8
“A Request for Spiritual Strength”      Text – Ephesians 3:16-17a


Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
As you travel anywhere in the South Island, it is almost impossible not to be impressed by the Southern Alps.  They are indeed a magnificent range of mountain peaks that dominate the horizon.  
And yet, as magnificent as the Alps are, one mountain towers above all the others.  Aoraki Mount Cook, all 3754 meters of it, rises, majestically, above all of the other mountains in the range.  

Well, to borrow a slightly localized version of what many others have said before then, in terms of sheer beauty and grandeur, the Book of Ephesians has been described as the Southern Alps of the Bible.  And if this is so, then Paul’s prayer in chapter 3 is Aoraki Mt Cook.  
Poetically, doctrinally, and doxologically, we have reached the high point of the whole book.  In surveying the glories of the mystery of the church of Jesus Christ, nothing, in the whole of the Bible, can transcend what Paul lays before us in these verses.  For these words reveal the heart of an Apostle, who though imprisoned, is set free to soar in the heavens as he describes his desire for these and all Christians.

Well, last time I was with you, we looked at the introduction to this prayer in verses 14-15.  
And we saw there that Paul simply had to pray.  
Knowing what he knew about God and what God was doing, and knowing that living together in the church of Jesus Christ was causing some problems in Ephesus, he simply had to pray.  
And we saw also that the reference to kneeling calls us, not necessarily to physically kneel every time we pray, but to pray always with a kneeling attitude.  
Whether it is the quick prayer of thanksgiving prayed in the car after a near miss, the prayer prayed before we go to sleep, or the prayers prayed in church, we must have an attitude of reverence, respect, and humility towards the God who we pray to.  
And lastly, we noted the privilege that belongs to us who address God as Father in our prayers.

As we look then at this magnificent prayer, notice first of all that it is made up of three petitions or requests.  
And the NIV, quite helpfully here, indicates this by using the words “I pray” before the first two petitions. In verse 16 it says, “I pray,” and in verse 17 it says, “I pray.”  
The last petition is found in verse 19 and begins with the words “that you may be filled.”  
And it’s probably helpful for us to think of this prayer, not as three separate petitions, but as a kind of prayer staircase.  Each petition is built on the previous one and rises higher in scope and content.  

Now, before we turn our attention to the first petition of Paul’s prayer, let me make one more general comment about this prayer.  
We need to remember again where Paul is as he prays this prayer.  Verse 1 of chapters 3 and 4 remind us that Paul is in prison.  
Having heard about the problems in Ephesus, he cannot go to them and offer his wisdom and counsel face to face. Paul is not allowed to go and make visits.  Paul’s movements are restricted.  Paul is not allowed to attend Christian meetings.  He cannot go to public worship, he cannot go to Session meetings, he cannot visit the sick and distressed, and he cannot attend district meetings.  About the only thing Paul can do is pray.  
Do you think then that Paul felt restricted and ineffectual?  When you read this prayer, do you think that Paul felt like Christianity was a lost cause?  Do you think that Paul was concerned that without his direct input, the Ephesian church was in grave danger?  
Well the answer to all these questions is no.  Because despite his cell, and despite his chains, and despite all of the restrictions placed on him, Paul could pray.  Paul could pray to the God who created all things and who upholds all things by the very word of His power!  And “the prayer of a righteous man,” says the Apostle James, “is powerful and effective.”  
And so, be encouraged Brothers and Sisters.  You see, there may come a time when you may be laid up on a sickbed.  There may come a time when you are far away from loved ones in the midst of strife and difficulty.  There may come a time when your ability to physically function and participate is hindered, for whatever reason.  
And times like these do not mean you are of no use to any one.  No, times like these must be used for prayer; focused, earnest, passionate, desperate prayer; prayer prayed to a God who has no limits, no obstacles, and no hindrances to what He can accomplish anywhere and in any way.  
For then, these times become not a seemingly pointless time of waiting until we can really be useful and busy, but powerful times of prayerful intercession and thanksgiving.

