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As we begin a New Year it is common to make New Year resolutions, changes in our lives.  While these resolutions once in a blue moon are helpful, often they do not result in significant change because often these resolutions are based on what we try to do for ourselves.  One of my favorite comedians is Brian Regan, and he does a routine in which he warns, “Beware of the Me-monster!”  He talks about how at social gatherings people often get into conversations that involve bragging about who’s accomplished more, who’s kids are smarter and more athletic, who’s better read or more widely traveled or had more academic degrees or whatever.  He then describes how he wishes he were one of the Americans who walked on the moon.  He would listen to people who have been overcome by the Me-monster as they brag about themselves, and then drop the bomb, “Oh, very impressive… I’ve walked on the moon.”  He then continues, “In fact, while I was on the moon I spent some time driving through the Sea of Tranquility in my Lunar Rover.”  It’s hilarious.
While we tend to be inconsistent in keeping our resolutions, in making changes in our lives, God always keeps his resolutions.
This morning I’m preaching from this morning’s lesson in Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians.  Paul planted the church at Ephesus during his third missionary journey.  He stayed in Ephesus for a couple years, preaching the gospel daily, and many people came to believe in Jesus Christ.  In addition, while in Ephesus “God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that even handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were taken to the sick, and their illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them” (Acts 19:11-12).

Paul wrote his Letter to the Ephesians while imprisoned in Rome, and in this letter he describes how God has reconciled us to himself through the death and resurrection of his Son, Jesus Christ (“It is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast”—2:8-9), and how he has reconciled us to one another and given us a family in the church (“Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone”—2:19-20).

In this first part of morning’s lesson from Ephesians 1 (verses 3-6) we see three aspects of God’s resolution to reconcile us to himself through Jesus Christ: he blessed us, he chose us and he destined us.  
First, God blessed us.  Paul writes, “Blessed be the God and father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing.”  The word for “bless” here, means “to make happy.”  Through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit God has forgiven us, reconciled us to himself, saved us, and given us a place to belong.  When these things hit home in our hearts, the result is happiness.  Although as Americans we appreciate the right of “the pursuit of happiness,” the happiness God gives us in Christ far surpasses that.  This happiness is not happiness we need to pursue, but rather happiness we receive as a gift, because through Jesus Christ God has already blessed us.
Second, God chose us, as Paul writes, “he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world.”  It feels good to be chosen.  Think of times when you have been chosen—perhaps on the playground as a kid you were chosen for a kickball team.  Perhaps you know how great it feels to be chosen among many applicants to receive admission to a college or an offer for a job.  Or perhaps you know the pain of not being chosen, of being rejected instead.  Part of the good news of the Gospel is that regardless of how often we have been chosen or rejected by other people, we have been chosen by God from before the beginning of time, “before the foundation of the world.”  At the Last Supper Jesus told his disciples, “You did not choose me, but I chose you” (John 15:16).  Perhaps you think that God made a mistake when he chose you, or that he may have chosen you but things you’ve done in your life have disqualified you from being chosen.  Or perhaps you’ve had guilt trips about being part of the frozen chosen.  The good news is God has chosen you in Christ, and God is faithful.    
Third, God “destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ.”  Part of the good news of the Gospel is that through Jesus Christ God has adopted us as his children.  In fact, twice in Paul’s letters he describes how the Holy Spirit works in our hearts to reassure us that indeed we are God’s adopted children: “When we cry, Abba!  Father!’ it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Romans 8:15-16—see also Galations 4:6-7).  Often the holiday season brings out the best and worst of families—the positive feels very positive and the dysfunctional feels very dysfunctional.  The good news is that we have been adopted into God’s family through Jesus Christ, as John exclaims in his First Letter: “See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are” (I John 3:1).  And if we sin and run away from our Heavenly Father, if we return home, we are welcomed with no strings attached, as Jesus made clear in his parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:31-32).  
So we see in the first part of this morning’s lesson from Ephesians 1 that God kept three resolutions he made in reconciling us to himself through Jesus Christ: he has blessed us, chosen us, and adopted us.
And yet sometimes while we may give intellectual assent to these things, we don’t feel it in our hearts.  That’s where the second part of today’s reading from Ephesians 1 comes in.
In the second part of this lesson from Ephesians (verses 15-19a) we see a prayer that Paul prays for those who have been reconciled to God, for those who have been blessed, chosen, and adopted through Christ.  In this prayer Paul prays that God would give us “a spirit of wisdom and revelation” so that we could know three things in our hearts: the hope to which we are called, the riches of his glorious inheritance, and the greatness of his power.
First, God gives us “a spirit of wisdom and revelation” to assure us that we have hope.  In Dante’s Inferno the gate to hell has the following words inscribed on it, “Abandon hope, all ye who enter.”  Perhaps there is an area in your life in which you have abandoned hope, a private hell that perhaps only a few people or perhaps only God knows about.  The good news of the Gospel is that we indeed have hope in Jesus Christ.  God can save you and give you hope in that area of your life.  

