The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 12, Year B
The Text: Ephesians 3:14-21

What is the most moving prayer you have ever heard? I’ve found the prayers children pray aloud often to be very moving in their refreshing honesty and candour. One of the most moving prayers I ever heard was the last one I heard my father pray – a prayer he was unable to complete. It’s very moving to hear that you are being prayed for. It’s wonderful that someone has taken the time to think of us and care about us enough to invoke God’s blessing on us.

In a Lutheran emergency shelter in Washington DC, one of the residents was seriously injured in an unprovoked attack near the Church, which was next door to the shelter. The centre’s co-ordinator Judi, said a stranger whom she’d never seen before, helped to calm an injured resident. The stranger led those gathered around the injured resident in the Lord’s Prayer while they waited for an ambulance to come. Judi felt the Lord’s presence with them on that blood-stained footpath. Medical aid arrived. The injured person was taken to hospital. As Judi and the stranger walked away, he whispered. “Just keep praying. Just keep prayer in your heart.” The stranger walked around the corner and was gone. Ronnie eventually recovered from his injuries. Judi was deeply moved by the way the stranger had prayed and supported them all in this crisis.

What a deeply moving prayer we have in today’s text with its breath-taking vision of how wonderfully God can bless us through prayer. St. Paul wants to take us into a world larger than our immediate experience, a world where God alone matters. How timid, how limited, and how predictable our own prayers look beside this awesome prayer. This prayer is an invitation to you to think of the boldest prayer you can pray and pray it today!

This prayer comes from prison, where St. Paul, rather than praying for his own release from prison, widens the hearer’s vision to pray for the whole Christian Church throughout the world. Paul’s letters constantly breaks out into prayer as if he can’t wait a second longer to speak directly to God, our heavenly Father. Prayer is his daily joy and delight. How his readers must have welcomed news like “I thank my God every time I remember you, constantly praying with joy in every one of my prayers for all of you.” (Philippians 1:3).
Millions of Christians would agree with him that they find prayer to be a source of never-ending joy for them. 

What about you? Is prayer your steering-wheel or your spare tyre? We discover prayer’s greatest blessings when it is a necessary, indispensable part of daily life.  When we pray, God works. The greatest tragedy is not of unanswered prayer, but of unoffered prayer. God is infinitely keener that we pray a “bad” prayer than none at all. At the other extreme, God is keener to have us pray than he is that we pray model prayers. After all, the Holy Spirit is keen to assist us in our praying so that our prayers become a rich blessing both for us and for others.

When we pray, things may still go wrong. Yet, as Christians, “we know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose (Romans 8:28).”  Prayer is faith in action, faith being exercised for our blessing and benefit. No believer is greater than their prayer-life. Prayer is the medicine through which God chooses to bless us and equip us to serve him more effectively. Prayer makes good sense of the past, illuminates the present, and fills the future with hope. If everyone spent as much time praying as they spend grumbling about things, they’d soon have nothing to grumble about. There are few things that can enable us to love someone as much as praying for them, and in turn, learning that they’re praying for us. Your prayers for others make a greater difference than you think, both to yourself and those you pray for.

You’re never alone when you pray. Prayer is the largest, most inclusive activity we can engage in. To pray is to believe in miracles. You see, our Lord’s gracious giving to us isn’t limited by our asking. To encourage us, St. Paul reminds us that God can do so much more than we can ask or imagine. Thank God for that!

St. Paul addresses his prayer to the God and Father of every believer. As our heavenly Father, from whom we all come, God the Father treasures us as his adopted sons and daughters. Each and every Christian is a member of one great extended family with brothers and sisters in the faith wherever we go. We pray for fellow Christians and especially our own fellow church members to deepen our sense of being members of God’s forever family. At the same time, St. Paul is praying for every Christian family, because our families play such an important role in God’s plans for the future of his whole creation. God arranged for us to be born into a family because our identity as a member of a family gives us an important insight into the Trinity as God’s own unique identity.
Like the father in Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son, our heavenly Father cares equally for both those who have left his house and those who have always stayed at home. “The Lord is like a father to his children, tender and compassionate to those who fear him.” (Psalm 103:13) St. Paul goes on to pray that the Holy Spirit will strengthen us in our inner being, so that we can be people overflowing with good cheer. To be strengthened is to be filled with encouragement and to be re-invigorated again in our faith after we’ve faced setbacks and disappointments. The Holy Spirit does this by making us Christlike in character as he opens to us the immense possibilities that are ours when Jesus Christ takes up permanent residence in our hearts and minds. Jesus is ever so keen to be at home inside us.
Jesus says, “Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them.” (John 14:23) When that happens, we begin to grasp the vast dimensions of Christ’s love – something we can’t experience on our own. Isolated from our fellow church members, we cannot experience Christ’s love in all its fullness and richness. We need the insights into his love we can only gain firsthand from fellow Christians. We learn so much more of his love from the experiences other Christians share with us than from books on the subject. We understand many of the profound truths of our faith only in the company of fellow Christians. The better we get to know our Saviour in the company of fellow Christians, the more we will see how much he loves us. To know him is to love him. Only by love can love be known. Each of his gracious promises to us is an expression of his love for us.

Christ’s love is wide enough to include all of us and everyone we know. It’s long enough to last forever. Nothing, not even death, can separate us from it. His love is deep enough to embrace the most degraded of sinners and high enough to lift us up to heaven. 
Only those within Christ’s church can see how much he loves it and how glorious he is making it. He lets it share his glory. Our church is a showcase of God’s will for the rest of his creation. His grace is his glory, a glory he delights to bestow so lavishly on us. Most of the best work done in any church or congregation is done behind the scenes, known only to God. The following story illustrates this.
A young maid who worked long hours in a large household asked the pastor of the church she attended if she could become a member. The pastor asked what she could do for the church. The young woman replied, “I haven’t much time to do things, but at night when I go to bed, I take the morning newspaper with me and I read the birth notices and I pray for the little babies who have just come into the world. I read the marriage notices and I pray that God will give these people happiness. I read the death notices and I pray that God will comfort those who are sad.” Only God knows what blessings have flowed into the lives of those people for whom this maid prayed in her bedroom. What a splendid example for us!

Despite the present imperfections of our church, it has the greatest future of any organisation on earth because it is covered with Christ’s splendour and glory. It’s always more wonderful than it appears on the outside, its glory seen by all who love it. Our Lord Jesus bestows the greatest honour on the lowliest members of his church. “But God has so composed the body [of Christ], giving greater honour to the part that lacked it, that there may be no division in the body, but that the members may have the same care for one another.” (1 Corinthians 12:24b-25)

“Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” (Ephesians 3:20-21)

