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EPHESIANS 1:3-4 AND THE NATURE OF ELECTION
Leslie Jam es Craw ford *
Ephesians 1:3-4 highlights the very important doctrine of election, but the
passage is not without interpretive challenges that relate to that doctrine. An
examination of individual words and phrases within the section reflects whether it
supp orts the teaching of corporate or individual election. The two verses are part
of a doxology that occupies 1:3-14 and emphasizes God’s activity in benefiting His
people. Various words and phrases within the doxology that contribute toward a
correct understanding of election are “H e cho se,” “ He predestined ,” “us,” “in
Christ,” “holy,” “b lameless,” “with every spiritual blessing,” and “in the heav enly
places.” An examination of those leads to the conclusion that God in eternity past
selected certain individuals to receive a comprehensive spiritual package that
includes justification and adoption. The two verses rule out the position of
corporate election and support an individual, unconditional view of election.
*****
The subject of election ha s been a controversial one in the history of the
church.1 Two opposing viewpoints have traditionally dominated the debate:
unconditional, individual election (norm ally associated with a Calvinistic theology)
and conditional individual election (normally associated w ith an Arm inian theology).
This scen ario is changing and a third view is becom ing increasingly popular.
The last four decades have brought an increasing number of books that
advocate a corporate view on the subject of election.2 The view first denies
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Professor Cra wf ord is Acade mic Dean of the Ad elaide College of M inistries, Adelaide, Australia.
Th is a rt ic le pr es en ts th e p ri nc ip al su b st an ce of hi s M . D iv . t he si s, “ A n Investigation of the Nature of
Ele ctio n in Lig ht o f E ph esia ns 1 :3-4 ,” ac cep ted at T he M aste r’s S em ina ry in the spr ing of 1 99 3.
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For good summaries of the controversy’s history see The Sovereignty of Grace (Grand R apids:
Bak er, 1979) by A. C. Custance (3-77) and Predestination, Grace and Fre e W ill (W estm inster: Newman,
196 4) by D om M . John F arrelly (71-1 38).
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J. A. T. Ro binso n’s bo ok , The Body (Londo n: SCM , 1952), led the way, follow ed by E . Best’s One
Body in C hrist (Lon don : SPC K, 19 55). Ro bert S han k po pula rized this emphasis in Elect in the Son : A
Study in the Doctrine of Election (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1989), originally released in 1970,
followed by God’s Strategy in Human H istory (Minne apolis: Bethany House, 1984) by R. Forster and
V . Paul Ma rston, and more recently W illiam W . Klein’s The New Chosen Peop le: A Corporate View of
Election (Gran d R apids: Z ond ervan , 1990 ).
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individual election to salvation and then teaches that all instances w here individu als
are chosen in Scripture are appointments to service. A Christian is only elect by
virtue of Christ’s election, not on account of a pretemporal choice by God out of the
mass of fallen humanity. It is at the point of conversion, i.e., a believer’s incorporation into the church, that election could be said to apply to any individu al.
Though the topic of elec tion is controversial in theological debate, it is
crucial to a theo logical unde rstanding of salvation. On e cannot div orce an
understanding of election from a correct view of God since God is the agent who
does the choosing. Likewise, it is impossible to separate an understanding of
election from o ne’s view of man since he is the object being cho sen. God and man
are defined in part by the definition given to election, which makes this subject of
prime importance.
A proper comprehension of election is also critical to evangelism,3 which
is a primary task of the church. One’s view of election defines the natures of
preaching and conversion, and so again the importance of a correct understanding
cannot be overstated. In addition, the issue of eternal security has its roots in the
ground of election and the relative parts played by G od an d ma n in it. All of these
combined demand a true biblical comprehension of the elements of election.
Proponents of the corporate understanding of election use Eph 1:3-4 to
supp ort their position. The following discussion explores the nature of election in
Eph 1:3-4 by analyzing the exegetical data of the passage in its context and paying
special attention to key terms related to election, so that a clear picture of Pau l’s
understanding of election may result. A determination of whether either the
corporate or the individual position can be sustained biblically will then be possible.
AN EX EG ET ICA L A NA LY SIS O F EP HE SIANS 1 :3-4
Context of the Passage
Ephesians gives no clear indication of any special circumstances that
prompted Paul to write the epistle. This is unlike its companion ep istle Colossians.
Therefore the subject matter in Ephesians incorporates a bigger picture than one
local church’s needs. 4 The central theme of the epistle is “G od’s o verall design for
his Church and fo r his world,” 5 a them e that Paul powerfully introduces in the
opening doxolog y within w hich these verses occu r.
The immediate context of the passage is a unified sequence of thought

3
For a disc ussio n of the relatio nsh ip of evangelism to election, see J. I. Packer’s fourth chapter
entitled, “Divine Sovereignty and Evangelism,” in Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God (Chicago:
InterVa rsity, 1966 ).
4

5

Hen ry Alford, The Greek Testament, revised by Everett F. Harrison (Chicago: Moody, 1968) 19.

