July 11, 2021
Ephesians 1:3-14
What Blessings?
The apostle Paul helps us count our blessings — especially when they don’t seem to add up.

##

BLESSING
PROVIDENCE OF GOD

##

[bookmark: _Hlk71884088]SUMMARY
You are social distancing, you have masks in the glove compartment, jacket pockets, desk drawers and on hooks in the hallway, and you’re afraid to go shopping. Yet, the Bible says you’re blessed. Excuse me?

[bookmark: _Hlk71884112]AT A GLANCE
It’s hard to feel blessed when a worldwide pandemic is in progress. Life for Christians of the early church was no picnic, either. So why is the apostle Paul so ecstatic about how blessed he is? Does Paul know something we don’t? Should we listen to a Talmudic source that counsels us to recite 100 blessings a day?

ALTERNATE READINGS 
For material based on today’s psalm, see “Coming Clean,” July 12, 2015. 

The first verse of today’s second reading (v. 3) mentions a form of the word “blessed” three times! Even those of the dimmest understanding will recognize this as a probable key to the entire lection (vv. 3-14). 
Reading verses 4 through 14, however, is a daunting task. If one were to enumerate all the blessings mentioned therein … well, it would be like searching for the correct number of squares in a Facebook puzzle. You know, the puzzle with large square and squares within squares, some interlinked with others and some encompassing other squares. Only the perceptive and spatially gifted can arrive at the correct answer. This is what reading Ephesians 1:3-14 is like. You uncover one blessing, only to find another … like Russian nesting dolls. 
You might ask the congregation to read the text displayed on a screen, consult the Bible on their smartphones, or even open a physical, hard copy of the Bible and start counting the blessings listed in this reading  just as the old hymn “Count Your Blessings” advises us to do:
When upon life’s billows you are tempest tossed,
When you are discouraged, thinking all is lost,
Count your many blessings name them one by one,
And it will surprise you what the Lord hath done.
Count your blessings, name them one by one.
Count your blessings, see what God hath done.
Count your blessings, name them one by one. 
Count your many blessings, see what God hath done.
So, how many blessings do you count? Give people a few minutes; let them murmur among themselves, and after no more that 90 seconds, solicit responses. 
Some might argue for a number between 20 and 28 blessings! Others might not see so many blessings, but can easily spot the big ones: 
· God chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world (v. 4).
· God destined us for adoption as his children (v. 5).
· In Jesus we have redemption through his blood (v. 7).
· In Jesus we have … the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace (v. 7).
· In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance (v. 11).
· In him you also … were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit (v. 13).
Perhaps blessings are not supposed to be counted. It’s absurd on the face of it. Counting our blessings makes about as much sense as trying to count grains of sand at the beach or the number of hairs on your head. C’est impossible! Yet, counting and keeping track is what we humans do. We not only count our own blessings, but we count the blessings of other people and wonder why they’re blessed and we aren’t. We keep track of successes and failures, insults and awards, the good things and bad things. We like to have a balance sheet, or a P&L statement that shows just where we are in this experience we call life. 
So it’s natural to itemize our blessings, and one gets the feeling that the apostle Paul is just getting started  that he feels blessed in so many countless ways. 
But we don’t often feel blessed these days, do we? 2020 and 2021 have not been easy. the three-headed ogre  Politics, Racism and Pandemic  is a fire-breathing monster that has kept the country on edge for a long time. Is it possible that like the ancient Israelites tramping through the wilderness of Zin, we have lost sight of our blessings and instead constructed a culture of complaint, a church of self-absorbed people spewing outrage and offense? 
That’s probably overstating the case, but still, to speak of one’s blessings is so … 1950s. It’s retro and nostalgic. Perhaps we used to feel blessed, but the thrill is gone. What happened?
Blessings? What blessings?

