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“... the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known through the church to the rulers and the authorities in the heavenly places. This was in accordance with the eternal purpose which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Ephesians 3:10-11).

“Before the Foundation of the World”

Before you or I were born, before anyone on this earth was born, before Adam was in the Garden of Eden, before even this earth was created, away back in eternity past, God existed. The scripture refers to it as “before the foundation of the world”; three times in the Bible this expression is used, each time it gives us a glimpse behind the veil of those hidden things, things that God was doing before He began His creation.  So, as God began His work of constructing this world, He began by laying a foundation. But before even He did that, certain things occurred. What happened before the foundation of the world? Three things happened.  These three things are the key to us understanding the whole divine plan of God which has guided all the events on this earth, all the events that are described to us in scripture. If we can understand these three things and how they have unfolded, what happened before the foundation of the world, then we can begin to understand something of the mind of God and His master plan for this universe - it’s a marvelous, marvelous subject.

I think the sequence is important; so I present to you first what the Lord Jesus said in John chapter 17. It was His last night upon this earth before He went to Calvary, and He was speaking to His Father in prayer. He said to Him a little expression: “for you loved me before the foundation of the world”. I think that’s where it all begins. As we try to understand the relationship that existed between God the Father and God the Son, away back in eternity past - the enormous love of God, who is love, poured out toward His own Son. But who else was there to appreciate Him? Who else was there with whom the Father could share in His delight, as He expressed this love? There was no one.  So, God began to conceive this master plan that would bring about glory and honour for His Son. It all starts with that.  So, number one is: “you loved me before the foundation of the world”. That’s John 17:24.

Number two: Ephesians chapter one says that we were chosen before the foundation of the world. God, as He was determining the eternal purpose, the great master plan, decided that there needs to be a creation of beings which could enjoy, as He does, the greatness of the Son. You and I were chosen for that purpose, so that we might be “to the praise of His glory”. It’s so important that we understand and remember that God’s greatest purpose is not just to bless us. God’s greatest purpose, His over-riding purpose, is to honour His Son. We are part of that purpose. Sometimes in our prayer life we may think we’re the object of it all, the main purpose. God does want to pour out a blessing on us, but far above all of that is that He wants to honour His Son. The glory of God, the glory of His grace and the honour of Jesus Christ, is the surpassing purpose of God. That is why the words at the Lord Jesus are so important in our prayers as well: “not my will but yours be done”, not my purpose but yours.  So God, in wanting to bring about honour for His Son, whom He loves, chose us - to be part of this plan. That’s Ephesians chapter 1 verse 4.

The third thing we read that happened before the foundation of the world is in 1 Peter chapter one.  There it says that the Son Himself was appointed to be the chosen one, that He might redeem us, the chosen ones. The Father loved the Son (that’s number one); we were chosen (that’s number two); number three is: Christ was appointed, chosen and anointed. (The title Christ means “the Anointed One”). He was anointed that He might come and appear as a redeemer. Why was it necessary for there to be a redeemer? Why was it necessary for redemption to have to take place? Why is salvation necessary simply in order that we might honour the Son? We’ll see about that a little later. That’s 1 Peter chapter 1 verse 20. So, we have these three key ingredients which we can understand as the things that happened before the foundation of the world as God began to put in order this creation, time, and all it involved.

“The Eternal Purpose”

God uses this expression in Ephesians chapter 3:11: “according to the eternal purpose”. That’s our subject. What is the eternal purpose? Paul describes it in three different ways in chapter 1 of Ephesians. He says this about it: first of all, that’s it’s a “mystery”. He says, secondly, He created it according to His “own counsel”. Thirdly, he says the culmination of it, the fulfillment of it, will all be in the future – “in the ages to come.”

It’s a mystery. When the Bible uses the word “mystery”, it uses it in a very distinct sense. There are many things that are referred to in scripture as being mysteries. You might think that the whole Bible is a mystery, that it’s very difficult for us to understand, certain parts in particular - but when the Bible uses the expression “mystery”, it’s describing something that God has deliberately hidden from people for a period of time; then in another period of time He deliberately reveals it and divulges what He meant. There is, for example, the “mystery of godliness”. All through Old Testament times, people did not know what God was like. They had never seen God. They didn’t know the nature of God. Then Christ came in human form as Jesus and He was the mystery of godliness, the revelation of what God is like. Jesus could say: “you’ve seen me, you’ve seen the Father.” There is also the mystery of lawlessness, the mystery of the faith and so on - many mysteries.  Here we have “the mystery of His will”.

