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PRAYING TO OUR SOVEREIGN GOD 
Ephesians 1:15-19 (No. 5) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
April 12, 2015 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Connection with Palm Sunday sermon 

Two weeks ago was Palm Sunday and we studied Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, riding on a 
donkey. That event marked the formal presentation of his kingship to his people, Israel.  They 
rejected him as their King.  Now we wait for our King, Jesus, to return and establish his 
kingdom.  And I said in that sermon two weeks ago, that our response to this time of waiting 
should be the same as the disciples’ response when Jesus ascended into heaven with the promise 
that he would come back.  They prayed.  And so should we.  I closed that message exhorting you 
to recommit yourself to prayer. 

As we return, now, to our study of Ephesians, we come to one of two passages in Paul’s letter 
where he shows us how he prays.  For context; focus: vv. 15-19: 

Ephesians 1:15-23 15 For this reason, because I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and 
your love toward all the saints, 16 I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my 
prayers, 17 that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you the Spirit of 
wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, 18 having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, 
that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his 
glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward 
us who believe, according to the working of his great might 20 that he worked in Christ when he 
raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, 21 far above all 
rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this 
age but also in the one to come. 22 And he put all things under his feet and gave him as head over 
all things to the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all. 
 

Prayer and God’s Sovereignty 

I wonder if you have ever considered how peculiar it is that we pray to a Sovereign God?  God is 
sovereign—he does whatever he wills.  Nothing is master over him: not chance, not Satan, not 
nations, not nature, not your will—all are subject to God’s free will.  He has perfect knowledge 
so that he knows what’s best in every situation.  He has perfect power so that he can bring about 
whatever he wills.  He is sovereign. Over everything.  And yet, as the Sovereign One, he calls us 
to pray that His will would be done.  For example, in Matthew 9, Jesus said to his disciples: “The 
harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to 
send out laborers into his harvest.” (v.37-38). 

Look, Jesus, since you’re the Lord of the harvest, why don’t you just do it?  Why tell us to ask 
you to send out laborers? You’re the Lord. Just give your command and it will happen.  But, no, 
we are to pray to the Lord for him to send out laborers.  Some would, then, ask: if God is 



www.tccathens.org 

2 
 

sovereign, why pray?  And, of course, one good answer is we pray because he tells us to.  He’s 
the Lord. We want to be obedient. Our obedience demonstrates our love of him. 

Another response would be to turn the question around: if God isn’t sovereign, why would you 
pray?  If he didn’t know best. If he didn’t have the power to grant your request. If he didn’t 
control all things—what would be the point?  God’s sovereignty isn’t an impediment to prayer—
it enables prayer—it makes prayer work—it’s the foundation of our prayers—it’s the only 
confidence that we have that God would grant our prayers.  Since God is sovereign, we pray! 

And what a profound dignity God has granted to us to be part of his sovereign plans by praying 
his will.  He didn’t just ordain the end result of your prayer, he ordained the prayer itself as a 
means of accomplishing his will.  In one of Charles Spurgeon’s sermons, he posed this question: 
why pray to God who predestines everything? He says: 

“Might it not as logically be asked why breathe, eat, move, or do anything? We have an 
answer which satisfies us, namely, that our prayers are in the predestination, and that God 
has as much ordained His people's prayers as anything else, and when we pray we are 
producing links in the chain of ordained facts. Destiny decrees that I should pray—I pray; 
destiny decrees that I shall be answered, and the answer comes to me.” 

So we pray to our Sovereign God because our prayers are part of the chain of destiny by which 
God is carrying out his plans.  Consider, Christian, what a privilege you have—in prayer—to be 
part of his plans in this way.  But how do you pray to a sovereign God?  Paul, here, models for us 
how to pray to our Sovereign God.  Through Paul’s writings, we not only gain great insight into 
the depths of Christian teaching, but we also gain great insight into how we walk in this teaching 
through Paul’s own example. 

Context 

You may recall that Paul has just written a symphony of praise to God for—verse 3 says—
“[blessing] us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.”  What follows, and 
what we studied for three weeks, were the crescendos of God’s blessings to all who are in Christ: 

• Blessing of being chosen by god 
• Blessing of being predestined for adoption into God’s family 
• Blessing of receiving freedom from slavery to our sin in the redemption that Jesus 

purchased for us on the cross 
• Blessing of forgiveness—that none of my sin will count against me in Christ 
• Blessing of knowing God’s revealed will 
• Blessing of receiving, as one of his children, an inheritance—namely, becoming like 

Christ 
• Blessing of receiving the promised Holy Spirit as the authenticator of our faith and the 

assurance that he who began a good work in us will carry it on to completion in heaven. 

