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In the opening of the letter to the Ephesians, Paul offers a prayer of blessing to God. Paul 
outlines all that God has done to be in relationship with the Ephesians. And he underscores 
God's adoption of each person through their relationship with Jesus. This blessing sits in stark 
contrast with today's Gospel reading, where Mark describes the brutal state murder of John the 
Baptist at the hands of King Herod. The question we'll explore today is one of power. What do 
these lessons teach us about power and how are we called to use power? 
 
We'll begin with the letter to the Ephesians. 
 
The section we hear today is from the opening of the letter. It is a blessing, in which Paul thanks 
God for the gifts that have been given to the Ephesians and ultimately to all who love God and 
follow Jesus, including us.  
 
The challenge is that it's a really dense prayer. It feels a bit like word soup. To make it easier to 
understand, I'll summarize each promise. Then I'll give a brief explanation of what this prayer is 
telling us about God, God's desire for relationship with us, and how God hopes we'll respond.  
The key for our response is the repeated phrase holy and blameless, which sounds scary and 
impossible. But by the end of the explanation, we'll see that God gives us help and examples to 
aid us in this calling. 
 

1. God chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world. In other words, from the 
beginning of time, God's intention has been to be in relationship with God's people.  
 

2. God calls us to be holy and blameless before him in love. This always sounds scary - 
holy and blameless feel like an impossible set of expectations. But what holy means is 
set apart or distinct. And the word translated as blameless comes from agriculture - it's 
literal meaning is a plant or fruit that has no blemish. God's hope for us is that we would 
be distinct from the world (Empire) by striving to live a life that is without fault. On our 
own this feels impossible. But the prayer contains the promise that we aren't on our 
own - we have love, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit to help us live into this calling. 

 
3. God destined us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ. God has such a deep 

desire to be in relationship with us that God adopts us - makes us God's own children. 
Many of us have heard that concept so often in church it may not seem remarkable. But 
if you contrast this concept with the gods of Greek and Rome, who toyed with humans 
and did not treat them well, it's a remarkable difference.  

 
4. God freely bestowed grace in the Beloved (Jesus). Grace is a word that can be hard to 

define. But it's not complicated. It means gift. I read this to mean that God gives us all 
that this passage talks about, because of God's love for us, and God sends Jesus to help 
us to understand and live into God's hope for us. 
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5. Through that grace, we receive redemption and the forgiveness of our trespasses. One 
of the results of these gifts is that, when we fail - and we will fail - God continues to love 
us and gives us new chances to live into God's hope for us. 

 
6. Through Jesus's life and ministry, we are given wisdom and insight into all God's desire 

for us. It's Jesus' life that helps us to fully understand God's desires for humans. By 
following his examples we see what it means to be holy and blameless.  

 
7. Also through Christ, we are given an inheritance, in order that we might experience 

God's praise and God's glory. God doesn't just adopt us. God gives us an inheritance. An 
inheritance is a sure sign of a parent's favor. God is signaling God's love, God's adoption, 
and God's favor for us by giving us an inheritance. That inheritance is Jesus and the 
living example he provides for us. 

 
8. And finally, as a proof of all that has been promised, we have been marked by the seal 

of the Holy Spirit. At the last supper, Jesus promised that God would send an Advocate, 
the Holy Spirit. At baptism, each of us is "sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ's 
own forever." The Spirit, together with Jesus, guides and helps us live into God's call to 
be holy and blameless.  

 
Now that we have a deeper understanding of what this blessing prayer from Ephesians 
promises us, let's circle back to this question about power. To do so, we'll compare these 
promises to the passage we heard from Mark's Gospel. There we see King Herod abusing all the 
power that he has at his disposal. He marries someone that was considered by Jewish law to be 
off limits. He's drawn to John the Baptist, but he doesn't understand everything John is 
teaching. My guess is that he doesn't try very hard. Because if he were to understand, then he'd 
have to make changes in his life that he has no desire to make. 
 
Herod's court is filled with intrigue. He makes oaths that are clearly not wise. And, when his 
daughter and his wife conspire against John to have John killed as a result of Herod's oath, 
Herod goes ahead and has John killed, even though he was "deeply grieved" by the request.  
In Herod and his court, we see power used to oppress, abuse, and ultimately kill. In both Jesus 
and John, we see examples of the exact opposite.  
 
Herod could have acted differently in this story. He could have used his power to put a stop to 
Herodias' shenanigans. But he doesn't. Power is his currency and the Gospels and historic 
accounts of his rule make it clear that he abused his power at every turn. Today's story is just 
one example of Herod's abuses.  
 
Crucifixion was the ultimate power move. Rome used it to humiliate those they saw as enemies 
of the state. It was a brutal way to die. Those killed by crucifixion were hung naked in public 
places. And it would generally take days for their bodies to succumb to the pressure that 
crucifixion placed on the heart and lungs. Each Gospel describes how Jesus goes willingly to the 
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cross. He responds to Roman power by speaking truth and refusing to participate.  Ultimately, 
he responds with resurrection, demonstrating that abuse of power doesn't have the last word. 
So, what does all this mean for us?  
 
As I said at the beginning, I believe that the promises found in this passage aren't just for the 
Ephesians. They are for us as well. And, with these promises come responsibility. We have been 
chosen and adopted by God, given the gift of Jesus. And with that gift comes the call to be holy 
and blameless.  
 
Now remember that holy and blameless mean set apart and distinct. We're not going to be 
perfect - that's what the grace is for. But we are asked to try.  
 
In every circumstance, we're called to evaluate the values of our culture and society. Where 
they are in line with God's values, as demonstrated by Jesus, we are to join in. So, in those 
places where we see love of neighbor, care for those on the margins, and respect for the dignity 
of every human being, we are called to support that.  
 
Sadly, in so much of our world today, we see the opposite. Much like King Herod's court, we see 
abuse of power everywhere we look. It's on the news, not to mention in the books we read, the 
movies and TV shows we watch, and in so many relationships. Our call in those instances, is to 
resist oppressive power, either by refusing to participate or by speaking up against it.  
 
We are also called to pay attention to how we use power in our own lives and in our 
relationships. We are to use our power to reflect Christ and the values he taught us. 
 
We have been blessed "with every spiritual blessing" chosen by God "before the foundation of 
the world to be holy and blameless." And we have been "marked with the seal of the promised 
Holy Spirit" to help us live into this awesome calling. May God's grace empower us to live into 
and up to this call. AMEN 
 


