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Learning Who You Are:

Sealed by the Spirit
A Study of Ephesians 1:13-14
Characteristic of Completeness:  Trinity
Big Idea:  God’s seal on you says, “No matter what.”
Related Scriptures:  1 Corinthians 15:1-4; John 6:47; 2 Timothy 2:19;

Luke 24:49; Galatians 3:13-14; 1 John 2:25; John 6:27;


2 Corinthians 1:21-22; 2 Corinthians 5:5; Ephesians 4:30;


Romans 8:23
Introduction:

A.
God often gives us earthly pictures of spiritual realities.  One such earthly picture is the parent-child relationship in a family.  A parent-child relationship on earth can tell us a lot about our relationship with our Father in heaven.
Let me give you an example.  In an earthly parent-child relationship, the communication of unconditional love to the child is vital to the well-being of the child.  In the same way, the communication of unconditional love from our heavenly Father is vital to our well-being as children of God.
Dr.  Ross Campbell, a professor and pediatric psychiatrist, explains the earthly parent-child relationship this way.  He  says,
The foundation of a solid relationship with a child is unconditional love.   Only that type of love relationship can assure a child’s growth to his full and total potential. . . .

 Unconditional love is loving a child no matter what.   No matter what the child looks like.  No matter what his assets, liabilities, handicaps.  No matter what we expect him to be and most difficult, no matter how he acts.   This does not mean, of course, that we always like his behavior.  Unconditional love means we love the child even when at times we may detest his behavior.
 If I love [my children] only when they please me, and convey my love [to] them only during those times, they will not feel genuinely loved.   This in turn will make them insecure, damage their self-image, and actually prevent them from moving on to better self-control and more mature behavior. . . .

 If I love them only when they meet my requirements or expectations, they will feel incompetent.   They will believe it is fruitless to do their best because it is never enough.   Insecurity, anxiety, and low self-esteem will plague them.  They will be constant hindrances in their emotional and behavioral growth.

It is  quite clear that, in an earthly parent-child relationship, the communication of unconditional love to the child is vital to the well-being of the child.  In the same way, the communication of unconditional love from our heavenly Father is vital to us as children of God.  If unconditional love is not being communicated, we who are children of God can experience insecurity, low self-esteem, lack of self control, immaturity, anxiety, and hopelessness.
B.
This raises a very important question:  How can we as children of God experience such emotional insecurity and dysfunction when our heavenly Father is the perfect parent?  Most Christians would say that God does love us unconditionally and the Bible affirms it.  If that is true, then why don’t we Christians always feel that way?  How come we can, at times, still feel so insecure and so depressed and so anxious and so hopeless as children of God?  What’s wrong?  Why am I having such a hard time growing up to be a healthy child of God?
C.
Well, communication of unconditional love is a two-way street.  God’s transmission of unconditional love toward us is perfect.  It’s our reception that’s the problem.  God demonstrates His unconditional love for us clearly.  It’s our reception of it that can be unclear.  And when our reception of God’s unconditional love gets garbled, we can get terribly insecure.
D.
What is it that garbles our reception of God’s unconditional love?  Ironically, our own earthly family experiences can hinder our relationship with God.  We grow up and learn about ourselves from earthly parents who don’t always love us unconditionally.  To the extent that we have not experienced unconditional love from our earthly father or mother, it can be very hard to think of it coming from our heavenly Father.
The worst earthly parent-child relationships can distort and obscure our view of love.  The best earthly parent-child relationships can give us a taste of what perfect, unconditional love is like, and in that way can point us to our heavenly Father.  But God alone demonstrates perfect, unconditional love.
So, to understand God’s unconditional love for us, we must somehow rise above our earthly familial relationships and focus on our heavenly Father as He has revealed Himself to be.  It sounds simple, but it’s not always easy.  Our heavenly Father knows this.  So He goes out of His way to demonstrate His extraordinary, unconditional love.  My seminary professor,  Norm Wakefield, says “Our heavenly Father’s strategy to transform our lives is to take us out of our biological family of origin and place us into the spiritual family of faith.”

E.
Today we’re going to study one very important but widely overlooked way in which God demonstrates His love toward us in the spiritual family of faith.  When we become children of God through faith in Jesus, God  seals us with the Holy Spirit.  That’s what is says in Ephesians 1:13-14 which is our text for today.  It  says,
NKJ Ephesians 1:13 In Him you also trusted, after you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation; in whom also, having believed, you were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise,  14 who is the guarantee of our inheritance until the redemption of the purchased possession, to the praise of His glory.

