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Friday was John Calvin’s 500th birthday.  Both of our traditions, Congregational and Presbyterian can trace our founding theology to Calvin.  Our congregations share a foundational history as well as an independent faith journey.  In 1801 the Congregational and the Presbyterian Denominations worked together in planting churches in the west since both believed in seminary trained clergy through the Plan of Union.  As the congregation reached a charter, the people voted to be Congregational or Presbyterian.  In Janesville, I understand the close vote was decided by one vote.  And the twelve people left the meeting and started the Presbyterian Church.
But main thing we share with John Calvin is our commitment to Jesus Christ and the proclamation of God’s grace.  The Apostle Paul encourages the Ephesians by reminded them of the grace of God and their election into the Kingdom of God.  As they face difficulties in life and in their community.  Paul offers himself as an ambassador for Christ and the ministry of reconciliation.  The Apostle sets the foundation for faith in Ephesus and for us in Janesville.  It begins with the God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who gives us a free spiritual gift of grace.  

This grace is given by God without our earning it, being good enough, or any effort on our part.  Grace is a gift, a pure blessing given to the saints of God for all time.  We only need to accept God’s gift and enjoy its blessing in our lives.  The saints are all those who have faith in Jesus Christ.  Faith comes and grows in our life.  God prepared this gift from the foundation of the earth.

Calvin stresses God unconditional grace shared with all but received only by some.  The word translated in the NRSV is destined in other translations refer to predestination.  Now this becomes a stick wicket, most Christians chafe at the idea that God predestines some to heaven and others to hell.  Most people in general misunderstand the theological concept of predestination.  

The misconception persists that predestination eliminates our free will and our ability to choose.  John Calvin found great comfort in predestination as God’s choosing those whom would be reconciled with God.  Predestination first of all only has to do with our salvation.  Ultimately, our reception of God’s grace is a gift chosen by God for our good.  God will continue to reach out to us, to place witnesses and messages of grace until we respond.  

God’s eternal plan will not be thwarted, but we have the free will to delay its reception.  Redemption and forgiveness, Jesus provided at the cross.  We can take great comfort in knowing that the Lord of all knows our failures and still forgives us.  We can take all sorts of twists and turns in the road, but God wants to be in a relationship with us offers us hope in the midst of all the challenges we face in life.  The Lord God of the Universe will pursue us until we acknowledge our Creator and our need for redemption from our sin.  
Once we accept God’s gift we have a responsibility to live in that grace.  We again, have the free will to make choices about how we will live in God’s love.  We receive an eternal inheritance and now have a purpose for living on earth.  The Ephesians received the Good News and trusted in God’s promises for eternity, yet they still lived with sickness, death, poverty, and persecution.  God does not take away all our trials but guides us to a new understanding of our situation.  
So saints of God, let us move on our faith journey to the next phase of understanding our purpose.  God desires for you to know the power of redemption, so that we can live in the hope of eternity.  We freely can choose to use this gift for the glory of God, share it with friends and family or we can store it on a shelf and admire God’s handiwork.  As we grow and trust Jesus, we will work to serve our Lord and work to be more holy, knowing that we are accepted by God’s as saints in the Lord.  Amen.
Ephesians 1:1-14 FIRST SCRIPTURE READING 


 Spiritual Blessings in Christ
Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,
To the saints who are in Ephesus and are faithful in Christ Jesus: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
 
 
3Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 14this is the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God’s own people, to the praise of his glory. 
13In him you also, when you had heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and had believed in him, were marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; 12so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory. 11In Christ we have also obtained an inheritance, having been destined according to the purpose of him who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, 10as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. 9he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, 8that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight 7In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace 6to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. 5He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, 4just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love. 
