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Sermon:
Introduction
	We’re going to do something a little different today.  I’m going to ask you to hold on to your Bibles for a minute before we read our scripture passage.  Before we get into our text today I want to talk a little bit about some of our brothers and sisters around the world who are facing persecution for their faith.  
	This past week, I learned about our brothers and sisters in the East African country of Eritrea. [pic] Eritrea is a small country on the coast of Africa, just across the Red Sea from Yemen and Saudi Arabia. You can see on the map that they are north of Kenya, across Ethiopia.  Roughly 50% of the population is Christian in Eritrea, which sounds great, but doesn’t turn out to well in practice. Since 2002, under totalitarian rule, only 4 religious groups have been allowed to worship openly- the Roman Catholics, Eritrea’s branch of Eastern Orthodoxy, the Lutherans and Sunni Muslims. All other religious groups have to register with the government in order to meet, but because of corruption and inefficiencies, groups that submit their registration information never hear back. 
	As a result, over 3, 000 Christians have been arrested and held without charges or trial because they have met together without being registered! [pic]  Many of these people are being held in military prisons. Others are being held in shipping containers without heat, air conditioning, or plumbing.  Most of these people have been given the opportunity to recant their faith in order to be released, but they choose not to recant.  They continue to be held in appalling conditions. Eritrea has been referred to as “the North Korea of Africa.”
	Today, around the world, thousands and thousands of Christians are being held prisoner because of their faith.  I want you to consider this as we read from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, written while Paul was being held prisoner in Rome for his faith.
	Let’s turn, now, to Ephesians 6:18-20.
Context
	What is the context for our passage?  In verse 20 we learn that Paul is in prison. He says, he is an “ambassador in chains.”  This means he likely wrote it while he was in prison in Rome.  Many times Paul was arrested or detained because of his faith.  In Rome he was under house arrest, chained by the wrist to a Roman guard 24/7.
	Who was Paul writing to?  This is Paul’s letter to the Christians in Ephesus. [pic] During Paul’s day, Ephesus was a major port city.  When Paul visited there the first time, his ministry was so successful that the silversmiths saw a decline in their sales of idols. As a result, they started a riot in the coliseum. Paul had to be smuggled out of town!  I had the privilege of visiting Ephesus a number of years ago.  You can see the coliseum on the right.  One thing that struck me while in Ephesus was the number of pagan temples in the city! At the bottom you can see an example of a fountain for the worship of Emperor Trajan.  But everywhere you went there were temples of one kind or another.
	It was in this context of religious pluralism and pagan idolatry that the Christians in Ephesus had to live out their faith.  I’m sure that was behind much of Paul’s thought when he wrote the preceding verses of Ephesians 6 about spiritual warfare and the whole armour of God.  In verse 12 he reminds the Ephesian Christians, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realm.”  The Christians in Ephesus walked past the physical markers of these spiritual forces every day when they walked past all of the pagan temples in the city.  It is in the context of spiritual warfare and putting on the whole armour of God that Paul gives his instructions on prayer- to pray in the Spirit on all occasions, with all kinds of prayers and request, and for all the saints.
Observations
	So let’s make some observations from the text itself. What can we see Paul saying?  Let’s actually start at the bottom and work our way back up to the top of the passage.  As we saw earlier, Paul is in prison while writing these verses.  What was his prayer request?  I know what my request would have been- Get me out of prison!!  Get me out of jail! It’s not fair that I’m in here!
	But what was Paul’s request?  He says, “Pray also for me, that whenever I open my mouth, words may be given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel…. Pray that I may declare it fearlessly, as I should.”  The phrase “open my mouth” doesn’t mean literally every time he speaks, but refers to when he has something important to say, in moments of gravity.  Paul was always conscious of his great responsibility of having been entrusted with the gospel. [Francis Foulkes, Ephesians, p. 184]  His prayer was not for deliverance from prison, but for his ministry; that he would be given wisdom, boldness, clarity and courage to preach to his captors the mystery of Christ! [Foulkes, p. 183] Wow!  That’s a different attitude to being wrongfully imprisoned!
	If you remember, in Acts 24 Paul spoke to the governor Felix. He spoke to Felix boldly about the gospel, about righteousness and judgement.  Felix was not a righteous man.  He had stolen his Jewish wife away from another man. He was known to be corrupt and hoped Paul would offer him a bribe.  In the end, Felix was replaced by Festus.  Under Roman law, Paul should have been released because the “judge” who was to decide his case, Felix, was replaced.  However, in order to please the Jews, Felix left Paul in prison.  So we see that in the past Paul had been bold in preaching the gospel to those who were to judge his legal case and ultimately it cost him!  He could have offered Felix a bribe to get out of jail. He could have kept quiet about judgement and righteousness and he may have been let go. If he had at least buttered Felix up, Felix would have released him as he was required to do when Felix was recalled to Rome.  But Paul was bold with Felix and his wife and in the end he got left in prison even longer.
