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Well, if you somehow missed the crane or the giant hole or the green fences outside, we're in the midst 
of this campus renovation project. This summer is actually the time where there's more construction 
going on our campus than any other time during the transform project. We thought to ourselves, "What 
better time than during the transformation of our church building to take some time to think about the 
transformation of our church itself?" That is the people whom God has gathered, the spiritual family 
that he has assembled here at 3821 University Boulevard. How can we be transformed as a people? 
Because you know, actually that's the building project that God cares about the most. Ephesians Chapter 
2 says that God no longer dwells in a temple as he did in the Old Testament, but that rather what God is 
doing now is taking each of us. People who've trusted in Jesus, "We're like stones," he says, "who are 
being built up together into a temple in which God would dwell." 

In the way that we would love each other and serve each other and submit to each other and go on 
mission together for the good of our city and our world, God is saying, "I want my glory to be revealed in 
my church. I want people to be able to look at my church and to be able to conclude that must be what 
their God is like. That's who he is. That's his character. That's how he loves." It's a lofty vision for who 
God longs for us as the church to be. Really, that's what the book of Ephesians is all about. Throughout 
this summer, we're drilling down in Ephesians. We're asking how we can increasingly be transformed 
into that kind of people, that kind of church, through whom God would reveal his glory to the world. 

Of course, if that is even going to begin to happen, it's going to have to start with prayer. I'm more 
convinced of that than ever coming off of this past week. I got the privilege to go to San Francisco to 
serve with about 50 of our high school students. We were serving in a little part of the city called the 
“Tenderloin District.” It's one square mile that's home to 8,000 homeless people along with many other 
people who live there below the poverty line even if they do have housing. It's the poorest part of an 
incredibly expensive city. I'll tell you, the most transformative part of that time that we had together 
was in the evenings through something known as “street ministry.” What we would do is we would get 
these boxes of sandwiches and chips, and we would go out and we would give them out to people who 
were on the streets.  They were glad to receive them because they were hungry. 

The food was really just a means to the conversation. We were hoping to be able to talk with them, to 
hear something of their story and then ultimately to ask if we could pray for them. I got to see the 
transformation in the lives of our students. Many had never prayed out loud, much less had they ever 
prayed for a complete stranger, a homeless person on the streets of San Francisco. I got to see the 
transformation in them. Suddenly they began to get this confidence in the reality of who God is and as 
they experienced the power of him ministering through them. I got to see transformation in the lives of 
the people that we were praying for. Many of these men and women, when they would pass you on the 
street, they would not look you in the eye. They would be looking down and there was a lot of a shame, 
deep feelings of inferiority. 



They felt as if they were somehow less than. Yet, as we talked with them, as we served them, as we 
cared for them, but most of all, as we prayed for them, as we went before their Creator, this God who 
loves them, who deeply values them, there was a visible change in their countenance. There was a 
dignity that was restored. There was even sometimes a joy on their faces, a change that came over them 
in a way that can only happen through prayer. 

That's what I want to talk about this morning. How do we pray? How do we pray for ourselves? How do 
we pray for other people in the kind of way that leads to real transformation and change? I think that 
toward that end, the Apostle Paul in Ephesians 3, he offers us a model. He gives us something of a 
template, a guide. If you would say, "How do I pray?" He would say, "Pray, then, like this." Here's how 
we can pray for ourselves. Here's how we can pray for other people in a way that will lead to that real 
transformation and change in ourselves and in our church. If you have a Bible, turn with me to Ephesians 
3, 14 through 21. It's up on the walls as well. If you want to use that pew Bible in front of you, I'm going 
to read from the NIV translation beginning in verse 14. Here's what Paul prays. 

"For this reason, I kneel before the Father from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its 
name. I pray that out of His glorious riches, He may strengthen you with power through His spirit in your 
inner being so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and 
established in love, may have power together with all the Lord's holy people to grasp how wide and long 
and high and deep is the love of Christ. And to know this love that surpasses knowledge that you may be 
filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. Now to Him who is able to do immeasurably more than all 
we ask or imagine according His power that is at work within us, to Him be glory in the Church and in 
Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen." 