A . Skeving ton W ood, “Ep hesians,” in Vol. 11 of The Expositor’s Bible C omm entary, ed. Frank
E. Gaebelein (vol. 11; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978) 17.
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expressed in one sentence spanning verses three through fourteen of chapter one.6
The opening word, “Blessed” (+Û8@(0J`H, Eulog tos), declares the focus of this
section. Paul affirms that Go d is blessed, an iden tification of God’s intrinsic
character, 7 and then he elaborates on ho w G od expressed this blessed ness tow ard
hum anity in salvation.8 God is the active agent throughout the doxology and the
benefactors of His activity are people.
It is God “who has blessed” (verse 3), chosen (verse 4), “predestined ,”
“freely bestowed” (verse 5), lavished rede mption an d forgiveness (verses 7-8),
“made known” and “purposed” (verse 9), given an inheritance, working everything
according to His will (verse 11), sealed (verse 13), and given the Holy Spirit (verse
14). 9 Therefore, it will be H is glory that is praised (vv. 6, 12 and 14).
Only two times in the entire doxology does Paul clearly refer to a nec essary
human activity.10 In verse thirteen , he declares the two pre-co nditions of the Holy
Spirit’s sealing: hearing and believing, both of which are also dependent on divine
activity.11 God must send the preacher (Rom 10:15), and supply the spiritual power
for the messag e to accom plish its task (1 Cor 2:1-5; Eph 2:8). Therefore, even when
the sinner is active, so must God be also. Thus the entire context emphasizes
strongly the primacy of God’s role in salvation.
The repeated em phasis on the con trolling fac tor of G od’s actions, His
purposeful will (1:5, 9, 11), reinforces that primacy. Paul emphasizes the freedom
of God to act solely according to H is volition, independent of all external factors.12
God ’s will has purpose, but that pu rpose is not to be fou nd outside Him self. He is
sove reignly indep endent in all His actions.13 The passage has a corresponding

6
A . T. R ob erts on , A Gramm ar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical R esearch
(Nashville: Broadman, 1934) 432-33.
7
T. K . Ab bo tt, A Critical and Exegetical Comm entary on the Epistles to the Ephesians and to the
Colossians (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1956) 3.
8
Co nsid erab le debate exists as to w hat, if a ny, v erb s hou ld be supplied with +Û8@(0J`H here. Four
pos sibilities are: supply ¦FJ\, “is,” wh ich ma ke s th e sta tem en t an affi rma tion ; or, §FJT, “be,” which
ma ke s it an ex ho rtatio n; o r, ,Ç0, “m ay . . . be,” which expresses a desire, wish; or, no verb, which then

makes it an exclamation. The ana logy of these verbals and the consistent use of the indicative mood
sug ges ts the f irst op tion is bes t.
9
Steve Delamarter, “Biblical Studies on the Doctrine of Election” (Research P aper, W estern
Evangelical Seminary, 1978) 9.
10
Po ssibly “holy and blameless” in verse four has reference to human activity, but it is pref erab le
to view these term s as a de scription of the believ er’s p ositio n, no t prac tice. Se e the discu ssion later in
this article on pp. 86-88.
11

To realize that this human activ ity is tha t of u nsa ved sinn ers, no t alread y sav ed s aints, is imp ortan t.
God’s salvific activity is directed to unbelievers who will become believers, but are not yet so.
12

Heinrich Au gu st W ilhe lm M eye r, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Epistle to the
Ephesians (reprint; Winona Lake, Ind.: Alpha Publications, 1979) 316.
13

John Ea die , Comm entary on the Epistle to the Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1977) 34-35.
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emphasis on grace in the first expression of God’s u ltimate purpose, “to the praise
of the glory of His grace” (1:6) and in the description of His riches which have been
lavished on believers (1:7). Grace, by definition, points to the unworthiness of the
recipient and the gen erosity of the giver, 14 which elevates the actions of the one
dispensing it.
Paul could not have more powerfully highlighted the supreme position of
God in salvation, than in 1:3-4 which introduces this emphasis.
Key Expressions in the Context
Having an accurate understanding of the meaning of “He chose”
(¦>,8X>"J@, exelexato), the subsequent parallel concept, “predestined” (BD@@D\F"H,
proorisas), the referent, “us” (º:H, h mas), and the oft repeated “in Ch rist”
formula is critical. Added to these is the correct understanding of the concepts of
holiness and blamelessness that Paul refers to here.
The Meaning of “He chose” ( ¦>,8X>"J@, exelexato)
Exelexato is part of the word group , which has the basic sense of “to
gather” and by extension “to say, sp eak.” 15 The common G reek sense of ¦68X(@:"4
(midd le voice, eklegomai) is “to choose, to pick ou t,” 16 and it may refer to a thing
(Luke 10:42; 14:7), but primarily alludes to people in the NT , as it does here.17 It
often designates an appointment to a position of service, such as the twelve disciples
(Luke 6:13; cf. Mark 3:1 3-14). Jesus Christ is designated the Elect On e (Luke 9:35),
and the ch urch as H is chosen p eople (1 Pe t 1:1; 2:9).
The middle voice suggests the action of the verb bears some additional
relationship to the subject rendering it. 18 Westcott states that whenever eklegomai
is used in the NT, the middle voice emphasizes “the relation of the person chosen to
the special purpose of him w ho ch oose s.” 19 The emphasis is on the subject, His
activity and aim. God has made a specific choice, which is directed by His own

14

R. C . Tre nc h, Synonyms of the New Testament (reprint; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989) 181-84.

