Sunday, July 5, 2009 – Communion Sunday & Church Picnic Sunday
Filled with Christ – The ultimate answer to prayer
Ephesians 3:14-19
17 . . . so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.

Ephesians 3:17 NIV

-----------
I was struck with the way the Holy Spirit directed in having us focus our attention this Sunday on Ephesians 3:14-19. The connection between our text and the national Call2Fall didn’t happen for me until this past Thursday. I had neglected previous emails regarding the Call2Fall opportunity until I received a video email from fellow pastor Alec Rowlands of Westgate Chapel. Then it hit me. The opening line in our text says, For this reason I kneel before the Father. Was this a coincidence or was this the leading of the Holy Spirit in putting this together? This was one of those many “tada” moments.
This morning our order of service will be a bit different. I’m going to move right ahead with my sermon and then the musicians will come back to lead us in two songs to call us back to prayer for the Christians of our nation as well as to pray for each other. We will then give you the opportunity to share praises and prayer requests after we’ve spent some time praying for our nation.

So, let’s get into our text for this morning.
The Apostle Paul is sitting in prison in Rome because of his preaching ministry to the Gentiles. While he awaits his trial to begin, he writes this letter to the believers in Ephesus, a city at a considerable distance, eastwardly across the Aegean Sea on the west coast of Turkey. He writes to encourage these Gentile believers about how God has broken down the barriers for them so they can approach God with confidence and without hindrance.
We come now to Paul’s primary prayer in this letter.

Ephesians 3:14-19 (NIV)
14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom His whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 
One way to begin to get a handle on a specific text of Scripture is to compare translations. So, here we have side by side the NIV and the ESV translations. (Not on PP Slides) The comparison will sometimes highlight some significant differences. Other times it will provide us with helpful synonyms for clearer understanding. If nothing else, this gets us thinking more precisely about what Paul is saying in his prayer.
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Paul’s 10 Step Prayer
1. Out of God’s glorious riches

2. May He strengthen you with power in your inner being

3. through His Holy Spirit

4. so that Christ may dwell in your hearts

5. through faith

6. that you, being rooted and grounded in love

7. may have power together with all the saints
8. to comprehend how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ

9. and to apprehend the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge

10. that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

Within this 10 step prayer we see 5 Purpose statements or goals. These are the things we can take from Paul’s prayer and use them to pray for other followers of Christ. So, as a result of Paul’s prayer and all the other adjacent ministries he has with these people, these are the things he wants to see happen in their lives. In order to personalize it, I have written them as though Paul were praying for us here at New Heights.
So, here are his 5 goals in praying for us.

1. That we would be strengthened with Holy Spirit power in our inner being.

2. That Christ would be fully at home in our hearts through faith.

3. That we would have power to comprehend the extravagant love of Christ.
4. That we would have power to experience the extravagant love of Christ.

5. That we would be filled with all the fullness of God.
Let’s look more closely, then, at Paul’s 10 Step Prayer.
We start with the verses I see as a pretty adequate summary statement of the major themes of the entire letter. Ephesians 2:19-22 (NIV)
19 Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, 20 built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus Himself as the chief cornerstone. 21 In Him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. 22 And in Him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by His Spirit. 
These verses are important because it is only as we remember what Paul has been saying that we can possibly understand what he is now about to say. These Gentile believers belonged to God’s family, just as much as Jewish believers. They constituted a part of the holy temple in the Lord in which God takes up His residence through the Spirit.
Even though Paul was a prisoner and prevented from physically being with the Ephesian believers, there was one thing that the Romans could not do. They could not prevent him from praying. They can confine him in a cell, bolt and bar the doors, chain him to soldiers, put bars in the windows. But, they can never stop the humblest believer from finding a way into the heart of Almighty God.
What an encouragement to us to be praying for Christians in other places, other countries, other circumstances. What an encouragement to be praying for each other within our own fellowship.
Paul understood that he could help the Ephesians by praying for them. May our study of his prayer here in Ephesians 3 encourage us to pray for other believers around the world and here at home.

Paul’s prayer does not stand alone. First, remember we know about this prayer because it was included in his letter to the Ephesians. Not only did he pray this prayer, he wrote it out and told the Ephesians exactly how he was praying for them. 
May I suggest to you that you spend some time on a consistently periodic basis writing your prayers for specific people. It is a terrific discipline, especially to help you think through what God really wants you asking Him to do for that person. 