All through Old Testament times, God was concealing His purpose, keeping it hidden. The plan of God was “hidden in God” (Ephesians 3:9). For example, the people of God in Old Testament times did not understand about such a thing as the church the Body of Christ. Also, they had a very limited understanding of the fact that there was a trinity, that God was three persons in one. A lot of the things that the prophets spoke about in the Old Testament, they themselves didn’t understand. They didn’t understand the time when they would be fulfilled. They didn’t understand “what, or what manner of time”, the scripture says (1 Peter 1:11). You and I are privileged in that we live in “New Testament times”, because the New Testament is the time of “revelation”.  Whereas in Old Testament times God was keeping the mystery of His will concealed, now in these times because of the person of Christ coming and accomplishing His work, we have revelation. It would have been impossible to have a book like this before the coming of Christ; because God has revealed to us in the New Testament these things, many of which occurred in the Old Testament.  So, in the Old Testament, the mystery was hidden in God. In New Testament times, in which we live, the mystery is revealed in Christ. What about in the future? The mystery will be fulfilled.  God will, in the ages to come, in the future, accomplish all of these things that He has purposed.

The Ages

We referred to that expression “before the foundation of the world”. When we read the word “world” in the Bible, we have to be careful what it means. It doesn’t always mean the same thing. In fact, there are at least four meanings for the word “world”.  When we read the expression “before the foundation of the world”, what is that referring to? That’s the creation of this earth - the laying of the foundation of the creation of this earth. But then we read a verse such as John 3:16 that says: “For God so loved the world”. Did He love the earth? No. He loved the people of the earth. So there we have two meanings. Then we go to 1 John chapter 2:15, and there it says: “Do not love the world”. Is that the earth, or is it the people of the earth? Neither! It’s the ways of the world, the systems, the institutions, the values, the culture, the way the world thinks and does things; because the world is a godless place and we are not to love it. Now we have three meanings.

But there’s also a fourth meaning and we find it in Hebrews 1:1. The book of Hebrews begins by saying: “God, who at various times and in different ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the worlds”. Now that is not referring to the creation of the earth. If you go back to the Greek word, it is “aeons” - it’s referring to time periods.  God, when He began to lay the foundation of the earth, and to bring about His plan, didn’t only create a place and didn’t only create people, He also created time.  We read in Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God created the heaven and earth.”  The beginning of what? It was the beginning of time.  We have this paradox that certain things happened “before” the beginning. How can we have things happening before the beginning? If there were things happening beforehand, it can’t be the beginning. Well, actually it was. It was the beginning of time, because before that was eternity past. 

God, when He created time, created ages, discrete periods of time, sometimes referred to as “dispensations.”  The teaching of the eternal purpose of God that we are dealing with is “dispensational teaching.” It’s teaching about different ages - ages of human history, which mark out the various ways that God has dealt with people. It’s fundamentally important to our understanding of scripture that we know the difference between the ages, because how God acts and operates in one can be quite different from how He acts and operates in another. When He is referred to in scripture as the “King eternal” (1 Timothy 1:17), it literally means He is the king of all the ages. We will look at six ages: firstly the “age of conscience”, from the time of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, until the great flood at the time of Noah. The second is the age of “human government”, based on the covenant God made with Noah, until the time of Abraham. The third is the “age of promise”, from Abraham until the redemption of the nation of Israel out of Egypt. All three of these ages are recorded in the book of Genesis.  Then there’s the “age of the law”, pertaining to God’s chosen people Israel, which begins with the giving of the law at Sinai and ends with Israel’s rejection of their Messiah when He came. The fifth is the present dispensation, the age in which we live, the “age of grace”, which may be coming close to its end with the return of the Lord Jesus. This event will trigger the last and greatest of all the ages, the “age to come”, the age of God’s glory, when it will all be fulfilled. These then are the milestones on the great journey of the eternal purpose.

