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Ephesians 3:7-21 Rev. Renee Hoke 
November 22, 2015 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 

7 Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was 
given to me by the working of his power. 8Although I am the very least of all the saints, 
this grace was given to me to bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of 
Christ, 9and to make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in 
God who created all things; 10so that through the church the wisdom of God in its rich 
variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. 
11This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that he has carried out in Christ Jesus 
our Lord, 12in whom we have access to God in boldness and confidence through faith in 
him. 13I pray therefore that you* may not lose heart over my sufferings for you; they are 
your glory. 

14 For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 15from whom every family in 
heaven and on earth takes its name. 16I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, 
he may grant that you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through his 
Spirit, 17and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted 
and grounded in love. 18I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the 
saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 19and to know the love of 
Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 

20 Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far 
more than all we can ask or imagine, 21to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 
to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen. 

 
 

I can’t tell you how proud I was to find out I would be the preacher for 

Commitment Sunday. Such an honor! I am grateful for this opportunity despite the 

fact that the Stewardship Chair assured me that most of you have already filled 

out your estimate of giving cards or decided what you will give which means you 

won’t be influenced by anything I have to say. 
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That’s OK because commitment to the ministry we will share over the next year 

isn’t something we think about and talk about and pray about only one month out 

of the year. The truth is that ministry of First Christian Church—the way that the 

Spirit is going to move through our congregation in 2016—that’s something we 

hold in our hearts and our minds every Sunday and the days in between. We 

follow Paul’s advice to pray without ceasing for our church. The ministry we share 

is in front of us every time a baby is dedicated and every time a believer is 

baptized and every time a thanksgiving meal is delivered to a family in need and 

every time an adult completes one of our recovery programs. Committing 

ourselves to this ministry in one of the things that makes life worth living. 

 
But there’s an elephant in the room today. It’s a challenge to any strategic 

conversation at any church these days. The challenge is trying to imagine what it is 

we’re committing to. You and I are living in a historic time period where 

Christianity is concerned. Did you know that? Since its inception in the first 

century, Christianity has experienced revolutionary change every 500 years. 

 
Think about it--500 years ago it was the Great Reformation with Martin Luther 

posting his 95 Theses on the door in Wittenberg, Germany. That was when 

Protestants got their start—we were protesting ministry as it was being defined 

and controlled by the Roman Catholic Church. The Great Reformation was an 

exciting, terrifying, deconstructing, liberating time of change for Christianity. But 

let’s be clear. It was also a time when the world outside the church was changing 

politically and economically and in every other way possible. Religion never exists 

in isolation. It’s always tied to the changing culture around it.  



 3 

500 years before the Great Reformation, Christianity was turned upside down by 

the Great Schism. That’s when the church split in half, Eastern Orthodoxy and the 

Western Church parted ways in a painful, violent struggle over matters of theology 

and papal politics. 

 
Go back another 500 years and we find the decline and fall of the Roman Empire 

leading into the Dark Ages and the rise of Monastic Christianity as the repository of 

Christian treasures, the definer of Christian practice, and the delivery system for 

pastoral care. 

 
Go back another 500 years, and we’re there for the birth of Christianity, a sea 

change so world shaking that our modern measurement of time begins all over 

again. The history of the world would be told in two segments--the time before 

Christ and after Christ. 

 
In response to tremendous changes in civilization as we know it, Christianity has 

re-invented itself every 500 years. Most of us here today have been witnesses to 

the closing years of the Great Reformation period and the early years of something 

else for the church. But you already knew that, didn’t you? If you’ve been here a 

while you remember Stewardship Sundays when the pews were filled and the 

conversation was about more classrooms to hold all the babies and children who 

were in the building during the Sunday School hour. 
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When you’re living in the middle of an historic transition, it may be difficult to 

detect initially. Don’t feel bad. It took 30 years for scholars of church history to 

recognize the end of the Great Reformation. 

