Sermon based on:
Psalm 14 and Ephesians 3:14-21
Sermon
At first glance these two pieces of scripture may seem like an odd combination, but they are actually very useful together.

The psalm is what could be termed a ‘wisdom’ psalm. It speaks of the fool who does not know God and therefore, by inference, the wise are those who do know God. Where do you stand? Are you a fool or are you wise? Phrased like that it’s really no choice at all, is it? So why then, is this place, like so many other churches, mostly empty?
It’s the foolish that the bulk of the psalm is concerned with. I hope that you can see that is a poem, and as a poem it speaks figuratively, making its point by using a number of poetic tools. Reading it as simple prose, taken literally, would paint a very black picture of humanity. But the truth is, we are really only, at best, a few shades of grey away from there.

So, although the psalmist may tend towards exaggeration, one of those poetic tools, when he claims that ‘there is no-one who does good’ or ‘all have turned aside, they have together become corrupt’, we really have no grounds on which to be complacent. At heart, humanity has fallen far from God’s glory.

Mankind’s foolishness is not simply to ignore God or defy God but to actually deny God’s existence. Now obviously this does not apply to everyone otherwise this place would be entirely empty and not just mostly empty. So, given that it isn’t empty, then we can be less literal in our reading of this psalm. But, as I said, we cannot be complacent, we cannot be aloof. These same fools, these evildoers, seek nothing less than the destruction of God’s people.
Look at verse 4:

“Will evildoers never learn -
those who devour my people as men eat bread
and who do not call on the Lord?”
And this is true whether it is overt persecution and terrorism in the world or the subtle undermining of faith and belief in our society.

Even the disinterest in religion of so many adds to that constant chip! chip! that eats away at the rock of our faith. We look around and see those who have no faith blithely sailing through life with no apparent cares or worries. They don’t even seem, as the psalmist claims in verse 5, to be ‘overwhelmed with dread’ for they do not even acknowledge the presence of God among the family of believers.

But the rest of scripture tells us that this world is not our world. We are aliens here. There is, beyond this world, beyond this physical realm, a spiritual one; a realm in which God reigns supreme. Not that He is not Lord in this place, but to that spiritual realm, only those who are righteous may come. For it is there that we truly come into God’s presence; our broken and imperfect relationship fully renewed and restored once more.

But that’s maybe a slightly misleading picture. It’s not the case that we’re ‘stuck’ in this world and God is in the spiritual world and the two can never come together.

If that were the case, then verse 6 of this psalm would be meaningless:

“You evildoers frustrate the plans of the poor,
but the Lord is their refuge.”

How can God be anyone’s refuge if He is remote or distant, far-removed from the concerns of His people?

Of course we know that God isn’t remote form us. We know that God, in the person of Jesus, was very much in this world and although He is now back with the Father, we have that third element of the Trinity, the Spirit. Promised to us as a constant presence, guide, comforter, illuminator, intercessor and so much more.

So, we have a God who is not remote, who can be and is our refuge and who is there for us when we are under pressure and feeling bombarded on all sides and having our faith chipped away.
God is there to be approached, there to be appealed to, there to be a place of refuge.

We can turn to His Word for guidance, we can call on His Spirit for comfort, we can gather in Christian fellowship for support and, of course, we can come to the Father directly in prayer.

To seek His guidance through prayer; to ask for His blessing through prayer; to share joy and sorrow with our Father; to praise Him and bring our worship before Him in prayer.

And this provides our link to our second reading from Paul’s letter to the church in Ephesus.

There are many, many prayers in scripture Paul’s writings are also full of them. He has this tendency, as he’s writing or dictating his letters, to burst into praise or prayer, often, it seems, in the middle of a train of thought. And indeed, does that not, in itself, provide us with an example of how our prayer life should be. Prayer is not simply something that is reserved for church on a Sunday morning or just before we go to sleep (and hopefully not before going to sleep in church on a Sunday morning).

Prayer is a way to bring us into the very presence of God, to sense his nearness and while there are times when formality or structure may be called for, I’m sure God is just as happy with our spontaneous outbursts of praise and prayer.

This short prayer of Paul’s is absolutely packed with good stuff for us to think about and use in our own prayer life. What’s more it’s a challenge for us to really lift our prayers beyond the mundane. It’s an example of the awesomeness of God and His ability to lift us beyond even our dreams.

Paul introduces his prayer in verses 14 and 15. It’s worth noting Paul’s attitude in prayer - he kneels. Jews stood to pray. 
Remember the story in Luke 18:11 and 13? The story of the Pharisee and the tax collector praying? They were both standing and this was perfectly normal. Kneeling was a sign of particular earnestness. Indeed, consider Jesus lying prostrate in earnest prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane.

There are no rules in scripture about how we pray. We can pray kneeling or standing or walking or cycling or driving (but please don’t try that one with your eyes shut). But here, Paul is being especially earnest and so he kneels before the Father.

And so, what does he pray about?

Depending on what commentary you might care to read, Paul’s prayer can be split into 3 or 4 petitions. Whatever the number, I like John Stott’s description of them as an ascending staircase, raising our prayerful aspirations ever higher, going to heights we may not dare to go without Paul leading us there.

The first step in our prayer is that we may be strengthened in our inner being through the work of the Holy Spirit. And surely this must indeed be the basis of not just our prayer life but all of our life? Our strength must come through the Spirit. Because remember what we were saying about the world – it’s out to get us. It’s out to undermine our faith, to make us doubt, to turn us from God – whether overtly or subtly, intentionally or not. It may be a physical world, but in many respects it’s a spiritual battle and we can only gain strength for a spiritual battle through spiritual means.

And the Spirit is there to strengthen us with power, not just make us feel a little bit better, but to give us a very real sense of ability, a very real strength.