	So here we see Paul in prison still.  Now he is waiting to speak not just to a regional governor, but the emperor himself!  Or if not the emperor, at least his prefect, his right hand man. Will Paul have the courage to speak to them about Jesus as he did Felix and Festus?  Will Paul have the courage to be bold when face to face with the leader of the whole Empire? [pic] If you were to meet Russian President Vladamir Putin, would you have the courage to tell him about Jesus?  What if you were under arrest and he was to judge your case?
	This helps us understand Paul’s prayer for courage to preach the gospel fearlessly whenever he has an opportunity to speak to an important person.  It also gives us insight in the nature of his request- that he didn’t pray to be set free. He didn’t pray that the Emperor would hear his case and judge him justly.  He didn’t pray for an early release or a chance to escape or for a pardon.  He prayed that he would have the courage to tell the Emperor about the mystery of the gospel and that he would do it well. Wow!
***
	Now let’s go back to the top of our passage and make some more observation.  “Why did we start at the end of the passage?” you may ask.  Because I think Paul’s prayer request in verses19-20 is an example of praying in the Spirit.  Paul was a man filled with the Spirit and he prayed in the Spirit.  I think this is an example of what praying in the Spirit looks like.  Paul’s concern was not for his own welfare, but the spiritual well-being of the important officials he was going to meet.  He was more concerned that the good news of Jesus be spread and God be glorified than he was with his own life circumstances.
	Paul says that we are to pray in the Spirit on all occasions, or at every opportunity.  He says we are to pray in the Spirit all kinds of prayers, which tells us there are different kinds of prayers.  He says something similar in 1 Timothy 2:1, “First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for everyone.”   Here we see a variety of kinds of prayers: supplication, intercession and thanksgiving.  We also see that these prayers are to be made for everyone.  In our text he says to pray in the Spirit in all our requests and to pray for all the saints.
	A word about the word saints.  The word “saints” refers to all Christians not special Christians.  Unfortunately, the word saint has come to take on a special meaning because of the influence of Catholicism. In Catholicism, only super-Christians attain sainthood. But in the Bible, all Christians are called saints.
	Paul’s reminder to pray for all Christians is important.  We need to remember that our prayer lives should not be totally about ourselves.  We have a responsibility in love to pray for our brothers and sisters in Christ.  We need to remember Christians around the world when we pray. We need to pray for those in prison, for those in need, for those enduring hardship as well as those enjoying blessings.
	I read an article recently by a former pastor who had gone into teaching.  The article was about things he would do differently if he were in pastoral ministry again. One thing he talked about was praying for Christians in his church who were doing well.  He said that as a pastor most of his prayer for people in his church was for those who were struggling or going through tough times.  He realizes now that he should also have been praying for those who were doing well spiritually, who were growing, whose families were doing well.  Why? First, because he should be giving thanks for these people. Second, because they still need prayer, they still need God. And third because they also need protection. Those who are doing well are going to stick out like a sore thumb to Satan and he’s going to do his best to derail them!
Interpretation
	So what does all this mean?  If we are to pray in the Spirit whenever we pray, and our prayers are to take a variety of forms and be for a variety of people, what does that look like?  How do we interpret this passage? How do we know what it means?
	Our focus is on the role of the Holy Spirit in prayer.  So let’s zero in on the phrase “pray in the Spirit.”  John Owen says that prayer, done properly, “is the soul submitting itself obediently to the will of God.” [John Owen, The Spirit and the Church, p. 108] That submission is the result of the Spirit’s work on our will.  The Spirit teaches us what to pray for and also the attitude in which to pray.  The Spirit works on our wills and our desires and preferences so we actually value the things we are to pray for.  This is a key part of praying in the Spirit- it is praying what the Spirit has taught us to pray for and praying it in the right attitude of humility and obedience to God’s will.
	Throughout Ephesians, Paul has spoken quite a bit about the role of the Spirit which sheds light on what he means by praying in the Spirit here.  I’ve listed these passages on your outline for you to look up on your own at home.  We won’t put all of them up on the screen, but I will give you the results of these verses though.  Ephesians 2:18 says, “for through him [Christ] both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father.”  This means that in the Spirit we have access to the Father through Christ.  
