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I’m going to read to you from a book of the Bible called 
Ephesians.  It’s a letter actually, written by a man 
named Paul, who was a leader in the early church.  He’s 
writing to the church at that time in the city of 
Ephesus.  I’m well aware that this is not considered to 
be a traditional Christmas reading.  There are no 
mangers or shepherds, no wise men or stars.  No 
mention of Bethlehem, or even Mary or Joseph.  So I’m 
going to have to ask you to trust me.  What Paul writes 
here has everything to do with why we are gathered 
here this evening. 
 
In the original Greek, these twelve verses are all one 
sentence.  Any half-decent grammar teacher would have 
marked Paul down for his run-on sentence.  But Paul 
can’t help himself.  What he has to say here is so 
monumental, so life-changing, such good news, he can’t 
even pause for a breath as the words come cascading 
out.  I’ll try to read it as I think he wrote it. 
 

3 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, 4 just as he 
chose us in Christ before the foundation of the 
world to be holy and blameless before him in 
love. 5 He destined us for adoption as his children 
through Jesus Christ, according to the good 
pleasure of his will, 6 to the praise of his glorious 
grace that he freely bestowed on us in the 
Beloved. 7 In him we have redemption through his 
blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according 
to the riches of his grace 8 that he lavished on us. 
With all wisdom and insight 9 he has made known to 
us the mystery of his will, according to his good 
pleasure that he set forth in Christ, 10 as a plan for 
the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, 
things in heaven and things on earth. 11 In 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, 12 so that we, who were the first to set our hope 
on Christ, might live for the praise of his 
glory. (Ephesians 1:3-12, NRSV) 

 
There is so much here.  I could preach on these verses 
until it’s time to open presents in the morning.  Fear 
not.  I won’t.  I really only want to focus on one part.  
But I wanted you to have the context.   
 

The passage begins with a reminder to us that God has 
blessed us in Christ with “every spiritual blessing in 
the heavenly places.”.  Think about that for a second.  
Usually when we talk about blessings, we think about 
material blessings.  Good fortune.  Good health.  Good 
work to do.  Good friends.  Good family.  All those are 
indeed blessings from God.  But Paul wants us to think 
about spiritual blessings, not material blessings.  That’s 
not easy to do in a world so focused on the latter. 
 
I recently heard an interview with Patrick Lencioni, 
who is an American author and business management 
guru.  Basically, he’s spent the last few decades helping 
top business executives and companies around the 
world get better at what they do.  And he’s been 
fabulously successful.  His books alone have sold 7 
million copies and been translated into 30 languages.  
In terms of material blessings, this is a man who has it 
all.  But in this interview he talked about how at one 
point some years ago he realized that even though he 
had achieved rarified success in his career, made lots of 
money, built a glowing reputation, was married to a 
wonderful woman and had wonderful children, his life 
was, as he puts it, virtually empty.  
 
Around that time he heard an interview with Mike 
Singletary, the hall of fame linebacker and later NFL 
coach.  When Mike Singletary became coach of the 
49ers he started wearing a large cross around his neck.  
One day somebody asked him about it, because Mike 
hadn’t always been known as a man of faith.  His answer 
surprised everybody.  He said that after he won the 
Super Bowl with the Chicago Bears in 1985, reached 
what was the pinnacle of his profession, he realized that 
it was empty.  As he put it, “I found out that I’d spent 
my life climbing this ladder to the very top of this 
building, only to realize when I reached top that I’ve 
had my ladder up against the wrong building.  I finally 
got there and realized that there was no ‘there’ there.” 
 
It was that interview, along with some other things 
circumstances in his life, that led Patrick Lencioni to 
realize he had two choices.  One, he could double down 
and keep trying to climb higher on this same ladder of 
material blessings that, to this point, had only led to 
emptiness.  Or, he could climb down the ladder and lean 
it against another building.  And that’s what he did, a 
pivotal choice that led him on a journey to discovering 
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the very spiritual blessings in Christ that Paul speaks 
about in this passage.1   
 
We all should know this if we just pay attention, that 
the greatest blessings in the world are not material.  
They can’t be, because none of them last.  But it’s hard 
to remember this when nearly every message in the 
world is telling us that the opposite is true.  What Paul 
wants us to see is that God has blessed us with are 
spiritual blessings.  At the top of that list is what he says 
next, that God “chose us in Christ before the 
foundation of the world to be holy and blameless 
before him in love.”  There’s a lot there in that one 
phrase, but it’s the word “chosen” that jumps off the 
page to me.  The more I think about it, the more I think 
that being chosen is one of the sweetest blessings in life.  
Very few things are better than being chosen.   
 
