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WAKING UP TO WHO WE ARE? 

Ephesians 1. 15-23  {Psam 95. 1-7] 

 

When I was doing my theological study over 30 years ago, we had an outstanding missionary leader 

come to do a series of lectures with us. He had just written a very interesting little book called 

Cinderella with Amnesia. He was arguing that the contemporary church was suffering from amnesia, 

a loss of memory. It is described in the NT as the beautiful bride of Christ, but seemed like a ragged 

Cinderella after the ball, forgotten who she is. Living like the cleaning lady when she really is the 

bride of the king to be. As the author put it “A high proportion of people who ‘go to church’ have 

forgotten what it is all for”. The sad reflection examining the scene today is that perhaps even more 

churches are in that state of amnesia today.  

 

Paul’s letter to the church in Ephesus is like a wake up call for the church there. A call for the church 

to remember what it is. To remember the purpose for which it exists and also the power which is 

available for it to fulfil that calling. Indeed he writes in ch 5. Wake up O sleeper, rise from the 

dead, and Christ will shine in you. He begins the letter with a wonderful hymn of praise to God for 

all he has done for us in Jesus Christ. And then in the section we read today he moves into a prayer for 

this church in which he reveals what in his heart he longs they might be like. Believe if the apostle 

was to write a letter to this church today, as you begin a new phase in your story with the induction of 

Silvia as your minister, he would pray for the exact same things. And so as I share in this exciting 

occasion for you and for Silvia might this also my prayer for you.  

 

A. Thanksgiving 

But first of all, as in any good prayer he begins with thanksgiving. He thanks God for two things, their 

faith and their love. The fundamental characteristics of any church its faith in Jesus Christ and its love 

for all who belong to the church. In the NT to be a Christian is to enter into two relationships. With 

God by faith in Jesus Christ and to each other through love. And the NT is consistent that you cannot 

really have one without the other, that genuine faith will show itself in love for others. The new 

commandment Jesus gave to his disciples, those who had put their faith in him, was that they love one 

another, and he followed this by saying that the mark that would tell the world who those who 

belonged to him were, was that they love one another. 

 

So here is the first question I want to ask you. If Paul was to visit this church would he give thanks 

that its primary character is marked by faith and love?  

 

Now while these two things are fundamental to being the church, if you haven’t got these then you 

have not even got out of the starting blocks, on there own they are not sufficient for the church to be 

what God intends it to be, to fulfil the purposes God has for it in the world. And so Paul prays for the 

church. 

 

B. Prayer 

He prays for two things. That God might give them the Spirit of wisdom and revelation so that they  

might know him better and that the eyes of their heart (or perhaps better mind) might be 

enlightened. When we meet someone we get to know them, but if we spend time together with them, 

talking with them watching them in action we get to know them better. Our relationship grows and 

develops. What Paul is praying for here for us in our relationship with God. And as we do that so our 

inner eyes, the eyes of our understanding, will be opened and we will come to see all that we have in 

Christ. 

 

Over the past couple of years I have had the privilege of spending time in Vanuatu working with the 

Ministry Training College for the Presbyterian and Anglican churches there. First time I went one of 

students took me out to a coral reef to go snorkling. Waded out and got to a point looking down 

recognised were a few fish swimming around. So put my face mask on plunged into the water. With 

mask on my eyes opened to whole new world. Not just a few fish swimming around, it was swarming 

with fish of every colour, and combination of colours, and size imaginable. And not just fish, the 
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colours of the corals and the starfish and the anenomes. Just staggering. I came to see a whole 

different reality – a richness I could not have imagined. Just blew me away – thought I had been 

swimming around for about and hour and when got out found it been two hours. 

 

What Paul praying for us here. We living as though just got a few scraps – as if we pretty poor, 

impoverished. Weak, discouraged, inadequate……. How you feel about your church, yourself. Paul 

longing that we might wake up, have our eyes opened, realise all that we are and have in Christ. 

 

Four things in particular draws our attention to. 

1. That you should know the hope to which God has called you. Hope is a word that is oriented 

toward the future and acts as an anchor in the uncertainty of the present. Paul wants us to know that 

what ever our struggles and challenges of living in the present, God’s choosing and calling of us 

makes a radical and positive change in what the future holds for us. Because of the resurrection of 

Jesus, because of his triumph over sin and death, we know that God’s purposes of redeeming the 

whole of creation, so that one day there is a whole new creation, will be completed and we will be 

part of it. 

