Ephesians: Preserving the Unity of the Church
Lesson 7: Paul’s Closing Prayer
Ephesians 3:14-21
	Paul’s Prayers: If you read the Pauline letters in the New Testament you will find that Paul frequently includes prayers in his epistles. For most of us, coming across a written prayer may seem strange. We are used to prayer being done in private, in silence, or in public services. Consequently, when we come to a prayer that Paul has both prayed and written we are faced with a whole new way to understand the Apostle’s heart of dependence upon God.

It is clear that prayer was intimately intertwined with everyday life for Paul. He readily lapses into prayer, even when writing letters to friends! Thirteen times in his letters Paul just starts praying (see: Romans 15:13; 2 Corinthians 13:14; Ephesians  1:16-19; 3:14-19; Philippians 1:9-11; Colossians 1:9-12; 4:12;
1 Thessalonians 3:12-13; 
2 Thessalonians 2:16-17; Philemon 1:6).

bowing on our knees: Paul here speaks about a praying posture – kneeling. Do we need to kneel to pray effectively? Certainly it is the heart, not the posture that God sees. But kneeling has long been associated with humility. It is clear that when we enter the presence of God in prayer we are to do so with an awe and humility that recognizes His greatness and our weakness long before we presume upon our relationship as children. We are to come boldly in Christ, yet always with a sense of humble dependence and thanksgiving. 

inner man: It is clear that Paul is not interested in the Ephesians being physically powerful. It is not the case that the power of Heaven is ours for the purpose of selfish pursuits or temporal success. God is interested in the health and wellbeing of the inner person. This description was used to describe that dimension of the person now united with Christ. Paul seeks the power and strength that the Holy Spirit pours out in our hearts and minds, and through which we are able to see sin and righteousness as they really are. This “inner man” is the place of the soul, the location of the “enlightened heart” (see: 1:18ff), and may be understood as the command and control center of the whole person. This is what God has redeemed, and where the Holy Spirit now dwells.  

dwell: The Greek word Paul uses in vs. 17 to describe Christ’s position within the inner man is katoikeo. This term means literally to “inhabit,” “to be at home” and has a much deeper meaning than mere presence. Paul is not asking that Christ be with the readers, for that has already been established by their union with Christ. Spiritually they are joined to Christ eternally. What he is asking is that their Savior would find a welcoming, settled inhabitance in their hearts. What does this mean? Only that we are overjoyed at the presence of Christ in our lives and are willing to do whatever He asks, give whatever He demands, go wherever He commands, and trust fully and only in Him for all things. 

truth and love: Sadly, it is often the case in the West that these two terms are seen as different ends of a spectrum. We often classify folks as either love people, or truth people. Fortunately, Paul knew nothing of this distinction! In Philippians 1:9 he prayed for the Philippian believers that their “love would abound in real knowledge and discernment.” Here in Ephesians 3:17, 18 he asserts that those who are “rooted and grounded in love may be able to comprehend … the love of God … being filled up to all the fullness of God.” It is clear that to Paul, and to all the biblical writers, love is a primary characteristic of those who love God, and this love is directed equally toward truth and knowledge as well as toward relationship. 

filled up to all the fullness of God: In chapter 5 Paul will address this topic again under the idea of being “filled with the Spirit.” The whole concept of “spirit filled” has come on hard times in our day. We wrongly approach it as if there were more of the Spirit than what God has declared to be dwelling in and sealing our lives (see: 1:13,14), that somehow we need to get more of Him! But the truth is that this idea of filling isn’t about getting more of the Spirit; it is all about the Spirit getting more of us! To be “filled” with the Spirit is to have the Spirit of God flowing forcefully and unhindered in all areas of our lives. Like an irrigation gate that, once opened, allows the water to flow into multiple irrigation ditches, so also the Spirit longs to flow with power into all the areas of our lives. When this is the norm, we are being “filled” by the Spirit, and are more and more useful to Christ. 
	For the second time in the book we encounter a lengthy prayer of Paul for the Ephesian believers. Looking carefully we can see that this section of the letter – 1:15-3:13 – is “book ended” by prayer. The two prayers are remarkably similar in theme and substance showing that Paul has intentionally set this section apart as extremely significant to the argument of the book. It is in this section that he has laid out his primary thesis: That the Gentiles are just as much “in Christ” as are the believing Jews. As such, they share the eternal inheritance granted to the family of God, are considered to be in the covenant community, and are among the stones making up the Temple, the dwelling of God among men today.

14: For this reason: Once again Paul begins a section with this phrase. It is apparent that Paul is laying out an argument, and that he intends his readers to follow along very closely and come to the proper conclusion. Paul uses this phrase to tie sections together 5 times in the book (1:15; 3:1; 3:14; 5:14: 5:31). 

