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GOD IS ABLE 
Ephesians 3:20-21 (No. 20) 

Treasuring Christ Church – Pastor Boyd Johnson  
August 30, 2015 

INTRODUCTION 

Turn to Ephesians 3 and let’s read verses 14-21, focus: 20-21 

Eph 3:14-21 14 For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 15 from whom every family[a] 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. 

 
LAST TIME 

Perhaps the most popular verses in the book of Ephesians are verses 20-21.  They’ve been called 
the greatest of Paul’s doxologies. Many have memorized these verses to help them through hard 
times.  No doubt you can go to your local Christian bookstore and find this verse written on a 
plaque or t-shirt or painting.  These verses close Paul’s prayer.  His prayer beginning in v. 14 has 
climbed in emotional intensity.  He starts on his knees. 

v. 14: For this reason I bow my knees before the Father” 

And from there his prayer climbs steps towards heaven.  The first request in his prayer for these 
believers was that they would be strengthened by the Spirit in their inner being. 

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” 

And then he prays that they would know the unknowable; that they would know what is humanly 
impossible to know without God’s help, and that’s the greatness of Christ’s love for believers. 

v.17b-19a: “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” 

And finally, he prays that they would be all that God has for them to be so that they would 
become increasingly like God. 

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

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians+3%3A14-21&version=ESV#fen-ESV-29250a
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“No prayer that has ever been framed has uttered a bolder request” (Armitage Robinson). 

So it’s a prayer that they would be strengthened by God to know God’s great love for them so 
that they would grow into all that God wants them to be.  Paul models for us not only how to 
pray, but what to pray for.  If you want to grow to become more like Jesus—into the fullness of 
God—the soil for that growth is knowing God’s great love for you.  That’s where you bloom.  
And in order to comprehend and know how great God’s love for you is, you need strength from 
God.  That’s how great God’s love is for you—you have to have God-given strength in order to 
know it. 

Now, how do you end a prayer as big as that? Where do you go from there?  And you can really 
only go one way: vertical.  In praise of God.  That’s what Paul does in verses 20-21. 

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. 
 

This kind of praise is often called a doxology.  Doxology is a Greek word composed of two 
words: do,xa = glory  logi,a = saying.  Literally, a glory saying.  It’s a hymn of praise to God for 
his glory.  So if the subject of vv. 20-21 is God, what does Paul say about God?  How does Paul 
bring this prayer to a fitting close in view of God?  As we study these verses—there are three 
truths about God here.  To show you them, I want to work backwards through these verses and 
start with verse 21, where we find the endpoint of Paul’s prayer. 

What do we learn about God? First, he says that. . .  

I. GOD IS WORTHY OF PRAISE 

v. 21: to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and 
ever. Amen. 

The ultimate aim in Paul’s prayer is that God would be glorified—“to him be glory.”  Paul is 
eager that God get glory.  Now what does “glory” mean?  Biblically, it’s a short word that carries 
a lot of meaning.  In one sense of the word, God’s glory is the idea of his supreme honor or his 
excellent reputation.  That’s the sense of the word in Romans 3:23: “for all have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God.”   

Or 1 Cor. 10:31: “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.” 

Or in Isaiah 43:7, where God speaks of his children as those “whom I created for my glory” 

In fact, in that Isaiah verse, the OT Hebrew word kavod—which is translated as glory—basically 
comes from the idea of something weighty in a person—something of high importance.  In 
another sense, God’s glory is often seen as a bright light radiating from his presence.  You 
remember when Moses said, “Show me your glory” in Exodus 33 and after he had seen a 
glimpse of God’s glory, Moses face shone bright.  Or when God led the Israelites out of Egypt, 
God went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night (Exo 13:21-22).  
In Luke 2:9, at the angel’s announcement of Jesus’ birth to the shepherds, God’s presence was 
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there: “An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them.”  In 
the new heaven and earth, Rev. 21:23 says, “And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine on 
it, for the glory of God gives it light.”  Since God is spirit, the light is something he creates. It is 
a way he chooses to disclose himself.  And what does that light represent?  And the best way to 
answer that is by thinking that familiar passage in Isaiah 6, where the angels are surrounding 
God seated on his throne, and they are crying out: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the 
whole earth is full of his [you’d expect them to say “holiness”] glory!” (v. 3). 

God’s holiness means that he is in a class by himself, he is perfect, he is pure, he is unstained.  
When that holiness is displayed, it’s called glory, manifested as a blazing light.  Glory is God’s 
holiness on display.  So in that sense, God’s blazing glory reflects the essence of his being.  The 
light represents the beauty of his perfect character.  Now when you put all that together, God’s 
glory is the supreme honor that is due to him because of all that he is. (x2)  So when Paul says, 
“to him be glory,” he means “to him who deserves the highest praise, admiration, honor because 
of all that He is in his perfection.” 