God has sealed us with the Holy Spirit.  Because this sealing is a spiritual blessing associated with the Holy Spirit, and because the Holy Spirit is the third person of the Trinity, our  characteristic of completeness today is the Trinity.  We are going to learn more about the ministry of the Holy Spirit in sealing us.  Specifically, here’s the big idea I want to talk about  today:  God’s seal on you says, “No matter what.”  God’s seal on you communicates the unconditional nature of His love for you.  God’s seal on you tells you that His love for you and His adoption of you can never be diminished or undone.
From our text, I want to show you  three ways in which God’s seal on you says, “No matter what.”
I.
First, God’s seal on you is  unmistakable.  It’s very simple to determine if you are sealed.  No matter how confused you might get, no matter how mixed up life might be—no matter what—God’s seal on you is clearly identifiable.  You can always know whether or not you are sealed.  You can always hang on to the assurance that you are sealed.  How so?  Verse  13 says,
NKJ Ephesians 1:13 In Him you also trusted, after you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation; in whom also, having believed, you were sealed . . .
A.
The  “you” in this verse refers to all believers at Ephesus.  They are all described here as  “in Him.”  That is, they are in Christ.  They’re true Christians.  They’re true children of God.  They’re saved from the penalty of their sin.  They’re going to heaven.
And, we have every reason to conclude that Paul’s statements are applicable not just to the Christians at Ephesus, but to all Christians.
  There is no evidence that he is singling out some subset of believers.  Therefore, we must conclude that all believers are sealed.  If you’re a Christian, you’re sealed.
B.
The conditions leading up to being sealed are unmistakable:

1.
First they,  “heard the word of truth.”  That is, they heard an explanation of the truth about how a person is saved from the penalty of sin.  That there is truth indicates that there must also be falsehood concerning salvation and the things of God.  This contradicts the relativistic idea that all roads lead to God or that truth is subjectively defined.  They heard the truth.
And it was not just any truth.  Paul says it was the truth about,  “the gospel of your salvation.”  “Gospel” means good news.  And, in this case, “salvation” refers to justification before God; that is, salvation from the penalty of sin, including hell.  Paul further explains this gospel of salvation—the gospel they must have heard—in  1 Corinthians 15:1-4, saying,
NKJ 1 Corinthians 15:1 Moreover, brethren, I declare to you the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received and in which you stand, 2 by which also you are saved . . . 3 For I delivered to you first of all that which I also received: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures,

The gospel of salvation that the Ephesians heard is that Christ died for our sins and rose again to save us from our sins.  By His death and resurrection for our sins, Jesus Christ alone promises eternal life to all who will simply believe Him for it.

2.
After first hearing the word of truth, the gospel of our salvation,  second, they “believed.”  They believed in Jesus for eternal life.  This believing is the only requirement Jesus gives for receiving eternal life.  In  John 6:47, Jesus says,
NKJ John 6:47 “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me has everlasting life.”
3.
After first hearing the word of truth, the gospel of our salvation, and then having believed, finally  they were “sealed.”  There is no evidence of intervening factors between believing and sealing.  The sealing happens immediately upon believing.
  There are no commands in Scripture for believers to be sealed with the Spirit because it happens automatically; no commands are needed.
C.
So, how do you know for sure that you’ve been sealed?  Here’s how you know.  If you have believed in Jesus for eternal life, you are sealed.  If you have not believed in Jesus for eternal life, you are not sealed.  It’s that simple.
I chose my words very carefully because there is some confusion about the biblical idea of believing in Jesus.  One Bible scholar addresses the confusion, saying,
I realize that many people think that nearly everyone believes in Jesus.  What they fail to understand is that biblical faith in Jesus is not faith that He existed, nor faith in His deity, nor even faith that He died for our sins and rose again.  In the Bible, to believe in Jesus is to be convinced that He who died and rose again guarantees eternal life to all who simply believe in Him.  This, most people definitely do not believe.

