“Bearing The Marks”
Ephesians 1:3-11

Let’s turn to our Scripture reading, Ephesians 1:3-11.


The science of genetics has opened up vast worlds of understanding about how the human body works.  Human beings are made up of roughly 25,000 genes and our DNA carries all the genetic information that makes us who we are.  Many of the traits we possess are inherited genetically: hair color, eye color, how tall or short we are, skin color.  Our family resemblances are a direct result of the DNA passed on to us by our parents.

But we inherit many other things from our families that have nothing to do with DNA: similar attitudes and beliefs, worldviews and prejudices based on what we learn from our families.  We look, think and act like our family members, often without realizing how they have impacted us genetically and socially.


We also inherit a name from our families.  Our parents give us first names as a way of blessing us and reminding us that we are distinct and unlike anyone else.  Names are important because they mean something.  My first name, Jeffrey, means “royal;” my middle name, Todd, means “fox.”  This is far preferable to the name which my mother wanted to give me: Christopher Robin, after the character in “Winnie the Pooh.”  Thankfully, my Dad squashed that idea, and they settled on Jeffrey Todd!  Thank you, Dad!

In addition to being given a first name, our last name is passed on to us by our families, too.  Last names communicate belonging.  If our families have a good or respectable name, it’s a gift—something to be proud of and thankful for.  Proverbs 22:1 tells us, “A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold.”  Inheriting certain genetic traits and being given a name are all ways that we bear the marks of belonging to our earthly families.  In our text today, let’s look at the ways we bear the marks of belonging to the family of God.
3All praise to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly realms because we are united with Christ.  4Even before he made the world, God loved us and chose us in Christ to be holy and without fault in his eyes.  5God decided in advance to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ.  This is what he wanted to do, and it gave him great pleasure.  6So we praise God for the glorious grace he has poured out on us who belong to his dear Son.  7He is so rich in kindness and grace that he purchased our freedom with the blood of his Son and forgave our sins.  8He has showered his kindness on us, along with all wisdom and understanding.  9God has now revealed to us his mysterious will regarding Christ—which is to fulfill his own good plan.  10And this is the plan: At the right time he will bring everything together under the authority of Christ—everything in heaven and on earth.  11Furthermore, because we are united with Christ, we have received an inheritance from God, for he chose us in advance, and he makes everything work out according to his plan.

By the time Paul had written this letter, the church there consisted of both Jewish and Gentile coverts to Christianity.  As with any church, there were squabbles about things that really didn’t matter.  The Jewish Christians felt they were just a little better than the Gentile Christians because of their relationship with God through the Law of Moses.  Part of Paul’s objective in writing this letter was to let them know that they were all in it together.  Whether they came to Christ as a Jew or a Gentile, they all bore the marks of belonging to Jesus Christ.

The first mark of belonging to Christ that we bear is found in verse 4: Even before he made the world, God loved us and chose us in Christ to be holy and without fault in his eyes.  That mark is that we are chosen by God to be his very own.  But not just chosen; we were chosen Even before he made the world… While creation was still just an idea in God’s mind, he selected us to be in relationship with his Son, so that we would be holy and without fault.

We’re part of a faith tradition as United Methodists that believe in the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit, making us more and more like Jesus.  Sanctification is the idea that when Christ resides in our hearts, his character is formed in us.  So the longer we walk in a relationship with Christ, the more we begin to act, talk and think like him.  Rather like married couples who’ve been together so long they start looking alike, finishing each other’s sentences, and can often know what the other is thinking without saying a word.  I haven’t developed the ability to read Felicia’s mind yet, but there’s still time!

God is the One who sanctifies us.  But we must permit him to do that work.  He won’t sanctify us against our will.  You and I must seek and desire it.  Being sanctified doesn’t mean we’re sinless.  It just means the desire of our heart is to please God more and to choose to sin less.

In verse 5 we find the next mark we bear: we’re destined for adoption as God’s children.  5God decided in advance to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ.  God intended for you and I to be his children from the start.  If we’re being adopted, that means we’re being welcomed into something to which we previously did not belong and had no claim upon.


In our sin―before Christ came into our lives―we couldn’t call ourselves children of God.  Only after we opened our hearts to Christ and received him as Savior and Lord can that adoption be completed.  It’s when we reject his loving offer that the adoption is put on hold.  Of course, in a generic sense we are all “God’s children” because he made us, gives us life, and sustains us.  But we become part of God’s family when Jesus rules in our hearts and lives.

