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When it comes to prayer, one of my favorite images is found in Revelation 8:3-4. The scene is the throne room of God with God seated on His thrown with all the angelic beings surrounding and worshipping God.

Then the apostle John writes that he saw: “Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all the saints, on the golden altar before the throne. 4 The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel's hand.”

The prayers of the saint, the set apart ones you and I are mixed with the incense offer so that they come up before God as a sweet and pleasing aroma.

Have you ever heard someone pray and feel as if you are being lifted up into the throne room of God?

I remember one summer when I was a boy. I couldn’t have been more than 9 years old. Mom took us way back up into the hills of West Virginia to meet Aunt Sally—more like Great Great Aunt Sally.

To me Aunt Sally looked to be ancient of days. She had spent her whole life on the side of that mountain. 

Frail, thin and no more than 4’ 2”, she looked as if the slightest breeze would blow her off that mountain. 

But there was something about her, an inner strength that you knew that no matter what came down that valley she would not be moved.

That evening, Aunt Sally, this tinny woman frail woman took me by the hands an in an instant became a giant in my eyes.

It was electric. Aunt Sally began to pray. As her tiny hands held mine I could feel the warmth and strength come through. I knew then where her strength came from.

I watched as she prayed. Her eyes were wide open and as clear as day. But she wasn’t looking at me. 

It was if she was standing in the throne room of God, looking into the face of her Heavenly Father—the face of her Father before whom she had spent countless hours before pouring her heart out in prayer.

And as she prayed and held onto my hands it was as if she had taken me into that throne room with her. 

To this day I don’t remember the words she prayed but I remember that prayer. And I remember thinking that I hope that someday I would be able to pray like that too.

One of the best ways to learn how to pray is watch and listen to someone, like Aunt Sally, who is a prayer giant. 

That is the heart of this sermon series that we are in called “Praying with Paul.”

It is my hope that as we study some of Pauls’ prayers found in the Bible we will discover patterns and principle that when put into practice will help us pray powerful prayers that are pleasing to God. 

Last week we looked at Paul’s prayer found in Ephesians chapter 1, verses 15-23. There we saw that our prayers need to be less give me and more meet me.

Instead of focusing our prayers on God meeting our needs we need to pray that we would meet God in our needs.

This morning we are going to look at Paul’s second prayer found in the book of Ephesians. In fact if you would go ahead and turn in your Bibles to Ephesians 3:14-21. 

Beyond question, this is one of the greatest prayers in the entire Bible. 

One writer called it “the Holy of Holies in the Christian life.” Another writer called it “a prayer for the impossible.” 

In chapter 1 Paul prayed that the eyes of our hearts might be opened so that we might know God better. 

If the first prayer is for enlightenment, this second prayer is for enablement. 

If the first prayer is for knowledge, the second is for power, strength where we need it most!

As we look at this prayer, once again it’s easy to get lost in the details. Like the prayer we looked at last week this is really one long sentence in the original Greek.

At first reading, it appears to be a complex arrangement of phrases piled one on top of the other, all leading to a very powerful doxology (or statement of praise) in verses 20-21. 

Let’s read it, Ephesians 3:14-21: 
For this reason I kneel [I bow the knee in humble submissions] before the Father, 

In Paul’s day most Jewish men prayed standing with arms stretched up. 

The point is not the physical position that Paul took in prayer. In the Bible we find people praying while standing, prostrate-laying out on the floor, and kneeling.

The point here is that he is coming to God in humble submission looking to God in trust and in faith. He is not coming demanding but requesting.

For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 

The whole family in heaven and on earth would include all those who have died in faith and those who are still alive in Christ—all believers are marked out and called into God’s household. 

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. 

20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. 

The focus, the main request in this prayer is found in verse 16 where Paul prays that God might “strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being.” 

This is a prayer for spiritual strength in our inner being (literally in Greek, the “inner man"). 