The reason here goes back to the previous section where Paul has laid out a defense for his apostolic mission to the Gentiles. He has carefully, yet powerfully, demonstrated that the tasks assigned to him by God are being carried out through the power of God Himself. Thus, the readers should not “lose heart” over Paul’s imprisonment, for the reasons behind it are all to the glory of God through them. 

And so, because Paul is all about fulfilling his mission to the Gentile world – which includes Ephesus – he once again launches into a passionate prayer for the Christ-followers in that pagan city.

I bow my knees before the Father: Here Paul lets the readers know that he is entering into prayer. The question is often raised: “Do we pray to the Father, or the Son, or the Holy Spirit, or all three?” While the answer revolves around the truth that every person in the Triune Godhead is personally and fully God in every sense, it is most often recognized that the prayers in the Bible are addressed to God the Father. This does not negate times when petitions and adoration may be directed at God the Son and God the Spirit. It only means that normally we address our prayer to the Father, even as Jesus instructed His disciples (see: Mathew 6:9-13).

15: from whom every family in heaven derives its name: Once again Paul is trumpeting the unity of all those in Christ. God the Father is the spiritual head of all those who have a heavenly lineage. This includes all nationalities, races, and language groups. No one is excluded on any basis as long as they have Christ. No longer do any Jew/non-Jew distinctions have any merit.

 16: Here Paul gets to the primary petition of his prayer. He simply asks that almighty God, whose glory is a treasure store of great spiritual riches, would energize the Ephesian believers with spiritual power. 

Notice the similarity between this prayer and Paul’s previous prayer in 1:16-19. In both Paul refers to the riches of glory, and the power of God in the believer. Here Paul centers in on the power that God grants to those in whom the Spirit dwells. In fact, it is the Spirit through whom this divine power is transmitted to the believer. To be filled and controlled by the Spirit is to have the power of God actively working in the life. To quench the Spirit through sin and neglect of spiritual discipline is to dilute the power God intends to be our protection from temptation as well as the fuel for our perseverance in truth and love every day. 

Just how can we tap into this power? How do we know when the power of God is at work in us? Paul seems to give a very simple answer in Colossians 1:28, 29: We proclaim Him, admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom, so that we may present every man complete in Christ.  For this purpose also I labor, striving according to His power, which mightily works within me.

Notice that Paul does not separate the power of God in Him from his own intentional labor and diligent striving in pursuit of God’s mission. From this we can learn an important principle: Q: When can I know that the Lord’s power is working in and through me? A: When I am focusing my own energies down the path of passionate obedience and pursuit of God’s glory in every area of my life. When I am laboring to please Him, God is working powerfully in and through me. 

17: Paul is not merely interested in the power of God being available to his readers. He wants to see that power transform them more and more into the image of Christ. This progressive “Christ-likeness” is what he describes when he declares his hope that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. 

Hospitality was well understood in the ancient world as the ability to take someone into the home and honor them, taking care of their every need. It also meant creating such a welcoming environment that the guest really felt “at home.” This meant a great deal of preparation as well as attention paid to the guest’s desires and needs. 

Paul uses this cultural value in stressing his great desire that the Ephesian believers would, through the power of the indwelling Spirit come more and more to have lives that welcomed the Savior as Lord and Master of everything that concerned them. 

This welcoming position toward Christ was only possible through faith, which for Paul is much more than simple belief. This faith was a life-dominating trust in the promises of God made to every believer, in Christ. These promises included forgiveness, life transformation, a multitude of spiritual blessings, and in the end, eternal fellowship with Almighty God Himself. Only as this trust grew stronger would the heart truly welcome the power and life-directing presence of Christ. 

Paul moves on from the illustration of the houseguest to the worlds of agriculture and construction. Continuing in the sequence of things in the prayer, Paul suggests that the first great consequence of the welcomed presence of Christ in the life would be increasing depth and stability.

Taking an element from the Old Testament (see Psalm 1:3) Paul prays that his readers, now having prepared hearts where Jesus feels “at home” will be deeply rooted. This pictures the tree that, needing water in an arid place, drives its roots down deep to find it. These deep roots not only find the water, but also keep the tree steady in the face of wind and weather. 

Paul again changes the illustration when he combines rooted with grounded. Taken from the world of construction, this word describes the foundation stones that would have been placed first, perhaps in the bottom of a trench dug to give the building greater footing and stability. 

Paul wants his readers to prize deep roots and solid footing for they will give the soul great stability against the winds of the world. 

But Paul isn’t finished. He prays that these deep roots and solid footings would be themselves grounded in love. 

