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The Promise of Salvation

You Are Predestined

In our Epistle lesson Paul writes to the Christians in Ephesus, which was the capital of the Roman province of Asia:


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, even as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before Him.  In love he predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ… 

And further we read: 

In Him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all things according to the counsel of his will…. 

The love that God pours upon us in this passage is agape love in Greek.  That is, the love by choice or one’s will, not just a sentimental feeling.  Predestination is not a cold-hearted determinism or pre-set fate, but rather a loving choice on God’s part. This predestination is first stated in Genesis 3:15 when God speaks to Satan in the form of the serpent  “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel.” God’s plan forms a golden thread that goes through the old and the new testaments through the last two verses in Revelation 22: 20 and 21: “He who testifies to these things says Surely I am coming quickly. Amen. Even so come Lord Jesus. And the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all. Amen.” And it continues to this day.

Let’s look at the big picture of this plan of God. Its execution has not been an easy one. From the very beginning it has been a battle.  God told Adam “Cursed is the ground for your sake; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life.  Both thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you, and you shall eat the herb of the field, in the sweat of your brow you shall eat bread till you return to the ground…” That sure sounds like my garden.  And God didn’t mention the Japanese beetles. Then Cain murders Able and things really go downhill from there. Finally things get so bad that God says “Enough!” So He makes a covenant with Noah so He can start all over again.  And the water rose. Can any of us measure up to the kind of people Noah and his family were?

After the flood was Abraham and God gave him the promise “I will make of you a great nation; I will bless you and make your name great; and you will be a blessing. And I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses you...” Then there was Isaac, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Daniel. Then there are the Minor Prophets.

God’s plan continues to unfold. Our Old Testament lesson is from Amos, the best known of the Minor Prophets. The time is about 750 BC, 2750 years ago or about 800 years before Christ. Amos prophesies during a period of national optimism.  Business is good, boundaries are expanding, and Assyria, Babylon, Syria and Egypt are relatively weak. Uzziah was king of Judah. He had fortified Jerusalem and had subdued the Philistines, Ammonites and Edomites.  In the north Jeroboam, the king of Israel, had an army that was nearly invincible. Unfortunately as the prosperity of the land increased there came materialism, immorality and injustice of the people. Then God called Amos.

Amos, which means “Burden-Bearer”, was a sheep breeder and a tender of Sycamore fig fruit. He would lead his sheep from the Judean Hills during the early summer to the lusher Jordan Valley around Jericho. In exchange for pastureland for his sheep he would trade his services of piercing the fig fruit before it ripened to allow the insects inside to escape thus allowing the fruit to ripen. 

Then Amos was called to warn the people of the approaching doom.  The sins of Israel were heaped as high as heaven: empty ritualism, oppression of the poor, idolatry, deceit, self-righteousness, arrogance, greed, materialism and callousness. Doesn’t that sound familiar? God sends Amos to warn the people, but they didn’t like it.  Amaziah, the high priest of Bethel, convinced Jeroboam to evict Amos from Israel.  The people reject his plea. The course of judgment cannot be altered. Thirty years later the forces of Assyria and Syria sweep over the land and all are taken captive.

God’s plan continues to unfold.  We skip ahead 750 years to the beginning of the ministry of Jesus. It starts with the John the Baptist baptizing Jesus in the River Jordan.  Soon the entire land was filled with the stories of this Jesus who was raising people from the dead, healing the sick and feeding the multitudes.  In our Gospel we read of how Herod felt that Jesus was John the Baptist, raised from the dead. But Herod knew he had John beheaded.  Why was John murdered? Because Herod had taken and married his brother’s wife, Herodias, and John publicly called Herod for accountability.  For this public admonition Herodias demanded the head of John the Baptist.

It’s hard to keep all the Herods straight. There were three that are part of the New Testament narrative. First there was Herod The Great, who was in power when Christ was born.  He was called The Great because of his building projects-at least 85 major accomplishments: the temple at Jerusalem, Masada, Caesarea Maritima among others.  He had ten wives and at least 14 children.  He had four of his sons killed because they wanted to take his kingdom. Two of his sons became rulers after his death.

