
Copyright May 15, 2011 Darrell W. Johnson, First Baptist Church Vancouver 

Text:  Ephesians 3:14-21 
Title:  Praying the Gospel Into Our Hearts 
 (Ephesians:  Navigating an Alternative Reading of Reality) 
 
 
I love to hear the apostle Paul preach. But I also love to hear the apostle Paul pray. No one prays 
as passionately and expansively as Paul does. Except, of course, the Lord Jesus, in whose name 
Paul prays. 
 
After studying all of Paul’s prayers in all of Paul’s letters, NT scholar David Crump observes in 
his helpful book, Knocking on Heaven’s Door, that Paul “asks for nothing in moderation.” (p. 
233). Says Dr. Crump, Paul’s prayers are marked by “blatant extravagance… superlatives 
become the lingua franca” of all of Paul’s praying. “That he would grant you according to the 
riches of His glory.” (Eph. 3:16) “Now unto Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly 
beyond all we ask or think…” (3:20). 
 
I love to hear Paul preach the Gospel. But I also love to hear him pray the gospel. I especially 
love to hear him pray what he prays in the text before us today, in the third chapter of his letter to 
the Ephesians! 
 
Paul is in prison; in Rome, the capital city of the greatest empire on earth.  He is awaiting trial 
before Caesar, Nero Caesar, the most powerful human being alive. A Roman soldier guards Paul 
day and night. He is allowed some contact with his friends. Like with the man named Tychicus, 
who at the end of the letter to the Ephesians Paul calls “the beloved brother and faithful minister 
in the Lord” (6:21). Tychicus is serving Paul as a kind of secretary, writing down what Paul is 
dictating.  
 
By the time Paul and Tychicus get to the text before us today, Paul is on his knees. Praying. On 
his knees. Not the normal posture for Jews to take when praying. Kneeling was the norm for 
Gentiles, but not for Jews. Jews stood to pray, lifting their hands to God. Not this time. Paul gets 
down on his knees. Partly to identify with Gentiles.  But mostly because kneeling expresses a 
deeper reverence and a new fervent longing. 
 
On his knees, Paul, as it were, takes the hearts of the believers in Ephesus into his hands. Then 
lifts their hearts to the living God, asking the Father, the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ (as Paul 
calls Him) to do in their hearts what only the Father can do in human hearts. 
 
Up to this point in his letter, Paul has been opening up the gospel of Jesus Christ. He has been 
articulating an alternative vision of reality shaped by the life, death, resurrection and ascension of 
Jesus. 
 
Remember the note on which Paul began? The note he sustains throughout the whole letter? 
“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places in Christ.” (1:3) 
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Talk about extravagance! And superlatives! Every spiritual blessing; every blessing of the Spirit, 
in the heavenly realm in Christ. He goes on to identify some of the “every”:  chosen before the 
foundation of the world, adopted into the family of God, redeemed, forgiven, clued in on the 
mystery of God’s purpose:  the world, given an inheritance in God’s future, sealed with the Holy 
Spirit!  How did Tychicus keep up with Paul’s dictation? 
 
Paul then reports how he has been praying:  asking “the God of our Lord Jesus Christ” to open 
the eyes of our hearts so that we might know; know the hope of God’s calling; know the riches 
of the glory of His inheritance in His people; and know the surpassing greatness of God’s power 
toward us who believe; the power God exercised when He raised Jesus from the dead, and seated 
Him far above all other powers. 
 
Paul then proclaims the gospel of God’s power.  God takes people who were dead in their sins 
and held captive by evil, and makes them, us, alive together with Christ, raising us up with 
Christ, and seating us with Christ in the heavenly places in Christ. As a result of the work of 
God’s power we have become new creations, God’s handiwork in the world. 
 
Paul then puts all this in the context of God’s massive building project:  creating a new human 
race, made up of Jews and Gentiles; who together constitute a new human society in the world, 
centered in the One who is our Peace; who are granted access into the very Presence of the Holy 
God, and who constitute a new dwelling place for God on earth, the new temple of the Living 
God in the world. 
 
Then Paul seems to begin to pray. Chapter 3, verse 1:  “For this reason,” but stops to share more 
personally, telling us about his own experiences of grace. About how by grace God revealed the 
mystery of His plans. About how by grace God called Paul to proclaim, “the unfathomable riches 
of Christ” (3:8). And sharing how the tribulation he experiences in doing gospel ministry – the 
pressure, the crushing pressure – for the sake of the advancement of the gospel. A conviction that 
helps me cope with the crushing pressure I have been living under lately, trusting that the 
pressures is part of the process by which the Kingdom is breaking into our lives. 
 
