Ephesians 1:15-20
Having finished his mountainous doxology, Paul begins his actual address to his readers by explaining not only that he prays for them, but first why he prays and then what he prays.
I.  Paul regularly prays for the believers in Ephesus, thanking God for their faith and its fruit.  (1:15-16)
A.  Paul gives thanks because he has “heard of the faith in the Lord Jesus which exists among you” (1:15).

Paul has just finished laying out in brief form the outline of all of redemptive history: past, present, and future.  His heart overflows with joy, not only that those things are true for him, but that they are true for the Ephesians as well.
It was mind-boggling to Paul that anything that he wrote in 1:3-14 could be true of any single person, to say nothing of it being true of someone like him, a “chief of sinners” (1 Timothy 1:15).  That it was true of him and the Ephesians (and the rest of the Universal Church) was nothing short of shouting ground for him.
Our culture is a culture that feeds upon—more than that, thrives upon—failure.  Not our own, of course, but the failure of anyone and everyone else, in order that we can feel better about ourselves.  Think of the so-called “reality TV” phenomenon (pestilence, curse, etc.): no one really watches Survivor or American Idol or any other show to see who wins; you watch to see who gets “kicked off” or to see some poor soul making an absolute and total fool of himself or herself, thinking they can sing.  We are exhilarated when Simon Cowell rips them apart for their utter lack of skill whatsoever.

To bring it closer to home, perhaps, how many times do we hear reports of the downfall into crime or sin of a well-known person and secretly rejoice?  How often do we gloat that they fell into sin, and praise God I am not like the murderers, adulterers, and certainly not like this publican?  If and when we say, “There but by the grace of God go I,” do we mean it as it was intended, or is it a thinly veiled cover for our own self-righteousness?

God the Father and the Lord Jesus himself provide the pattern to mold our perspectives.  Luke 15:1-7 gives us the divine perspective to our salvation and that of the rest of the world.

“Now the tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him.  And the Pharisees and the scribes grumbled, saying, ‘This man receives sinners and eats with them.’  So he told them this parable: ‘What man of you, having a hundred sheep, if he has lost one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in the open country, and go after the one that is lost, until he finds it?  And when he has found it, he lays it upon his shoulders, rejoicing.  And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and his neighbors, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost.”  Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.’”
There is great joy in the salvation of every sinner, because the salvation of any sinner is the resurrection of a dead man to life, the transfer from darkness to light, the exchange of sin for obedience, and the transplant of stone for flesh.  Anyone who has truly experienced this for himself cannot help but rejoice that he is not alone in receiving God’s grace, and this is exactly what Paul is modeling for the Ephesians and for us.

Think back over what we have seen in the last few weeks in 1:3-14.  Hasn’t this been amazing ground to cover?  That God would choose to save any of his rebellious enemies, that he would purchase their forgiveness and every grace, that he would declare them sons and daughters, that he would seal them as his very own inheritance to enjoy and be enjoyed by for eternity—all this is almost too much to digest.
If you have repented of your sins and believed in the Lord Jesus, everything about those verses is true of you.  Now, think about this: it is true of every person in this room, in this county, in this country, in this world, and in human history who has done the same.  The unimaginable and unquantifiable grace that it took to save just one sinner like me has been poured out to so many people that they will form an innumerable host around the Lamb upon his throne, living forever to worship him as he deserves.

We’ll begin studying church history in a few weeks (which, if you’re not absolutely on the edge of your seat about, you need to be), and we do so in part because it unites us to the saints throughout the last 2000 years.  Grace Community Church, Baptists, and Protestants did not appear out of a vacuum.  We study the history of God’s working in the Church in order to rejoice with all those faithful brothers and sisters who have gone before us, thanking God for their faith in him and their faithfulness to him.

Furthermore, as Philip and Chad and I were talking a few days ago, we take communion together each week in part to join with the entire Church of God, the elect throughout the ages, who have taken this meal together in order to remember Christ and eagerly await his coming.

When Paul thanks God for the faith of the Ephesians, he does no small thing.
B.  Paul gives thanks because he has “heard of … your love for all the saints” (1:15).

1 Corinthians 13, the “love chapter,” was written originally in the context of the church; love obviously still applies to marriage, as that passage is commonly thought of today, but Paul’s original motive in writing that chapter was to instruct the Corinthians how to act like a family of believers.  The primary characteristic of the community of faith was love, which was far more important to pursue than showing off your spiritual gifts.

