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Eph 3:20-21 MORE THAN ALL WE ASK OR THINK 12/13/09 
Introduction: 

A. Illus.: I can’t remember where, but years ago I read a story of a man who set out to sail solo across the 
Atlantic. He was an experienced sailor. He had the newest boat with the most up-to-date navigational 
equipment. He set sail, but in a couple of days, his signals went silent. Nothing. Rescue planes were 
sent out, and eventually they found his boat floating upside down in the Atlantic. He was never found. 
The strange thing was that that boat was the sort of sailing vessel that was supposed to right itself if it 
went over, yet it was upside down. When they towed it back to land and examined it they discovered 
that this veteran sailor had forgotten one of the most basic things: there was no ballast in the hull of 
the boat. Ballast is heavy—heavy enough to make the ship right itself even if it was laid flat out against 
the sea in a storm. Everything else looked ship-shape, but without ballast below the water line, he was 
doomed the first time he hit rough water.  

The point of the story is that a lot of our lives are like that. Everything looks ship-shape, but we 
have nothing below the waterline; we have nothing heavy enough deep within our souls to keep us 
upright in the storms.  

B. I cannot think of anything I’ve observed of Christian lives more important than this: we often pay far 
too little attention to the workings of our souls, and of all the changes we pray for in life and 
circumstances, seldom—very seldom, it seems to me—are we prayerfully pursuing God’s 
transformation of our inner lives. 

C. That brings us to Paul’s great prayer in Eph. 3, which we studied last week. My intention today was to 
focus on the great doxology at the end of this prayer in vv.20-21… As I read those words a number of 
times, something jumped out at me: “within us.” Then I went back over the prayer just before this 
which we studied last week. Look at all the “within us” kinds of words and phrases: “in your inner 
being… dwell in your hearts… being rooted and established… grasp… know… you may be filled…”  

D. Praying effectively for God to reshape us inwardly is so vitally important that I’m going to review the 
ground we covered last week, and then we’ll look at the climax of this powerful doxology that brings it 
all to a conclusion. 

 
I. MAKE IT YOUR HIGH PRIORITY TO PRAY OFTEN FOR GOD TO WORK WITHIN YOUR HEART (3:16-19) 

A. “I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power…” God makes a unique 
treasury of power available for the unique poverty of our inner lives. In the chapters before this some 
of God’s riches have been explained, qualities like grace, hope, wisdom, love and resurrection life. In 
making our souls strong and Christlike, those are muscles we need. That’s the form of power we pray 
for. ““Lord, I need a powerful dose of grace to forgive Meg.” And the Lord says, “No problem, I’ve got 
so much grace I can’t count it all. How much do you need?” It’s the same if you pray for peace or 
wisdom, love or hope. 

B. “…strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being.” God doesn’t just dispatch these 
qualities through a heavenly FedEx. He brings them in person, through his Holy Spirit. God’s grace isn’t 
just a spiritual super-vitamin. God is in us by his Spirit, and his grace is sort of melded into our lives and 
hearts, so that we take on the living grace, the living wisdom or love or hope, that God himself has. 
Illus.: Here’s a newsflash: I have trouble being joyful. Personality, I suppose, and bad emotional habits, 
maybe. I try to be more joyful, but it’s a struggle. Now here’s my friend Clyde. Clyde is joyful. Maybe 
some of that is his personality. But some of it is the surely the work of God in his life. Maybe it would 
help me to put Clyde’s smiling picture on my mirror to remind me to be more like him, or maybe he 
could email me a “joyful word for the day.” Or spend a day with me helping me to see life as he sees it. 
But wouldn’t it be cool if the inner Clyde and the inner Lee could be roommates! Sharing life together 
inside my heart and head! Clyde can’t do that, but God can! And that is what he does by his Holy Spirit. 
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His grace comes in person. His peace, joy, love, wisdom, self-control all come into our lives in person 
through the Holy Spirit.  

C. Thanks to the Holy Spirit’s rich power in our lives, Christ can “dwell in our hearts through faith.” As I 
told you last week, Kenneth Wuest translated it this way: “that the Christ might finally settle down and 
feel completely at home in your hearts through your faith.” We often talk about God working in our 
lives. God doesn’t so much work in our LIVES as he does in little parts of our lives—little rooms—one 
or two at a time, the way we remodel our homes. Think of that angry boss as a little room in your life, 
your worries about retirement—that’s a room. The new romantic relationship with someone at school, 
that’s a room in your heart. And for Christ to make himself at home in our lives really means for us to 
make him at home in each of these little rooms of our lives. That is what we do in prayer. We bow our 
heads and we open up the door to one of those rooms inside: “Lord, this is a pretty messy, unpleasant 
room but I want you to move into this mess.” And it is as if Jesus replies, “Great! I think I’ll just put my 
throne right here.” 

D. “So that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” This business of saying to Jesus, “Come right in 
and make yourself at home,” is a matter of faith. This is an active mental and spiritual step of 
consciously believing that Christ will come in, and that you really want and expect him to remake that 
room. Remember the lame man whom Jesus asked, “Do you want to be healed?” That happens here.  

E. When Jesus comes, love comes too. “…you, being rooted and established in love.” We all know how 
important a loving home environment is to the health of the people who live there. Well, Jesus brings a 
loving environment into our souls, where we can sink our roots into his love for nourishment, and build 
our lives on his love like a deep foundation. 

F.  “May have power… to grasp…” Over the course of our Christian lives we learn more and more about 
God’s love from the Bible and we see Christ’s love at work in many ways, but we grasp his love most 
readily through what he does in our own hearts.  