The Necessity of Salvation

We said that it was necessary that Christ be anointed before the foundation of the world to be a “redeemer”. Why was redemption, or salvation, a necessary part of the eternal purpose? We have to go back to the very beginning for the answer. We saw that God’s over-arching goal is to honour His Son. He wants there to be a creation that will join in this, universally. He wants to “sum up all things together in Christ” (Ephesians 1:10). He wants to make Him the heir of all things. He wants Him to be pre-eminent. But what will these created beings honour the Son for? It will be for three things. 

Firstly, it will be for His inherent greatness - what His Father sees in Him. But there’s more than that. Secondly, it is for the work of creation that He undertook. If we go to the book of the Revelation, to see what John saw when he was a captive on the isle of Patmos, he was told “You’re going to see a revelation of Jesus Christ, both the things that are and the things that shall be”.  In chapters 4 and 5, he sees the things that “are”.  In chapters 6 through 22, he sees the things that “shall be”, in the future. In chapter 4, John was taken up in the spirit into heaven and there he saw the throne of God - that majestic scene with the living creatures, the elders and the hosts of heaven. All of them were focused on the throne and on Him who sits on the throne.  He heard them all, multitudes of them, joining in: “Worthy are you O Lord, for you have created all things.” 

We, too, worship God as the creator, the great majestic God.  Who did He create it through? He created it through Jesus Christ. Colossians 1:16 tells us that. He gave the work to Jesus Christ to do; and so when we worship the Son, and bring honour to the Son, we do it, firstly, for the greatness of who He is, and we also do it for what He has done in the great work of creation. But there’s more - much more. God, as He was designing His eternal purpose, added a third and greater component even than that, that we should honour the Son for the work of salvation. As we move on to Revelation chapter 5, the focus and the emphasis shift.  This time we see a Lamb, and they are all saying: “Worthy is the Lamb, for you were slain and have redeemed people to God”. Chapter 4 is worship of the Creator; chapter 5 is worship of the Redeemer.

If salvation was going to take place, and if it was going to be accomplished through the person of Christ, then what was it salvation from? If Christ was to be honoured as a Saviour, then there would have to be a need for salvation.  God introduced into His great purpose the thing called sin, evil. Sin is introduced right at the very beginning of time. Because it is necessary for the glorification of the Son of God that He be glorified for the work of salvation from sin, of recovery from evil, of restoration from the inevitable alienation from God that sin would result in. How does God do this - introduce evil? He first made an angelic creation - multitudes of mighty spirit beings.  They were not just an amorphous mass of beings. They were, and are, highly organized and highly effective. There are innumerable hosts of them. There are groups and there are hierarchies; there are “principalities”, there are “powers”.  At the very top, the greatest of them all, with the highest privilege and the most important position of all those created spirits, was one who was called “the anointed cherub that covered”. Of all those in the mountain of God in heaven, he was the closest to the very throne of God Himself. His name was Lucifer. He was the closest to the Son of God. But his heart was lifted up in pride and I think that, perhaps, he coveted the place and the position that God wanted to give His own Son. 

Christ from the very beginning of creation had an adversary - a rival, a competitor.  When Lucifer’s heart was lifted up in pride, he was struck down out of that position. The Lord Jesus said “I saw Satan like lightning cast out of heaven to earth.” Lucifer, the Daystar, the Son of the Morning, had become Satan, the adversary of God.  He dedicated himself to defeating this great plan of God, defeating the eternal purpose and taking the glory away from the Son of God. God then created a lower creation, humans.  It was necessary that this sin which had infected those spirit beings, Lucifer and those who followed him, now be transmitted into the human creation.  This is what happened in the Garden of Eden, with the entrance of sin into the human race. Adam and Eve were created as part of a race, the human race. 

We will see later how important this would be in the purpose of God; because there is a fundamental difference between the human creation, a race of interdependent people, who are reproduced from one another, and the angelic creation which consists of individually created spirit beings.  When Adam exercised his will and sinned, the resulting sinful nature was transmitted to all his descendants. Sin came into the human race; because there was sin, there was now the need for salvation and a redeemer. Salvation was no after-thought by God, a reaction to the unexpected intrusion of an enemy. It was all conceived beforehand, part of the plan.  God could now
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