Paul prays for one thing and one thing only in this prayer. 

He asks God to strengthen the Ephesians by the Holy Spirit on the inside so that they can fulfill God’s will for them. 

Though this prayer has many parts and builds to a big climax, there is only one basic request. Keep that in mind as we look at this text.

How can I be so sure that there is only one basic request? 

The key is found back in verse 13, just before the prayer begins: “I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory.” (Ephesians 3:13)

Paul says “Look I’m in prison, I suffer for the Gospel, the message of salvation—the glory you share in.”

The phrase “not to be discouraged” can be translated “not to lose heart” or “not to give up.” 

Now remember Paul is writing this letter while he is sitting in a Roman prison awaiting trial and possibly death because he has preached the Gospel, the good news of Jesus Christ.

But his concern is that the believers in Ephesus do not lose heart.


This is relevant to us because so many things in life can sap our strength: discouraging circumstances, monotonous routine, physical weakness, personal failure, unwanted interruptions, unfinished responsibilities, and unresolved conflicts. 

Any one of those things could knock us out of commission, but often two or three of them hit us at the same time. 

And then we are knocked to the floor and find it hard to get up and get back in the fight.

Seen in that light, this is a prayer for something most of us desperately need every day—spiritual strength. 

When we feel weak, prayer can be difficult or almost impossible. In those moments, here is a prayer that is always appropriate. 

It is a prayer to pray before you faint. If you are on the verge of giving up, take this prayer to heart before you throw in the towel.

When you are weak, you need strength. And strength is the exact opposite of “losing heart” in verse 13. 

To be “strengthened with power” means to be made powerfully strong so that you can overcome the obstacles set before you. 

The Greek word used in verse 16 for power is the same word from which we get the English words dynamic and dynamite. 

When you are made strong in the inner man by the Holy Spirit, there will be power to blast out the unbelief, and power to overcome despair, and power to rise above anger, and power to keep going when you would rather quit. 

Note that this power is put to work in the “inner self” or the “inner man/person.” That “inner self” is the control room of life where every great decision is made. This is the place where we need the most help.

As I have been thinking about Paul’s request, it occurred to me how different it is from most of the prayers I hear and (to be honest) from most of my own prayers. 

Most of our prayers fall into two categories:
1)	Pain-avoidance. “Lord, this hurts. Make it stop.”
2)	Change of circumstances. “Lord, I don’t like this. Change it, please.”

No one likes pain and no one enjoys difficult circumstances. It’s natural to pray that your pain would stop and that your circumstances would improve. 

The problem is that those two categories can overwhelm all our prayers so that we never pray for anything else. 

Yet Paul never mentions anything remotely related to either category. 

Paul is in prison and most likely he was chained at all times to two Roman guards. 

Yet he never mentions that fact until almost the end of the epistle. 

Why does he pray for strengthening by the Spirit in the inner self? 

Because our greatest need is for spiritual power on the inside. No believer ever advances so far that he doesn’t need God’s power. 

A young pastor, fresh out of seminary was trying hard to do a good job in his first church.

Betty was a long standing member of the church and had a sweet spirit about her. She wanted to encourage her new pastor in his ministry. 

Almost every Sunday she would say the same thing. If this young pastor heard her say it once, I guess he heard it a hundred times. 

Sometimes she would pat my arm as she said it. 

“Pastor, remember, you’re only human.” 

At first he thought it was funny. Then it sort of drove him nuts. 

But much later he realized how profound it was. She was right. 

“I am only human!”

I’m not as hot as I think I am.
I’m not as strong as I think I am.
I’m not as wise as I think I am.
I’m not as resilient as I think I am.
I’m not as resourceful as I think I am.
I’m not as good as I think I am.

And you’re not either. I’m human and so are you. 

And that means we’re all in the same boat together, all of us desperately in need of the Holy Spirit to strengthen us on the inside.

