
In our reading today, the Apostle Paul is writing to churches in and around Ephesus, in modern-

day Turkey. Acts 19 tells how Paul participated in the evangelization of the region.  In fact, he 

writes his first letter to the Corinthians from there (1 Cor. 16:8) and even implies enduring an 

ordeal there, having “fought wild beasts” (1 Cor. 15:32).  Ephesus, and the ministry he did 

there, was important to Paul. But now the church has grown, and it does not seem that the 

apostle has met these new Christians personally. He is writing to encourage and instruct them. 

So he begins by affirming what he has heard about their faith – their active trust in what God 

has done and will do by living lives that participate in, respond to, and reflect what God has 

done in Jesus Christ. 

Their faith is closely connected with their “love for all God’s people.” (Eph. 1:15) This kind of 

love is more than sentimentality and warm feelings. It is love in action. Read on in the letter and 

you find how “faith” and “love” are fleshed out by pursuing unity and bringing down barriers to 

reconciliation and unity in the world. The entire letter makes clear that a faithful and loving 

community in Christ should never bear evidence of the fraction and disunity that plagues the 

world. The desire to share God’s transforming love rooted in active faith can only be acted upon 

by a church that “walks the talk.” 

As a matter of first importance, Paul prays for the church. Prayer is the beginning of all work 

with and for God.  That’s how he encourages Timothy in his first letter to him: “I urge, then, first 

of all, that petitions, prayers, intercession and thanksgiving be made for all people.” (1 Tim. 2:1) 

So often, as active Christians, we fall into the trap of believing that prayer is our last resort, but 

in his words and actions, the apostle makes clear that prayer is that thing that happens “first of 

all.” He prays that in their minds, they would know God more and more. He prays that their 

hearts would be moved to committed action as they grasp the hope that comes from God. That 

is when we become alive with Christ – when we are switched on, ready to serve, and highly 

motivated because we have begun to feel the power and the wonder of the truth that we have 

been taught. 

It is that power that I would like to consider today. The prayer is that we would grasp God’s 

power through Christ which is today revealed in Christ’s body, the church. The power that is in 

us comes by way of the Holy Spirit. Paul celebrates the power of God available to us through 

Christ: 

“That power is the same as the mighty strength [God] exerted when [God] raised Christ from the 

dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, 

power and dominion, and every name that is invoked, not only in the present age but also in the 

one to come.” (Eph. 1:19-21) 

And here lies a great mystery and deep challenge of faith: the mighty power of God known in 

the resurrection is revealed in One who chose that path of humble service. Jesus has been 

raised over all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every name that is invoked now 

and forever. That is his identity. Yet, how did he choose to wear it in our world? The one who 



wears all the fancy trappings of heaven at God’s right hand brought no sense of entitlement, 

but a heart dedicated to humble service. “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 

serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” (Matt. 20:28) 

This brings us to an important question for self-examination this week. We are promised great 

power in the Holy Spirit, part of the “riches of [God’s] glorious inheritance in his holy people.” 

(Eph. 1:18) In a sense, we do not choose this gift separate and apart from our choice to accept 

Christ. Maybe we could call the Holy Spirit’s presence and power a part of a believer’s standard 

issue uniform. How you wear that uniform, how you work in that power, though – well, that is 

up to you. 

Christians are in a difficult spot right now. We want to gather together as churches. Many other 

companies and organizations have already been given tentative green lights to reopen. It’s 

frustrating when our faith priorities are not honored by public decision-makers in ways we 

want. In addition to this, churches are trying to integrate all the warnings about safe numbers 

for gathering (and at what time duration), the perils of singing in enclosed spaces, and many 

other things that render our way of coming together nearly impossible. We find ourselves in a 

strange situation. Do we wait, fight, defy, sue or just roll over and play dead? Will our power be 

expressed as we struggle for affirmation by the world, fulfil needs for entitlement or security? 

Or might we wear all that power differently? 

Early in seminary, I served as a campus ministry intern with the Baptist Student Union at Duke. 

It was a rich experience with many lessons I’m still learning. One important lesson came in the 

story of another campus minister in Texas named Kurt Johnson. His flock called him PJ, and PJ 

came to worship in a unique way every week. He was a Lutheran, so the prescribed uniform for 

his work included a stiff white collar and large gold cross around his neck. Over his body he 

wore a robe and over his shoulders a stole. Even though robes, stoles and the like are not 

generally-accepted worship attire in our Baptist family, I’ve always admired the way some 

Christian traditions value the power of aesthetics in worship. Vestments like I’m talking about 

today come in many colors, styles and fabrics that can all bring power and elevate the 

experience of reverence to worship for me. 

PJ didn’t get to choose his uniform, but he could choose how he would wear it.  He would wear 

his collar, cross, robe and stole, but the stole itself was different. Every 4 or 5 years, as the 

worshiping community of students and faculty turned over, PJ would put out a call for 

washcloths.  He would ask everyone to bring their old washcloths – worn, tattered, brightly 

colored, plain – all different shapes and styles.  He would take the washcloths, arrange them in 

the design of a stole and then have them sewn together. 

He wore that stole at every worship service he conducted, with its worn, stained, frayed 

materials from the everyday life of his people.   It was a stole as colorful, eclectic and worn-out 

as the many lives of those who contributed to its construction. When he died from an 

unexpected and untimely illness, that was the stole in which he was laid to rest. 



He explained that his washcloth stole was a reminder of his calling to be a servant and as a 

reminder of those he was called to serve. It was a way of remembering how Jesus washed his 

own disciples’ feet as an example of the way they should love one another through service 

(John 13:1-17). PJ set down the fancy silk and wore those washcloths in worship to point to the 

One who, in love, set down all privilege to enter our lives, stoop down, and serve. “Being in very 

nature God,” Paul wrote the Philippian church, he “did not consider equality with God 

something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very 

nature of a servant.” (Phil 2:6-7) Jesus made a clear, committed choice about how the power of 

God would go to work in him. He chose the servant’s path until the very end. Will we? 

 


