
Sermon 9: Ephesians 3:14-19: Praying for power

OUTLINE

Prayer for power
Prayer for comprehension
Praise

INTRODUCTION

Praying when we are in need is easy, we always pray from the heart, but praying for others 
often deteriorates into shallow requests without heart.  We often pray generic prayers for 
health, provision, and spiritual wellbeing.  Paul in the portion before us prays under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, prayers of pastoral care, and prayers that flow out of the 
realities of the gospel.  Paul as a minister of the gospel is not only called to preach the 
message of Christ to the Gentiles, but to pray for the church as well.  Eph. 3:14-21 consists 
of 2 main prayer requests and a doxology, prayer and praise.  These will be the three points
of our sermon.  The first prayer request is found in v16-17a; the second from 17b-19; the 
praise is found in v20-21.  Both are prayers to receive power/strength but it is not the 
typical prayers for power that we are thinking of.  It is not about power and signs but the 
power of the Spirit working powerfully in the believer’s life.  Firstly, he prays for Christians to
be strengthened inwardly by the Spirit so that Christ may indwell us.  Secondly, he will pray 
that we can be strengthened in order to comprehend the love of Christ.  This is followed by 
praise to the God who can answer these prayers.  

Paul in 3:1 was going to jump from v1 to v14, but at the mention of his ministry and 
imprisonment took a detour, now he returns to the idea of what he prays for the Ephesians. 
So in order to understand the flow of thought, you should put this prayer directly after the 
teaching in chapter 2, particularly v11-22.  What was that portion about?  There Paul 
described for us the double alienation from God and His people that is overcome in Christ so
that the Gentiles become full members of the family of God along with the believing Jews.  
Paul was describing the mystery of all nations becoming one spiritual family in Christ.  With 
this gospel inclusiveness in mind listen to v14-15, ‘For this reason I bow my knees before 
the Father, 15 from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named.’  The traditional 
posture for prayer was standing, so bowing on ones knees indicated a greater level of 
earnestness.  Paul is gripped in an earnest desire because recognizing that all believers of all
nations are in truth full children of God, he desires that they would gain the benefits that are
theirs.  His knowledge of who they are to God and what they have in God drives him to his 
knees in earnest prayer for them.  His theology is driving his prayer.  Knowing what they 
have in the gospel gives him an earnest drive to pray.
  We must not only note his attitude in prayer but that fact that he is praying at all.  Here is 
the great apostle who knows that God has a perfect plan that is fully on course, yet he is 
not a fatalist.  A fatalist is someone who believes in an all mighty power and so resigns 
themselves to whatever happens and ignores responsibility and the fact that God uses 
means.  Paul believes in the sovereignty of God but this does not lead to complacency.  Paul
believes God eternal plan will come to pass, but also that God appoints prayer as the means
to do that.  Confidence in a sovereign God does not lead to an apathy in prayer but a 
confidence in prayer.
Note as well how he addresses God in prayer.  Paul bows before the Father.  Whose father? 
‘from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named.’  Paul is talking here about God 
being the Father of every believer in heaven and on earth.  The translation for v15 is very 
difficult, it literally reads, ‘of whom every fatherhood in heaven and on earth is named.’  This



has resulted in differing translations.  The NIV and KJV use ‘whole family’ the ESV uses 
‘every family’.  Whichever you choose you must appreciate that Paul is digging deeply into 
the reality of God’s fatherhood through the gospel.  This notion of God being the Father of 
the Gentiles he is praying for gives the internal logic to Pau’s confidence and requests in 
prayer.  Please note how Paul is following Jesus own model of addressing God as ‘our 
Father.’   The emphasis is on ‘our’ and ‘Father.’  
When I was on the Island of St Helena, my mother was mugged, and a week later her car 
was stolen.  Being so far away I felt helpless.  We did not have money to send her, she was 
unemployed, she was vulnerable and traumatized.  What could I do?  I spoke to her father, 
my Grandfather in Scotland.  He phoned her and brought her over from the UK to move in 
with my grandparents and she helped look after them.  This is what Paul is doing for the 
Gentiles, this is what we are doing anytime we are praying for other Christians, we are 
going to their Father who loves and cares for them, who has power and means to help 
them.  The fact that God is their Father gives us confidence in prayer.  

