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Text 
For this reason, ever since I heard about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints, 

16 
I 

have not stopped giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers. 
17 

I keep asking that the God of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you 

may know him better. 
18 

I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may 

know the hope to which he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints… 

 

Introduction 
 After looking at the first two verses of Ephesians (who’s writing?  who’s he 

writing to?  what’s he writing to say?), we looked at the opening sentence of the body of 

Paul’s letter – a 202 word outburst of praise packed with all kinds of juicy theological 

nuggets.  Normally the next item after a greeting in a first-century letter would be a 

thanksgiving, but Paul couldn’t help himself and inserted that utterly profound section 

which we looked at in three parts (‘predestination before time’; ‘redemption in the 

fullness of time’; and then last week – ‘salvation in the course of time’). 

 Today with v. 15 we finally get to Paul’s thanksgiving for the recipients of his 

letter and the subject matter here is ‘spiritual growth over time’. 

 So someone hears the gospel of what Christ did to redeem sinners and believes it 

and becomes a Christian… then what?  Is that it?  What’s left?  What does it mean to 

grow as a Christian?  Today we see Paul praying for these Christians.  What’s he asking 

God to do? 

 I was talking with someone once about a mutual friend.  He had been a pastor of a 

couple different churches, but things hadn’t worked out.  Now he was depressed, 

overweight, isolated, and working the midnight shift in a warehouse.  He was unhappy.  

He wanted so desperately to be pastoring a church, but he wasn’t even involved in a 

church at the time (not a good sign for someone who wants to be a pastor). 

 The person I was talking with said, “I don’t know what to say to him.”  And I 

said, “Tell him the gospel.”  To which the reply was, “Nathan, he’s a Christian.  He 

knows the gospel!” 

 Yes, he had heard and understood the word of truth – the gospel of his salvation – 

in the past and believed it and received the Holy Spirit.  But at this moment he was 

failing to live in a realization of what he really had in the gospel.  He was living as if his 

significance, his worth, his importance to God was in being ‘in the ministry’ instead of 
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being ‘in Christ’.  He wasn’t living out of his identity as an adopted child of God; instead 

he was trying to find his identity in being a pastor.  He was reverting back to trying to do 

something for God instead of resting in the fact that God had done everything for him.  

So he needed to hear the gospel again and believe it again and experience it again. 

 One of my greatest joys in life is getting text messages like I got a couple weeks 

ago from someone that read – “I think I understand the gospel a little better today.”  

Several people have said something similar to that to me in the past couple months – 

Christians who say, “I think I finally get what the gospel’s all about,” or, “I’m not even 

sure I was a Christian before,” when most likely she was, but there’s just been a deeper 

realization of what Christ has done for her.  All of our lives (and I believe all eternity, 

actually) will be for a true Christian repeatedly saying, “OH, so that’s what the gospel 

means!  What was I thinking before?!” 

 This is what Paul is praying for the Ephesian area Christians.  He’s just gushed 

about what he and they have as Christians – every spiritual blessing: unconditional love 

based on a pre-temporal election, adoption as sons, redemption by Christ’s blood, 

forgiveness of sins, understanding of the mystery, the Holy Spirit as a seal and deposit!  

Now he doesn’t pray for something more for them, there’s nothing more they could have 

than what they’ve already been given.  He just prays that they would have a greater 

realization of what they already have – an “OH, so that’s what this all means for me!  

Wow!  God is amazing!” 

 In short, what I wish to communicate to you today is just this: God can never 

love a Christian better than he already has, but Christians can always know God’s 

love better than they currently do.  Will you walk with me through vv. 15-18? 

 

But first, will you pray with me?... 
 

Why Paul’s Thankful 
 “For this reason…” on account of this… On account of what?  Well, on account 

of all that he’s just said, but especially vv. 13-14 – that the Father has predestined these 

Christians in the region of Ephesus, that the Son has redeemed them, and that the Spirit 

has sealed them... that his recipients have heard the gospel and believed.  How does Paul 

know this has happened?  Because he’s heard a report, a report of their faith and their 

love – v. 15.  There are new churches full of new believers in and around Ephesus!  And 

so Paul says in v. 16 that he has not stopped giving thanks for them. 

