3.10.2024:  Alert With Alll Perserverance
We began this study of Eph February 19th, 2023. Little more than a year later, today is our last Sunday in this beautifully written, spiritually instructional letter. 
A bit of review: remember, evidence is pretty extensive -both internal and external- that this letter was not, in fact, sent to the Church at Ephesus- at least not at first. It was written by Paul, while in prison at Rome, and probably intended for young Churches in the Lycus Valley of Roman Asia Minor- in the vicinity of Colossae.  Paul’s associate, Tychichus is the messenger for this letter AND Colossians- another hint it was meant for Asia Minor and not Ephesus. But possibly this letter made its way back to Ephesus where it was archived and thus got its name.
The first half of this letter [ch1-3] is theology, the Gospel Story of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection and the salvation for us and the world that flowed from that sacrifice. The second half of the letter [ch 4-6] is the practical application of that theology to Our Story- our daily living for King Jesus. 

A lot of the theology of the first half is presented in the form of prayer.  In Ch1 there’s the great Eulogy of Praise in v3-14. Followed by Paul’s prayers for the churches [v16-23]: for their growing knowledge of King Jesus; that they’d KNOW the hope of God’s calling, the glory of their godly inheritance, and God’s boundless power. In ch3 he prays the Spirit will strengthen them so Christ will dwell in their hearts through faith and they will KNOW the LOVE of God- which is beyond knowing. 
But prayer is a weird thing, isn’t it? 

Honestly, I was delighted- even, relieved- to see a man as learned as N. T. Wright say: “Prayer remains mysterious at one level. Nobody quite knows ‘how it works,’ and this not knowing seems to be part of the point.”  And while Prayer is the sensible recourse for any lover of God, it still mystifies us…well, me, anyway. Because Prayer is place of paradox. 

We are told to pray for the Lord to meet our daily needs [Mat6:9-13]. 
And we are told God already knows what we need [Matt 6:8]
We are told God is a Father who wants to give us all good gifts [Matt 7:11]
And we are told we must receive whatever comes from God as it is for our good. [Jms 1:2-4].
We are told to pray for needs to be met, sickness to be healed [Jms 5:14-15]. 
And we are told God is sovereign and His will for our lives is best [Rom 9:20-21].
And it’s all simultaneously true: thus the paradox.  
Because of our human limitations and God’s all-powerful and all-knowing nature, prayer in the setting of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is a paradox.  
God knows what we need and will give it to us- like a loving Father. 
As His beloved children we can go to Him and ask for anything we need.
But His loving will for the world is bigger than us and our concerns. 

For His ultimate saving will to be accomplished in this fallen world we- some of us, if not all- will HAVE to submit to loss and hardship. 
We are indeed invited to pray for provision and protection and health, but for some of us the answers to those prayers will be “Not this time, my child. This time I have a special task for you.” 

Gerri Bergstrom was one of the best of God’s people. But she got cancer. And all the prayer and positive thinking didn’t change that- because God’s greater plan for the world – for reasons we won’t understand on this side of Eternity – God called her to pass through that illness and leave this life early. 
How about Paul? Isn’t Paul one of God’s most faithful servants? Preaching to the Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ, and enlightening everyone to what the plan of the mystery is…[ Eph 3:8-9]. And where is Paul when this letter is written? In prison. With some irony he calls himself an “Ambassador in chains.”  

Ambassadors are supposed to be free to take the message of their King to wherever they’ve been sent. But Paul, as Ambassador of Christ’s Kingdom is locked up so he cannot travel and preach the gospel.  This seems counter-productive to the Kingdom-building work of God. But it is the path God has for Paul- for reasons neither you, nor I, nor Paul can understand. [Sidebar: Although, it occurs to me: that if Paul had not been limited by Roman chains, he might not have had reason to write the letters to the Philippians, Colossians, Philemon and Ephesians.  Long after Paul’s death these letters continue -in Paul’s voice- to preach the unfathomable Riches of Christ.]   Maybe that was part of it. 
Regardless Paul continues to work zealously to bring the Good News of the Kingdom to the world, despite his incarceration. He clearly understands that the prayers of these new-ish Christians for him are just as important and powerful as those of a “seasoned apostle.” He knows the work he does for God’s Kingdom won’t be worth much without prayer. So he asks them to pray for him just as he prays for them. 
But before he asks the Asia Minor Christians to pray specifically for him, he encourages them to enter into prayer actively for every request for all the saints [all disciples of Jesus]. Eph. 6:18   With every prayer and request, pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be alert with all perseverance and every request for all the saints, 