In his first (canonical) epistle, John gave three types of tests or evaluations for his readers to use to examine themselves and those who taught them to see if their faith was genuine.  He repeats these three tests over and over in the letter in different ways, but the same three themes keep arising.  He gives them the test of doctrinal fidelity, personal holiness, and love.  He writes,

“For this is the message which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another; not as Cain, who was of the evil one and slew his brother.  And for what reason did he slay him?  Because his deeds were evil, and his brother’s were righteous.
“Do not be surprised, brethren, if the world hates you.  We know that we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren.  He who does not love abides in death.  Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him.  We know love by this, that he laid down his life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.  But whoever has the world’s goods, and sees his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him?  Little children, let us not love with word or with tongue, but in deed and truth” (1 John 3:11-18).

The commandment John referred to was the one he recorded in his gospel: “ ‘A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another’” (John 13:34-35).

So, when Paul says, I thank God for your faith and for your love for all the saints, he is saying that they are demonstrating good fruit in their lives.  They are demonstrating to the Church and the world that the faith they proclaim is indeed real.  They are showing the evidence that they are indeed elect, redeemed, adopted, forgiven, sealed, and awaiting the inheritance of God.
C.  Paul’s thanksgiving is intended to encourage them in their growth thus far and stir them up to persevere in that growth.

Paul uses similar language at the beginning of 1 Thessalonians to that that he uses here.  There, he writes,

“We give thanks to God always for all of you, making mention of you in our prayers; constantly bearing in mind your work of faith and labor of love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ in the presence of our God and Father, knowing, brethren beloved by God, his choice of you…” (1 Thessalonians 1:2-4).

Paul is encouraging them that they are giving evidence, in similar fashion to the Ephesians, that God has indeed done a work in their lives.  He also gives this encouragement of assurance in order to plead with them to continue in perseverance in the faith.  The Christian life is not one of sitting on your laurels, but rather of pressing on, fighting against sin, and finishing the race.

Even though he is separated from them geographically, he tells them of his prayers for them so that they might feel the unity of the body of Christ.  He is not present with them, but he is fighting alongside them, fighting for them, that they might be pleasing to the Lord.  They must not be satisfied with mere justification, as if there could even be such a thing.  Calvin helpfully comments, 

“It was necessary that the Ephesians should understand that they had entered upon the proper course. But it was equally necessary that they should not turn aside to any new scheme of doctrine, or become indifferent about proceeding farther; for nothing is more dangerous than to be satisfied with that measure of spiritual benefits which has been already obtained. Whatever, then, may be the height of our attainments, let them be always accompanied by the desire of something higher.”

Let us not only pray for one another to avoid sin and weakness and error (which are all right and good and necessary things to pray); let us also pray for one another in victory over sin and in obedience to God and in love to the saints.  When you see a brother or sister serving the Lord well, thank God for them and let that brother or sister know that you’ve thanked God for them.  This is an integral part of each and every one of our battles against sin and our growth in holiness.  Let us be a people known for rejoicing in what is good and pure and holy, as much as a people known for being against what is evil and defiled and unholy.
II.  Paul prays for their view of God and his salvation to expand. (1:17-20)
Matthew Henry: “Our apostle blesses God for what he had done for them, and then he prays that he would do more for them. He gives thanks for spiritual blessings, and prays for further supplies of them…He has laid up these spiritual blessings for us in the hands of his Son, the Lord Jesus; but then he has appointed us to draw them out, and fetch them in, by prayer. We have no part nor lot in the matter, any further than we claim it by faith and prayer.”

A.  Paul prays for a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Christ (1:17).

Paul may very well have Isaiah 11:1-2 in mind as he prays this for his readers.  There, the prophet writes,
There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit.  And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.

Clearly, the shoot from the stump of Jesse spoken of here is none other than the Lord Jesus Christ.  One of the defining characteristics of the coming Messiah is that the Holy Spirit rests upon him in particular power; the Holy Spirit is described in particular as the Spirit of “wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.”

Jesus taught that when he and the Father sent the Spirit to his people, the Spirit as Advocate and Counselor and Helper would lead them into all truth.  It was the Spirit that carried the biblical writers along as they penned the very Word of God.  Paul told the Corinthians that without the Spirit, the things of God cannot and will not be understood, because they require the Spirit’s discernment.

Therefore, what Paul is praying for the Ephesians is that they would receive from the Holy Spirit wisdom and revealing of God through the Word of God, the source of knowledge about God.  Paul is praying that they would grow in their love for and knowledge of God’s Word, precisely because the very Spirit who inspired those words is the Spirit of God who rested upon Christ without measure, the Spirit prophesied about in Isaiah.
This makes perfect sense (as we would expect it to); the same passage in Corinthians also says that no one can no the thoughts of a man except the spirit of the man himself, so the Holy Spirit alone knows the thoughts of the Father.  Since the Holy Spirit dwells within us and seals us for the Father, we can know the Father’s thoughts, for as Paul says again, “we have the mind of Christ.”

