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Text 
…and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty 

strength, 
20

 which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand 

in the heavenly realms, 
21

 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be 

given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 
22

 And God placed all things under his feet 

and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 
23

 which is his body, the fullness of him who 

fills everything in every way. 

 

Introduction 
 Power.  Power play.  Power nap.  Power broker.  Power-ade.  What is power?  

The most powerful man in the world?  The power of the mighty dollar.  The power of 

love.  The halls of power.  Out of power.  In power.  Low power.  High powered.  The 

power of words.  The power of now.  The power of one.  Black power.  Power to the 

people.  The powers that be.  Power sharing.  Power grabbing.  Political power.  

Economic power.  Social power.  Intellectual power.  Knowledge is power.  A 

powerhouse. 

 We live in a world full of powers.  But for awhile now, most people in the West 

have lived under the powerful spell of the Enlightenment.  We believe that the only 

powers are those that can be explained and measured scientifically, either through the 

hard sciences (physics, chemistry…) or the soft sciences (sociology, psychology…).  As 

I’ve said before, the Ephesian culture that Paul was writing to believed strongly in the 

supernatural, in magic and the spirit world.  And the Bible endorses this view of reality.  

Behind everything seen is a world of the unseen, filled with various degrees and types of 

‘powers’. 

Now for those today under the powerful spell of postmodernism, while open to 

the spiritual, the very concept of power is viewed as a dangerous thing.  Power itself is 

the problem.  Power leads to oppression.  Power corrupts.  All power should not rest in 

any one person’s hands.  To this notion Paul’s assertion’s we’re going to look at today 

takes issue as well.  He says that Jesus Christ is above every power and in fact holds all 

power.  That’s not a bad thing.  It’s a good thing.  And Christians need to know this. 

Last week we stopped in the middle of a thought.  We were noticing how Paul 

prayed for the Ephesian area Christians, for their growth and development as Christians.  

We noted that it didn’t involve attaining something more or receiving a second and 
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subsequent ‘blessing’.  Spiritual growth over time for a Christian means realizing more 

and more all the blessings one already has!  Paul prays that the Spirit would open their 

eyes to behold what is theirs in Christ, specifically three things.  Numbers 1 and 2 we 

looked at last week: (1) what is the hope inherent in the fact that God has called them; 

and (2) what it means to be the glorious riches of God’s inheritance.  Starting in v. 19 we 

see number 3: what is the surpassing greatness of God’s power for those who are 

believing. 

That’s what we’re going to ruminate on today.  And what I pray you will see is 

just this: it’s good to know that Jesus is in power.  Paul’s prayer is not for Christians to 

seek power for themselves, but to learn to rest in God’s power, to know that Jesus is in 

power.  This is good to know for at least four reasons: (1) you won’t live in fear of death; 

(2) you won’t live in fear of the future; (3) you won’t live in fear of the world; and (4) 

you won’t live in fear of failure. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Knowing His Power 
 So Paul is praying for Christians – people who have heard the good news of what 

Jesus has done in the fullness of time and believed it and been sealed with the Spirit.  But 

he wants them to know God better, to really know him – to know how who he is and 

what he’s done affects them; to have the eyes of their hearts enlightened to know even 

more of what they already have in Christ.  And today we see that Paul wants them to 

know God’s “incomparably great power for us who believe.” 

 All throughout this final section of chapter 1 we’re going to see superlative 

heaped on top of superlative, adjective stacked up upon adjective.  The word translated 

incomparably comes from a compound verb with the word up̀er in it, from which we get 

our English word super.  The word translated great – me,geqoj – is where we get our word 

mega from.  The word translated power is duna,mewj from which (as you can guess) we 

get our English word dynamite from.  So Paul’s praying for them to really know God’s 

super, mega, dynamite power! 

 And that power is “for us who believe.”  Literally – “unto us, the believing ones.”  

God’s super, mega, dynamite power is directed towards, exercised on behalf of, available 

to, for the benefit of, at the service of… Christians!  Christians need to be aware of this.  

For those of us who are Christians, we need to come to realize more and more and more 

just how powerful God is and that his power is for us. 

