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Growing Up in Jesus series ~ A Study of Ephesians 
Wk 9: Please, No Extended Adolescence - Ephesians 3:14-21  

(Drawing from Eugene Peterson’s Practice Resurrection) 
Rev. Scott McGinnis - First Presb. Church of Newton, KS - May 23, 2021 

The Christian life has a goal, famously put my Paul in his 
earlier letter, "I press on toward the goal for the prize of the 
heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus.  Let those of us then who are 
mature be of the same mind” Philippians 3:14-15.  The 
mature life in Jesus does not dillydally.  It doesn't chase 
after fads.   

There is a lot of goal setting in life and often we set those 
goals at church too.  Yet any goal that causes us to ignore 
or avoid our family: spouse and children; our elders: 
grandmas and grandpas, uncles, aunts, cousins and 
widows; and our neighbors, yes neighbors; any goal that 
causes us to perceive these folk as impediments to the 
goal, well, it simply can’t be the right goal.  We can’t get 
along as Jesus’ church, if we don’t understand the way the 
goal function in a mature life. 

The Christian life is not a straight sprint on a track made 
by the a church’s latest vision statement.  More real to the 
Christian life is that the Christian life meanders much of 
the time.  Consider the regularity of unspiritual 
interruptions, unanticipated people, uncongenial events.  
We cannot push these aside in our determination to reach 
the goal.  Too much gets left out, if we do. Too many 
people get brushed aside.  The goal is growing up to 
maturity in Jesus our Head, which means you and you and 
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me and you and you and we.  We are the Body slow 
pokes and all. 

Maturity cannot be hurried, programmed, or tinkered with.  
There are no steroids for growing up in Jesus more 
quickly.  Impatience simply leaves us in immaturity.  
Please, no extended adolescence.   We need maturity to 
be our goal, not something else.  In maturity, we then will 
find we have arrived at a much more pleasing life, than 
any temporary goal we had in a passing season.  No fads, 
no three simple steps to a more spiritual life, just life with 
the people we live and love and learn from.  But we need 
God’s help growing from adolescence to maturity, so we 
must turn to prayer.  Paul prays for his readers. 

Paul's letter to the Ephesian church is written in the 
language of prayer.  Paul opened with a an extensive 
prayer, "Blessed be the God and father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ…" Ephesians 1:3.  In verse 17 he prays again, "I pray 
that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ…give you a spirit of wisdom 
and revelation…”  Now at the center of the of the letter, 
Ephesians 3, Paul is once more praying.  Then in a couple 
of pages we will find him concluding his letter by urging us 
to pray for him in our prayers.  "Pray in the Spirit at all 
times…. Pray also for me…. Pray that I may declare the mystery of 
the gospel boldly…”  Ephesians 6:18-20. 

Paul prays all the time.  Even when the prayers are not 
explicit, the language is prayerful.  Paul lives his prayers.  
He's praying even when he doesn't know he is praying.  
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He begins by laying a foundation in a prayer of blessing 
and then goes on to pray for those to whom he is writing.   

Now here, at the center of the letter in chapter 3, we come 
upon this strategically placed prayer that keeps the letter 
centered in prayer.  At the end of the letter, Paul’s 
admonition to pray will keep the church praying – not 
discussing church, not talking about prayer, but praying.  
Church begins in prayer, stays centered by prayer, and 
ends with praying.  For the Christian all of life is praying, 
even when we don't know we are praying. 

This prayer in chapter 3, at the center of the prayer, it is 
controlled by its final phrase, "glory in the church and in Christ 
Jesus" Ephesians 3:21.  This is a succinct summary 
compressing the entire letter.  Ready for this.  The whole 
letter is here in eight words.  If I’d told you this a couple 
months ago, you might have been able to skip church 
these past week.  You could have skipped the whole 
series, right?   

Here it is, ”glory in the church and in Christ Jesus.”  Glory.  
Glory expressed in Jesus and His Church.  Glory 
expressed in Jesus and us.  Jesus and us.  Glory.  I told 
you you are glorious.  Jesus in church, church in Jesus.  
When we are dealing with church we are dealing with 
Jesus.  When we are dealing with Jesus we are dealing 
with church.  We cannot have one without the other – no 
Christ without church, no church without Christ. 
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You know, I get surprised when some churches move on 
to other things.  Maybe I’m not surprised.  There are many 
who do not believe that Jesus is divine, the revelation of 
God, but not because they haven’t heard the Gospel 
account.  They’ve heard the Gospel accounts and they just 
don't think belief is an adult option.  Belief that Jesus is 
God is superstition to them.  To them taking the 
supernatural seriously is for children: it’s naïve, there's 
nothing to it.   

To some talking about God is simply a way of talking about 
ourselves, the "God within” they call it.  It’s saying, If 
there's any divinity around to be believed in, it is me.  Now 
here’s the scandal for them: to seriously believe that Jesus 
is God means that I am not God, and many adults will take 
offense if tell them that they can’t define the world on their 
own terms.  

As it stands today for many, prayer to God is not common, 
though I believe they did start out praying.  “Oh God,” is 
one of the most common statements of humanity, either as 
a prayer or as an unconscious utterance.  If prayer is 
really this universal, why then is prayer in public 
something we feel embarrassed about?  I think it’s 
because prayer is personal.   

Frankly, it’s personal or it is nothing.  It’s personal or it’s 
confusing.  God is personal, so our language talking to 
God must be personal.  If we use impersonal language in 
this most personal of all relationships, the language 
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doesn’t work.  Public prayer is then more of a public 
language than a personal language. 

