A Prayer Worth Praying! (Ephesians 1:15-23; 11/10/09)

In January 2009 a plane flying over New York had to make an emergency landing on the Hudson River. The pilot used all his skill to bring the aircraft down safely. All 155 passengers and crew were rescued. They called it the ‘miracle on the Hudson’. Who should be thanked for that? The pilot. Later, he was awarded a medal for what he had done.

Some years ago we were on a family holiday in Portugal. We drove to the most westerly point of Europe, Cape St Vincent, and watched a breath-taking sunset. Quite a crowd had gathered, and when the huge, red sun finally disappeared below the horizon there was spontaneous applause! Who should be thanked that? God – the Creator.

Around two thousand years ago Paul went to Ephesus and began to preach the good news about Jesus Christ. He explained about the love and grace of God through his Son’s death on the cross. Many people were converted and became followers of Christ. A church was formed where these new disciples met and loved one another. Who should be thanked for that? God! Paul knows this:

For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints, I have not stopped giving thanks for you, mentioning you in my prayers (v15-16).  

God must be thanked because he’s responsible whenever a person repents and trusts in the Lord Jesus Christ. It’s a miracle - the work of God the Father, Son and Spirit. Paul knew that their conversion wasn’t due to his power of speech or intellectual arguments, but the power of God’s Spirit. 
And the same is true today. Whenever a man or woman, young person or child truly turns in faith to the Lord Jesus and starts loving God’s people, it is a miracle, a work of God. And for this, God should be thanked: I have not stopped giving thanks to God for you. Christian conversion is not a small, insignificant thing, but wonderful and miraculous. 
Two weeks ago we heard the testimonies of four people, explaining how they had come to faith in Jesus. They were different people, from different backgrounds and situations. But we heard about their faith in the Lord Jesus. Who should be thanked? Like Paul, we should not stop giving thanks to God for them.

And if you are a Christian today, who should be thanked for that? You should not stop giving thanks to God for what he’s done for you!

But what then? Is there something more? Yes! Paul shows us what else we can do. He prays to God the Father for these new (and older) Christians. Paul doesn’t just tell them that he’s praying for them; he tells them exactly what he’s praying for. 

Now Paul could mention many things to pray for, but he focuses on three – three priorities; three things we need to know! That’s why he says: I keep asking. This wasn’t just a casual, one-off request, but a continuous petition. This prayer is so helpful to us because it focuses on what is important. It shows us how we can pray for other Christians, and also how we can pray for ourselves. 
I watched a cookery programme the other day. A chef was given a fish and told to make two meals from it. He was given a large range of ingredients from which to choose in order to make these dishes. But he didn’t choose them all! He had to prioritise – to choose two or three main ingredients to go with each meal.     

Well, there are three main ingredients to Paul’s prayer. They’re going to form the spiritual meal for us this morning. What are they? 

He tells them:
1) I am praying that you will know God better (v17)

Notice first of all that the Christian is somone who has already come to know God. He or she is not someone who merely knows about God – in an intellectual sense. A Christian has entered a relationship with God – Father, Son and Spirit. It is possible to know God personally!
A Muslim would gasp at such a thought. A Hindu would object against the idea. Christianity is different! Listen to Jesus praying to God his Father for his disciples: Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent (John 17:3). Eternal life consists of knowing God the Father and God the Son. When you come to trust in the Lord Jesus you begin to know the living God and receive eternal life. But that is just the beginning. That’s why Paul prays that Christians may know him better. Do you ever pray like this for yourself? Do you ever pray like this for others?

C S Lewis agreed to marry an American lady, Joy Gresham, in Oxford. It was a marriage of convenience, enabling her to remain in the UK. In the film Shadowlands, after the ceremony, Lewis steps out of the registery office, puts up his umbrella, and walks off alone! At that point, there’s no love for his wife; no desire to know her better. The marriage is a sham, in name only. (It all changes later!).

You may claim that you are a Christian, because you were baptised or belong to a church – out of convenience. But if you have no love for God, and no desire to know God, then your profession of faith is a sham. A true believer knows God experientially, and Paul prays that he/she will come to know him better.

How can I know God better? We need God the Father to give us the Spirit of wisdom and revelation. I think the NIV is right to translate the word Spirit with a capital. I believe Paul is referring to the Holy Spirit. He’s the Spirit of wisdom because he can show us how to live wisely in this world. He’s the Spirit of…revelation because he can reveal to us more of the Father and the Son. That’s his work.
How can the Holy Spirit help me to know God better? He stirs up a hunger for God, and satisfies that hunger through the bible – the Scriptures. All the authors of Scripture - prophets and apostles – were carried along by the Holy Spirit (2 Peter 1:21) to write truths revealing God’s nature and love to us. So when the Spirit reveals to us more about God, it won’t be new revelation that no-one else has received. There are people who claim to have had new revelations from God’s Spirit that contradict the teaching of Scripture. Such claims are false. Test each teaching by God’s Word. The revelation spoken of here is more like illumination – shedding light on what the bible says about God, so that we can know him better. It’s the idea of new light through old windows – not just intellectual facts, but a knowledge of God that warms the heart!

