Prayer: Why Bother?

#4 – “A Matter of Power”

Ephesians 3:14-21

Guaranteed success.

Doesn’t that sound wonderful? Wouldn’t you love to have guaranteed success in your business, your farming, or your family? Wouldn’t it be great if you had guaranteed success when buying a lottery ticket? (Oh, wait, I shouldn’t talk about that church!) Seriously, though, wouldn’t you like to have something that “without it you cannot win, and with it you cannot lose”? Sounds great, doesn’t it?
Well, I have good news for you. A. W. Tozer wrote,

Never underestimate the power of prayer. Remember that without it you cannot win, and with it you cannot lose, granted, of course, that it’s true prayer and not saying of words; granted your life is in harmony with your prayer. If you pray, you cannot lose, and if you fail to pray, you cannot win.

“Oh, sure, prayer…I believe in prayer,” you might be thinking. But do you pray? In my observation we Christians are better at talking about prayer than actually praying. (Yes, I include myself in that statement.) Like the story of the great tightrope walker who stretched a cable over Niagara Falls and asked the crowd if they believed he could safely take someone across the falls and back in a wheelbarrow. They all cried out, “Yes, we believe!” but when he asked who would get in the wheelbarrow, there was absolute silence. We believe in principle but getting in the wheelbarrow is another matter entirely!

Over the past few weeks we have considered the question, “Prayer: Why Bother?” Tonight I want to answer that by seeing prayer as a matter of power. Turn with me to Ephesians 3:14-21,

For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. 

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.

Tonight I want to consider the request for power, the resource of power, and the results of power. 

The Request for Power

Paul begins with the request for power. In verse 14 he writes, “For this reason I kneel before the Father…” That might not seem unusual, especially if you were taught as a child to kneel in prayer. 

Our posture in prayer is not as important as the act of prayer itself. Abraham stood before the Lord when he prayed for Sodom (Gen. 18:22), and Solomon stood when he prayed to dedicate the temple (1 Kings 8:22). David “sat before the Lord” (1 Chron. 17:16) when he prayed about the future of his kingdom. And Jesus “fell on His face” when He prayed in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:39).

Believe it or not, the normal posture for prayer among the Jews was standing. Anyone who has been to Jerusalem will have been strangely moved by the crowds of men standing at the Wall swaying and rocking on the balls of their feet, all the time reading their prayers. That was how Paul would traditionally pray, but for some reason he had changed his posture.
 In Jesus’ parable of the Pharisee and the Publican both men stood to pray (Lk. 18:11, 13). So kneeling was unusual. It indicated an exceptional degree of earnestness, as when Ezra confessed Israel’s sins of penitence, Jesus fell on his face to the ground in the Garden of Gethsemane, and Stephen faced the ordeal of martyrdom.

Whether you pray standing, kneeling, sitting, or lying on your face, the important point is to pray fervently, consistently, and repeatedly. The attitude of the heart is what counts. There’s nothing magical about our posture.

Neither is there anything magical about the words we use. This is no endorsement of the demanding prayer that presumes to tell God what to do and when. Nor do I suggest that the power of prayer resides in chanting the right formula or quoting some secret code. Do not think for a moment that the power of prayer resides in the way we present it. God is not manipulated or impressed by our formulas or eloquence.
 The solution is not found in the latest motivational gimmick or by attending the next “feel good about yourself” seminar. We must turn to the Spirit’s strengthening power.

This prayer, like the counterpart of Ephesians 1:15–23, is loaded with terms for power. God’s mighty activity is stressed, first, by means of the relatively rare Greek word rendered “strengthen,” and then by the addition of the words “with power,” as Paul petitions God for their inner strengthening. This divine empowering will be effected through God’s Spirit, the same Spirit who, according to Paul’s prayer of 1:17, imparts wisdom and revelation so that the readers may know God better. The agency of the Spirit in dispensing divine power is in line with other New Testament teaching where the Spirit and power are intimately linked (Acts 1:8; Rom. 1:4; 15:19; 1 Cor. 2:4; 1 Thess. 1:5).

The Resource of Power

This brings us to the resource of power. Paul prays in verse 16, “I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being…” The Holy Spirit is well known as the means of making power available to redeemed people. It is He who takes us from the area of intellectual appreciation of the power available to Christians into the experiential knowledge of power actually and really at work in our lives.

