Ephesians 1. 15-23			Sunday 20 September 2009
This last section of the first chapter is yet again one long sentence in the original Greek, therefore bearing scrutiny for its flow as well as for its individual component parts. It is also in continuation from what has just come. Where Paul in vv. 3-14 has praised God for His grace in that purpose which can be seen to run from before the world was made to the final consummation, and has rejoiced in the inclusion both of Jews and Gentiles, now he develops some of these thoughts into a directed prayer. For a writer in prison, prayer continues to be key to his role and identity, and prayer is also an aspect of cooperation with God to bring all things to fulfilment.
The first note of the prayer is thanksgiving, without ceasing. This is how the apostle is moved, having heard of the faith and love of those to whom he writes. At this point, it does seem a little unlikely that the Ephesians were his addressees, since the news Paul has of them is indirect (yet he himself spent a long time in Ephesus). But whoever the addressees, Paul’s personal thanksgiving naturally extends into petition for them which draws, as in vv. 3-14, on large themes of Christian calling. 
Those who are written to are commended for their faith in the Lord Jesus and their love for God’s holy people. Such a pairing is utterly to be dwelt upon. Not every supposed Christian community has been marked by bonds of mutual love but faith should imply that in its outworking. As Christ loved, so we are to love. I take note of a sad comment by Jonathan Swift: “we have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another”. If that is Christianity, it is a perversion. The possibility is there for us all to be remembering other believers in our prayers and to be interceding for their growth. And that is where Paul’s thought runs. It is not that believers have no wisdom or revelation or knowledge (v. 17), but nor is it the case that this stands still.  There should be growth, and all of these points merit more than a passing thought. What does it mean to shape one’s life wisely on the back of faith? How open are we to what is revealed, not only long ago and far away but even in our own time, through the working of the Holy Spirit? And knowledge, being in this case less a matter of information and rather more a question of relationship, takes us perhaps to Richard of Chichester’s prayer – to love our Lord more dearly, to follow him more nearly, to know him more clearly day by day.  
And then there is the enlightenment of “the eyes of the heart”, which in Hebraic mode is, as some translations point us, an encouragement to the believers to get their minds round what we might call the perspectives of faith. First, and arguably the dominant note of the whole section, is the encouragement to see where hope through the call of Christ takes you. Hope builds around the kind of vision ultimately articulated in v. 10, the bringing of everything together under Christ, all things in heaven and on earth, and yet at the same time for human souls not so much asking us to comprehend that as to take on board why at all we have been given faith, which is that we might move even now into owning the company of God’s people. Believers share in an inheritance rich and glorious; and a power, a strengthening is held out by God. Thus v. 18 takes us back to vv. 4-6, and verse 19, which opens a thought continued through to the first part of v. 22 (“he has put all things under his feet”) is, in the mode of the earlier part of the chapter, all but an effusive song. So, he is writing, take hold of hope for you must remember you are gloriously adopted, and all possible strength will be found in the Lord.
For Paul to mention the power of God takes him into using every possible Greek word to express that, and if words are running short, the true focus of what God can do in this world was shown, he writes, when Christ was raised from the dead and then enthroned. There are times when our thinking may linger on Christ on the cross, but this is not one of them. Indeed, the glory of the resurrection always brings light to shine around Christ’s cross. On the cross, sin was defeated; Christ is in glory. Our Lord did not fail, he triumphed. I think of churches where there is a depiction of Christ in glory  (the “Pantokrator”) encouraging the worship of the people of God. I reflect also on the so frequent need for us to be praying for one another’s strengthening. And here is Paul sounding the notes of why we may confidently pray in that mode. The strong power of God is manifest. Death has been overcome. All the other rulers, spiritual, political, economic, are very far from having the last word. There is no name to call on which compares with the name of the Lord Jesus, at any time, past, present or future. “He has put all things under his feet”: the quotation of Psalm 8 is a beautiful one-liner to sum up. This is the Lord who is on our side! We cannot but hope – remembering, as many have pointed out over the centuries of faith, that the necessary companion of hope is patience.
So the section is all but finished – except that Paul inserts another momentous insight because in this letter, he is so concerned that the church (never just individual believers) knows what it is about. He underlines that the one who in cosmic terms is utterly superior is the head of the church. There can be no church which does not own Jesus Christ as Head, the authority before whom all knees must bow. And then, as the continuation of that thought, the church is his Body. It can be argued that this is not an anatomical distinction, i.e. the body as opposed to the head, but rather an associated idea. The church is very specially privileged in having the guiding power of Christ; but also, just as he came to serve and not to be served, the church is known in its living of Christ’s life. In I Corinthians 12, the body image is developed to underline how each part of the church, each member, has its role to play (parts anatomically of the head included!). So, the church is not very helpfully conceived of as a powerful institution; rather the church is best known in its engagement with the world through humble service.  Christ has no hands but ours. We should note, however, that this is not a fizzling out of the hope on which Paul has been so rhapsodic! It is in fact an extraordinarily strong endorsement of how the church should find its confidence. Where faith leads us, where our identity as children of God inspires us, where we draw freely, as we may, on the strengthening grace of the God who raised Jesus from the dead, we are on the way to the fullness of life. Jesus’ full life is reshaping us, just as there is and will be a fullness in what God has worked through him that eclipses all imagined horizons. 
When hope is strong or well-rooted, the church has everything to rejoice in and to pray for. But we should be clear about what this is not, as well as about what it is. It is not right for church to expect a privileged role in its local society. Church cannot offer grounds for self-esteem or complacent pride, nor can it believe in having an excuse to dictate terms to the fallen world. Hope is no more built around the church’s achievements, dreamed for or actual, than lost were we to look at ourselves and think that as an institution we are not doing too well. Everything is founded on Christ the Head not only of the church but of all that is seen and unseen. The call has come for the church to live through his faithfulness and redeeming love for the world. When we encounter despair, lack of purpose, dead-end strategies or policies – amongst ourselves, or in the hearts of others – there is a gospel to be proclaimed. There is one who came that we might have fullness of life.


