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Eaglebrook Church Minocqua, WI June 19, 2005
The Centerline:  Living for the praise of his glory    Ephesians 1:3-9

Introduction


Back in 1979 and 1980 while I was going to college as an older student, I worked nights as a foreman for the Maxson Corporation in St. Paul, Minnesota.  The Maxson Corporation made specially designed railroad cars and structural steel.  I was the first person that the company had ever hired off the street to be a foreman for the company, and since I had never built a railroad car at that time, the superintendent took me out to the shop to the large metal tables where we would construct the cars and he asked me a question.


He said:  “If you were going to build a railroad car, how would you begin?”  Such a simple question and I knew that there was probably a trick to what he was driving at.  Did he mean, “Go buy the steel to build it with,” or did he mean, “Make sure you have men who understand how to build one,” or did he mean, “Follow the blueprint”?  There is more than one right answer to this kind of question.  Which one did he want?


Well he wanted none of these, because there is another right answer.  After a pause as I waited rather than answer incorrectly, he said, “You start from the centerline.”

When you build a railroad car from scratch, you need a blue print, but you also need a starting point to work from.  That starting point is the centerline.  
You start from the centerline so that everything on either side of the line is balanced.  Building a railroad car isn’t rocket science.  There is room for error, but the idea is that if you don’t get things just right at least you won’t be that far off, half your mistake will be on the other side of the line and things will look balanced.  And balance is what matters more than perfection when you are building a railroad car.
New Job for you today:  Church Builders


I want to give you a new job today.  You are now a foreman, not of rail car building, but of church building.  You have been brought in off the street to do something that you have never done before, namely start up a new church called Eaglebrook.  And I think it is true that nearly no one in the core group has done a church plant.  

We are already 4 Sundays into the building process, but it is worth asking the $64,000 question:  If you were building a church, where would you start?

Do we start with people or programs or something else?  

Like the Superintendent who laid things out for me, I want to suggest that there is a centerline for us to work from.  By Centerline I don’t mean a theological position dead in the middle between liberal theology and conservative theology.  Being dead in the middle isn’t any good!  We are supposed to be alive!

By Centerline I mean a reference point, a guide, a marker for us to eyeball the job from, so we can see how we are doing, and so we can see if what we are doing is coming together the way it is supposed to be.

Ephesians 1:3-9


We’ll find what I think is a helpful centerline, in our passage this morning from Ephesians chapter 1:1-12.  We touched on this passage last week and noted the fact that in the original language these 12 verses are all one long run on sentence.  In these verses Paul is just spilling over in giving praise and glory to God and can hardly contain his expression.  And then suddenly as he winds down the sentence there is a turn in the content.

He moves from listing reasons to praise God, to what is the centerline of the Christian life.


Verses 11-12 in the Revised Standard Version. 


Eph. 1:11-12  In him, according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to the counsel of his will, 12 we who first hoped in Christ have been destined and appointed to live for the praise of His glory.

Some of your translations say in verse 12, to the end that we who were first to hope in Christ should be to the praise of His glory.  

Our very being, the entirety of our lives is to be measured from the centerline of how our lives bring praise to the glory of God. 
Living for the praise of God’s glory is our centerline.
Performance Based Christianity

I had lunch in Rhinelander this week with a Christian friend that I have known since we moved to the Northwoods.  As we sat and talked, he shared with me the new sense of freedom and peace in Christ that he has been enjoying over the past couple of years.


When he first became a believer back in the late 60’s or early 70’s, he said he used to read things about what Christians did and he would think, “Hmmm, if that’s what Christians do, then I’ll do that.”  And then he would read some article or book and discover there were certain things supposedly that Christians didn’t do.  So he would think, “Hmmm, if Christians don’t do that, then I won’t do that either.”


And over time he developed the classic and flawed kind of relationship with God that so many of us still struggle with, and that is a performance based relationship.  What we do or don’t do that is on the Christian do and don’t list, becomes the way that we measure our relationship with God and it becomes a measure of how we feel about that relationship.  The problem is that over time, this kind of a relationship with God is empty.  Our relationship with God isn’t based on performance.


So this morning as we are talking about living for the praise of God’s glory as the centerline of our lives and as something that should be the centerline for Eaglebrook to develop itself by, we are not talking about a performance based relationship with God. What we are talking about is simply an underlying purpose or philosophy.  And underlying purpose or philosophy is quite different than a “to do or not to do list.”  A “to do or not to do” list without an underlying purpose just becomes a straight jacket and weight around our necks.  But a “to do or not to do list” that natural flows out of a greater purpose isn’t a burden or a restriction at all.  It is a logical consequence of a healthy relationship with God.