Parents, how are you praying for your children? What precisely are you asking God to do in your children’s lives? Have you ever written those prayers down and shared them with your children?

Children, you can do the same for your parents. 

This is an extremely valuable exercise and I commend you to it.

A second thing we notice from Paul’s prayer in context is that this prayer is snuggled nicely within the instructions of his letter. That is to say, just as important as it was that Paul continue to instruct these believers, so it was important that Paul continue to pray for these believers. Prayer is like the oil in the engine. It makes the instructions from the word of God make a smooth entry into our lives. It does the advance work of lubricating the surfaces of our soul so we welcome with joy God’s instruction instead of resisting them because they feel like irritations rather than something good and helpful.
Prayer and Biblical instruction are like eggs and bacon or peanut butter and jam. They are a team, a partnership.
So it is that whether we are instructing ourselves with God’s word or instructing others, the whole process needs to be bathed in prayer.

Martyn Lloyd-Jones said, “The best teaching in the world is useless unless the Holy Spirit takes hold of it and applies it and opens our understanding to it, and gives it a deep lodging place in our whole being.” 

It is through prayer that we invite the Holy Spirit to do His work of oiling the soul, either ours or someone else’s. Because this is spiritual work we can only see this work going on by faith.
Dr. Lloyd-Jones added this urgent thought regarding the combination of instruction and prayer:

“If you are interested in a particular person, and desire his salvation, you must not stop at befriending him, helping him, spending time with him, and putting the truth before him; equally you must pray for him. Indeed I would go so far as to say that unless you are giving more weight to your prayer than to your instruction your work is likely to be a failure.”

Ephesians 3:14-15 (NIV)
14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom His whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name.
Do you not get the sense of reverence when you read these words? From what Paul knows about the Father he has much reason to kneel before Him. Paul clearly understood that God is awesome in power and love. So his posture, whether bodily or of the heart, communicates that Paul has a reverent view of God. He may be able to come into God’s presence with boldness and confidence, but he surely doesn’t come in with glib familiarity.
It is important that we routinely remind ourselves of God’s majesty and power, His worthiness to be worshipped and praised. If we understand God for who He really is, we cannot come into His presence without bending our knees. When Isaiah had his vision of God he said, ‘Woe is me, for I am a man of unclean lips’ (Isaiah 6:5). When John had his vision on Patmos he fell to the ground as one dead (Revelation 1:17).
With Paul’s prelude to his prayer, he is telling the Ephesians Christians to not think of themselves any longer as Gentiles. They are to now think of themselves as the children of God, belonging to God’s great family
Now step one in Paul’s 10 step prayer. Paul’s prayer starts with God and His riches.
1. Out of God’s glorious riches

He says it in v.16. 16 I pray that out of His glorious riches . . .
You are probably familiar with the song, The Love of God is greater far than tongue or pen can ever tell. It goes beyond the farthest star and reaches to the lowest hell. It goes on to say, If we with ink the ocean fill and were the sky of parchment made, were every stalk on earth a quill and every man a scribe by trade, to write the love of God above would drain the ocean dry, nor could the scroll contain the whole though stretched from sky to sky.
Talk about the riches of God’s glory and you’d run out of words before you’d make a dent in describing it.
Obviously, Paul was captivated by God’s glory and majesty and he wanted us to be as well. In the opening chapter he writes:
Ephesians 1:18-21 (NIV) 18 I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which He has called you, the riches of His glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and His incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of His mighty strength, 20 which He exerted in Christ when He raised Him from the dead and seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 
In chapter 3 he speaks of the unsearchable riches of Christ. Everyone of us would become exhausted while exploring Christ’s riches.
Ephesians 3:8 (NIV) 8 Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 
This is the source from which Paul turns for strength, not simply for himself, but for all believers in Christ. Through prayer, he taps into this resource of power for the benefit of other believers. That’s sort of a definition of prayer: in love, connecting a person to God’s resource of strength. 
Paul seeks to direct that power for a purpose. He states it in v.16. 
16 I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, 
Step 2 in Paul’s prayer is to express one of five goals for us.
2. May He strengthen you with power in your inner being

Paul wants us to have the strength to build up resistance to circumstances that take our eyes off of Christ. He want us to have strength to keep us from fainting. And he wants us to have strength to sustain our Biblical priorities of keeping Christ at the center of our lives.
So, step 2, Paul expresses his desire that we receive God’s power in our inner being to make us strong.

