As we come to the end of Ephesians this week by looking at Ephesians 1:20-23, we actually catch Paul in mid-thought.  As Steven showed us last week, Paul follows his explosion of praise in 1:3-14 with a prayer offered on behalf of his readers in 1:15-23.  We saw that he prays that they would have “a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him.”  And having that, he prays that they would know “what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe.”  Having expressed these three desires, Paul closes the chapter by elaborating on the last of them.  

As we will see, Paul spends the last few verses of this chapter laying out a series of realities that are intended to help his readers understand and appreciate the power of God on their behalf.  Though some of the language is a bit obscure and a bit difficult to grasp, if we can truly understand what Paul is saying, it provides incredible reinforcement to the point being made about God's power toward us.  In short, Paul holds out for his readers the fact that Jesus Christ has been given ultimate authority and then given to the Church for her good so that she will be equipped for her task.  Let us look at Paul's logic and pray, as Paul did for his original readers, that we would understand the immeasurable greatness of God's power toward us.  

I. God has exalted Jesus to the position of ultimate authority at His right hand in heaven.

The foundational point of Paul's argument, and the point with which he begins, is that God, having raised Jesus from the dead, has exalted Him to the position of ultimate authority at His right hand.  He says very clearly, “...he [God] raised him [Christ] from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places...” (1:20).  The essence of this statement is very easy to understand because Paul is simply declaring the truth that after Jesus raised from the dead, he ascended into heaven to the right hand of God.  This is a central tenet of early Christian teaching and preaching, and it appears in various other places in the New Testament as well.  Mark ends his gospel by saying, “So then the Lord Jesus, after he had spoken to them, was taken up into heaven and sat down at the right hand of God” (Mark 16:19).  The author of Hebrews, likewise, writes that Jesus “is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” (Heb. 12:2).  And Peter also says Jesus, “has gone into heaven and is at the right hand of God, with angels, authorities, and powers having been subjected to him” (1 Pet. 3:22).  

But though the basic truth is easy to understand, the implications of this reality are enormous, and Paul references these enormous implications in our text.  After saying that God has exalted Jesus to His right hand, Paul describes this further by saying, “...far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one to come” (1:21).  The issue at hand is not the physical location of Jesus but the reality that is demonstrated by the physical position.  In short, the issue is not placement but authority.  By exalting Jesus to His right hand, God has put Him in the position of ultimate authority.  

This is a reality that is seen throughout the Scriptures, and a basic biblical knowledge of this theme helps us better understand our text.  Throughout the Bible, the right hand is seen as a position of honor.  In 1 Kings 2:19, Solomon has a chair brought in for his mother and placed at his right hand in order to show honor to her.  Moreover, God's right hand is specifically referenced as a symbol of great power.  In Exodus 15:6, Moses declares, “Your right hand, O Lord, glorious in power, your right hand, O Lord, shatters the enemy.”  The psalmist likewise writes, “Now I know that the Lord saves his anointed; he will answer him from his holy heaven with the saving might of his right hand” (Ps. 20:6, see also Ps. 98:1).  

With verses like these in mind, it is clear that Jesus being exalted to God's right hand is more than just a great honor – it is a clear declaration about the very nature of Jesus Christ.  In occupying such an honored and powerful position, Jesus is in the position of ultimate authority.  This means, as Paul makes clear, there is no power higher than Him and no authority over Him.  No one rules over Him or has dominion over Him, and there is no name higher than His name.    This note of authority is almost always struck when reference is made to Jesus being at God's right hand.  In Psalm 110:1, which prophesied beforehand the reality that Paul is expounding, says, “The Lord says to my Lord: 'Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.”  The author of Hebrews also connects this physical position at God's right hand with ultimate authority as he writes, “He [Christ] is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power.  After making purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to angels as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs” (Heb. 1:3-4).  And Peter, in the text mentioned earlier (1 Pet. 3:22) makes the same connection.   

This is the reality that Paul wanted the Ephesians to understand, and it is the reality that we must understand if we are to understand the great power of God toward us: Having been raised from the dead, Jesus has been given a position of absolute and ultimate authority by God the Father.  Other than the Father himself, there is no one with greater power than Jesus Christ, and the fact that He is at the Father's right hand is proof of this.