 And as Paul reasons elsewhere in Romans 8, “If God is for us, who can be against 

us” (Rom. 8:31)?  If that kind of power is standing behind us, we can face anything ahead 

of us, right?  As he goes on to say in that same place – “We are more than conquerors 

through him who loved us.  For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels 

nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, 

nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in 

Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:37-39).  This is what knowing God’s power produces – a 

fearlessness. 

 

Fear of Death and the Resurrection 
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 “…Neither death nor life…”  Let’s talk about that principle of death for awhile.  

Death is a powerful force at work in the world.  Would you agree?  The Bible says that 

God created the world to be full of life.  The first humans, however, disobeyed God’s 

command.  And true to his word that said when they did so they would surely die, this 

power of death immediately began to hold sway in God’s creation. 

 The Bible speaks of death in three kinds of ways: spiritual, physical, and final.  

Spiritual death is the state of our souls that makes us unresponsive, unfeeling, and 

impotent due to being cut-off from the life-giving sustenance found in a relationship with 

the Lord.  That’s spiritual death. 

Physical death we all know.  It’s what awaits each and every one of us in a very 

short while – our bodies are falling apart and shutting down and one day they will cease 

to live.  Fight it as we may, we cannot escape its power over us.  We’re dying, physically. 

Final death, or the ‘second death’ as it’s referred to in the Bible, is that eternal 

state of separation from God, where all of his common graces are pulled out from 

underneath and his judgment is experienced.  This is what we all deserve by rights. 

 But God is more powerful than the power of death.  Paul describes God’s power 

that is for believers – “That power is like the working of his mighty strength, which he 

exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead.”  Paul wants to make sure that we 

don’t just think that Jesus bled and died to redeem people (1:7), as great and glorious as 

that is.  But he also came back to life to introduce a new power into the world – the 

power of life over death, the power of a New Creation.  In the resurrection of Christ, God 

has demonstrated his power over death. 

 God’s resurrection power is at work to revive the spiritually dead.  I’m just going 

to mention this briefly because we’ll look at it in depth next week when we get to the 

beginning of chapter 2.  But the power of God over death is displayed in the way he gives 

people new life even in this life.  2 Corinthians 5:17 says, “If anyone is in Christ, he is a 

new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!”  Paul could say in Galatians 2:20 – “I 

have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.”  Paul’s 

readers had already had this power unleashed in their lives when they heard the word of 

truth and believed it and were sealed.  Many of you have experienced this power come 

over you and bring you to life, give you a spiritual sensitivity, make you hunger and thirst 

after God, make you feel the pain of your sin and the pleasure of God’s forgiveness, open 

your eyes to see the world as if for the first time – you’re spiritually alive!  You’re not 

spiritually decomposing, but growing!  This is God’s power over spiritual death.  And it 

means that it’s nothing for God to give new life to the most hardened, closed, cold person 

imaginable.  Think about what realizing this would do for evangelism! 

 Hebrews 2:14-15 also tells of how Christ’s incarnation, death, burial, and 

resurrection has destroyed “him who holds the power of death – that is, the devil – and 

free[d] those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death.”  This is 

talking about physical death.  Because of Christ’s resurrection from the dead, Christians 

don’t have to fear the grave.  Instead of an enemy, physical death ironically becomes a 

gateway to better things.  Physical death is the last gasp of a defeated enemy.  The 

Christian’s soul becomes immediately aware of God’s presence in even greater measure 

and awaits with eager expectation its reunion with its body at the final resurrection to live 

in a physical existence, perfected and immortalized for ever and ever.  Because of 
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Christ’s resurrection from the dead, physical death is no longer a terrifying, dark 

unknown at the end of your life.  Its stinger has been removed (cf. 1Cor. 15:55). 

 And really, what makes physical death so horrific to people is the unshakeable 

knowledge that it’s not really the end; that there is a God before whom we will be held 

accountable; that “it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment” 

(Heb. 9:27; ESV).   This final or second death looms constantly over everyone’s 

existence.  But for those who are in Christ, Rev. 20:6 says, “The second death has no 

power over them.”  Its edict has been rescinded.  In that cosmic event that is the 

resurrection of Christ, the power of the second death over God’s people has been 

eliminated.  Jesus says, “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can 

snatch them out of my hand” (Jn. 10:28).  That’s raw power! 

