Brancepeth Sermon: ‘God’s Plan’
Seventh Sunday after Trinity

Mike Higton

Amos 7:7-15
Psalm 85:8—end
Ephesians 1:3—14

Mark 6:14-29

Open our ears, O Lord, to hear your word and know your vouce.
Speak to our hearts and strengthen our wills,

that we may serve you today and always. Amen

I’ve decided not to focus on that Herod story.

I wondered whether there might be something to say this week
about the childishly destructive actions of a man in power,

and how even those with whom they are supposed to have a special
relationship can get tangled up in the consequences

— but I’'m not going to go there.



Instead, I want to look at the passage from Ephesians.

We’re at the start of a letter.

Paul, addressing the Christians in Ephesus,

launches straight in to an account of

the faith that he and they share.

He talks about

the blessing that he and they have in Christ:

how he and they have been adopted as God’s children —
freely, by God’s lavish grace;

he and they have had their sins forgiven,

their guilt washed away;

he and they have received the Holy Spirit;

he and they are called now to be holy and blameless,

he and they are meant to live for the praise of God’s glory

while they await the fullness of what God has promised.

It’s stirring stuff.



If you have the text in front of you, though,

you might have noticed that, in giving that summary,
I skipped all the hard bits.

Because, along the way, Paul says that God

‘chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world’,

he says God ‘destined us for adoption ...

according to the good pleasure of his will’;

he speaks of ‘the mystery of God’s will’,

of God devising a mysterious ‘plan’.

In other words, there’s a lot here about the i1dea of election
(God has chosen Paul, and has chosen the Ephesians),

and even, it seems, about the 1dea of predestination

(the 1dea that God chose them wn advance,

before the beginning of the world,

according to some mysterious plan,

and that what 1s happening now —

as the Ephesians come to faith,

as they become part of Christ’s family —



1s simply the unstoppable working out

of an eternal and inscrutable divine decree).

Your hearts are sinking; I can tell.

You think you’re in for ten minutes of bewildering discussion
about predestination and free will.

What I actually want to do, however,

1s show you something about this passage

that you might well have missed —

something that might change how you react

to its talk of God’s mysterious plan.

If you look on your sheets, on the back,

about five lines from the top of the page,

Paul says ‘In Christ, we have also obtained an inheritance’ —
and then a few lines later he talks about

‘we, who were the first to set our hope in Christ’.

And then he says,

‘In him you also, when you heard the word of truth ...

were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit.’



Now, what’s going on here 1s that
Paul begins with the first, Jewush followers of Jesus:
that’s who ‘we’ 1s in this passage — and he’s one of them.
We Jews became followers of Jesus, he says,
as God intended us to.
But then you —
and here he addresses his Gentile audience in Ephesus —
you Gentiles also got included in this amazing story.
God drew you in; God filled you with the Spirit,

and now you’re here, part of this family along with us Jews.

Hidden behind this passage,

there’s one of the biggest stories of the early church.

Paul and the other early Jewish followers of Jesus

had experienced a huge surprise.

They knew themselves to be good Jews,

who had become followers of the Jewish Messiah, Jesus

— someone who had largely confined his ministry to Jewish people.
And then they had found that

God’s plan was bigger than they expected.



You can read the story in Acts 15.

The Jewish leadership of the church in Jerusalem

got together to sort out various challenges facing their community.
And they heard from Peter that he had seen

the Holy Spirit working in the lives of the

household of the gentile Cornelius — a Roman centurion.

And then they heard from Paul and Barnabas that,

as they had travelled amongst the gentiles telling them about Jesus,
the Holy Spirit had done amazing work among the people they met.
God, it seemed, planned for gentiles

to be part of this Jewish Jesus movement,

and didn’t seem to need them to convert to Judaism first,

or to become observant followers of the fewish law.

God surprised the church with all this.

Those early Jewish Christians

thought they knew what they were involved in;

they thought they knew where the boundaries ran —
and then God turned out to be at work

beyond those boundaries.



