The letter to the Ephesians.
Introduction:

What we are aiming to do over the forthcoming weeks:

Be encouraged in our faith, inspired to live more closely to God, learn how to walk through our Christian lives, grow spiritually, be challenged, understand more deeply the way our world operates and pray more effectively.
We are going to dig deep into this letter, get to know it well, savour it, and live it out. 

By going through this letter, bit by bit, we will end up covering a whole load of different topics that we might not do otherwise.

We are looking for the Holy Spirit to immerse us in this letter as Paul was immersed in the Holy Spirit to write it and allow the Holy Spirit to bring fresh revelation, love, faith and hope to our hearts and lives.
This letter is a masterpiece. It sums up the Christian good news and all that means to our lives in a wonderful way. When we read this letter in such a way that we take it in, it has the potential to transform our lives and also fill us with worship.
This is the favourite letter of many. It has brought some to faith and stirred so many to live more closely with God through its message. As we study it, we will find it just as relevant to us as when it was first written while Paul was imprisoned in Rome around AD 60. It was a letter that was most probably intended not just for the church in Ephesus but for other churches in the area, because there is no specifics about people in the letter that Paul would have known well having spent three years there.
One theologian talked about this letter as being pure music – he said, ‘what we read here is truth that sings, doctrine set to music’. 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,
To God’s holy people in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus:
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
The Author: 

Paul is identified as the author. And he identifies himself as an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.
Paul is claiming the same title as that given to the twelve by Jesus. The title implied someone who was chosen, called and sent to teach with authority. In fact, Paul didn’t volunteer for this ministry, neither did the church initially appoint him – his apostleship came from God’s will and from the choice and commission of Jesus. Paul, had at one time, persecuted the church, sent Christians to their death, until he had an amazing revelation of Jesus on the road to Damascus. It changed his life completely. It was a 180 degree change. If we are a Christian here today, we will have had a revelation of Jesus as Lord and saviour. It happened for me in 1982 – I had a revelation of Jesus as my Lord and saviour which changed my life. Four years later, I felt God’s call on my life to be a pastor. For Paul – his call was to be an extraordinary apostle, who wrote much of the New Testament. He wasn’t just a  private individual expressing personal views when he wrote this letter, he wasn’t just a gifted human teacher, or even just the church’s greatest missionary hero; he was writing this letter as an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God. He was a teacher whose authority was the authority of Jesus himself, in whose name and by whose inspiration he writes. This letter has the mark and seal of God’s Holy Spirit all over it – and therefore it’s message is something we need to listen to with much attention and humility.

The Readers:

Who was it written to? Firstly to God’s Holy People or saints as it is also translated. Saint means holy, set apart. It doesn’t mean some elite people in the congregation, or some very holy Christians. We sometimes refer to Saint Paul, or Saint Luke. The Catholics and other orthodox sects may set saints apart, recognising very special people as saints, not just in bygone years but in the present too. But actually, if we belong to Christ, we are a saint, because we have been set apart to belong to him. 

If we belong to Christ, because we have received him as our Lord and Saviour into our hearts and lives, then we are saints. And this letter is for us. It is good to remember at all times that we are God’s holy people. When we see ourselves as a saint rather than a sinner, it encourages us to think more like a saint and therefore become more holy. As a man thinks in his heart – so is he. Do you think you are a saint or a sinner? In Bible terms, a sinner is someone who is under the power of sin. Someone who is still in the kingdom of darkness, rather than the kingdom of light. If we have been saved from the consequences of sin, that means are sins are forgiven and we are washed clean. 
When God sees us, he doesn’t see the sin, he sees the righteousness of Jesus with which we have been clothed. We now have the power within us to overcome sin, sin no longer has a hold on us. I am not saying that when we become a Christian we no longer sin, I am saying we are no longer what the Bible calls a sinner. On the contrary, we are now saints, God’s holy people, set apart for God and his purpose. 
As we will see as we study the first part of Ephesians, this letter is about grace and our identity - our identity as individuals and more importantly our identity as a church. When we have a true grasp of our identity then we are in a better place to fulfil our purpose. 

It is also to the faithful. Now this can have an active meaning or a passive meaning. Active meaning would be ‘trusting or having faith’, whereas passive would mean ‘trustworthy or being faithful’. Both are applicable. When God’s people are actively trusting God and have faith in him then because of that they are trustworthy and faithful to God. 
Paul’s readers are also in Christ Jesus. This is a key expression in this letter. Again, it is to do with identity. To be ‘in Christ’ is to be personally united to Christ, as branches are to the vine and members to the body. The church is the body of Christ. When we are in Christ we are also united with Christ’s people. You can’t be part of the body without being related to both the head and the members.
Just in these opening phrases we are seeing in bud form what is going to open out and bloom in the rest of the letter. I am really looking forward to working through this together with you.