We Are Blessed
This reading from Ephesians 1 is a much-needed attitude adjustment. We’ve already noted some of the big blessings that the apostle Paul identifies. 
But before going further, let’s look at the word “blessing.”
Grammatically, it can be both a noun and a verb. Used as a noun, we might say:
· “She is such a blessing.” 
· “He said a blessing before dinner.”
· “Dad gave our marriage his blessing.”
· “We have received so may blessings.” 
Nouns. And by the way, “blessing” is a countable noun. 
But the word can also be a verb, conveying action.
· “The pastor blessed the couple and sent them on their way.”
· To cite today’s reading: “ … God … who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing” (v. 3). Here, the word appears as both a verb and a noun. 
The point is that a blessing is something that one can both receive (noun) or bestow (verb). We can receive a blessing, and we can bless others.
Broadly speaking, a blessing received is a prayer for God’s favor and protection, for all the benefits and positive things that might make for one’s happiness. A blessing given is the same. 
In the Old Testament, blessings generally refer to material possessions, children, good crops, good health and long life. When God blessed Job after his horrifying ordeal, the Bible says that “the LORD blessed the latter days of Job more than his beginning; and he had fourteen thousand sheep, six thousand camels, a thousand yoke of oxen, and a thousand donkeys. He also had seven sons and three daughters. … In all the land there were no women so beautiful as Job’s daughters … After this Job lived for one hundred and forty years. … And Job died, old and full of days” (Job 42:12-17).
Perhaps the most famous blessing in the Hebrew Bible is the Aaronic blessing of Numbers 6:24-26:
The Lord bless you and keep you;
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you;
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.
In the New Testament, however, blessings generally refer to spiritual benefits. The text before us is an example of this, of course, but there are other well-known passages, too. Perhaps the most famous of these are the so-called Beatitudes from the mouth of Jesus himself. 
In the Beatitudes, traditional notions of what it means to be blessed are turned upside down. People, exposed to the Scriptures through the teachings of the scribes and Pharisees, generally believed that:
· The rich were blessed, but Jesus said the poor were blessed.
· Those who were in mourning had been cursed or punished for their sins, but Jesus said that those in mourning were blessed and would be comforted.
· The strong and mighty are the blessed ones, but Jesus said the meek would inherit the earth.
· You are blessed if you have plenty to eat and drink, but Jesus said that those who “hunger and thirst after righteousness” are truly blessed.
The apostle James speaks of the blessing that comes to the person who “endures temptation” because “Such a one … will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love him” (James 1:12).
But we’re not in Matthew 5 or James 1. We’re in Ephesians 1, and here we have blessings galore. Of course we are blessed! We’ve been “chosen” before the natural world came into being! God thinks of us as divine children. Our sins and transgressions have been forgiven through the blood of Christ. And  this is interesting  there is an “inheritance” awaiting each of us!
This doesn’t begin to plumb the depths of this text with regard to blessings, and perhaps it cannot be fully treated in one sermon. As the preacher, you might instead choose one blessing that particularly connects with you. You might, for example, choose “forgiveness.” This is an attractive option because although it is a “spiritual” blessing, it really meets us where we live. Who doesn’t understand the blessing of being forgiven?
In our roles as husbands, wives, sons and daughters, neighbors and friends, we have all experienced moments of mercy and forgiveness. How liberating it feels to be forgiven! We are blessed.
So, we understand the apostle Paul when he reminds us that God has forgiven us. God has no argument or beef with us. God’s cool. We’re cool. All God’s children are cool. What a blessing!

We Bless
Now, to the part where we bless others. 
To bless, to be a blessing, is the verb form of the word. Followers of Jesus try to live in a way that blesses others. 
As the apostle Paul says in our text, we have received “every spiritual blessing” (emphasis added), so now we try to offer others every tangible and emotional blessing that we can. In all we do, we bless others, and our lives are blessings in action. 
· People who are blessed do not curse (see James 3:9-10).
· People who are blessed do not listen to complainers and naysayers (see Psalm 1).
· People who are blessed do not feel entitled; they feel grateful.
· People who are blessed tend to pay their blessings forward; in other words, they are generous.
· People who are blessed are vividly aware of their blessed-ness and are humbled by it.
· People who are blessed see the sacred and holy in every aspect of their lives.
This last thought is particularly significant. The apostle Paul had some incredible adventures that included shipwrecks, floggings, imprisonment, false accusations, the misunderstanding of colleagues, and illness. But Paul always regarded himself as blessed. He wasn’t blessed on some days but not on others. He lived and breathed in the blessing of God!
Perhaps this awareness of the providence of God came, in part, from his upbringing and education as a Jew. This cannot be understated because, as Rabbi Jennifer Singer notes, “Judaism is chock-full of blessings.” She references Rabbi Fred Dobb, who said, “We’ve got blessings for seeing heads of state, Torah scholars, and ugly people. Blessings over sunsets, meteors, rainbows, reunions, and bad news. Blessings for bread and baked goods and fruit and vegetables, all different.”
A blessed person perceives blessings when others are oblivious. In turn, a blessed person blesses everything! In the Talmud, Rabbi Meir suggests “reciting 100 blessings each day …  one every 10 minutes of our waking lives.” Which is to say that we “should be constantly aware of the world around us, and should respond through gratitude and prayer.”
Truth or dare? Truth: The apostle Paul rattled off a rather lengthy list of blessings in our reading for today. 
Dare: If we were challenged to join him in reciting the blessings that rain upon our heads every day, drenching us in the mercies and favor of God, what would be on our list? Create a form of debits and credits, accounts receivable and accounts payable, in and out: Blessings Received, Blessings Bestowed.
Can we come up with 10 a day? Absolutely! And let us pray that it happens!
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources:
Campbell, Kyle. “Three characteristics of the blessed man.” http://loop287.blogspot.com/2011/08/three-characteristics-of-blessed-man.html, August 30, 2011. Retrieved January 16, 2021.
Singer, Jennifer. “100 blessings a day.” srqjew.wordpress.com. November 3, 2010. Retrieved January 13, 2021.