Paul then identifies the means of that strength being conveyed to those for whom he prays. It is through God’s Holy Spirit.

3. through His Holy Spirit

16 I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, 
Here we see how Paul understands the work of the third person of the Trinity. He has the ability to bring the supernatural into natural, flesh and blood bodies. He conveys God’s power to God’s people.
Paul’s fourth step in his pray is to state an even higher goal.
4. so that Christ may dwell in your hearts

16 I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. 
Paul longs for all believers to experience during every moment of every day the abiding presence of Christ. 
Now remember, Paul is speaking to believers. So, his desire here is not that these people would come to initial faith in Christ, but rather, that they would grow up in Christ. We start as babes in the faith. Then, as we walk with Christ in daily obedience, we grow into maturity in Christ. That’s what he is speaking of when he expresses his desire that Christ would dwell or abide in our hearts. Paul wants us to welcome Christ into our lives as the master who has full and free reign of us.
But, Paul recognizes that Christ doesn’t force Himself on us. He wants us to welcome Him. Thus, the fifth step in his prayer: faith.

5. through faith

16 I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. 
Faith is that action of really trusting the word of another. It is the action step of believing. There is something very tangible when we exercise faith. I say “yes” to God’s word and “no” to whatever else is calling me in a different direction. It’s the part of our relationship with Christ where we demonstrate that we are really buying into our new life. We obey. And, I might add, we obey even when it is inconvenient or costly.
And Paul envisions even more for us so he keeps on praying. Step 6 is reminiscent of Step 1 in that Paul reminds us of the source of our strength. Thus, before he extends his prayer, he wants to make certain that we are tapped into the source of love.
6. that you, being rooted and grounded in love

And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 
Here again is that sense of growing into maturity. Roots don’t get established in a day. They take time to grow deep and wide. Roots are a major source of strength for a tree.
We in the Northwest understand the importance of roots growing deep. During our rainy season when the strong winds come, trees with shallow roots are often uprooted and loose their source of life.

Paul expresses in prayer his understanding of the importance of developing a deep and wide network of roots into the love of God. Our survival through the storms of life depends on this.

How appropriate that Paul would bring mention of the church into his prayer at this time. Could it be that part of our root system that gives us strength is our relationship with our brothers and sisters in Christ?

Paul’s seventh step is to highlight the importance of our relationship with fellow saints.

7. may have power together with all the saints

And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, . . . 
This fits what he has said earlier about us being brought together into one new body and being built up together to be a holy temple in which God lives by His Spirit. There is strength in a properly functioning church family. As we together deepen our roots in God’s word and His love, it shouldn’t surprise us if our roots get intermingled and we find that we are benefiting from the faith and love of our brothers and sisters in Christ.
Then, in Paul’s 8th step, expresses his third major goal.
8. to comprehend how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ

And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 
The word grasp has the sense of comprehending. In this case it’s moving in the direction of comprehending the incomprehensible. The expanse of Christ’s love is so great that it is beyond full comprehension. Yet, that is the direction Paul wants us to move. He wants us to keep exploring the breadth of Christ’s love while not neglecting the length of it. Then he wants us to explore the height of Christ’s love without neglecting the depth of it.
But, Paul takes this goal a step further when he adds his desire that we know this love experientially.

19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge— 
Step 9. in Paul’s prayer is to apprehend the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge

I use the word apprehend instead of know because the word know is more than intellectual knowledge. It implies an intimacy with the object or person. To apprehend is to take captive and make it part of who you are. That is Paul’s goal for all believers.
Then, to cap off his prayer, he states the fifth goal of his prayer.

10. that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 
This sounds similar to what he expressed earlier when he prayed that Christ would dwell in our hearts through faith. Paul wants God to fill us full of Himself. He wants us individually and collectively living as temples for God. We are to be houses in which God lives by His Spirit. When we gather, we are to be a house where the presence of Christ is recognized. When we are scattered, we are to be a house where the presence of Christ that is recognized.
So, here we have the outline to one of Paul’s great prayers. We can and should use it in forming prayers for other believers here in this church and around the world.
Paul has set us an example of how to pray and what to pray. May we be so rooted and established in God’s word and His love that we will be consistently in prayer for the benefit of others. It will truly be an expression of God’s love.

Amen.
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