So when Paul talks about ‘the mystery of God’s will’ —
right at the top line of the second side of the sheet:

‘the mystery of his will,

according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ’ —
when he talks about ‘mystery’ there,

we know from things he says elsewhere that

what he’s referring to is really this surprise.

God has turned out to have something in mind

that Paul and his Jewish colleagues just had not seen coming.

God had a plan that was bigger than they realised,

more surprising than they realised.

God wasn’t going to stick to what Paul and co.

thought were the boundaries within which God would work:

God had smashed through those boundaries.

And much of the rest of Ephesians is Paul going on — and on
— about how God has broken down this boundary:
how God has this amazing plan

to bring Gentiles and Jews together into God’s family.



So, you could, loosely, paraphrase

the whole of our passage from Ephesians like this:

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,
who has blessed us in Christ

with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.
Now, God always planned

to have us Jews as a special people — to be his own people,
to learn about his love, and to live holy lives before him.
And he always planned that we would eventually

come to know Jesus,

to be adopted as Jesus’ brothers and sisters —

redeemed through his blood,

according to the riches of his grace.

But God’s plan, it turns out,

was even bigger and better than that,

though we didn’t know it.

God’s plan was to gather up all people into this family.



So, yes, we Jews were and are part of this plan —

God’s plan to draw us in hope to Christ,

and have us live to the praise of God’s glory.

But you Gentiles, too —

God’s plan was always that you, too, would hear the Gospel,
and come to faith in Christ.

And, look, here’s how we know it’s true:

look how the Holy Spirit is at work among you

just like he has been at work amongst us Jewish believers.
That’s your proof, the pledge that you’re part of this story.

That's God’s secret plan!

What does this have to do with us, however, here today. Well,
that 1s clarified in another of Paul’s letters —

1t’s one that didn’t make 1t into the New Testament,

but which has, amazingly, recently been discovered by scholars.

Let me read you an extract.



A reading from the letter of Paul to the — Brancepethians.

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,

To the saints who are in Brancepeth

and are faithful in Christ Jesus (that’s you!):

Grace to you and peace

from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.
We, here in St Brandon’s,

have been blessed with so many blessings —

the faith we’ve been given,

the love we’ve been given for one another and for God,
the hope that’s been planted in our hearts.

We know that God has chosen us to be his family here,

in this place —

and that God wants us to

grow 1n faith and hope and love together.
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We know that we’re not here

because of any special merit on our part,
but that what we experience together,
what we’re growing into together,

1s God’s free gift, God’s lavish grace.
And we come together

to experience again God’s forgiveness,
to remember his death for us,

to share his body and blood —

and to thank God for his amazing gift.

But God’s plan, God’s surprising plan,

is bigger than that.

God’s plan doesn’t stop with us, here, in this congregation.
God’s plan is — and has always been —

to gather up everyone

into the family of those who know and celebrate his love.

And God 1s at work on that plan in ways that will surprise us,

and might even scandalise us.
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God’s Spirit 1s at work beyond the walls of this building,
beyond this congregation,

beyond the lists of those who we think

have anything to do with the church —

and the results of that work

may not look like we expect them to look,

they may not follow the rules we expect them to follow.
God’s plans are bigger, are more extravagant,

they are freer and more surprising than our plans.

And God’s plan is not

to make other people worship i the way we worship,
to follow Jesus i the way we follow him —

God’s plan 1s not to make other people look like us,

or to join them in seamlessly to the life we’re already leading.

If we are open to

the work that God is doing and will do beyond our walls,
among people who don’t look like us,

who don’t think like us,

and who don’t behave like us,
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it will change us, 1t will disrupt us

it will mean we lose hold of some things

we have until now thought central to our life together;

it will mean that we can’t keep hold of all the things

we currently think are necessary for

maintaining the good order of our church.

God wants to bring together a family bigger, more unruly,

more diverse, more surprising, than we’re ready for.

God 1s no respecter of boundaries.
God’s lavish grace can’t be kept
in the containers we make for it.

God’s grace 1s extravagantly, scandalously lavish.

How are we going to respond to 1t?

Amen.
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