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Sermon for Trinity 16        
Ephesians 3:13-20   Psalm 146:7-10   Luke 7:11-17

 It was silent in the cool stone jail cell. The only sound that could be heard was the scratching of a reed pen on the parchment.
 Once in a while the scratching sound stopped, as the writer looked out the tiny barred window to a little patch of blue sky, the only thing he could see outside his prison cell. 
 Once again the apostle Paul was in a Roman prison, and once again he was writing a long letter to one of the churches he had planted by preaching the gospel.
 The letter would be heard by more than one church, but the main one was in Ephesus. Later, after many years, the whole church would have this letter in their Bibles. For now, it was a pen scratching as Paul’s words got written.
 In his mind’s eye, Paul saw more, much more, than just the collection of people in Ephesus. He saw the church as the key to God’s master plan of salvation for the world. He saw the church as it would be in heaven, and as it should be on earth. He saw the victorious Christ on his throne in heaven, having completed the work of salvation by dying on the cross and rising from the dead. Paul saw people everywhere reconciled to God through his Son Jesus Christ.
 Paul saw all that and more, even though all he could see of the outside world was through a tiny barred cell window.
 Paul was full of joy -Yes, joy in a jail cell! …as he wrote to the mixed bag of people in the church at Ephesus.
 The church had poor people and rich people. It had slaves sitting in the same pew as masters. There were women, and men, and children. There were Jews, and there were Gentiles, all sorts and conditions of people. Yet all are one in Christ. The church was quite unlike any other group of people in Roman society. 

 They had heard the stories of Jesus, healing the sick and raising the dead, even as we heard in today’s gospel about the raising of the widow’s son.

 In the apostles’ preaching they heard of how this Jesus had been crucified for our sins, and then raised from death.

 Raised from the dead! This changes everything!

 How does Jesus’ power over death affect the way you live your life? Can we live our lives with eternal life in mind? Is our vision, like Paul’s, bigger than what we can see?
 Let’s go back to that jail cell with Paul scratching his pen on paper. Paul was in prison, yet his heart was filled with hope and joy. You see, iron bars and stone do not a prison make, if one’s heart is free. And Paul is a man set free by Christ. His heart soared into the heavenly places as he wrote.
 Christ told Paul to take the gospel to all nations. It didn’t matter what your race or background was. The biggest division Paul knew was between Jew and Gentile. There were plenty of other things dividing people: masters and slaves, men and women, rich and poor. Many races and  many colours.
 Paul preached that Christ had died for all, and had broken down the dividing wall between races. In Christ we are one. 

 This was the mystery of the ages now revealed: all humanity is saved through Jesus Christ. The gospel is “the news of the boundless riches of Christ.” The job of the church is to tell the whole world that good news.
 Will it be easy? No! Paul was in jail for preaching the gospel when he wrote this.
 Will there be problems for the church? Yes. There will be no end of problems. People are as divided as ever. 

 Has Christ really united us? Yes, he has. Christ reigns in heaven now, Lord of only one church. Our divisions and denominations can’t hide the fact that Christ will return for one bride, one church, prepared to meet him. 
 Paul’s heart and mind are filled to overflowing with the glory of it all. He can’t help it, he has to stop writing and get on his knees to pray. 

 Kneeling on the cold stone floor of his prison cell, he prays for what God has already given. His prayer echoes across 2000 years of the church. Remember, the whole church, and every single church, needs what Paul prays for. Paul is asking God to strengthen his church. And we need strength.
 Here is his prayer, in a rough translation:

 “I get down on my knees before the Father, God the Creator who made everyone in the world.  I ask God to give you strength, out of all the unlimited treasures of his glory; I ask God to give you glorious inner strength from his Holy Spirit, going right into your inmost self, and flowing out into your whole life. 

 “I pray that Christ would live right in your hearts, as you trust in him and put your faith in him. 

 “I pray that you would put deep roots down in God’s love. Then you will be able to take in –with every other Christian- the amazing dimensions of God’s love.
 “God’s love is so wide, so long, so deep, and so high, that we can’t know all of it. The love of Christ is so big and so full that we can’t know it all, but it’s filling us up right now. God can do anything.”

 Here Paul stops asking, and starts praising. He launches into a doxology, which means “words of praise.” We say a doxology when we say “Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit.”

 The Book of Alternative Services uses Paul’s doxology, from this letter, right at the end of the communion service.   Every time we say this, we can remember that this came out of a jail cell in Rome, while Paul was kneeling on a cold stone floor, his heart full of love for God and amazement at what Christ is doing for us.
 If you know it, you can say it with me: “Glory to God, whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine. Glory to God from generation to generation, in the church, and in Christ Jesus, for ever and ever. Amen.”
