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“THE POWER OF LOVE” 
Ephesians 3:14-21 

 
One of the things we always need to bear in mind when we’re reading the Bible in English is that it is a 

translation.  In fact, every version of the Bible apart from the original Greek and Hebrew manuscripts is a 

translation.  There’s not really any problem with that – God can clearly speak to the reader whatever 

language he or she uses – but there are certain things that we need to remember.  And they are issues 

whatever it is we are translating.  You see, it’s always difficult converting exactly what was said in one 

language into another, because words don’t always match up exactly: different kinds of situation, culture, 

even geography, mean that words can represent different or overlapping concepts. 

 

For example, Franz Boas was an anthropologist working in the latter part of the 19th century and he 

developed a theory that, because snow is so much more central to their lives than to ours, Eskimo (or 

Inuit) people have more words to describe snow than we do.  So there might be a word for slushy snow 

and another word for firm snow and different words for snow that has been laying about for different 

lengths of time.  The theory has been adapted somewhat in the light of more recent research, but the basic 

idea remains valid. 

 

We see the principle operating in the Bible: in the little prophecy of Joel, for example, there are four 

different words for “locust”, each one meaning a slightly different kind of insect which we don’t 

distinguish in English. And we are often told that there are three different ways of translating the single 

Hebrew word ru’ach.  It can be translated into English as “breath”, “wind”, or “spirit”.  There are 

clearly close links between those three words, but sometimes you will have to make a fairly crucial choice 

about which you use.  In Ezekiel 37, for example, all three words would make sense most of the time, but 

it would alter the meaning if you used one over another. 

 

And – as you have no doubt heard many, many times – in the New Testament there are three Greek words 

that are commonly translated as “love”: “eros”, which means erotic or sensual love; “philadelphia” 

which means a love of soft cheese or brotherly love; and “agape” which means sacrificial, selfless love.  

In the passage we’ve just heard read this morning, it’s only the one word – “agape” – that is used.  But if 

you were listening you’ll have heard the word “power” three times, and there are three different words 

behind that translation.  (Some of the older translations do use “might” or “strength” for the first one, it 

has to be said.)  For those of you who need to know such things, the words in Greek are forms of 

“dunamis”, “kratos” and “ischys”.  The nuances of each words are not as clear as with the words for 

love, but they do introduce different thoughts in this passage. 

 



Paul is here once again praying for the Ephesian Christians in the light of what he has already written.  

Remember, Paul has written this letter from his prison cell in Rome to encourage and inspire the new 

Christians in the churches around the eastern Mediterranean.  His colleague Tychicus has come to 

Ephesus with the letter, the first stop on a short tour of the churches in what is now Turkey where the 

letter will be read out in each of the churches as they gather for their weekly worship.  These churches 

were made up of people grappling with a new-found faith – mainly Jewish people who were starting to 

see how Jesus was the Messiah they’d been expecting for centuries, the culmination of their story of faith, 

but with a few Gentiles, non-Jews, who realised that Jesus was part of the plan for them too. 

 

Now, we’ve seen that Paul’s having a bit of difficulty marshalling his thoughts, and his secretary to 

whom he is dictating this must have been getting very frustrated as the Apostle keeps going off on 

enthusiastic digressions which express his boundless enthusiasm for the heart of what he’s talking about – 

the grace of God.  The beginning of chapter 3 saw him trying to pick up the thread that he started in 1:15, 

but then he suddenly took off again and doesn’t get back to it until 3:14.  He’s had this long digression 

from 3:2-13 about why he is a “prisoner for Christ” and how the Church is to be the main way of 

witnessing to the wider world about God’s love – not by preaching, but simply by the fact of its unity and 

the love of its members for each other, whatever their background, ethnicity or status.  Now he comes 

back to what he was saying in v14, which is where we started this morning.  It’s all to do with being 

drawn together through Jesus Christ, and he says a number of things in these few verses which we could 

look at this morning, but we’re going to concentrate on those three uses of the words for “power” and see 

what we can learn from them that will help us in our own Christian lives. 