Throughout our days we talk at the bank, at the store, at 
the customer service window in ways that are largely 
informational, transactional, and mostly impersonal.  When 
we listen to Scripture and listen for God’s personal voice, 
we most often begin in ways that are similarly 
transactional.  “Oh God, I need help.”  That’s good, that’s 
fine, there’s nothing wrong with that prayer.  But don’t 
expect God to respond with an impersonal, “Good, Done, 
or BINGO!”  God is more personal than transactional.  
God is not a bank teller.  No offense to any bank tellers 
here, I was one for six months during college.  I’d say 
bank tellers are much more transactional and skeptical, 
than personal.  The practice of prayer, however, and I’ll try 
to bring your attention back to prayer.   

The practice of prayer, if it is going to amount to anything 
more than transactional wish lists or uttering complaints, it 
requires us to recover a personal, relational language both 
when we speak to God and when we listen.  God is 
personal.  Prayer is personal.   

While not in public, we are never less alone than when we 
pray.  We pray for others who don’t know we are praying 
for them.  Others are praying for us although we don’t 
know it.  This is important.  For Paul, prayer is language at 
its most personal, it is interpersonal - and prayer is Church 
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language.  We the Body of Christ must recover prayer as 
personal, if we are going to mature in Jesus. 

But here is the rub.  In Ephesians, Paul’s prayer for his 
congregation is exuberant.  There is nothing cautious or 
restrained about his prayer.  As he prays for his readers, 
we hear of Jesus and “the riches of his glory…power through 
his Spirit…rooted and grounded in love…power to comprehend…
breadth and length and height and depth…the love of Christ that 
surpasses knowledge…filled with all the fullness…abundantly far 
more than all we can ask or imagine….”  But our prayers, could 
they be this extravagant?  Nothing would be wrong with 
that. 

Paul’s prayer is nothing less than astonishing.  For prayer 
usually starts when we’re praying for someone in need, 
someone who needs help:  “Lord, help my daughter.”  We 
pray for families who are grieving a death, we pray for 
healing and health of the sick, we pray for wisdom for our 
politicians, we pray for clarity for the confused, especially 
when we feel that’s our politicians.  We pray for the hungry 
of our world, we pray for the homeless, we pray for the 
end of racial discrimination, we pray for the unemployed.  
We look around any Sunday, any Monday, any Saturday, 
and pray for those in need, “Oh Lord, help them.”  There is 
not a pew in this sanctuary that does not have space for 
someone in need of prayer.  We are all in need of prayer. 

But Paul’s prayers add another dimension to prayer: it is 
the huge plenty, the plentitude, the huge reservoir of 
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plentitude out of which the prayers flow.  For Paul’s 
prayers flow out of the plentitude of God.  For those who 
have stopped praying impersonal prayers of transactional 
nature, I get it.  We can want to give up.  But consider it is 
the plentitude of God, not the needs of humanity, that 
undergirds our prayers.   

Paul is certainly not unaware of the neediness of the 
congregation to whom he is writing - he is, after all, a 
pastor.  But his prayers do not arise out of pity or 
desperation over the human condition.  They have their 
origin somewhere else.  Paul’s prayers are shaped and 
energized by God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

Here’s a short review of Ephesians so far.  They undergird 
Paul’s reason for praying.  The eight verbs of God’s doing 
in Paul’s Ephesian 1 prayer, Blessed…chosen…destined…
bestowed…lavished…made known…gathered up… (Ephesians 
1:3-14).  The “saint” identity we have in Jesus, Paul gives 
thanks for as he remembers the Ephesians in prayer 
(Ephesians 1:15-25).  The "immeasurable riches" of 
salvation that replace anxious effort following God with the 
rest of amazing grace (Ephesians 2:1-10).  The peace of 
Jesus, that wall He broke down in order to give access to 
everyone everywhere to "our peace,” our peace in Jesus 
(Ephesians 2:11-22).  And the reconciling of all things in 
Jesus - that "manifold wisdom" of God, which gives us eyes 
to see and ears to hear what is really going on in the 
world. 
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In his prayers Paul we will grow to maturity and says it’s a 
work God is doing.  He prayers that, “[God] may grant…
power through his Spirit” (3:16), “that Christ may dwell in your 
hearts” (3:17), “that you may have the power to comprehend” 
(3:18), and “that you may be filled with all the fullness” (3:19).  
These are four prayers, praying us into the presence of 
God AND praying us into participation in God.  God who is 
previous to who we are and what we are doing, the God 
who is previous to what has gone wrong in our lives.  Our 
problems don't define us; God defines us.  Our problems 
are neither the first nor the last word of who we are; the 
fullness of God is. 

In prayer, there is so much more than just me, in prayer, 
Jesus is with me, a partner in my praying, speaking the 
word of God. Prayer transcends "me, myself, and I" by 
bringing me into an attentive participating relationship with 
Jesus.  Prayer is not "getting in touch with my true self," as 
is thought by some.  It is the practice of shifting 
preoccupation away from myself toward God.  It is not a 
me, myself, and my problems life that emerges in prayer, 
as Jesus reveals the Father, it is a God-centered life that 
emerges in prayer: “filled with all fullness.”  It is certainly 
true that in weakness and thirst and desperation we reach 
out to God, "oh God help,” but the larger and more 
encompassing reality is that God is already reaching out to 
us.  Prayer has its origin in the movement of God toward 
us.  God is the first mover.  Reconciling all things to 
Himself.  “Setting everything right” (Psalm 96).   
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This fits with all of Ephesians.  Everything begins and is 
completed in God.  Growing up in Jesus is finally God’s 
work He promises to complete in us.  That’s good news 
and that’s what’s going on your the world.  Even when we 
lose sight of that goal, God hasn’t.  Please, No Extended 
Adolescence, becomes, thankfully, No Extended 
Adolescence!