Let me give you an example from the life of Jonathan Edwards (C18th American pastor). He had became a Christian years before, but at the age of 34 he rode out one day into the fields for ‘contemplation and prayer’. On that occasion he had an extraordinary view of the glory of the Son of God as Mediator between God and man, and his wonderful, great, full, pure and sweet grace and love, and meek and gentle condescension. This fresh view of the Lord Jesus led him to weep aloud, and gave him a great desire to be full of Christ alone; to love him with a holy and pure love; to trust in him; to live upon him; to serve and follow him (When I don’t desire God, p133). Edwards came to know God better that day! It was an experience he would never forget. But those truths about Jesus he saw so clearly that day were already there in the Scriptures. What happened that day, and on other days, was that the Spirit…of revelation revealed them to him personally and powerfully. He saw the Lord Jesus in a new light! The floodlights had been switched on!

Don’t you long to know God better? Don’t you long to see more of the glory of Jesus Christ? How can I do that? Do what Edwards was doing! He was contemplating – that meant he was thinking upon (perhaps reading) the bible. He was praying. Perhaps this was his prayer: “Lord, I want to know you better.” 

You can’t expect to know God better without reference to God’s Word. If the only time you read and think upon the bible is here on Sunday, then you will not know God better. You might say, “But I haven’t got time for reading the bible or prayer!” Let me remind you that Paul is praying for the whole church – slaves and masters, parents and children - not just leaders. He prays that all the saints in Ephesus will know God better through the work of the Spirit. This is a prayer for you. We have an amazing tendency to find time for the things we really want! If you want to know God better, you must find time to pray and to read and meditate upon God’s Word! Find someone else to read with, asking God to speak to you and give you greater light. Why don’t you start with this prayer this week? Why not start praying this for others too?
2) I am praying that you will know the hope to which God has called you (v18)

In the NT the word hope doesn’t mean ‘dream’. Today the phrase ‘hopes and dreams’ often describes people’s longings for something that may never happen. Many hope to win the lotto, but it’s very unlikely! When we raise hopes of going to visit friends in America my son says, “It’ll never happen!” But Christian hope is something definite and certain. However, it’s still future; it’s not yet fully realised. That’s why Paul calls it our inheritance (v14). We’re still waiting! But in this verse, Paul describes our hope as the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints. Our hope is that one day we will be God’s inheritance; we will be fully possessed by him. Later Paul tells husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her (5:25), and one day he will present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrikle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless (v27). It’s the picture of a glorious wedding! On that day God the Father and the Son will delight in us, his Church, his people. Can you imagine that? 
It’s like a father on his birthday. There are some cards to open, but for some reason there are no birthday presents. The family apologises, but the father looks at his wife and children and says, “You are my presents”. He’s just delighted to have them with him. I heard of another father who was asked by his daughters what he wanted for Father’s Day. He said simply, “I just want you beside me in church on Sunday morning!”
That’s exactly what God longs for. Listen to Jesus as he prays to his Father: Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world (John 17:24). That’s our hope. John Newton once said of Christians, “If we knew what we’ve been saved from, we’d die of fright; if we knew what we’ve been saved to, we’d die of joy!” Well, there’s no danger of us dying of joy just yet, but let’s pray that we might get a bit closer! Life is now, says Vodafone. But it’s also future! Paul prays that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you will know the hope to which (God) has called you. It’s not just in our heads, but in our hearts! Ask for God’s help to think and know more about your hope! It makes all the difference! 

3) I am praying that you will know the power God has for you (v19-20) 
Why does Paul pray for this? He knows the doubts and fears that can sometimes attack the Christian. He’s writing from prison, remember? He knows about the pressures, trials and temptations that come our way. We hear about this eternal hope, but we wonder if we’ll make it. We feel weak and discouraged. Paul felt the same way at times. That’s why we need to know the power God has for us. We are not left to live the Christian life alone. 

What is this power like? It’s God’s power. It’s incomparably great! In other words, there’s nothing as great as God’s power. It’s a resurrecting power and an exalting power. It’s the same power that raised Christ from the dead and exalted Christ into heaven. So God’s power can do the same for you. He can keep raising you up, in your weakness; he will raise you up physically, in the great day of resurrection; and he will exalt you and receive you into glory. If we can grasp this, then we will no longer be afraid.    
Remember the disciples in the boat with Jesus in the midst of a storm, afraid of drowning? They wake and rebuke Jesus: “Don’t you care that we’re going to drown?” They didn’t realise who was with them – and the power that he possessed! He displays his mighty strength by rebuking the wind, and all becomes calm. Who is this man? They ask. If they had really known the power of Jesus they would not have been afraid. 

If you are a Christian it is because God has begun a powerful work in you, by his grace. And his power will ensure that you are kept, sustained, strengthened, raised and finally exalted. 

The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose/He will not, he will not desert to its foes

That soul, though all hell should endeavour to shake/He’ll never, no never, no never forsake!
Mary and Joseph lost Jesus on the way home to Nazareth, but God the Father will not lose any of his children on the way home to glory! We are kept by the power of God. That’s what you need to know!

It’s a wonderful thing to be a true Christian, a child of God! Let’s thank him for our salvation. Let us join with Paul in praying for ourselves and others – that we may know God better, that we may know the hope he has given us, and the power he has for us. These are the things that we need to know!
