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John 1:1-14

1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things were made through him, and without him was not anything made that was made. 4 In him was life, and the life was the light of men. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 6There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe through him. 8 He was not the light, but came to bear witness about the light.  9 The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 10He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him. 11He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. 12But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, 13who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. 14And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.

Ephesians 1:1-14

1Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, To the saints who are in Ephesus, and are faithful in Christ Jesus:  2Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

3Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 4even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love 5he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved. 7In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace, 8which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight 9making known to us the mystery of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ 10as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.  11In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things according to the counsel of his will, 12so that we who were the first to hope in Christ might be to the praise of his glory. 13In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, 14who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory.


It is the first Sunday of a new year, a special time.  It is also the Sunday associated with Epiphany.  (I’ll define that word in a minute.)  It is the Sunday associated with the magi, the three kings that the Gospel choir sang about. And it is the second Sunday in our series concerning church and church membership.  With so many different ideas, it seems that this Sunday could be very confusing.  How does all this fit together?  What do the three kings, the three wise men, have to do with church, and what is Epiphany anyway!

The dictionary defines epiphany as both a ‘sudden realization’ and an ‘appearance of God’.  The word is often used to refer to the ‘aha’ experience, the sudden awareness that something special has happened, or is happening.  We speak of an epiphany when we hear a wonderful symphony, see a really good painting, read an extremely well written book.  And the epiphany is the specialness, the outstanding quality, of the experience.  

The word originated, of course, with the idea of perceiving God, of suddenly experiencing the wonder of God in our lives.  The magi had an epiphany when they realized the star was more than just an astronomical event.  They had another epiphany when they found the Christ Child.  


So that’s how the word epiphany relates to the magi, the three kings.  But what does all that have to do with church?  I’m glad you asked!  We can see the beginning of this answer when we read the first chapter of John.  Our text this morning is John’s equivalent to the birth narrative in Matthew and Luke.  But John does not speak of Jesus as a babe.  Rather, John speaks of Jesus as the Word, God himself, the manifestation of God in the world.  Jesus was the ultimate epiphany: God’s personal messenger to this earth.  This is the Jesus that John speaks of, the beginning of Christ’s life with regard to this world.  John does not speak of Jesus’ birth 2000 years ago.  Rather, John speaks of the beginning of creation, the origin of time and space.  John concludes today’s reading in verse 14 saying two significant things: God became man and we have seen him.  These two things together make this an epiphany account: a sighting of God in our world.

This is the basic theme of the New Testament: God has come down to us, and we have seen him in the person of Jesus Christ.  His revealing and our observation are what the entire New Testament is about.  As we move to the passage in Ephesians, we hear Paul tell us, in great detail, that we as believers are who we are because of the work of Jesus Christ, the work that John describes in his passage.  


Let us look then at who we are, as Paul tells us in his writing.  And let us consider what that has to do with church and being a part of a church.  There are many characteristics of the saints laid out in these few verses, and we can learn a lot here in a few words.


First, Paul calls us saints.  More explicitly, Paul calls the believers in Ephesus saints.  What does this word mean?  We often consider saints to be people who are extraordinary in their actions and faith.  But Paul seems to include every Christian in Ephesus in this greeting.  So what is a saint?


The word comes from the concept of being sanctified.  In the days of temple worship, something, or someone, was sanctified, was made holy, when they were cleansed, properly dressed or prepared, and dedicated to the work of God.  For instance, a vessel would be sanctified for temple worship when it was cleaned, ritually prepared, and prayerfully dedicated to temple use.  The priests themselves were considered to be sanctified by being cleaned (in a ritual that looked a great deal like baptism), annointed with oil, appropriately dressed, and being prayerfully dedicated to temple service.  Paul is saying that we are cleansed and prepared and dedicated to the work of God.  