Then at chapter 3 verse 14, Paul gets down on his knees.  In the midst of that pressure and in 
light of the Gospel, Paul prays.  In chapter one he reports that he has been praying.  In chapter 3 
this actually prays.  He prays the gospel. He prays the gospel into our hearts. In chapter 1 he 
prayed that we might know the gospel. In chapter three he prays that we might experience the 
gospel.  Not only know the good news, but actually experience the good news. More exactly, in 
chapter 1 he prayed that we might know the God of the gospel. In chapter three he prays that we 
might experience the God of the gospel. The Triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
 
This has to be one of the most moving scenes in all of Scripture. Paul the prisoner, gets down on 
his knees, takes our hearts into his hands, and prays the gospel he preaches into our hearts.  He 
does not want the gospel to get stuck in our heads, as mere theory.  He wants the gospel to be a 
living reality. So he boldly asks the Father to make it so. 
 
Yes, Father… even in these moments… make it so. 
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That Paul prays is in and of itself one of the clearest signs that Paul really believes the gospel.  
Because of Jesus’ death and resurrection, the way into the presence of the Living God, the closer 
into the heart of the Holy God, has been opened. As Richard Foster puts it in his book on prayer:  
“The Father’s heart is open wide and you are welcome to come in.” Paul has used the word 
“access” two times before this point in his letter.  Chapter 2, verse 18:  “For through Jesus Christ 
we both [Jews and Gentiles] have our access in one Spirit to the Father.” Chapter 3, verse 12:  In 
Christ Jesus our Lord “we have boldness and confident access….” At the moment Jesus died on 
the cross, the huge curtain in the Jerusalem Temple was torn in two from top to bottom.  Sixty 
feet high, thirty feet wide, twelve inches think, torn in two. From top to bottom. Clearly and act 
of God. Signaling that the way into the Holy of Holies, the way into the very presence of the 
Creator and Redeemer, is open wide and we are welcome to come in. 
 
That Paul prays what he prays says he really believes what the gospel declares about the God of 
the gospel. 
 
“I bow my knees before the Father” (3:14).  The Father.  Paul speaks of God as Father a lot in his 
letters to the Ephesians! After decade of walking with Jesus Christ Paul is still stunned by the 
good news.  The gospel declares that those who follow Jesus, those who belong to Jesus, are 
brought into the same relationship with the Father that Jesus has! Jesus lives for His Father. Jesus 
loves His Father. Jesus trusts His Father. Jesus basks in the goodness of His Father. Paul delights 
to call God “Father” because he realizes the unspeakable privilege:  we have been granted the 
same status with God that Jesus has! We too are brought in on the intimate relationship Jesus 
enjoyed with the Father in His earthly ministry.  Jesus’ Father relates to us as He relates to Jesus! 
Jesus’ Father loves us as He loves Jesus!  “I bow my knees before the Father” Can you hear the 
wonder in Paul’s words? 
 
“From whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name” (3:15). It is not clear what 
Paul is referring to here. I do not think he is saying here that the Father of Jesus is the model of 
“fatherhood”.  That is true. But it is not what Paul is emphasizing here. The term “family” 
(patria)… “every family”… refers to a group of people related to a common ancestor or leader 
(John Allan, 97). It can refer to a family, a clan, a movement, a nation. I think Paul is saying that 
any grouping of people – in heaven or on earth – finds its true life in the Father of Jesus.  The 
nuclear family, and the new family, the family of God, the Church! All find true life in the 
Father, through the Son, by the Spirit. 
 
“I bow my knees before the Father.” The Father who, because of Jesus Christ, is our Father, your 
Father, my Father. Who delights in the sisters and brothers of His Beloved Son. 
 
And who is able.  Who is able to do something about what we come into His presence to ask 
Him to do.  If the Father is not able, we may have a nice conversation; but we have no hope that 
anything will happen as we pray.  Paul knows the God of the gospel.  “Now unto Him who is 
able.”  Notice how Paul’s confidence builds. 

