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GATHERED UP  
Ephesians 1:3-14 

 

This morning we begin a new series of summer sermons working our way through the book of 
Ephesians.   

There are six chapters in Ephesians.  The first three chapters are heavy on theology. The latter three 
chapters tease out in more practical ways how the church might live in accordance with these truths.  

So, as you open your Bibles to Ephesians 1, let me just give you a heads up:  

We’re about to jump in the deep end. Paul doesn’t give us time to test the waters and ease in at a 
leisurely pace … Maybe in another epistle. But Ephesians? This is a diving board, canon ball, big splash, 
total immersion kind of letter. 
 

Read Ephesians 1:3-14 

 

This is no light summer reading.  If that felt dense and hard to follow—and so chock full of familiar, 
churchy words in such rapid succession that it either makes your brain hurt or your eyes glaze over—
you’re not alone.  

This entire text is one long sentence in the Greek. (We can be grateful that our translators took the 
liberty of putting in some punctuation...)  

Paul has barely said hello before he launches into some of the densest, richest theological writing in the 
New Testament. In these twelve verses, he manages to touch on: 

• grace, truth, glory 
• faith, hope, love 
• predestination 
• adoption 
• the will of God 
• redemption through Jesus’ blood 
• forgiveness of sins 
• end times stuff 
• the gospel 
• salvation 
• the seal of the Spirit 
• that’s right: we’ve got all three members of the Trinity here—Father, Son, and Spirit—each with 

a robust role in salvation history 



Phew. You could conceivably unpack all of that, but by then, as Scott Hoezee points out, you’d have 
“close to a complete seminary curriculum.”  

 Which is well beyond the scope of a single Sunday sermon.  

So, of all the good stuff that could be said on these verses, here’s what caught me…  and felt perhaps 
timely and relevant for those of us gathered here at Hope this morning. 

 

In Jewish tradition, there is a blessing prayer for almost every occasion.  

A blessing for waking up.  
A blessing for washing your hands.  
A blessing for eating breakfast.  

“Blessed art Thou, Lord our God, King of the universe,  
who bringeth forth bread from the earth.”    

The Jewish prayer book is full of these short prayers to thank—to bless—God as the giver of every good 
gift.  (There’s even been some historic discussion as to which is most appropriate blessing for coffee… 
which seems to me worthwhile, because clearly, coffee is a good gift well deserving of a good blessing.) 

According to the Talmud, “If you enjoy something in this world without saying a blessing, it is as if you 
stole it.”  

Blessing, in Jewish thought, is a two-way street. God blesses us, and we bless God in response. And 
these moments of mutual blessing are woven into all aspects of everyday life.  

 
A Jewish blessing prayer is called a berakah.  And what we find here in Ephesians 1:3-14 is one long 
berakah.  A blessing—a praise—to God in response to how he has blessed us. Paul here stands in a long 
Hebrew tradition of blessing God by recounting the story of how God has saved his people.  

In the Old Testament, the fundamental salvation story is the Exodus. The story of Israel: rescued from 
slavery in Egypt, recalibrated to be a holy nation, centered around the presence of Yahweh, and led 
toward an inheritance in the promised land.  

Paul’s berakah in Ephesians 1 is rich with Exodus language:  

God’s chosen people, his possession. 

Called to be holy and blameless.  

Redeemed through blood. 

Lavished with riches.  

Promised an inheritance.  



Except that these Exodus images are now expanded into a salvation story that includes the whole 
church, both Jew and Gentile, and the whole sweep of history, from “before the creation of the world” 
to “when the times reach their fulfillment.”  

With dizzying momentum and intensity, Paul recounts all that God has done on our behalf. 

Other than praise and belief, you’ll notice we play a pretty passive role in this text.  
All is but a response to grace… “to the praise of his glory” 

Paul, steeped in this salvation story, is beside himself with delight over how God’s will—his plan for 
redemption—for centuries shrouded in mystery, has now, finally, been made known to us in Christ.  

