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Ephesians 1:15-23       November 26, 2017 

 

Christ the King 

“For Us” 
 
Advent begins a week from today, and so today is the last Sunday in the 

Christian year.  In Christian tradition this day is known as the Festival of Christ the 

King.  As we follow our annual path through Advent, and Lent, and Easter, and 

Pentecost, and all the weeks following, this is the day that crowns that journey. 

Today we celebrate the supremacy of Christ—who is, as Paul says in Ephesians, 

“seated … in the heavenly places [at the right hand of the Father], far above all 

rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is 

named, not only in this age but also in the age to come.” 

While we celebrate this truth, as modern, American Christians we also 

have a certain inbred opposition to the very idea of kingship.  Our ancestors 

threw off the shackles of royalty almost 250 years ago, and we’ve never really 

looked back.  We have a long tradition of resistance whenever our presidents 

even appear to grasp for more power for themselves.   

This isn’t just an American thing, though.  A little research shows that only 

42 nations continue to have some form of monarchy today.  But in just a handful 

of these, ten in all, are these kings or sultans or sheiks really the rulers of their 

nations—and most of these are small kingdoms in the Middle East. The largest 

group—16 in all—are the subjects, at least in name, of Queen Elizabeth II of 

England. 
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There are actually some parallels between the way Queen Elizabeth’s 

subjects approach her, and many Christians approach the Kingship of Christ. 

We take what I like to think of as a Canadian approach to the matter.   

Our Canadian friends have a queen, Queen Elizabeth, but they have their 

reservations about royalty, too—they just aren’t as blatant about it as we are.  

One summer many years ago, our family spent a few days in Canada’s capital, 

Ottawa, on vacation.  And in Ottawa, the symbols of royalty are everywhere. In 

the House of Commons we saw the royal mace, which represents the authority 

of Queen Elizabeth; in the Senate chamber we saw her throne; and outside 

Parliament we saw the changing of the royal guard.  Despite all the royal 

symbolism, though, the Canadian government actually operates from day to 

day as if they didn’t have a Queen at all.  They like some of the pomp and 

ceremony of royalty, but for all practical purposes they pretty much ignore it.  

That may be the way that we are tempted to relate to Christ, too—to pay lip 

service to his kingship, but then to ignore it in the practical decisions of our daily 

lives.   

I’m not sure which is actually worse—refusing to acknowledge Christ as 

our King or paying lip service to him.  But I think that both may be symptoms of 

the same underlying cause—a basic wariness that we have about letting 

anyone rule over us as king—even Christ.   

Our hesitance is rooted in experience.  Over the ages, and even today, 

we have just seen too many examples of people abusing authority and power 
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to want to call anyone “King.” We have witnessed too many instances of rulers 

who have used their power to exploit their own people. We’ve seen rulers 

become billionaires while their people starve, or brutally abuse human rights to 

cling to their positions of authority.   

And this experience with humans in power spills over into our thinking 

about God.  To many, the old saying that “power tends to corrupt and absolute 

power corrupts absolutely” (Lord Acton, 19th century) applies to God just as 

much as it does to human leaders. And if we accept that premise, then it follows 

that if Christ is King, then he could not possibly be on our side, either. 

A superficial reading of Ephesians 1 might not do an awful lot to change 

anyone’s mind.  Paul heaps up words to describe the power and glory of Christ. 

But the thing that changes it all is found in just a few little words.  In verse 19 Paul 

speaks of “is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe.” And 

in verse 22 he says that God “has put all things under [Christ’s] feet and has 

made him the head over all things for the church.”    

This changes everything—because from the very beginning God 

exercised his power for the benefit of his creation. He created a world in which 

his creatures—including us—could flourish.  And when Christ came into the world 

to redeem it, he also used his power for the sake of others.  When he was 

tempted by the devil in the wilderness to use his power for his own glory, he 

rejected it out of hand.  In his ministry he used his power to heal, he used it to 

feed the multitudes, he used it to stand for the people against the scribes and 
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Pharisees’ abuse of their spiritual authority. And at the crucial moment he 

surrendered his power, offering himself for the sins of the world. 

He did something else as well.  On a number of occasions recently, I’ve 

pointed out ways in which people—with very good intentions—use their power 

to help others in ways that actually disempower them. But Jesus’ way of 

exercising his power sets them free to live fully.  For example, the gospels tell the 

story of Jesus helping a man who was tormented by a legion of demons who 

had taken control of him.  And when his neighbors found him afterward, this 

man who had been howling and injuring himself was now calm and at peace, 

clothed and in his right mind. But then at the end Mark’s version of story, the 

man begs Jesus to take him with him.  But Jesus sends him home—just to live and 

enjoy a normal, happy life. 

We could also add this:  in the reading Paul writes about Jesus being 

seated in the heavenly places.  But we know from the gospels and Acts that 

Jesus has used that lofty perch in the heavens not to domineer over us, but to 

empower us. He could have reigned over the world with a heavy hand; instead 

he has put his power within us, giving us the Holy Spirit to enable us to do his 

work in the world. 

If this is how God exercises his power in Christ, then what are the take-

aways for us?  What does it mean for us to pay more than lip service to Christ 

the King? 
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The first and most obvious thing is to trust that God is for us!  That through 

what God has done in Jesus Christ, and through what God has revealed in 

Scripture of his will and purpose for us, God intends for us to flourish.  Even if at 

times following his commandments may seem to restrict us, obedience to his 

word is will lead to a good and abundant life.  There may be times when 

obeying his call may lead us sacrifice and maybe even suffer for him, but even 

then God’s ultimate purpose is for our good.  His will for us is never cruel or 

arbitrary. 

A second thing is that when Paul says that God has done these things “for 

us who believe” and “for the church” he doesn’t mean that in a narrow or 

exclusive way.  Earlier in this same chapter, Paul speaks of God “[choosing] us in 

Christ before the foundation of the world.” (Ephesians 1:4) To use a more 

theological word, Paul is talking here about “election”—a word that has taken 

on so much negative baggage that it’s hardly ever used any more.  But in 

Scripture God’s election—God’s choosing people—is never for privilege but for 

service.  Throughout history God has chosen to work through some for the sake 

of all. He chose Abraham and Sarah that through their family all the families of 

the earth might be blessed.  He chose the people of Israel to be a light to all the 

nations.  He has chosen the church to declare the glorious good news of his 

reign of redemption and justice and wholeness for all creation. 

A third, and for this sermon, final thing is that by acknowledging Christ as 

our King, we are recognizing an authority that transcends all human authority. 
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That means recognizing something that goes deeper than loyalty to clan, or 

tribe, or nation or even family.  Christ’s Lordship gives us a standard by which to 

measure the claims that everyone and everything else make on our lives.  He 

gives us a standard by which to measure the rightness of human laws and 

actions.  His way of exercising power gives us a standard by which to measure 

the way all people should exercise power.  He gives us a standard for using 

whatever little power and authority we have been given in our own spheres of 

influence. 

Finally, in the passage Paul speaks of the hope that comes from 

understanding what God has done through Christ. It is a hope that calls us 

forward to let Jesus do his transforming work in our lives. It’s a hope that keeps us 

going in doing his work in this world.  It’s a hope that stirs our hearts and 

imaginations to believe that a time is coming when all people will experience 

the fullness of Christ’s reign—set free from the power of sin and death—

empowered to live and flourish in a world of abundance and justice as love—

rejoicing together in Christ our King.   
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