15

A. D eb run ne r, “ 8X(T 6. J. 8.,” T D N T, 4:71-73.

16

Joseph H. Thayer, A G reek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (reprint; Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1974) 196.
17

BAG D, 242.

18

H . E. D a n a a n d J u li us R . M an tey, A M anu al G ram ma r of th e G reek Ne w T estam ent (New York:
MacM illan, 1957) 156-58
19
Brooke Fo ss W estc ott, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians (reprin t; M inne apo lis: Klock &
Klock, 1978) 8 . See also Joh n F . M acA rthu r, Ephesians, The M acA rthur N ew T estame nt Co mm entary
(Chicago: Moody, 1986) 11.
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purpose.20
The point of difficulty is the nature of God’s choice. Does it include the
sense of choosing out of a group, thus excluding a portion of them, or not? Are the
objec ts of His choice individ uals, groups, or solely Ch rist? M eyer catego rically
states,
Entirely without reason Hoffmann, Schriftbeweis, I. p. 223, denies that ¦68X(,F2"4 here
has reference to others not chosen, and asserts that it applies only to that which we, in the
absence of election should not have become. This is according to the very notion of the
word quite impossible. z+68X(,F2"4 always has, and must of logical necessity have,
a reference to others, to whom the chosen would, without the ¦68@(Z, still belong.21
Log ic must have the support of exegesis, and the biblica l usage certainly supports
Meyer’s logic.
The He brew equivalent is 9%"
H I (b~ har, “he chooses”), 22 and its OT usage
supp orts the idea of a choice out of many. 23 The choice of Israel involved the bypassing of other nations (Deut. 7:6; 14:2) and even within the nation, the tribe of
Judah was ch osen and Ephraim rejected (Ps 7 8:67-68). 24 Such was also true of
individuals, such as David who was chosen from among his brothers (1 Samuel 16;
cf. Ps 78:70).
The NT usage con tinues this sense (Luke 6:13; John 15:19; Acts 1:24;
15:7), where some w ere chosen and o thers w ere no t.25 Abbott ob jects that instances
occur where the idea of choice from among others is missin g, but he can only cite
the example of Christ. 26 It would be unwise to use the election of Christ as a standard in defining the meaning of the word, since He is unique in every respect and
certainly to be distinguished from fallen humanity in the matter of election.
Lenski sugg ests that the compound form itself through the prefix ¦6 (ek)

20
The aorist tense developed a large variety of uses, but its original use was to express punctiliar
action. It cam e to b e ap plied to durative actions and so became the common method of expressing
inde finite action, allowing the context to define it more exactly (Robertso n, Grammar 830 -31). It
com mo nly expresses the fact of an action without regard to its duration or temporal significance (Dana
and M an tey, Manual Gramm ar 193 -95 ). Th e refe renc e to “before the foundation of the world” (Eph 1:3)
in the con text h ere d ema nds a sing le act o f elec tion in etern ity pa st.
21

M eye r, Ephesians 313.

For extensive treatment of the Hebrew term 9%
H"
I , see Ho rst S eeb ass , “ 9%
H"
I ,” TDOT,2:73-87; John
N . Os wa lt, “ 9%
H"
I ,” T W O T, 1:1 00 -10 1; G . Qu ell, “ ¦8X(@:"4, Election in the Old Testament,” T D N T,
4:145-71.
22

23

Ea die , Ephesians 18.

24

Although not stated directly, this implies the rejection of the other tribes also.

25

S. D. F. Salmond, “The Epistle to the Ephesians,” in The Expositor’s Greek Testament, W .
Robertson Nicoll, ed. (reprint; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988) 3:248.
26

Ab bo tt, Ephesians 6.
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implies a choice out of a group.27 But others look to the aorist tense used here, as an
indication of immediate election at the point of calling, 28 or the im mediately
following phrase, “in H im,” as a qualification leading to a corporate understanding.29
The aorist tense, how ever, is qualified by the subsequent temporal statement which
fixes the activity of election in eternity past, before the creation of the material
universe.30 The “in Christ” formula will be examined later,31 but it does not demand
a corporate meaning to the exclusion of an individual one, thereby denying the
excluding of some in election.
The accumula tion of eviden ce is strong: (1) the literal meaning of the term;
(2) the logical inference from the term; (3) the OT usage of the Hebrew equiv alent,
b~ har; (4) the NT usage of the term; and (5) even the prefix ek contained in the term.
All these support the concept of choice out of a group to the exclusion of the remaining members of the group. Therefore, P aul, w riting under the direction of the H oly
Spirit, chooses to describe as the first expression of G od’s man ifold blessings, His
selection of certain people, to the exclusion of certain others. It remains to be shown
whether the objects of this particular activity are unbelievers or believers.32
The Meaning of “He predestined” (BD@@D\F"H [proorisas])
This verb proorisas is a “late and rare compound” that means “to define or
decide before hand,” 33 and the NT uses it of God’s eternal decrees.34 The prefix BD`
(pro) “expresses the fact that the decree is prior to the rea lization o f its object.” 35 It
does not mean before others, but before fulfillment, which is not strictly a time
referen t, but it is clear from the immediate contex t that this divine activity is before
creation also.36

27
R . C. H . Len ski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Galatians, to the Ephesians and
to the Philippians (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1961) 354.
28

Ab bo tt, Ephesians 6.