As an aside, it’s worth noting that, for Paul, the “will of God” is cosmic, not individual. We tend 
to want to know “the will of God” when it comes to a particular decision we may be facing—
what to major in in college, or who to marry, or whether it’s time to switch careers or retire or 
sell the house.  

But here, “God’s will” isn’t really about that. It’s all about his plan for the world and for the 
church. Which is perhaps instructive… If we want to know God’s will, do we first have a good 
sense of what he desires for the world? for the church? or for the Christian life in general?  

If so, and if we sense that our choices are moving us in that same general direction, I think we 
can make decisions with greater confidence that they do, in fact, fit within the will of God.  

The berakah comes to a climax at verse 10.  The whole of human history leans in toward the moment 
when the times are fulfilled and all things are brought to unity under Christ.   

Brought to unity.  It’s one word in the Greek. In a rhetorical context, it means “summing up a long 
argument” – pulling together all the disparate pieces into a cohesive whole.  

In the NRSV, this word gets translated as “gathered up.” Gathered up. 

When Paul peers into the horizon, he sees a day when all things in heaven and on earth are gathered up 
in Christ. 

I don’t know about you, but this touches on a deep longing for me…  

We live in a day where political polarization, economic disparity, and racial division all feel too 
great to understand, let alone overcome. We do our best to unpack the issues and uncover the 
truth, only to find ourselves challenged—sometimes with hostility—by those whose viewpoints, 
and sources, and experiences, are very different from ours.   

I’m probably not the only one who’s had family gatherings this summer marked by some 
political tension…  

Unity feels hard to come by.  We watch the headlines and wonder where this is all headed. For 
our nation. For our world. For those whose lives are torn apart by systems and structures and 
policies that divide, divide, divide… (Some new. Some old as sin itself.) 

And that’s not to mention the quiet, everyday aches of declining health, failing relationships, 
loneliness, or loss… 



I don’t know about you, but I long for a day when all that we can’t fix or fight to right—all that is 
frustrated and fragmented in this world—is finally gathered up in Christ.  

Like a puzzle with a zillion pieces that we could never hope to assemble on our own… 

All of it.  All the disparate parts.  Gathered up. Summed up. Brought to unity.  

Paul says “all things.” It’s a phrase that covers the whole universe, the whole cosmos—to the point that 
adding “in heaven and earth”, as he does here in v. 10, at first glance seems redundant. 

“Heaven and earth,” however, is a loaded phrase in Scripture. From the very beginning, the created 
order has included both heaven and earth. Heaven: God’s space. And earth: our space.  

Except these spaces are not mutually exclusive. 
Sometimes they overlap.  
Picture a Venn diagram, where heaven and earth are two dimensions that can touch and occupy 
the same space. 

The story of Scripture is, in part, a story about the union of heaven and earth. From Genesis to 
Revelation, this theme shows up over and over again.  In the Old Testament, the garden of Eden, the 
tabernacle, and later, the temple, were all places where heaven and earth came together. Where God’s 
space and our space overlapped. They’re all presented as kinds of temples.  If you wanted to get close to 
God and God’s space, you had to go to the temple. That’s where the glory was. That’s where his 
presence was.  

But in the New Testament, the presence of God comes to live among us in Christ. The gospel of John 
introduces Jesus as the one who came and dwelled – literally, “tabernacled”—among us.  

In the Old Testament, heaven and earth came together in the temple. In the New Testament, they come 
together in Christ.  
 
N.T. Wright says this:  

“In Ephesians 1:10 Paul says something which many Western Christians have never grasped, 
that the whole point of what God was doing was to sum up everything in heaven and on earth in 
the Messiah, in Christ. The coming together of everything in heaven and earth – that’s Temple 
theology…. The point about the Temple is that what God does in the Temple is what God wants 
to do to the whole creation. In the Old Testament, God fills the Temple with His presence not as 
an escape from the world but as a foretaste of that day when the earth shall be filled with the 
knowledge of the Lord.” 
 