Well, let’s look then at the first petition of this majestic prayer.  And we are going to do that today by simply looking at Paul’s request in terms of its component parts.  We will begin by looking at the bare request, and then the measure, the instrument, the location, and the purpose.    

	Firstly then, let’s look at the bare request that paul makes in this first petition.  
	Now, when I say “bare request,” what I mean is the bones of the request’s body.  In terms of the way we use language, what is the core of Paul’s request?  Well, if we strip away all of the adjectives and participles and adverbs in verses 16-17a, the bare request is “I pray that He may strengthen you with power.”  
	Paul, who is writing to the saints in Ephesus, asks the Father to strengthen them with power.  
	Now, we know that the Holy Spirit always intended that these words of Paul be recorded in Scripture as words addressed also to all believers, everywhere.  And so, this is a prayer to the Father that believers may be strengthened with power.  


	And the first thing we note about this request is what is not requested.  
	And Brothers and Sisters, I want you to note this in terms of the way that we often pray for ourselves and for one another.  
	Think for a moment about our normal prayer requests for our families and for each other, for instance.  
	We ask for safe travelling.  We ask God to protect loved ones.  We ask for good health or healing.  We ask for job security.  We ask for prosperity.  

We spend a lot of time in our prayers asking for physical things, material things.  
	Now, there can be no doubt that Paul himself had physical needs.  He was in prison after all.  And you can be sure that he prayed that he might be released from prison.
	Likewise, there can be no doubt that these Ephesian Christians had physical needs, they were living in times of persecution after all.  

And yet, none of that features in Paul’s prayer on their behalf.  
	Now, this is not to say that the physical is unimportant.  This is not to suggest that it is inappropriate to pray for physical concerns.  What it does reveal though is that our chief concern ought to be a spiritual concern.  Both in terms of the well-being of ourselves and of others, our chief concern ought to be spiritual.  
	In a portion of the Sermon on the mount, Jesus dedicated His attention to those whose chief concern was things physical.  
	And He said to them those words that we all know so well, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.”  
	And if you look through the prayers of Paul on behalf of Christians in all sorts of very difficult circumstances you will find that his prayers for them are primarily, if not exclusively, spiritual in focus.  
	Paul knew that life is not all about bodily comfort but eternal comfort.  
	Paul knew that even if the healing he sought now was granted, eventually death comes to all.  
	Thus, spiritual well-being ought to be the chief focus of prayer.  
	Well, is it so with you?  When you pray for yourself or for others, what is to the forefront in your requests?  Is it physical things or spiritual things?  
	You know, in thinking about this point I had to reflect on the pastoral prayer points I put each week in the bulletin.  And as I look through them, I must acknowledge that the focus there is, frequently, and perhaps with too much emphasis, on the physical.  Healing, safety, security, etc etc.  

In terms of our prayers then, the chief emphasis ought to be given to spiritual needs and spiritual well-being.  
	The primary things we ask for ought to be the same types of things that Paul seeks.


	And in terms of what Paul seeks, he asks the Father to strengthen believers with power.  And what this reveals to us is that Paul’s request has to do with sanctification, not salvation.  
	Paul is praying for believers, and believers no longer need to be saved.  However, what believers do always need is sanctification.  
	Sanctification is the ongoing work of God's free grace, whereby He makes us more and more holy.  
	Sanctification is the work of the Holy Spirit that continues on in the life of the believer until they die or Christ comes again.  
	And so, Paul’s request for strengthening here has to do with sanctification.


	And in terms of sanctification, Paul asks for believers to be strengthened with power.
	Paul knows that the believer’s life is one of growth.  
	At first, small baby steps are taken as we learn about our sin and what Jesus has done to atone for that sin.  
	But as we continue to walk as believers our understanding of who Jesus is and what Jesus has done grows and deepens.  
	And often it grows and deepens as we go through severe trials and difficulties.  
	King David’s life is the perfect example of this.  
	1 Peter 1 says that suffering grief in all kinds of trials happens so that faith may be proved genuine as it is purified and refined.
	If I said that I wanted to give you a whole lot of precious jewels, would you turn up with a thin paper bag  No!
	Paul knows that a thin paper bag is not adequate to hold a treasure trove of gold and precious jewels.  To hold such a treasure, the bag needs to be stronger.
	And so, Paul asks God to strengthen believers so that they may be ready for the spiritual riches that God will give to them.