29

Sh an k, Elect in the Son 45-46.

O . Ho fius , “ 6"J"$V88T,” Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, Horst Balz and Gerh ard
Schneider, eds., Vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992) 255-56.
30

31

See pages 83-86 of this article.

32

See pages 82-83 of this article.

33

A . T. R ob erts on , Word Pictures in the New Testament (Grand Ra pids : Eerdmans, 1931) 4:517.
For examples of the use of ÒD\.T in late, secular Greek, see James Hope Moulton and George Milligan,
The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament (reprint; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985) 457.
Les lie C. Allen exam ines the OT backgrou nd of BD@@D\.T and sug gests an asso ciation wit h
Go d’s eternal decrees. He concludes that the decrees are in dee d an cien t, bein g be fore tim e itself (“The
Old Te stament Back ground of [ BD`] ÒD\.,4< in th e N ew Te stam en t,” NTS 17 [October 197 0]:104 -8).
34

35

Salmond, “Ephesians” 251.

36

M eye r, Ephesians 315.

Ephesians 1:3-4 and the Nature of Election

81

Here proorisas occurs as a participle qualifying the main verb,37 exelexato,
previously stated in verse four, and specifies the action of God in eternity whereby
He has fixed in advance the destiny of certain people.38 The Greek term LÊ@2,F\"<
(huiothesian),39 translated “adoption as sons,” desc ribes that destiny as G od’s taking
the elect into His family. 40 By this act, the elect receive the family name and
inheritance, as if they were natural sons. 41
In this context, considerable disagreement exists over the nature of the
participle. Is it causal, giving the reason for election,42 or temporal, indica ting
predestination is prior to election,43 or modal, expressing the form which election
took? 44 Although the participle may carry a causal sense,45 there is no real distinction
between exelexato and proorisas beyond that indicated by the prefixes ek and pro.
The first emphasizes the nature of the selection and the sec ond the certainty of it.46
Elsew here predestination is nev er distinguished from election with regard
to chronology47 or logical priority. God’s foreknowledge is the only concept given
any sequential priority (Rom 8:29; 1 Pet 1:2), 48 and despite the fact that the most
common use of the aorist participle is temporal sequence, indicating a prior action,

37
The participle also occurs in verse eleven in relationship to another main verb ¦680Df20:,<,
but there it explains the basis of ¦680Df20:,<. The believer’s relationship to God is not accidental or
incid enta l, but “founded on and resulting from the eternal foreordaining purp ose of G od H imself”
(Salmo nd, “E phes ians” 2 64).
38

Le nsk i, Ephesians 360-61.

39

Th is term also a ppe ars in Rom 8:13, 23; 9:4; Gal 4:5. Paul develops the concept of filial relations hip more fully in Gal 4:1-6, drawing on the Roman custom of ad optio n w here by it w as p ossib le to
adopt a ch il d w h o w a s n o t o n e’ s o w n son, often as a remed y for childlessness. This was a legal process,
requiring witnesses, which gave the adopted child the full rights of a natural son. It is never used of
Ch rist, for He alone is God’s Son by nature, and it emphasizes that a believer’s sonship is conferred by
div ine act ( Ed ua rd S ch we izer , “ LÊ@2,F\",” T D N T 8:399 ).
40

Ro be rtso n, Word P ictures 301-2.

41

Salmond, “Ephesians” 251-52.

42

Ab bo tt, Ephesians 8.

43

Charles J. E llico tt, A Critical and Grammatical Comm entary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the
Ephesians, with a Revised Translation (London: John W. Parker and Son, 1859) 7-8.
44

M eye r, Ephesians 315.

45

Da na an d M an tey, Manual Gramm ar 227.

46

Ea die , Ephesians 31.