This knowledge and wisdom and understanding and revelation is not the academic kind.  This is not the stuff of pointless debates and arrogant boasting; rather, Paul prays for these things with particular purposes in mind.  He prays that as their wisdom grows, so too grows their love and adoration and awe and worship of God as they see more and more of who he is and what he has done.

This kind of prayer is a bold prayer, but it is also a frightening thing to pray as well.  This is a prayer of bigness, a prayer of stretching.  We have all had, and are sure to yet have, times when the Lord reveals a facet of his truth to us that seems too big to grasp.  It’s difficult to yield to this truth, because it’s not comfortable or safe or familiar.  My entire freshman year of college was spent beneath the hammer and chisel of God’s truth, slowly but surely chipping away at the false ideas and misunderstandings and small views of God that I had.  When the last hammer blow fell and it seemed that everything I thought I knew and believed was in shambles around my feet, that was a hard time.  It was a time when I was being stretched and strengthened and grown and matured.  It wasn’t easy, and it certainly proved to be neither comfortable nor safe.  But it was right and it was true.  What happened to me that year was not and should not be an isolated event; my whole life is to be characterized by conformity to God’s truth.  It may not happen all at once or that much again, but it is to be always happening to me, and it is to be always happening to you.
Notice again, as we have seen every single week that we’ve been in Ephesians, Paul can’t get away from his catchphrase “in Him” or “of Him.”  This knowledge is not “Bible trivia” (an apparent oxymoron); these are not brute facts divorced from any context and known simply for the purpose of boasting and winning at Trivial Pursuit.  This is knowledge of the One who loved us enough to “[empty] himself of all but love and [bleed] for Adam’s helpless race.”  The times of stretching don’t seem to happen that often over secondary matters (e.g., who wrote Hebrews); they come when we’re faced with how small our view of God is and how great and mighty and powerful and glorious and worthy he is.
B.  Paul prays for an enlightening of their hearts to understand


1.  the hope of God’s calling (1:18).

Titus 2:13 equates our “blessed hope” with the “appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus.”  In Romans 8:30, the Golden Chain of salvation, Paul says that those who are called are ultimately glorified.

John Gill explains what Paul is getting at when he writes “the hope of his calling”:

“…the hope of this calling, is either eternal happiness, which is the thing hoped for; or Christ, who is the ground and foundation of it; or the grace of hope, which is exercised on both; or all three: for hope of eternal glory, as it is founded on Christ, may be said to be the hope of the calling of God, because it is wrought in the soul at the time of the effectual calling, and what saints are then called to the exercise of; and calling grace, is an encouragement to hope for eternal life; since whom God calls, he justifies and glorifies: and now the apostle prays, that these saints who were called by the grace of God, might know more of Christ, the foundation of their hope; and what that is they are hoping for, and more and more what it is to hope for the same, upon the view of Christ's person, blood, and righteousness…”

One of the great mysteries of this fallen world is how anything other than the Gospel of Jesus Christ can offer hope of any kind or amount without being laughed at.  It really is laughable to think that we would look to anything other than the gospel for hope, and yet it is a testimony to the darkness and futility of our hearts (and the truth of God’s word that tells us such things are so) that we stubbornly and foolishly put our hopes in all these worldly things.

What else than the gospel, and who else other than Jesus Christ, can offer hope in the midst of the seemingly incessant stream of heartache, pain, sorrow, death, and failure that this life contains?

Who else but Jesus can comfort the heartbroken and forsaken? 

Who else but Jesus can give comfort to the bereaved?

Who else but Jesus can empathize with the suffering and understand the pain of persecution?

Who else but Jesus can fully and finally destroy the works of the devil, defeat sin, and conquer death?

Who else but Jesus can give us anything to await and expect beyond this life?

Where is hope but in the Lord Jesus?
Part of the process of being conformed to the image of Christ is this enlightening of the heart to see where our hope really is, and with that enlightening comes the longing that cries, “Come quickly, Lord Jesus.”  As we face each trying situation in life, we are being taught first to appreciate and understand just how great a hope is offered in the gospel and second to pray for the day when “hope shall change to glad fruition, faith to sight, and prayer to praise.”

2.  the riches of the glory of his inheritance in the saints (1:18).

The book of Ecclesiastes is Solomon’s evaluation of life with the assumption that there is no God or anything beyond just this life.  His conclusion is the recurring theme of “meaningless, meaningless, everything is meaningless!” or “vanity” or “emptiness” or “chasing after the wind.”  There’s a deflating characteristic to the book, and one that’s desperately needed in my culture and particularly in my heart.