First of all -despite the weirdness of prayer- Paul engages in it actively giving thanks for and praying for all his people. [1:16-23 & 3:16-19]. And Paul commends them to do the same. He says the same thing to the Colossian church. Col. 4:2 Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with thanksgiving…
Our text reads: Eph. 6:18   With every prayer and request, pray at all times in the Spirit,
Praying “in the Spirit” is praying with the Holy Spirit’s influence and assistance. Like it says in Romans: Rom. 8:26   Now in the same way the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know what to pray for as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words;
Two things about “pray …in the Spirit”: 1. Waiting on the Lord- which is LISTENING for any message from the Holy Spirit and then when something comes to mind, focusing your praying mind on that topic. And -as in Rom 8:26- even if you don’t have the words God’s Spirit that exists within you KNOWS just what to say for you to the God of the Universe. The Holy Spirit in you will communicate your prayer to God- even if you can’t find the words. 

And 2. Another -simultaneous- meaning for “praying in the Spirit” would be using a special Gift Grace skill given by God to some: a prayer language. I know people who have this gift. [My Mother, for one] I don’t have this gift, but some do and it allows them to free the Holy Spirit within them to pray to God for them using words they themselves do not understand. [Note: there are those among the religious charlatans in the world who FAKE a prayer language in order to impress their blind sheep.]
Paul addresses prayer languages quite a bit in 1Corinthians- where he’s very clear that NOT everyone has this gift. And not everyone is supposed to have this gift. He tells the Corinthians 1Cor. 14:15 …I will pray with the spirit, but I will pray with the mind also; I will sing with the spirit, but I will sing with the mind also. Either means of praying “in the Spirit” is valid. 
But part of “praying in the Spirit” is about taking PRAYER seriously. Eph. 6:18  With every prayer and request, pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be alert with all perseverance and every request for all the saints, Paul is telling them they need to cultivate a mind that can multi-task; a mind in which one portion can walk through the daily stuff of life while at the same time another part of the mind is “listening” to God and praying for all the concerns we encounter daily - every prayer and request,… alert with all perseverance and every request for all the saints,
The English “alert” is the Greek agrypneo- which is watchful, vigilant. In Luke 21 Jesus is warning the Disciples about the time when Jerusalem would be under siege by Rome. 

In the context of prayer he uses the same word - agrypneo- Luke 21:36 “But stay alert at all times, praying that you will have strength to escape all these things that are going to take place, … The English “perseverance” is the Greek proskar-ter-esis. That’s “unremitting continuance,” carrying on non-stop.
So we’re talking about an attitude toward prayer that willingly assumes a “non-stop vigilance;” we’re talking about a mind that has a sense of prayer-alertness from the time we wake up until we fall asleep. As he tells the Thessalonians: 1Thess 5:16 Rejoice always, 17 pray without ceasing, 18 in everything give thanks; for this is the will of God for you in Christ Jesus.
Pray without ceasing… sounds like a cliff notes version of Eph. 6:18  With every prayer and request, pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be alert with all perseverance and every request for all the saints,
Now if you’re thinking this sounds awfully difficult, like something for some kind of Super-Saint, I agree it does. I guess the question is: why would we expect prayer to be easy? [The previous passage says we struggle with spiritual forces that oppose our Lord- and they don’t want you to pray any more than they want you to bring the Love of Christ into the world.]
The fact is: Prayer is hard work. Our modern minds are so “prone to wander.” To do what Paul is suggesting requires we intentionally practice keeping part of our mind prayer-focused, while we walk through the normalcy of life. [Yes, it requires effort, actually attempting to keep a portion of the mind “listening for God” while we go about our business. It can be done. And if achieved, it will change one’s life.]
Now if your mind is a sieve, like mine. You might find it helpful to keep some lists of the things you are praying for. The goal here is not to be legalistic- but there is a sense of being faithful to God- AND being faithful to those whose lives may be depending on you for prayer support. A little notebook is good- like those little ones I gave you a few Thanksgivings ago. Or you might want something where you can put the request on one side- and have space to write what the answer might have been [No.] [Note: Please notice that in the next paragraph Paul has gone out of his way to show his readers the answers to their prayers for him in news about his well-being from Tychichus. The follow up is as important as the request.]
And then, after the densely packed single line teaching about prayer- he, Paul, the Apostle- given a special administration of God’s grace, a special revelation, and a special Grace to be a minister by God’s power; the one empowered by God’s grace to preach to these Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ and to enlighten all of us as to what God’s full plan is; this, Paul who has covered the Roman empire in his preaching Christ, who’s planted and trained and sustained  so many new churches; this great man in the Kingdom of God- Paul BEGS these fresh followers of Jesus to “pray on his behalf.” 