Here it’s so important to realize that Jesus’ resurrection was literal, historical, and 

an unmistakable display of God’s sovereign power to bring something new into existence 

out of the wreckage of our sin and the jaws of death.  Anybody a fan of John Updike?  

Did you know that he just died last month?  I’m not exactly sure where he was with 

Jesus, but I want to read to you one of his poems entitled “Seven Stanzas at Easter” that 

talks better than I can of the reality of Christ’s resurrection: 

 

Make no mistake: if He rose at all 

it was as His body; 

if the cells’ dissolution did not reverse, the molecules 

reknit, the amino acids rekindle, 

the Church will fall. 

It was not as the flowers, 

each soft Spring recurrent; 

it was not as His Spirit in the mouths and fuddled 

eyes of the eleven apostles; 

it was as His Flesh: ours. 

The same hinged thumbs and toes, 

the same valved heart 

that—pierced—died, withered, paused, and then 

regathered out of enduring Might 

new strength to enclose. 

Let us not mock God with metaphor, 

analogy, sidestepping transcendence; 

making of the event a parable, a sign painted in the 

faded credulity of earlier ages: 

let us walk through the door. 

The stone is rolled back, not papier-mache, 

not a stone in a story, 

but the vast rock of materiality that in the slow 

grinding of time will eclipse for each of us 

the wide light of day. 

And if we will have an angel at the tomb, 

make it a real angel, 

weighty with Max Planck’s quanta, vivid with hair, 
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opaque in the dawn light, robed in real linen 

spun on a definite loom. 

Let us not seek to make it less monstrous, 

for our own convenience, our own sense of beauty, 

lest, awakened in one unthinkable hour, we are 

embarrassed by the miracle, 

and crushed by remonstrance. 

 

Let us not mock God with metaphor.  If he rose at all, it was as His body, re-

gathered out of enduring Might. 

The working of God’s mighty strength accomplished the resurrection of Jesus 

from the dead.  And this event in time and space and history illuminates the valley of the 

shadow of death.  It causes people to be born again.  It made Paul say, “For to me, to live 

is Christ and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21).  It caused John to assure true believers that they 

“will not be hurt at all by the second death” (Rev. 2:11).  It’s good to know your God has 

that kind of power because it means you can face death in all its forms with fearlessness. 

 

Fear of the Future and the Ascension 

 There’s more.  Jesus didn’t just die.  He came back to life.  And he didn’t just 

come back from the dead.  There’s one more step in the progression – “He raised him 

from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule 

and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the 

present age but also in the one to come.”  This is called the ascension of Christ whereby 

God openly installed him on his throne. 

 What does the ascension of Jesus to the top post in the cosmos mean?  It means 

that this world is not spinning out of control.  Woody Allen once said, “More than at any 

other time in history humankind faces a crossroads.  One path leads to despair and utter 

hopelessness, the other to total extinction.  Let us pray that we have the wisdom to choose 

correctly.” 

 The Bible says that the future is secure.  Jesus is over everything: human 

governments, economic systems, natural disasters, demonic forces, angelic beings…  No 

one rivals him.  Nothing competes with him.  His plans cannot be thwarted.  History is 

linear.  There is ‘the present age’ and there is ‘the age to come’ and Jesus is sovereign 

over it all, bringing it to its rightful conclusion.  This is called providence. 

 Paul’s praying that his readers would realize more and more that Jesus is 

completely in control and rest in God’s providence.  This is something they need to be 

told and reminded of and grow in understanding because in this present age it doesn’t 

always look like everything’s going well, like Jesus is in power.  As Paul wrote this he 

faced the very real possibility of execution at the hands of Caesar.  The Ephesian 

Christians faced persecution from the guild of metalworkers who made images of the 

goddess Artemis.  The occult had a stronghold in the area and there was a gripping fear of 

the magic arts.  Life here was no walk in the park. 