THE OTHER TEXTS
July 11, 2021, Cycle B
2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19
What Does the Text Say?
When King David installs the ark of the covenant in Jerusalem in today's lesson, he introduces a subtle but far-reaching change in Israel's religious history. No longer would the God of Israel be understood to have his earthly dwelling in a mobile sanctuary that could be located at any number of shrines in Israel; henceforth, the Divine Presence would be located only and exclusively in Jerusalem, making the political capital of Israel its holy city as well. One of David's most important early tactical decisions was to make the ancient Jebusite city of Jerusalem his capital (5:6-12), a political decision that was reinforced by the religious decision to bring the ark of the covenant into the citadel that became known as "the city of David" (5:7, 9; 6:10, 12, etc.). Having consolidated political and military power in Jerusalem, David needed also to consolidate religious power, which continued to play an important role in the life of ancient Israel. The ark was an object of great veneration, surrounded by an aura of sanctity that precluded all but the specially authorized from coming into contact with it; violation of its sanctity, even by accident, resulted in death (vv. 6-7). As was customary throughout the ancient Near East, when the image of a deity was carried into the city designated as that deity's domicile, a procession of instruments, singing or chanting, and dancing, along with sacrifices, accompanied the entrance, as indicated here (vv. 5, 14-15, 17-19). The reaction of David's wife, Michal (v. 16), was apparently in response to David's state of relative undress (v. 20), although it is not certain in what state of dishabille David, "girded with a linen ephod," might have been (v. 14). The net effect of Michal's disapproval was David's shunning of her, resulting in her childlessness (v. 23) and the perpetual separation of the line of David and the line of Saul.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Michal Reaction. Clearly, David's wife (daughter of Israel's first king, Saul) was not enamored with her husband's worship style. Worship is a hot topic in ecclesiastical circles. Has been for some time. Megachurches are able to hire rock star worship leaders. Even small churches have worship bands. Some churches try to blend the traditional with the contemporary. Others opt for traditional approaches, comfortable that this is who they are, come what may. The preacher today, then, can assist her or his congregation to understand the nature of worship, using Michal's distain as a starting point for the discussion.
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select 2 Samuel in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Psalm 24
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm seems to position the writer from a location exterior to the scene itself; but slowly the focus, starting broad and wide, narrows to the throne of the King who is Lord over all.
The scene first takes in the earth, which belongs to the Lord. Then the writer notes that the dominion of the Lord extends not only to the earth but to those in it, and the “world,” i.e., the society of humankind who “live in it.” As though to justify the Lord’s dominion over this realm, the psalmist points out that the Lord is the one who “founded it on the seas.” That was a typical symbol of chaos and disorder, so that, according to Augustine, the “waves of this world … should be subdued by it, and should not hurt it.”
The lens then zooms in even tighter to the hill of the Lord, and closer still to the “holy place.” And here the zooming stops. The psalmist poses two questions: “Who shall ascend the hill of the LORD? And who shall stand in his holy place?” That is, who is able to make the climb, and who, having completed the ascent, is worthy to “stand in his holy place”?
The answer is likewise twofold: Those who are guiltless in deeds (“clean hands”) will successfully scale the “hill of the Lord,” and those who are “pure in heart” are worthy to “stand in his holy place.” These two qualifications are then each qualified. Those with clean hands are also those who have not lifted up their souls to vain things. They have their priorities well-ordered and thus do not despair as they make the ascent; they have their souls lifted or set on their proper and true objective. And the pure in heart likewise do not have a deceitful bone in their bodies. They’re utterly guileless. This then, the psalmist says, describes those who seek the “God of Jacob.”
The wayfarer is now positioned to see the “King of glory.” The zoom lens moves again to the “ancient doors.” They swing open to reveal the Lord of hosts, “The LORD, strong and mighty, the LORD, mighty in battle.”
In this psalm, then, we’re allowed to see the earth and a pilgrimage of those who are moving toward what must have been a reference to the temple. Quite possibly, it was a procession in which the ark of the covenant was brought to the temple. The highly liturgical nature of the psalm’s middle and final stanzas suggests that the song was sung antiphonally in a call-and-response format. The preacher might write a paraphrase of this psalm as a call to worship, with perhaps even some explanatory comment.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Insider/Outsider. We can’t go everywhere we want to go. That’s just the way it is. There are restaurants, clubs, golf courses, religious chambers, government offices, palaces, castles and more to which we commoners simply are not invited. C’est la vie. How many people in your congregation have had an audience with the pope, or the president of the United States, or even the state governor? The mayor? How many would like to play golf on a local private course but can’t find anyone to extend an invitation?