And we see this as we continue on then to consider the measure of this request.  

Paul has asked God to strengthen believers with power.  Well, in terms of the quantity or amount of his request, Paul asks that it be “out of His glorious riches,” or, as other translations put it, “According to the riches of His glory.”  

	Now, Paul used a similar phrase back in 1:7.  There he said, “In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace.”  
	And you might remember that when we looked at that verse, I used the following illustration.  If you were to go to a multimillionaire and ask him to contribute to a worthy cause, and he gave you a check for $25.00, he would only be giving from his riches.  But if he gave you a check for $250,000.00, he would be giving in accordance with his riches.  
	And I asked you then the same question that I will ask you now: Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, do you know that God is quite rich?  
	And I am not trying to be flippant or irreverent here.  

You see, this is why Paul was content to be able to pray even in the midst of his own trying circumstances.  
	He knows the riches of God.  
He knows that God desires to pour out His riches upon His people.  
But he also knows that most often the problem was not in terms of supply but in terms of demand.  The problem is not with God’s willingness to open the windows of heaven, the problem is our lack of trust in Him, our doubt, and our failure to ask.   
	Do you pray to, do you trust in, and do you ask for from a God who is abundantly, exceedingly, and generously rich?  What is the measure of your requests to the Lord?  


But note also the instrument by which Paul expects God to answer his request. 

“I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit.”  

In Galatians 5 and 6 you can read about the work of the Spirit in this respect.  
In each of us there is a battle going on between the desires of sinful nature and its desires, and the leadings of the Holy Spirit.  And there always will be until we reach heaven.  
So what does Paul tell us there to do in terms of this battle?  
He said, “Live by the Spirit.”  He said, “Be lead by the Spirit.”  He said, “Keep in step with the Spirit.”  He said, “Sow to please the Spirit.”  
And we do this, primarily, through the means of grace: by preparing for, praying for, and listening to the preaching of the Word, and by diligent use of the sacraments.  For it is in the preaching and the sacraments that the Holy Spirit does His chief work of strengthening believers.  
But we do this also through prayer; frequent, continual, and earnest prayer, be it private or public.  
We do this through Bible study, be it private or public.  
And we do this in fellowship with other believers who are also seeking to be strengthened through the Spirit.  
Do you desire to be an obedient and effective believer?  
If so, then you must seek to grow in your awareness of the Spirit’s work.  You must be Spirit filled, Spirit led, and Spirit controlled.  You must live by the Spirit.

Well, where then does the Spirit accomplish this strengthening work?  What is the location of the Spirit’s work?

Paul says, “I pray that out of His glorious riches He may strengthen you with power through His Spirit in your inner being.”  The location of the Spirit’s work is in the believer’s inner being.

	And what Paul is referring to here is what he spoke of in chapter 2.  
	All men and women begin life in a state of total depravity; they are incapable of any saving good, wholly opposed to God.  
	But, as 2:4 says, “God, because of His great love for us, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions.”  
	God takes that which is “dead,” sinfully depraved man, and makes it “alive.”  

He changes the focus of inner man away from death and sin towards life and righteousness.  

	2 Cor 4:16 says, “Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day.”  
	And this is not referring to aging bodies and failing physical health, but the decline of the old man and the rise of the new man; the transformation of our inner being.  


	Proverbs 4:23 says, “Guard you heart for it is the well-spring of life.”  
	Your heart or your inner-being is the place from which all else in your life is governed and directed.  
	Your inner-being is the place where what you are really thinking is revealed despite what you might be outwardly saying or doing.  
	Your inner-being is the place where you say to yourself, “What a disgusting outfit,” when what you actually say is “My, you look wonderful!”  
	Your inner-being is the place where you say to yourself, “There are a hundred other places I would rather be,” when what you actually say out loud is “Thanks for inviting me!”  

