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“Pray for Preaching Power”      Text – Ephesians 6:19-20       OT Reading – Nehemiah 1:1-2:9

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
It might prove helpful as we set the context for these verses if we briefly consider the ministry of the Apostle Paul at this point.
	He was converted by a direct vision of the Lord Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus.  

For three years, he then received his ‘seminary’ education, the likes of which was unique; more direct revelation from the Lord Jesus Christ, Himself.  
He then worked in Antioch with Barnabas for a year where they taught “a great number of people.”  
He then undertook his first missionary tour, going to the region of Galatia, via Cyprus, and planting many churches.  
Acts 15 records Paul’s contribution to the Synod held at Jerusalem.  
He then went on his second missionary journey, travelling again through Galatia, on into Turkey, and then to Greece.  There he spoke to the Greek philosophers in Athens.  
After spending some time establishing the church at Corinth, he headed back to Antioch, from whence he soon left for his third missionary journey.  On this one he planted the church or churches in Ephesus, to which this letter is written, and ended up back in Jerusalem where he was arrested.  
	In Acts 23, he addressed the whole Sanhedrin.  

He was transferred to Caesarea where he was tried before the Governor, Felix.  
Two years later, he was tried again before the new governor, Festus, and appealed to Rome.  
Festus sought the advice of King Agrippa, and Paul then spoke before King Agrippa.  
Aged about 57, he sailed for Rome, where he was allowed to preach under guard for about two years.  It was during this time that he wrote the letter to the Ephesians.  
And Philippians reveals the influence he has within Caesar’s household as he passes on the greetings of the believers among them.

It’s quite a missionary biography isn’t it!  Begun by an encounter with Jesus Christ on the Road to Damascus, it took him all around the Roman Empire, at the very forefront of the church’s missionary activity.  

In Damascus, as he lay there, blinded by the vision of Jesus, Ananias was told to go to him and heal him.  Ananias, however, knowing Paul’s reputation as a persecutor of the church, was not so keen to visit!  But Jesus said to him, “Go!  This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel.”  

So, converted by direct vision, taught by direct revelation, uniquely appointed as apostle to the Gentiles and Kings, and church planter-extraordinaire.

And now, as he draws his letter to the Ephesians to a close, he ends by asking for prayer.  This great general in the army of Christ asks for prayer, saying, “Pray also for me.”  And more specifically, twice, he asks for prayer that he might be fearless or bold in his preaching.

And this raises a potential question in our minds: Is it possible that Paul’s resolve is weakening?  Is his faith in Christ waningAs he forgotten who called him, who trained him, and who has been with him every step of the way perhaps?  Why does he ask for prayer like this?
May we find in Paul’s prayer request an excuse for our fear when it comes to evangelism?  Has Paul become, in these words, the patron saint of witnessing wimps?

Or, is it the case that his prayer request is not an admission of fear but something quite different?  Are these words, perhaps, empowering words of exhortation?  Is Paul ending his epistle with a prayer request that teaches us much about preaching and its relationship with prayer?

The answer is, of course, the latter.  Yes, Paul is human, and getting older and weaker.  But his prayer request is borne from humility, not fright.  It displays a hatred of self-confidence and pride, and a confidence in the work of the Spirit that is birthed in the prayers of God’s people.  

Here in vv19-20, The Apostle’s Call for Prayer reveals the Power Behind Preaching.

And the are four points that we plan to consider as we approach these verses: 
Firstly, the source of the message, secondly, the substance of the message, 
thirdly, the style of the message, and fourthly, the support of the messenger; 
Source, substance, style, and support – our four points.

Firstly then, the source of the message.  

	Those of you present when we last looked at Ephesians will recall that we talked about v18 as a call to All Prayer.  
	Paul’s command to believers was that they pray in the Spirit on ALL occasions, with ALL kinds of prayer and requests; to ALWAYS keep on praying for ALL the saints.  
	We saw that we “be strong in the Lord” and “stand against the devil” by putting on the full armour of God AND praying.  The armour is useless if it is not cloaked with ALL prayer.