Do some research on the White House and its tours. Typically, they must be arranged through the office of one’s senator or member of Congress. Tickets are required. Waiting in lines will be necessary. And even if one is able to score some tickets for a tour, the tour is limited. You’re not going to be bouncing on the bed in Lincoln’s bedroom or peeking in the Oval Office. To get into such places, your connections must be strong indeed.
God’s invitation is to everyone. That doesn’t mean that everyone will ascend the “hill of the LORD” or stand in his “holy place.” But everyone is invited. The company of those who do enjoy God’s presence is limited to those with “clean hands” and a “pure heart.”
Discuss what that means. It isn’t enough to be a pilgrim on a journey.
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Psalm in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Mark 6:14-29
What Does the Text Say?
What we have here is a flashback. Jesus’ notoriety is growing. Such was the buzz that all sorts of conspiracy theories were floating about. Some thought that this Jesus, from a town in Galilee no one had heard of, was really Elijah incarnate. But others believed Jesus to be “John the baptizer,” who had come back from the dead. King Herod hears all this stuff, and even he wonders if this Jesus is not, in fact, this same John whom he had beheaded. The text then flashes back to the bizarre events by which John met his gruesome death.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Dance of Death. Salome (neither Matthew nor Mark names her), the daughter of Herodias, dances for her father the king and the assembled dignitaries. Talk about Dancing with the Stars! In this case, it was a dance of death.
While we might make a case of the damsel as the death-dancer, the sermon will focus on Herod’s dance with death. He is so tragically flawed and messed up that he cannot escape from his own misdeeds. He is his own worst enemy. Notice how utterly incapable he is of refusing to do that which he knows is wrong. His marriage is wrong, but his order to execute John goes against everything he feels about this special case. He is fascinated by the man. He at once “fears” him and knows that he is a “righteous and holy man.” He protects John — probably from his wife. He loves to listen to John, even though he is “perplexed” by what John says. When he hears that the prize his daughter desires is John’s head, he is “grieved.”
Herod is grieved but powerless. That is the dance of death. This is the dance we step when we grieve over our decisions or actions but seem powerless to change them. We’re doing a dance, and we can’t get the bandleader to change the tune.
Herod had heard about Jesus but never met him. And by the time he does, he’s still dancing. Again, he cannot bring himself to call a halt to Jesus’ execution.
The call in this text is a call to conversion. We must understand that our sinful behavior isn’t biologically determined, culturally required or morally necessary. We can drop out of the death dance and begin the dance of our lives.
*Homiletics has treated this text in other installments. Select Mark in the Scripture Index drop-down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
A few years ago I was the Jewish educator at a JCC day camp, and when I told the kids that we’re expected to say 100 blessings a day, they were shocked. How could anyone come up with so many things to bless? So I sent them on a blessing hunt. Each group was armed with pen and paper, and told to write down everything they saw that they considered worthy of blessing.
Not one group came back with fewer than a hundred blessings. Several reached 150.  
Singer, Jennifer. “100 blessings a day.” srqjew.wordpress.com. November 3, 2010. Retrieved January 13, 2021.
##
“What’s the shelf life of blessings?” It’s a useful question to ask ourselves.
If you hear people in our culture contentedly remark, “I’m so blessed” or “We’re so blessed,” dollars to donuts they’re talking about something that’s more than a flash in the pan (more likely dollars than donuts … donuts go stale). A beautiful home, for example. Or a job that’s rewarding in every way. Or a healthy balance in a bank account. Or good health. All these, and many more, are things Christians dutifully count as blessings and then work hard to hold onto.
With a little forethought and some hard work, blessings like those will keep for decades. Moth and rust may well consume, as our Lord warns (Matthew 6:19), but a few carefully placed mothballs and a solid roof overhead can work wonders.
When you count your blessings, one by one, do you end up with an ever-increasing number of things capable of being stockpiled or preserved?
If so, you may want to reconsider whether they are, in fact, blessings of the highest order.
Who can preserve the feather-touch of a first kiss? Or the glowing palette of a summer sunset? Or the goosebumps that come from hearing a world-class organist bring Bach’s mystical, musical vision to life?
What about the realization that God “has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places”? There’s not a thing any of us can do to preserve that blessing! The greatest of God’s blessings just are. We receive them gratefully: with open, empty hands.