What Paul asks for his readers is that they may be “fortified, braced, and invigorated,”
 that they may “know the strength of the Spirit’s inner reinforcement” (jbp), and may lay hold ever more firmly “by faith” of this divine power.

The first part of verse 17 concludes the thought of verse 16: “I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith.” At first sight it seems strange for Paul to pray that Christ may dwell in the hearts of believers. Did He not already live within them? The focus of this request is not on the initial indwelling of Christ but on his continual presence. The verb used in this prayer is a strong one, signifying “settling down,” a permanent indwelling rather than some temporary abode.
 The aorist tense of the Greek verb might suggest the rendering: “that Christ may take up residence in your hearts.”

While the presence of the Holy Spirit in the life is evidence of salvation—Romans 8:9 clearly states, “If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ”—the power of the Spirit is enablement for Christian living, and it is this power that Paul desires for his readers. Jesus performed His ministry on earth in the power of the Spirit, according to Luke 4:1, 14 and Acts 10:38, and He promised that same power to His disciples in Acts 1:8 when the Holy Spirit came upon them. This is the only resource we have for Christian living today. As we read the Book of Acts, we see the importance of the Holy Spirit in the life of the church, for there are some 59 references to the Spirit in the book, or one fourth of the total references found in the New Testament. Yet someone has said, “If God took the Holy Spirit out of this world, most of what churches are doing would go right on—and nobody would know the difference!” Sad, but true.

Back in Ephesians 1:19-20, Paul prayed God’s “incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms.” Now the same power that raised Christ from the dead is at work within us.

That’s hard to comprehend, isn’t it? 

Yet it is a promise from God.

The Results of Power

What are the results of this power within us? Paul concludes in Ephesians 3:20-21, “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.” Wow!

Paul seems to want to use every word possible to convey to us the vastness of God’s power as found in Jesus Christ. Paul shares the exciting truth that this “far above all” power is available to us! It is even “above all that we ask or think.” In other words, the power of Christ, like the love of Christ, is beyond human understanding or measurement.

God’s capacity for giving far exceeds his people’s capacity for asking—or even imagining.
 Compared to what He is able to do for us, our thoughts and prayers appear to be mere ramblings. Yet the inexhaustible power of the Holy Spirit works within us, as He mediates His miraculous abilities to us through the church. Such a God—and only such a God—is worthy of all glory and honor forever and ever.

The word “power” is the Greek dunamis (from which we get the English word “dynamite”), which Paul used back in Ephesians 3:7; and “working” is energeia (from which we get “energy”) found in Ephesians 1:11, 19; 2:2; 3:7; and 4:16. Some power is dormant; it is available, but not being used, such as the power stored in a battery. But God’s energy is effectual power—power at work in our lives. This power works in us, in the inner man. It is the Holy Spirit who releases the resurrection power of Christ in our lives. Yet it is only when we yield to the Spirit and let Him control the inner man that we succeed in living to the glory of God. This means feeding the inner man the Word of God, praying and worshiping, keeping clean, and exercising the senses by loving obedience.

No Christian ever has to worry about having inadequate spiritual resources to meet the demands of life. If he prays for spiritual strength and spiritual depth, he will be able to apprehend—get his hands on—all the resources of God’s love and grace. “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me” (Php. 4:13).
 On the contrary, Jesus said, “Without Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).

So when we’ve lost our inner energy and motivation in our walk with Christ, we can remember that He wants to empower us. On our own, we’re weak. When we wait on Him, relying on His provision through prayer, our strength is renewed and our spirits refreshed.
 

Isaiah 40:29–31 puts it beautifully: 
He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak. Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and fall; but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.

“That sounds great,” you may be thinking, “but I sure don’t experience that kind of power in my life!” I fear many Christians would agree with that sentiment. Why is that?

Stormie Omartian, in her book, The Power of a Praying Church, shares this illustration from her former pastor, the late Jack Hayford:

What I liked about Pastor Jack’s teachings was the way he illustrated the points he was making in a way that made it easy for me to understand. His pictures stuck with me because they related to my life. In one of my favorite of his illustrations, he compared the power of prayer to the engine of a car.

“There is very little power in the key that fits my car,” he said. “The car engine has power, but it does not come to life without my key being put into the ignition. In other words, I don’t have the power to go outside and get myself going 60 miles an hour, but I have access to a resource that can get me moving at that speed.