 And neither is it today.  Where’s the economy going?  The war on terror?  Global 

warming?  The CTA Doomsday.  Political corruptions.  Personal tragedies.  Life’s kind 

of scary if you think about it.  Christians need to know that Christ is seated at the Father’s 
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right hand in the heavenly realms far above all rule and authority and power and 

dominion and every name being named.   

 Jonathan Edwards illustrated God’s providence from his experience hiking in the 

woods.  Nearby was the Connecticut River and Mt. Tom.  He knew that the Connecticut 

River flowed south and emptied into the ocean, but even as he climbed Mt. Tom and 

looked down on it weaving in and out of the trees sometimes it seemed to be flowing 

north and sometimes east and sometimes west and sometimes it seemed like it wasn’t 

even flowing at all.  He couldn’t even tell from his vantage point how it connected and 

where it was going, but he knew it was going south. 

Likewise with God’s providence it may seem like life is stagnant or going in 

circles or going backwards.  It may be hard to discern God’s purposes.  There may be 

great pain or confusion, but Jesus is ruling.  Do you believe that?  Do you really believe 

that Jesus has been resurrected and ascended?  That will help alleviate your fear of the 

future – that things may get out of control.  Nothing can come to you without your loving 

and powerful Lord Jesus ordaining it for his good ends.  As the old Puritan John Flavel 

challenged, “Let God work out all that he intends, but have patience till he hath put the 

last hand to his work, and then find fault with it, if you can.”
1
 

Since it’s the 500
th

 anniversary of John Calvin’s birth I’m reading through his 

Institutes of the Christian Religion and coincidence of coincidences this week’s assigned 

readings covered the topic of providence.  I wish I could read it all to you, but here’s one 

quote – “Ignorance of Providence is the greatest of all miseries, and the knowledge of it 

the highest happiness.”
2
  There’s so much more to be discussed on this topic of 

providence, I know.  But let me just say that Paul here states in the most unequivocal 

terms that Jesus’ power is above every other power.  God has to convince you of that.  

That’s why Paul is praying.  And if you become convinced you won’t live in fear all the 

time waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

 

Fear of the World and Christ’s Reign 

 It’s important to realize that Christ powerfully rules the world in his providence 

and via his common grace.  And knowing this helps eliminate a Christian’s fear of the 

world 

Paul continues – “And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him 

[that is, Christ] to be head over everything.”  He’s just teasing out more of the 

implications of the reality of Christ’s ascension.  What does it mean that all things are 

under his feet and he is head of everything?  It means that as Abraham Kuyper, the great 

Dutch theologian and Prime Minister, said, “There is not a square inch in the whole 

domain of our human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not 

cry: ‘Mine!’” 

 Christians who know God’s power displayed in Christ are not afraid of death, of 

the future, nor of ‘the world’.  So many Christians dichotomize the sacred and secular 

and the big, bad world to them is tantamount to the boogey man.  We’re intimidated and 

disdainful, cowering in our own little holy huddles.  We don’t realize that Christ is head 

over all things. 

 The world is not all bad.  Jesus reigns over the most ‘secular’ realms through his 

common grace.  He allows non-Christian police officers to be just, non-Christian 

government leaders to be wise, non-Christian artists to make beauty, non-Christian 
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parents to love, non-Christian writers to speak truth, non-Christian inventors to be 

creative, non-Christian businessmen and women to be generous.  Christ doesn’t allow the 

world to be as bad as it could be and doesn’t allow the church to have a monopoly on 

truth, beauty, and goodness.  He has scattered his gifts everywhere. 

The story of Mozart and Salieri is all about this.  Have you seen the movie 

Amadeus?  Salieri was trying to be moral and serve God.  He wanted so desperately to 

make beautiful music, but he was only mediocre.  Mozart, on the other hand, was a 

profligate, a man of the world, but he had a divine gift.  His music was sublime.  The 

movie’s all about how Salieri could not come to grips with this, could not understand 

God’s common grace to be at work even in this reckless and irreligious man and Salieri 

actually hated God for it. 

