit.) For Paul the coming of the Holy Spirit produced in the person something that was recognizable and its absence in a Christian was noticeable. It was this difference in the character of a person that was the “seal of the Holy Spirit.” This clearly came from beyond the individual’s power. It was manifestly the mark of God’s present activity in the life of the believer, surely and purely a gift from God. It lifted life to a new level of possibility, totally beyond human power to achieve, giving a new sense of freedom, peace and joy, an awareness of a power for goodness and the possibility of victory over evil and a love for all.

A seal was a mark of ownership. Cattle and slaves were sealed or branded with the owner’s signet. For Jews circumcision was a seal. They belonged to God and accepted God’s rule in their lives. For the Christian Baptism put the seal on them. Faith, the gift of the Spirit and Baptism were for early Christians three aspects of one and the same step by which they became a Christian and identified with the Christian community

v. 14 first installment of our inheritance: An inheritance is something that is reserved for us and given at the appropriate time, not because of anything we have done to deserve it, but because we are a member of a family. It is an apt metaphor for a Christian in the world. It is used in the NT for the privilege of the Christian, living now the good life of riches (in and of Christ) in God’s family, but yet to be fully endowed, an heir apparent.

The gift of the Holy Spirit is that part of our inheritance which we may enjoy here and now in this mortal life. Thus it is the pledge or down payment or guarantee of what awaits us after death (in this case, our death, not the death of the paterfamilias.) The word “first installment” or “pledge” translates arrabon, originally a Semitic word which Greeks took over from Phoenician traders. It was a token or a foretaste or a down payment now in pledge or promise of full payment later. The present experience of the Holy Spirit in our hearts is the arrabon, the guarantee of the reality and certainty of heaven. The quality of life which God enjoys - perfect peace, joy and love - will only be fully enjoyed in the atmosphere where God is fully and indisputably in control. For now the Christian enjoys a share, a foretaste, through the Spirit, of that quality of life. The full inheritance is not yet. The pledge is enough to sustain hope, courage and perseverance while we wait for the fulfillment.

Reflection

When we read texts like this one, texts when the whole plan and execution of the plan of salvation are put into words we can only respond with the gasp and gape of contemplative awe. To say the same thing in another way: WOW!

First we are amazed at the content and meaning of the words. We are saved and it’s all by God’s being God and Christ doing God’s bidding. We barely enter into the picture except as the happy recipients of adoption.

Then we are amazed by the words themselves. What an accomplishment on the part of whoever the original author (or preacher) was! So much is said using so relatively few words to say it that the reader is caught between admiration for the creative genius of the author and contemplation of the creative genius of the Author, God.

This text expresses the real Christian creed, what we believe, believe in and are to believe into our world. We can see the difference by comparing this text with either the Nicene or Apostles’ Creed. Here there is no concern for apologetic precision, only joyful contemplation. This text expresses the “inside” of the church, how she is (we are) before we confront the outside world. This is how the family talks when its just family. Later, confronted with opposing beliefs from the outside world and in order to confront those within contaminated by those opposing beliefs the church had to formulate creeds. But when we compare the creeds to what they are based upon, namely, texts like this one, we can readily see what we’ve lost in the translation. How we long that at least once in a while we could substitute this text from the Nicene Creed at Mass. Would we gallop through this text as we do the creed? Probably not. Certainly by the time we were a third through we would realize the profound mystery we were both experiencing and expressing. No doubt we would start to look around at each other and say (silently), “God is something else and has made us like him. We are brothers and sisters.”  As it is now the Creed at Mass has become more like the American “Pledge of Allegiance’ (a good thing, to be sure), a dronelike communal buzz of religious correctness, so far removed from this text (and others like it), a birdlike song of the “Pledge of Redemption.”  It is good on occasion to pledge correctly but it is better to acknowledge that our faith is much more than a list of conclusions, no matter how correct they are. It is good on occasion to loyally defend the faith, but better to joyfully proclaim it.

For all that this text could be as a common prayer  (and it is recited as the Canticle at the Monday Evening Prayer of the Church and at certain feasts and commons) it also makes for an excellent private prayer. This is one to type up and carry on one’s person. This is one to be brought out on the bus, in the train, at coffee break, etc, to remind us of the great expanse of the mystery of creation and salvation in which we are all engrossed. This text can bring us back into the contemplative look of our morning prayer, that peaceful moment where we sat with the Lord and all made such exquisitely beautiful sense, when he “made known to us the mystery of his will.”

Apparently, God knew “before the foundation of the world” that most of us would never find the human words to talk to him in a way that expresses our heart so he gave us words like these (“in accord with his favor”), words tucked into his revelation, so that we would indeed have the kinds of words we know are pleasing to him, words we would have never thought of on own (but “in accord with the riches of his grace”), words which (along with the reality of salvation) “he has lavished upon us,” so that we might pray them. It is yet another blessed (and “Blessed be God…”) that we  have the confidence to pray these words, knowing that they have already been approved by God for the “praise of his glory.”  What we have just done in this paragraph is what the sacred author did in this text and what God wants us to do in our own prayer also, namely, to make his word (and words) our own both in prayer and in life.
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