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Sermon “Prediction # 7: God Will Still Pour Out His Blessings upon His People”

Scripture

Ephesians 1:3-14

Spiritual Blessings in Christ 

“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, just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love. He destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace that he lavished on us. With all wisdom and insight he has made known to us the mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth. 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, so that we, who were the first to set our hope on Christ, might live for the praise of his glory. In 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; this is the pledge of our inheritance toward redemption as God's own people, to the praise of his glory.” 
Introduction

So, according to Scripture, God has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places. And because Christ is alive, living in our hearts and active in our lives, we know that Prediction #7 ~ that God will still pour out his blessings on his people in the year 2011” is true. 

So perhaps the real questions for this morning are: 

First, “Do we really see ourselves as God’s beloved children?”
And, if so, are we living our lives as people who are blessed by God?

These questions are definitely worth exploring. 

Because after all, being blessed by God has everything to do with our well-being—spiritual and physical.

Sadly, many people do not see themselves as blessed. On the contrary. Many seem to think of themselves as living under a curse rather than a blessing: The loss of a friend, an illness, an accident, a natural disaster, a war, or any failure can make us think that God does not love us. 
But the truth is: God does love us—very much—and He wants what is best for us--and Jesus Christ came to bless us, not to curse us. 
But, in order for us to believe this, we have to make a conscious effort to open ourselves to the blessings of God and be willing to extend those blessings to others. 
One person who knew this well and lived it out in his own life was Henri Nouwen, ordained priest and doctor of psychology, After nearly two decades of teaching at the Menninger Clinic in Kansas and at the Universities of Notre Dame, Yale and Harvard, he left his teaching position to share his life with mentally handicapped people at the L'Arche community of Daybreak in Toronto, Canada. 
What he found there at L’Arche was that many persons have a very hard time believing they are God’s beloved children. The persons he cared for suffered not so much from their mental handicap, he discovered, but rather…from the feeling of being unwanted. It was hard for them to be in touch with God’s love, precisely because the people in their lives had constantly given them the message: "I don't want you around. I don't want you near me. Why don't you just go away?"

Nouwen tells a true story about the community ~ one that you may be familiar with.

 One of the women there, who is quite handicapped, said to Nouwen, "Henri, can you bless me?" He remembers walking up to her and giving her a little cross on her forehead. And she said, "Henri, it doesn't work. No, that is not what I mean." 
He was embarrassed and said, "I gave you a blessing." 
But she said, "No, I want to be blessed." 
So he kept thinking, "What does she mean?"

Then one day that had a worship service and all the people in the community were there. After the service Nouwen announced, "Janet wants a blessing." He had a long robe on with long sleeves. Janet walked up to him and said, "Yes, I want to be blessed." And then she put her head against his chest and he spontaneously put his arms around her, held her, and looked right into her eyes and said, "Blessed are you, Janet. You know how much we love you. You know how important you are. You know what a good woman you are."

The woman looked at Nouwen and said, "Yes, yes, yes, I know” and suddenly, Henri saw her energy coming back to her. Her feelings of depression seemed to be suddenly lifted as she realized that she was truly blessed. She went back to her place, and immediately, other people started coming forward wanting that kind of blessing, too.

As the people kept coming forward, Nouwen found himself embracing every one of the handicapped people. 
And just as he thought that he had hugged them all, he looked up…and one of the aids in the community--who assisted the handicapped people started coming forward. He was a strong guy, a football player, and he said, "Henri, can I have a blessing, too?" 
With that big guy standing there in front of him, waiting for his blessing, Nouwen said, "John," and he put my hand on his shoulder, "you are blessed. You are a good person. God loves you. We love you. You are important." 

This is where claiming the life as God’s beloved child begins---by trusting that we have value as a human being, flaws and all—and that God has chosen us and that we are precious in his eyes.

So, do we really believe that we are God’s beloved children—precious in his sight?

If so, are we open to receiving His blessings? 

Are we living our lives as those who are blest?

The Bible has something to teach us about this. 

Let’s take a closer look…
Writer Paul assures us 

that God has blessed us in Christ 

with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 

just as he chose us in Christ 

before the foundation of the world 

to be holy and blameless before him in love. 

He also informs us 

that it was God’s plan from the beginning 

for us to be His children 

…and that the way he brought this about 

was through his Son, Jesus Christ.

And why would God do this?
--plan for us to be His children?
…because he wanted to!
Paul explains it like this:

It was according to the good pleasure of his will!

And He did it in and through his son, the Beloved.

The Beloved

--spelled with an upper case “B”



--and we know who that is. 

We learned it from God’s himself 

on the day Jesus was baptized.
As we recall,

the heavens were suddenly opened to Jesus just as he came up from the water, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on him. And all that were there that day heard a voice from heaven saying, "This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased." 

“And now,” Paul informs us, “God freely bestows His love on us
--all for this reason --because He wants to

according to the good pleasure of his will!

This means…that we are God’s beloved too!

And…that we are blessed. 
For this reason, 

we are continually encouraged 

to “remember” our baptism

and to imagine, 

again and again,

hearing the same voice 







that spoke to Jesus at his baptism 

saying to us, 

             “You are my beloved child. In you, I am well-pleased!”