	Well, having made this call to ALL prayer, Paul continues by providing an example of what these Ephesians ought to pray for.  
	He’s just said, “Pray for all the saints,” and now he shows them what this looks like by saying, “Pray also for me.”  I too need your prayers, He says.  I too am one of the saints who needs your constant and persistent prayer.  
	But notice, firstly, what he doesn’t ask them to pray for on his behalf.  
	Where is he as he writes?  In prison, chained to his guard.  
	But there is no request that he be set free!  What he wants is for the gospel to be free.  
	He is likely over 60 years old.  He has a thorn in the flesh, as we read in 2 Corinthians, possibly referring to a disability or illness.  He has been regularly beaten, imprisoned, and shipwrecked.  He probably hasn’t been able to visit a gym or his GP for a while, and his meals are probably not coming out of Caesar’s gourmet kitchen.  
	But there is no request for improved health, better living conditions, relief from discomfort, or anything of the like.  What he seeks is the health of the gospel.  


	Does this mean, then, that we ought not to ask for health, comfort, food, housing, and employment, etc?  
	No it does not.  But it does mean, looking to the prayers of the Bible, and as we have already noted in Ephesians, that in our prayers, the spiritual ought to outweigh the physical, and the needs of others ought to be more prominent than self.  SPIRITUAL/physical – OTHERS/self.


	Very specifically, Paul says, “Pray also for me, that whenever I open my mouth,        words may be given me,” or, utterance, or a message may be given me.  
	Paul’s calling, and Paul’s tool of the trade, as it were, is a preaching mouth.  And as an Apostle, a lot hung on what came out of his mouth.  
	Now, preachers today are not apostles.  Their words are not inspired words that become part of the Bible.  
	And yet, whenever a preacher’s mouth opens, a lot still hangs on what comes out of it.  
	Speak the truth of God’s Word, and the doorway to heaven is opened.  

Get it wrong somehow, and the doorway to heaven remains closed.  
	Paul’s prayer then, as is the prayer of all preachers, is that words may be given for when their mouth opens.  


	Now, notice it is not explicitly stated as to from where or from whom come the words that Paul is asking for.  
	Thinking biblically though, let’s recall Moses and the burning bush.  
	There God called Moses to ask Pharaoh to let the people of Israel go.  Moses was terrified and felt very inadequate for this work, saying he was slow of speech and tongue.  But God rebuked Moses and said, “Go; I will help you speak and will teach you what to say.”  
	Think also of Jeremiah.  
	The Lord called him as His prophet, but Jeremiah said, “Ah, Sovereign LORD … I do not know how to speak; I am only a child.”  But the LORD said, “You must go to everyone I send you to and say whatever I command you … Then the LORD reached out His hand and touched my mouth and said to me, "Now, I have put my words in your mouth. "”  


	We see, then, that it is God who gives His appointed servants the words they are too speak.  And more specifically, as we come to the NT, we see that it is the Holy Spirit who does this.  
	In John 14, as Jesus readied His disciples for their work, he said to them what He surely said to Paul when He later met with Him, “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.”  


From Paul’s prayer request, we learn that the source of the message that came from the mouth of Paul was the Holy Spirit.  
And the source of the message that comes from the mouths of preachers, so long as what they teach aligns with the Word, is the Word and the Spirit.  
And this is the first part of the power behind preaching.
Secondly though, the power behind preaching is seen also in the substance of the message.
Paul begs that words might be given him so that he can “make known the mystery of the gospel.”
5 times in this letter, Paul has already used the word “mystery.”  
We saw it first in 1:9, when Paul spoke about “the mystery of God’s will.”  
But he really focused on “mystery” in chapter 3.  
And we noticed as we considered that portion of the book that when Paul uses the word ‘mystery’ he is referring to things that did not make much sense to OT believers, but which do make sense to NT believers, because of better, fuller, knowledge.  
Before Christ it was a mystery.  After Christ, because of the work of the Holy Spirit, it is now able to be understood.  
And the particular mystery in view was God’s eternal plan to bring Gentiles and Jews together to form the church of Jesus Christ.  