All of this is God’s sovereign work.  You didn’t earn any of it. You didn’t even accomplish any 
of it.  If you are in Christ, God gave all these blessings to you—freely.  You are rich in blessing.  
But these blessings were given by him.  All of it by his sovereignty. 
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Again, we ask the question, how, then, do you pray to our Sovereign God?  Notice how Paul 
links his praise in vv. 3-14 with his prayer beginning in v. 15. 

v. 15: “For this reason, because I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love toward 
all the saints, I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. . .” 

“For this reason” links specifically to v.13: “In him you also, when you heard the word of 
truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy 
Spirit” 

v. 13: Paul says, you believed in Christ. 

v.15: “For this reason, because I have heard of your faith. . . I pray for you.” 

But more generally, “for this reason” (v. 15) points back to the whole of vv.3-14—the whole 
symphony of praise.  Paul is saying, “Because of all of God’s sovereign work in your lives, I 
keep giving God thanks!” 

You could outline chapter 1 this way: 
 vv. 3-14: Praise to Our Sovereign God 
 vv. 15-23: Prayer to Our Sovereign God 

And Paul is praying specifically for other believers.  I’m praying that God would use this 
message to encourage you to pray for one another regularly, as Paul did for these believers.  
What kind of church could this be if we each regularly prayed for one another?  We’ll have some 
regularly scheduled corporate prayer times in our church’s future.  But what I’m hoping is that 
rather than making prayer a program—you spontaneously pray for one another and get together 
and pray with each other. 

We have a bias towards organic in this church—and I’m not talking food.  We aren’t against 
programs, but we have a bias towards motivating organic body life rather than programmed body 
life—organic one-anothering over programmed one-anothering.  Easy to create a culture of 
programs.  Hard to create a culture of organic body life. 

If you are going to pray for one another—what should you pray for one another?  Yes, pray for 
needs as they come up.  That’s a good thing. We should do that.  You don’t need a prayer email 
or Facebook forum for that. You can just talk to one another and ask.  (I’m not against prayer 
chains. . . but I’d rather have a culture of Christians who ask each other, “How can I pray for you 
this week.”)  What you lose in efficiency, you gain in being more likely to actually pray for that 
person.  But when you study Paul’s prayers—those kinds of prayers are not the whole of his 
prayers for others. He surely prays for present needs, but the theme of his prayers is different.  
How, then, do we pray to our Sovereign God on behalf of each other? Two ways. First. . .  

I. WE PRAY BY GIVING THANKS TO GOD FOR EVIDENCES OF GOD’S 
GRACE (V. 15-16A) 

vv.15-16: “For this reason, because I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love 
toward all the saints, I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers” 
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Paul doesn’t cease giving thanks for these believers in Ephesus.  “I do not cease” means he 
doesn’t quit.  During his regular prayer times, he remembers the Ephesian church and gives 
thanks to God for them.  You get the impression in Paul’s writings that prayer was a dominant 
feature in his life—despite the demands on his time.  Paul was—I’m quite sure of this—busier 
than you are and he prayed.  Prayer was personal to him. He took this burden very seriously.  
You get a feeling for how he felt about his church plants and disciples in 2 Cor. 11 where he 
catalogs all his suffering on behalf of the church: 

2 Cor 11:24-28 24 Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. 25 Three 
times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a 
day I was adrift at sea; 26 on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger 
from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at 
sea, danger from false brothers; 27 in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger 
and thirst, often without food,[a] in cold and exposure. 28 And, apart from other things, there is the 
daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches. 

 
Paul’s heart ached for the saints, so he prayed.  What did he give thanks to God for?  Two things: 

1. He gave thanks for their faith. 

v. 15: “I have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus” 

2. He gave thanks for their love of other Christians. 

v. 15: “and your love toward all the saints” 

At root, Paul’s prayers for other believers were: “O God, I’m so thankful that so-and-so is saved 
and I’m so thankful they love each other. You made that happen, God!” 