Paul, who’s been aggressively active in Jesus’ service from the day it began on the Damascus Road; Paul who’s been mobbed, misunderstood, maligned, beaten near to death [many times], shipwrecked, thrown in prison, mobbed and falsely accused in Jerusalem and ultimately arrested by a Roman Centurion and hauled off to prison for his faith in King Jesus, needs and wants these small house churches to be praying FOR HIM. 

And Paul, who’s been at this for some time now wants them to pray for WORDS and BOLDNESS- or the “freedom to speak.”  He wants words to express the Gospel. And he wants “confident clarity.” Here he is stuck in prison- seeing very few others- and he wants them to pray that God will give him words that will capture and convict, and confident clarity to speak without fear. 

This is actually a nice little insight into Paul’s mind. Despite everything he’s done and everything he’s seen of God’s power working through him, he’s afraid he doesn’t have what it takes to get the job done- especially when he’s anticipating being brought before Caesar to appeal his arrest.  
Some of the folks in the Corinthian Church didn’t think Paul was polished enough. He addresses this in 2Cor 10-11. He writes: 2Cor 11: 10 For they say, “His letters are weighty and strong, but his personal presence is  unimpressive and  his speech contemptible.”  This seems to “irk” Paul. He’s not “POSH” enough for them. And, honestly reading 2Cor 10 & 11 I think Paul’s feelings are hurt. He says: 2Cor 11:5 But I do not think I am in the least inferior to those “super-apostles.” 6 I may not be a trained speaker, but I do have knowledge.  
Maybe, sitting in prison, wondering why God’s done this to him; imagining himself as an “ambassador in chains” he remembers the criticisms of the Corinthians- how he’s unimpressive and his speech is contemptible” and his confidence wavers- knowing his appeal to Caesar is before him. 

But instead of giving up, or giving in to despair, in order to stand firm, he asks all the recipients of this letter to enter into vigilant, non-stop prayer for him- that he’ll have the words and the courage to make the revealed mystery of the Gospel known even in the “heart” of the Imperial administration.  [And, while I do believe even Paul can be depressed and worried, I suspect his request less about himself than it is about the progress of the Gospel in the Empire.]
And while Paul asks them to pray for him, he’s also going out of his way to be sure that their hearts are comforted by the report from messenger Tychichus; who will fill them in on Paul’s circumstances, let them know how he’s doing and BRING COMFORT TO THEIR HEARTS. 
Remember, Paul is praying for them “at all times in the Spirit.” His prayers are throughout this letter. And he’s inviting them to pray for him [and all requests for all the Saints] “at all times in the Spirit.” They need his prayers for them. And he needs their prayers for him. Their lives and his, as disciples of Jesus, are bound up together- which seems to suggest the same for all of us who have decided to follow Jesus.  

You need me to pray for you and I need you to pray for me. 

As we are one body and there is one spirit, your struggles make me sad. And mine make you sad. Your blessings comfort my heart and my blessings bring comfort to yours. We’re all in the process of attaining “unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God [4:13]. So we should be, alert with all perseverance, praying at all times in the Spirit for each other.
And finally, just as he opened it, Paul closes this letter with a prayer for Grace and Peace.   And so I pray this for you, today and some other time you can pray it for me:  
Eph. 6:23   Peace be to the brothers and sisters, and love with faith, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 24 Grace be with all those who love our Lord Jesus Christ with incorruptible love. 
 Eph. 6:18   With every prayer and request, pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be alert with all perseverance and every request for all the saints, 

19 and pray in my behalf, that speech may be given to me in the opening of my mouth, to make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in chains; that in proclaiming it I may speak boldly, as I ought to speak.

Eph. 6:21   Now, so that you also may know about my circumstances as to what I am doing, Tychicus, the beloved brother and faithful servant in the Lord, will make everything known to you. 22 I have sent him to you for this very purpose, so that you may know about us, and that he may comfort your hearts.

Eph. 6:23   Peace be to the brothers and sisters, and love with faith, from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 24 Grace be with all those who love our Lord Jesus Christ with incorruptible love.
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