Father, Family, and Faith
Ephesians 3:14-17a

Illustration:

What will be the single greatest challenge to the church of Jesus Christ faces in
the 21° Century? It’s hard to say for sure, of course. It might be...
e Compassion
e Missions
Evangelism
Theological Question

However, | tend to think it will be what it has always been—Disunity!
This reality of this is being recognized by the church in Africa...

lllustration: According to Carol Glatz of the Catholic News Service report from
October 7, 2009, Catholics in Africa have to overcome lingering ethnic and racial
tensions within their own church communities in order to be credible witnesses
to the Gospel and powerful agents for change.

Cardinal Polycarp Pengo of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, recently stated that,
"Questions like selfishness, greed for material wealth, ethnicity resulting in ethnic
conflicts and others, which are the root causes of the lack of peace in many
African societies, must be confronted without fear..."

He went on to say that “...we must have the courage to denounce even against
ourselves things like the misuse of the role and practice of authority, tribalism and
ethnocentrism”.

Bishop Sithembele Anton Sipuka of Umtata, South Africa, said racial tensions still
exist today. The tensions manifest themselves "in the lack of communion and
cooperation between racial groups...such as in not being able to get black, white
and other Catholics to come together to diocesan events like pilgrimages and
ordinations.”

(http://www.catholicnews.com/data/stories/cns/0904471.htm)



Disunity, of course, is not just an African problem. It’s an American problem,
too...

lllustration: According to Curtiss Paul DeYoung, co-author of United by Faith, a
book that examines interracial churches in the United States, only about 5
percent of the nation's churches are racially integrated, and half of them are in
the process of becoming all-black or all-white.

And if the issue isn’t racism, it’s likely to be something else...
e Budgets
e Ministry priorities/values
e Music

And it’s not just a Catholic problem. It’s a Christian problem located on every
continent, in every country, and within every denomination.

And it’s not just a modern problem. It’s an historic problem as well.

lllustration: It’s like playing Monopoly. No matter how many times you go
around the board, we find ourselves right back where we started from. And it
gets harder and harder to win every time you go around.

There are many sins, scandals, and setbacks that confront churches today, but
none grieve me more personally than disunity. Of course, in a perfect world, |
would choose none of these. But if | had to choose, | would choose almost
anything over a church that focuses on...

e Differences rather than similarities

e Stand their ground rather than common ground

e Individuality rather than corporate identity

I’'ve been a part of three different churches in my lifetime, and all three of them
have had some issue, at some level, and some time where disunity made things
very difficult.

It’s likely that you’ve had a very similar experience (or know of someone who
has!). We could stand and tell story after story of the destructive influence that
divisiveness has had on a congregation.



lllustration: "The Wednesday Bible Study, Saturday Prayer Breakfast, Crib
Nursery, and Women's Mission Society have declared their independence and will
exist as a commonwealth with details regarding defense to be worked out at a
later date."

Cartoonist Ed Koehler in Leadership, Vol. 13, no. 2.

The issue could be any number of things. However, whatever the reason, the
results are pretty much the same—a church whose witness is weakened and
impact is eroded.

| sometimes wish | knew what to do when | hear stories of churches are
discouraged, debilitated and defeated by disunity. | know that it isn’t that
unusual for us to hear a report at an Elder meeting of another church in our area
where disunity has disrupted the work of Christ. This is often followed by a deep
sigh and familiar thoughts of “not again”. It feels like such an overwhelming
problem, all I want to do is hope for heaven, where our unity will be assured.

But is that all that there is for us to do—to hide our head in the sand? Or is there
something more...something productive...something powerful...something that
can help restore unity when all hope for resolution seems all but lost?

There is something we can do. There’s something that we must do. And that
“something” is maybe the only thing we sometimes can do—and that is pray.
When disunity threatens to win the day, Christians everywhere are called upon
to pray.

| don’t know about you, but when it comes to prayer, | sometimes have trouble. |
know that | should pray. But | don’t always know how to pray, especially for
situations that are so diverse, difficult, and damaging. It’s one thing to pray. It’s
quite another thing to pray well. It would be nice to have some kind of principles,
priorities, or pointers to give us the assurance we want and need to pray well for
churches that are in trouble. And not just churches...

Christian colleges

Christian para-church

Christian mission agencies

Christian families



e Christian friendships

And this is exactly what the Apostle Paul provides for us this morning (Ephesians
3:14-17a, pg. 870). He gives us several guidelines that will help get us started the
next time we hear that another church has fallen victim to divisiveness and
disunity.

#1. When Praying about Disunity, Christians Can and Should Pray with
Confidence (3:14).

If there is one word that describes the Ephesian church, it’s definitely “disunity”.
It’s hands down the number one issue that Jewish and Gentile Christians are
facing and the Apostle Paul is doing everything he can to change the status quo.
He’s tried to get their eyes off of their seemingly insurmountable differences and
onto their shared experiences that they have in Christ. Together Jewish and
Gentile Christians share the same...

e Predestination (1:5, 11)

e Adoption (1:5)

e Purpose (1:12, 2:10)

e Death (2:3)

o Life (2:5)

e Grace (2:8)

e Body/Church (3:6)

He’ preached to them...and he has prayed for them (cf. 1:15-23). And now he
prays for them once again. And he does so with a growing confidence.