 

Just before we do get into that, though, a quick aside about what Paul is praying for.  He is praying for 

God’s “whole family”.  Once again, this is about one-ness and unity, about the whole company of those 

who believe in God and follow Jesus.  He emphasises that as he writes about receiving power “with all 

the saints”, all those set apart by their commitment to the Gospel.  And Paul is praying for the big things.  

This isn’t praying about the incidentals of life, about the trivialities.  Listen to what Richard Coekin 

writes in his comments on these verses (he may be overstating things a bit, but you get the point, I hope): 

“Notice how Paul prays for such big things to be accomplished in his readers’ lives.  Our 

heavenly Father is certainly concerned about the smallest details of our daily needs, but 

sometimes we use this as an excuse to focus our prayers upon selfish or trivial things.  In our 

Bible studies, we can easily read magnificent passages like this, then close the Bible to just 

pray about a weekend barbecue and the children’s colds!  If we could learn to pray not only 

for our daily needs but also for God’s big spiritual plans for other people which are described 

in this passage, we would be more likely to witness God answering our prayers.  The truth is 



that God cares much more about my son becoming a fit dwelling for the Holy Spirit than 

about what score he gets in his science test!” 

Anyway, let’s look at what he has to say about his prayer. 

 

 

1. POWER THROUGH HIS SPIRIT  (v16) 

 

This power is a strengthening power.  As I say, it is translated in other versions as “might” or 

“strength”.  Paul writes here of the Holy Spirit at work in our inner being.  In other words, we have 

God’s Spirit deep within us to strengthen us in our belief that Jesus himself “dwells within us”.  Again, 

the words “dwells” is important.  It’s a word that implies that Jesus is a long-term resident, not just a 

lodger.  Sally had a friend when she was at college.  We’ll call him Nick (as that was his name).  Nick 

had finished his course, but didn’t have a job and didn’t want to go back to living with his parents (his 

dad was a vicar in Essex), so he used to move around his circle of friends.  I think it’s now called “sofa-

surfing”.  We came home one evening to find him sitting on our doorstep reading and asking if we could 

give him a bed for a couple of days.  So he stayed with us for a couple of days – and then a couple more, 

and then a couple more, and soon he was actually dwelling with us. 

 

And, as we’re talking about translating this morning, that words “dwells” is in what is called the “present 

continuous tense”.  It means that Jesus goes on dwelling in us, he is continually living there.  So the Holy 

Spirit strengthens us, empowers us to believe that.  It is the voice of the Spirit whispering in our ears – 

sometimes even shouting at us! – that helps us to be sure that we are really God’s children, that we are 

truly disciples of Jesus.  We need that power because it is often difficult for us to accept that Jesus really 

is at work within us.  Things happen, circumstances change, our situation becomes difficult and we may 

find ourselves doubting that God is there at all – as often happened with the writers of the Psalms.  But 

the work of the Holy Spirit deep within is to strengthen – to give power to – that weak faith at such times.  

As we’ve reminded ourselves so often, all those who have accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour 

have the Holy Spirit within them, and it is in situations such as these that his power can be demonstrated. 

 

 

2. POWER TOGETHER WITH THE SAINTS  (v18) 

 

This power is an enabling power.  (The Greek word is “kratos”, which we see in such words as 

“autocrat”, “plutocrat” and “aristocrat”.)  It is a power that is, again, given to “all the saints”, all the 

followers of Jesus Christ, and it is given us to enable us to grasp fully the extent of Christ’s love for us.  

Paul talks here of that love being wide, long, deep and high.  He is, of course, not trying to quantify it, to 



tell us its exact dimensions, but telling us that this love of God is wide enough to reach the whole world – 

no-one should feel out of its orbit and influence.  It is a love that is long enough to stretch from eternity 

to eternity – we read in the Bible that God has loved us since before the world began and he will go on 

loving us into the eternal future: there is no beginning and no end to this love.  It is a love which is high 

enough to raise us all to heaven, the shorthand we use for taking us into God’s very presence – it’s never 

going to run out so that we miss out on the amazing promises of God’s eternal peace and prosperity.  

