Now to Him #1

“The Upward Look”

Ephesians 3:20-21

Mention the word “doxology” and most of us think of those familiar lines:

Praise God from whom all blessings flow,

Praise Him all creatures here below;

Praise Him above, ye heavenly host,

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.

According to hymnologist Kenneth Osbeck, “The four lines of the Doxology have been the most frequently sung words of any known song for more than three hundred years… It has been said that the doxology has done more to teach the doctrine of the Trinity than all the theological books ever written.” He also notes that the tune for this hymn, called “Old Hundredth,” is the most famous of all Christian hymn tunes.
 We still sing the Doxology every Sunday as a part of our worship service.

While this particular song does not appear in the Bible, several doxologies can be found in the pages of Scripture. The word “doxology” comes from two Greek words, doxa, meaning “glory,” and logos, meaning “word.” Doxologies are praises of God’s glory, and often appear after some profound theological truth. In Paul’s mind, everything God does is for His own glory and honor. Theologians call this the “doxological purpose” of God’s plan.

You may think, “This is beginning to sound like a lot of doctrine or theology to me. Bor-ing!” Yet theology and doxology belong together, for spiritual experience that isn’t based on truth is only superstition.
 John Stott writes,

Theology (our belief about God) and doxology (our worship of God) should never be separated. On the one hand, there can be no doxology without theology. It is not possible to worship an unknown god. All true worship is a response to the self-revelation of God in Christ and Scripture, and arises from our reflection on who he is and what he has done…. It is the Word of God which calls forth the worship of God.

On the other hand, there should be no theology without doxology. There is something fundamentally flawed about a purely academic interest in God. God is not an appropriate object for cool, critical, detached, scientific observation and evaluation. No, the true knowledge of God will always lead us to worship, as it did Paul. Our place is on our faces before him in adoration.

If we are not careful, our worship of God can deteriorate into a celebration of self rather than praising Him. Even a biblically accurate and culturally relevant message can focus more on what is expected of us than on our reliance upon God. So for the next few weeks I want to consider three of the doxologies found in the Bible and direct our focus to the upward look. These are not the only doxologies in the New Testament, but they all begin similarly, with something akin to, “Now to Him…” The first is 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.
Some may be more familiar with the King James Version, “Now to Him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think…” Either way, this is a magnificent outburst of praise to our infinite God. Let’s take a closer look.

God’s Incredible Power

The first element of this song is God’s incredible power: “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine…” God’s greatness overwhelmed Paul, just as it overwhelms you and me today. So he turned all of our attention from what we need to become to who God is and what God can do.

When Paul says God “is able,” he uses a present tense verb, which underscores what is continuously true of God. There is never a time when God is not fully able to do all that He wills to do. When he says God is able “to do,” he uses an aorist tense, which seems to describe here God’s actions at specific points in time. God is ever and always—regardless of time, place, people, problems, or something else—able! He will manifest that ability at any given moment in any given set of circumstances as you trust Him.

What is God able to do? Paul seems to want to use every word possible to convey to us the vastness of God’s incredible power.
 The English phrases “immeasurably more” or “exceedingly abundantly more” translate one word in the original text. This Greek adverb hyperekperissou (hoo-per-ek-pe-rees-soo’) is one of Paul’s “super-superlatives.” English equivalents proposed are “immeasurably more” or “vastly more than more”, but the feel of it is best conveyed by “infinitely more”. It states simply that there are no limits to what God can do.
 According to Kenneth Wuest, “Paul says that God is able to do super-abundantly above and beyond what we ask or think, and then some on top of that.”

Some might accuse Paul of going too far in asking God for extravagant blessings on behalf of his readers, but it is impossible to ask for too much since the Father’s giving exceeds their capacity for asking or even imagining.
 If anything, we ask too little.
God’s Indwelling Presence

Nest we see God’s indwelling presence, “…according to his power that is at work within us…” Where do we get this power? Through the Holy Spirit who works within us, as He mediates His miraculous abilities to us through the church.