Prayer for power

V16-17b, ‘that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with
power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith.’  Paul here has a prayer for power.  Now when we think of praying for power 
we usually associate this with the spectacle of the miraculous, we think of power, signs and 
wonders.  The Holy Spirit does indeed do these things, but the more common way in which 
His power is applied in our lives is in the area of regeneration and sanctification.  The 
central prayer request here is that Christ might dwell in our hearts.  All the other details of 
Paul’s prayer request feed into this, lets look at the various parts.

Firstly, Paul outlines the size of the measuring cup of blessing that he is asking to be used, 
‘that according to the riches of His glory He may grant you….’  This is a common way for 
Paul to pray, Phil. 4:19, ‘And my God will supply every need of yours according to his riches 
in glory in Christ Jesus.’  What we are seeing here is Paul’s level of expectation of blessing 
from God for us.  How much is he praying that God would give us?  What is your level of 
expectation when you come to God?  We are usually taught to come expecting that God will
meet our needs, but Paul has a more ‘cup-runneth-over’ sort of measurement in mind.  Let 
us list some of the glorious riches that God has already poured out, and we can let these be 
a norm to which we can then expect God to act in answer to prayer.  We had a sin problem,
we had a nature that would not obey and was above our ability to change, we had debts we
could not pay, and we had a destiny in hell that was deserved.  Now God out of His own 
glorious riches provides for these needs.  He not only undoes our nature problem but 
regenerates our unwilling hearts and secures a future that has a glorified body that can 
never sin or die, just like Christ’s.  He does not simply pay our debts and remove our sins 
and them leave us to try and be righteous enough to save ourselves, He provides an alien 
righteousness in Christ that is gifted to us for free when we believed.  He does not only not 
send us to hell, but instead stores up an eternal inheritance as princes of the King.  What 
sort of measuring cup do you think God uses when pouring out His grace?  The one in 
keeping with the other glorious riches He has been dishing out.  
How can Paul be so confident that these will be ours?  Because He is our Father, because 
Christ has sufficiently paid for our sins, because we are justified and adopted, because of 
Christ’s work on our behalf.  Christ by His work has secured that God will use His biggest 
spoon in serving us, and that we will not get dregs but riches. 



Secondly, notice upon was basis Paul is asking these riches to be poured out, ‘that He may 
grant you….’  A grant is a gift, it is on the basis of grace and not works, it comes by virtue of
His generosity not your worthiness.  

Thirdly, we have the request for power itself, ‘he may grant you to be strengthened with 
power.’  How?  ‘through his Spirit.’  Where?  ‘in your inner being.’  Why? ‘so that Christ may 
dwell in your hearts through faith.’  Paul is not merely asking that we might know about 
God’s power, like in 1:18-19, but that we might actually experience the power itself.  As with
all the workings of God’s power it is by the Holy Spirit, but Paul asks that our inner beings 
might be strengthened by this power.  What does this mean?  2 Cor. 4:16 has similar 
language, ‘So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is 
being renewed day by day.’  Paul is talking about interior strengthening and growth, the 
Spirit working on our hearts, to the end that Christ might dwell within us.  