And, what is most amazing, this love is deep enough to reach down into any situation in which we might 

find ourselves – if we are in the depths of depression, if we feel we have hit rock bottom in terms of our 

life, if we are in the very worst situation of degradation or depravity, God reaches down. 

 

 

Now all that can be quite difficult to take in.  I don’t think we will ever understand that love, nor why it is 

shown to us.  But that doesn’t mean that we cannot grasp it, reach out for it and accept it, revel in it and 

rest in it.  The love of Christ is amazing and Paul prays that those who follow him might have the power 

to do that, to have their vision of Christ and his love expanded in order to give them a sense of security in 

it and also in order to enable them to praise God for it. 

 

But that same power also enables Christ’s disciples to “be filled to the measure of all the fullness of 

God.”  Now there’s a thought!  God’s power at work within us can enable us to become more like Jesus 

Christ himself, the one who was truly filled with the fullness of God.  Writing to the Colossian Christians, 

Paul tells them that “God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell within Jesus”.  Jesus was the image 

of God, the human form of God, God that we can see and feel and touch and hear.  And here in Ephesians 

Paul says that we have the power to enable us to experience that too.  We are to be restored to the state 

where we too bear the image of God as he originally intended us to.  It’s hard, isn’t it, to live as the kind 

of people God really wants us to be.  But as we open ourselves up to the power of God we are enabled to 

live Christ-like lives, lives that are full of God-ness, lives that truly reflect his image in us. 

 

 

3. POWER AT WORK WITHIN US  (v20) 

 

The final mention of power in these verses is an abundant power.  In the little doxology with which Paul 

rounds off this section, we learn of his power “at work within us”.  This is an active power, a power 

bubbling away deep within us that powers and empowers our Christian lives.  It is, as many 

commentators note, the power of the resurrection.  And it is, as so often in Paul’s writings, described in 

terms of abundance and generosity – “immeasurably more” than we might expect.  God does not hold 

back on the gifts he gives us, he is not parsimonious with his blessings. 



 

So this power is at work within us, God’s Holy Spirit is active in our lives in ways that we cannot begin 

to imagine.  He can do great things in us, for us and through us.  In fact, he can do more than we can “ask 

or imagine”.  This is power from a generous God, but also a God of surprises.  As you read through the 

different parts of the Bible, you’ll find that there are promises scattered throughout the Old and New 

Testaments that point to God being able to astound us with his power.  The prophet Habakkuk was told 

that he should look out because God was going to do something he wouldn’t be able to believe 

(Habakkuk 1:5).  The prophet Malachi told the people that God’s generosity was so great they might not 

be able to cope (Malachi 3:10).  Jesus said that his followers would be able to do even greater things than 

he had done (John 14:12).  And here we read again of a God who will stretch the limits of our 

imagination beyond anything we have ever dreamed of. 

 

And when you read all that sort of thing, you begin to realise just how much we limit God.  We try to 

contain him and his power within the categories and compartments that we have created.  We are very 

suspicious of things that we cannot manage ourselves, scared of allowing God really to let rip in our lives.  

Surely we ought to expect more of God, to have more faith in his power, in his ability to transform lives 

and situations.  What we have experienced here in this church has been really wonderful over these past 

years – but it’s only scratching the surface of what God can really do.  I would like to think that as we 

prepare for the various projects and initiatives of 2019, as we pray for God to work in this city, we believe 

that God will work beyond the limits we set for him, beyond the modest expectations that we have for 

him, beyond anything we have seen or heard or read about. 

 

Why?  Because we want to do what Paul says here in these words – to ensure that the glory goes to God.  