We are saints because Jesus came down to us, and made himself known to us.  We are who we are because Jesus has redeemed us from our sins with his blood. Jesus cleaned us with his own blood to make us sanctified, to prepare us for the holy work.  This is the basis of who we are.  But take note: Jesus shed his blood for ALL people.  We are not the only ones that Jesus died for.  We are just the ones who responded.

That leads us to the next thing that we are: we are the ones who have seen the glory of God.  John mentions those who did receive Christ.  Paul speaks about us as those who are the ‘first to hope in Christ’.  These comments recognize that we are the ones who have responded to the presence of God in our world.  We are not the only ones that Jesus came for, we are just the only ones who have accepted the gift of his love.


This is a very important idea to me.  I think of Christians as the ones who can see the actions of God in our world.  We can recognize the hand of God in the everyday miracles of life.  We note the divine in beautiful things.  We hear the divine in amazing music.  We feel the divine in a breathtaking experience.  We experience God in a grand day.  One of the results of our having met Jesus and accepted his work in our lives is the ability to respond to God in so many ways. Like the wise men, we have seen God’s star, and have followed it.

But we are not just the ones who respond to God’s glory.  We are also the sanctified ones.  And nothing is sanctified just to be holy.  The temple instruments were not cleaned and prepared just to be set on a shelf.  They had a purpose, a special purpose, and so do we.  We are the ones that God has prepared for his work.   God, says Paul, has a plan to ‘unite all things’.  And we are a part of that plan.  It is our job to do God’s work here on earth.  Let me repeat that: it is our duty, mission, purpose, etc., to do God’s work here on earth.  And that work is to bring all people to God, to Jesus who is the Savior of the world.  Just like the temple vessels, we are not sanctified to sit and look prepared.  We are readied for work, for worship, for evangelism, for the saving of the whole world.


Since Pentecost, that work has been carried out through the corporate Christian community, through the church.  The church is the method by which Christians have expressed their outreach.  Yes, Paul and Barnabus were missionaries who went beyond their city to other cities to tell about Jesus.  But they were commissioned by their church.  And Paul started a local community of believers, a church, in every place that he went.  The spread of Christianity has been a history of the spread of church.

So we in the church are the ones who have responded to God, who have accepted the salvation that Jesus died for, and who now see the hand of God working in our world.  We have been prepared by our acceptance of Christ to do a holy work: God’s work in this world.  We are commissioned to work as God’s agents in our society, our place, our culture.  


I want to note a couple of other things mentioned in our texts this morning.  Both John and Paul refer to us as children, as sons, of God.  Both use this family imagery to describe how we relate to the holy.  Both imply that this is a very special privilege, the opportunity to become a part of the divine family.

I also want to speak briefly about how we work for God.  There is a tendency in churches to think of working for God as drudgery.  We all know there is work and then there is work.  Martha works hard at her art.  She spends long hours creating and experimenting, and thinking about what she is creating.  Her artistic endeavors are often difficult, frustrating, and tiring. That is one kind of work.  


Another kind is best illustrated by the concept of shoveling snow.  Shoveling snow is hard work, and very necessary.  It is also frustrating, tiring, and difficult: just like painting a canvass.  But all of us recognize a difference between these two types of work.  One is creative, and one is not.  I have not found a way to make shoveling snow creative.  If you have, well, I’m not sure I want to know.  


The point of this digression is that we often view church work as merely the snow-shoveling type of work.  We see what has to be done, and we do it, but we put little creative energy into what we do for God.  I believe that we are called to work for God with every part of ourselves, and we are creative people.  I really appreciate those who use their talents in worship: who play and sing for us, with us.  Yet, we have far more talents in this church, in every church.  I challenge you to bring your talents, your creativity, to the church and put that to work.  Church is about God and glory and good news for all people, and calls for more from us than just drudgery.


We will continue to speak about church and church membership over the next few weeks.  As we do so, remember who we are: the ones who have seen and responded to God, and who are now called to do carry out God’s will in this world.


It seems appropriate to end this message with a paraphrase of Paul’s words to the church at Philippi: “Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, —meditate on these things.”