##
Jesus came in the fullness of time. He will come again in the fullness of time. Wherever Jesus, the Christ, is the time is brought to its fullness. We often experience our time as empty. We hope that tomorrow, next week, next month or next year the real things will happen. But sometimes we experience the fullness of time. That is when it seems that time stands still, that past, present, and future become one; that everything is present where we are; and that God, we, and all that is have come together in total unity. This is the experience of God’s time. “When the completion of the time came [that is: in the fullness of time], God sent his Son, born of a woman” (Galatians 4:4), and in the fullness of time God will “bring everything together under Christ, as head, everything in the heavens and everything on earth” (Ephesians 1:10). It is in the fullness of time that we meet God.
—Henri J. M. Nouwen, Bread for the Journey: A Daybook of Wisdom and Faith (HarperCollins, 1997), 18.
##
The Beatitudes are blessings. … Are we listening? Blessing comes first. We begin with blessing. Blessing, not judgment. Blessing, not terms and conditions. Blessing, not penance. Blessing, not altar calls.  
Jesus starts his ministry by telling the disciples who and what they already are: they are blessed. Blessed, fortunate, privileged, favored. Why? Because they are near and dear to God’s heart. Whatever else Jesus’ first followers go on to learn or accomplish in the future is merely the outgrowth of what is already their ground-of-being, their identity, their solid-as-a-rock foundation. God gifts their identities to them, without condition or measure. They are freely blessed, and so they’re freed to bless others. 
What does this mean? It means we’re not God’s nine-to-five employees, working for blessing as our compensation. We don’t endeavor to do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly in order to earn God’s blessings. We do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly because we are always and already blessed.
—Debie Thomas, “The Blessing and the Bite,” Journey with Jesus for January 26, 2020.
https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2511-the-blessing-and-the-bite.
Retrieved January 31, 2021.
##
I have spent the past year in the dark ark of cancer, and there is no question that I have become a new man. I’ve been granted a wisdom that only arrives at the rugged confluence of middle age and mortality. And I know, soul deep, that I have not been cut open, radiated, and tried physically and spiritually so that I can merely survive, become a cancer wraith. Since my diagnosis — after shaking off the initial shock — I have kept asking myself, in the context of my belief: What can this cancer teach me?
The most surprising thing I’ve learned is that cancer can be turned toward blessing. Through the simple fact of me telling my cancer stories on this blog, many of you readers, in turn, have told your own stories. And that mutual sharing of our tales has changed my life for the good. Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel said, “Life is not meaningful … unless it is serving an end beyond itself, unless it is of value to someone else.”
None of us would choose to have cancer. But getting this unexpected mortality check has deepened my appreciation of and connection to this life. Each moment holds out the promise of revelation.
—Prostate cancer patient and cancer blogger Dana Jennings, “In Cancer, a Deeper Faith,” The New York Times, April 7, 2009.
https://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/04/07/in-cancer-a-deeper-faith/.
Retrieved January 31, 2021.
##
I think half the troubles for which men go slouching in prayer to God are caused by their intolerable pride. Many of our cares are but a morbid way of looking at our privileges. We let our blessings get moldy, and then call them curses.
—Henry Ward Beecher
##
Imagine you’ve come back from work and the train has been late again. You stood for half an hour on the station platform getting cold and cross. Then when it arrived it was so full of people you had to stand, uncomfortably, all the way home.
But when you tell your family about the trip you find you’re also telling them a larger story. Everybody knows that the trains aren’t running properly because the present government has allowed them to get worse and worse. … But there’s an election coming soon, and then you’ll be able to vote out this government and put in another one that might at last get you a decent train service.
So as you talk about your anger over this evening’s train ride, you are talking as well about your anger with the present government. And as you talk about how things could be better with the train you normally catch, you are talking as well about how good things are going to be with the new government. There is a larger framework, a larger story, within which your own smaller stories become more interesting and important.
Paul’s great prayer at the opening of this letter is a celebration of the larger story within which every single Christian story — every story of individual conversion, faith, spiritual life, obedience and hope — is set. Only by understanding and celebrating the larger story can we hope to understand everything that’s going on in our own smaller stories, and so observe God at work in and through our own lives.
—N.T. Wright, Paul for Everyone: The Prison Letters: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon (SPCK, 2004), 7-8.
##