 Not to beat a dead horse or anything, but if ‘faith’ and ‘love’ were ultimately the 

result of something these believers had done, why would Paul have thanked God for 

them?  Paul knows it’s not anything he’s done or someone else has done or something his 

recipients have done, ultimately.  He knows that their salvation is the result of God’s 

great mercy and so he thanks God – a great reminder for all of us who have given our 

lives to the cause of church planting here in Chicago!  Anything that happens is because 

of God and he deserves unceasing thanks. 

 But let’s look a little more closely at that duo of faith and love.  Usually they’re 

part of a trio – faith, hope, and love.  But hold on, hope is coming shortly in v. 18.  But 

think about this: faith and love – you’ve got to have both!  We talked last week about the 

content of faith.  You have to believe in the Lord Jesus, which entails certain truths 

concerning who he is and what he did – the word of truth, the gospel of salvation.  Truth 
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is indispensable, it’s what faith is predicated upon, but truth is never an end in itself.  It 

has to lead to love. 

Philosophers like Michel Foucault speak of truth as an oppressive regime that 

needs to be overthrown.  To them, truth is a problem.  Christian truth, the gospel, 

however, if rightly understood should lead to love, not oppression.  The problem is 

probably better stated by Jonathan Swift, the great Irish satirist and novelist, when he said 

we often “have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one 

another.”
1
 

 There are churches that place a high priority on doctrine and feel smug and 

superior as a result.  There are many reasons for being orthodox that are wrong.  For 

example, many people are committed to certain truths out of nostalgia.  There’s a pining 

for that ‘old time religion’ they experienced in the ‘little brown church in the vale’.  

Nostalgia exerts a strong influence on us.  But a nostalgic commitment to truth is not 

enough. 

We can be committed to orthodox Christianity because it feels safe or because 

we’re in love with certainty rather than in love with God.  You know these people 

because they never doubt.  If you’re averse to doubt, it’s a pretty sure bet your faith isn’t 

really real.  There are many reasons to have the right beliefs that are wrong if they don’t 

produce love. 

 Likewise, there are many churches that are all about love, but averse to doctrine.  

There may even be many people who by nature of their disposition are easy-going and 

kind, but if they don’t believe the historic teachings about Christ, they’re not Christians 

and their love is not complete.  To be a Christian is to have faith and love, for true faith 

should lead to love and true love should spring from faith. 

 I read someone’s description recently of a painting that depicted hell.  In it there 

was a bunch of starving people sitting at a dinner table with a pot of stew in the middle.  

What was the problem?  Each person had a long-handled spoon fastened to their wrist 

that precluded them from feeding themselves, yet they refused to feed each other.  This is 

how we all are naturally, left to ourselves.  Only the truth of the gospel of God’s radical, 

costly, unconditional love for us in Jesus can genuinely free us to love others. 

 And this is what the church is supposed to display, right?  Think about it: you 

can’t just have faith – assert the right truths and claim a personal relationship with God – 

but be disconnected from a body of other believers.  The church is where love is learned 

and lived out. 

We all know about church people who don’t love non-church people.  That’s a 

problem.  But what about church people that can’t love other church people?  That’s what 

Paul’s referring to here, isn’t it? – “your love for all the saints,” saints being the term the 

Bible uses for average everyday believers who have been set-apart by God and placed in 

Christ by grace.  The evidence that these people had been truly converted was that they 

believed in Jesus and loved their fellow believers. 

 And notice it says all the saints… even the ones who aren’t just like you and even 

the ones you just don’t like.  In this context Paul probably has in mind Jewish and Gentile 

believers.  We can think today of believers from different ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds.  Are you thankful for them?  Do you appreciate them? 

 But I’m thinking about people in your small group that may annoy the heck out of 

you or someone sitting next to you that you may have absolutely nothing in common 
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with.  Do you love them?  “But haven’t found a small group or a church that really fits 

me, where people understand me…”  But that’s the point of church!  To be with people 

who are different than you and to learn to love them. 

