EIGHTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST    EPHESIANS 3: 14-21            JULY 26, 2009

     IF YOU COULD ASK GOD FOR ANYTHING THAT YOU WANTED, WHAT WOULD YOU ASK HIM FOR?  THINK ABOUT THAT FOR A MOMENT.  WHAT WOULD YOU ASK GOD FOR?  I’M AFRAID THAT WE COULD ANSWER THIS QUESTION IN A SILLY AND SHALLOW WAY BY ASKING FOR SOME EARTHLY AND PHYSICAL BLESSING.  BUT THAT WOULD NOT BE THE BEST PRAYER.  WHY NOT?  BECAUSE EVERY ONE OF OUR PHYSICAL EARTHLY BLESSINGS WILL BE TAKEN AWAY FROM US IN DEATH.  A BETTER PRAYER WOULD BE TO ASK FOR SOMETHING THAT WILL NEVER BE TAKEN AWAY FROM US---SOMETHING ETERNAL THAT WILL GO WITH US INTO THE NEXT WORLD.  AND WHAT MIGHT THAT BE?  PAUL TELLS US IN OUR LESSON FOR THIS MORNING WHERE HE PRAYS NOT ONLY FOR THE CHRISTIANS AT EPHESUS, BUT FOR CHRISTIANS IN ALL TIMES AND PLACES, INCLUDING US.  AND WHAT DOES HE PRAY FOR?  LET’S LISTEN TO “PAUL’S PRAYER FOR US.”
I.  PAUL PRAYS FOR THE EPHESIANS AND FOR US THAT GOD WOULD STRENGTHEN OUR INNER BEING WITH POWER BY HIS SPIRIT.
     A.  OUR INNER BEING IS OBVIOUSLY THE OPPOSITE OF OUR OUTER BEING.  OUR OUTER BEING IS WHAT YOU CAN SEE.  OUR OUTER BEING HAS TO DO WITH OUR EARTHLY, PHYSICAL EXISTENCE. THE INNER BEING IS OUR SOUL, OUR MIND, AND OUR HEART.  OUR INNER BEING IS WHAT DIRECTS OUR OUTER BEING.  IT’S THE INNER BEING THAT DETERMINES WHAT KIND OF PERSON WE ARE.  EVER SINCE THE FALL INTO SIN THE INNER BEING OF EVERY HUMAN BEING IS WICKED AND OPPOSED TO GOD AS WE READ EARLY IN GENESIS:  “THE LORD SAW THAT THE WICKEDNESS OF MAN WAS GREAT IN THE EARTH, AND THAT EVERY INTENTION OF THE THOUGHTS OF HIS HEART WAS ONLY EVIL CONTINUALLY” (GEN. 6:5, ESV).  THIS IS THE ESSENCE OF ORIGINAL SIN AND THIS WAS ALSO TRUE OF THE EPHESIANS AND US BEFORE WE HAD FAITH IN JESUS AS PAUL SAYS EARLIER IN HIS LETTER:  “YOU WERE DEAD IN YOUR TRESPASSES AND SINS…CARRYING OUT THE DESIRES OF THE BODY AND THE MIND” (2:1,3, ESV).  AND BECAUSE OF THIS SIN WE DESERVE NOTHING BUT GOD’S WRATH AS PAUL SAYS EARLIER:  “”AND WERE BY NATURE CHILDREN OF WRATH, LIKE THE REST OF MANKIND” (2: 3, ESV).  BUT GOD IN HIS MERCY AND GREAT LOVE CHANGED US WITH THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST.  BUT FIRST BY HIS LAW GOD HAD TO CONVINCE US THAT WE REALLY ARE SINNERS IN HIS SIGHT AND THAT WE DESERVE NOTHING FROM HIM BUT HIS WRATH AND ETERNAL DAMNATION.  AND THEN WITH THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST HE GAVE US HIS FORGIVENESS AND ETERNAL LIFE THAT WE SO DESPERATELY NEEDED AND WANTED.  