And notice too how this is linked with beginning of verse 17. The Spirit gives us power so that we might have Jesus dwelling in us through faith. This may see like an odd thing to pray for, especially for other Christians and especially given the promises of scripture that Christ will dwell in the heart of every believer. But the key to understanding here lies in Paul’s choice of words. In Greek there were 2 common words for ‘dwell’. One meant to dwell in a place as a stranger – someone passing through, as it were, temporary accommodation. The other was used in the sense of a permanent home, a place where you have settled down. No prizes for working out which one Paul uses here.

It is, of course, our desire that we have that sense of permanence of having Jesus in our life. Of course we know that He has promised that He will never leave us or forsake us, but there’s always that little niggling doubt. There’s always the feeling that we’ve done something so awful that we’ll be abandoned by Him.

And however much we read our Bible or come to church or live life to the best of our ability, there’s the lingering self-doubt that the world around us exploits. That doubt that the foolish of the world latch on to and crow triumphantly, “See, if there was a God, you’d be sure, wouldn’t you. He wouldn’t leave you with doubts, surely?” But there are those doubts at times. Doubts that makes us wonder, “but, what if…?”

And it’s then, more than any other time, perhaps, that we need the strength of the Holy Spirit, because when we rely on ourselves, we’re just not strong enough.

We’ve taken the first step up this prayer staircase. So what’s on the next step?

Well we read about it in the rest of verse 17 and in many ways it’s a natural follow-on to what we’ve just been thinking about. We pray for strength and now we pray that we are rooted and established in love. It’s love that we need strength for. Strength to love the unlovely, to love our enemies, to love unconditionally, to love constantly, to love deeply, to love broadly.

In short, to love as God loves, for it is through the Father’s love that we are forgiven; it is through the Father’s love that we are given grace; it is through the father’s love that we are made righteous; it is through the Father’s love that we are saved. And our response to that love must surely be love, but it takes strength; it takes courage; it takes the Holy Spirit in our heart to make it happen.

And that love has to be, not simply a part of our life, but the very root and foundation of our life. And that takes strength.

One more step up the stairs, praying for strength and love as we go and so coming to the knowledge of Christ’s love. And once more, it’s a natural follow-on from where we were.

Yes we pray that we are grounded in love and yes we have an inkling of what God’s love is, but we need more than an inkling. To love as God loves, we need an understanding of it. And as Paul points out, we need the power and understanding of all our Christian brothers and sisters, to even begin to grasp the height, the depth, width and length of God’s love. For He loves all of His children and when we look around at others, we can often think, ‘how could anyone love that person?’ But we know that God does, and when we understand why He does and how He does then we’ve moved partway along the road to understanding the nature of God’s love.

And it is only partway, for even then God’s love still surpasses knowledge. But that’s not an excuse to give up trying to understand. Instead it’s something to pray about; to ask God to show you how He loves a person, so that we too may learn to love them.

It’s no wonder we need to be grounded in love and to have the strength of the Holy Spirit if we want to open ourselves to that sort of challenge, that sort of understanding.

Another step, a little higher yet and here we come to what seems like Paul’s most audacious prayer – that we may be ‘filled to the measure of all the fullness of God’.

Now that really can’t happen in this life surely? We need to wait till we stand before the throne of grace before we will experience the fullness of God. And indeed this is so, but once more we have not to cease trying just because it cannot be attained in this life. Our Christian journey is just that, a journey. We go on travelling, learning, growing, gradually being ‘fitted for heaven’ as the old children’s hymn says.

And there’s another way of looking at this and once again it fits in with all that has gone before. Jesus is God, part of the Trinity, fully human, yet fully divine – a mystery that our words and metaphors fail to explain, yet faith tells us is so. Just as Jesus displays the fullness of God, just as the Holy Spirit is part of that too, then when we have Jesus in our heart, as part of our life, then we to can experience some of that fullness.

This may indeed be an audacious prayer, but just remember who we are praying to. And Paul even helps us out here as well, just in case we have forgotten. This short, but very bold and very powerful, prayer approaches its conclusion with a little reminder that so wonderfully sums up who is listening to these prayers. If ever you doubted whether you asked for too much, or were too bold, or were being unrealistic, or even just incomprehensible, then read these words in verse 20.

“Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine…”
Here is a God who is able to do more than we could ever ask of Him. Here is a God who is not only able to hear our spoken prayers, but who knows our very thoughts, so when we are tongue-tied or nervous or anxious, God still knows what our prayers are and He still listens, He still hears, He still understands and He’s still able to do more than we could ever think of. His response is immeasurable.

And He does work beyond our imaginings for that power is not something remote, far away, distant – it’s here inside every believer. That power of resurrection, the power of new life, each of us raised to a new life in Christ Jesus, to share in His presence for all eternity. Surely that is more than we could ever imagine or dare to dream of?

The psalmist has pointed out to us that the world we live in is a challenging place. There will be many who oppose Christians – either actively or passively. But when it’s tough trying to follow God’s ways, then we are to know that God is there for us, as our refuge.
And Paul provides us here with an example of how we might make use of that privilege – through prayer. And not just a few timid words, but prayer brought in boldness and in confidence. A confidence that we bring these prayers before a mighty and powerful and compassionate God.

A God who listens to prayer and works in His people with power; the power of Jesus Christ, the risen and exalted one, in whose name we are saved and brought to glory and in the power of the Holy Spirit, comforter, healer, source of strength and our guide in this dark world.

That’s the place Paul is bringing us to. A place where we know this to be true. And so, does Paul really need to say much more? Well, not really, so he finishes this short, but intense and exuberant prayer, with a wonderful doxology, a simple cry of praise and glory to God, for ever and ever.

Praise be indeed to our God, our refuge, our strength, for ever and ever.

Amen
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