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In these summer weeks, we’re talking about worship – what it means to worship, how we worship, 
what constitutes worship. We’re looking at how worship doesn’t have to be a singular time of the 
week when we are gathered in the Sanctuary on Sunday mornings. The past year has proven that we 
can worship anywhere, at anytime, in real life – IRL – or on a screen. But, regardless of when or where 
we worship, there are certain components that tend to be consistent in worship.  
 
The past two weeks we’ve considered how praise is foundational to worship, as we acknowledge the 
goodness of God. And we’ve looked at peace – how the power of God in Christ breaks down all barriers 
that separate us from one another and from God, so that in worship we might have a reconciliatory 
peace that unites us with God and one another. This morning, we’re look at prayer.  
 
When I was in college, I used to go to the chapel on Friday nights. (I know, quite the party animal, 
wasn’t I?)  We had this gorgeous chapel at Ferrum – it was 67 feet tall on the inside. I’d get to the 
chapel about 9pm, after it was dark outside. The lights in the chapel shined up into the heights of the 
room, and fell back down upon you from the rafters like the falling light of the moon.  
 
The balcony was always locked, but that’s where the sound system was. So, I’d set a chair on a table at 
the back of the room, and scale the back wall up into the balcony to turn the sound system on. I’d have 
my guitar with me, and I’d set up the sound system could I could play the guitar through the speakers 
in the chapel.  
 
I had a few friends who joined me each week. We gathered for an hour or two in a time of worship. It 
was nothing official – it was, as you can probably tell from my scaling the back wall to turn on the 
sound system, not a sanctioned campus event. It wasn’t published or advertised – it was just a time for 
a few friends and me to spend in the presence of God.  
 
We sang, we read scripture, we talked about the scripture and considered what it meant for us, we 
shared in some lengthy conversations, and we prayed. We prayed. Sometimes we prayed in silence, 
other times we laid hands on one another if a person was going through a particularly difficult time, we 
prayed together and we prayed separately, we prayed in stillness, and we prayed while we walked 
around the room. We gave thanks to God, and we expressed our anger with God. That time of worship, 
and especially the incorporation of prayer, helped me get through college.  
 
Prayer is, at its core, our being in conversation with God. It is our way to converse with the divine. And, 
at times, as Paul indicates in Romans, when we are too weak to utter words to God, the Spirit 
intercedes on our behalf – the Spirit prays for us the words we can’t quite form in our mouths.  



 
As a conversation, prayer is not a monologue. Prayer is not a one-way dictation of our needs. Prayer is 
not an independent act, even when we are praying alone. Prayer is a back and forth, an encounter with 
the divine.  
 
In this back and forth framework, the entirety of worship is a prayer. As Paul invites in 1 Thessalonians 
5, “Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances.” Everything we do in worship 
is a an act of conversation with God – it is an unceasing prayer – whether we are praising God’s name, 
or hearing God’s word, worship is an time of engaging in a back and forth with the Lord.  
 
I mentioned a few weeks ago that this Ephesians text begins with one very long prayer. The prayer that 
ends here in chapter 3 began back in chapter 1. The first three chapters of this letter to the church in 
Ephesus are a long prayer, inviting a back and forth encounter. This reciprocal nature is perhaps most 
evident here in our reading for today, coming in verses 14-21.  
 
As we see at the start of this text in verse 14, the author is not instructing the community to pray; 
instead, the author is naming that he is praying for the community. Verse 14 begins, “For this reason, I 
bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name.”  
 
As we saw last week, in the text naming that Christ is the peace which creates a new humanity in which 
Jew and Gentile are as one, the author is again here reiterating the unity of God’s created humanity. 
The text says God is the one from whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name. I like how 
Allen Verhey and Joseph Harvard state it in their commentary on this text, as they say, “The scope of 
God’s parental care is not limited to those who know to call God “Father.” Its reach extends beyond 
those who are near, and even beyond those who have been brought near.”i 
 
The author is kneeling before God, taking the posture of worship, and enters into prayer – into a 
conversation with God who is Lord of all. The prayer has two primary petitions.  
 
The first petition begins in Verse 16, as the author writes, “I pray that, according to the riches of God’s 
glory, God may grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, 
and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love.” 
 
Some context helps us to understand the apostle’s prayer. In our world today, we often define the 
mind as the location of rationale thought – it is the brain that is our intellectual center; we define the 
heart as the location for irrational emotion – it is the place we credit for passions like love and hate. 
However, contrary to our culture’s understanding, for those reading this letter in the first century, “the 
heart was where thought, rather than emotion, originated.”ii  
 
When the apostle says, “I hope your inner being might be strengthened,” the apostle is inviting the 
believer to have more knowledge of God. Though the text writes, “in your hearts through faith,” to us 
today, what the author is inviting is to find Christ as dwelling in our minds – in our intellectual centers – 
so that we might be rooted and grounded in love. The knowledge of Christ is to be the foundational 
tenant of our very thinking.  



 
And, while this certainly can be applicable to us as individuals, once again, the author is not using a 
singular pronoun when writing this text. Like in 90% of the epistle letters, the author isn’t writing to 
any individual – the author is writing to the corporate body that is the church. I’ll go back to my 
favorite pronoun substitution … what the author is writing in modern vernacular is, “I pray that God 
may grant y’all to be strengthened in y’alls inner being with power through the Spirit that Christ may 
dwell in y’alls heart through faith, as y’all are being rooted and grounded in love.”  
 