How very important it is 

for us to believe this in our hearts
--that we are God’s beloved children

and that we are blessed! 
….for in knowing this we have the potential 

to be the men and women




God has called us to be. 

Blessed.
What does the word mean—really?

Well, literally, to be blessed means 

made holy, sacred, sanctified, consecrated, set apart.

A blessing is something good that is bestowed upon us.
When Henri Nouwen said to the people at L’arche,

“You are a good person. God loves you.  I love you. You are important,"



he was giving them a blessing. 
He did it because he realized 

that many of them had never heard these words

--they had not heard them from their parents

—or from their teachers

—nor from anyone else.

And he knew that they needed to hear these words


--in order to know that God loved them.

Because the truth is:

Unless a person truly believes 
that he or she is loved,

she or he cannot 
be a blessing 

to anyone else. 
And this is precisely 

what God has called us to do


--to be a blessing to others.

How sad it is  

that many individuals, 

hear a different voice


throughout their life,

 

--one that says, 
continually, 

"If you want to be loved, you had better prove that you are worthy. 

In order for me to love you, you have to prove that you are worth loving." 

But as we know, these are not God’s words.

The Bible teaches us that God makes His sun shine on the evil and on the good 

and sends rain on the just and on the unjust.
This is grace--prevenient grace



--being loved by God before we ever know him




--being wooed by God to come to Him





even when we do not realize it.

This is God’s amazing grace!

And if this does not seem like enough, there is still more!

In his letter to the Ephesian church,

Paul assures readers everywhere, for all times

--that we have also obtained an inheritance! 
Each of us has been marked with the seal of the promised Holy Spirit; 

and this is the pledge of our inheritance 

--that we will be redeemed as God's own people, 

to the praise of his glory.” 
And what does this look like? --our being a redeemed people.
Authors Gary Smalley & John Trent, in their book entitled The Blessing,



provide some good insight into what it might look like

to live as people who are redeemed. 

The chapter I found most helpful 

is entitled A Church that Gives the Blessing.

In it’s pages, 


the authors emphasize the truth of the saying:

people do not care how much you know

until they know how much you care!

They emphasize that introducing people to Jesus Christ 

by being in relationship with them

is the first and foremost way a church can bless others.
As Jesus commanded, we must love one another
“All people will know that you are my disciples,”


said Jesus, “if you have love for one another.”

One of the ways we do this is by inviting people to come to church


--whether it be a social event like an Odd Couples’ outing


--or a worship service,



persons will experience the love of Christ 




through us.
They will feel it 

in the way we treat them

and in the way we treat 

one another.

They will know we are Christians by our love.

According to Jesus, 

loving God and showing his love to others 

are the most important things we can do.

These are the greatest commandments.

So, “The church needs to be first and foremost 

a place where the gospel is preached 

and where Christ is honored as Lord and Savior.”

With this as priority, the church will also be a caring community.

The story is told of a father who knew the value of honoring the Son…
[read “The Auction’ 

from one hundred Wisdom Stories from around the world by Margaret Self.]

“Show us a church anywhere in the world that is caring for its members and drawing others to Christ, and we’ll show you a church where God’s Word is being taught and where people are extending God’s blessings to one another ,” 
the authors of The Blessing claim. 

If we honor the Son, Jesus Christ,

we will inherit all that God has in store for us


--and many blessings will be poured out upon His people


--in 2011 and in years to come.

You and I, the body of Christ, are the family of God.
Let us continue to be a church 
that values each and every individual

and let us show that we do
in the way we treat one another. 

Paul teaches 

that when one member of the body rejoices, we should all rejoice

and that when one member weeps, 

we should all weep.

With God’s help,


we can be this close. 

But, it won’t come easy

--it will require that we all make that extra special effort

to make some new friends in this church 

and to get better acquainted with people we meet 

in our daily lives

Developing relationships that are real


is a worthwhile aim for any church that calls itself

the body of Christ.

For only by knowing one another’s needs, hopes and struggles 

and caring about them

will we be able to attune 
to one another. 
After all, isn’t this what we all really long for?!
—to be a part of a community 
who values us--feelings and all?

Ken Medema,


Christian songwriter and musician,



composed a song with this thought in mind.

He entitled it If This Is Not a Place…
If this is not a place where tears are understood, then where shall I go to cry?

And if this is not a place where my spirit can take wings, then where shall I go to fly?

I don’t need another place for trying to impress you with just how good and virtuous I am.

No, no, no. I don’t need another place for always being on top of things... 

So if this is not a place where my questions can be asked then where shall I go to seek?

And if this is not a place where m heart cry can be heard where, tell me where, shall I go to speak?

So if this is not a place where tears are understood where shall I go, where shall I go to fly?

And so, with these words in mind, may we, the United Methodist Church of West Covina,


vow to be this kind of place always --where all people are welcomed and blessed…
We can do this! --for we have been blessed indeed!
We are a church who has been redeemed. 
We are people who are just thankful to be alive.



And we have blessings that we can count!
There is an old hymn that bears exactly this name: Count Your Blessings.

It is not in our Hymnal so a copy has been provided in your worship bulletin.

Some of you may even remember it from days past.

Let us sing praises to God’s glory and keep these words in our hearts 
as we continually count our blessings.