When I was an 8th grader at Tierra Linda Junior High 
School one of my dreams was to make the 8th grade 
basketball team.  The twelve boys chosen for that team 
walked the halls of Tierra Linda as gods.  I was a decent 
basketball player, but there were a lot of decent 
basketball players.  The morning after the final tryout 
we knew that Coach Mueller would post a list of the 
players chosen on the window of the front office.  I 
wasn’t especially optimistic so I didn’t show up any 
earlier than normal.  If I found out that my name was 
not on that list, I wanted to spend as few minutes on 
campus that day as possible.  I arrived just before the 
first bell, locked my bike to the bike rack (because we 
rode our bikes to school in those days, uphill both 
ways!), and made my way to office window.  A crowd 
had gathered, everyone pushing in for a better view of 
the list of the chosen ones.   
 
This was almost 45 years ago, and yet I can remember 
what happened next like it was yesterday.  As I 
approached the crowd I heard the voice of Joey Burke.  
Joey was a bully.  Big kid.  Always picking fights.  Not a 
great athlete, but still tried out for the team and was 
hoping to see his name on the list.  It wasn’t.  That put 
Joey in a bad mood, though come to think of it I don’t 
ever remember seeing him in a particularly good mood.  
And so as I’m approaching the crowd he turns and he 
sees me and he yells out, “I can’t believe it!  I just can’t 
believe it!  Even Jeff Chapman’s name is on the list!”  In 
that moment the whole crowd got quite, they all turned, 
they fixed their eyes on me, and then parted before me 
like the Red Sea.  I walked unobstructed up to the 
window, scanned the list of names, and sure enough, my 
name was there among them.  I had been chosen.  It 

                                                           
1 The Carey Nieuwhof Leadership Podcast, “Patrick Lencioni on His Personal 

Leadership Crash, How He Moved Through It, and How to Check Your 
Motive as a Leader”, November 21, 2022.  Listen at 
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/cnlp-299-patrick-lencioni-on-his-
personal-leadership/id912753163?i=1000507476092  

didn’t matter that I sat the bench most games.  It 
didn’t matter that I scored a total of three points all 
season.  It didn’t matter that in the end nobody seemed 
to treat me anything like a god as I walked down those 
hallways.  I had been chosen, and that was enough for 
me.   
 
Few things in life are more painful than we are not 
chosen, when we are rejected, left out, passed over.  We 
all know that feeling.  There are people who have every 
material blessing you can imagine, but because they 
don’t feel as if they have been chosen, their lives feel 
empty and deeply unsatisfying.  Conversely, one of the 
great blessings in life is to be chosen.  And the 8th grade 
basketball team is one thing, quite trivial actually by 
comparison.  What about being chosen by a community.  
Chosen by friends.  Chosen by a lover in marriage.  
Think of the times in your life when you were chosen.  
Aren’t those some of the most cherished moments of 
your life?    
 
What about being chosen by God, by your Creator, and 
chosen not just yesterday, but chosen by God before he 
even laid down the earth’s foundations.  That’s what 
Paul is saying to us here, that before we even came to 
be, God had us in mind, settled on us as the focus of his 
love, and did so freely!  But for what?  What did God 
choose us for.  To be clear, that makes all the difference, 
right?  Sometimes you don’t want to be chosen.  If 
you’re standing in a line-up at the police station, you 
don’t want the witness behind the one-way glass to 
choose you.  I remember sitting in class plenty of times 
in school and I knew the teacher was scanning the class 
looking for somebody to call forward to work out the 
problem on the board, and I’m praying like crazy that 
she did not choose me.   
 
Paul says here that God chooses us to be holy, to be set 
apart.  God chooses us to be blameless, to stand without 
fault before him.  Think about that.  God doesn’t choose 
us because we’re blameless, because are worthy to be 
chosen.  He chooses us to make us blameless!  God 
doesn’t choose us because we are exceptional, at least in 
terms of what we have accomplished.  It’s true, he 
created us in his image, and he loves his creation.  But 
God’s not picking us for our test scores, our portfolio, 
our impressive résumés.  In fact, he’s choosing us at our 
worst.  He’s not choosing us because we love him, but 
because he loves us.  Romans 5:8 declares, “God proves 
his love for us in that while we still were sinners 
Christ died for us.”  What do you think about that, 
that God chose you for no other reason than he loves 
you?   
 