We look at Paul's prayer for the church in Ephesus as something of a guide for how we can pray for 
ourselves and for other people. I want to invite us to consider making three shifts in our approach to 
prayer. A shift forward, a shift upward and a shift inward. I think these will make sense as we move 
through them. First, a shift forward, because for some of us, honestly, maybe the question is not so 
much how do we pray? It's more just a question of do we pray? Maybe we need that shift forward 
simply to begin to be people who pray. To tell you the truth, everything that I'm going to share with you 
this morning, all of what we're going to say about how to approach God in prayer, it will have zero 
application. It'll make no difference in your life whatsoever unless you're willing to actually try to begin 
to be a person who prays. 

Like I said, for many of our students in San Francisco, it was the first time that many of them had ever 
prayed for somebody else out loud. It was uncomfortable. Some of them said that they didn't know 
what to do. They didn't know what to say. Maybe some of you have felt that way in prayer before. You 
say, "Yeah, it seems like a good thing to try to pray, but I don't really know what to do. I don't really 
know what I'm supposed to pray for someone." A while back, somebody sent me this cartoon. It's kind 
of church humor, but I get a kick out of it. Here's this guy who says, "Oh shoot. There's Bob. I said that I 
would be praying for Bob." He says, "Dear God, please help Bob. Amen." "Bob, I've been praying for 
you." Maybe some of you, you felt like that before. You think, "Okay, I know I want to pray for people, 
but I don't really know what I'm supposed to pray. I don't really know how to go about that." 

My challenge for you this morning would simply be to be willing to try it, to make that shift forward. 
Simply a shift into gear to start praying because I'll tell you, the only way that you will experience the 
presence of God, any of his transforming power in your life through prayer, is if you're willing to try it. 
For some of us, it's simply a shift forward to start praying. Then secondly, if you are a person who prays 



or if you want to begin praying, how do we actually do that? That's where we get so much instruction 
from Paul's prayer here in Ephesians 3. 

Secondly, what Paul shows us is that, as we pray, he invites us to make a shift upward. Some of you as 
you have prayed before, you have a list of prayer concerns that you pray through. Maybe somebody 
asks you to pray for them. Perhaps you're praying for a big interview or a meeting that's coming up. 
Maybe you're praying for your kids to get a good grade on a test, or you're praying you would get that 
good grade on a test. Maybe you've found before that praying and going through these requests in 
prayer, it feels kind of boring. It's a little dull. It's dry. 

You feel like, "Okay. I'm praying all of these things but I don't really feel a lot of power or passion in that 
prayer. I want to suggest to you that maybe part of the reason why is because what matters in prayer is 
not as much what we pray, but what matters is who we are praying to. You see the rocket fuel, the 
rocket engine that actually gets us excited about bringing our requests before God. It is really grasping, 
it’s declaring, it’s reminding of who we are praying to. There's a shift upward. You notice that in Paul's 
prayer, don't you? He doesn't just start with his requests. 

He doesn't just dive into the things that he's asking God to do. Instead, where does he start? He says, 
"For this reason I kneel before the Father." He starts with God as Father. You have to remember the fact 
that before Jesus, nobody ever prayed to God as Father, as Abba, as Daddy. That kind of intimacy in 
prayer is a unique privilege of people who have been adopted into the family of God through Jesus 
Christ. Jesus is God's eternal son. But for those who've put their trust in in him, now we too can pray to 
God as our Father. 

I know we just celebrated Father's Day last weekend. This might've been a fitting passage for then. Some 
of you, you have amazing fathers and you were able to give thanks to God for them. Others of you that 
maybe you had an absent father, maybe even had an abusive father. Whatever kind of a father you had 
or have, what Paul is doing here is he is inviting us to begin our prayer by acknowledging that we have a 
Father who surpasses any earthly father. Because this is a Father who always wants to listen, who is 
always available, who always thinks that we have something interesting to say. 