He prays the same way in: 

Col 1:4: “We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, since 
we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints” 

Phil 4-5: “I thank my God always when I remember you in my prayers, because I hear of your 
love and of the faith that you have toward the Lord Jesus and for all the saints” 

This is the way we should pray for each other.  Thankful for the work that God has done in each 
of our lives.  We should be keenly on the lookout for evidences of God’s grace in each other.  
Can we be a church where we are eager to see the good work that God is doing in someone else?  
Can we come ready to affirm the character of Christ in others?  Not—notice!—that we come 
ready to praise man so that we are all stuffed on a diet of receiving the praise of men.  Rather, we 
are glad to point out ways that we see Christ—Christ!—shaping someone’s character or 
evidences of God’s gracious hand in the life of someone.  God-centered praise for God at work 
in our lives.  We don’t need to hear how great we are—we want, I hope, to hear how great God 
is.   

And the best expression of that will be in our own prayer to God as we express thanksgiving to 
him for the evidences of God’s grace in each other’s lives. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2+cor+11%3A24-28&version=ESV#fen-ESV-29000a
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Secondly. . .  

II. WE PRAY BY PLEADING WITH GOD FOR THE ABOUNDING OF MORE 
GRACE(V. 16B-19) 

What does Paul ask God to do in the lives of the believers at Ephesus? 

v. 16bff: “[R]emembering you in my prayers, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of 
glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of him, having the 
eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, 
what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immeasurable 
greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his great might. . .” 

That’s a lot. But let’s break it down simply.  Paul prays that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ—
who himself is the Author and Finisher of our faith—that our glorious Father who brought us 
into his family—that he would give them “a spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of 
him.”  Simply put: Paul prays they would know God more.  There is no greater urgency in your 
life than to know God more.  What you believe about God is the most important thing about you. 

But more than just facts about God—the consummation of your life is to have a sweet 
communion/relationship with God.  Does your time and priorities reflect this?  Paul asks God 
that they would have a spirit—a disposition—of wisdom and revelation. 

Wisdom is applied knowledge.  Comes from the Gk: Sophia: has the idea of true insight into the 
nature of things.  It’s knowing how to live in God’s world under God’s principles. 

Revelation means something disclosed, unveiled.  Here, Paul isn’t praying that they would 
receive new revelation from God.  It means that they would have understanding in what he has 
already revealed.  We’ve seen this in vv. 8-9: “[his grace], which he lavished upon us, in all 
wisdom and insight making known to us the mystery of his will [that’s revelation], according to 
his purpose, which he set forth in Christ.  Another term here would be illumination. 

So Paul prays they would have true wisdom and understanding in the knowledge of God.  What 
kind of church would this be if there was a palatable hunger to know God more?  If each of us 
was passionate about pursuing a greater intimacy with God?  Not ironically, that happens 
through our own prayer and time in the Word.  So let’s pray for that for each other.   

He goes on in more detail: 

v.18-19: “having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to 
which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is 
the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according to the working of his 
great might. 

In order for anyone to know God, the eyes of their heart must be enlightened.  “Enlightened”: To 
give light; to light up; to illuminate.  Eyes metaphorically are the avenue through which light 
flows to the heart/mind.  Heart is the seat of moral and intellectual life; emotions, will, thoughts, 
understanding. The very center of a person.  This is passive tense—so you don’t do this. God has 
to do it. 
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Paul says later that what marks unbelievers is they are in darkness. 

Eph 4:18-19: “They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because 
of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart. They have become callous and 
have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. 

Elsewhere Paul says, 

2 Cor. 4:3-4: “And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are perishing. In 
their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from 
seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 

So blind minds, darkened hearts keep people from Christ.  And only God can take the blinders 
off.  Same passage in 2 Cor 4:6: 

“For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of 
the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” 

And after we are saved, we still need God to enlighten the eyes of our hearts so that we would 
know him more.  And what specifically about God’s work in their lives does Paul pray they 
would know?  Three things: 

v. 18: “that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you,” 

Calling, in Paul’s writings, often means an effectual call—a call of God that saves.  “those whom 
he called he {what?} he also justified” (Rom 8:30).  If you’ve been called, you’ve been saved.  
So Paul prays they would know the great goal of their salvation—your new life in heaven with 
God forever. 

v.18: “[that you may know] what are the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints” 

We saw this before in v.11 where it says all in Christ “have obtained an inheritance.”  There we 
said the riches of the inheritance we receive is the completion of our salvation in becoming fully 
like Jesus 

v.19: “[that you may know] what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who 
believe, according to the working of his great might.” 

We’ll take up this one more fully next week.  Paul’s point here is that the same power that raised 
Christ from the dead is at work in us.  So he prays they would know three things: 

• The hope of living with God in heaven. 
• The riches of our salvation completed and being like Jesus 
• The great power that God is working in our lives even as we live on earth. 

CONCLUSION 

That’s quite a prayer.  May God help us pray that way for each other. 
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