Think of it like this: if the most important thing to you in the whole world is Jesus 

and the second most is the great outdoors then you should love someone else whose most 

important thing is Jesus but maybe their second most important thing is fashion and 

wouldn’t survive one day camping.  Let me put it this way: if there are people in the 

church who get under your skin and you don’t really want to have anything to do with or 

you feel like you just don’t fit in and can get along just fine on your own, then you’re 

trying to stake your identity on something other than Christ; Jesus isn’t the most 

important thing in the world to you… 

 And if you don’t understand what I’m talking about or don’t care, then you’re 

most likely not a Christian.  But if you’re listening to me and feeling convicted about 

your laxness with doctrine and/or your lack of love and are wondering, “Well then am I 

even a Christian?” then you most likely are.  If that’s you, don’t try to be a Christian by 

dotting your information ‘i’s and theological ‘t’s or by attempting to muster up love.  

Listen to what Paul prays for the Ephesian area Christians next… 

 

What Paul Prays For 

As Paul’s thinking about their love he’s displaying his own.  He’s a Jew.  They’re 

predominantly Gentiles.  He’s in prison.  They’re free.  When he left Ephesus several 

years earlier it was a small thing.  Now it’s exploded and expanded, but he’s not taking 

credit (he’s thanking God) and he’s not the least bit jealous of other leaders that stuck 

around or came after him and got to see the growth.  He simply rejoices and ceaselessly 

prays for them.  What does he pray for? 

Actually, before we look at that, very briefly – Why does he pray?  Because he 

loves them?  Yes.  But why pray, because if they’ve been predestined, redeemed, and 

sealed what does it really matter?  Again, this goes back to the discussion we had last 

week about the difference between fate and the biblical notion of God’s sovereignty.  

Evidently, Paul didn’t see a discrepancy between a God “who works out everything in 

conformity with the purpose of his will” (v. 11) and being a man that doesn’t stop 

praying and keeps on asking God to do something.  He knows God doesn’t just plan the 

ends, but also the means.  And yet Paul doesn’t feel tricked or duped or coerced into 

praying.  It’s an authentic relationship for him.  Belief in God’s sovereignty didn’t stop 

Paul from praying. 

But belief in God’s sovereignty does effect how Paul prays.  So let’s look at that 

now.  His prayers of thanksgiving turn naturally into prayers of intercession (intercession 

means praying for other people) and what is the desired outcome of his making mention 

of these people before God?  Look at v. 17 – “I keep asking that the God of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so 

that you may know him better.”  Who says the Trinity is not in the Bible?
2
  He prays to 

the Father, through the Son, for the Spirit’s work – specifically, to cause these Christians 

to know God better. 

Knowledge in the Bible implies not just information, but intimacy.  “Now Adam 

knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain” (Gen. 4:1; ESV).  Adam did more 

than pass a test on Eve’s height, weight, and hair color!  I may know a lot about Barack 
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Obama biographically, politically.  I may even feel a sense of closeness to him since 

we’re from the same city and since I see him on TV so much, but I don’t really know 

him. 

The Bible says that we can know God.  Just like it would take President Obama’s 

initiation to begin a relationship, so it is with God.  But that’s exactly what happened with 

these Christians that Paul is writing to.  They know God because he foreknew them.  But 

now Paul prays that they would know God better than they currently do – experientially, 

intimately, transformatively. 

 The ancient philosophical dictum is ‘know thyself’.  The Christian invitation is to 

‘know thy God’.  For those who look within, E.W. Bullinger writes, “Instead of breathing 

this life-giving air of heaven, their windows are closed, and their doors are shut, and they 

are asphyxiated with their own exhalation.  They are breathing over again and again their 

own breath, from which all vitality is gone.”
3
  But knowing God is a breath of fresh air.  

It’s life… 

 And this is what the Holy Spirit does in us.  1 Corinthians 2:10-12 says that God 

reveals himself to us by his Spirit – “The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things 

of God.  For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man’s spirit within 

him?  In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.  We 

have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may 

understand what God has freely given us.” 