Too often we understand love in a purely emotional way, and define it as largely a relational attitude that is demonstrated in compassion, care, and empathy. And while love includes this, it is also much more than this. Love is a passionate desire for something. And biblically, this passionate desire must fuel the Christ-follower to pursue many different things. These include truth, knowledge, wisdom, and understanding just as much as relationship. When Paul prays that his readers would be rooted and grounded in love he is not suggesting that this love is other than the balanced, passionate pursuit of all that God has for us through both relationship and biblical knowledge and understanding. 

18: Paul is almost to the end of his prayer, and he is getting closer and closer to his ultimate request. He prays that those in whom the Spirit dwells can, through the power of God, maintain a prepared and welcoming heart where Christ is “at home.” This will bring about a deep, grounded stability anchored in a passionate love that motivates obedience in all areas. 

Paul now goes even further. These deep roots, grounded in love, will make the readers able to comprehend the incomprehensible dimensions of God’s great love in Christ. 

It is here that Paul begins to run out of words. He can’t describe the love of Christ, but he tries! It is wide and long and high and deep, and it goes beyond the readers’ ability to know it comprehensively or completely. But Paul is sure they can know it certainly, and for this he is praying. 

19: Again we must remember the backdrop of Ephesian culture which was largely made up of pagan worship and cultic practices. Much of the ancient religion in that region was built on mysticism. A priority was placed on experiencing a mingling of the personal spirit with that of deity. For some, this could happen through drunkenness (see: 5:21) or some other mind-altering substance. The idea of being “filled up” with the gods was central to their worship. 

With this in mind, Paul ends his prayer with the dynamic declaration that those in whom the Spirit dwells, and in whom Jesus Christ has found a home, will come to know what the pagan religions only dream about. Paul prays simply that those who have entrusted their lives to Christ would come more fully to know the privilege that was theirs.

20, 21: In these verses Paul begins the glorious statement of praise that forms a fitting end to his prayer.  If we start from the end and work backwards we can see the overall design of this monumental benediction.

to Him be the glory: This is the only priority here. God’s glory – the undeniable manifestation of His goodness and greatness – is Paul’s highest goal and the ongoing purpose of his life. 

in the church and in Jesus Christ: These are really one, since the church is Christ’s body, but Paul mentions both to give each its proper emphasis. The primary way God’s glory will be manifest in our world today is through the church – that group of redeemed people who carry with them the message of Christ and proclaim it through increasingly righteous lives. 

to all generations: Paul understood by this time that the return of Christ might just be generations away. While he knew that the return could be at any time, it was also important for him to encourage his readers to live in such a way that those who followed after them would be on solid biblical footing. 

Now to Him that is able to do abundantly beyond all that we ask or think: This is the God that Paul knows and serves. This is the God whose sovereign power and infinite love will superintend all things so that His great plan of redemption will be completed perfectly and on time. This is the God who has called Jew and non-Jew together in Christ, as “one new man” (2:15).But we dare not end the verse here!

	
	according to the power that works within us: Here we get the sting in the tail. Too often we think the power of God is something that just takes over as we sit back and watch. This is not the way Paul sees it. Just as the power of God is best seen in our labor and diligent pursuit of righteousness, so also our amazing, sovereign God has somehow tied the glorious completion of His plan to the power that works in and through us! This means we are important to God, and necessary to His plan. It doesn’t mean that our disobedience will somehow derail all that He desires, but it does mean that He has offered us the privilege to partner with Him in bringing the light of grace into the darkness of sin. 


Life Principle:

As a follower of Christ, my prayer will be that the power of the indwelling Spirit will be unhindered in my life, bringing me stability and depth in my faith, and a deeper knowledge of God’s great love, all mine in Jesus Christ.

Study Questions

1. Read the prayers of Paul (references are listed on page 1 of this lesson). What do you notice about them? How do your prayers compare to his? What might you learn about prayer from these examples of apostolic prayers?

2. What do you understand by the term “filling of the Spirit”?  How does the text in this lesson inform your understanding? 

3. In what ways is the church to manifest the glory of Christ (vs. 21)? How is that manifestation dulled by our culture? What must the church do to be visible in our world as a vehicle of God’s glory?  
4. Read Colossians 1:27-29. What is the relationship between our diligence, and the power of God in us? What is the best way to recognize the power of God in us? How does Philippians 2:12, 13 help inform your understanding?  

Journal

1. In studying this lesson, I found the most comfort in learning that . . .

2. The area(s) in my life that most need(s) to change in order to live out what I have learned in this lesson is (are) . . .

3. By God's grace, I am going to pursue obedience to God's Word by making the following changes, or adopting the following practices in my life:

What I must stop doing/being:
What I must begin doing/being:
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