Read 3:14.

Paul begins with the phrase “for this reason...” Paul has a reason, then, for why
he is going to pray the way he does. What’s his motivation? Where does his
confidence/assurance come from? There appear to be at least two options...

1. Paul has confidence to pray because of his union by faith with Christ.

Every Christian can come to God in prayer with freedom and confidence
due to his/her faith in Jesus Christ. Read 3:12. There isn’t anyone on earth



who can pray to their God with the same freedom and confidence that
followers of Christ can.

lllustration: I've had the opportunity to watch adherents to various
religions pray to their gods—Muslims, Jews, Buddhists, and Hindus. One
thing that I've noticed consistently is that while their prayers are
sometimes more regular and ritualized, but there is never more freedom or
confidence than that experienced by a Christian. We come to our God
without fear, formality, or foreboding. We have confidence that we will be
heard simply because of our faith in Christ.

“What other nation is so great as to have their gods with them the way the
Lord our God is near us whenever we pray to him?” (Deuteronomy 4:7)

. Paul has confidencetopraybecause unity with other
revealed will.

There is a second reason for Paul’s confidence to pray as he will for the
Ephesian church—a confidence drawn from his theological certainty that
his prayer is one that God will want to honor and answer. Paul has just
outlined for the Ephesians at some length God’s purposes and priorities for
His Church. The Church is where...

e Jew and Gentile are members of one body

e Jew and Gentile share in the promise of Christ Jesus

¢ Manifold wisdom of God is made known in the heavenly realms
e The eternal purposes of God are accomplished.

And disunity is the one thing that will disrupt all that God desires. Paul
doesn’t need to second guess what God’s will on this matter. And neither
do we! The Church was created with a unity of mind and purpose. For the
Church to be the Church, she must be unified. We can rest assured, then,
that when we pray for the unity of the Church and of Christians, we know
that this is a matter for prayer. And it marks how we should pray. When

we pray for “this reason, we can an



#2. When Praying about Disunity, Christians Can and Should Pray with a
Personal Passion (3:14).

Read 3:14. Paul goes on to tell us exactly how he has positioned himself in his
prayer for the Ephesians—he kneels.

lllustration: Anne Of Green Gables features Anne Shirley (played by Megan
Follows), an orphaned child who is beginning to lose hope that she will ever be
placed in the family of her dreams. One day Anne finally receives news that she is
being placed in a home—that of Marilla Cuthbert (played by Colleen Dewhurst)
and Mathew Cuthbert (played by Richard Farnsworth), a brother and sister who
live in a picturesque place called Green Gables. It appears that Anne's dreams are
finally coming true. But there's one problem: Marilla and Matthew have
specifically asked the orphanage for a little boy. Marilla is determined to send
Anne back. Anne, of course, is devastated. She'll do anything to stay—even pray,
which is something she doesn't know anything about:

"Have you said your prayers?" Ms. Cuthbert asks Anne.
"I never say any prayers," Anne responds.
"What do you mean? Haven't you been taught to say your prayers?"

Anne replies, "Mrs. Hammond told me that God made my hair red on purpose,
and I've never cared for him since."

"Well," says Anne's new guardian, "while you're under my roof you will say your
prayers."

"Why, of course," Anne says, "if you want me to. How does one do it?"
"Well, you kneel beside the bed."

Anne interrupts, "That's the part | never really could understand. Why must
people kneel down to pray? If | really wanted to pray, I'd go out into a great big
field, all alone. I'd look up into the sky. I'd imagine it was the dome of a great
cathedral. Oh, and then, I'd close my eyes and just feel the prayer. What am | to
say?"



"Well," answers Marilla, "l think you're old enough to think of your own prayer.
You thank God for his blessings, and then humbly ask him for the things you
want."

"I'll do my best. Dear gracious heavenly Father, | thank you for everything. As for
the things | especially want, they're so numerous it would take a great deal of
time to mention them all. So, I'll just mention the two most important: please let
me stay at Green Gables; please make me beautiful when | grow up. | remain
yours respectfully, Anne Shirley—with an e. Did | do all right?"

Ms. Cuthbert replies, "Yes, if you were addressing a business letter to the catalog
store. Get into bed."

Anne says, "l should have said 'amen' instead of 'yours respectfully.' Think it'll
make any difference?"

"I expect God will overlook it—this time. Good night."
"Good night, Ms. Cuthbert."

Ms. Cuthbert mumbles, "That girl is next door to a perfect heathen."