Commentary
Ephesians 1:3-14
The letter to the Ephesians opens with the lengthy prayer of thanksgiving. In Greek, these 13 verses are one long, continuous statement — as though the author, so caught up in the wonder of God's work through Christ on our behalf, simply could not stop for breath. Consider all the theological issues covered in this prayer — God's work through Christ, the plan of salvation effected, a repeated emphasis on God's sovereignty in this plan, the re-creation of humanity as a result of Christ's redemptive death, the forgiveness of sins, our adoption as God's children and the confirming seal of the Holy Spirit.
So daunting are these lines of text that even German biblical scholars, notorious for their own convoluted long-windedness, dare to call Ephesians 1:3-14 the most garish grammatical goulash to be found in Greek!
This text has obvious liturgical roots. In fact, so well does it lyrically encapsulate a whole gamut of Pauline theology that it has been dubbed a "doxology" of the divine plan for salvation. Ephesians reflects mature Pauline theology, focusing pointedly and poignantly on what is most central, most crucial for new Christians to understand as the divine plan for salvation and as overwhelming evidence of the continuing power of divine love.
For the author of Ephesians, God's sovereignty and God's unceasing activity in the course of this world cannot be emphasized enough. Indeed, the writer seems to focus with such exclusivity on the benefits of God's extravagant grace that the cost of our redemption is played down. Verse 7 notes that we have been set free through Christ's "blood" — a shorthand reference to the voluntary sacrifice of his life for our sins. But nowhere in this litany of praise is the cross mentioned. Nowhere is Christ's suffering for our sake expressed.
Instead, this text focuses on God's sovereignty. Everything has been accomplished according to God's good plan. God is the one who saves — God acts through Jesus Christ in order to effect this salvation. The Holy Spirit's presence is the final evidence that salvation has been accomplished.
Christ's role — while crucial to God's plan — is not the author's primary focus here. This writer is not as concerned with how salvation has come to be, but from whom it has been given (God) and to whom (all humanity) and to what end it is being offered.
It is hard to read this prayer of praise and not feel the special grace of being human. Again and again, this text manages to emphasize God's unique love and concern for us. "He chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world" (v. 4), "He destined us for adoption as his children" (v. 5), "his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us" (v. 6), "the riches of his grace that he lavished on us (vv. 7, 8).
Indeed, the author begins this prayer on the note of excessive blessing. God has "blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places" (v. 3). The "heavenly places" referred to here are part of a timeless, eternal realm where all the spiritual blessings occur. Other scholars have stressed this "place" was "not defined by geographical limits but determined by the exertion of power," a power that "exerts its influence on life, history and conduct on earth."
The eternal nature of God's concern for humanity is again stressed as verse 4 affirms that "he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world." Our chosen-ness is completely beyond human ability to influence or earn. This chosen-ness does not indicate that chosen ones are "better" or "higher" than others; what God chooses us for is service. The service we are called to, in union with Christ, is nothing less than to be a part of the redemption of all humanity.
How God has effected this redemption is the topic of the next several verses. "Through Jesus Christ," "according to the good pleasure of his will," "through his blood" and "according to the riches of his grace." All the activity is directed by God's hands. Even the sacrifice of "the Beloved" is viewed entirely as a function of God's will. For this writer, the humanity of Jesus, who endured suffering and death, is subsumed completely by the obedience of the Christ who fulfills God's plan.
Revealing this "plan" is the writer's aim. The whole of God's purpose is condensed by the writer in verse 10 as "a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth." The sign that this unity has been accomplished — that newly redeemed creation shall "praise his glory" — is revealed three times in this prayer (vv. 6, 12, 14). Of course, it is Christ himself who makes this plan a possibility, for the purpose of this plan is set forth "in Christ" (v. 9). And for those who have responded "in Christ," there is a final sign that God's plan is under way: "the seal of the promised Holy Spirit" (v. 13).
For the writer of Ephesians, there is no doubt that salvation and redemption have been God's plan since, and into, eternity. Now, for those who have first hoped in Christ (v. 12) and have received the seal of the Holy Spirit, unity with God through all creation is the reality we are offered. While this unmarred peace is not yet fully established, the promise of this doxology is that participants "in Christ" can already experience a foretaste of this future unity.
How are believers to begin experiencing this unity here and now? By reflecting the "word of truth" (v. 13), we have both "heard" and "believed." In Hebrew, "truth" ('emeth) is also the root for "faithfulness" (cf. Hosea 2:20; Deuteronomy 32:4). This concept of truth as part of active faithfulness stands far removed from any Greek alabaster ideal of "truth." Hebrew truth is not some frozen concept, but a way of living, an active being. Truth as faithfulness is only true when it becomes something which is enacted. For Christians, faithful acts of truth are always accomplished as we move and walk "in Christ."
As the Pauline mission advanced ever more knowingly toward the Gentile community, it became clear that the Christian experience of unity encompassed all people, all communities. The truth of living first extended beyond the Jewish community and embraced the Gentile world and from there reached out in love to all creation, the whole cosmos. Those "marked" with the Holy Spirit (v. 13), those "in Christ," have experienced a "pledge" or an "earnest" of the cosmos' abundant future. "Earnest" is more than a promise. It is a tangible down payment that is already received, already in our hands. A portion of God's plan for cosmic unity resides in our own faithfulness. Bringing unity out into the world is a test of how active, how truth-empowered, our faith is while we are "in Christ."