47

Ellico tt, in his comm entary on Ep hesians (Ephesians 8), arg ues that Rom 8:29-30 provides a
sequence of divine salvific activities which places predestination prior to ele ction , but th is can only be
sustained if ¦6V8,F,< is another term for election, which it clearly is not. It refers to the historical
moment of th e ef fec tua l cal l of t he elec t sin ne r to s alv atio n (K . L. Schmidt, “ 6"8XT 6. J. 8.,” T D N T
3:487 -536 ).
48
M eyer, Ephesians 315. See Alfred Junior Martin’s article for a discussion of foreknowledge, “The
Sovereignty of Grace as Seen in Rom ans 8:28-30,” BSac 99 (October-December 1942):453-68.
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the evidence is against it here. A non-sequential understanding is not unusual since
aorist participles commonly express simultaneous action.49
The primary emphasis is contained in the main verb exelexato, and the
participle provides a fu rther aspect of its meaning. If a causal or tem poral sense is
adopted,50 the emphasis reverses and predestination becom es the p rimary thoug ht.
It is better to view God’s act of election as being expressed in the predestination of
the elect, so that the primacy of election remains without diminishing the importance
of predestination. Therefore the participle is modal and the two concep ts are
simultaneous acts of God, without temporal sequence.
The Meaning of “us” (º:H [h mas])
The simple pronoun h mas, easily translated “us,” expresses the object of
the divine activity in this context, but the exact meaning is harder to define. Most
comm entators agree that it refers to Christians in general in the early verses of this
section. 51 It is less clear whether G od viewed the objects of His election in their
saved or unsaved cond ition. Determining this is crucial for an understanding of the
nature of election.
The context contains no indication of any preconditions related to election
or predestination. The sealing of believers by the Holy Spirit has two prerequisites:
hearing and believing, but since these are activities in human history, occurring at
the point of conv ersion, they are not to be transferred into eternity past as conditions
of election.52 The purpose of election is expressed by ,É<"4 º:H (\@LH 6"Â
:f:@LH 6"J,<fB4@< "ÛJ@Ø (einai h mas hagious kai amÇ mous katenÇ pion
autou), “that we shou ld be holy an d blam eless before h im,” 53 which cannot be both
the goal and the ground of election. Only un believers need to be brou ght to this
state.54
It is therefo re app arent that Go d is dealing with humanity in its fallen
condition, which means the objects of election are unbelievers, who will become

49

Ro be rtso n, Grammar 860-61.

50

The one so acting is God and in light of His attribute of omniscie nce , kno win g all th ings , at all
times, all at the sam e time , it is con tradic tory to hav e seq uen ce o f time in His thought processes. See
Norman Geisler’s comme nts in his chap ter, “God Know s All Things,” in Pre des tinatio n & F ree W ill:
Four Views of Divine Sovereignty & Human Freedom, D avid and R anda ll Basing er, eds. (Do wn ers
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1986) 67.
51
Some of these are H enry A lford (9 ), Heinrich M eyer (311), John E adie (12), Brooke F oss
W estco tt, Saint Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians (reprint; Minneapolis: Klock & Klock, 1978) 6, and
Charles Ellicott (4) in their respective comme ntaries on Ephe sians. See also D onald Jayne ’s short
comments, “‘We’ and ‘You’ in Ephesians,” Exp Tim 85/5 (February 1974):151-52.
52

Pa ul K . Jew ett, Election & Predestination (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985) 73.

53

See pages 86-88 for a discussion of these terms. It will be argued that they signify full justification
and thus indic ate ele ction is pu rpo sed to sav e the elect.
54
C . Samuel S torm s, C hosen for Life: An Introductory Guide to the Doctrine of Divine Election
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987) 93-94.
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believers on account of their election. 55 Paul is referring to them as those in time,
who have already benefited from their election, but God views them prior to all that
His activity will produce.
The Meaning of the “in Christ” formu la ( ¦< OD4FJè, ¦< "ÛJè, ¦< ø [en Christ Ç-,
en autÇ-, en hÇ-])
The “in Christ” formula is one of Paul’s favorite phrases in this epistle,
occurring at least thirty-four times. 56 There are ten references in this section alone
(1:3-14) and two in this passage. The exact meaning is difficult to determine and
there is much diversity of opinion, but an accurate understanding of election and
predestination is imp ossible without it. 57
The preposition can express locality or instrum entality,58 and Allan suggests
the latter sense is predominant in Paul’s use o f it in Ephesians in connection with
Christ. 59 Robe rtson conside rs that en, when used with reference to people, expresses
the concept of m ystical union,60 and certainly the elec t must be in union w ith Him
to obtain the spiritual benefits associated with election. Meyer interprets the
preposition as having an inclusive sense, which narrows the source of all the divine
blessings to Christ and no other. 61 In addition, W edderbu rn, when discussing P aul’s
use of this phrase, includes a causative sense.62 It is necessary to understand the connection of the formula in this context before reaching a definitive understanding of
it.
Com mentators do no t agree upon the connection of this formu la in verse
3. Does it refer to h mas, and, if it does, in what sense?63 Or do es it refer only to
the activity of election without reference to h mas? 64 Or does it refer only to Christ
and specify Him as The Elect One?65 The latter two view s have major objections to

55
The plu ral form is not a designation of corporeality, but an identification of the numerous
indiv idua ls w ho a re am ong the e lect.
56

John A. Allan, “The ‘in Christ’ Formula in Ephesians,” NTS 5 (1958-1959):54.

57

For a theological d iscus sion of th is form ula th at hig hligh ts the d ifficu lties in e xpr essin g its
meaning, see M illard J. E rick son , Christian Theology (one volum e edition; Grand R apids: Baker, 1990)
948-54.
58

G . Ab bo tt-S mith , A Manual Greek Lexicon of the New Testament, 3rd edition (Edinburgh: T &
T C lark , 19 86 ) 15 0-5 1; M ou lton an d M illiga n, Vocab ulary 209-10.
59

Allan, “The ‘in Christ’ Formula” 59.

60

Ro be rtso n, Grammar 587.

61

M eyer, Ephesians 312.