But Paul elaborates on the theme further by declaring that God has “put all things under his feet” (1:22a).  This may not seem like anything major, but there is a distinction at this point.  Jesus is not just in the position of supreme authority.  He actually is the supreme authority over all other rulers and authorities and powers and dominions.  This is not just a meaningless title or position that Jesus holds.  Rather, the position is indicative of the reality.  Jesus is in the position of ultimate authority because He is the ultimate authority – ruling over and sovereignly controlling all other authorities.  That is why Jesus is able to tell His disciples, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt. 28:18).  And the author of Hebrews likewise says, “Now in putting everything in subjection to him, he left nothing outside his control” (Heb. 2:8).  Jesus is the ultimate authority over everything.  As Peter O'Brien says, “Christ has not only been given a position of authority, seated at the right hand of  the Father; he is now able to exercise that authority in the subjection of everything under his feet.  The powers are not simply inferior to Christ; they are also subject to him.”
  Martyn Lloyd-Jones highlights the same reality: “...the Lord Jesus Christ is reigning now.  He is glorified, the crown is upon His brow; He is the King at this moment.  He will come in visible manner; but He is King now, as certainly as He will be then.”
 

The first thing Paul's readers (and we) must understand if we are to know the immeasurable greatness of God's power toward us is that God has exalted Jesus to the position of ultimate authority at His right hand.  All other rulers and authorities and powers and dominions are subject to Him.  

II. God has given Jesus as head over all things to the church.

But the next step in Paul's argument is just as crucial to understanding his point in this text.  After highlighting that God has exalted Jesus to the position of authority at His right hand, Paul goes on to say that God “gave him as head over all things to the church” (1:22b).  This is an astounding statement: as the ultimate authority and “head” of all things, Jesus has been given, in a very particular and special way, to the Church.  

If we can understand this point, I am convinced it will radically affect our view of ourselves and our mission.  Paul's point in saying that Jesus has been given to the church seems to be that, as the ultimate authority over all things, God has made it so that the ultimate authority possessed and exercised by Christ is exercised on behalf of, and for the good of, the Church.  As the body of Christ, which Paul calls the Church in the very next verse, we are the particular possession of Jesus Christ.  We belong to Him.  Now, in our own sinful world, the idea of possession by another person often implies, or carries the connotation of, domination and possibly even abuse.  But the Scriptures give a very different picture of Christ's possession of His church.  Rather than dominating or abusing the Church, Christ exercises His position and His authority for her good.  Listen to Paul speak of  the way Christ cares for the Church: “Christ loved  the church and gave himself up for her, that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish.”  Moreover, Christ “nourishes and cherishes” us “because we are members of his body” (Eph. 5:25-30).  Jesus Christ loves the Church, and – through His position at God's right hand of exalted, ultimate authority – He is working things out for the good of His people, for their holiness, for their growth and for their benefit.  As Paul makes clear, Jesus has been given as head over all things to the Church.  

Before moving on to the implications of this in the final verse of our text, I want us to take time to make sure that we truly understand this reality.  Often times, it seems that Christians fail to adequately personalize the blanket promises that are true of the Church in general.  The problem with this is that what is true of the Church as a whole is true of us as individuals.  Do you know that the almighty, exalted Son of God is exercising His might and His power on your behalf and for your good?  Do you truly understand that the most powerful person in the universe – who can speak to the wind and the rain and multiply food and cast out sickness and raise the dead, who defeated Satan himself on the cross and then overpowered death by raising from the dead – is for  you?  Moreover, God has made it this way.  By choosing you before the foundation of the world and redeeming you through the forgiveness of your sins and guaranteeing that you will be His treasured position in the future, God has made you a friend and brother and fellow heir of the sovereign King of  the universe.  This is the reason that all things work together for good for those who love God: the ultimate authority (the exalted Christ) is on their side.  How can it be any other way?  

III. As a result, the Church is the central instrument for exalting Christ. 

Having made the point that Jesus, as ultimate authority, has been given to the Church, Paul goes on to explain the result of this for the Church as he calls her “his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all” (1:23).  It seems, from the flow of the text, that this phrase is meant to highlight the identity of the Church in light of the fact that God has given Christ to her.  By nature of this special relationship between Christ and the Church, the Church becomes the fullness of Christ.  