The next mark we bear is redemption and forgiveness.  Paul says in verse 7, He is so rich in kindness and grace that he purchased our freedom with the blood of his Son and forgave our sins.  Blood was necessary to satisfy the demands of God’s anger toward sin.  Jesus died in our place so that we might enjoy the benefits of salvation.  His blood purchases us back from the domain of sin, evil and death, and restores us to our original righteousness.  When forgiven, God casts our sins away from us and does not hold them against us or bring them back up again.

It used to be that fancy restaurants, hotels and theaters had “coat check” areas.  They may still have them, I don’t know.  I don’t usually eat in fancy restaurants, sleep in fancy hotels, or even wear a coat much, as you all like to kid me about!  But when you dropped off your coat, you were given a claim ticket that let the attendant know which coat was yours.  When you returned to the desk and turned in your ticket, you got your coat back.  You had to have your ticket in order to reclaim your coat.


In a similar way, Jesus is like our claim ticket.  His grace redeems and forgives us, and we belong to him.  Jesus has laid his claim on our lives and no one or nothing else can―or should.

The fourth mark we bear is that we can know God’s will for our lives.  Verse 9 says, God has now revealed to us his mysterious will regarding Christ—which is to fulfill his own good plan.  Some translations phrase it he made known to us the mystery of his will (NIV).  A mystery is a set of truths so deep and complex that it can only be revealed in layers.  This is the challenge of reading a mystery novel or watching a movie: trying to uncover the truths and put the clues together before the story’s characters do.
God reveals the secret things of heaven and of his heart to those who love him.
But there are so many layers to understanding and knowing God that he must reveal himself to us a little at a time, progressively.  If God were to give us the whole picture of himself all at once, it would overwhelm us.  So God reveals his will—that is, his plan and purposes—to us carefully, according to his good pleasure.  He does this because it delights him to reveal his heart to his children.

Jesus Christ is the fullest revelation of God to human beings.  Colossians 1:19-20 tells us, For God in all his fullness was pleased to live in Christ, and by him God reconciled everything to himself.  He made peace with everything in heaven and on earth by means of his blood on the cross.  God is made known through Jesus, and Jesus is made known to us through the Scriptures and the Holy Spirit.

Finally, in verse 11 Paul tells us that we have obtained an eternal inheritance in Christ.  11Furthermore, because we are united with Christ, we have received an inheritance from God, for he chose us in advance, and he makes everything work out according to his plan.  As God’s children, we become co-heirs with Christ of the blessings of God’s kingdom.  This leads us to the fifth mark we bear: we are marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.


Today we have hundreds of ways of sealing things to protect and preserve them.  We can shrink wrap, vacuum seal, zip lock, or saran wrap just about anything.  A seal is a mark of value.  We only seal up things we value and wish to preserve.  Once I put a box in my parent’s attic that held a few collectible items I wanted to keep.  I sealed the box with tape and marked the outside of it so I would know what it was.  Brides often seal up their wedding dress.

The Holy Spirit is God’s seal on us.  The Spirit secures our salvation by preserving and sustaining us in our lives here on earth.  He gives our lives meaning and direction so we become useful vessels for God in the world.  The Spirit protects God’s investment in our lives, making sure nothing else lays claim to us.

Paul says the Holy Spirit is also the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God’s own people.  The Spirit is like the “certificate of authenticity” toward our salvation.  One summer our family took a vacation trip to Boston.  We visited the Boston Red Sox Team Store outside Fenway Park.  Brett and I were captivated by the autographed baseballs and bats from the 2004 World Series.  Each one cost thousands of dollars, and each came with a certificate of authenticity, which was a way of saying, ‘These are authentic signatures of the players.  They have not been forged or faked in any way.’  2nd Corinthians 1:22 says “[God]…has identified us as his own by placing the Holy Spirit in our hearts as the first installment of everything he will give us.”
The Spirit is the reminder that God always keeps his promises, and that he takes our salvation seriously.  Our lives in Christ are living, breathing testimonies of the real, life-changing power of God’s grace.  If we’re truly in Christ, our lives will bear the marks of belonging to him: we’re chosen by God; we’re adopted as his own children; we have forgiveness and redemption by the blood of Christ; we can know God’s will for our lives; and we’re marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.  With these marks, the world can see the evidence of God’s claim on our lives.

Let us pray:

Heavenly Father, it’s hard for us to fathom a love like yours—a love that welcomes sinners, forgives the unrighteous, shows mercy to the undeserving, and extends grace to those who can never, ever repay such generosity.  Yet you have picked us and thrown open the doors of your family, granting us redemption through the blood of Jesus.  Although it is sometimes cloudy and we are unsure of which way to go, we can know your will for our lives because you have given us your Holy Spirit.  Help us to show these identifying marks in the week ahead as we seek to live out what it means to be sons and daughters of the King.  Amen.
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