So the prayer is not, “Lord, take away my burdens,” but rather “Lord, give me stronger shoulders to carry the load.” 

It is a prayer for spiritual strength to do the work God gives us to do. 

We especially need this in three areas:
1)	To do our daily tasks with joy.
2)	To resist temptation with courage.
3)	To endure persecution gladly.

“This is my path, Lord, the path you have chosen for me. Make me powerfully strong in the inner man to walk where you are leading.” 

That’s the heart of this magnificent prayer. 

Everything else flows from this basic request. The rest of the passage reveals the three results that come to us as we are strengthened by the Spirit on the inside.

The first great result is found in verse 17a: “That Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” 

The word “dwell” comes from a compound Greek word that is made up of two smaller words: kata meaning “down” and oikos meaning “house” or “home.” 

The prayer is that Christ might be “down home” in your heart. It’s the picture of a man at home in his own house. 

Many years ago Robert Boyd Munger wrote a little booklet called My Heart, Christ’s Home. In it he imagines the believer’s heart as a home with many rooms. 

The heart has a living room, a dining room, a bedroom, a kitchen, a computer room, a TV room, many closets, and an attic. 

Too many believers keep Christ in the entryway, as if to say, “Jesus, I’ve got you in the door. Now stay there and don’t bother the rest of my life.” 

But the Lord wants to enter every room. He wants to enter your kitchen, your bedroom, your TV room, your computer room, and he wants access to every closet and even to the “attic” of your heart. 
As long as you keep the doors locked, he can never be “at home” in your heart. And you will never be happy as a Christian.

The question is not, “How much of the Lord do I have?” but rather, “How much of me does the Lord have?” 

Until Christ is at home in your heart, he will always seem like a stranger to you even though he lives in you.

He’s not just watching me, he’s with me. He’s not just with me, he’s in me. He’s not just a visitor, he’s at home in my heart.

Christ dwelling, down home in our hearts is the first result of being strengthened in the inner man by the Holy Spirit.

But Paul goes on picking up in verse 17b:

“And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge” (Ephesians 3:17b-19a).

The second great result of being strengthened by the Spirit in the inner man is that you will have a growing comprehension of the love of Christ. 

The Greek word translated “grasp” has the idea of grasping and holding on to something. 

It means a growing personal experience of love of Jesus Christ. There is a sense in which all Christians experience the love of Christ. 

But love itself has many dimensions. Paul is saying, “I pray that you may grow in your daily experience of the love of Jesus.” 

He even says, “I pray that you will come to know (in a personal way) this love that surpasses knowledge.” 

No matter how far you go in your knowledge of Christ’s love, you will never come to the end of it.

When a man and woman meet and date and fall in love, their love is real and true, but it is not complete. 

On their wedding night, they will experience love in a deeper way, but there is much more to come. 

As the years go by, romantic love gives way to a love that springs from a deep personal commitment made stronger and more profound by the changing seasons of life. 

And so a husband may truly say on his tenth anniversary, “Sweetheart, I love you more today than the day we got married.” 

That is more than poetry or sentiment. In a good marriage, that is reality. 

Now take that principle into the spiritual realm and you will understand what Paul means by the breadth and length and height and depth of the love of Christ. 

The early church took this as a sign of the cross. The “breadth and length” stood for the crossbar on which the arms of Christ were nailed. 

The “height and depth” stood for the vertical piece to which his legs were nailed. It is a fitting image because nowhere is the love of Christ more clearly seen than at the cross where Jesus died for us. 

It has been said that: “God’s love in four dimensions” from John 3:16:

“For God so loved the world” – Breadth “He included you”
“That he gave … his Son"	– Length “He sent Jesus to die for you”

“Should not perish” – Depth “He reached down for you”

“Have everlasting life” – Height “He lifts you up to heaven”

Christ’s love is broader than the universe, longer than time, higher than hope, deeper than death. 