This is a Father who is always caring, who is always wise, who is always generous, who, yes, is firm in his 
discipline, but is always quick to forgive. He is a Father who never breaks his promises and who is always 
there with us. He says, "Begin your prayer by remembering that God is your Father," but then he's not 
just our Father. He says, "He's the Father from whom every family on heaven and on earth derives its 
name." Well, when did God assign names to everything in creation? Well, when he made it. Remember 
back in Genesis 1, he named it because he made it because it belongs to him. 

What Paul is doing here is he's inviting us to remember that this God who is our Father, is also the God 
who runs everything and holds the entire universe in his hands. Well, where did Paul learn to pray like 
this? He learned it from Jesus. Remember Jesus is teaching his disciples how to pray? He says, "Hey, pray 
like this." Don't just launch into your requests. Don't just start asking God for things. He said, start like 
this, "Our Father who is in heaven, hallowed be Thy name." Jesus says start with that. In other words, 
remember to tell God about the fact that he's our Father. God, I know you're my Father. I know that I 
can trust you. I know you care about me. I know that you're listening to me. I know that you want what 
is very best for my life. Oh, by the way, you are my Father in heaven, so that means you hold the entire 
universe in your hands. 



You have all the resources of the universe at your disposal. You can do far beyond whatever I ask or 
imagine. Jesus says, "Start your prayer in that way." Let your imagination be expanded. Let your heart be 
fired by praising God for who he is at the beginning of your prayer. One of the people that we talked to 
on the street in San Francisco is a guy named Joey. He was a believer. We wanted to be able to pray for 
him, but before we could ask him, he asked if he could pray for us. He started to pray and it was this 
amazing prayer. He was saying, "God, you are the Alpha and the Omega. You are Awesome Almighty. 
You control the entire universe." Then he asked the question in the prayer. 

He goes, "Who's in charge?" It was silence. It was like when Ashley was asking us at the beginning of the 
service to respond. It was just silence. We didn't know what to say. We've never heard a question in 
prayer before. He says, "Who's in charge?" Finally, tentatively, we were like, "Jesus." He was like, "Say it 
like you mean it." He goes, "Who's in charge? We go, "Jesus." I'll tell you, in that moment I was like, "Put 
me in the game coach. I want to go. I'm ready to charge that hill. I'm passionate. I'm fired up to bring my 
requests before God," because what Paul is teaching us to do is. Before you start asking for things, start 
with God and praise him. Worship him for who he is as our Father in heaven, not because God forgets 
who he is, but because we forget who he is. 

Paul makes this invitation to us to make this shift upwards. Start with God, our Father in heaven, when 
you begin your prayer. Shift forward, a shift upward. Lastly, and here's where I want to camp out for a 
little while, Paul invites us to make a shift inward in the way in which we pray for ourselves, and the way 
in which we pray for other people. You might've noticed when we read Paul's prayer before that he 
doesn't actually mention any of the external circumstances that would have been going on in the lives of 
the people in the church in Ephesus. Remember, these were people that lived in really hard 
circumstances. Circumstances we don't face today. The ancient world was a very dangerous place. 

You've got famines. You've got plagues, marauding armies, and then you've got the Roman government 
who's bearing down on them, persecuting them for their faith in Jesus. They don't have modern 
electricity or sewage or healthcare. This was a difficult world in which to live. They had the problems 
that you and I, we face today, things like job loss or health issues or losing a family member or maybe 
struggles in your marriage or issues with your kids or struggling to pay bills. They had all the same issues 
and problems and yet when Paul is praying for them, he doesn't mention any of that. He doesn't 
mention any of their external circumstances. Now does that mean you're not supposed to pray for those 
things? Of course not. We were absolutely supposed to bring all of our needs, all of our requests before 
God. 