Let me be more specific.  Our purpose at Eaglebrook should be…and our own wording may be quite different…to live for the praise of his glory.

That means that our purpose is not “hold church services.”  Our purpose is not “have Sunday School.”  Our purpose is not “have a youth group.”  While in time we may do all of those things, they should be the outgrowth of this simple purpose statement: that our purpose is to live for the praise of his glory. 

Our Constitution


Now as we are developing our constitution we have a purpose statement being drawn up that covers what we are talking about here, breaking down this concept into practical segments, but the basic idea is the same:  we are to live for the praise of his glory.


And what my friend told me this week was that in recent years he has found a new freedom in really understanding that his relationship with God is not to be a performance based relationship.  He has decided to really live in light of the fact that he is forgiven and that God is for him.  He’s been set free from human expectations and from the bondage of his own view of what it means to be a believer.  What a wonderful release!
Transition to the Blessed God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ

Question:  Have you gotten there yet?  Have you come to the place where you are able to release your past to the Lord, and your present and your future?  Have you come to the place where you are able to focus just on living to glorify him?  It’s not easy to get there, because life is so complicated.  But at the end of the day the Christian life is that simple.

Let me help by explaining a little bit about God from our verses here in Ephesians beginning in verse 3:  

3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, 4 just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before Him. In love 5 He predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind intention of His will, 6 to the praise of the glory of His grace, which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. 

and then Paul continues on with the list of things that are ours in Christ.

When we struggle with being caught in the trap of performance based Christianity, this passage is a great place to come to.  Why?  Because it tells us much about God and what he is like.

Most of the time we think of this passage as telling us about all the goodies that we have received from God.  And it does do that, but that is not the key focus believe it or not.  The key focus is about God himself.  
I want to show you that so it will sink in as you read this passage in the future.
English Class

Since we are in a high school, lets take a trip down memory lane to your favorite class in High School, English.  Do you remember having to diagram sentences? I never could figure that stuff out.  I still don’t think I could properly define a direct object or an indirect object.  For me a direct object was a baseball that some one threw at your head, and an indirect object was one that missed!
But understanding sentence structure will help us here a bit. What are the two main parts of a sentence?  A subject and a……..predicate, right!  Good job.  You get an “A” grade this morning.

If verses 3-9 are part of one long sentence, then this sentence needs to have a subject.  What is it?  The subject of these verses isn’t “All the blessings we have in Christ.”  Those things are related to the subject.  The subject is “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
This passage, much to our surprise, isn’t about us and all that we have received.  It is about Him.  Its about God.

You see it is God who has “blessed us”, verse 3, and God who chose us, verse 4, 
and God that predestined us, verse 5, and God who has adopted us, also verse 5.  
It is God who has freely bestowed on his grace, verse 6.  It is God who has redeemed us, verse 7, 
and God who has lavished his grace upon us, verse 8.  It is God who has made known to us the mystery of his will, verse 9, 
and it is God who has a plan to unite all things in Christ, verse 10.  In verse 11 it is God who has given us an inheritance according to his plan.

Even though this passage lists amazing things that are ours because of Christ and from God the Father, the focus isn’t on those things, it is on God.  

Why is that such a big deal?  It’s a big deal because it helps us stay focused on the centerline:  living for the praise of his glory.  What do you mean by that Gordon? I’m still not sure what you are driving at.
Pivot Tables

If any of you use Microsoft’s Excel program you may be familiar with what is called a Pivot Table or a Pivot Analysis.  Doing a Pivot Analysis is less complicated that it sounds.  A Pivot Analysis is simply taking data and looking at it one way, and then turning it, pivoting it, to look at it another way.

Chocolate Chip Cookies


For example if we were to use a pivot table to analyze the ingredients of some chocolate chip cookies that had a funny taste to them, and in our analysis we looked at all the ingredients that went into making them, we might come out with an analysis that says, “98% of the ingredients in the cookies are perfect and pure.”  End of story.  Sounds good, no problem, lets eat the cookies.  
But then if we pivoted the data away from the 98% and said, “While 98% of the ingredients of the cookies are perfect and pure, 2% of the ingredients are strychnine poison!” …all of a sudden our pivot analysis brings us to a different conclusion about those cookies.