So, if you have believed in Jesus for eternal life, you are sealed, no matter what.  It’s unmistakable.
1.
But what if you’re a believer, and you’re still struggling with the same old sins?  Having believed, you are sealed no matter what.  This is such good news because if being sealed depends on something else like turning from all our sins, then we can never be sure whether or not we’re sealed because we’ll always be left with at least two unanswerable questions:  From how many sins must I turn and for how long must I stay turned in order to be sealed?  Paul presents no such conditions.  To believe is to be sealed.  Period.
2.
But what if you’re a believer, and you’re backslidden and not fully committed to following Jesus in every area of your life?  Having believed, you are sealed no matter what.  This is such good news because if being sealed depends on something else like our commitment, then we can never be sure whether or not we’re sealed because we’ll always be left with at least two unanswerable questions:  How much must I be committed and for how long must I stay at that level of commitment in order to be sealed?  Paul presents no such conditions.  To believe is to be sealed.  Period.
God’s seal on you is unmistakable.  It is based on who you believe, not how you behave.  If you have believed in Jesus for eternal life you’re sealed.  And God’s seal on you says, “No matter what—I will love you as my child no matter what.”
II.
God’s seal on you is not only unmistakable, it  is also unbreakable.  That is to say it is indelible.  It is irreversible.  It is indestructible.  It is guaranteed by God’s promise, not our performance.  In the  last part of Verse 13 and the first part of Verse 14, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 1:13 . . . you were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise, 14 who is the guarantee of our inheritance until the redemption of the purchased possession . . .
A.
What exactly does it mean to be,  “sealed?”
1.
A seal is a mark denoting ownership that carries with it the protection of the owner.
  One Bible scholar explains it this way:
Sealing with the Holy Spirit certifies God’s ownership and protection of His people.  It happens at conversion . . . As a result of this action . . . the salvation of believers is secured.  Since believers are God’s inviolable property, he will protect them.  As a result, believers can enjoy complete security in their relationship with Him.

That God’s seal denotes God ownership and security is shown in  2 Timothy 2:19, where Paul says,
NKJ 2 Timothy 2:19 Nevertheless the solid foundation of God stands, having this seal: “The Lord knows those who are His,” . . .
2.
Historically, seals were commonly used long before Paul wrote his letter to the Ephesians.
a.
Some very ancient seals were rolls or cylinders.  They were like rolling pins with designs carved into the cylinder so that when they were rolled over something like clay, an impression or seal was left.
  Later, stamp seals or scarabs became more prevalent.  The stamps were very similar to the modern stamp used to put the wax seal on the bookmark you received this morning.  A typical Jewish seal in Palestine was a round or oval stamp, often with a double line.  Above line was the name of the owner, and below was the name of the owner’s father.

b.
A seal was placed on a document or piece of property and the one who sealed it became responsible for the object upon which the seal was imposed.
  “The seal belonged to its owner alone; no one else had the right to it.”
  So, in putting a seal on something, the owner was saying, “This is mine, no matter what.  I’m responsible for it.  I’m protecting it.”
Similarly, when God puts His seal on you, He says, “You are mine, no matter what.”

c.
A seal signifying a person’s ownership by some deity was not unheard of in Paul’s day.  Some people showed themselves to be the possession of their gods by the imprint of a seal.
  The difference in the God of the Bible, according to our text, is that our Father is the initiator.  He puts His seal on us; we do not put His seal on ourselves.  So our assurance is in what He’s done, not in what we’ve done.
B.
According to our text, we are sealed  “with the Holy Spirit of promise.”

1.
This identifies the Holy Spirit as the agent or means or instrument of sealing.
  On Bible scholar has said, “It is the very presence of the Holy Spirit in the believer which constitutes the seal.”

2.
The term, “of promise” probably refers to the Holy Spirit being the one promised by Jesus to come after His departure from the earth.

a.
A promise is a, “declaration to do something with [the] implication of [an] obligation to carry out what is stated.”

b.
Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit would come to indwell believers.  In  Luke 24:49, shortly before Jesus departed, He said to his followers,
NKJ Luke 24:49 “Behold, I send the Promise of My Father upon you; but tarry in the city of Jerusalem until you are endued with power from on high.”
Galatians  3:13-14 says,

NKJ Galatians 3:13 Christ has redeemed us . . . 14 . . . that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith.
c.
This promise of the Spirit is theologically linked with the promise of eternal life.  In  1 John 2:25, it says,
NKJ 1 John 2:25 And this is the promise that He has promised us—eternal life.

So, in being sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise, God is saying, “I will keep by promise.  The Spirit will remain within you.  You will remain sealed.  And thus, you will remain the object of my unconditional love and acceptance forever, no matter what.”

C.
Our text describes the Holy Spirit as the One,  “who is the guarantee of our inheritance.”

1.
Our inheritance refers to our salvation from hell,
 and, at the same time, our acceptance into the family of God and heaven.

2.
The word, “guarantee” is very important and carefully chosen.  The Greek word Paul uses—ar-ah-BONE—is a legal and commercial term.  Here’s a definition of word:  It’s “a payment of part of a purchase price in advance [as a] first installment, deposit, down payment, [or] pledge [that] obligates the contracting party to make further payments.”