The best known was Herod Antipas, the prelate before whom Christ was tried.  He was the eighth son of Herod The Great and ruled the region around the Sea of Galilee.  Jesus’ primary area of ministry was in his region.  Herod Antipas stole his brother Philip’s wife, Herodias.  John The Baptist loudly and publicly spoken against this sin.  She demanded John’s head

The third and lesser known was Herod Philip, the son of Herod the Great and Cleopatra. His major accomplishment was building the city of Caesarea Philippi in the north of Israel, which incorporated the pagan Roman Temple of Pan. They had a daughter, Salome, who danced and conveyed her mother’s wish to have John’s head on a platter. 

The crowning achievement of God’s plan of salvation was the birth, life, crucifixion, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ. With this comes our means of grace, our only way to reach heaven. It is only through accepting the gift of the suffering and death of Jesus Christ and acknowledging our own sinfulness that we can every hope to attain the promise of eternity in God’s kingdom. God’s plan means that we live life with an eternal perspective.   

Does that mean we can kick back in our Lazy Boy recliner with the remote in one hand, a soda in the other and wait for Jesus to send his limo for our trip to the Pearly Gates? By no means.  The thread of God’s plan continues, and it extends from now through eternity.

Throughout history there has been spiritual warfare. As long as sin exists in this world the battle between Satan’s forces and God’s people will rage on. Anyone who chooses to be on the side of the Lord Jesus Christ will face severe opposition from Satan and his minions. The Christian life is not a playground – it’s a battleground.  The sooner we accept this truth the easier it will be to win the battle. Today, Christianity in the United States is under attack like no other time before. We have seen prayer banned in public places, the Constitution reinterpreted, Nativity scenes banned from town squares, crosses removed from buildings and memorials, the Ten Commandments removed and people prosecuted for opposing these actions. From all indications it will only become worse. 

But what can we do?  In Ephesians 6 Paul tells what we must do.  God does not expect us to “fight the good fight” unprepared. He has given us the armor and weapons we need and He expects us to use them. 

What is the armor of God that we are to wear?

· The belt of truth

· The breastplate of righteousness

· The shoes of peace

· The shield of faith

· The helmet of salvation

· The sword of the Spirit

After putting on the armor our posture in battle is vital. We are to “stand, fully clothed in God’s armor.” We must stand so we do not lose the ground Jesus has won for us. We have three responsibilities:

1. We must know our enemies

2. We must use the equipment God provides

3. We must depend on the energy God gives us. 

We have three spiritual enemies – the world, the flesh and the Devil. Our problem is not people.  Paul tells us “We wrestle not against flesh and blood but against principalities. 

Satan is not an abstraction.  He is real and he uses people, sometimes using people in the church for his evil purposes. He is strong and powerful. His strategies and wiles are subtle and deadly.  He is well organized; he has a whole army of demonic forces at his command. We cannot win this battle on our own.  We need God’s power through prayer to win.

We are to wear all the equipment God gives us, because if we don’t use it all Satan will attack at some unguarded place. When the great men and women of the Bible sinned, they always fell in the areas of their greatest strength. We must know the basis of our belief and apply it in our everyday life.  And prayer is the greatest armor of all.

Satan has a well-stocked arsenal of weapons for use against us. Problems such as sickness, job or financial loss, broken relationships lower our defenses. Then we are hit with fear, anger, doubt, depression or self-pity. Or Satan can use our ego, pride and lust for power or money. It’s difficult.  We all know. Many of us have been there. The defense against this is a firm faith in God.  This manifests itself in three ways:

1. Faith in God’s person that he exists and that he actively is involved in our lives.

2. Faith in God’s promises.  His word contains answers to every problem we face.

3. Faith in God’s providence.  No matter what kind of battle we are in God is always in control and will protect us. 

Salvation is easy, but walking the walk is difficult. But with the forgiveness of Jesus Christ and God’s strength we will “fight the good fight” and stand victorious before the throne of Jesus Christ our Lord and God, and hear those wonderful words “Well done good and faithful servant. Amen
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