Boys and girls, your inner being is the place where you silently swear and curse your parents for making you mow the lawns again as you “obediently” mow the lawns.  
I’m sure you all remember the story of Ananias and Saphirra?  Outwardly, what they were doing looked great.  According to their words, they were giving a gift to the Lord and His people.  But God knew the thoughts of their inner-being.  And this is why they were judged and condemned to death.

	And Paul knows that it is here in the inner-being that we must be changed and strengthened.  
	What we say outwardly, and what we do outwardly can fool others and maybe even ourselves, but not God.  For God sees and hears the inner-being.  God is concerned with the words and deeds that flow out of our inner-being.
	And this is why He asks God to strengthen believers in their inner-being.   


	And here again we are reminded of something we spoke of a little earlier.  
	Paul’s primary concern is not for the physical well-being of these Ephesian believers but for their spiritual well-being.  
	He knew that if they were spiritually strong they would be able to withstand any physical difficulty, even and particularly death.  
	And the same ought to be true of us beloved.  
	As you pray for yourselves and for one another, pray first for spiritual well-being.  Pray for contentment, and perseverance.  Pray for increased godliness.                       Pray for a passionate spirituality.  Pray for increased joy in salvation.                           Pray for a deeper love for Christ.  Pray for strengthening in the inner-being.  


And pray all of this with the same purpose in mind that Paul had for these believers.  

Pray for strengthening with power, through His Spirit, in the inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.”

	You know, there are two words to describe dwelling or living that the Greek language uses.  
	One is Paroiko and the other is Katoikeo.  
	When you go on holiday somewhere and you set yourself up in a motel, that place becomes your dwelling.  If you were to meet someone and they were to ask you were you are living at the moment, you would have to say at the motel.  But you would say that only in the sense of Paroiko.  It is not where you really live.  It is not where you truly belong.  It is not your home.  It is merely your temporary accommodation.  

But if that person was to discover that you were on holiday and was to ask you were you normally live, you would tell them about the place here in Christchurch where you Katoikeo; your home, your permanent place of residence, the place where you really belong.
	Paul’s prayer is that Jesus may katoikeo in your hearts.  
	He wants King Jesus to take up an increasingly permanent residence in the house of your heart.


	Now, Brothers and Sisters, Jesus enters the house of your heart the moment He saves you.  
	But the house of your heart is filled with rubbish and filth and dirt and disease.  And Jesus cannot dwell there in any comfort until it is cleansed of sin and filled with righteousness.   
	Now, this will only be fully done when you reach heaven, but He has begun His work already by His Spirit.  

And all of the struggles and joys of the Christian life are evidences of the work of renovation that He is undertaking in the house of your heart.  

	In John McArthur’s commentary, he describes a booklet he read on exactly this.  In the booklet this renovation work is described like this: “Jesus goes from room to room.  In the library, which is the mind, Jesus finds trash and all sorts of worthless things, which He proceeds to throw out and replace with His Word.  In the dining room of appetite He finds many sinful desires listed on a worldly menu.  In the place of such things as prestige, materialism, and lust He puts humility, meekness, love, and all the other virtues for which believers are to hunger and thirst.  He goes through the living room of fellowship, where He finds many worldly companions and activities, through the workshop, where only toys are being made, into the closet, where hidden sins are kept, and so on through the entire house.  Only when He has cleaned every room, closet, and corner of sin and foolishness could He settle down and be at home.”  


	And any of you who have ever undertaken renovation work will know, it is always a messy, painful, and painstaking process.  But the end result always makes it all worthwhile, doesn’t it.  


	Well, if you are a believer, Jesus Christ dwells in the house of your heart.  
	He does so through your faith.  

But your faith needs to be refined and purified and strengthened in order for Him to dwell in your heart with comfort.  Your faith needs to be renovated.  
	And you may be assured that this renovation will mean mess and pain and frustration and hurt.  
	But even in the midst of this, be encouraged believer!  Joy will come!  The end result will make it all worthwhile!  
	Be encouraged that out of His glorious riches, your God is strengthening you with power through His Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your heart by faith.  Amen.