Then he alluded to it again in 5:32.  When talking about the one-flesh relationship between a husband and a wife, he said, “This is a profound mystery – but I am talking about Christ and the church.”  
And we noted the following at the time: Paul is stating in sheer amazement that when God said to Adam, “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh,” he was also revealing how His salvation purposes would be fulfilled in relation to Jesus Christ and the church!  Marriage would picture salvation!
And OT believers had no hope of seeing this and understanding it.  
But because we have the Book of Ephesians and John’s Revelation, we know, that the universe exists to provide Jesus Christ with a bride, the church.  

And so, the mystery of the gospel, which is the subtance of the message, which is the power behind preaching, is Jesus Christ and the church.  
Whether it be Genesis 1, Nahum 2, or Revelation 3, the sermon should reveal Jesus Christ and the church.  
Your cry, as a congregation, from one service to the next, should be “Preacher, show us Jesus Christ and the church!”  
Show us the person, the power, the practise, the parts, the perspective, the people, the precepts, the principles, the pictures, the perfections, or the position, of Jesus Christ and the church.  Show us so that we are better prepared as the bride to be with our beloved groom in heaven even while we live here on earth longing for that day! 

And what this means, in terms of sermon analysis, the chief question is Have I encountered Jesus Christ and the church?  Is the flavour of the message Jesus Christ and the church?  Is my love for Jesus Christ and the church stronger?
If so, the substance of the message, also, is part of the power behind preaching

And yet, we need to note also that substance or content is not everything in terms of the power behind preaching.  
And this we see in our third point as we go on to consider the style of the message.

	Now style of course refers to a whole lot of things when it comes to preaching.  But we want to focus on the element of style that is repeated in Paul’s prayer request; “Fearlessly.”  Paul says, “Pray … that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains.  Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I should.”  
	Now, it’s not very apparent in our translations but Paul uses the word in two ways in this verse.  
	The first use of the word is in the form of a noun.  
	As Paul describes what comes out of his mouth, his prayer is that the content of his message may be bold or fearless content.  
	He wants to declare the full counsel of God, to deliver a message that is direct and plain and forthright, that leaves nothing out that needs to be said.  
	The second use of the word is as a verb.  
	Here he is referring to his manner of speech, how he speaks.  
	His prayer is that he may keep nothing back through fear of man, that he may speak boldly, that he may speak with an uninhibited openness, that he may be courageous in his manner of speaking.  
	It’s no good, you see, when a preacher says something that is true and necessary but in such a timid or qualified way that the force of his words is completely lost.  


	Perhaps it might help us to recall something we have likely all seen in little children.  
	A young child tells an adult that they have a big fat tummy, or they tell an amputee that they have lost one of their arms, or they tell an adult that they should put their hand over their mouth when they cough, for example.  

Now, children need to learn about what is appropriate for children to say to adults.  But what we see in them is fearlessness in terms of content and manner.  They say what they want to say, plainly, directly, and with no fear of man.  
	And it is this fearlessness, in both content and manner, which needs to be seen in preaching.  
	Nothing must be left out that needs to be said, if that is what the text demands.  
	God’s word must be proclaimed without fear of favour.  
	As hard for us to imagine as it is today, aspects of God’s Word must not be ignored through fear of persecution.  

Certain topics should not be avoided because some in the congregation are a bit sensitive to them, or because they might be controversial, or because certain members have let him know that they don’t appreciate that subject being addressed.  
God’s people should not be given an excuse to disobey God’s Word by a preacher who is too fearful to take God’s Word and say, “Thus sayeth the Lord!”  

	But, and it is a very important but, note also the final words of this verse, “That I may declare it fearlessly, as I should.”  
	And these final words of Paul point us back to what Paul said in 4:15, where he spoke about “speaking the truth in love.”  
	Yes, the truth needs to be spoken, fully and fearlessly.  But it must be done in a style characterized by love.  
	Elsewhere in 2 Timothy 4:2, Paul says something similar, “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage.”  
	But then he goes one to say, “With great patience and careful instruction.”  