In the same way here, while the entire passage in Ephesians is good, and in fact wonderful, pivoting the data to what it is really trying to emphasize makes a difference.  The data, the verses are focused on God, not on the list of stuff that we get.


So when we read in verse 3, we have been blessed “with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, our first thought should not be,  “wow, what a great deal we have here!”, but rather, what a great God who would do such a thing.”  What kind of person must God be if he made sure to leave no stone unturned in the heavenly places in giving us every available blessing there?

God, the passage is telling us, is extraordinarily generous.  He didn’t hold anything back.  God is not in the business of holding back, but rather is in the business of blessing us fully.  He is not stingy  like we imagine when we have trouble getting through in prayer.
He chose us – Aorist tense

In verse 4 we find that he chose us before the foundation of the world.  We could focus on the fact of being chosen and that would be a good thing.  But if we pivot the data back to its focus on God, we get a different view.


The word “chose us” is in the aorist tense.  That is the tense that describes “point action” rather than a process.  It is like saying “I jumped” rather than “I was jumping.”  When the aorist is used, the idea is that there is a specific point when something happens.

At a very specific point in the past, before the world was created, if you are a believer in Christ, God chose you.  Not the “random you” of the human population, but the specific you.  You, with your name and your DNA, God chose to make his child.  


While that is an amazingly good deal and it is worth remembering that we are chosen, more importantly it tells us something about God.  What kind of person would choose people like us?  People who rebel against God every chance we get.  People whom the Bible says have hearts that are deceitfully wicked.  


It tells us that God is a gracious and forgiving and patient God.  He already knew about our coming sin, when he chose us and he chose us anyway!  Amazing!

Adoption

In verse 5 we find that he didn’t just choose us, in the sense of putting our names on an inventory list.  Its easy to feel that way at times, that there are so many people that God has to deal with and think about, that we are just a bit of nothing to him, one of millions on his list.


But that isn’t true.  Verse 5 tells us that God has adopted believers into his family.  We are literally his spiritual children. Its one thing to pull some one out of a blazing fire and save their lives as he did when he chose us, but it is another thing to take the next step and make us part of his family.


Sometimes the struggle comes in because of the relationships that we have had with our earthly fathers.  I remember when I went to Manitoba to serve at the church there.  The church chairman said to me the first week we were there, and he was only half kidding, “If we feel like you are doing something wrong, we’ll let you know.  So if you don’t hear anything, things are going well.”  He meant that their style wasn’t going to be such where praise was passed out very often.


That seemed normal to me.  That is how I had grown up with my father.  To this day, I don’t recall hearing from my father’s mouth, “I love you.”  I know that he did love me and I’m sure he must have said it, but I have no recollection of it being said, so it couldn’t have been said often.

Others of you have had the same kind of relationship with your own parents.  And it affects how we think about our heavenly father.  It’s hard to accept the fact that we are adopted into the family of God and truly loved.


This passage is an attempt to share with us as believers, not a list of goodies that we have gotten from God, but what God is really like.


God is a person who blesses with every spiritual blessing.


God is person who chose us before the foundation of the earth.

God is a person who has decided through Christ that we will be seen by him as holy, not sinful.


God is a person who has adopted us and predestined it to be so, so that it cannot fail.


God is a person who has freely, without charge, bestowed upon us his grace.


God is a person who has given us redemption, buying us back from the sin that had bound us.


God is a person who has given us forgiveness.  Let the past go!  You are free in Christ.

God is a person who has made known to us the mystery of his will.  He has told us his secrets!  He is an open God, not a secret God.


God is the kind of person who is taking broken things, broken relationships and uniting them in Christ.


God has even gone so far as to give us an inheritance!  As adopted Children we share in the full inheritance of the Son of God.


No wonder our purpose is to live for the praise of his glory!  He is worth of that glory.

Blessed person


What kind of person is God?  A blessed one.  In verse 3 where Paul says, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” Greek Scholar A. T. Robertson says, that this isn’t so much a prayer or an expression of praise that Paul is making, as though he were invoking a blessing on God, as it is an expression that God is intrinsically blessed in his character.


God is truly a blessed person.  No wonder my friend said he is finding a new peace in his relationship with God.  He is understanding that we have been set free by a blessed, blessed Savior.  Enjoy that.  That is his plan.

And that is his plan for his church, that we might live for the praise of his glory.


Prayer