Jesus teaches us to do that in the Lord's Prayer. Paul talks about that in other places in the New 
Testament, but here's the thing. When Paul is praying for the people that he loves, when he wants to 
see the greatest amount of spiritual transformation take place in their lives, he doesn't pray for their 
external circumstances. Rather he prays for them to have something, that if they have it, no matter 
what external circumstances they're facing, no matter how bad or how good those circumstances are, 
he knows if they have what it is that he's praying for them, they're going to grow through those 
circumstances. They're going to become greater in those circumstances. In fact, they're going to have a 
hope, a security, joy and a confidence no matter what circumstances they face. What is it that Paul prays 
for the Ephesians believers? This shift inward, and there's actually two parts to this. That's a sneaky way 
for me to put a fourth point into a three-point sermon. 

Two things that he prays for this inward shift, and here's the first one. He says, "I pray that you would be 
strengthened in your inner being through the spirit so that Christ may dwell in your heart." Now, some 



of you may say, "Well, I thought that when you became a Christian, Jesus already dwells in your heart, 
that he takes up residence in your life the moment that you put your trust in Jesus." That's true, but 
what Paul is praying for here is he's praying, he's saying, "God, would you do that work of renovation? 
Would you transform my heart so that it would be a suitable home for Jesus to dwell? If you like HGTV, 
if you like Fixer Upper or if you're a big Chip and Joanna Gaines fan, this is your kind of prayer. This is a 
prayer for home renovation in our hearts. 

I remember when my wife Brandi moved into the home in which I live. It's a church home across the 
street, which is a great blessing. I moved in there a little bit before she did. We got married, she moved 
in and a number of people who came when I lived there before and who have come since Brandi moved 
in, they have commented on the fact that there's been something of a transformation. They say that the 
home is much more of a home. 

They like it a lot better, which I think is a bit of a backhanded compliment. They noticed the fact that, 
before there was the old couch that I had inherited from roommates that was a little bit stained, but it 
did the job and that couch is gone. Right now there's a new couch. They noticed the fact that there were 
a couple of posters on the wall, but mostly just there was nothing on the walls and now there are things 
hanging. There's pictures. Where, before, it was a little bit sparse. There's cushions and blankets and 
things that just make it a lot more of a place where somebody would want to live. 

By the way, if any of you are new to the church and you're visiting today, you want to get connected and 
you want to see that transformation, come on over for lunch after the service today. I'm serious. You 
can find that in your bulletin. We're having lunch over at our house today. That's this Sunday only 
though. Limited time offer, but we would love to get to know you and meet you. I'm just across the 
street. 

If our home and its decoration significantly was transformed because of the significance of the person 
who moved into the house, how much more then, do our hearts need to be renovated? Do they need to 
be changed in light of this one Jesus who has come to dwell in our lives? We just don't need 
redecoration . We need walls to be knocked down, popcorn ceilings to be scrapped. We need serious 
fixer upper renovations. 

Paul's inviting us to pray in that way for ourselves and other people. "Lord Jesus, in those places where 
you see that there's old dirty wallpaper of resentment, of bitterness in my life, would you tear that 
down? Instead, would you give me new, freshly painted walls of forgiveness? Jesus, where maybe there 
are filthy carpets of immorality, of things that I've looked at or watched or things that I've done in my 
life, would you rip those up and would you replace them with rugs of kindness and purity? Jesus, where 
there are rooms where I've just been greedy, I've been hoarding so many things, would you open up 
space for generosity in my life? Jesus, maybe in some of those rooms where it's like the blinds are pulled 
shut, it's a room filled with the darkness of fear, would you begin to draw back those blinds to give me 
the hope of the light of your Resurrection?" 

Do you pray for yourself in that way? Do you pray for other people in that way? Do you long for that 
heart-level renovation? That's the first part of this shift inward. Then secondly, the other part of it, what 
would motivate us to really want to engage in that significant change in our lives? As he prays, he says, 
"I pray that you would know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge," Hopefully we know there's a 
difference between knowing and not knowing. There's a difference between being able to intellectually 
affirm and say, "Yes, Jesus loves me." 