EVERYTHING JESUS DID HE DID FOR US AS OUR SUBSTITUTE.  WE COULD NOT LIVE THE PERFECT LIFE THAT GOD WANTED US TO LIVE SO JESUS CAME AND LIVED A PERFECT LIFE FOR US.  THAT’S THE GOSPEL.  AND THEN THE SINLESS JESUS DIED ON THE CROSS AND WAS DAMNED BY HIS FATHER TO CANCEL OUR DEBT OF SIN.  THAT’S THE GOSPEL.  AND THEN ON THE THIRD DAY HE WAS RAISED FROM THE DEAD TO GIVE US ETERNAL LIFE.  THAT’S THE GOSPEL. AND THROUGH THE GOSPEL OUR INNER BEING HAS BEEN CHANGED; WE WERE “BORN AGAIN”.    AND NOW CHRIST 
DWELLS IN OUR HEARTS.  AND THIS IS ALL GOD’S DOING AS PAUL SAID EARLIER:  “FOR BY GRACE YOU HAVE BEEN SAVED THROUGH FAITH.  AND THIS IS NOT YOUR OWN DOING; IT IS THE GIFT OF GOD” (2: 8, ESV).  HOW GREAT GOD’S LOVE FOR US IS!  THERE IS NO GREATER LOVE THAN THIS!  
     B.  BUT HERE’S THE PROBLEM…THE THINGS OF THIS WORLD TRY TO PUSH JESUS OUT OF OUR HEART SO THAT SO THAT WE ONCE AGAIN CAN BE IN CONTROL OF OUR OWN LIVES AND LIVE FOR OUR LIVES ON OUR OWN TERMS AND IN OUR OWN WAY.  AND THAT IS WHY PAUL PRAYS TO GOD OUR HEAVENLY FATHER THAT OUR INNER BEING MIGHT BE STRENGTHENED WITH POWER SO THAT JESUS MIGHT NOT ONLY REMAIN IN OUR HEARTS, BUT THAT HE MIGHT BECOME STRONGER AND STRONGER.  SINCE YOUR FAITH IS NOT YOUR DOING BUT IS A GIFT FROM GOD YOU CANNOT MAKE YOUR FAITH STRONGER.  ONLY THE HOLY SPIRIT CAN DO THAT.  FOR, IT WAS THE HOLY SPIRIT WHO BROUGHT YOU TO FAITH AND IT IS THE HOLY SPIRIT WHO STRENGTHENS YOUR FAITH.  AND THE SPIRIT DOES THIS THROUGH THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST AS OUR SAVIOR FROM SIN AND DEATH.  . AND WHERE DO WE FIND THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST?  ONLY WHERE GOD HAS TOLD US TO FIND IT:  IN GOD’S WORD AND HIS SACRAMENTS OF BAPTISM AND THE LORD’S SUPPER.  THROUGH THESE THREE MEANS OF GRACE THE HOLY SPIRIT STRENGTHENS OUR INNER BEING.  SO THEN IF WE ARE NOT USING GOD’S WORD AND THE SACRAMENTS THEN THE HOLY SPIRIT CANNOT STRENGTHEN OUR INNER BEING.  SO PAUL’S PRAYER INCLUDES YOUR FAITHFUL HEARING OF GOD’S WORD PREACHED, YOUR DAILY REMEMBERING THE PROMISES OF YOUR BAPTISM AND YOUR FREQUENT RECEIVING THE BODY AND BLOOD OF JESUS IN HIS SUPPER.  AND IN THIS WAY THE POWER OF GOD’S SPIRIT WORKS WITHIN YOU….DOING FOR YOU WHAT YOU CANNOT DO FOR YOURSELVES.
II.  PAUL PRAYS FOR OUR INNER BEING SO THAT WE MIGHT BE ABLE TO MORE FULLY UNDERSTAND JUST HOW MUCH GOD LOVES US AND BE FILLED WITH THE FULLNESS OF GOD.