62

A . J . M . W ed d er bu rn , “ S om e Observatio ns o n P aul’s Us e of th e Ph rases ‘in C hrist’ a nd ‘ with
Christ,’” J S N T 25 (October 1985):84, 89.
63

Elli co tt, Ephesians 6.

64

Le nsk i, Ephesians 354-56.

65

Shank, Elect in the Son 45-46.
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overcome, since the object of the verb exelexato, is certainly h mas, not autÇ-. It is
impo ssible to dismiss h mas as the fo cus of election , though admittedly the
centrality of Ch rist is significant. Therefore, the formula is not conn ected directly
to the verb, but qualifies h mas in some way.
This phrase points out the position of those defined by h mas, a position
that has eternal and temporal aspects. Elsewhere C hrist’s relationship to H is people
is clearly that of federal redem ptive representation (cf. Rom 5:12-21; 1 C or 15:22). 66
As fallen humanity is related to Adam, so the elect are related to Christ. 67 Hodge
points out that the OT pattern of an Israelite’s enjoyment of blessing on account of
his relationship to Abraham and God’s covenant with him supports a parallel
understanding here.68
Salmond suggests this formula expresses that Christ is the causa m eritoria
of election.69 Wong sees in this form ula all redemptive activities and suggests it also
includes their efficacy, w hich C hrist’s direct performan ce achieved.70 These
suggestions would harmonize with the causal and instrumental uses of the
preposition en, but they are clearly seen on ly in other passages. In this context no
such clear meaning appears, and in fact, when Paul expresses the instrumental aspect
of Christ’s relationship to the elect in vv. 5 and 7, he uses *4V (dia), not en. One
would expect some distinctive meaning for en. Therefore it w ould b e incorrect to
render it as dia, “through Christ,” because Christ is more than the instrumen t,71 and
when Paul wants to use dia to express instrument, he does so.72
Another difficulty associated with these nuances is their adverbial
character, which would lead one to connect the formula to exelexato, but which
contradicts the previous argument for a connection with h mas. It is probable that
Paul has omitted an article between h mas and en autÇ- which would, if included,
give a rendering, “H e cho se us (w ho are ) in Ch rist.” This wou ld give further support
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for an adjectival sense, describing the position of those designated by h mas.73
Although the instrumental and causal senses are clearly taugh t elsew here in
Scripture and eve n in this section (1:5), it is better to assign the formula, as used
here, the concept of mystical union.74
Previously it was determ ined that h mas referred to people in their preconversion condition, i.e., while unbelievers, with reference to their election. It was
also decided that Paul refers to them as those who have already benefitted from that
election. The form ula would therefore explain the condition of the elect w hen their
election is realized . The historical realization of God’s electing activity is the elects’
mystical unio n with Ch rist.
The previous occurrence of en ChristÇ- with ¦< BVF® ,Û8@(\ (en paseulogia- , “with every blessing”) harmonizes w ith this sen se, for it is in union w ith
Him that these blessings are historically realized. Such an un derstanding fits well
with the positional emph asis introduced in v. 3 by ¦< J@ÃH ¦B@LD"<\@4H (en tois
epouran iois, “in the heavenlies”) and also parallels both the local and mystical ideas
contained in this phrase.75 This concept harmonizes with Robertson’s suggestion for
en, but does not exclude further aspects of the elects’ relationship to Christ. The
discussion of predestination (v. 5) and the agency of Christ’s blood (v. 7) express
these subsequently.76
Though it is true that Christ is God’s E lect One (Isa 42:1, 6 f.; cf. Matt
12:18) and that apart from H is election there could be no realization of the election
of unbelievers, His election is of a different nature. Christ was elected to be the
redeemer in contrast to sinners being elected for redemption. Thus Christ’s election
does not truly parallel that of Christians, and so theirs cannot be contained in His.
Therefore the “in Christ” form ula used in E phesians is best defined as describing the mystical union o f the elec t with C hrist, 77 wh ich is the historical

73

In Classical Greek a prep ositional phrase may be employed as an attributive expression modifying
a substantive. In such cases the article is added before the prepositional phrase for the sake of clarity.
In the NT , ho we ve r, there are a co nsid erab le nu mb er of in stanc es w here the a rticle is o mitted , and this
is tru e in Pa ul, s uch a s in Ep h 2 :11 , J §2<0 ¦< F"D6\; Ep h 4 :1, Ò *XF:4@H ¦< 6LD\å; Co l. 1:2 , J@ÃH
¦< 5@8@FF"ÃH (\@4H 6"Â B4FJ@ÃH *,8N@ÃH (Nigel Turner, “Syntax,” A Grammar of New Testament
Greek, Jam es H op e M ou lton , ed ., Vo l. 3 [Edinburgh: T & T C lark, 1963] 221-22). It is, therefore,
reasonable to assume the article has also been omitted in Eph 1:4.
74
Th is is the con clusion of R ichard L ong eneck er in his disc ussion of liberty in C hrist. He co nsiders
the form ula h as a d efinite loca l nua nce wh ich is m ystica l in nature, but “not the pagan mysticism of
absorption, for the ‘I’ and the ‘Thou’ of the relation retain their identities. But it is the ‘I and Thou’
communion at its hig he st” ( Ri ch ard L. L on ge ne cker, Pa ul: A pos tle of L iberty [G rand Ra pids : Baker,
197 6] 16 0-70 ).
75
For further study of the local nuance of ¦<, see the ap pe nd ix b y C olin Br ow n, e d., NIDNTT 119093, and Nigel Turner, “Syntax” 262-64.
76
Robertson suggests that Paul’s use of *4V with z30F@Ø PD4FJ@Ø in verse 5 has a representative
meaning (Grammar 583 ).
77
The limited scop e of th is wo rk d oes not p erm it a de tailed e xpla natio n of this co nce pt, bu t its
identification is sufficient in analyzing corporate and individual election.

