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“Chosen to Love”

“… he chose us before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love.”

There is a fundamental difference between an invitation and a summons.  An invitation presents us with
a choice: we can either accept it or decline it.  When we receive an invitation to a wedding, it is usually
accompanied with a reply card that allows us to check either response.  If we receive a verbal invitation
to dinner or to a friend’s house, we can either gratefully accept it or gracefully decline it.  While the ones
who invited us might be disappointed if we do not accept their invitation, there are usually no serious
repercussions when we find ourselves saying no to another person’s invitation.

When we receive a summons, it is an entirely different matter.  There are usually no choices associated
with receiving such a document; if we for some reason choose not to accept it, there can be serious
repercussions.  When we receive a summons for jury duty, we may find a way to get excused, but in
most cases we have to report at the assigned date and time – even if that is not a convenient time for us. 
When we are summoned into our employer’s office, there are usually no choices involved; if we say “no
thank you,” the next notice we receive might be one of termination.  In my childhood, when my parents
called me to dinner, it was very much in the form of a summons; even if I was in the middle of a game
with my friends, their summons to the supper table was not one I would dare decline.

When we first hear the stories of Jesus calling his disciples, they may appear to be in the form of
invitations.  When he encounters Simon and his brother Andrew on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, he
calls out to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” (Mark 1:17).  When two of John the
Baptist’s disciples want to know where Jesus is staying, our Lord replies, “Come and see.” (John 1:39). 
As Jesus enters Jericho, he notices Zacchaeus up in the sycamore tree trying to get a look at him; he
calls out “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.” (Luke 19:5).  At first
glance, each of these appears to be an invitation that can either be accepted or rejected.  Simon and
Andrew could have said “No thank you” and gone on with their fishing; John’s disciples could have
refused Jesus’s invitation to come and see where he was staying, not knowing in what part of town it
might be; and Zacchaeus might have been very happy to stay up in that tree instead of coming down and
welcoming Jesus into his home.  It would appear that each of these situations was an occasion in which
those invited had a choice as to whether accept or reject what Jesus was offering.

But on closer inspection, something different appears to be happening.  When Jesus invites Simon and
Andrew to follow him, they do more than merely accept an invitation; there is something so powerful
about Jesus’ words that “immediately they left their nets and followed him.” (Mark 1:18).  Jesus’ three
simple words “come and see” result in these disciples of John abandoning their mentor in order to follow
someone new; it even leads one of them to bring his brother into the fold.  When Jesus calls out to
Zacchaeus, not only does he come down from the tree and lead Jesus to his home, but spontaneously
he promises Jesus that “half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded
anyone of anything I will pay back four times as much.” (Luke 19:8).  By their response to his words, it is
clear that what these followers of Jesus hear from him is nothing less than a summons, a statement for
which there is only one possible response.
As these disciples responded to Jesus’ summons to be his followers, they would also be the first ones
who would be faithful to our Lord’s summons to be his Church, to be the ones who would continue his
ministry after Christ’s departure.  Jesus’ words of commission to his disciples at the end of Matthew’s
Gospel are the summons for them to “go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I
have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20).  Our Risen Lord’s final words to his followers before his
ascension were the summons that “you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and
you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts



1:8).  Even though he was not present with these disciples when they received the Lord’s summons,
Paul recalls how Christ summoned him to his apostolic work “when God, who had set me apart before I
was born and called my through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim
him among the Gentiles” (Galatians 1:15-16).  Paul knew that this summons meant that “an obligation is
laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16).

As Paul knew that this summons from Christ was what defined his life and ministry, he also taught that
all persons in the Church have received a similar summons from our Lord and Saviour to engage in this
apostolic task that is at the heart of the life of the people who have been chosen my Christ.  This is the
message he shares in his letter to the Ephesians, an epistle that is somewhat unique among all of the
New Testament letters attributed to Paul.  Instead of being addressed to specific persons or
congregations, this letter is usually classified as a “general epistle.”  Even though it is addressed to the
church at Ephesus, a seaport on the west coast of modern-day Turkey, it was probably written as a
“circular letter” that would be read in many congregations in that area; for this reason, its content is far
more general than letters such as those to the Corinthians that deal with specific issues in the life of that
particular church.  It also contains grammar that is unique to New Testament Greek, for example, today’s
second lesson is one sentence in this original language, something that would have earned you a failing
grade from your English teacher but would have been perfectly acceptable for Paul.  It is an indication
that everything in this lesson is related, that it is all a part of a single thought that Paul is expressing
through this “eulogy” or blessing formula, the beginning of the letter in which the apostle blesses God for
all of God’s deeds of salvation:

· “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.” – 1:3-4.

Such praise is an appropriate response to the blessings the people have received from God.  The biblical
tradition insists that praise is the means through which God’s people are to respond to God’s acts of
salvation:

· “O sing to the Lord a new song; sing to the Lord, all the earth.  Sing to the Lord, bless his name;
tell of his salvation from day to day.  Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works
among all the peoples.  For great is the Lord and greatly to be praised; he is to be revered above
all gods.” – Psalm 96:1-4.

Without the appearance of Jesus, God’s full plan of salvation would have remained hidden; but Paul
invites his readers to rejoice that God “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.” (1:9-10).  Paul celebrates both the role of Christ and of Christians
in God’s plan to unite in Christ all things in heaven and on earth; “Paul sees the church as a goal in
God’s plan, which involves the whole of creation – a church that has a future dimension.” (Raymond
Brown).