	It is impossible not to see the fearlessness of Paul when you read through the epistles.  He, just like Jesus Christ, is very direct in his instruction and exhortation.  He leaves nothing out, regardless of how ‘hurtful’ it may be.  But is equally impossible not to see the love, care, and patience that just drips off each page.  
	He tells them he loves them.  He writes like he loves them.  

And no matter how heavy the rebuke is that they need, he always prays for them, and prays that the grace, mercy and peace of the Father and the Son be upon them.  

A God honouring, Christ glorifying, and Spirit driven fearlessness and love, then, are also part of the power behind preaching.  

Finally though, we must also see that the support of the messenger is part of the power behind preaching.

	And we see this as we hear the Apostle say to these Ephesian Christians, “Pray also for me.”  
	Paul knows that Gospel ministry flourishes according to the prayers of the Lord’s people.
	One commentator quotes the following story, “Many years ago, the record of a wonderful work of grace at one of the stations of the China Inland Mission attracted a good deal of attention.  Both the number and spiritual character of the converts had been far greater than at other stations where the consecration of the missionaries had been just as great.  This rich harvest of souls remained a mystery until Hudson Taylor, on a visit to England, discovered the secret.  At the close of one of his addresses a gentleman came forward to introduce himself.  In the conversation which followed, Mr. Taylor was surprised at the accurate knowledge the man possessed concerning this China Inland Mission station.  “But how is it,” Mr. Taylor asked, “that you know so much about the conditions of that work?”  “Oh!” he replied, “the missionary there and I are old college mates; for years we have regularly corresponded; he has sent me names of enquirers and converts, and these I have daily taken to God in prayer.”  At last the secret was found – a praying man, praying definitely, praying daily.”


	Paul asks for prayer not to give these Christians something positive to do, not to make them feel better about themselves, or him better about himself, but because he knows that Gospel ministry flourishes according to the prayers of the Lord’s people.  
	In Luke 18, “Jesus told His disciples a parable to show them that they should always pray and not give up.”  And that parable was the parable of the persistent widow who got what she asked for through sheer repetition.  


	Yes, Paul had been converted through a direct vision of Jesus.  

Yes, Paul had been trained by direct revelation from Jesus.  
And yes, Paul had a lot of experience with talking to crowds and important people.  

	But Paul also knew that a vital part of the power behind preaching is the prayerful support of the messenger given by the Lord’s people.  


	And in this there can be no doubt that Paul looked to the example of Jesus Christ in Gethsemane.  
	There, as He faced a vital and necessary part of His ministry on earth, what did he do?  He prayed.  But what else did He do?  He begged, He urged, and He implored the disciples to pray with Him and for Him.  

The Son of God yearned for the prayers of His disciples so that He could face that which He was called to do.  
	And if he sought their prayers, how much more do Paul and every minister of the gospel since him need the prayers of the Lord’s people?


	John Alexander was the President of Inter-Varsity Christian Fellowship.  In 1978 he sent the following letter to his staff.
	“Every Saturday night I pray through a list of pastors – thanking God for them, for their ministry, for their personal friendship.  I then intercede that, on this eve of another Lord’s Day, the Spirit of Christ will give them a good night’s rest and anoint them with wisdom, power, and joy for the morrow.  On Sunday morning I go through then list again, interceding as they step into their pulpits, that their proclamation of the whole counsel of God will be simple, clear, tender where it should be gentle, bold where it should be courageous – that it will be straight and true to the minds and hearts of listeners who say, “Sir, we would see Jesus.”  I pray that the Lord will bind Satan from attacking pastor and laymen (especially through loveless criticism) and that Christ will touch the congregation to hear, see, and understand and obey God’s proclaimed truth.  I invite you to join me in this Saturday night and Sunday morning discipline of intercession.”


	Now, there are different ways to pray for preachers and the work of preaching.  But if we are serious about preachers and the work of preaching, we ought to be regularly interceding on their behalf.  People of God, is this something that you are doing? 


The power behind preaching rests in the Holy Spirit as its source, in the substance of the message being Jesus Christ and the church, and in a fearless content and style that is spoken in love.  But equally vital for the power of preaching is the prayer support of the Lord’s people.

In this way, Jesus is building up His church to the glory of His name.  May He continue to do so through us.  Amen.