 

Hope is a tremendously important theme in this letter. Mentions at start of this letter that two 

foundational graces for church are faith and love, and here he adds a third hope. And often in Paul’s 

writings these three, “faith, love and hope” appear together as a trilogy. Christians are people whose 

lives are characterised by an attitude of faith, love and hope. One writer describes hope as “faith 

standing on tiptoe.” An essential characteristic of Christianity is its tilt toward the future, because we 

know that whatever the situation we are now in, the best is yet to be. God has not yet finished with us, 

he has not yet completed working out his purposes for us. Why should never just sink into the mess 

we are in at the moment, whatever it might be. Problem with so many of us, and many of our 

churches, is we are living out of our past rather than living into the future that God is bringing into 

being. 

 

One of great problems societies like our face is a loss of hope among so many, a sense of despair. For 

all its advantages our society is frayed and has problems so enormous we have given up solving them. 

The elderly read the obituaries first. The young have lost a sense of hope and making a difference or 

being successful, and their music shows it. The middles aged are bored and in a state of panic as to 

whether their investments will last long enough to keep them in retirement. In other countries the 

addition of war, famine, global warming and AIDS make the situation crushing. So many live without 

hope, as they did in Paul’s time also. Added on top of that for many Christians they are in a state of 

despair about the church. Their church seems to be in decline and they are unable to do anything to 

stop of it. So many churches have no children in their midst, and children are a sign of hope for the 

future. And sadly I find this is a mood that has captured a number of leaders in the PCANZ 

 

But as followers of Jesus we are to be people of hope, whatever our circumstances. Because our hope 

is not based on our situation as we see it, the resources we may or may not have, our hope is based on 

God, on what he has provided for us in Christ, and what he is going to continue to do in us and 

through us by his Spirit as he fulfils his purposes of creating a whole new world for us to inherit. And 

even the greatest of all enemies, not even death itself, can stop that coming to be. 

 

I do a lot of work with churches, lot of research pointing out challenges church in NZ faces, and they 

are huge. Can paint a pretty bleak picture. Often asked if I am optimistic or pessimistic about the 

future of the church. Respond that I’m an optimist because believe to be a pessimist and a Christian is 

a contradiction in terms. But my optimism is based not on what the church might or might not have in 

human terms, but on the God whose church it is and who I know is working out his purposes for it 

through Christ who is its head.  Silvia I pray for you as one who will lead this church into its future 

you will above all else help them to know the hope to which God has called them 

 

2. The power that is available for us. The power of God is another strong theme that runs through this 

letter, and here in describing it Paul stacks up the superlatives. His incomparably great power. Uses 
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four different words in Greek to describe, almost untranslatable. And then he goes on to give an 

illustration of this power by describing it as being like the mighty working of his strength, which he 

exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the 

heavenly realm. The unique thing about Christianity among all of the religions is that it began in the 

land of the dead. It began with the death and resurrection of Jesus  Why the empty cross is our symbol 

and sharing together in the bread and the wine is central to our worship. Here is the record. The tomb 

of Confuscius occupied. Buddha… Mohammed….. Tomb of Jesus, empty. Only the God and Father 

of our Lord Jesus Christ has the power to raise the dead, as our Psalm puts it the great God, the great 

King above all gods.  

 

Often in our world today as a church we can feel weak, powerless, insignificant, feeble…… You feel 

like this in this place, in this community? Here Paul is calling us again to open our eyes, to realise 

whose we are and therefore what we have. But here also is a healthy reminder. This power is not ours, 

it is God’s. We do not possess it, it is not ours to control, to dispense with how we like. To use for our 

own ends. It is God’s power, that is it work to fulfil his purposes for the church and the world, and it 

becomes available to us as, and when, we too are involved in those purposes. Paul reminds us of this 

in 2 Corinthians when he tells us that we have this treasure in clay jars (ordinary, human, weak, 

breakable, maybe even cracked) to show that this all surpassing power is from God and not from 

us. But because of the realisation of this he goes on to say while we are hard pressed on every side, 

but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair. And Silvia one thing I can assure you about 

ministry that at times you will feel hard pressed and perplexed, and when you do it so important to 

focus not on the clay jar that feels stressed but on the treasure you posses, which is the surpassing 

power of God, as it is only this which will stop you from being crushed and feeling in despair.  