These two words—grasping and knowing—are thought words, mind words. This gradual process of 
grasping and knowing of Christ’s love changes the way we think about life and eternity. Christ’s love 
working in our lives is like powerful corrective lenses which help us to see people around us as God 
sees them; to see problems and needs and relationships with the eyes of Christ’s love. 

G. We must not forget that phrase in v.18, “together with all the saints.” No Christian learns sees very far 
or deep into Christ’s love without relationships with other believers in the church.  Illus.: I thought of 
this again this week as I gathered in my small pastors’ group on Wed. morning. We sensed God’s love 
among us, as we so often do. There were among us some heavy hearts. There were hard and scary 
things happening in some lives. When it was time to pray, the prayers were tender and thoughtful and 
wise. And then one brother, instead of speaking, just sang, 
“Why should I be anxious? I have such a friend, 
Who bears in his heart all my woe; 
This friend is the Savior, on him I depend— 
His love is eternal, I know.”  [Nils Frykman, Covenant Hymnal]  

 I had tears in my eyes, and we all felt, I think, that God had sent us a lovely singing telegram. Being 
with those six other saints helped me know more of Christ’s love. We cannot learn the reach of Christ’s 
love alone. 

H. And finally, “that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.” Again, this is about the 
inner life. Where Christ dwells the fullness of God dwells. And those people who make him at home in 
their hearts are people who are taking on a striking resemblance to the Lord Jesus, in our love and the 
wealth of our spiritual power. Victor Hugo wrote in Les Miserables, “There is one spectacle greater 
than the sea: That is the sky; there is one spectacle greater than the sky: That is the interior of the 
soul.” And Paul adds, Then how spectacular is a soul filled with the fullness of God! There is no prayer 
bigger than that, and we are invited to pray it every day! And if we do not pray this way, we will have 
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nothing beneath the waterline. Illus.: I ran into an old friend yesterday, whom I haven’t seen in some 
time. He said that this past year he’s gone through cancer—surgery, treatments… scary stuff. “You 
know,” he said, “the Lord really did give me strength. You and I know,” he said, “that Christians can 
build up a reservoir of spiritual strength for times like these. When people don’t do that, they won’t 
have the strength when they need it.”   

 
And that brings us again to the great doxology of vv.20… One thing is very clear here when it comes to prayer: 
II. WE CANNOT OVER-ASK! (3:20) 

A. Illus.: It happened again yesterday. I was talking with a friend about prayer and he said, “I try not to 
bother God with too many things. He has a lot bigger things to take care of.” You’ve heard that, haven’t 
you? Thought it, too, maybe. So I showed him this verse, and he chuckled. “Do you really think,” I 
asked, “that God could have too much on his plate?” But let’s get something straight, before we read 
this verse and start thinking like kids in a toy store. This is about asking God for what we need within. 
The irony is that we often ask God to do things around us—and we should do that—but we rarely 
even test our imaginations as to what God might do within us. But if you are asking Christ to change 
you within, pray away! Pray with confidence. Pray LARGE! Oh, we may need to do something, too—
study, practice, counsel—but God will do the heavy lifting.  

B. “According to his power that is at work within us.” As I told you before, God us unique kinds of power 
for the unique needs of our souls. But it all goes back to the power that raised Jesus from the dead. 
That was not a power that only resuscitated Christ. It was a new act of creation, with a new kind of 
man stepping from the grave, and that power is what God has placed within us—within us—to work 
the changes in our souls that would fill us with the fullness of God.  

Illus.: A friend told me about going into a very difficult meeting this week where there were a lot of 
painful arrows coming at him. He said he brought this prayer with him and laid it there on the table by 
his pad of paper. He kept looking at it—praying it—as he bore those hard things. And Christ answered 
with his powerful help and peace. I don’t know if God changed anything that happened in the meeting. 
But he surely changed what happened in my friend’s heart. 

 
It’s Christmas shopping time. Do you have anyone on your list who has everything? Take God, for example! Do 
you remember the line from Isaak Dinesen, “From the ends of the earth one long cry goes up from the heart of 
the artist: Give me a chance to do my very best!” That’s what God asks of us: “Give me a chance to do my very 
best!” And God does his best work in hearts. V.21 tells us what to give the God who has everything… 
III. GIVE GOD THE GLORY OF TRANSFORMING US INWARDLY THROUGH CHRIST (3:21) 

A. Nothing shows off the character and power of God quite like the change he has wrought in sinners like 
us, to save us and saint us, and to make us together his holy people. Then, to keep on working within 
us, till Christ dwells and reigns in each of those heart-rooms in us individually and together, so that we 
are filled up, inch by inch, to the fullness of God in Christ. The church is God’s masterpiece! The inward 
work of transformed hearts, of people full of Christ, becoming the very body of Christ together, 
displays the character and power of God more than any galaxy or mountain vista or newborn baby.  

B. So what do we give the God who has everything? We ask him to do more within us to make us like 
Christ. We pray earnestly, consistently, in faith, that Christ would make himself at home in the rooms 
of our souls.  Then all heaven and earth, generation after generation, stretching endlessly into eternity, 
will worship God for his glory displayed as nowhere else in the church and in the church’s Savior, Lord 
and Life.  

Someday we will gasp, I’m sure, at the beauties of that new heaven and earth, where gold paves 
the streets and life grows on trees. We will marvel to see the bright angels and ineffable light of God, 
to hear the choirs of heaven. But nothing shall so stir the songs of heaven, nor boggle the perfect 
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minds of saints and angels, as what God has done to redeem sinners and change us from the inside 
out, to make of us his people, his temple, his garden, his city, his bride. Amen and amen. 