Now God could write in a book 10,000 times, "I love you. I love you. I love you." He's done that. It's 
called the Bible. Yet, you may not really feel it. You may not really grasp it. There's a difference and 
Jonathan Edwards puts it this way. He says, "Between knowing that honey is sweet, I can affirm, then 
actually tasting the sweetness of honey." Experiencing and knowing in that deeper way. What Paul is 
praying is he's saying, "God, I pray that you would give these people a sense in their heart of the love of 
Jesus for them. Friends, that's actually what we need more than anything else at any given time. No 
matter what circumstances we're facing, we need that real knowledge, that experience of the love of 
Jesus for us. In order to make that more concrete, to really bring that love home, what Paul does is he 
gives us the dimensions of Jesus's love. 

As I've looked at these dimensions, which actually I think are really references back to things he's 
already said in the Book of Ephesians. These dimensions are really meant to be something of a guide to 
help us to work the love of Jesus into our hearts as we pray and really to pray for the love of Jesus to 
come home in the hearts of other people, too. I just want to conclude by showing you how can we pray 
through the dimensions of the love of Jesus so that we would truly know it. Here's a way to do that. He 
says, "I pray, Jesus, that we would know the width of your love, that we would see just how wide, how 
accepting, how embracing your love is of all kinds of people." 

Ephesians Chapter 2, Paul says that, in Jesus, he has broken down the walls of hostility that divides us 
from one another. He in himself is uniting a new humanity, a new people united through his blood and 
by the width of his love. One of the ways I saw that this last week, I was riding around in a truck with a 
guy named Albert. We were visiting Trader Joe's grocery stores because they were donating food to the 
homeless. Just another reason to like Trader Joe's. We were going around and during that time he 
shared with me that he was born in Oakland to a single mom who is disabled. She wasn't able to provide 
for him. In fact, she wasn't even able to buy him new clothes. Albert wore the same clothes to school 
every single day. He said the other kids, they made fun of him so mercilessly that eventually he couldn't 
take it anymore. He dropped out of school. 

He got sucked into a gang, into a life of crime. He made some really bad decisions. He committed a 
felony and he went to prison. Albert was in prison for five years and he shared with me the fact that, 
because of his record, he's not able to get a lot of different kinds of jobs as a felon. Yet, coming out of 
prison, Albert was introduced to Jesus. He came to put his trust in Jesus as his Savior. Now Albert 
understands the fact that even though he's got this felony still on his record, that in the eyes of God, he 
has no record at all. It's been wiped completely clean. All of his debt has been paid. Albert's story is very 
different than my own story, but it was such a reminder of the width of Jesus's love, that he embraces 
all kinds of people. 

It doesn't matter your past. It doesn't matter how poor you are or how privileged you are. It doesn't 
matter how far or how close to God you may feel. It doesn't matter your race, your ethnicity, your 
gender, your politics. Lord Jesus, I pray that we would see the width of your love for us and that that 
width would be reflected in the life of our church. I pray that we would be a church who welcomes 
people who are different from us, Jesus. I pray that you would tear down those walls of our prejudice, of 
our pretense, of our pride, of our racism and that you would help us to be people who reflect the width 
of your love. Jesus, help us to know the length of your love. Some of us have been Christians for a long 
time. We've been walking with Jesus for a number of years, and maybe you find you're still tripping. 

You're still stumbling over the same sins again and again, and you begin to wonder, "Jesus, are you 
ready to move out? I know you dwell in my heart, but are you going to leave? Are you going to be done 



with me?" Maybe you've had somebody who promised to be with you, who left you, who abandoned 
you, and you know what that feels like. I pray, Jesus, that we would know then the length of your love. 
Paul says in Ephesians 1:4 that if you're a Christian, if you've put your trust in Jesus, what that means is 
that God chose you in Christ before the foundation of the world. He knew all of our failures. He knew all 
of our sin. He saw all of it in advance and yet he said yes to you. He said, "You are mine. I love you." 

