Manifesting the Manifold Wisdom of God: A Prayer for Spiritual Strength

(Ephesians 3:14-21)

2/28/16
Paul wants the Ephesians to be strengthened by the Holy Spirit so that they may know Christ’s overwhelming presence and love.  Because of our special relationship with God, He is at work within us to empower us to achieve His purposes.  

INTRODUCTION

Yesterday, I attended Ping Lin’s father’s funeral.  I was greatly inspired and encouraged as family and friends shared  their memories of Ping’s dad.  Although he had accomplished much in his career, they focused their sharing on what he did for the kingdom of God.  The first thing that he did each morning was to spend time with God praying and studying God’s Word.  He found his satisfaction in the Lord.  Not only did he know God’s Word, but more importantly he practiced God’s Word.   Wherever he went, he shared the gospel even in the restaurant to the waiter.  He indeed walked his talk.  He longed to know Jesus deeply and to make Him known. 

We have been studying the Epistle of Ephesians.  As we come to the end of the first half of this book, Paul has a final prayer for the audience.  The author not only wants them to know God, but to experience God.  If you have your Bible, please turn to Ephesians 3:1.  This prayer actually started in verse 1 of chapter 3 with “For this reason.” This refers back to the salvation and privileges described in Ephesians 2.  Paul also introduced himself as a prisoner for Christ.  Paul at the time of this writing was a prisoner in Rome.  Yet, he called himself as prisoner for Christ instead of prisoner in Rome, because of his obedience to Christ in proclaiming the gospel,  he was imprisoned.  In spite of this difficult situation, Paul found security in Christ believing that he was in the center of God’s will. 

Before Paul actually got into the content of the prayer, he went on a digression in vv.2-13 discussing the great mystery of both Jews and Gentiles being united as one in Christ.  Here we see two very different groups of people that despise each other coming together to form one unit spiritually.  This act of God makes the world scratch their head wondering how that could be possible.  The beauty of the Church is that it is inclusive.  Both the Gentile and Jewish believers were united in Christ positionally.  Paul now prays for them to be united experientially.  Paul’s ultimate goal is for them to know and experience Christ’s love so that they will pass it on to others.  Paul in verse 14 resumes his original prayer by giving us the approach to prayer.  It says, “For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named.”    
A. The Approach to Prayer (3:14-15)

Paul prays in a kneeling position.  This was not a common position to pray.  Most stood up to pray.  Kneeling to pray is a sign of humility.  Paul was humbled by God’s grace, which saved wicked sinner like him.  What is more amazing about God’s grace is that Jewish and Gentile believers were united together to form a church.  When we truly understand God’s amazing grace, then we fall on our face to show our unworthiness to God’s great love for us.  God is described as the Father.  Since He is our heavenly Father, we can come before Him in confidence because we know He loves His children.  He is the Father of all believers of every age both those in heaven and those still remaining on earth.      

APPLICATION:  May we go before God in a humble attitude as we pray.  Paul is not stating here any sacred posture.  However, we need to come before the Lord recognizing how weak we are and how great God is.  If we have a clear understanding, then we approach God with confidence.  In verses 16-19, we come to the second part or the main part of this message, which is the appeal to prayer.  There are four prayer requests that Paul brings up.  Each request is connected to the next request.  It is like a staircase.  Overall, the main content here is that Paul wants his readers strengthened by God’s Spirit so that they may know Christ’s presence and love.  He wants them to experience God’s power and love as brought up in the previous chapters.  In the first request, Paul prays that the Spirit will strengthen them with power in their inner being.  Read v. 16.  “that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being.”  
B. The Appeal to Prayer (3:16-19)
1. Paul prays that the Spirit will strengthen them with power in their inner being

In v.16, it says that “according to the riches of his glory, he may grant you.” Note that it says “according to the riches of his glory” rather than out of his riches.  For a millionaire to give $100 would be simply to give out of his riches, but to give $100,000 would to give according to his riches.   God has unlimited riches.  He is able and willing to grant us power in our inner being.  We have access to God’s power, but a lot of time, believers do not take advantage of it.  As a result, they do not experience God. 
We as human beings think we can solve things ourselves.  Unfortunately, it is the last resort that we go to God for strength and power.  Paul is claiming that our inner being needs to be strengthened with power.  Whether we know it or not, we are in spiritual warfare.  How we handle challenges and difficulties is depended on how strong we are in our inner being.  
During crisis, we will see the real persons inside of us.  When we have strong values and convictions, then they will show up during difficult situations.  When we don’t, it will also show up.  We cannot fake it.  Challenges and difficulties are a given.  How we respond to it depends on how strong we are in our inner being.  Unfortunately, many people melt away when calamity strikes.  May we recognize that we are weak and we can’t solve our problems: we have problems with homework.  We don’t get along with our coworker.  We have challenges parenting our kids.  We need God’s power to change us inside out.  God desires to transform us.  The earlier we realize that we can’t fix things, the earlier we would be willing to submit to the Spirit to strengthen us with his power.  We have seen God working in Chris Phan and Joyce Garza’s life by transforming them.  
We have access to the power through his Spirit.  Paul prays for the Ephesians that the Spirit will be so strong of an influence on their inner being that their lives will show it.  They are controlled by the Spirit.  Are we submitting ourselves to the Spirit of God?  Paul is asking God to give them every spiritual enablement they did not already use to apply their available resources so that they can glorify God.  First, we need to recognize God’s presence and the resources He has available to us and to take advantage of it.  We are never alone when we face challenges.  This first prayer request is connected to the second prayer request, where Paul prays that Christ might be more at home in their heart.  Let’s read v.17a, “so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” 
2. Paul prays that Christ might be more at home in their heart