The role that the people of God will play in the fulfillment of God’s purpose for the world is rooted in their
being chosen to live as God’s beloved and loving children, and to glorify God by their very existence. 
Paul rejoices that as Christ was blessed “with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places,” God has
also chosen “us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love.” 
The motif of God’s chosen people is taken over from the Old Testament (“For you are a people holy to
the LORD your God; it is you the LORD has chosen out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his
treasured possession.” – Deuteronomy 14:2) and given a new meaning through Baptism, in which God’s
people are made “holy by cleansing … with the washing of water by the word, so as to present the
church to himself in splendor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind – yes, so that she may be
holy and without blemish” (5:26-27).  God’s election of his people is not merely an election from “sin,
death and the power of the devil” (Small Catechism); it is completed only when those things have



occurred for which God has designated the children God wanted to adopt.  Election is an event which is
still being fulfilled; those who have been chosen in Christ find themselves participating in God’s eternal
plan.

Paul’s words would have been read in different congregations on different Sundays to different groups of
people with different cultural, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds.  But in spite of all these differences,
there was one thing that united all of them: their common call in baptism to be God’s chosen people, to
be the Church of Jesus Christ that was set apart to be the embodiment of Christ’s love for the world. 
They were united in what Paul would describe later in the letter as “the one hope of your calling, one
Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.” (4:4-
6).  Their common identify was rooted in their being “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation,
God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness
into his marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  There was one other aspect of their common life that united
them: their calling from Christ was a summons, not an invitation.  While they did have the choice to walk
away as did the rich young man whose possessions prevented him from following Jesus (Matthew
19:16-22), those who accept the call of Christ do so as if they were following the dictates of a summons,
not the options that an invitation presents us.  The call of Christ is not a call to respond according to our
wishes, or to dictates the terms of our following to our Lord, or to set guidelines as to how the shape of
our discipleship might look.  When we accept our Lord’s call, it is to be the “holy and blameless” people
that we were destined to be, to live according to God’s plans and not our own, to follow our Lord’s Word
and not our words, to walk as a child of the light so that the light of Christ might shine through us.  When
we become disciples of Christ, we follow the one who at Gethsemane submitted himself to the will of
God: “yet, not my will but yours be done.” (Luke 22:42).

This summons that we receive to be God’s people if first issued at baptism, in which “we are reborn
children of God and made members of the church, the body of Christ.  Living with Christ and in the
communion of saints, we grow in faith, love, and obedience to the will of God.”  Baptism is not only
liberation from all that would seek to separate us from God’s love and destroy us; it is also liberation for a
new life in which “daily a new person is to come forth and rise up to live before God in righteousness and
purity forever.” (Small Catechism).  Parents and sponsors promise to nurture their children in this faith so
that they might understand and be faithful to the baptismal summons that Christ has issued to them, “so
that your children may learn to trust God, proclaim Christ through word and deed, care for others and the
world God made, and work for justice and peace.”  In our affirmation of these baptismal promises, we
affirm our intention to live in accordance with our Lord’s summons to “proclaim the good news in Christ
through word and deed, to serve all people, following the example of Jesus, and to strive for justice and
peace in all the earth.”  Our summons as the people of God is to “present your bodies as a living
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world,
but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what
is good and acceptable and perfect.” (Romans 12:1-2).

There are many reasons why people come to particular congregations.  We may have been in this
congregation our entire lives, brought here by our parents.  We may have united with this church
because our spouse was a member of Zion, or perhaps we first came when we brought our children to
be baptized.  We may have first worshiped in this place because a friend or neighbor invited us, or we
were new in town and felt at home in this gathering.  But while there are many circumstances through
which we may become members of particular congregations, there is only one way in which we become
members of the Church: through the call of our Lord Jesus Christ, through his summons to us to be his
disciples and participate in his mission in this place.  Someone may have invited us to Zion, but the one
who calls us into the Church of Jesus Christ has issued us a summons with is our call to do nothing else
but the will of our Saviour in this place and wherever the Church of Christ is present in the world.

· “Baptism still involves people in the whole body of Christ.  It may mean participation in the
routines of a parish, suffering under a nameless burden, carrying on in unaesthetic and
personally distasteful surroundings, loving the unlikeable, accepting the unacceptable.  But the



test remains in the concreteness and visibility that the new life daily takes.  Those who rise from
their baptismal water delivered and cleansed now carry the wounds of Christ in the midst of the
world so that his glory may shine forth.  The result of such living is clear: the new man [who] ‘shall
live in the presence of God in righteousness and purity forever.’” – Martin Marty, Baptism.

It’s wise not to confuse a summons for an invitation; such confusion could have serious consequences if
we think there is an option being made available to us.  In the call of Christ, we need to follow the
example of Jesus’ first disciples in seeing that our Lord’s call is not an invitation to do as we please, to
live our lives according to our own desires, or to look upon the church as a place where our desires and
wishes should take centre stage.  When Christ calls us, there is no choice; it is a call to walk in his
footsteps and to be his people in the midst of a world hungering for the presence of the good news that is
present to us in Jesus Christ.  We have been chosen to be God’s people, to share his love so that we
“might live for the praise of his glory.” (1:12).  We are summoned to “go in peace [and] serve the Lord” so
that “forth in your dear name we go, to the child, the youth, the aged, love in living deeds to show; hope
and health, good will and comfort, counsel, aid, and peace we give, that your servants, Lord, in freedom
may your mercy know and live.” Amen.