The author is inviting this collective knowledge of the church to be rooted and grounded in Christ’s 
love, with the knowledge and strength of the presence of Christ in our midst. The inner being of the 
church, as opposed to the individual heart, is a reference back to the peace of Christ, which creates a 
new humanity where all are joined as one. The inner being is the unified body. “Paul’s first petition is 
that God will empower the church for service to its calling by strengthening it into what he calls it to 
be, a new humanity in Christ, into the social reality already established but still the object of our 
hope.”iii  
 
The second petition begins in verse 18, which reads, “I pray that you may have the power to 
comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the 
love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.”  
 
There have been many speculations around the measurement that is being offered in this prayer. St. 
Augustine suggested that the breadth, length, height, and depth was a reference to the four corners of 
the cross – a visible witness of the power of God’s love for humanity. And yes, while it is certainly 
possible the author had a metaphor in mind, what seems more likely is that the apostle is indicating 
the unmatched significance of God’s love. “[The four dimensions] refer to the inscrutable mystery of 
God.”iv 
 
But this second petition isn’t just about our having the capacity to understand the audacity of God’s 
grand love. The prayer is about our having the power to comprehend it. The Greek word comes from 
the root κραταιόω (kra-thai-ya-o), which means to strengthen. Paul is praying that God might give the 
church the strength to hold on to the mystery of God’s grand love, even in our inability to fully 
understand it. It is a love that surpasses understanding. 
 
No doubt, such comprehension of the unknown and the unknowable requires strength, because it 
must stand up against all that the world will try to convince us it knows. Our willingness to believe that 
which is not fully understandable must stand up against the thoughts, the oped articles, and the fake 
news that runs rampant in our society.  
 
The apostle prays for the church to have a greater knowledge of Christ, and prays for the power of this 
knowledge to stand up against the foolishness of the world.  
 
In thinking about the power of prayer, in thinking of how this apostle models the kind of prayer that 
encompasses worship, Rev. Scott Hoezee notes that the apostle “does not pray that [the Ephesians] 
will be healthy and safe. He does not pray they will be successful and wealthy. He does not pray that 



they will find a way to stand up to the political foes in the Roman Empire. He does not pray that they 
might experience their best life now. No, he prays for strength by the Spirit to bring Christ more fully 
into their hearts. … He prays they may receive power to grasp something very nearly ungraspable: how 
wide and how long and how high and how deep is the love of Christ so that through this glorious piece 
of ineffable knowledge they might be filled up to the very brim of their lives with God’s own fullness.”v 
 
The apostle could have asked for anything – he could have requested of God anything for the people of 
the church. The apostle could have asked for Rome to be diminished and for the church to be given 
empirical powers. But no, the apostle doesn’t ask for worldly possessions or the power of kings and 
queens. The apostle asks God to reinforce their knowledge of the divine. The apostle asks for them to 
know the goodness of God. The apostle asks for them to be filled with the Spirit. The apostle asks for 
them to have just a little bit better understanding of the glorious love of God in Jesus Christ.  
 
This prayer – this invitation to communication – this request for a bequest from God – it is not about 
giving them more worldly authority, it is simply about the desire to be in better communion with the 
Lord. The apostle didn’t want the church to be separate from God, he didn’t want them to be lacking in 
understanding of who God is or what God desires for creation. The apostle illustrates the invitation of 
worship, to fall on ones knees before God in humble adoration and to pray that the God of creation, 
the God of reconciliation, the God of unity, the God of all love might be generous in helping us to grasp 
just how great is the love of God.  
 
And this – this back and forth – this request and delivery – this seeking and finding – this is the prayer 
that we find as a necessary component in worship. It’s not just about coming before God and 
lamenting the brokenness around us, or asking for God’s abundant love to be made known … it’s the 
expectant trust that God will respond. It’s the belief that when we ask for forgiveness, God forgives. It’s 
the confidence that when we ask for healing, God heals. It’s the conviction to acknowledge that we 
aren’t just asking of God in vain, but that we enter in to prayer in the humility to receive, so that when 
we say Amen … when we say Yes, Lord … we aren’t just accepting that God has heard, we are 
recognizing and assenting that we too have heard the call of God. For prayer is an encounter with the 
divine – a meeting with the holy one – a gathering in company with the Lord who gives us life, who 
sustains us in this life, and who invites us to receive new life, that we might know the unsurpassed love 
of God in Jesus Christ. Worship is prayer, a conversation, an encounter, an exchange … yes, worship is a 
sharing in the presence of the Lord. Thanks be to God.  
 
 
 

 
i Allen Verhey & Joseph S. Harvard. Ephesians: Belief, A Theological Commentary on the Bible. Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2011. 
ii Paul Achtemeier. Feasting on the Word: Year B, Volume 3. Eds. David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor. Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press 2009. 
iii Verhey.  
iv Verhey.  
v Scott Hoezee. Ephesians 3:14-21. http://cep.calvinseminary.edu. Retrieved July 20, 2021. 