Now it’s important to keep in mind that the ultimate aim of the prayer is God’s glory because, as 
we’ll see in verse 20, Paul says God is able to do more than you could imagine.  And you might 
say, “Well, I can imagine a lot!”  And that’s true.  But can you imagine a lot for God’s glory?  
See, we can easily imagine a lot of things for our own glory. We can easily ask God to increase 
our honor.  But are your affections becoming attuned to the glory of God so that you find it easy 
to align your will with his will—that you find it easy to dream big for his glory?  And where 
does Paul say this supreme praise will be found? 

“to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus” 

The church is the supreme trophy of God’s grace.  For three chapters now, Paul has been writing 
about Christ and his relationship to his people, the church.   

Hebews 1:3 says that “[Jesus] is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his 
nature.” 

And the church is the body of Christ on earth and we were redeemed to image forth God’s glory 
in this world.  So it makes sense that the highest praise of God should be found in the church that 
Christ redeemed.  And for how long shall this glory be given to God? 

to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever.. 

“Generations” refers to people.  “Forever and ever” refers to time.  So the aim is that God would 
be glorified in Christ’s church for all time through all people.  Only a very honorable God could 
possible deserve that kind of glory.  And that’s the God we worship. He is worthy of our praise. 

God is worthy of our praise. A second thing we learn about God is that. . .  

II. GOD IS MIGHTY 

I see that in verse 20 in two places. 
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v. 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, 

There are three (what I call) “power words” in this verse.  du,namai = the verb transl: “who is 
able.” du,namij =  the noun transl: “power”; that’s the same root word as “who is able” but in a 
noun form.  e,nerge,w = the verb transl: “at work”; that’s the word we get the English word for 
“energize.”  So, clearly, at this point, Paul wants to highlight the mighty of God—his strength, 
his power.  That has been a theme throughout this letter. 

Eph 1:11: In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the 
purpose of him who works (e,nerge,w) all things according to the counsel of his will, 

Eph 1:19-20: and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power (du,namij) toward us who 
believe, according to the working (noun form of e,nerge,w) of his great might (i,scu,j – iss-
COUS; but similar in meaning to power) that he worked (e,nerge,w) in Christ when he raised him 
from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places, 

Eph 2:2: you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power 
(exousi,a –ex-sue-SEE-uh) of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience 

(So there’s a lesser power that opposes God) 

Eph 3:7: Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift of God’s grace, which was 
given me by the working (noun form of e,nerge,w) of his power (du,namij). 

Eph 3:16: that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened (verb: 
krataio,w – kra-tae- OH) with power (du,namij) through his Spirit in your inner being, 

Eph 3:18: may have strength (verb: exiscu,w – ex-see-SQU-oh) to comprehend with all the saints 
what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 

All throughout the letter—Paul has highlighted the great might of God.  Particularly in salvation 
of sinners.  It takes the power of God to save you from the power of sin and Satan.  The only way 
for you to be rescued from the power of sin and Satan is the power of God at work in you to 
resurrect your dead life.  That’s the point of chapter 2:1-10. 

So it isn’t surprising that Paul comes back to this theme as he closes his prayer.  But why here 
does Paul express praise for God’s might?  What makes him at this point in his prayer raise his 
voice to proclaim God’s strength?  He just prayed that they would receive power so that they 
would have strength to know the massive love Christ has for them.  And here he says God is 
able—he is able to make you know this love that is humanly impossible to comprehend because 
it is so massive.  He is not only able to do it—he is doing it right now within you believers.  He 
is working his power “according to the power at work within us.”  That’s the Spirit’s power from 
v. 16 (“may [he] grant you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner 
being”).  And that phrase “at work” is a verb in the present tense—he is doing it right now. 

So what an assurance to know that God can strengthen you to know Christ’s love—a love that is 
not humanly possible to understand!  What a promise!  Because you know your heart!  You 
know that God isn’t always attractive to you.  You don’t always enjoy going to him, praying to 
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him, singing to him.  Your mind wanders. You get more excited about other things.  And here 
comes Paul’s word that God’s might is able to overcome hearts like ours that so easily love other 
things more.  So not only can we praise God for the greatness of his power objectively. 

But we can praise God for the availability of his power in our own lives.  And God’s power can 
overcome any obstacle.  God is omnipotent. Do you know that word? It means he is “all 
powerful.” 

Jer: 32:27: “Behold, I am the Lord, the God of all flesh. Is anything too hard for me? 

For God, there really are no degrees of difficulty.  Illustration: if I asked one of these college 
guys to jump over a chair. None of them would have a problem. If I placed two chairs, they 
would exert more energy, but still be able to. At three chairs, it would get harder, but doable. At 
four chairs, they would need a running start, but still do it. But at five or six chairs, very difficult. 
And 10 chairs, impossible.  But for God, there’s no such thing as degrees of difficulty.  It’s like 
you can’t even say that it’s all easy for him, because easy is a term of comparison. 

Finally, there’s a third thing we learn about God and that’s. . .  