This is very significant.  It means that God has bound Himself to keep us and love us as His children no matter what.  One Bible scholar explains it this way:

God, so to speak, has legally bound Himself to our eternal security.  The choice of the legal term (arrabon, “earnest”) implies that God has legally and morally obligated Himself to bring His children to heaven. . . . If one person who was born again in Christ ever fails to enter into heaven when he dies, then God has broken His pledge. . . . No human conditions are mentioned.  This, like other aspects of security, is a work of God and depends on Him alone.

3.
A corroborating perspective on the absolutely unbreakable nature of this guarantee is presented by Jesus when He says in  John 6:27,
NKJ John 6:27 “Do not labor for the food which perishes, but for the food which endures to everlasting life, which the Son of Man will give you, because God the Father has set His seal on Him.”
This says that God the Father has set His seal on Jesus as a mark of ownership and love.  Do you think that there is any possibility whatsoever that God the Father might disown His Son, Jesus, having set His seal on Him?  Not a chance.  In the same way, God’s seal on us is unbreakable because we believers are in Christ.
4.
In  2 Corinthians 1:21, Paul says,
NKJ 2 Corinthians 1:21 Now He who establishes us with you in Christ and has anointed us is God, 22 who also has sealed us and given us the Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee.
Later, in  2 Corinthians 5:5, Paul says again,

NKJ 2 Corinthians 5:5 Now He who has prepared us for this very thing is God, who also has given us the Spirit as a guarantee.

Having been sealed, our status as children of God, fully loved and accepted by Him, is absolutely, positively guaranteed, no matter what.  God’s seal on you says, “No matter what.”
D.
Our text also says that we are sealed,  “until the redemption of the purchased possession.”

1.
“Redemption” is a multifaceted concept.  
a.
Last Sunday, we looked at one aspect of redemption that is mentioned back in Verse 7.  That is, we as believers are freed from the penalty of sin.  That’s a part of redemption that we have already experienced.
b.
But a different aspect of “redemption” is in view here in Verse 14.
  Redemption also includes the reality that we will one day in the future be freed from the very presence of sin in the life to come.  That’s what Paul is talking about here.  He also speaks of this aspect of redemption later in  Ephesians 4:30, where he says,
NKJ Ephesians 4:30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.

One theologian explains, “Sealing guarantees that we shall receive all that God has promised us, some of which awaits our future redemption.”

As believers, we long for the day when our redemption will be fully realized.  And it will surely come, no matter what.  Romans  8:23 says,
NKJ Romans 8:23 Not only that, but we also who have the firstfruits [that is, the first portion or downpayment] of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, eagerly waiting for the adoption, the redemption of our body.

2.
“The purchased possession” to which Paul refers in our text is us.  It’s all who have believed in Jesus for eternal life.  We are children who have become God’s own possession.
  Our adoption was purchased by the blood of Jesus.  And God will never disown us.  He will never forsake us.  He will never abandon us.  He will never become disillusioned with us.  He will never regret us.  He will never stop loving us.  God’s seal on you says, “No matter what.”
E.
 No matter what?  Really?
1.
Well, what if you’re a believer and you do something absolutely awful?  Well, what’s the worst thing you can think of?  How about murder?  Moses did that.  How about voyeurism and rape?  David did that.  How about incest?  A believer in the Corinthian church did that.  How about fanatical religious terrorism?  Paul did that when he terrorized Christians earlier in his life.  We’re going to see all these kinds of people in heaven, by God’s grace, because God’s seal is unbreakable.
2.
Well, what if you have doubts?  John the Baptist had doubts.  On one occasion, upon seeing Jesus, John says . . .

NKJ John 1:29 . . . “Behold! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”
Later, John begins to have some doubts and asks Jesus . . .

NKJ Luke 7:19 . . . “Are You the Coming One, or do we look for another?”
In spite of his doubts, I think we’re going to see John in heaven, by God’s grace, because God’s seal is unbreakable.
3.
Well, what if you were once a believer and then completely turn your back on God and even deny His very existence?  What then?  What if you completely renounce your faith?  Surely the seal must be broken in this case, or at least this must prove that the seal was never there to begin with—right?

Consider the case of  Jay Budziszewski (pronounced boo-jee-SHEF-ski).  In his youth, he believed in Jesus for eternal life and describes himself as being “well-instructed” in the grounds of faith.
  He  explains,

My birth family was Baptist; in fact my maternal grandfather was one of the first Polish Baptist ministers in the United States.  He pastored a Polish-speaking congregation.