As we are strengthened by the Spirit on the inside, Christ dwells in your heart and you will come to a new grasp of his love for you.

The third result of being strengthened in the inner man by the Holy Spirit is the fullness of God in your life.

Look here at the second half of verse 19: “That you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” (Ephesians 3:19b).

The word for “filled” has the idea of being dominated by something. If you are filled with rage, then rage will dominate your life. 

If you are filled with love, then love dominates your life. If you are filled with joy, then joy dominates your life. 

When you are filled with God, then God himself will dominate your life. 

It pictures the total transformation of the human personality by virtue of the presence of God in your life. 

This is an amazing thought—to be filled up with all the fullness of God! 

Let’s think of this theologically for just a moment. Colossians 2:9 tells us that in Christ the fullness of God dwells in bodily form. 

And when we come to Christ in faith, he comes to live in us. The result is what verse 19 envisions: God in Christ now reflected in us. 

That must lead to total moral reformation. 

Let’s suppose you have a big jar of muddy water that you desire to see become a jar of clear water. 

So you take a garden hose and hook it up to an artesian spring filled with clear, cool, pure water. Then you place the hose in the jar and turn on the water. 

As the clean water rushes in, it flushes out the muddy water. If you let the hose stay in the jar long enough, the muddy water will eventually be completely displaced by the clean water.

This is a picture of the Christian life. All of us are like that big jar of muddy water when we come to Christ. 

Some are muddier (and slimier) than others, but all of us are unclean when we find the Lord. 

It is the work of a lifetime to replace the muddy water of our sinful inclinations with the pure water of God’s holy character. 

This is the answer to our entrenched bitterness, lust, greed, hate, envy, impatience, dishonesty and unfaithfulness.

“Your love, O Lord, come into me and drive out my anger.”

“Your holiness, Lord, enter and drive out my greed.”

“Your purity enter and drive out my lust.”

“Your mercy fill my soul and wash away my envy.”
“Your patience come in and my impatience will vanish.”

“Your grace fill me within and I can forgive.”

“All that You are oh, Lord Christ, All your shining beauty, all of it, come in this moment and fill me now.” This is Paul’s prayer. 

This is precisely what verse 19 envisions for every believer when we are filled up with the fullness of God.

If we believe that in Jesus Christ dwells all the fullness of God (and we do), and if we believe Christ dwells in our hearts by faith (and we do).

Then we may believe that in our lives this week the fullness of God, the beauty of God, the grace of God, the mercy of God, the holiness of God, the kindness of God, all that God is may fill us and drive out the evil—the lust, greed, impatience, unbelief, critical spirit, and the angry intolerance that holds us back. 

As the Holy Spirit changes us, the perfection of God is reflected in us.

Now, no matter what you may be thinking right now, this is not impossible. It all goes back to the first request. 

When we are strengthened inside by the Holy Spirit, this is the end result. Yet it seems so far out of our reach. 

And the truth is that unless God intervenes none of this can ever come true for us. 

How can we know that God will do it? Such a big prayer! 

Paul gives us the answer in verses 20-21. The answer to this prayer is not up to us; it’s up to God! 

That brings us to the magnificent doxology that concludes this prayer: 
“Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen” (Ephesians 3:20-21). 

Here is how verse 20 reads in the New King James Version: “Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us.” 

Both versions make clear that this prayer can be answered because God is able to answer it. 

Paul isn’t saying, “I hope this will happen but I’m not sure about it.” 

We all live with a certain degree of inability: “Remember, Pastor Mike, you’re only human.” 

We live in a “hope so, maybe so, might be, I’m not sure” kind of world. 

But in contrast to that we have this magnificent statement that God is able to do whatever it takes to answer this prayer. 

John Stott points out that there are seven stages in this great statement by the Apostle Paul:
1)	God is “able to do” because he is not idle or inactive or dead.

2)	God can do “what we ask” for he hears us when we pray.

3)	God can do “what we think” for he knows what we think before we think it.