Now this can be confusing because doesn’t Christ already dwell in us?  Yes He does, 
anytime anyone believes in Christ the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Christ comes to dwell within 
us.  Paul is not praying for us to be born again again.  Dwelling is a household word, and 
there are two words for it.  There is a temporary dwelling and a permanent dwelling, the 
difference between a tent and a home.  Paul is praying that we would have the strength of 
the Spirit working in us to turn our hearts into a home for Jesus.  Think of it this way.  Lets 
say you buy a house that has been lived in for 50 years by an elderly couple.  When your 
young family moves in there is a lot that you are going to change to suit your young family. 
You knock down walls, do painting, replace carpeting, redo the kitchen and bathroom, you 
do a complete reno on the place.  This is what Paul is praying the Spirit will do for Christ to 
dwell in us.  Christ is turning your life into His home.  Before Christ you built a dwelling that 
was yours, you were the boss, and everything had the stamp of your tastes and ways all 
over it.  We are now under new ownership and Christ is doing a major overhaul with our 
lives.  This change is not by the strength of our own will, flesh gives birth to flesh, we need 
the power of the Spirit to bring about this change, that is why Paul calls us to be filled with 
the Spirit, Eph. 5:21.  So how does your dwelling look?  Is Christ the Lord of the house or 
merely a house guest who only gets temporary access to certain parts?  Who is in charge of 
the way it is used you or Christ?  Paul applies himself in prayer for our growth and so should
we.  He recognizes the need for the Spirit to do the internal changes and so we should be 
cultivating the working of the Spirit in our lives.  Do we grieve the Spirit or walk in the 
Spirit?  Do we rely upon the Spirit by praying and reading His word or think we can produce 
the change ourselves?  

Prayer for comprehension

V17b-19, ‘that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may have strength to comprehend
with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 19 and to know the 
love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.’  
Paul moves from the first request to be strengthen to be a dwelling of Christ to having 
strength to comprehend the love of Christ.

Paul starts off talking about the saints being rooted and grounded in love.  This is a mix of 
agricultural and architectural images.  The question is whose love?  Is this our love for God 
and the brethren or is this grounded in the love of God to us?  Both would be correct.  The 
normal Christian life is one of loving God and others, this points us to the living faith that 
should be ours.  But it could also be talking of the love of God as the foundation of our lives.
But to be in the love of God is not enough for Paul he wants us to experience the love of 



God.  Now as Christians we know that we are loved, but we are always prone to forget that 
we are loved, Paul prays that we might be strengthened to grasp it.  

Now we need to stop and appreciate this.  Paul is praying for us to have a certain 
knowledge and experience, that we might be overwhelmed with the love of Christ.  This is 
not a second blessing sort of experience, but a blessing that he prays for every Christian to 
know, Jew or Gentile.  This then is what you should be praying for yourself and every other 
Christian.  That you might know the experience of God shedding His love towards you 
abroad in your hearts, Rom. 5:8; that the Spirit of adoption might bear witness with your 
spirit that you are God’s child, Rom. 8:15-17; that you might experience joy inexpressible 
and full of glory, 1 Pet. 1:8-9; the righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, Rom. 
14:17.  That you might know God’s particular love for you as Paul does in Gal. 2:20, ‘I have 
been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life 
I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for 
me.’  And that there is nothing that can separate you from this love, Rom. 8: 28-39.  Do you
know that you are loved?

Paul prays that you might know the dimensions of Christ’s love for you.  Its breadth in 
embracing all nations and all of creation; its length as it endures to all eternity; its depth as 
it saves the most unworthy sinners; and its height as it lifts us up to His throne and to 
participate as a bride in her husband’s inheritance.  And here is the paradox, he prays that 
you can comprehend what cannot be fully known, for it surpasses knowledge.  What is that 
all about?  He wants you to be swallowed up in that love, to feel that it is greater than your 
sins, that it is stronger than any enemy you face, that it is longer than you have or anything 
has existed.  He knows that a thimble cannot hold Niagara falls, but he wants you to feel 
what it would feel like to be that thimble.

Here is the account of Sarah Edwards, Jonathan Edwards wife, who experienced something 
like that thimble.  It all began while another was praying and quoting part of Romans 8:34-
35  “Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died—more than that, who was raised
— who is at the right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us.   Who shall separate us
from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 
nakedness, or danger, or sword?”(ESV). 