It's a love that began in eternity past. It's a love that will continue into eternity future. You can't out-sin 
it. You can't outrun it. Jesus, would you help us to know the length of your love? It's an enduring love. 
Jesus, would you help us to know the height of your love? This is a prayer I've been praying for myself 
and for our church because frankly we're a church with a lot of gifts. We're a church that has a lot of 
resources that maybe many of the things people would look and the things that people would say are 
the best things that the world has to offer. They would look at our lives and they would say, "Yeah, 
you've got a lot of those things, education, family income, houses.” They may say, "Gosh, those are the 
great things." 

We may be tempted ourselves to begin to think, "Do I really want to risk losing any of these good things 
of the world in order to be obedient to Jesus for the sake of Jesus in his Gospel? Do I really want to risk 
being generous with my money if it means I might not have as much to spend on myself? Do I really 
want to risk talking with my friends or my coworkers about Jesus because maybe they'll lower their 
opinion of me in some way? Do I really want to risk giving up certain desires and not acting upon them 
for the sake of my obedience to Jesus? Will my life somehow be less fulfilling if I do?" 

Or maybe, just in the city of Dallas, where people seem like they're so successful we just get sucked into 
that cycle of competitive comparison where we feel like we're never quite enough. I pray, Lord Jesus, 
then, that we would know the heights of your love, Jesus, that you are no man's debtor. Jesus, would 
you help us to see as Ephesians 1 says, that you have raised us up with Christ in the heavenly places? 

You've given us a glorious inheritance in him. You've given us treasure that will never perish, spoil or 
fade. Would you help us to look past this short life and the status and significance we could have here to 
see the status and significance that you have given us in you for all eternity future? Help us to know the 
heights of your love. Then, finally, the depths for those of us maybe who are in the depths today. I don't 
know if you walked in here today and maybe you are facing chronic pain. Maybe some of you have been 
diagnosed with a new illness. Maybe you're battling cancer. Maybe you have a loved one who recently 
died. Maybe you feel like you're in the depths and you wonder, "Does this God, this distant God, does he 
really care about me?" Maybe he seems kind of high and lofty and up there. I pray we would know the 
depths of his love, that he is a God who came down. 

He's the God who went to the depths. He took on our flesh. He was mocked. He was beaten. He was 
hung on a cross to die. On the cross he went to the absolute depths as he endured all of the judgment 
for your sin and mine. Would we know the depths of Jesus's love. Friends, do you ever pray in that way 
for yourself? Do you ever pray in that way for other people, that they would know the dimensions of the 
love of Jesus for them? Maybe some of you say, "It seems kind of like Paul is ... he's swimming in the 
deep end. That's not where I'm ready to pray yet." 

The answer is yes, he is. Paul's been praying like this for a long time. But my encouragement for you 
today would just be to remember the fact that yes, the ocean is huge, the ocean is vast. There's so much 
of it that we don't know. There's so much that hasn't even been explored, but don't you want to get in 
the water? Don't you want to start swimming a little bit to experience something of God's presence and 



power to transform your life? The only way that's going to happen is through prayer. Paul invites us. 
Make that shift forward. Start praying. Make a shift upward. When you pray, start with God, worship 
him, and then make that shift inward as we pray that our hearts would be transformed. As we pray, 
most of all that we would know the love of Jesus that surpasses all knowledge. Would you join me as we 
pray together for that now? 

Our heavenly Father, we thank you, God, that you are our Father. You do love us. You care for us. You 
know what is best for us and so we can trust you. We thank you, God, that you can do more than we ask 
or imagine. We know that you alone are able to accomplish this kind of change in our hearts. We ask 
that you would do it, Lord, that we wouldn't be afraid of change, but that instead we would long for you 
to come in to renovate our hearts, to make us more like Jesus, to help us to be more surrendered to 
you. Would you encourage us to do that as we see the love that you have for us in Christ? Would you 
impress that on our hearts? Would we not just know it, but would we know the width, the length, and 
the height and the depth of the love that you have for us in him? For we ask it in Jesus's name. Amen. 
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