 And there it is.  The way the Spirit works in Christians to cause them to know 

God better is by helping them understand what God has already freely given them!  Or as 

one person has put it – “that they may appreciate to the fullest possible extent the 

implications of the blessing they have already received.”
4
 

 Remember what Paul said in v. 3 – “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in 

Christ.”  You can’t get more blessings than you already have.  So the way many of us 

pray when we pray for people is wrong.  I do it all the time – “God, please bless this 

person in the church; please bless that person…”  Instead, I should be praying, “God, 

open this person’s eyes to see more of the blessings they already have in Christ!”  They 

don’t need anything more; they just need to see more of what they already have. 

 The way v. 18 is translated in the NIV is a bit misleading.  It’s not starting a new 

sentence and it’s not a different prayer.  It’s explaining the way in which the Holy Spirit 

causes Christians to know God better.  Paul says he never ceases to give thanks for these 

believers, making mention of them in his prayers in order that God would, through his 

Spirit, help them to know him better by having the eyes of their hearts enlightened so that 

they would know three things: (1) the hope to which he has called you, (2) the riches of 

his glorious inheritance in the saints, and (3) his incomparably great power for us who 

believe. 

 We’re just going to look at the first two (hope and riches) today and reserve the 

third (power) for next week. 

 

Hope of Calling 
 What does it mean for Paul to pray that the Holy Spirit would open your eyes to 

see “the hope to which he has called you?”  Literally it reads – “the hope of his calling.”  

What is his calling?  It is his (i.e. God’s) effective action in your life to bring you to an 
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awareness of your sin, a hearing of the good news that Christ died to redeem sinners, and 

a choosing to place your trust in Christ to forgive you your sins.  It is what the 

predestined and redeemed Ephesians experienced when they heard the word of truth, the 

gospel of their salvation, and sensed the Spirit impressing its truth upon their hearts.  The 

Westminster Shorter Catechism defines calling this way: “the work of God’s Spirit, 

whereby, convincing us of our sin and misery, enlightening our minds in the knowledge 

of Christ, and renewing our wills, he doth persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus 

Christ, freely offered to us in the gospel.”
5
 

 So what does it mean to know the hope of his calling?  It means realizing what 

God’s saving initiative in your life so far means for the security of your future.  I love this 

verse in Romans 8 that is really a commentary on this phrase in Ephesians 1.  It’s 

Romans 8:29-32.  Let me read it for you slowly.  There Paul writes, “Those God 

foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be 

the firstborn among many brothers.  And those he predestined, he also called; those he 

called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.”  It’s this great unbreakable 

chain of events.  If he predestined you, he will call you.  If he’s called you, he will justify 

you.  If he’s justified you, you will no doubt be glorified, that is physically and spiritually 

perfected to live in God’s presence on the New Earth for eternity. 

 Paul continues, “What, then, shall we say in response to this?  If God is for us, 

who can be against us?  He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all – 

how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things” (Rom. 8:29-32)? 

When the Spirit opens your eyes to see what it really entails that by his same 

power and grace that called you he will not fail to preserve you and one day perfect 

you… when the Spirit brings this home to you your perspective on life begins to change.  

The future is secure and it is bright.  God has you in the palm of his hand and one day 

you will see him face to face.  You can’t mess it up.  You don’t have to get yourself to 

heaven.  “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day 

of Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:6).  God’s calling brings great hope.  Paul’s praying that the 

believers in and around Ephesus would see this more clearly – they would fathom what 

was in store for them. 

 

Riches of Inheritance 
What about the second petition?  At first glance it appears to be redundant.  Paul 

prays that they may know “the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints.”  But, like 

we talked about last week, Paul’s not praying that they would realize the treasure that 

awaits them (although that is great and true), but here he’s referring to the treasure that 

they are to God!  It says, “his inheritance.” 

This fits with a whole slew of OT verses that describe God’s people as his 

inheritance (see Deut. 4:20; 9:26,29; 2 Sam. 21:3; 1 Kings 8:51,53; Ps. 28:9; 33:12; 

78:62,71; 106:5,40; Isa. 19:25; 47:6; 63:17; Jer. 10:16; 51:19; etc.).  This means that 

when God looks at us he feels wealthy.  And so Paul is praying that his readers would, by 

the power of the Spirit, know how much God loves them as his prized possession. 