	A few verses later, in 2:22, we read, “in whom you also are built together in the Spirit into a dwelling place for God.” Through Christ’s work, we are built together into a dwelling place for God. But Christ does this in the Spirit.
	Ephesians 3:5 also talks about “in the Spirit.” “In former generations this mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit:”  It is by or in the Spirit that the mystery of the gospel is made known.  It is the work of the Spirit to reveal the mysterious truth of the gospel to humanity.
	In Ephesians 5:18-19, Paul contrasts drunkenness with being filled with the Spirit. “Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery; but be filled with the Spirit as you sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves, singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts.” It is in the Spirit, or filled with the Spirit, that we are to worship God.
	We see from these passages that the Spirit does more than just aid us.  The Spirit does more than help us along in our own efforts.  It is through the Spirit that we have access to the Father. It is through the Spirit that we are built into a dwelling place for God. (Think about the image of Jesus living in your heart- that is the work of the Spirit.)  We only understand the gospel because the Spirit reveals it to us.  We are to be filled with the Spirit and through that we are to give praise to God.
	The Spirit is the atmosphere in which the Christian lives.  As they live in the Spirit, Christians are given grace and power to pray continually. [Foulkes, p. 183]  Remember, the Greek word for spirit is the word for wind or air.  The Spirit is the air we breathe as Christians. Without breath, there is no life. Without the Spirit there is no new life in Christ.
	So all Christians are to pray in the Spirit.  Prayer in the Spirit is not a spectacular spiritual gift. Rather, it is more like a fruit of the Spirit, it is the result of the Spirit’s work in a Christian’s life. [Owen, p. 113]  To pray in the Spirit is a command or instruction for all Christians, not just super-Christians, or Christians with a gift for prayer.  Praying in the Spirit is to characterize all our prayer.  “A life of dependence on God in prayer is essential.” [Peter T. O’Brien, Ephesians, p. 484]  It is the key to Christian warfare, our battle against temptation, spiritual powers and authorities of this age at work against us.  As such, it is vital that the Spirit guide our prayer, teach us what to pray for, but also develop in us a new heart that desires these things and longs for them.
	We see this at work in Paul.  His will and desires had been so shaped by the Spirit, so renewed to be obedient to God’s will, that his prayer request was not to be freed from wrongful imprisonment, but that he would have the courage to preach boldly to his captors and judge!  Paul anticipated being able to preach the good news of Christ to the emperor himself, or to his prefect- something he would otherwise be unable to do! [O’Brien, p. 489]  He was able to see the injustice of his imprisonment as an opportunity to gain an audience with one of the most powerful men in the Empire.  So he humbly accepted this as the will of God and prayed to have the courage to live up to such an opportunity.  As an ambassador of Christ, Paul felt the “dignity and tremendous importance of his position as representative of the King of Kings.”  He was bringing a message of reconciliation from his royal master to his master’s enemies in Rome. [Foulkes, p. 184]
	Where in your life do see injustice?  Where in your life do you see frustrations and difficulties, hardships and affliction?  Do you view these difficulties as things to be delivered from or opportunities to proclaim Christ that you wouldn’t otherwise have?  That change is the work the Spirit wants to do in your heart.
	In Ephesians 6, Paul outlines the whole armour of God, including truth, righteousness, salvation and the word of God.  These are summed up, or tied together by prayer in the Spirit.  The tools are sufficient to overcome the powers of this dark age.  Christ has conquered death. Satan has been defeated.  We have the power of the resurrection at work within us. Yet why do we so often fall and fail? 
	Because we don’t have the will to use it or sufficient desire to resist the powers of this age. [Bryan Chapell, Ephesians, p. 343]  The first step in using the whole armour of God is to seek the Spirit to stir up in us the will to use it.  We need to seek the Spirit to stir up in us the desire to pray in the Spirit, to love the things of God’s will over the things of this world, to conform our will to God’s will.  Remember last week we talked about the ultimate goal God has for us is to be conformed to the likeness of his Son.  That is part of praying in the Spirit- for our nature to be conformed to Christ’s so that our prayers are within the will of God. That is what it means to pray in Jesus’ name- not to just tack on “in Jesus’ name” at the end so we get what we want, but for our prayers to be conformed to the will of God just as Jesus’ prayers are.  To pray in his name means to pray in his character and nature.
