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PRAYING WITH PAUL FOR STRENGTH 
Ephesians 3:14-17 (No. 18) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
August 16, 2015 

INTRODUCTION 

We’ve come to the second of Paul’s prayers in the book of Ephesians.  My prayer for preaching 
on Paul’s prayer is that we would begin to pray for ourselves and each other as Paul prayed.  At 
various points, we find in Scripture samples of Paul’s prayers.  And because they are in 
Scripture, we know that they are inspired—they are God-breathed. 

And so when we pray prayers like Paul—not verbatim, but the ideas in the prayers—we know 
we are praying God’s will.  So let’s read Eph. 3:14-21, focusing on vv. 14-17 

Eph 3:14-21 14 For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 15 from whom every family in 
heaven and on earth is named, 16 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—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. 
20 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. 
 

Overview of 3:14-21 

Now, to give you an overview of this prayer that we’ll be studying for a few weeks, notice that 
Paul’s prayer (in verses 14-21) has two parts.  The first part is Paul’s petitions found in verses 
14-19. In these verses, Paul brings his requests before God.  The second part is Paul’s praise 
found in verses 20-21. These verses form what we call a doxology—a prayer of praise.  So 
petitions in vv. 14-19 and praise in vv. 20-21. 

This week and next week, we want to study Paul’s petitions in vv. 14-19. And we’ll see that Paul 
brings three requests before God.  Each request begins with the word i,na in the Greek and is 
translated “that” in most English translations. 

v. 16-17: that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power 
through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith 

v. 17b-18: —that you, being rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to comprehend with 
all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ 
that surpasses knowledge, 

v. 19: that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 

As we study Paul’s prayer, we’ll see that the prayer builds in intensity.   
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There is a kind of theological intensification as he prays.  There is a kind of emotional 
intensification as he prays.  One author thinks of it as a prayer-staircase: each step of the prayer 
rises further up into the heavenlies.  So what can we learn from Paul’s praying? 

The first lessons is that. . .  

I. BEFORE YOU PRAY, REMEMBER TO WHOM YOU PRAY 

v. 14-15: For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven 
and on earth is named, 

Before Paul begins reporting what he prays, he reminds himself and the church of the one to 
whom he is praying.  He calls to mind the God to whom he prays.  Have you ever prayed and felt 
like you were just talking to yourself?  See, it’s hard to pray to a God you haven’t thought about 
much.  So here’s a better way.  It’s helpful to think over who it is we’re talking to before we 
pray.  It aids our prayers.   

That’s why Thomas Watson, the great Puritan writer of the 1600s said, “Prayer is best when 
meditation is first.”  And, specifically, he meant meditation on the Word of God.  By going to the 
Scriptures and thinking about God—it helps us pray to our God. 

Now prayers can and should be spontaneous too. So you don’t always have to read Scripture to 
pray.  But as a general rule, you’ll find your prayer life greatly enriched if you begin with 
meditation on the Word of God.  And what does Paul say about God? 

First, he says that. . .  

A. HE IS OUR FATHER 

He calls God “Father.”  In the ancient world, the word “father” was a term of intimacy and 
dignity and authority.  As he began, Paul remembered the intimate relationship we believers have 
with our Father in heaven.  Our Father loves us deeply and Paul prays in the second part of his 
prayer (next week) that we would know the love of God. 

And notice: “I bow my knees before the Father...”  To say he comes before the Father is to say 
we have a face-to-face relationship with God.  We aren’t able to see God with our eyes.  But in 
the spiritual realm, we are face-to-face with God when we pray. 

Ps 27:7-8: Hear, O Lord, when I cry aloud; be gracious to me and answer me! You have said, 
“Seek my face.” My heart says to you, “Your face, Lord, do I seek.” 

Prayer is the privilege of coming face-to-face with God.  He’s not only our Father, he is also our 
Lord. 