The Greek word for “power” is dunamis, and for “at work” is energeia (energy), found throughout Ephesians. 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 Philippians 2:12–13 Paul writes about the Holy Spirit who releases the resurrection power of Christ in our lives.

The infinite ability of God to work beyond our prayers, thoughts and dreams is by the power at work within us individually (Christ dwelling in our hearts by faith) and within us as a people (who are the dwelling place of God by his Spirit). It is the power of the resurrection, the power that raised Christ from the dead, enthroned Him in heaven, and then raised and enthroned us there with Him. That is the power at work within the Christian and the church.

Think of it this way: A fire hydrant is small, but it can gush water in volume and force that is out of proportion to its size. That’s because the water isn’t in the hydrant. The hydrant is connected to a reservoir that is always full. When the church is in sync with Jesus, it has a connection to a reservoir that is always overflowing. When God’s people’s internal connection to Him is tight, they will gush out the power of God in and through their lives individually and collectively.

God’s incredible power knows no limit to what He can do in and through the believer. But the Christian limits the working of God by the degree of one’s yieldedness to the Spirit.
 This isn’t to make it all about us, but to show how we limit the degree to which God will work in and through us. We don’t limit God; we eliminate ourselves from His working, as Mordecai pointed out to Esther in Esther 4:13-14.

Potential is a great thing. Really it is. But without power, potential is a pipedream. Life in Christ is where potential unimaginable meets power unbounded. God “is able to do…according to the power at work within us.”

Let’s be sure we’re clear here. God is not calling you to:

• “Try harder!”

• “Believe in yourself!”

• “Shoot for the stars!”

• “Be all you can be!”

• “Live up to your potential!”

Who is the focus of all these mantras and philosophies? You! If there was ever anything limited, it’s you and me. Can we be better than we are? Sure. Can we ever be what we ought? Not without Christ.
 But with God’s indwelling presence, we can.
God’s Infinite Praise

Finally we join in with God’s infinite praise, “…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!”
 Such a God—and only such a God—is worthy of all glory and honor forever and ever.

This is God’s purpose, as we saw earlier, that God will receive “glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever.” Our purpose is the glory of God. It is our purpose because it is our Creator’s purpose. Our purpose is not found amid our preferences, likes, dislikes, comfort, tastes, or style. Our purpose is not our dreams, plans, visions, wishes, or agendas. Everything is always about the glory of God. The glory of God is the goal of everything. This is a purpose unequalled by anyone, anything, anywhere, at any time.

“But why do I need to give God glory?” someone might ask. “Is He dependent upon me giving Him glory?” Not at all. To give God glory is not to add something to Him; rather, it is an active acknowledgement of who He is or what He has already done.
 

While it is true that giving God glory exalts Him, our praise does not add to His glory and our lack of praise does not diminish His glory. When we give glory to God it says more about us—as does our lack of giving Him glory. And, as Jesus said in Luke 19:40, when the Pharisees told Jesus to rebuke the Palm Sunday crowds who were shouting His praise, “I tell you, if they keep quiet, the stones will cry out.” As one song put it,

Somebody’s gonna praise His name,

Somebody’s gonna call Him Lord,

It’ll either be you and me, or it’s gonna be a rock or tree,

Somebody, somewhere is gonna praise His name.

God will be glorified. The only question is whether we will glorify Him willingly or be forced to glorify Him at the end. Either way, God will get the glory He deserves.

Paul ends this passage with “Amen.” The word is first used in the Bible as a liturgical formula in which a congregation or individual accepts both the validity of an oath or curse and its consequences. It came to be used as a collective response by the congregation to hearing the Word of God read or a prayer to God uttered. Today it would be the equivalent of someone saying, “Truth!” or “Yes!” to what someone else has said. 

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! And all God’s people said, Amen.
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