
Essentials of Our Union With Christ, part 1 
…in Christ…. Ephesians 1.3 

 
In this first half of Ephesians 1 we see something wonderful—that our relationship as 

Christians is bonded to our union with Christ.  And that bonding is the work of the 

triune God:  the work of the Father, vv. 3-6, 11; the work of the Son, vv. 7-12; and then in 

vv. 13-14, the work of the Spirit.     

We are reminded in v. 3 of  the “good word”, the blessing that comes to us in Christ.  

And in the next 3 verses we come across 3 terms that we probably need to open up and 

explore, as our modern world tends to miss what Paul has in mind. 

And especially because each of these three illustrate our inability to save ourselves, and 

the gracious work of the Triune God to do what we cannot. 

1.  Chose (chosen, election) 

This is a concept that is best understood by someone who has come to Christ, and 

virtually incomprehensible to someone outside the faith.  Those outside the faith cry 

“Not fair!” and “I don’t understand it so it cannot be true!”  and that is precisely what 

Jesus was confronted with in John 6.44:  No one can come to me unless the Father who 

sent me draws him.  And I will raise him up on the last day. 

It is a sad but real fact that fallen man does not come to God willingly.  John tells us this 

in the introduction to his gospel account by saying this:   He came to his own, and his 

own people did not receive him.  But to all who did receive him, who believed in his 

name, he gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of 

the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. (John 1.11-13) 

None of us chose to be born—yet here we are!  The same goes for the new birth.  It was 

not our choice, but here we are, if we are in him. 

Peter, in 1 Peter 2.9, calls believers a chosen race, echoing the choosing of Israel by God 

as opposed to all the other nations (Isaiah 43.20-21: …my chosen people, the people 

whom I formed for myself….)  as in Deuteronomy 7.6-8: 

For you are a people holy to the LORD your God. The LORD your God has 

chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who 

are on the face of the earth.  It was not because you were more in number than 

any other people that the LORD set his love on you and chose you, for you were 

the fewest of all peoples, but it is because the LORD loves you and is keeping the 

oath that he swore to your fathers, that the LORD has brought you out with a 

mighty hand and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of 

Pharaoh king of Egypt.  

Paul expresses it this way (Romans 9.11-16) using the illustration of Jacob and Esau: 

…though they were not yet born and had done nothing either good or bad—in 

order that God's purpose of election might continue, not because of works but 

because of him who calls—she was told, "The older will serve the younger."  As it 

is written, "Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated."  What shall we say then?  Is there 
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injustice on God's part?  By no means!  For he says to Moses, "I will have mercy 

on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom I have 

compassion."  So then it depends not on human will or exertion, but on God, 

who has mercy. 

This choosing of believers is done first “in Christ”—meaning that it is only in Christ that 

a person can experience this salvation.  And secondly, it is with a specific intention:  that 

we would be holy and blameless before him.  God’s salvation is not meant to rescue us 

from punishment and leave us the way we are, but to begin a transformation that brings 

us into conformity to what we should be anyway—holy and blameless. 

This is what Jesus said to his disciples in the upper room.  You did not choose me, but I 

chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit, and that your fruit 

should remain, so that whatever you ask the Father in my name he may give it to you. 

(John 15.16) 

The saving work that he begins by his election he will complete in the Day of Jesus 

Christ—Philippians 1.6.  How good it is that it does not depend on us! 

2. Predestined 

This is another of those words that we tend to feel uncomfortable with.  It seems that we 

are trapped in some great cosmic plan from which we cannot escape.  And like the idea 

of being chosen, for an unbeliever, that is an unpleasant place to be.  We like the idea of 

being the captain of our own destiny.  Until we realize how wrong we have been.  A wise 

man once observed that a self-made man has no one else to blame but himself. 

The idea of predestination is not that there is a fate that we cannot escape, but a life plan 

that leads to a good end.  The word is only found 6 times in the Bible, all in the NT.  The 

first tells us that the crucifixion of Christ was part of the predestination of God (Acts 

4.28).  Paul, in 1 Corinthians 2.7 speaks of the wisdom of God being predestined or 

ordained before the world began.   

He again uses the word in Romans 8.29-30 when he describes believers as being 

predestined to be conformed to the image of Christ.  That is the plan that God has for 

us—to look like Christ.  And the last 2 times the word is used is here in Ephesians 1, vv. 5 

& 11.  The same idea is conveyed here as in Romans.  We are predestined to be adopted 

as sons of God, which places us in line to receive the inheritance he has prepared for us. 

To look like Jesus Christ, to receive a wonderful adoption and inheritance—does that 

sound like a great cosmic plan from which you want to escape?  I hope not! 