My self-evaluation and evaluation of the world’s goods needs deflating, but according to the Bible (and this phrase in particular), my evaluation of God’s goodness and love to his people needs inflating.  God is not stingy, nor does he give us the bare minimum out of a guilty sense of obligation; rather, he gives an inheritance that is from the riches of his glory!
John, the apostle that Jesus loved, admitted that he didn’t know what exactly it would be like to be in glory, but what he did know he wrote to his church, “Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be.  We know that when he appears [our blessed hope], we will be like him, because we will see him just as he is” (1 John 3:2).

The sufferings of this world are not worth comparing to the glory that is to be revealed in us, Paul told the Romans (8:18).  We have the prospect of a new, resurrection body like the Lord’s (1 John 3:2, 1 Corinthians 15).  “[We] will hunger no longer, nor thirst anymore; nor will the sun beat down on [us], nor any heat; for the Lamb in the center of the throne will be [our] shepherd, and will guide [us] to springs of the water of life; and God will wipe every tear from [our] eyes” (Revelation 7:16-17).

All these things are what Christ has bought for us, for which the Holy Spirit is the down payment.  The Spirit of Christ dwelling within us is the earnest payment for Christ himself leading us to the springs of the water of life and wiping away every tear from our eyes himself.

3.  what is the surpassing greatness of his power toward us who believe (1:19).

Here we see another example of Paul piling up words to describe something more emphatically.  He doesn’t just say “what is his power toward us who believe,” (tί ¹ dun£mij aÙtoà e„j ¹m©j toÝj pisteÚontaj) which would in and of itself provoke us to awe and worship.  He doesn’t even say “what is the greatness of his power toward us who believe,” (tί tÕ Øperb£llon mšgeqoj tÁj dun£mewj aÙtoà e„j ¹m©j toÝj pisteÚontaj) which would be redundant even then.  He adds further descriptions to underscore and emphasize the magnitude of the bigness and magnificence of the demonstration of God’s power and might and strength in saving sinners.

The John Newton quote that Tim has on his email signature fits this statement well: “I am a great sinner, and Christ is a great Savior.”  Having understood his own evil heart better and better with time, Newton saw how much it took to save “a wretch like me.”
It’s simply impossible to have at the same time a lofty view of God and a lofty view of yourself.  When one goes up, the other necessarily comes down.  For Paul to pile up the language to describe the power of God working our salvation, he makes God’s strength bigger and ours smaller.  Not only could we not save ourselves, but God exercised great strength and power to save us.  God’s ability and desire to elect, redeem, adopt, forgive, seal, and make as his inheritance anyone clearly portrays God and man in the right perspective and balance.

In a moment, we’ll sing “Grace Greater Than Our Sin.”  For this song to be true and meaningful, it requires a hefty dose of humility and honesty; there is a great deal of sin bound up in my heart, so the riches of God’s grace and his power in saving me from myself is that much greater.
C.  Everything that Paul wishes them to understand is in accord with the resurrection and exaltation of Christ (1:19-20).
Yet again, we can’t go very far without running into the Lord Jesus.  Paul says that our salvation is in accord with the same power that raised Christ from the dead and exalted him to the right hand of God.  There is no weakness or frailty or chink in the armor of that power; as surely as Christ has been raised from the dead, so too will all who repent and believe be raised from the dead.  As surely as Christ has been glorified into heaven to be with the Father, so too will all who repent and believe be welcomed into Paradise as joint heirs of Jesus Christ.  What is his is ours because we are saved by him, united to him, all for his glory and the unending praise of God the Father throughout eternity.

All the Scriptures coalesce in Jesus Christ.  Everything in the Old Testament is looking with expectation to the Seed of the woman, to the promised Son of David who will come and rescue God’s people.  Everything in the New Testament demonstrates the current fulfillment of those expectations and promises and the promise of the final consummation of all things in Jesus Christ.  Everything centers around the life, death, resurrection, exaltation, and ultimate glorification of God the Son, Jesus Christ.
III.  Invitation to the Lord’s Table 
We come now to eat at the Lord’s table, and we have a tangible picture for us to help us contemplate the hope of his calling, the riches of the glory of his inheritance in the saints, and the surpassing greatness of his power to us who believe.  Repentance of sin and belief in the Lord Jesus are all that is required to eat this meal; if you have not repented of your sin and placed your hope and faith in the Lord Jesus, then do not take this.

If you have repented and believed, then do not take this lightly or thoughtlessly.  This is a reminder that engages all our senses in order to move us to look back at the greatness of God’s power in saving our wretched, filthy souls and to look forward at the greatness of God’s power in crushing all his enemies and bringing everything into subjection under Christ’s feet.