86

The Master’s Seminary Journal

realization of their eternal election and reception of all the accompanying spiritual
blessings.78
The Meaning of “holy” ((\@LH [hagious]) and “blameless” (:f:@LH
[am Ç mou s])
The adjective/substantive hagious, primarily meant “dedicated to the gods,”
and by extension, “wo rthy of v enera tion.” 79 The basic idea is one of separation and
consecration, where wha t is set apart is to be remov ed from worldly defilement and
joined to divine purity. This then gave the word a moral significance, which, when
applied to God’s people, denotes the obligations of a new position.80
The second term amÇ mous was used in the LXX of the condition of a
sacrificial animal which was without a physical defect. It was applied to people in
a moral and religious sense.81 Christ’s sacrifice (Heb 9:14) and the church as a
whole (Eph 5:27) are so described. The absence of anything that would render the
person unworthy of God is the idea contained in the word, and “blameless” is a good
rendering o f it.82
The issue here is how Paul is using these two terms with referenc e to
election. The clause in which they occur expresses purpose,83 com pleting the
meaning of exelexato, but the exact meaning o f the term s is debated. There are two
possibilities: election has the purp ose of bringin g the elect to full justification, so
that these terms describe the believer’s position;84 or, election has the purpose of
sanctifying the elect, so that these terms describe the believer’s practice.85
The use of ,É<"4 (einai, “might be”), as compared with (\<,F2"4 (ginesthai, “might become”), argues for a positional sense here. 86 The statement is
absolute, not progressive, since the elect will possess these characteristics and not
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progress toward them.87 The contextual emphasis is on position and not practice,
focusing on what God alone can provide, apart from the believer’s activity.88 The
subsequent use of these terms in Eph 5:27 is clearly positional, referring to final
perfection.89 W hether ¦< (VB® (en agap- , “in love”) is connected to exelexato or
proorisas, the positional sense is reinforced, since it is God’s love that is in view.90
Eadie considers these terms nev er to be u sed of the believer’s c omp lete
justification on the grounds that the presence of sin remains an d only the due pe nalty
for sin has been removed.91 His objection, however, can be turned against his
perspective, since, if these terms c annot describe the believ er’s position, w hich is
perfect in Christ, how could they be applied to his practice which is certainly not
perfec t? It seems more difficult to use such a categorical statement concerning the
state of the believer as a description of progressive sanctification.92
Colossians 1:22 is often appealed to as a parallel passage to support the
progressive sanctification position since it uses both terms, 93 but it does not employ
the same verbal construction, using B"D"FJF"4 (parast sai, “to present”), and
using them in a different context which has alread y exh orted b elievers to walk
worthy (Col 1:10). Therefore it is not truly parallel to the Ephesians passage, but
since the Colossians passag e look s forw ard to the end result of God’s salvific work,
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i.e., the believer’s perfection in the presence of the one who has save d him , it
actually lends supp ort to the other view. Both passa ges use these terms in their
fullest sense of perfection, Eph 1:4 positionally at the beginning of salvation and Col
1:22 experientially at the end of salvation.
As discussed earlier, the associated term proorisas also has a positional
goal as its focus, the adoption of the elect. God predestined the elect for the purpose
of bringing them into a filial relationship with Himself, which grants each believer
the position and fu ll rights appropriate to a natural son. In addition, the subsequent
blessings of redemption and forgiveness are associated with initial salvation. This
understanding and emphasis fits well with the positional connotations of hagious and
amÇ mous.
In light of the evidence, it seems best to understand hagious and amÇ mous
in a positional sense , referring to the justification of the elect. This is critical since
it defines the purpose94 of election as including justification, which is the primary
blessing leading to all others.
Thus far the discussion ha s sought to clarify the meaning of significant
terms and concepts relating to election in Ephesians 1:3-4. There is yet one key
syntactical relationship that needs to be exam ined in order to define com pletely
Paul’s message. This is the relation ship of election to the concept of “every spiritual
blessing in the heavenly places,” to which it is compared by the conjunction 6"2fH
(kathÇ s, “just as”). First, one must determine the two parts in this phrase.
The Meaning of “with every spiritual blessing” ( ¦< BVF® ,Û8@(\ B<,L:"J46±
[en pas- eulogia- pneum atik - ])
The preposition en has an instrumen tal sense in this phrase, expressing the
means by which believers are blessed.95 The word for blessing, eulogia- , is singular
and combined with pas- has the idea of every possible blessing presented in a single
package, with nothing lacking.96 Thus, God has blessed each believer with a
comprehensive spiritual package. Commentators have assigned various meanings
to the spiritual aspect of the package.
Robinson and Westcott define them as spiritual (Ne w C ovenant) blessings
as opposed to the ea rthly, material ones provided u nder the Old Co venant. 97