She writes: 
“They appeared to me with undoubted certainty as words of God, and as words which God 
did pronounce concerning me.  I had no more doubt of it than I had of my being…I cannot 
find language to express how certain this appeared—the everlasting mountains and hills 
were but shadows to it.  My safety, and happiness, and eternal enjoyment of God’s 
immutable [unchangeable] love, seemed as durable and unchangeable as God himself.  
Melted and overcome by the sweetness of this assurance, I fell into a great flow of tears…
The whole world, with all it’s enjoyments and all it’s troubles, seemed to be nothing: My God
was my all, my only portion…”  This experience of hers continued into the night.
“That night, which was Thursday night, Jan.28, was the sweetest night I ever had in my life.
I never before, for so long a time together, enjoyed so much of the light, and rest, and 
sweetness of heaven in my soul…The great part of the night I lay awake, sometimes asleep,
and sometimes sleeping and waking.  But all night I continued in a constant, clear, and 
lively sense of the heavenly sweetness of Christ’s excellent and transcendent love, of his 
nearness to me, and of my dearness to him….I think that what I felt each minute, during 
the continuance of the whole time was worth more than all the outward comfort and 
pleasure which I had enjoyed in my whole life put together.  It was a pure delight that fed 
and satisfied the soul…” (Murray, 194-95).  Paul wants that to be you!



Why does he want you to have this experience? ‘That you may be filled with all the fullness 
of God.’  This might sound like strange language but Paul uses similar language in Eph. 
4:12-13, ‘to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 
13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.’  The fullness of 
God, the fullness of Christ, this is Paul praying that we would be holy as God is holy, or 
perfected in Christlikeness.  Paul is not praying for our deification, but our sanctification.  

Here is the thing to understand: Paul sees that the main way in which we grow into 
Christlikeness is by knowing how loved we are.  This works in the natural realm as well.  
Neglected children grow up immature and stunted, loved children grow up well balanced 
and happy.  An abused wife with a crushed spirit is paralyzed and withdrawn, a well-loved 
wife flourishes and grows under that love.  A hen-pecked and criticized husband is a shadow
of himself, but a man who is supported and respected by his wife will thrive.  Knowing the 
love of God is essential for spiritual growth.  

When my natural love for sin flares up and I think of how far in love God has gone to save 
me from those sins which He hates and contradict His nature and will, my heart is won by 
His love, and I can endure to lose my sins and their empty promises when I know what I am
gaining in Him.  This has been called the expulsive power of a new affection.  We are not 
beaten into our growth or our holiness, we are loved into it.  

Paul prays for this comprehension for all the saints, in other words, not that only you are 
loved but that we are loved.  This not only renovates our own walk with the Lord and 
pushes us into our holiness, but it also changes how we love each other.  If is see God loves
you like He loves me, this is will change how I see and serve you.  Paul prays that we would
know this love corporately not only as individuals.  

Praise

V20-21, ‘Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, 
according to the power at work within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ 
Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen.’  We come now to Paul’s closing 
doxology for this section.  Now I hope you get a sense that Paul has launched himself to 
this place of praise.  He has spoken about the glorious love of Christ for all the saints and 
the immersive experience that produces the holiness we are called to.  And from here he 
launches into praise.  

His praise reveals the confidence of his prayers.  There are basically two themes running 
through this doxology.  Firstly, we see that God is able to answer Paul’s prayer, in fact God 
is able to do more than we can ask or think.  The nature of the blessings exceed our ability 
to anticipate or imagine.  We could not design a better salvation than the one we receive in 
Christ.  God’s ability flow from two things.  Firstly, God is powerful and His power secures 
His will and makes Him able to do the impossible.  Secondly, God is generous He not only 
can do it, He is willing to pour out blessings into our lives from the richest treasures of His 
treasure chest.  
Secondly, Paul’s prayer is very God centered, to God be the glory, not to us, not to us but to
your name give glory.  Let all that is done in the church give glory to God, and let all that 
Christ has done crescendo in praise to the all worthy God.   Let this worship carry on for all 
eternity as the only worthy tribute to the great things He has done.                           