 I was a convinced Protestant.  At the age of 10, I “walked the aisle,” presented myself for Baptism, and vowed to follow Christ.

Later in life, he threw it all away.  He  says, “In college, I abandoned my faith utterly; first faith in Christ, then belief in God, then belief in a real right and wrong.”
  He deserted his Christian faith and became an atheist.
Budziszewski attended Yale University where he received his Ph.D.  He is currently Professor of Philosophy and Government at the University of Texas at Austin.
  He reflects on candidating for a faculty position there,  saying, “When I told the faculty of the University of Texas that there is no rationally knowable difference between good and evil and that we aren’t responsible for our deeds anyway, they gave me a job teaching the young.”

Let me ask you a question.  If Jay Budziszewski truly believed in Jesus for eternal life at the age of 10, is he still sealed as an atheist?  Is he still sealed against his own will, having rejected Christ?

If God’s seal is unconditionally unbreakable, he must be sealed.  The thought of it is shocking:  An atheist going to heaven.
It turns out that Jay Budziszewski eventually  returned to his faith in Jesus, and is now an outspoken believer.  He’s a contributor to one of the best books I’ve ever read on defending the Christian faith, writing a chapter titled, “Why I Am Not an Atheist.”  In it he describes his time as an atheist as “self-deception”
 and a “bluff.”
  He  says, “Not many people disbelieve God and then begin to sin; most atheists adopt some favorite sin and then find reasons to disbelieve God.”
  So he points back to the age of 10 as the time when he truly believed in Jesus for eternal life.  He wasn’t saved out of or after his atheism; he was saved before and through it.
Because he has returned to his faith, we might feel more comfortable about Budziszewski going to heaven, but what if he died as an atheist; would he still go?  The unbreakable nature of God’s seal says, “Yes, no matter what.”
The truth of this resonates in earthly parent-child relationships.  How many teenage children rebel and reject their parents and perhaps even run away from home?  Are these legitimate grounds for disowning the child?  No.  The godly parent says, “I will love you as my child, no matter what.”
III.
God’s seal on you is not only unmistakable and unbreakable,  it’s also unstoppable.  That is, it will surely motivate us to praise Him for His grace, not take Him for granted.  The conclusion of our text points to a purpose for God sealing us.  It  is . . .
NKJ Ephesians 1:14 . . . to the praise of His glory.

God’s design is that His grace in sealing us will elicit praise.  To be sure, we can and do take God for granted in this life, but not because of His grace; it’s because of our sin, and our misunderstanding of His grace.  God’s free grace is designed to evoke praise, not stifle it.
This is an important point because some people are uncomfortable with the idea that we can have absolute assurance that God’s seal on us is unmistakable and unbreakable, and that we receive it when we simply believe in Jesus for eternal life.  Such simplicity and security may cause people to take God for granted, they say.  Making things so simple and secure can promote ungodliness and destroy the motivation to live for God, they say.  Maybe it’s better to live with a little threat and uncertainty so we’ll be sure to behave, they say.

The struggle is reflected in the comments I recently read from a new believer who doesn’t go to Moon Valley.  He says,

I struggle with accepting the “you're in” guarantee because my weak fleshly self tends to use it as a get-out-of-jail-free card when I sin.  The Devil is persuasive when I hear him say, more loudly than the Spirit, “Go ahead and do what you want, you're ‘in’ and heaven will be so great who cares if you lose some rewards.”  I hate to admit to hearing such thoughts, but I do. . . . Maybe if I was more afraid of losing my salvation I'd live closer to a Christ-like life.
  

I can sympathize with this way of thinking; I’ve struggled with it myself.  Satan does try to deceive us.  But I think Satan’s greatest temptation is not so much to get us to sin, but to distort our view of our heavenly Father.  If he can get us confused about what our heavenly Father is like, the sin and dysfunction will follow.

I believe Satan would like to get us to believe that our Father might just disown us.  And if He might just disown us, maybe it’s because He doesn’t really love us unconditionally after all.  And if we begin believe that God doesn’t love us unconditionally, it brings us right back to the things we see in children who do not experience unconditional love:  insecurity, low self-esteem, lack of self control, immaturity, anxiety, and hopelessness.  You see, distorted threats to our salvation do not ultimately motivate us to behave; they motivate us to run and hide from intimacy with God and others in the family of God.  In all this, Satan says, “Maybe you’re a reject.”
But that’s not what Paul says.  And that’s not what our Father says.  His seal on you says, “No matter what.  I will love you as my child, no matter what.”  And for that we will surely praise Him!
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