“Jesus said, ‘I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven’ (Matthew 16:19). Keys mean the authority, the privilege, and the access. Some things will not be turned on unless you turn them on. Some things will not be turned loose unless you turn them loose. Some things will not be set free unless you set them free. The key doesn’t make the power of the engine, it releases the power of the engine.”

This is why prayer is a matter of power. Prayer itself is not the power, but through prayer we access the power of the Holy Spirit who lives within us—the same power that raised Jesus from the dead! Prayer is the key.

Before we complete our study in Ephesians 3, I want to draw our attention to the last phrase: “To him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.” Why does God share His power with us? So that we can build great churches for our own glory? So that we can boast of our own achievements? No! “To Him be glory in the church!” The Spirit of God was given to glorify the Son of God, according to John 16:14. The church on earth is here to glorify the Son of God. If our motive is to glorify God by building His church, then God will share His power with us. The power of the Spirit is not a luxury; it is a necessity.

In conclusion, turn with me to Acts 4:23-31, where we see an example of the power that comes to a church that prays. Earlier in chapter 4, the apostles were arrested and threatened if they did not stop preaching Jesus. When the apostles were released, they went back to the assembly of God’s people, and they had a prayer meeting. They did not picket the council. They did not write nasty letters to their leaders. No, they turned to the living God in prayer. In the book of Acts, prayer is mentioned at least 30 times, and one of the truly great prayers in the Bible is in Acts 4:23-31.

23 On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them. 24 When they heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God. “Sovereign Lord,” they said, “you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them. 25 You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father David: “‘Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? 26The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.’

27 Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed. 28 They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen. 29 Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. 30 Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” 

31 After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.

They prayed believing in God’s power, relying on God’s Word and yielded to God’s will. They didn’t try to overthrow the government. They didn’t go and speak disrespectfully to those in places of authority. No, they prayed to the highest authority in the universe. They came to the throne of grace and said, “Lord, You art God.” You don’t hear much praying like that today. When something happens in the city council, the state government or the federal government that upsets the church, many Christians try every other means except prayer to get things changed. It isn’t wrong for Christians to be involved in government, nor is it wrong for us to campaign for good laws. But it is wrong for us to trust the government instead of God. It is wrong for us to put our faith even in Christian politicians instead of in Christ, who is King of kings and Lord of lords.

Some may be having difficulties with authorities. What should you do? Do everything you can do legally—but also pray. “Go over their heads” and pray to the God of the universe, the God of creation. Something happens when churches pray if they believe in God’s power, rely on God’s Word and yield to God’s will. Something happens when churches pray if they are burdened for God’s glory and if their praying centers wholly in God. Yes, something happens even to governments when churches pray!
Christ works in and through the local church. I don’t think that most Christians really appreciate the dignity and the power of being a part of the local church. We think that Christians get together just to edify each other, just to take some notes on a sermon. Oh no, we meet together to pray because when churches pray, God does something—God works.

I am not minimizing the importance of individual prayer. I am emphasizing the power of prayer in the church. The Church’s authority comes from the ascended Christ. The Church’s ministry comes from the ascended Christ. The Church’s energy comes from the ascended Christ. Therefore, the Church’s activity ought to be praying to the ascended Christ, worshiping Him, asking Him to release His power in us so that by His authority we might be involved in His ministry.

Something happens when churches pray. Something happened in the book of Acts when the local church met to pray. When we pray, we lay hold of the very throne of God. When we pray, God can give us boldness, love, power and grace. When we pray, God can expand the witness of the church. When we pray, God works. Something happens when churches pray: Is anything happening in your church? Are you a person who prays? Are you a part of a prayer ministry? Churches are depending on so many other resources and neglecting the one resource that God has given to us—the marvelous resource of prayer. Yes, something happens when churches pray because the glorified, ascended Lord hears and answers prayer. Is something happening because your church is praying?

Prayer turns our attention from ourselves to God, from earthly things to heavenly things, from life lived in the horizontal to life lived in the vertical. When we find ourselves mentally, emotionally, or spiritually drained, we need make prayer our first response—not the thing we try as a last resort when all else fails.

Let me remind you of the words of A. W. Tozer from the outset of this message:

Never underestimate the power of prayer. Remember that without it you cannot win, and with it you cannot lose, granted, of course, that it’s true prayer and not saying of words; granted your life is in harmony with your prayer. If you pray, you cannot lose, and if you fail to pray, you cannot win.

Guaranteed success if we pray.

Guaranteed failure if we don’t pray.

What are we going to do?
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