3. Adoption 

That adoption for which we have been predestined can mean a couple of different 

things, depending on our culture.  Our normal understanding of the word in our culture: 

is that a child is brought into a family with full rights and privileges that he or she could 

not have because they were born to different parents, in a different family. 
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The use of the term in Paul’s culture included that same idea, with an additional 

consideration, that being the placing of a natural-born son in the position to receive the 

father’s inheritance. 

Paul has this in mind in Galatians 4.  A child born into a typical Roman family would be 

under the care and instruction of an educated slave and other similar guardians until a 

certain date set by the father.  Before that date, he had no inheritance rights; in one 

sense, he was no different in his legal standing from the slave who was teaching him.  

But once he reached the age of majority, he was then able to receive the inheritance left 

to him by his father.  The ceremony that would be performed to celebrate him reaching 

majority is called son-placing, or adoption. 

I suspect that Paul has this idea in mind here as well as in Galatians, as well as our 

traditional understanding.  God has intended us—predestined us—to reach that position 

of majority to receive the inheritance he has prepared for us. 

So, what do these three terms mean for us, where we are today? 

First, it is humbling to realize that we did not have any significant part in our 

relationship with God.  It destroys our sense of “free will” and assumption of 

independence in the universe. 

It was about 40 years ago that I was standing in a friend’s workshop in West Orange 

with another friend, and the topic of election came up.  Not a normal topic, you say?  

Perhaps.  Yet the owner of the shop was to become the pastor a local church in the next 

few years, and the other friend was the son of a life-long pastor—and my boss in the 

Christian school where I taught.   

They seemed to agree that there was no real value to teach about election, or God 

choosing us for salvation.  I say seemed, because perhaps they were testing me—I never 

did ask.  I was surprised by their comments, and responded that the teaching was very 

important.  They looked at me expecting an explanation, and so I gave them essentially 

what I am telling you now.   

We are to know it, and thus preach and teach this idea, for the comfort and security of 

the believer.  If God is all-knowing—and he is; if he knew what we would be like as 

believers, as well as what we were like before—and he did and still does—then there is 

no reason for us to fear that he will throw us out for our failures in the Christian life. 

Coming back to Ephesians 1.4, note the “even as” that begins the verse.  Our being 

chosen in Christ is a sure as the blessings in heavenly places that we have in v. 3. 

To put it another way, it is not our holding onto Jesus for dear life, constantly afraid that 

if we fail one more time he will throw us to the curb.  He made the decision to save you, 

to bring you to the ultimate goal of conformity with Jesus Christ, and to receive that 

inheritance.  He will no more throw you out than gave up on his people in the OT.  He 

brought them through the wilderness, through the time of the kings, through the time of 

the captivities to the time of Jesus himself, with the goal of ultimately bringing them 

home as well as us—the point of Romans 9 – 11. 
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Consider Jesus’ own words in John 10.25-30: 

Jesus answered them, "I told you, and you do not believe.  The works that I do in 

my Father's name bear witness about me, but you do not believe because you 

are not part of my flock.  My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they 

follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they will never perish, and no one will 

snatch them out of my hand.  My Father, who has given them to me, is greater 

than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father's hand.  I and the 

Father are one. 

Don’t miss that part where Jesus says that no one will take us out of his hand, or the 

Father’s hand.  No one.  Not you, the Enemy, not God himself.   

No one. 

More secure is no one ever than the loved ones of the Savior —Not yon star on high 
abiding Nor the bird in home-nest hiding. 

God His own doth tend and nourish, In His holy courts they flourish; Like a father kind 
He spares them, In His loving arms He bears them. 

Neither life nor death can ever From the Lord His children sever, For His love and deep 
compassion Comforts them in tribulation. 

Little flock, to joy then yield thee! Jacob’s God will ever shield thee; Rest secure with 
this Defender —At His will all foes surrender. 

Third, it is rooted in God’s inscrutable love. 

God did not choose Israel because it was a great nation, a powerful nation, a good 

nation.  He chose them out of love and his keeping of the covenant he made with 

Abraham—a unilateral covenant in which Abraham had no choice.  God knew what he 

was doing.  No accident here. 

If you are a believer, God didn’t choose you because you were good.   

You weren’t.   

He didn’t choose you because you were great and wonderful.   

You weren’t.   

He chose you out of love, to unite you with Christ, to place you into his family and give 

you an inheritance with other believers. 

Christian, let this be your encouragement and comfort this day.  The Father who chose 

you to be in Christ, to be conformed to Christ’s image, to receive that inheritance did it 

out of love, not obligation.  He will keep you, and bring you home. 