Everyone has this need to be loved.  Whenever my 2½ year old girl puts on a 

dress or a necklace she immediately says, “I want to show daddy!”  Adults are the same 

way, we just mask it better.  We find ourselves talking about ourselves all the time, 

fishing for complements, trying to justify our existence by getting noticed – at work, at 
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school, by parents…  Women falling for guys that are bad news.  Guys being guys that 

are bad news.  It’s the root of just about every self-destructive behavior out there from 

anorexia to workaholism.  We want to know that we have worth and we feel worthless. 

The gospel is the answer to this impulse for non-Christians and for Christians who 

still struggle and slip into these behaviors.  The gospel says you are far more sinful than 

you ever before understood, but you are infinitely more loved than you ever could 

imagine.  We see the sinfulness of our sin, that it’s not just breaking some rules, but that 

it’s snubbing the God of the universe and staking your identity on people’s approval, 

personal achievement, etc…  It’s resisting God’s offer to save you and insisting on saving 

yourself.  We are riddled with sin, more so than we’ll ever be able to determine.  Yet, on 

account of Christ, we have been forgiven of all our sins: past, present, and future; stuff 

we do, stuff we don’t do, and stuff we have no idea we’re doing or not doing.  We are 

righteous in God’s eyes because we’re in Christ.  He can never love us more.  Paul’s 

praying that these believers would realize that when God looks at them he feels rich. 

 

Conclusion 

Why is all of this so important?  It means that the key to spiritual growth is in 

going deeper into the gospel.  Spiritual growth is not about being a ‘better Christian’.  

That’s impossible!  There is no such thing!  Being a Christian is a status, either you are or 

you aren’t.  And if you are you are in Christ; you have been blessed in the heavenly 

realms with every spiritual blessing.  There’s nothing more that can be added.  Spiritual 

growth simply involves realizing more and more of what you already have in Christ.  The 

Spirit progressively opens the eyes of our hearts to see what we have in Christ.  That’s 

what Paul prays for; that’s what we constantly need more and more of – an awareness of 

what the gospel means for us, what Christ achieved for us. 

God can never love a Christian better than he already has, but Christians 

can always know God’s love better than they currently do. 

How does this happen?  Through the means of grace.  Through sitting under the 

preaching of the Word.  Through participating in the Lord’s Table and Baptism.  Through 

gathering with other believers to worship and fellowship.  Through reading the Bible, just 

like the Ephesians were expected to listen to and then go back and study Paul’s letter to 

them.  Through praying like Paul did for others and through being prayed for by others 

like Paul did.  This is putting yourself in the pathway of allurement like Jonathan 

Edwards talked about, climbing up on the roof during a lightning storm. 

What does this produce, this spiritual awakening to myriad blessings you already 

have in Christ, the hope of his calling, the realization that you are God’s inheritance?  It 

produces changed lives!  Less prone to sleep around to feel wanted.  Less prone to lie to 

make yourself look good.  Less prone to retaliate when you’re hurt.  More prone to give 

of your time and money sacrificially for others no matter the ‘kick-back’.  More prone to 

live with joy.  More prone to love all the saints, even those you wouldn’t naturally be 

drawn to.  We’ll talk about a lot more practical implications of the gospel when we get to 

chapter 4 where Paul says, “Therefore, in light of all the theology I’ve given you, I urge 

you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received” (4:1)! 

But don’t get the cart before the horse.  If you’re not a Christian, don’t try to be 

one.  Don’t confess your virtue, just confess your sin and look to Christ as your total 

redemption, complete forgiveness and you’ll be one.  And if you are one, don’t try to be a 
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‘better one’.  Seek to know God better by simply soaking in all that you have in Christ. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
May the Spirit meet you in this meal… 

 

Benediction 
 May the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, give you the Spirit of 

wisdom and revelation so that you may know him better. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 15, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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