B. HE IS OUR LORD 

This is the second truth Paul calls to mind about God.  He is “the Father, from whom every 
family in heaven and on earth is named.”  The families in heaven and on earth refer to the family 
of God in heaven and on earth. 
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Not everyone is in the family of God. Not everyone has God as their Father. Not everyone is a 
child of God.  We know that for two reasons at least: One, Jesus said to a group of Jews 
opposing him in John 8:42: 

Jn 8:42-44, 47: Jesus said to them, “If God were your Father, you would love me, for I came from 
God and I am here. I came not of my own accord, but he sent me. Why do you not understand 
what I say? It is because you cannot bear to hear my word. You are of your father the devil, and 
your will is to do your father’s desires. . . . Whoever is of God hears the words of God. The 
reason why you do not hear them is that you are not of God.” 

So, not everyone has God as their Father.  And we also know that because in this letter because 
Paul writes that we believers have been adopted into God’s family—and therefore he becomes 
our Father. 

Eph 1:3-5: Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ 
with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the 
foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined 
us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 

“Through Jesus Christ”—that is, when you trust in Christ for your salvation,--you are adopted 
into God’s family.  So the families in heaven and on earth we’re talking about is a way of saying 
all those who are saved, who are now in heaven (because they’ve died) and who are still living 
on earth.  And to say that God named us (“the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on 
earth is named”) is a way of saying that God is mighty and sovereign and has authority over us. 

In the OT, the right to name demonstrated authority and power.  For example: 

Is 40:26: Lift up your eyes on high and see: who created these[i.e., stars]? He who brings out their 
host by number, calling them all by name, by the greatness of his might, and because he is strong 
in power not one is missing. 

Ps 147:4: He determines the number of the stars; he gives to all of them their names. 

In summary, Paul remembers that God is our Fatherly Lord.  So the first lesson we learn from 
Paul is that before you pray, remember to whom you pray. 

The second lesson also comes from vv.14-15, and that’s. . .  

II. WHEN YOU PRAY, CONSIDER HOW YOU PRAY 

v. 14-15: For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven 
and on earth is named, 

Because God is our Holy Father, we must approach God in an appropriate way.  And Paul 
demonstrates how we should approach God. First, we must. . .  

A. APPROACH GOD EXPECTANTLY 

Verse 14 begins: “For this reason.”  That’s exactly how Paul started verse 1 in chapter 3. 
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“For this reason, I, Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus on behalf of you. . .” 

And as soon as he gets there, he wants to clarify what he just wrote about in chapter 2, so he 
interrupts his flow of thought and doesn’t resume his prayer until verse 14, where he begins 
again with the same phrase, “For this reason. . .”  So 3:2-13 are a kind of parenthetical thought—
a way of clarifying what he just wrote about at the end of chapter 2.  So Paul is in effect saying, 
“For this reason. . . I pray for you” 

But what’s the reason? Why is he praying here? Why does he tell the believers in Ephesus how 
he prays for them?  Now without going through all of chapters 1 and 2 again, we can summarize 
those chapters with this: God is establishing his church.  He is gathering people from all the 
nations to form Christ’s body.  And since God is building the church—on that basis (“for this 
reason”), Paul now prays for the believers.  Because God is bringing about the growth and health 
of the church, therefore, Paul says, I pray for the growth and health of the church.  Because God 
is building the church and wills that the church be strong, therefore, I pray that the church is 
strong.  God’s sovereignty doesn’t destroy the basis for prayer.  As if to say, well, since God 
wants a particular thing and he bring it about on his own if he wants to, then why pray for it?  
No, God’s sovereignty doesn’t destroy the basis for prayer, God’s sovereignty provides the hope 
that prayers will be answered.   

Prayer isn’t simply setting before God our requests.  Prayer is a means by which God 
accomplishes his work.  When we gather to pray tonight at Myers Quad—we aren’t simply 
asking God to do things—we come expectantly that God will use our prayers to accomplish what 
he desires—that is, our prayers are links in the chain of God causing his will to be done on earth. 