Schna ckenburg and others suggest that pneumatik- points to the source, which is the
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Holy Spirit. 98 Abbott and Lenski consider them to belong to the sphere of man’s
spirit, intended for spiritual men, as against fleshly men.99 Salmond views them as
the blessings, which belong to the sphere of spiritual activities, corresponding to the
nature of the agent, God.100
The context contains no indication of any antithesis between these two
forms of covenantal blessings,101 and in chap ter two , the OT covenantal co ntext is
used with a spiritual emphasis (vv. 11-12). If source were the primary idea, then it
would be more naturally expressed by BÎ J@Ø B<,L:"J46@Ø (apo tou
pneumatikou, “from the spriritual”) or ¦6 J@Ø B<,L:"J46@Ø (ek tou pneumatikou,
“out of the spiritual”). 102 Here the nature of the blessings is emp hasized, no t their
source.
The nature of man is not in focus here, but the nature and activity of God,
and there is certainly no indication of any contrast between spiritual and carnal men
(such as in 1 Cor 2:14; cf. 3:1, 3). In fact the recipients, as discussed earlier, are
viewed by God in their fallen state, and these blessings alter that state, transforming
it into a spiritual one. It is what the blessings are by nature, not how they are
received, that is in view here. This is their identifying characteristic.103 The
comprehensive blessings that God has bestowed are spiritual in nature, designed to
meet the spiritual needs of the recipients.
The Meaning of “in the heavenly places” ( ¦< J@ÃH ¦B@LD"<\@4H [en tois
epouraniois])
In Ephesians, en tois e pouraniois occurs four other times, three of which
are clearly local (1:20; 2:6; 3:10), and po ssibly the fourth also (6:12 ). Here, the local
sense is also best, resulting in the rende ring “heave nly places,” not “heave nly
things,” 104 but the exac t meaning of epouran iois is debated, eve n amo ng scho lars
who embrace local understanding.
Eadie considers the phrase to refer to definite heavenly places where God
dwells as sovereign over the earth. Westcott views them as the realm of divine or
demon ic activity. Salmond understands them to be a further definition of the
previous spiritual blessings, describing the region in which they are found.105
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Despite this debate, the differing views contain the primary idea of a
positional sense , and comb ining the elem ents of each best captures the full meaning,
since each one is true and cannot stand independent of the others. The phrase
therefore further defines the spiritual blessings as being located in the spiritual realm
over which God is supreme, which accounts for their effectiveness in meeting the
spiritual needs of each recipient.
The Relationship to Election
The connecting conjunction kathÇ s conveys the idea of correspondence.
It shows that the previous statement regarding blessing is in harmony with the
subsequent one concerning election.106 In this context it carries a modal rather than
a causal idea,107 and could be rendered “according as” or “in conformity to the fact
that.” 108
This final connection supports the emphasis of a positional understanding
of election. Paul presents the package of blessings as fully possessed109 at the point
of conversion, 110 which the believer has by virtue of his position in Christ.
Corresponding to this is God’s eterna l, electing purpose, w hich h as brought this
reality to pass.
Summ arizing Paul’s Understanding of Election
It is now possible to summarize Paul’s understanding of election as
expressed by Ephesians 1 :3-4. G od, in eternity past, for no other reason than H is
own design and will, selected certain ind ividuals out of the mass of fallen human ity
to be the recipients of a comprehensive spiritual package, w hich include s their
justification and adoption. This is an action totally free on God’s part, without any
external influence, which is ultimately purpose d to bring praise to H imself,
particularly to His grace.
Election, viewed as foreordination, also guarantees the destiny of the elect,
with particular reference to adoption. Every elect person is adopted into Go d’s
family with full filial position and privileges. The historical realization of eternal
election is the mystical union of the elect with C hrist and only in this relationship do
the elect receive the accompa nying spiritual blessing s also contained in their election.
There are no preconditions to election, such as a person’s foreseen faith or
meritorious life. In fact, the goal of election is to prov ide the necessary spiritual

106

Ab bo tt, Ephesians 6.

107

Ea die , Ephesians 18.

108

Salmond, “Ephesians” 247.

109

Le nsk i, Ephesians 352.

110

W estc ott, Ephesians 6.

Ephesians 1:3-4 and the Nature of Election

91

condition for a sinner to have acceptance with God. Paul refers to the elect as those
who have already benefited from their election, but God views their condition prior
to all that His activity will produce. The objects of election are unbelievers, who
will beco me b elievers on accou nt of their election. In all of this, God is supreme,
sovereign, and Savior.
CONCLUSION
In light of the exeg etical analysis of Ephesians 1:3-4, it is apparent that this
passage does no t support the corporate approach to election and that it supports an
individual, unconditional view of election. Men differ in this matter and yet all are
recipients of God ’s grace. May the differences be addressed in that spirit, even as
this writer has sought to do.
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