When we place our faith in Christ, He resides within us.  This word dwell is much more than reside within us.  It has the connotation of being more at home in our heart.  There is a big difference between being a guest at your home and a family member.  A guest is restricted as to where he has access.  The guest does not have access to your bedroom or your closet.  However, a family member has total access to every room in our house.  The question before us is whether Christ is a guest or a family member.  Does Christ have total access to every room of our life?  Would we give Christ the freedom to clean up our house?   Paul prays that Christ might be more at home in their heart.  This implies a deeper trust relationship we have with Christ.  It is letting Christ influence our attitude and action.  
3. Paul prays that they might grasp the full dimension of God’s love

Being made strong inwardly by God’s Spirit leads to Christ being at home in our hearts.  When Christ feels at home in our lives, He begins to display His love in us.  Paul prays that they might grasp the full dimension of God’s love.  Let’s read v.17b-19a, “that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge.”
We need God’s power to help us to fully understand the breadth, length, height and depth of His amazing love.  It is Paul’s desire for the believers to be rooted and grounded in love.  To be rooted and grounded in love requires being rooted and grounded in God.  The hallmark of Christianity is love.  Jesus said, “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”  Love is selfless giving.  It is putting others above yourself.  That is not natural.  When this is displayed regularly, it shows the world that it comes from a source beyond ourselves.  It becomes even more powerful when love is displayed through a community of believers.
ILLUSTRATION:  The Lord has given our church a great opportunity to minister to cancer patients at MD Anderson hospital.  Foreigners that go there for treatment do not have any family or friends here.  It is already overwhelming to have cancer.  But being in a foreign land, with no one that they know, and not being able to communicate well makes it even more stressful.  Our members have reached out to them to help them by transporting, translating, listening, and caring.  These foreigners are totally puzzled by the love that they receive from a bunch of strangers that are Christians.  As this agape love is demonstrated consistently, they wanted to know what makes us tick.  Therefore, when the gospel is presented to them, scores of cancer patient and their family members have placed their trust in Christ. 
To know Christ’s love is to be transformed by love.  We come up close to know Christ’s love personally, it will change us inside out and motivate us to demonstrate that love to others.  The more a believer knows about Christ, the more amazed he is at Christ’s love for him.  [ This leads us to the final prayer request from Paul.  Paul prays that they will be filled to the fullness of God.  Let me read v.19, “and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”  God wants us to experience His fullness.  ]
4. Paul prays that they will be filled to the fullness of God

To be filled with all the fullness of God refers to being totally dominated by God.  To be filled with God is to be emptied of self.   That simply means that God rules in our life.  Who is on your throne?  Is it God or is it us?  These four prayer requests are all connected to each other.  
When the Spirit strengthens us in power to our inner being, we will live out our belief.  It is not just head knowledge, but experiential knowledge.  As we submit ourselves to the Spirit’s leading and the Word of God, Jesus will feel more at home in our heart.  As we understand the love of Christ, we will be rooted and grounded in love.  As we demonstrate His agape love, we will be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.  God’s presence and power will be made known in and through us.  Ultimately, God will be glorified.     
C. The Ascription of Praise (3:20-21)
The final two verses of the prayer is the ascription of praise or the doxology.  The focus is on God.  He is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think.  There is nothing that is too hard for God.  Whatever we ask of Him, he could answer our request far beyond what we ask or imagine.  Christ is in us and we have access to God’s power.  He is working within us.  May we as God’s church take full advantage of it so that we can glorify Him.  
The reason we do not take full advantage of God’s power is because we do not know God experientially.  We need to have God be an integral part of our life.  We cannot separate what happens on Sunday with the rest of the week.  It starts with developing a more intimate relationship with God.  The more we know Him, the more we trust Him.  The more we trust Him, the more confidence we bring big request before Him.  The more difficult the request, the greater glory God will receive when He answers our prayer.  Life is all about God and to bring glory to Him.  