 

3. That Jesus Christ is head or Lord. When God raised him from the dead and seated him at his right 

hand he was placed far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title for God 

placed all things under his feet and made him head over everything for the church. One of the 

significant themes of what Jesus achieved through his death and resurrection, which was developed 

early on by church theologians was that of Christus Victor. That what Christ achieved by his 

resurrection from the dead was God’s victory over all the forces in the universe that stood against God 

and attempted to thwart his purposes, including the final enemy death itself.  

 

Much has been written on what these powers and authorities and rulers are. Whether they are spiritual 

powers and authorities or human powers and authorities such as the Roman Empire. And some writers 

such as Frank Perotti in his novels gone far beyond what the Bible gives any warrant for in attributing 

characteristics to them as demonic spiritual powers. I would want to affirm that it is both the human 

forms of powers and authorities that work against God’s purposes in the world and for the church, as 

well as the spiritual realities that lie behind them. But that rather than trying to focus on those, and 

give them more attention than they are due, the consistent point the NT is wanting to make is that we 

should not be in fear of being dominated by them because the powers are not in control, Christ is. The 

powers are not equal combatants on the stage of life, with Christ. They are subject and the one who is 

in control is Christ. 

 

While I was recovering from surgery in May one of the things I did was read the wonderful book on 

D Day by Anthony Beaver. A German theologian Oscar Cullman, in a very significant book book 

Christ and Time, used the importance of D Day in the outcome of WW II to illustrate this point. In 

this long war the decisive battle took place on the beaches of Normandy on D Day. From that time on 

Germany was a defeated power. Sure there were still some minor battles to take place, but the 

outcome was determined. VE day was going to come. And so for us the decisive battle has been 

fought and won by Christ, on Easter Sunday some 2000 years ago, when he took the worst that the 

powers could throw at him and triumphed over it when he rose from the dead. Sure we are still be 

engaged in battles, but the final outcome is guaranteed, all the powers opposed to Christ will one day 

kneel below his feet. 
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And since God has also made Christ head of the church it means to that we will share in that ultimate 

triumph also. And so Paul concludes with one final reminder. The flip side of the fact that Christ is 

head of the church is to remember that  

 

4. The church is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way. Perhaps Paul’s 

favourite metaphor for the church. First thing this reminds us is that the church is the body, not the 

head. Christ is the head. Tremendously important point this, and often forget it in church life. Head of 

this church not the minister, Silvia, nor the session/council,  or the moderator of Presbytery…., or 

even the PCANZ, let alone the Executive Secretary  [or even the bishop??]. The head of the church is 

Jesus, and the task of we who are the body, whatever part we are, is not to try and impose our agenda, 

our leadership, our ideas, on it, but rather to work with all the members, all the parts, to try and 

discover what it is that the head is wanting us to do. When have a church meeting, or parish council 

meeting or whatever, task is not to see which idea can get the most votes, but to try and discern 

together what is the will of Christ for us as his body. 

 

 

But the second thing in this wonderful phrase is that as his body the church is the fullness of him 

who fills everything in every way. The church is not just a bunch of individuals meeting together for 

some common tasks, and therefore the only resources we have is the collection of all the individual 

resources we might have. If you think like that then feel pretty impoverished, pretty weak, pretty 

powerless – and many churches do. The church is the body of Christ and so it is the fullness of Christ 

– the resources it has are the resources of Christ, the power available that raised him from the dead. 

This is why whatever our current circumstances are we can be people of hope as we look to the future. 

That is why we can remain positive whatever other powers may seem set against it. Who we are is not 

primarily determined by our own human circumstances or condition, it is determined by the risen 

Christ who is our head and Lord and fills us up in every way with his empowering presence, so that as 

his body we do indeed become his hands and feet and voice in the world. 

 

I believe the great need for the church in our time, in this land, in this place, is to open our eyes, to 

wake up from our memory loss, and rediscover who we are, or perhaps more accurately whose we 

are. The great question this passage is seeking to answer, and indeed the whole of the NT seeks to 

answer, is the question of “What determines who we are? Where do we get our identity? Who defines 

our reality?” And the answer consistently ringing though the pages of this book is both for Christians 

individually, and the church collectively, our lives and our reality are shaped by Jesus Christ, his 

death and resurrection, and as a consequence his life and his power made available to us by the Spirit 

to live lives that are marked by faith, love and hope as we move together toward the future God has 

called us to share in, and has done all that is needed to ensure its outcome. If only we would realise 

this and act accordingly. This, as with Paul, is my prayer for you Silvia as you begin your ministry 

here with this particular church and for the people who are the church here in Foxton/Shannon as they 

participate in that with you.  

 

 