     A.   GOD’S LOVE FOR US HAS BEEN REVEALED IN JESUS CHRIST…BUT WE NEVER FULLY UNDERSTAND JUST HOW GREAT THIS LOVE IS.  NO ONE LOVES YOU MORE THAN GOD.  GOD LOVES YOU MORE THAN YOUR PARENTS DO.  GOD LOVES YOU MORE THAN YOUR CHILDREN DO.  GOD LOVES YOU MORE THAN YOUR SPOUSE DOES.  GOD LOVES YOU MORE THAN YOUR BEST FRIEND DOES.  GOD LOVES YOU MORE…WELL, MORE THAN ANYONE IN ALL THE WORLD.  NO ONE LOVES YOU MORE THAN GOD.…AND YET IT’S HARD TO BELIEVE THAT GOD LOVES US WHEN WE ARE HAVING PROBLEMS OR WE ARE SUFFERING.  SUCH THINGS CAN CAUSE US TO DOUBT GOD’S LOVE FOR US.  BUT WHAT MORE CAN GOD DO TO PROVE HIS LOVE FOR US THAN GIVING HIS OWN INNOCENT, SINLESS SON (GOD IN HUMAN FORM) TO DIE AND BE DAMNED IN OUR PLACE?  IN JESUS CHRIST GOD LOVES US WITH A LOVE THAT IS BEYOND OUR COMPLETE UNDERSTANDING IN THIS LIFE.  GOD’S LOVE FOR YOU BEGAN IN ETERNITY.  BEFORE HE EVEN CREATED THE WORLD GOD KNEW YOU…HE PLANNED FOR YOU TO BE BORN.  YOU ARE NOT HERE BY ACCIDENT OR CHANCE.  
AND BEFORE HE CREATED THE WORLD HE PLANNED TO GIVE HIS SON TO DIE FOR YOU AND TO BRING YOU TO SAVING FAITH IN HIM BY THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IN THE GOSPEL.  AND BEFORE HE CREATED THE WORLD GOD PLANNED A NEW WORLD OF ETERNAL LIFE FOR YOU TO ENJOY HIS PRESENCE FOREVER.  AND IN THAT NEW WORLD WITHOUT SIN AND DEATH YOU WON’T HAVE ANY MEMORY AT ALL OF THE TROUBLES AND THE SUFFERING THAT YOU EXPERIENCED IN THIS LIFE.  YES, GOD’S LOVE FOR US IS ALWAYS GREATER THAN WE KNOW OR UNDERSTAND.  BUT PAUL PRAYS FOR YOUR INNER BEING TO BE STRENGTHENED AND FOR CHRIST TO DWELL IN YOUR HEARTS SO THAT YOU MIGHT GROW IN THE KNOWLEDGE OF JUST HOW MUCH GOD LOVES YOU.   
     B.  AND PAUL PRAYS ALL OF THIS FOR US SO THAT WE MIGHT BE “FILLED WITH THE FULLNESS OF GOD”.  THIS IS ONLY PLACE THAT THIS PHRASE SHOWS UP IN THE BIBLE.  THE ONLY PASSAGES THAT COME CLOSE TO SOUNDING FAMILIAR ARE  IN PAUL’S LETTER TO THE COLOSSIANS:  “FOR IT WAS THE FATHER’S GOOD PLEASURE FOR ALL THE FULLNESS TO DWELL IN [CHRIST]” (1:19, NASB); “FOR IN [CHRIST] ALL THE FULLNESS OF DEITY DWELLS IN BODILY FORM” (2:9, NASB).  THIS IS VERY INTERESTING BECAUSE IT IMPLIES THAT WE ARE FILLED WITH THE FULLNESS OF GOD ONLY AS GOD’S LOVE IN JESUS CHRIST DWELLS IN OUR HEART.  THERE IS NO FULLNESS OF GOD APART FROM GOD’S LOVE IN JESUS CHRIST.  AND THAT’S WHY PAUL PRAYS THAT WE MIGHT MORE AND MORE UNDERSTAND GOD’S LOVE FOR US IN JESUS CHRIST.  