Understanding what it means that the Church is the “fullness of him who fills all in all” is crucial to Paul's purpose in this passage – understanding the immeasurable greatness of God's power toward us.  You see, even though Jesus has been exalted to the position of ultimate authority at God's right hand, we do not yet see everything in submission to Him (Heb. 2:8).  Therefore, since we live in such a world, the Church is supposed to be the clearest demonstration of the fullness of God.  The Church is supposed to be the clearest demonstration of the supremacy and authority of Jesus Christ in all things.  

More specifically, the Church should demonstrate to the world what Jesus' authority looks like in practice.  We should show the world what it means to submit to Christ's commands because He is the sovereign King who deserves to be obeyed.  We should show the world that Christ is powerful to overcome sin by putting it to death in our lives.  We should show the world that Christ is powerful to sustain us through persecution and suffering and difficulty by holding fast to him through such times.  Jesus Christ has authority over everyone and everything, and we are to demonstrate (and be) the fullness of that in reality.  What does it mean that Christ reigns?  What does that look like in practice?  The world should be able to look at the Church and answer such questions.  Christ does not need us to gain authority and power for Himself, but He chooses to use us to demonstrate that power to the world.  Further, He works in us with that power to enable us to do this.  

Application

Understanding the various steps in Paul's argument, we can step back and understand the immensity of the point he is making.  Remember, Paul's entire point in this text is to help his readers understand “the immeasurable greatness of [God's] power toward us who believe.”  Putting all of Paul's pieces together, we see the message.  Paul is saying that God's power toward us is so immense and great because God has given the One who is in ultimate authority to us as the Church to work on our behalf and for our good.  Moreover, Paul wants his readers to grasp this immense power because God intends for them to use this power to demonstrate to the world that Christ does reign.  

You see, Paul wants his readers to understand the immeasurable greatness of God's power toward them because that will radically affect their view of life and the world.  If the One who rules over the weather has been given to us for our good, what need we fear from the weather?  If the One who rules over even enemy forces and spirits has been given to us for our good, what do we have to fear from those who might hate us?  If the One who rules over all things has been given to us for our good, what can man do to us?  What do we have to fear from this world?  The result of understanding this immense power is that we will have no need for fear or anxiety.  With such power on our side and exercised on our behalf, there is nothing that can stop us.  

And the reason such an understanding is crucial for us is because it is only this understanding that will truly cause us to live as those who are “the fullness of him who fills all in all.”  The thing that will cause us to move past fear to the point of speaking the gospel to those who do not want to hear it is the power in us of the One who fills all in all.  The thing that will cause us to move past hopelessness to the point of speaking the gospel to those who do not seem to care at all is the power in us of the One who fills all in all.  The thing that will move us to reach out to the poor and sick and destitute who we do not want to touch because they are filthy is the power in us of the One who fills all in all. The thing that will move us to point of denying ourselves and  our comforts so that we can sacrifice our resources for brothers and sisters living on less than $2 a day is the power in us of  the One who fills all in all.  The thing that will move us to the point of going to the ends of the earth to preach the good news to those who have never heard it is the power in us of the One who fills all in all.  The thing that will move us to the point of being able to stand in the face of persecution and even lay down our lives for the sake of our King is the power in us of the One who fills all in all.  Moreover, the thing that will move you to the point of being able to love and care for your wife, or submit to and respect your husband, or train up your children without killing them, or do your work well as unto the Lord or any other everyday task that you have is the power in you of the One who fills all in all.  This is the reason Paul wants his readers to understand the greatness of God's power toward them – so that they will have confidence in His strength on their behalf and so that they will seek first the Kingdom of God in all that they do.  

As we come to the table, we are coming to remember the ultimate demonstration of God's power.  If we ever need to be reminded of that reality, we can look at the cross.  Moreover, we are remembering that the One who died is the One who ascended into heaven and sat down at the right hand of the Father.  From that position of authority, He intercedes for us.  And, as we saw today, He exercises His authority on behalf of the Church because He has been given to the Church.  May we be faithful to demonstrate to the world what the reign of Christ looks like.  Amen.  
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