III. GOD IS GENEROUS 

God is not only mighty, he is generous. 

v.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” 

The phrase, “far more abundantly” is one word in Greek, but it takes many words to get the sense 
in English.  It’s one of these words that likely Paul made up.  The first time it occurs in all 
known Greek literature is in Paul’s writings.  It’s kind of a difficult word to translate, because 
Paul bends the rules of grammar as he tries to describe the generosity of God.  One Greek 
scholar says that Paul’s Greek “becomes almost untranslatable as he reaches to express the 
ineffable” (Thielman).  Some have translated it: 

• Immeasurably more 
• Above and beyond 
• Exceedingly abundantly above 
• Far beyond 
• Beyond everything 
• Very far in excess of 
• Infinitely beyond 
• Beyond everything, infinitely more. . .  

This is Paul’s river of adoration that is overflowing its own banks.  All of these translations are 
trying to get at that there is an inexhaustible fullness of God’s might and which the prayers of all 
the saints can never draw dry.  There are no limits to what God can do. 

So consider this:  As we’ve seen, “God is able to do” things.  He isn’t idle, he isn’t inactive, he 
isn’t dead.  But more than that, “he is able to do far more abundantly than all we ask.”  He hears 
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your prayers.  Whatever you pray for his glory, he is able to do still more.  And notice, “far more 
abundantly than all we ask.”  So even if you collect all the prayers of all the redeemed of all 
time, God is still able to do more.  But more than that, “he is able to do far more abundantly that 
all we ask or think.”  Some translations: “all we ask or imagine.” 

So not even our unfettered imagination can reach to the heights of God’s mighty ability to act.  
This encompasses every minute thing we might think or ask.  God’s ability surpasses not only 
what we realize in prayer but also beyond our wildest imaginations.  Our boldest prayers are not 
the boundary of what he is able to bestow.   

So consider the extravagant generosity of our God!  His abilities cannot be exhausted.  The 
might of our God is boundless.  He is matchless in his resources to help you in whatever you 
face.  His power to act is not limited by our desire.  We are sometimes cold and slow to desire 
good things.  We bring a cup to God’s fountain and take home only a little water.  But God is 
able to bless beyond what our feeble souls have wished for.  His power to act is not limited by 
our comprehension.  We know his will imperfectly. We know him imperfectly.  We struggle to 
know how to pray.  But God’s grace is not bound by our capacity to comprehend his majesty. 
God’s grace is measured by the glory of his riches to bestow.  God says in Ps 81:10: “I am the 
Lord your God, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt. Open your mouth wide, and I will 
fill it.” 

CONCLUSION 

So “turn your pleasant dreams into fervent prayers,” the great preacher, Charles Spurgeon says.  
Perhaps some of you are asking God for the impossible.  You have prayed for a long time—days, 
months, years—for God to move in a certain way.  Would your faith be so small as to stop now?  
God can do more in our prayers than we can do in one hundred years of planning and prodding.  
Don’t stop praying now. 

If you are one of the King’s kids, the King’s chambers are open to you!  He has invited you in—
not as a stranger, not as a guest, but as sons and daughters.  Dwell in the throne room of grace.  
Keep asking God for the impossible.  Dare to ask for more.   

Perhaps some of you when you pray never ask God for anything big enough.  If we were honest, 
your prayers mainly amount to asking God for close parking spaces.  If we recorded every one of 
your prayers, they would mainly be prayers for an easy test (that you didn’t really study for).  Or, 
that you could get off work early.  Your prayers stay earth-bound. They never launch out of the 
atmosphere. They are closer to the worms than to the angels.   

Tell me, is it lack of faith in a big God or is it just a pervasive self-centeredness?  Instead break 
the dam of self-indulgence and unleash grand, sweeping tsunamis of prayers for the fame of his 
name.  Dream a dream for Jesus.  If you say, but I’m young or I’m old or I’m unimportant or I 
have many limitations. . . Have you read the Bible?  Have you heard of Abraham, Moses, 
Gideon?  Have you read the stories of Naomi, Ruth, David, Abigail?  Do you know about Elijah, 
Daniel, Esther, Nehemiah, Mary, Peter, or even Paul?  These were ordinary people. These were 
people like us.  And yet God is able to do extraordinary things through ordinary people by his 
power at work in their lives.  So dream a dream for his glory.  Lay hold of God and ask him to 
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make His Name great in your life.  Dream big and know this: your most holy dream, your 
greatest God-glorifying dream is not beyond God’s power to give.  You cannot even imagine 
good, God-glorifying things beyond his ability to give.  

So go with a kind of God-confidence that can do hard things for Jesus—beyond what you think 
you can do—because you are loved beyond your imagination and he has power beyond your 
imagination working in you. 

PRAY 

So Father, help us to pray! Help our unbelief!  Lift up our affections, so that they soar in the 
heavenlies.  Lift up our thoughts, so that they dwell in your heavenly temple.  And may your 
mighty, generous Name be glorified in our lives.  Amen. 
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