Anne of Green Gables (Walt Disney, 1985), directed by Kevin Sullivan and based on a novel by Lucy Maud
Montgomery; submitted by Van Morris, Mount Washington, Kentucky

I’m guessing that when most of us were taught to pray, we were taught, like
Anne, to pray on our knees. It isn’t that unusual. But, for the Apostle Paul, it is
very unusual indeed. The typical position for a Jewish man in prayer even today is
to stand. Kneeling is not the norm and signals that something special is going on
here—a greater sense of humility and/or personal passion...

e Solomon (2 Chronicles 6:13)

e Jesus (Mark 14:35-36)

There’s no doubt in my mind that Paul would have given his right arm to see the
Ephesian church unified once again. Unity for God’s church is his priority and his
passion. When it comes to this issue...

e all pride his gone

e all passion is present



Paul is on his knees in prayer. He cares so much—not just about the principle
unity—but for the people themselves. The last time he saw the Ephesians, they
all prayed together on their knees (Read Acts 20:36-37). And now that they are in
trouble, it’s as if he were right there with them once again on the beach. Kneeling
in prayer is a symbol of how Paul is personally and passionately committed to
seeing unity restored in Ephesus. This is not perfunctory prayer. He is personally
and passionately pleading their cause.

And it speaks to the same kind of personal passion we might bring to our prayers
for unity. So many times the stories of disunity that we hear are not those of
strangers, but of people we know and love. Pray passionately for them!

And if nothing else, it’s a story about a church, the Bride of Christ, where so much
of God’s wisdom and purposes are meant to be made manifest to the world. To
love Christ is to love His Bride. Pray passionately for her! Whether we sit, stand,
kneel, or lay prostrate on the floor, may our prayers be as passionate as they can
be for the unity of God’s people.

When Praying about Disunity, Christians Can and Should Pray with a Personal
Passion.

#3. When Praying about Disunity, Christians Can and Should Pray to their
Heavenly Father (3:14-15).

Read 3:14-15. Paul informs us here that when praying about disunity in the local
church, he prays to his heavenly Father by name.

This, of course, was not an unusual practice for Paul. Most of Paul’s prayers

mentioned in the New Testament are addressed in this way. However, there are

some exceptions. Read 2 Corinthians 12:7-9. ( Pr ayer f or Paul ' s *
flesh” i s addressed three times to Jesu

| suppose that when you and | pray we may often address our prayers to Jesus.
And that’s okay! And if we happen to be praying about disunity in a church and
we address our prayers to Jesus, | wouldn’t worry too much about it.



Nevertheless, Paul does pray specifically to the Father here—and for a particular
purpose...

e God is our heavenly Father

e And where there is a Father, there is a family

e And where there is family, there is a name/bond that cannot be broken.

As Christian brothers and sisters, we are part of an extensive extended family...
e Past
e Present
e Future
e In heaven
e On earth

And is there anything that our heavenly Father wouldn’t do to keep His family
together?

lllustration:

The highest paid player on a football team?—Quarterback

The second highest paid player on a football team?—Left Tackle

| watched The Blindside last week...Number one job is to protect your family.

Who has our blindside as a church family? Our Father!!

Then why wouldn’t we confidently and passionately pray to Him to do all that He
can do to keep His family from the dangers of disunity?

When Praying about Disunity, Christians Can and Should Pray to their Heavenly
Father.

#4. When Praying about Disunity, Christians Can and Should Pray that Jesus
Would Come Home (3:16-17a).

Read 3:16-17a.

What most often happens when Christians are in disunity? Someone ends up
leaving...



e Husband moves out
e Pastor moves on
e Church members move away

And the same may be true of Jesus.

lllustration: Several weeks ago my wife and | were explaining to our 3-year-old-
son, Harrison, how much Jesus loves him. | asked him if he knew where Jesus
lived, assuming he might say, “In my heart,” or “In heaven.”

But Harrison thought about it and said, “He lives in the basement.” That’s where
we store the nativity scene. James Steen, “Kids of the Kingdom,” Today’s
Christian (Nov/Dec 2005), pg. 9.

Well, when it comes to living with disunity, Jesus may well have opted for the
basement. Wherever there is serious disunity in the lives of Christian, we can be
assured that Jesus isn’t living there anymore. In some way or somehow, Jesus has
left the building.

Of course, if we're truly followers of Christ, then his permanent residence is still
with us, but in the midst of the disharmony and disunity that we’ve invited in, we
may not have noticed that Jesus has quietly slipped away—for now.

Jesus prayed for all of his followers that they might be brought to complete unity
so as to let the world know that Jesus was sent from the Father (cf. John 17:23)
and that Jesus was among them. [f disunity is present, why would we continue to
think that Jesus is, too?

How then ought we to pray for those in disunity? We need to pray that Jesus
might come home once again. In the midst of difficulty and disunity, those
directly involved may not even know that Jesus is no longer there. And so it is our
responsibility to recognize the...

e Poverty of spirit

e Weakness of will

e Powerlessness to change

e Emptiness of the inner being



And pray!!
Pray with confidence and with passion that our heavenly Father would...

From the riches of his vast resources

Provide the power/strength to their inner most being

That comes by way of the Spirit

And with the coming of the Spirit that the presence of Christ might be
restored

And with Jesus, the Prince of Peace might reign.

And when Jesus is at home in the life of every believer, then we can be confident
that unity will be the result.

Conclusion:

Pray for churches, families, friends, etc. who are in disunity...

Faith would replace fear

Spirit of Christ would replace the spirit of disunity

Willingness to resolve issues would replace weakness

Father’s richness toward them would replace sense of poverty