4)	God can do “all we ask or think” because he knows it all and can do it all.

5)	God can do “more than we ask or think” because his plans are bigger than our plans.

6)	God can do “much more” than we ask or think because there is no holding back with God.

7)	God can do “exceedingly abundantly” beyond what we can imagine because he is the God of the superlative.

Pay close attention to the phrase “exceedingly abundantly.” 

Having two “-ly” adverbs back to back sounds strange to our ears. 
  
We may wonder if it some sort of misprint, but it’s not. It is kind of like say this is “more better”.

The translators chose that odd structure because Paul coined a Greek word that had never been used before. 

The word has three parts: huper (above and beyond) plus ek (out of) plus perissou (abundant). 

The word means infinitely above and beyond all human measurement. 

It’s one thing to do what someone asks you to do. It’s another thing to go beyond what they ask you to do. 

But it’s something else to go infinitely beyond what they ask you to do. 

God’s ability is “off the chart.” It can’t be measured. It’s so great it can’t even be imagined. 

This verse is teaching us the “exceeding, abundant, immeasurable, infinite able-ness of God.” 

There are no limits to what God can do. We can’t even imagine what God can do. His power is so great that we don’t even know what we don’t know.

“God Can Do Anything”

It is not our prayers that limit his ability. He can do far more than we can pray. It is not our dreams and hopes that limit his ability. He can do things we can’t even dream of. 

He is not limited by our prayers, our problems, our dreams, or even by our meager theories about who he is. 

When you are weak, pray to be strengthened in the inner man. 

This is a prayer God will always answer. And as you pray this prayer, ask God for these three things as a result of being strengthened:
1)	Christ might be at home in your heart,

2)	A growing comprehension of the love of Christ, and

3) 	The fullness of God in your life.

There is one crucial word in the text that I passed over earlier. Verse 17 says that “Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” 

How simple this is. Pray in faith and all these things will happen to you. Faith and nothing else is required by God. 

Jesus comes in when faith opens the door. And he brings the fullness of God with him. 

Take the tiniest atom, infinitesimally small, far smaller than the naked eye can see. If you take that atom and split it you will release power beyond human calculation. 
Now take the simplest, smallest prayer offered in faith. That prayer will yield supernatural results in your life.

So, then, on the basis of this text: Pray boldly! 

Is God Able? At the end of the day there is one final question you may wonder, “Is God able to help me?” 

No matter what I say in this sermon, no matter how many verses you read, inner fear and deep doubt can combine to erase any spark of hope. 

The question is real: Is God able? If we believe the Bible, the answer must be yes.

Is there enough sunlight to light this room? Is there enough water in the ocean to fill a thimble?

All too often our focus is on our problems when it ought to be on God. 

If you look at your own weakness, the logical conclusion will be discouragement, doubt and frustration. 

But if you focus on his unlimited power, you will find faith and hope in spite of your circumstances. How weak we are. How Lilliputian is our strength.

How strong God is! Who knows what he will do? God has thousands times thousands times thousands of ways to help us.
He is able to strengthen us when we are weak.

He is able to answer far more than we ask.

He is able to hear the faintest cry.

He is able to lift our burdens in the time of crisis.
He is able to guide us when we have lost our way.

[Pause]

This is for those who do not know where they stand with God. Perhaps you are religious but you fear death. Here is the good news of the gospel.

He is able to save you for he sent Jesus to die for you.

He is able to forgive you for the price for your sins has already been paid.

He is able to take you to heaven because Jesus took your punishment when he died in your place.

He is able to give you eternal life because Jesus rose from the dead.

“Therefore, he is able to save completely those who come to God through him” (Hebrews 7:25).

So we come to the end of this prayer and marvel at its richness. An amazing prayer tied to an amazing promise. 

It is an impossible prayer made possible because “God is able” to do “exceedingly abundantly” beyond all we can ask or think.
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