So Paul is confident that his prayers will be heard by God, that they are in the will of God, and 
that God will answer his prayers.  He is praying in line with God’s revealed will.  He is praying 
with that kind of boldness and confidence that he wrote about in v. 12 ; 

“in whom [Jesus] we have boldness and access [to God] with confidence through our faith in him 
[Jesus]” 

Because of our faith in Jesus, we have the freedom to come to God and to speak to God and ask 
him to do things we know he wants to do.  So when we come to God, we should come with that 
same kind of expectancy. 

B. APPROACH GOD HUMBLY AND EARNESTLY 

The way Paul came to his Father was with knees bowed. 

“I bow my knees before the Father” 

The usual posture for prayer among the Jews and early Christians was standing: 

Mk 11:25 [Jesus]: And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against 
anyone, so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses.” 

Lk 18:11: The Pharisee, standing by himself, prayed thus: ‘God, I thank you that I am not like 
other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 
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Kneeling before a king or a superior to request something was common.  It indicated an 
approach of humility.  Not only that, we see in Scripture times when people prayed particularly 
emotional prayers where they were on their knees. 

Ezr 9:5: And at the evening sacrifice I rose from my fasting, with my garment and my cloak torn, 
and fell upon my knees and spread out my hands to the Lord my God, 

Da 6:10: When Daniel knew that the document had been signed [the document was King Darius’ 
decree that no one could pray to any God but the king], he went to his house where he had 
windows in his upper chamber open toward Jerusalem. He got down on his knees three times a 
day and prayed and gave thanks before his God, as he had done previously. 

Ac 7:60: [Stephen’s martyrdom] And falling to his knees he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, 
do not hold this sin against them.” And when he had said this, he fell asleep. 

So Paul is indicating that he came before his Father in humility and with great earnestness.  
Scripture doesn’t give us any rules about the posture we should adopt when we pray and 
mimicking Paul’s bodily posture is not the point.  However, we should mimic the posture of his 
heart.  So in vv. 14-15, Paul has oriented his prayers vertical. His prayer compass is pointing true 
north.  And what does he pray?  Again, I remind you that he has three petitions and then a 
doxology and we’ll just take the first one and see how far we get. 

Learning from Paul, you should. . .  

III. PRAY THAT YOU WOULD BE STRENGTHENED WITH GOD’S POWER 

v. 16-17: that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with power 
through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith 

There’s a lot in these two verses, so let’s burrow down to his main request and then build up the 
verse again.  The main idea—the thing Paul prays is that God “may grant you to be strengthened 
with power.”  In the Greek version of the OT (the OT of the early Christians), the word 
“strengthened” is a term frequently aligned with the inner qualities of courage and determination. 

1 Sa 4:9: Take courage, and be men, O Philistines, lest you become slaves to the Hebrews as they 
have been to you; be men and fight.” 

Ps 31:24: Be strong, and let your heart take courage, all you who wait for the Lord! 

Paul used it in the same way in 1 Cor. 16:13: 

1 Co 16:13: Be watchful, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be strong. 

Paul’s use of the word “power” along with strength is a way to heighten the sense of it.  Paul is 
praying for believers to be powerfully strong. . . in their “inner being.”  Inner being is sometimes 
translated = “inner self” or “inner man.”  Our inner self is our inner spiritual person.  Paul uses 
the term in contrast with the “outer self” in 2 Cor. 4:16.  

2 Co 4:16: So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being 
renewed day by day. 
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Paul’s outer self is his outer body.From the years of persecution and struggle for the church and 
as he ages, his outer self is wasting away.But his inner self is being renewed day by day.  Our 
bodies wear out. As we grow older, our physical abilities decline and we become weaker 
physical with age.   

Hopefully you’ve met senior saints who, as they age, they seem to grow happier in the Lord, 
more prayerful, more trusting in the promises of God, more eager to join Jesus in heaven.  And 
surely you’ve met other seniors, who seem to grow more bitter, more demanding, less happy, 
more distrustful as they age.  Our inner self is what’s left when the outer self has wasted away.  
Our true self is exposed.  But the expected trajectory of a true Christian is that we “should grow 
stronger through the Holy Spirit, who energizes us, revitalizes us, and empowers us.”  God 
renews us on the inside—he renews our spirit.  