	“The Spirit renews and cleanses our desires, creating an appetite for a closer and more mature relationship with God.” [Chapell, p. 345]  Praying in the Spirit reflects these new desires, this increased appetite for a relationship with God on God’s terms, not ours.  Praying in the Spirit means allowing our prayer life to be conformed to this new relationship and to reflect these new desires. “We pray in the Spirit because we believe that the Spirit alone can so radically change the heart as to make it truly desire the things of God.” [Chapell, p. 345]
Now Apply It
	So what, then are we to do with our prayer life now? How do we apply this principle of praying in the Spirit? How do we grow to the point that we can pray like Paul, not for our own comfort or deliverance, but with a broader view to the Kingdom of God?
	Thank God, we can grow in our ability to pray. [Owen, p. 114]  When we make prayer a habit of life, we begin to pray in on all occasions, and in all kinds of prayers and for all the saints. [Foulkes, p. 183]  When we seek the Spirit’s help and guidance, we learn to pray in the Spirit.
	Pray for a greater passion for prayer.  Pray for a greater passion for the things of God.  Pray for a greater heart for God’s heart. Ask God to open your eyes to the world as he sees it.  Ask God to stretch the scope of your prayer, to broaden the horizons of what you pray for.
	When you are in difficult circumstance, it is totally ok to pray to be delivered from them.  Jesus himself, in the Garden of Gethsemane, prayed that he not have to go through with the crucifixion. But how did he finish that prayer?  It was “not my will but your will be done.”  It’s ok to pray for deliverance as long as it is within the context of asking for God’s will to be done, and then obeying if it’s not God’s will to deliver you.  Pray for God to help you see your circumstances as God sees them.  That way, if you’re in a situation like Paul, you will see how you will have opportunities to glorify God that you wouldn’t have had otherwise.
	Ask God to lay other Christians on your heart.  We are to pray for all the saints.  Ask God to give you a heart for other Christians.  You may find you start praying for Christians around the world, whether in poverty or persecution.  You may find you start praying for Christians you know, even those who seem to be doing well.  Ask God to lay other Christians on your heart and they pray for those you think of.
	Don’t just pray requests.  Ask God to fill your heart with praise.  Praise is our response to who God is, to his nature, wonder and majesty.  Ask the Spirit to teach you who God is and you will be filled with praise for him.  A good place to start learning this is the book of Psalms.  Search through the Psalms and when you find one of praise, pray your way through it making it your own prayer.
	Ask God to fill your heart with thanksgiving.  We can praise God for his glory and thank him for his grace and blessings.  We are so blessed in Canada, but we take it for granted. We need the Spirit to teach us to thank God for all that he has done for us. Ask God to fill your heart with thanksgiving and the Spirit will start opening your eyes to the work of God in and around you.
	Ask the Spirit to give your soul a delight in God.  The Spirit works in us so that we come to know God as our Father.  For many of us, our experience of human fathers leaves a lot to be desired.  But God is our perfect, loving, heavenly Father who sets the standard for all other dads.  The Spirit works in us to come to a knowledge of God as our wonderful, amazing, awesome Father.  It is when we have this deep seated knowledge of God as “Dad” that we come to him with boldness in our prayers and enter his presence with confidence in his promises to work for ultimate good in all things. [Owen, p. 110-112]
	Make it a habit to pray these prayers.  Don’t just pray them once, pray them daily.  Pray for the Spirit to fill you and to reform your heart and revitalize your prayer life.  If you want to see your world turned upside down, if you want to love to pray, if you want to see prayers answered, if you want to see the hand of God at work around you, pray these prayers.  This is what God is waiting for.  Being a gentleman, he waits for you to invite his work in you.
	So pray in the Spirit on all occasions, with all kinds of prayers and requests and for all Christians. [pic] Pray for your brothers and sisters in Eritrea.  Come to your Dad in Heaven and pray for your siblings who are being horribly and wrongfully abused. Pray for their deliverance, but pray, too, for them to have courage to declare the mystery of Christ boldly and fearlessly even in their captivity.  Many of them are being given a chance to go free if they will deny Christ.  Pray that they are strengthened in their inner-being by the power of the Spirit to know the width, length, height and depth of the love of Christ and that they be filled to the brim with the fullness of God. [Eph 3:16, 18-19 paraphrased]
	Pray, too, for your neighbours.  Pray for your siblings here at Priory. Pray for me and my family.  Pray that we, too, will have boldness to declare God’s mysteries of salvation and that we be strengthened by the Spirit to grasp the love of Christ.  Give praise to God, thanking him for what he has done and who he is. Request that his Spirit be at work in each of us. Pray for the city.  Pray for the nation.  Pray that God would do in this world what only he can do.  In Jesus’ name, Amen.