1. This God is able. 
2. This God is able to do what we ask. 
3. This God is able to do what we ask or think. 
4. This God is able to do all that we ask or think. 
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5. This God is able to do beyond all we ask or think, or “more than” all we ask or think. 
6. This God is able to do abundantly beyond all we ask or think. 
7. This God is able to do exceedingly abundantly beyond all we ask or think. 

 
“I bow my knees before the Father of Jesus who is able.” 
 
Who acts “according to the riches of His glory.” Mark that clause. “I pray that He grant you 
according to the riches of His glory.”  Glory. I refers to all that makes God be God. “Riches of 
His glory.” God’s blessing is inexhaustible. The well of God’s essence, the well of all that makes 
God be God, is bottomless. 
 
So Annie Johnson Flint can sing in her song “He Giveth More Grace” (1941):   

“He giveth more grace when the burdens grow greater, 
He sendeth more strength when the labors increase; 
To added affliction He addeth His mercy, 
To multiplied trials He multiplied peace. 
His love as no limit, 
His grace has no measure, 
His power has no boundary known to man; 
For out of His infinite riches in Jesus, He giveth, and giveth, and giveth again.” 

Then this verse: 
“When we have exhausted our store of endurance, 
When our strength has failed ere the day is half done, 
When we reach the end of our hoarded resources, 
Our Father’s full giving is only begun.” 

 
Paul bows his knees before the Father of Jesus, who is able to do more than any of us can yet 
imagine, who gives out o the treasures of His inexhaustible glory. And remember… Paul is 
saying all of this from a prison cell.  The gospel works in prison cells!! 
 
And on his knees, Paul takes our hearts into his hands, lifts them to the God of the gospel, and 
prays the gospel into our hearts.   
 
“Father… grant them to be strengthened with power through your Spirit in their inner person.” 
(3:16). 
 
The verb “strengthen” can be rendered “fortify” or “invigorate”.  O Father, fortify these with 
power; invigorate them with power.   
 
We know from his prayer in chapter one of his letter, that the power Paul has in mind is the 
power that raised Jesus from the dead and seated Him above all other powers. O Father, 
invigorate them with resurrection power. You are able. Please Father, fortify us with your life-
giving power. 
 
“In the inner person.” In the deepest recesses of our being. 
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In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul speaks of the outer person and the inner person. The 
outer person is decaying, says Paul.  Tell me about it, dude! But, says Paul, the inner person “is 
being renewed day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16). Father, strengthen our inner person with the power 
You exercised when You raised Your Son from the grave. 
 
“Through His Spirit.” I pray that He would grant you, “according to the riches of His glory, to be 
strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner person.” The Spirit. A person, like the 
Father, like Jesus the Son. The Spirit. God, like the Father, like Jesus the Son. The third person 
of the Holy Trinity. Who in the beginning hovered over the dark nothingness and brought the 
universe into being. Who in the middle of history hovered over the emptiness of the virgin’s 
womb and brought the God-Man into being, Jesus of Nazareth into being. The Spirit who in this 
moment in history hovers over our lives, bringing resurrection life to our inner persons even as 
our outer persons decay. As Gordon Fee puts it, “The living God is a God of power; and by the 
Spirit the power of the living God is present with and for us” (God’s Empowering Presence, 8). 
And in us! 
 
So J.B. Phillips paraphrased Paul’s prayer for us:  “… that out of the glorious richness of his 
resources, he will enable you to know (to experience) the strength of the Spirit’s inner 
reinforcement.” 
 
“So that.” Paul prays for the power of the Spirit to invigorate us “so that”. “So that Christ may 
dwell in your hearts by faith.” (3:17) 
 
Paul here is not asking that Christ come to dwell in our hearts.  Christ has already done that; He 
has already come to believers, to live with us and in us.  It is what makes a person a Christian, a 
Christ-in-one.  The risen Jesus comes and begins to dwell in us. It is what Jesus promises before 
going to the cross:  “Abide in me, and I in you” (John 15:5).  Live in me and I in you.” So Paul is 
not praying that Christ now come to believers and begin to dwell in them.  In chapter 2, verse 22, 
he says of believers that we “are being” built together into a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.” 
The in-dwelling is already happening. 
 
Paul has taken our hearts into his hands and is praying that we be strengthened by the power of 
the Holy Spirit, so that the indwelling might be all Christ intends it to be. Paul is praying that 
Christ might completely dwell in our hearts. 
 
“Hearts” and “inner person” are related.  Yet heart goes a bit deeper.  If “inner person” is the 
center of our personhood, “heart” is the control center of our personhood. Paul is praying that 
Christ dwell at the control center of our inner person. 
 