 
In her book Emergence Christianity Dr. Phyllis Tickle points to the 1960’s as the 

time when the ground shifted for Christianity. Even before Time magazine 

reported in a cover story that God was dead, Pentecostal faith was on the rise in 

the U.S.  Even non-Pentecostal Christians began to pay attention to the Holy Spirit 

in a new way. Charismatic worship grew in popularity. (Charismatics were fans of 

the Holy Spirit who had no intention of becoming Pentecostal.) 

 
About the same time Vatican II made sweeping changes in the religious landscape 

of the world. Pope Paul VI assigned four goals for the Vatican Council:  

• to define the nature of the church;  
• to act as a means and mechanism for renewing the church;  
• to seek all possible means of achieving unity among all the branches of 

Christianity 
• and above all else, to initiate genuine dialogue with the contemporary world 

as it really was, not as churchmen might wish it to be.  
 
I’ll mention one more element of change that began to influence the Church in the 

60’s—the emergence of Liberation Theology led by brilliant theologians in Central 

and South America. By rediscovering the story of the Exodus and God’s redeeming 

work to rescue the Israelites from slavery in bring Egypt, liberation theologians 

called the Church to speak and work for those who are oppressed around the 

world, to remember Jesus’ teaching that those who inherit the kingdom will be the 
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ones who feed the hungry, clothed the naked, visited the prisoner and welcomed 

the stranger. 

 
Charismatic worship, Vatican II, liberation theology—just the first few signs that 

the ground was shifting for Reformation Christianity. A new era was beginning and 

most of us who could feel the ground shaking discovered that we liked the old era 

just fine. So we’ve been holding on, hoping things will get back to normal, 

suggesting old remedies for new realities. 

 
It is so tempting for us to be sentimental about the good ol’ days for our church 

instead of embracing the changing context for ministry. When Jesus commissions 

us to go out into the world and make disciples, he isn’t calling us to try to bring 

back the 50’s. 

 
So I thank God for Ephesians, chapter 3.  It’s just what we need on this 

Commitment Sunday. It’s the blueprint for the church that is always new and 

fresh, blessing the world even in times of significant change. 

 
Keep in mind that this pastoral letter was distributed to churches during the 

infancy of Christianity. There was no established procedure for being church, no 

common memory to rely on, Paul and the local leaders were leaning entirely on 

the day-to-day instruction of the Holy Spirit to navigate the choppy waters of 

persecution from the outside and power struggles on the inside. This was all 

happening in the infancy of Christianity when the Church was taking its first baby 

steps. 
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So Paul gives the struggling church a three step formula for success. 

1. I pray that according to the riches of his glory, God may grant that you be 
strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit and that 
Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith as your are rooted and 
grounded in love. Look at the way we are being equipped—strength from 
God, power through the Holy Spirit, grounded in the love of Jesus Christ. 
When we seek Him, God provides the Church with everything we need.  Now 
that we are equipped, we’re ready for step two. 

2. I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what 
is the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of 
Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the 
fullness of God. Paul is reminding us that the greatness of God is so far 
beyond our comprehension. That’s why the three-step formula. Until we are 
equipped by the God’s strength, the Spirit’s power and the Son’s love, we 
won’t have a clue what God can do for us and what God has in mind for the 
church. So now we’re equipped and we’re overwhelmed and filled up by the 
fullness of God, what’s next? 

3. Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish 
abundantly more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be the glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus. This is the best part. Thank God that the work of 
the church isn’t limited by our own feeble imaginations. We’re trying to be 
church in a time of historic transition for Christianity—how can we possibly 
know how to minister in a whole new context? Paul reminds us that we are 
part of a much greater plan. If we allow God to equip us for the challenges 
we face, if we keep our focus always on the greatness of God, then God 
works through us to accomplish more than we can ask or imagine. 

 
There it is—the three step formula that moves us toward the future of First 

Christian Church. It’s an exciting time. May God bless all the commitment we make 

to be faithful servants at this time in this place. 