The day when all things in heaven and on earth will be gathered up in Christ.  Our translation says 
“under Christ.” But it’s literally “in Christ”—a favorite phrase for Paul, which shows up repeatedly in 
these verses.  
 
 It’s “in Christ” that we’re blessed. 

It’s “in Christ” that we’re chosen.  
It’s “in Christ” that we’re adopted.  
It’s “in Christ” that we’re redeemed.  
It’s “in Christ” that we’re included in God’s plan and marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit.  



 
It sounds pretty mystic perhaps, but there is a sense in which Paul is actually inviting us to think of Christ 
as our location. Our geography. The place where we live.  

To be “in Christ” is to live in a place of blessing. A place of overlap between heaven and earth. We are as 
much in the heavenly places with the ascended Christ as we are in our physical homes and workplaces 
and gardens and cars.  And wherever we go in our space, the Spirit goes with us as a deposit, a taste of 
the overlap to come.  

Ephesians 1, then, invites us into a cosmic sense of place and time. While we wait for the gathering of all 
things in Christ, we live “in Christ.” We live in temple territory.   

This is on the deeper end of theological truth. There are all manner of ways it can play out in practice. 
Here’s one…  

As Rog has mentioned a number of times, my husband Moe and I have begun to explore what it 
might look like to plant a church in our neighborhood, East Garfield Park.  We are still in the 
discernment phase, and we are grateful to have Rog and others at Hope helping us pray and 
think through next steps.  

This is something that Moe has felt called to for some time—to gather a community of friends 
and family in our area, especially those who don’t currently have a church home. There’s a good 
part of me that is eager to contribute what I can to that good work.   

But there’s another part of me that looks around at the people we know in our neighborhood 
and sees nothing but differences: 

We’ve got blacks, whites, and Latinos. 
Democrats and Republicans.  
Young adults, parents with kids, grandparents, empty nesters.  

Some of us have only known middle class comfort. 
Some of us are well-acquainted with poverty.  

Some of us have lived our whole lives on the west side.  
Some of us are from other states or other countries.  

Some of us cheer for Trump. 
Some of us go to marches to oppose him.   

Some of us have advanced degrees.  
Some of us never finished high school. 

All this in a neighborhood that is itself rapidly changing.  With the foreseeable tensions that 
come with gentrification and increased racial and economic diversity, I find myself wondering:  

If we plant a church here, what on earth will hold these people together?  

I mean, it wasn’t long ago that the prevailing wisdom for church planting and church growth was 
to organize around homogeneity. And truth be told, I have really only known homogenous 
churches.  



So what of this Garfield Park church idea then?  Is it too hard?  Even impossible?  

But then the seemingly impossible is exactly what Paul is setting us up for in Ephesians 1, where 
both Jews (vs. 11 and 12) and Gentiles (vs. 13 and 14), despite centuries of hostility, are included 
in the salvation story and blessings of God. 

Both are chosen.  
Both are given the Spirit.  
Both are gathered into one church. (More on that next week….) 

What on earth will hold these people together?  

Paul says, simply, Christ.  “All things” are gathered up in him. And surely that includes all kinds of people.   

Because all kinds of people can live in him. And he is fully capable of holding us—and all our 
differences—together, in himself.  

The question is:  Do we remember where we live?  

Because, as strange as it sounds, we so often forget where we are. And whose we are.  

In a world of red states and blue states, and residual redlining in urban neighborhoods, and borders that 
tear families apart—in a world where geography so often divides us, to the point of anger and tears—I 
choose to cling to this idea that those who are “in Christ” live together in a place, in a person, that brings 
unity.   

And that one day, all things in heaven and on earth will be gathered up in him.  

Even so, come Lord Jesus. Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 