We Christians know that our bodies will be resurrected in perfection—that’s our expected hope.  
Our bodies wear out now, but one day in the future, we’ll receive a new body in the resurrection.  
But until we receive that gift, we enjoy right now the grace of God strengthening with power our 
spirit.  Only believers—though we age and get weaker— only believers receive the privileged 
gift of the strengthening and renewal of our inner self. 

Our culture teaches us to be hyper-concerned about our appearance—clothes, hair, gym 
memberships, health regiments.  There’s nothing distinctively Christian about good health.  
What makes Christians different than everyone else in the world is that we have access to the 
power of God to strengthen us in our spirit.  That’s where all our spiritual battles are fought—in 
our spirit.  Jesus taught that the source of our sin is our heart (Matt 15:19)—that is, in our inner 
being.  So we should pray that God would strengthen us where the battle rages.   

And God does that “through his Spirit.”  The importance of the role of the Holy Spirit in the life 
of a believer will be very apparent as we move through the second half of Paul’s letter.  He gives 
us power to trust God’s promises, to persevere during intense trials, to resist Satan and sin, the 
remain hopeful in sickness, and to keep looking to God when everything around us crumbles. 

And when God gives, he doesn’t give just a little, does he?  The strength he gives is “according 
to the riches of his glory.”  The way to measure the strength that he gives you is “the riches of his 
glory.”  This is one of those phrases that preachers come to and realize their own limits in 
communicating.  How do you possibly communicate adequately the scope, scale, weight, value 
of the riches of God’s glory?  How can you help people feel that?  And you can’t. 

But Paul has mentioned God’s power before in this letter and there he gave us an illustration of 
God’s power.  I wonder if you remember what he said about God’s power before?  It was in his 
first prayer of this book. He prayed in 1:18 that the believers would have their spiritual eyes 
opened so that they could come to know three things.  And the third one was 1:19: 

Eph 1:19-21: [that you would know] what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us 
who believe, according to the working of his great might that he worked in Christ when he raised 
him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, 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. 
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So how do you measure the strength that he gives you according to the riches of his glory.”  And 
one answer is that the same power that raised Christ from the dead, seated him in the heavenlies, 
and placed him above every demonic rule, and gave Jesus a name above every name in every age 
in every land—that same power of God strengthens you.  That’s enough power for anything 
you’ll ever face.  Anything.  Even the thing that comes to your mind right now that you don’t 
think you could ever face.  It’s enough power.  And what’s the result of God strengthening your 
inner being? 

“that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” 

There’s more to be said about this than we have time for.  But briefly, Paul is talking to 
Christians who already have been sealed by the Holy Spirit, so he doesn’t mean Christ will dwell 
in your heart for the first time. 

The word “dwell” is a strong word.  It means more than a stop-over.  It means to take up 
permanent residence.  When Christ comes into a person’s life, he finds the heart a mess.  The 
heart still has a craving for sin. The heart loves idols. The heart has divided affections.  But when 
Christ comes into a person’s life through faith—he comes to take up permanent residence and 
begins to put it in order.  As God strengthens with power your inner being through the Holy 
Spirit, the result is that Christ puts into order the desires of your heart as you trust him and 
submit yourself to him. 

CONCLUSION 

Which means that of primary importance this morning is whether you have trusted Christ 
savingly.  Have you trusted Christ alone for your salvation?  Do you believe the lie that you 
you’re basically a good person and that God saves good people?  He doesn’t. He saves sinners.  
Sinners who acknowledge that they’re sinners—that they have offended God and deserve to be 
punished as a person who has committed treason against God.  Sinners who turn from their sin 
and embrace Christ—who gave himself for you on the cross—to die in your place.   

So, why would you wait to trust Christ?  Would you turn aside from the Savior whose arms are 
open?  Or would you now run from your sin and into his arms—submitting all you know of 
yourself to all you know of him? 
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