That’s how this doxology finishes.  It would be wonderful if we in this church, if the people who come in 

here during the week, if the people who live in this community and this city could see such an outpouring 

of God’s power that there was no alternative but to praise him.  I suppose what I’m saying really, in the 

good, old-fashioned way that we used to speak, is that we want to see a revival in this place.  God can do 

it.  We might struggle to see how it could happen, but fortunately it’s not up to us.  As the hymnwriter 

puts it: “God holds the key of all unknown, and I am glad; if other hands should hold the key, or if he 

trusted it to me, I might be sad.”  Let us acknowledge the power that we have within us – the 

strengthening power, the enabling power, the abundant power that is the gift of a God of surprising and 

lavish generosity – and believe that he can do great things. 

 

  



“IN IT TOGETHER – 7” 
The Power of Love 
Ephesians 3:14-21 

 
Paul is here once again praying for the Ephesian Christians in the light of what he has already written.  
He is praying for God’s “whole family” and is praying for the big things.  This isn’t praying about the 
incidentals of life, about the trivialities. 
 

1. POWER THROUGH HIS SPIRIT  (v16) 
This power is a strengthening power.  We have God’s Spirit deep within us to strengthen us in our 
belief that Jesus himself “dwells within us”.  The words “dwells” is important.  It’s a word that implies 
that Jesus is a long-term resident, not just a lodger.  It means that Jesus goes on dwelling in us, he is 
continually living there.  So the Holy Spirit strengthens us, empowers us to believe that.  It is the voice 
of the Spirit whispering in our ears – sometimes even shouting at us! – that helps us to be sure that we 
are really God’s children, that we are truly disciples of Jesus.  We need that power because it is often 
difficult for us to accept that Jesus really is at work within us.  Things happen, circumstances change, 
our situation becomes difficult and we may find ourselves doubting that God is there at all. 
 

2. POWER TOGETHER WITH THE SAINTS  (v18) 
This power is an enabling power.  It is a power that is, again, given to “all the saints”, all the followers 
of Jesus Christ, and it is given us to enable us to grasp fully the extent of Christ’s love for us.  Paul talks 
here of that love being wide, long, deep and high.  Now all that can be quite difficult to take in, but that 
doesn’t mean that we cannot grasp it, reach out for it and accept it, revel in it and rest in it. 
 
That same power also enables Christ’s disciples to “be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.”  
God’s power at work within us can enable us to become more like Jesus Christ himself, the one who was 
truly filled with the fullness of God.  We are to be restored to the state where we too bear the image of 
God as he originally intended us to.  
 

3. POWER AT WORK WITHIN US  (v20) 
The final mention of power in these verses is an abundant power.  In the little doxology with which 
Paul rounds off this section, we learn of his power “at work within us”.  This is an active power, a power 
bubbling away deep within us that powers and empowers our Christian lives.  It is the power of the 
resurrection.  And it is, as so often in Paul’s writings, described in terms of abundance and generosity – 
“immeasurably more” than we might expect.  God does not hold back on the gifts he gives us, he is not 
parsimonious with his blessings. 
 
So this power is at work within us, God’s Holy Spirit is active in our lives in ways that we cannot begin to 
imagine.  He can do more than we can “ask or imagine”.  (Look at Habakkuk 1:5; Malachi 3:10; John 
14:12).  This is a God who will stretch the limits of our imagination beyond anything we have ever 
dreamed of.  We don’t realise how much we limit God.  Let us believe that God will work beyond the 
limits we set for him, beyond the modest expectations that we have for him, beyond anything we have 
seen or heard or read about. 
 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
 
1) How can we broaden the scope of our prayers to include the big things? 
 
2) What things can cause us to doubt that God is at work in our lives?  How can we counter that? 
 
3) What does Paul mean by being “filled to the measure of all the fullness of God”  ?  How might it be 

seen in our lives? 
 
4) In what ways do we limit God?  Why do you think that is? 
 
5) Spend a bit of time praying as Paul does in vv16-19.  