FOR THE LOVE OF GOD HAS BEEN SHOWN MOST CLEARLY AND MOST DRAMATICALLY IN THE DEATH OF HIS SON FOR OUR SALVATION FROM SIN AND DEATH AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO THE ROMANS:  “BUT GOD SHOWS HIS LOVE FOR US IN THAT WHILE WE WERE STILL SINNERS, CHRIST DIED FOR US” (5: 8, ESV)..  TO BE FILLED WITH THE FULLNESS OF GOD THEN CAN ONLY HAPPEN IN JESUS CHRIST AS THE HOLY SPIRIT LEADS INTO A DEEPER UNDERSTANDING OF HOW MUCH GOD LOVES US AND THEN THAT LOVE WILL BE SHOWN IN LOVE FOR GOD AND FOR OUR NEIGHBOR.  LISTEN TO WHAT THE APOSTLE JOHN SAYS IN THE FOURTH CHAPTER OF HIS FIRST LETTER:  “…LOVE IS FROM GOD, AND WHOEVER LOVES HAS BEEN BORN OF GOD AND KNOWS GOD…BECAUSE GOD IS LOVE” (V.7, ESV); “IN THIS IS LOVE…THAT HE LOVED US AND SENT HIS SON TO BE THE PROPITIATION FOR OUR SINS” (V. 10, ESV); “WE HAVE COME TO KNOW AND TO BELIEVE THE LOVE THAT GOD HAS FOR US.  GOD IS LOVE, AND WHOEVER ABIDES IN LOVE ABIDES IN GOD, AND GOD ABIDES IN HIM” (V. 16, ESV); “WHOEVER LOVES GOD MUST ALSO LOVE HIS BROTHER” (V. 21, ESV).  YOU SEE?  TO BE FILLED WITH THE FULLNESS OF GOD SEEMS TO BE THE SAME THING AS “BEING ROOTED AND GROUNDED IN LOVE”, THE LOVE OF GOD IN JESUS CHRIST.  THE BETTER WE UNDERSTAND GOD’S LOVE FOR US IN JESUS CHRIST, THE MORE JESUS DWELLS IN OUR HEARTS, AND THE MORE JESUS DWELLS IN OUR HEARTS THE MORE WE ARE FILLED WITH THE FULLNESS OF GOD BY LOVING GOD AND OUR NEIGHBOR AS OURSELVES.
CONCLUSION:  THIS THEN IS PAUL’S PRAYER FOR YOU AND ME.  IT’S A WONDERFUL PRAYER--- THAT WE BE FILLED WITH THE FULLNESS OF GOD BY KNOWING HIS LOVE FOR US IN JESUS CHRIST.  THIS IS A PRAYER THAT’S GOOD NOT ONLY FOR THIS LIFE BUT FOR THE NEXT AS WELL.  WILL GOD ANSWER IT?  YES, WE CAN BE SURE OF IT!  FOR PAUL SAYS THAT GOD IS ABLE TO DO FAR MORE THAN ALL WE CAN ASK OR THINK ACCORDING TO THE POWER AT WORK WITHIN US AS PAUL SAYS IN 2 CORINTHIANS:  “OUR OUTER NATURE IS WASTING AWAY, OUR INNER NATURE IS BEING RENEWED DAY BY DAY” (V. 16, ESV).    IN JESUS CHRIST GOD LOVES YOU….LOVES YOU FAR MORE THAN YOU CAN IMAGINE…..AND THE HOLY SPIRIT WORKING THROUGH THE MEANS OF GRACE, THE WORD AND THE SACRAMENTS WILL STRENGTHEN YOU IN YOU INNER BEING SO THAT IN THIS WORLD YOU MIGHT KNOW THIS LOVE BETTER AND BETTER….UNTIL ON THE DAY OF THE RESURRECTION, WHEN YOU SEE WHAT GOD HAS PREPARED FOR YOU IN THAT WORLD TO COME…THEN YOU WILL FINALLY AND COMPLETELY KNOW THE BREADTH AND THE LENGTH AND THE HEIGHT AND THE DEPTH HIS LOVE FOR YOU…AND AS PAUL SAYS WE WILL GIVE GOD GLORY FOREVER AND EVER.  AMEN.