The other recipient mentioned is Ephesus. 

Cathy and I travelled to the Aegean Coast of Turkey for a cheap holiday about three years ago. We travelled to some interesting ancient sites such as Troy, Pergumum and Ephesus.

It was like walking back in time, seeing and touching ancient monuments and structures and imagining the ancient people particularly of Biblical days. The engineering of walls, water systems, temples, fortifications, amphitheatres etc was impressive. There they were in Paul’s day in Ephesus with hot and cold running water piped into some of the houses and even plastered over in the rooms so you couldn’t see the pipe work.  

Despite this sophistication the idolatrous and Pagan culture of Ephesus was dominant. The city was large and influential, partly because of the god they worshipped. In Ephesus it was Diana or Artemis as she was also known; she was the main object of worship. In fact her temple was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was the silversmiths of Ephesus who made images of Artemis and her temple that objected to Paul preaching about Jesus. They realised that if people started following Jesus, then their livelihood and the livelihood of the whole city because of the influence that the temple of Artemis had on Ephesus – bringing in much wealth and commerce – was at stake. 

We stood in the amphitheatre where Paul’s colleagues were close to being killed by a mob. It brought it all to life and highlighted that Paul was a real guy in a real city, preaching the gospel to hostile people.
We haven’t got time to read the passages in Acts that talk about Paul’s time in Ephesus, but he lived in this powerful and influential city for about three years and from here the gospel would have spread further as travellers would have been converted as they passed through.
There were only twelve disciples there when he arrived in Ephesus, we don’t know how many there were when he left – but Demetrius, one of the silversmiths, mentions large numbers. There were some who practiced magic and sorcery there and when they became followers of Jesus, they burnt their scrolls - a dramatic thing to do as books were valuable and powerful assets, in fact the value of those scrolls that were burnt was 50,000 drachma, which in today’s money would be about £5M.
How did the gospel spread in such a hostile and pagan culture?

When we read through the accounts in Acts, we find it was through proclaiming the gospel, discussing it with those who would listen, but the biggest breakthrough came through the miracles. People were healed of sickness and demonic activity in their lives.  

To be a Christian in these places all those years ago was to make a dramatic transformation. It would need an inward transformation of the Spirit of God. A need to stand firm in the midst of a culture that was permissive, pagan and pleasure seeking. The spiritual forces of darkness were fuelled by the worship of gods like Artemis and were strong. 
This is why identity was important to them and why they needed to be reminded that they were Saints – God’s holy, faithful people – set apart.

It is little different in our day.
Sadly, despite receiving this wonderful letter, the church at Ephesus, in the book of Revelation is criticised by Jesus for having lost its first love. 
We need to keep that exciting, vibrant love for Christ at the centre of all we do. We do what we do, because we love God with all our heart, soul and mind. 
The Message:
Ephesians focuses on what God did through the work of Jesus and what he does through his Spirit today, in order to build his new society in the middle of the old. 
As we go through this letter, we will see what God wants to produce in and through us – a new society. We need to be people so in love with God that we will do anything for him. We will stand up for our Christian doctrine and ethos despite what is going on around us. We will pursue the things of the Spirit – his fruit and gifts such as healing and prophecy– so that the kingdom of God can extend in our culture. We will understand that whilst we have UK citizenship, we also have heavenly citizenship and we are ambassadors for Christ in an increasingly secular world. 

That whatever persecution may come our way as a result of following Jesus and seeking his kingdom, we will keep going. We will be reminded again of the sacrifices of martyrs that have gone before us – to keep the gospel alight. We will understand that our fight is not against flesh and blood, but against principalities and powers in heavenly realms and thus will make sure we have suitable armour on and will stand up and fight for the cause of Christ.

We will acknowledge our need of Christ. For in him we can do all things. If Jesus was writing to the church in Barry I wonder what he would say?

It is my hope, that as we go through this letter, we will find a fuller expression of genuine, born again, spirit filled, authentic following of Christ. That if we were cut open like a piece of Blackpool rock, we would have ‘saint in Christ’ running all the way through us. 
Christ is our treasure, Christ is our value, Christ is our everything – Christ within. Like a Rolex watch, it’s the genuine article that will keep going, will serve faithfully and bring joy to its owner.