Here I simply have to share a little linguistic study with you.  I know not everyone appreciates 
such moments in the sermon.  But what I want you to see helps us better understand Paul’s 
prayer. 
 
The basic Greek word for “dwell” is oikeo.  Related to the noun oikos, meaning home.  Oikeo –
dwell in a home. Now, in the Greek language one can add different prepositions to the same 
verb, creating words with different meanings. 



Copyright May 15, 2011 Darrell W. Johnson, First Baptist Church Vancouver 

 
So one can add to oikeo the preposition para, meaning “around”, or “alongside”.  The resulting 
word paroikeo would then mean “dwell beside”, or “dwell alongside.” It came to mean “dwell as 
a visitor”, “dwell as a guest”, “dwell as a sojourner.” Paroikeo comes into English in the word 
“parish”. The apostle Peter uses this word for the church. The church dwells in the world as 
visitor, as guest, as sojourner.  A parish.  Never settling down in the world because the world is 
not yet our home. 
 
Now, here is what I want you to see about what Paul is praying.  One can also add to oikeo – 
dwell – the preposition kata, meaning “down”.  The resulting world katoikeo, would then mean 
“dwell down”, or, “settle down.”  Move in and permanently reside. 
 
This is the word Paul uses in his prayer.  Father, invigorate their inner persons with the power of 
Your Spirit, so that Christ may katoikeo in their hearts, not just paroikeo.  Father, invigorate their 
inner persons with the power of Your Spirit, so that Christ may dwell in their hearts not as a 
visitor, but as a permanent resident; not as a guest, but as Master. 
 
In the so-called evangelical world, we speak of “receiving Christ.”  We invite people to “receive 
Christ” in their heart.  Which if you have not yet done, I invite you to do right now! 
 
But we need to understand the word as it is used in the Middle East, the context in which Jesus 
first used it. In the Middle East, to receive someone into your home, is, yes, to welcome them as 
a guest. But it also, and primarily, means to now treat the guest as master of the home. 
Everything in the home now revolves around the guest-treated-as-master.  Everything in the 
home now happens at the bidding of the guest-treated-as-master.  I had the opportunity of 
spending some days in Beirut, Lebanon.  My host was a History Professor at Arab Baptist 
Theological Seminary.  My host took me to a fabulous restaurant, overlooking the Mediterranean 
Sea.  My father-in-law was not able to come, so when I saw him later, I said to him in the 
presence of the host, “Wish you could have been there.” The professor, on limited budget, then 
took my father-in-law and me that night to that restaurant.  I was a guest, but I was treated as 
master; my slightest whim was now his order. That is what it means to “receive someone in 
home.” 
 
Do you see now why Paul prays for power? It takes power to alter everything around a new 
person in the home.  It takes power to change routines, to change attitudes, to switch from living 
as one’s own master, to living out the beck and call of the new Master. 
 
And it takes power to re-model the home.  Christ comes to take up residence; He comes to take 
over the place!  And make it His own. 
 
If you have never read it, I commend to you the little booklet My Heart – Christ’s Home by 
Robert Boyd Munger (who took me under wing while in seminary 40 years ago). Dr, Munger 
works with the imagery inherent in katoikeo, “dwelling down”. He encourages us to think of our 
hearts as a house, and to then think of all “the rooms” of our homes; and then then, one by one, 
welcome Christ into each of the rooms.  Munger encourages us, as Paul would,  

to let Christ go beyond the living room, where many want Christ to stay.   
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To invite Christ into the kitchen and dining room and transform our eating;  
and into the family room and transform our relationships,  
and into the recreation room to transform the way we spend our free time;  
and into the study, or library, and transform what we read and allow into our minds;  
and into the bedroom and transform the most intimate of spaces,  
and into all the secret closets, cleansing and healing and freeing. 

 
In prison, the Apostle Paul gets down on his knees, takes our hearts into his hands, and prays the 
gospel into them.   
 
Father… the good and gracious Father of Jesus… you who are able to do way beyond anything 
we can ask or think… Will you, out of the inexhaustible riches of our very essence… strengthen 
our inner persons with power by Your Spirit… so that Christ may freely live in us in all His 
fullness! 
 
Well, that is half of Paul’s prayer.  We will pray the rest of Paul’s extravagant expectations next 
Sunday! 


