“LIFE IN THE BIG CITY: THEN AND NOW”
Ephesians 1:9-10
As we begin a new calendar year we are embarking on an adventure that is (for each of us) completely important and necessary. We are in desperate need of making some sense out of the world in which we live. We are crying out for such an activity because what American Christians face today is not new in content BUT it is new is scope. Why is this so important for us to do? My answer to you is because God has directly intervened in human history to bring about a different model of society than we are now experiencing. More significantly, God’s answer to the way life treats us today has been completely hidden by a culture that surrounds us with its view of life itself!

The Book of Ephesians, in the New Testament, was written in the First Century A.D. in order to give people an alternative to the mess of normal, sinful, non-productive living. To set the stage, let’s list some glaring evidences that you and I face every day of our lives. I will list the items of interest to speed up our review of American cultural life in this new year: 2008. AGAIN, NOTHING ON THE LIST IS NEW, BUT THE WIDESPREAD ACCEPTANCE OF THESE ITEMS IS NOW FACT! 
·  The ecological abuse of our world by people threatens to deplete all the natural resources of the planet Earth.

· Cancer, HIV, Heart Disease, and Elderly health issues are pervading the entire human race.
· Flagrant self-centeredness, linked to mankind’s philosophy of humanism (ironically) shreds mankind of any hope of self/worth and dignity.

· The stress factor not only brings about the health issues mentioned above, but it cuts life off prematurely.

· “Political correctness” eliminates American Christians from voicing any morality & Biblical views. It is seen as an outdated way of thinking.

· The ongoing tidal wave or violence, coupled with the murder of unborn babies has devastated the national conscience.

· The pace of life, now expected of people’s schedules, is destroying people’s capacity to build healthy relationships.
That is a broad, reality check of our American culture today! It is also a picture of the culture of the Roman Empire in New Testament times. The only difference is that it is so much more wide-spread now! 
A man named Paul was inspired, directly by God, to offer a different way of handling the issues of life. In a letter to the Christians in the city of Ephesus Paul writes “God made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times have reached their fulfillment: to bring all things in heaven and earth together under one head, even Christ.” (vv. 9-10)
Put these two ideas on a scale and when we look at our society today; THEY ARE WAY OFF BALANCE! In our beloved United States of America God’s way is not even an option anymore!!!!! In our “postmodern” world people today hear of the Christian viewpoint (they call it the religious right) and they ridicule it, they even blaspheme spiritual things of God, they would not, at risk of their own life, consider “Faith” as an option. Yet, our towns and cities are filled with people living lives of despair, fear, worry, stress, emptiness! Family life is in jeopardy! Individuals are in crisis!
God gave the world a provision to set the scale straight. He wants balance in the world. And we will discover in a series of messages through the pages of Ephesians that His answer to our society’s dilemma is: THE CHURCH! That’s right: you heard me correctly. We will find that the “mystery” God concocted to heal society was hidden throughout the Old Testament and (as we shall see from Paul’s own pen) was revealed at the writing of the Book of Ephesians.

God opens a box (a mystery) and shows us His grand design to solve the problems of the world of mankind: IT IS THE CHURCH. God, Himself, inaugurated the Church: YOU AND ME! God takes us past the array of spiritual battle and unfolds His purpose for the church…His eternal strategy…His plan for the fullness of times.
We live in a hostile world. It is a world of tension, terrifying fear, loneliness, frustrating confusion and worry, ruthless, destructive behavior, and a survival ordeal that appears unending. We need to open the pages of Ephesians and get a fresh gulp of “who we are & what God has in store for us”! 

Tragically, even Bible believing Christians have often thrown in the towel on the Church. Even members of our own families find no substance of comfort or confidence that is found in anything about the Church. Unfortunately many who profess Christ as their Savior have no interest in the Church at all. 

Let me be more specific. If you truly want to discover: 
· how the world you live in can be different, 
· how your life can be fruitful and abundant,  

make a commitment to be here to walk through every verse of this important book week after week. I challenge you to catch your breath-make your priority to discover God’s answer to life today-don’t let anything  deter you from actively doing this discovery with us! The impact of this study will shock you! I urge you to leave the dragons, gargoyles, monsters you are fighting: leave them outside this building. Week after week through the first half of this year come into God’s very presence and look at His ideas about the Church as He opens the Scroll of Truth. 

Please be assured! I am just a messenger! I claim no special privileges. I want no fame or infamy. I simply want to be receptive to God, the Holy Spirit’s leading as we DARE to probe God’s idea about the Church. It is the Lord, Himself who told His disciples: “I will build My Church, and the gates of Hell will not prevail against it!” 
I can’t make any of you faithfully go through this study. You owe me nothing! I am sure you have a ton of things that seem to be much more important than listening to a preacher once a week for several months. But isn’t it time for us, to (at the very least) review what FBC of Cottonwood needs to BE! What FBC of Cottonwood needs to DO! What FBC needs to BECOME! 
The audience for this letter, living in Ephesus around 60 A.D., was actually inundated with the same problems and issues that we face today. They were ordinary people involved in the struggle of making ends meet, dealing with everyday life in a competitive world, while trying to decide what really mattered. They were people like you and me, beset with difficulties: troubles at home, work problems, sin all around. Yet, they were (vv. 1-2) “Saints; faithful in Christ Jesus, belonging to God”. 
The key is “they were faithful”. They were not quitters. They lived in a major city area more urbanized than most of the Mediterranean towns. They lived in an economic center. And right in the middle of all that, they also were a major tourist center offering tours to the Temple of Diana. These Christians faced constant opposition to the Gospel. Worldliness was all around them. Pleasure was the top priority of the population. The lifestyle was very sophisticated. They were caught up in a heavy dose of materialism.

Does this sound familiar? It should sound very familiar. This letter oculd actually be called: “the letter to the Northern California church and the faithful in Christ Jesus” God has given you and me a revelation of a mystery that is open for our knowledge. He has given us all the resources to put our scale of life in balance. That is EVEN what the Communion meal, we just finished, is all about.

I finish this sermon with some truths found in the first few verses of chapter one to whet your appetite:
· “You were chosen before the world began to be holy and blameless”…v.4

· “God lovingly destined you to be His child”…v.5

· “You are forgiven and your guilt has been done away with”…v.7

· “You were taken into His confidence-He lets you see his revelation of this mystery”…v.9
· “You were selected to be His demonstration that it’s all true”…v.12

· “You have access to the truth”…v.13

· “You have a guarantee of inheritance”…v.14

And that’s just the beginning of chapter one. I hope to see you next week! We have much to learn. I am going on record. THE CHURCH IS FOR REAL! IT IS GOD’S ANSWER TO LIFE’S NEEDS! IT IS IMPORTANT! AND IT IS NECESSARY FOR IT TO BE QUITE A BIT DIFFERENT FROM HOW WE DO CHURCH TODAY! 

SEE YA’ NEXT WEEK! 
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