If you’re a Christian, do you realize that everything is subject to Christ?  So do 

you expect to find him everywhere?  Too often Christians are timid and fearful of the 

world.  They have too low a perception of God’s power.  Christians should not walk 

around sheepishly, wanting to hide in our homes or churches.  They should skip through 

the streets boldly, singing “This Is My Father’s World.”  Our dad owns this joint!  It’s 

ours!  And as the words of that old hymn go, “He shines in all that’s fair.”  We can 

benefit from, enjoy, and participate in truth, beauty, and goodness wherever we find 

them. 

 If we really understood the preeminence and power of our God ruling over 

everything, we wouldn’t be so fearful of the world.  The present reign by Christ over all 

things means that there isn’t a big, bad world out there that Christians don’t want to be 

caught in after the sun goes down.  It may seem like the academy and Hollywood and the 

cultural elites are so powerful and Christians are just this irrelevant minority that needs to 

stick together and stay away; like we’re an uninvited guest in someone else’s home.  But 

in reality, our dad owns the house!  This frees us from fearing ‘the world’ so that we can 

engage it.  Our Lord is over all of the world in a common grace way. 

 

Fear of Failure and the Church 

 And, finally, we see that he’s over his church in a special grace way.  “God placed 

all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 

which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.”  Jesus’ 

sovereignty, his unmatched power over everything is for the sake of the church, his body.  

He is orchestrating all of history, he is gracing all of humanity, he is omni-potent for the 

sake of his church – those who recognize and relish him. 

 This means that the church should not fear failure.  She will not wither and die.  

She will not be overcome.  She will not be relegated to a thing of the past.  The church 

cannot fail; she is the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.  And therefore, 

she should not be guarded in taking risks – radical, costly, gutsy, self-sacrificial risks for 

the sake of loving her enemies, for the sake of releasing death’s dying grip on people, for 

the sake of confronting the defeated powers of evil that still have pockets of influence 

over men and women… for the sake of the gospel! 

Think about it: Christians who know God’s power aren’t afraid of dying and 

aren’t scared by uncertainty regarding the future.  They aren’t intimidated by the world 

and they know that everything that happens is for them.  And so they can give their lives 

to the cause of Christ knowing that it is not in vain.  The gospel will be heard and 
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believed.  The church will grow and multiply.  The nations will be converted.  Christians 

will progress in their knowledge of God.  All wrongs will one day be righted.  A New 

Creation will be completed.  This enterprise cannot fail.  What if Christians really 

believed that? 

 Such knowledge wouldn’t breed complacency but bold efforts.  Just like when 

Paul was in Corinth and discouraged…  How did God spur him on to renew his efforts 

and keep going?  “One night the Lord spoke to Paul in a vision: ‘Do not be afraid; keep 

on speaking, do not be silent.  For I am with you, and no one is going to attack and harm 

you, because I have many people in this city’” (Acts 18:9-10). 

 

Conclusion 

Listen, Christians: wouldn’t it change the way we lived if we really knew that 

God’s power was greater than death, in control of the future, over every square inch of 

the world, and all for the sake of the progress of his church?  If you know you’ve got the 

supreme power on your side, that makes a world of difference.  Contrary to what some 

might say, it doesn’t make you kill – you recognize death is the enemy and proclaim how 

Christ has conquered it.  It doesn’t make you abuse power to oppress – it makes you take 

the side of the suffering.  It makes you boldly love others and stop trying to defend and 

protect yourself…  It’s good to know that Jesus is in power. 

 If you don’t know God personally, if you recognize today that you are held 

captive by many of these fears – fear of failure, fear of people who are different than you, 

fear of what might happen to you or to the world, fear of death; come to Christ believing 

that his sacrifice on the cross is powerful enough to forgive your sins 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 We’re going to spend some time reflecting on this reality of God’s power.  Pray 

that he would open your eyes to see it and that it’s for you.  I want to encourage you to 

take this time to confess your fears to God, repent of ways that we’ve belittled him and 

acted as if he’s not as powerful as your boss, ways you’ve grabbed power for yourself, 

ways you’ve been paralyzed by fear of the future, ways you’ve been cynical about 

sharing your faith, ways you’ve avoided the world due to fear and hatred, ways you’ve 

withheld giving your all to the church because you weren’t convinced it was a safe 

investment… 

 

Benediction 
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. – Ephesians 3:20-21 
 

 

 

 

 

 

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

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, February 22, 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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