For Christmas my wife and kids all pitched in and bought me an iPod (very cool ().  My oldest daughter, Cate loaded it with many of my favorite albums, along with some new songs, including a beautiful song about hope by A Fine Frenzy.  The song is called, Hope for the Hopeless, and it begins:
Stitch in your knitted brow
And you don't know how
You're gonna get it out
Crushed under heavy chest
Trying to catch your breath
But it always beats you by a step, all right now
Making the best of it
Playing the hand you get
You're not alone in this

There's hope for the hopeless
There's hope for the hopeless
There's hope
We have hope in Jesus Christ, a hope to which God has called us, a hope that depends on God, not us, a hope that does not disappoint (Romans 5:5).  Even if we feel like abandoning hope, there is hope for the hopeless, because God has not abandoned us.  

Second, God also gives us the “spirit of wisdom and revelation” to help us know in our hearts the riches of his glorious inheritance.  There is a glorious inheritance waiting for us in heaven.  The best is yet to come.  In his First Letter to the Corinthians Paul, citing Isaiah 64, puts it this way, “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him” (2:9).  In the closing scene of one of my favorite movies, Field of Dreams, Ray Consella, played by Kevin Costner, has a discussion with his father, who had died and with whom he had had a falling out.  “Is there a heaven?” Ray asks.  “Oh yeah,” replies his father.  “It’s the place dreams come true.”  Heaven is real, and God has an inheritance waiting for us that will surpass all the dreams of our hearts.  Moreover, we will share that heaven with all the saints and loved ones who have died, who are living now, and who have yet to be born.  We have a glorious inheritance waiting for us with the saints.
Third, God gives us “a spirit of wisdom and revelation” to help us know “the immeasurable greatness of his power.”  God is omnipotent, all powerful.  He is God Almighty.  And the good news of the Gospel is that God uses “the immeasurable greatness of his power” to help us in our weakness.  In fact, it is in our weakness that God’s power is the most apparent in our lives.  In his Second Letter to the Corinthians Paul describes how three times he pleaded with God to remove an affliction from his life (scholars have debated for years what the exact affliction was), and yet God did not remove the affliction.  Instead, this is how Jesus responded: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (12:7-9).  What are the areas of weakness in your life?  Is it greed or lust or pride or fear or jealousy or anger?  Is it a certain relationship?  Is it your job or finances or health or marriage?  Whatever it is, the good news of the Gospel is that God has “immeasurable power” and he used that “immeasurable power” particularly in the areas in our lives where we are the weakest.  
So whether or not we are successful in keeping our New Year resolutions and making the changes in our lives we want to make, this morning we can be encouraged that our lives do not depend on our ability or inability to keep our resolutions.  Rather our lives depend on the grace of God.  In Ephesians 1 we see that in reconciling us to himself through Jesus Christ God has done for us what we cannot do for ourselves: he has “blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing;” he has chosen us in Christ “before the foundation of the world;” and he has “destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ.”  

And God didn’t stop there, for through the Holy Spirit God has also given us “a spirit of wisdom and revelation” that helps us know that we know that we know, in our hearts, that even if we feel hopeless we have hope we have hope, that even if our future looks bleak we have a “glorious inheritance among the saints” waiting for us, that even in the weakest areas of our lives we can experience “the immeasurable greatness of his power.”  God has resolved all these things for us through Jesus Christ, and although we do not always keep our resolutions, God always keeps his.  
Let us pray.  
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