Conversation with the Children: Ephesians 1:3-14
Ask the children if there is anything in their house that their family has inherited from a grandmother, a grandfather, an aunt or an uncle. Have them describe what it is, and why it is important to them. Hold up something you have inherited from a relative and tell the children how it makes you feel connected to your family. Let the children know that we are all receiving an inheritance from God, but it is not a piece of furniture or artwork or jewelry. Explain that this inheritance is “the forgiveness of our trespasses … the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation … [and] the seal of the promised Holy Spirit” (Ephesians 1:7, 13). Ask them to describe why forgiveness is a good thing to have, and why they might find truth and salvation and the Holy Spirit to be good things as well. Point out that furniture and artwork and jewelry are all going to wear out over the years, but the gifts of God are especially valuable because they last forever. Encourage them to accept this inheritance from the Lord, and to feel good about being part of God’s very special family.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: God is waiting for us
People: With a tender heart and a searching question.
Leader: God is ready for us
People: With truth and wisdom from a deep well.
Leader: God is blessing us
People: With springs of living water.
Leader: God is sending us
People: To sing, pray and witness every day.
Leader: God is here …
People: Let the conversation begin. 

Prayers — General
Holy God, weave praise into the fabric of our days so our lives become a blessing to others. 
Weave peace into our words and deeds so hatred and anger are disarmed. 
Weave love into our work so accomplishments are imbued with humility. 
Weave kindness into our actions so the world becomes a joyous place to live. 
Weave hope into every encounter so we may testify to God's continuing resurrection. 
Weave songs into our worship so our morning might echo in praise to God. Amen.

Benedictions — General
May the God of amazing grace give you eyes to see beauty everywhere, hands to do good to everyone and hearts to bless all you meet. 

Hymns
Christ Is Made the Sure Foundation
Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing
Count Your Blessings

Worship and Praise 
Come Thou Fount (Above All Else) (Shane and Shane)
By Our Love (Nockels)
Blessings (Story)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Seventh Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle B
2 Samuel 6:1-5, 12b-19
Psalm 24
Ephesians 1:3-14
Mark 6:14-29