How can this be?  Paul is clear, he chose us “in Christ.”  
In fact, Christ is mentioned no less than 10 times in this 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/cnlp-299-patrick-lencioni-on-his-personal-leadership/id912753163?i=1000507476092
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/cnlp-299-patrick-lencioni-on-his-personal-leadership/id912753163?i=1000507476092


 3 

short passage.  And this is what makes this the perfect 
passage for Christmas Eve.  From the very beginning of 
the world, even when God knew his creation would 
rebel against him and reject life on his terms for life on 
our own terms, God decided nevertheless that when the 
time was right he would send Jesus Christ, the eternal 
Son of God, to enter into the womb of a peasant girl, 
grow up in poverty, experience all the joys and 
hardships of human life, ultimately find himself deserted 
and betrayed by his closest friends, sentenced unjustly 
to die, tortured, hung naked on a cross, and ultimately 
abandoned by his Father in Heaven as he took to 
himself all the sin and suffering of this life.  He took our 
place so that by the grace of God we might then be 
chosen to join him in his place. 
 
That’s what Paul means here when he says that God 
“destined us for adoption.”  Now, I know something 
about adoption.  I was adopted as a child and, as most of 
you know, two of our four kids are adopted.  We can 
learn a lot about our relationship with God when we 
consider what is like to be a parent or to be a child.  But 
we might stand to learn the most when we consider 
adoption.  Though sometimes pregnancies are a 
surprise, in most instances parents choose to at least try 
to get pregnant.  But while we may choose to get 
pregnant, we don’t choose our child.  They haven’t 
developed that technology yet.  You get what you get.   
 
But in adoption, you actually do choose the child.  And if 
you’re adopting an older child, one with a history, 
especially if it’s not a great history, that’s truly 
remarkable.  Because in adoption you are essentially 
welcoming that child fully into your family.  You take 
our family name.  You live in our home.  You have a 
seat at our table.  You receive all the responsibilities 
and privileges associated with being in this family.  You 
become the focus of our love.  You inherit all that we 
have.  As a parent with both birth children and adopted 
children, I’m telling you that at least in my experience 
whether you are adopted or not, there is no difference 
when it comes to your place in our family, in the way 
you are loved, in the blessing you are given.  It’s the 
same with God’s family. 
 
I know it’s late.  I know you’re tired.  I know it’s cozy in 
here.  I know the sweet sentiment of the season makes 
things a bit foggy.  But think with me.  Consider all this 
for a moment.  This is what God has done for us.  It’s 
his choice that we would be included in such a way, 
with all the same status, favor, blessing, inheritance as 
his natural Son, Jesus.  And he did not do this under 
coercion or out of obligation, but it was his good 
pleasure make us his choice!  This grace he freely 
bestowed on us in Christ.   
 

All this leaves us with a choice.  Do you want to be 
God’s child?  It’s commonly misunderstood, even in the 
church, that all people are God’s children.  You need to 
know that the Bible does not teach this.  Yes, all people 
are created in God’s image, meaning all people have 
inherent worth and dignity.  Yes, God loves all people.  
God loves every person you will ever meet.  And yes, 
God opens his family to all people, even chooses all 
people.  But he will not drag us home.  We have to 
come willingly in faith.  We have to believe.  We have 
to choose God in return and turn our lives over to him 
as he first gave his life for us.  John writes in the 
opening lines of his Gospel, “But to all who received 
him, who believed in his name, he gave power to 
become children of God, who were born, not of 
blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of 
man, but of God.”2 
 
If you have received Christ, if you have come to believe 
in his name and trust him with your life, then I pray 
you will live each day in the joy of this reality, that 
regardless of wherever else in life you have been 
rejected, you have been chosen by your Creator, loved 
by God, marked by his grace, and welcomed into his 
family as his beloved son or daughter. 
 
Others of you are here tonight not because you have 
given your lives to Jesus, but because somebody else 
wanted you to come, or maybe you are curious and 
wondering what all the fuss is about, or maybe being in 
church is just what you think is expected on Christmas 
Eve.  Whatever the reason, I’m glad you’re here.  Truly, 
I hope you experience nothing but hospitality in this 
place and from this community.  But I also hope that 
you will consider what I’ve said tonight.  I believe that 
God has chosen you as well.  Not because of anything in 
you that has made you qualified.  Frankly, nothing in 
any of us makes us qualified to be chosen by God.  God 
chose you simply because he made you in his image, and 
he loves you.   
 
Am I trying to get you to consider becoming a 
Christian?  I suppose I am.  Of course I am.  It’s why 
the church exists, to share this good news with 
everybody who has yet to believe it, this good news that 
though we can be grateful for the material blessings we 
receive in this life, there are spiritual blessings in store 
for us which are so much greater.   
 
Maybe tonight is the night when you finally climb 
down the ladder leaned up against whatever other 
building you’ve been climbing your whole life, and lean 
it up against this building.  If you do – as you do! – you 

                                                           
2 John 1:12-13.  This and all biblical citations are from the 

New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).   
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will find that you do not have to climb alone.  For the 
message of Christmas is that the God who chose us has 
come near to be with us that he might claim us and 
bless us and welcome us home. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


