                                  KNOWING THE RESURRECTION POWER OF GOD IN OUR LIVES

I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know … 19 his incomparably great power for us who believe. That power is like the working of his mighty strength 20 which he exerted in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, 21 far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present age but also in the one to come. 22 And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way
                                                                                                                                         Ephesians 1:18a,19-23

Paul has brought together three great truths he wants his readers (through the Holy Spirit’s revelation) to know in both mind and experience – God’s call, inheritance and power. He prays that they might know the ‘hope’ of God’s call, the ‘glory’ of His inheritance and the ‘greatness’ of His power. The first two were covered in the previous study and so we come to the third.

Paul’s prayer is for the church’s spiritual eyes to be opened so that they might know ‘his incomparably great power for us who believe’ (1:18). If God’s call looks back to the beginning and God’s inheritance looks on to the end, then His power spans the interim period inbetween. This is where Paul now concentrates as he pens this letter, knowing that only God’s power can fulfill the expectation that comes with His call, and only God’s power can bring us safely to the riches of the glory of the final inheritance He will give us in heaven. This is the ‘incomparably great power’ Paul wants the church to know because it is ‘for us who believe’ (1:19). 

‘That power is like the working of his mighty strength’ (1:19) or more literally ‘the energy of the might of his strength’ that God ‘exerted in Christ’ in two decisive acts. He showed that power when, firstly, He ‘raised him from the dead’ (1:20). God’s raising His Son from the dead was the mark of His approval, the acknowledgement of Him as His Son, and the declaration of Him as Lord of all (Acts 3:15; 4:10; 10:40; 17:31; Romans 1:4).

Secondly, that power was shown when He ‘seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms’ (1:20). God the Father promoted Christ to the place of supreme honour and executive authority. In doing so He fulfilled the messianic promise of Psalm 110:1 ‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool.”’ The exalting of the king of Israel as God’s anointed easily lent itself to having been fulfilled in Christ. It was applied this way before His coming but more particularly after His death, resurrection and ascension (Acts 2:34,35; 7:55; Romans 8:343; Hebrews 1:3,13; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2).

So the resurrection and the ascension, as well as demonstrating that the work of Christ on earth was finished, express the measure of the Father’s power made available to us. Paul had prayed for himself, ‘I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection’ (Philippians 3:10). He thought of these mighty acts, not only as the measure of the power that Christians can possess, but as the measure of God’s strength that can raise them to new life with Christ (1 Corinthians 6:14; 2 Corinthians 4:14; Colossians 2:12), making them alive with Him.

Paul has just written that God not only raised His Son from the dead but ‘seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms’ (1:20). The allusion to Psalm 110:1 (referred to above) is strong ‘‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool.”’’ Reminiscences of this verse are found not only in the references to ‘God’s right hand’ and to Christ being made to sit there, but also in the later statement that God has put all things ‘under his feet’ (1:22), thus making them His footstool. In Psalm 110:1 His footstool consists of His enemies. It is probably safe to assume then that the principalities and powers over which Christ has been exalted (1:21: ‘all rule and authority, power and dominion’) are not angels but demons against which Paul will shortly summons the church to fight (6:12). The titles (rule, authority, power and dominion) may have been used by the teachers in Colosse that Paul opposed in his letter to the church there. Three of the four are used in the plural in Colossians 1:16 where Christ is presented as creator of every spiritual authority. Here Paul is strongly affirming that Christ is Lord over all of them. He is ‘far above … every title that can be given’ (1:21). Many translations retain ‘every name’ rather than the NIV’s ‘every title’ but the context is not a name as a personal identity but a name signifying rank or honor, ‘not only in the present age but also in the one to come’ (1:21). Whether the rank or honor is carried by human or angelic beings, whether it applies to ‘the present age’ or ‘the one to come,’ it pales into insignificance in comparison with the glory Christ has received from the Father.

‘God placed all things under his feet’ (1:22). The allusion is to Psalm 8:6: ‘You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet,’ speaking of the place of humanity as God intended, ‘crowned … with glory and honor’ (Psalm 8:5). In a great measure the potential for this position was lost and humanity brought into bondage by sin. But the ultimate man, the true man Jesus Christ, has fulfilled this divine purpose and we in Him can experience restoration to our initial calling (Hebrews 2:5-10).

Paul has written of Christ’s resurrection ‘from the dead’ (1:20) and of His enthronement ‘far above all rule’ (1:21). He now goes on to apply this double triumph. This is outlined in two expressions. The first is that God made Jesus ‘to be head over everything for the church, which is his body’ (1:22,23a) and the second, ‘the fullness of him who fills everything in every way (1:23b).

The first speaks of Christ as ‘head over everything’ where ‘everything’ is the same expression translated ‘all things’ earlier in the verse. This means Christ is head of the entire material universe, including all beings, good and evil, human, angelic or demonic, that are found in it. Christ rules over this universe and these beings. Since ‘all things’ have been put under His feet by God the Father, He is ‘head over everything.’ The ‘head’ and the ‘feet,’ the ‘over’ and the ‘under’ are intentionally complementary.

Paul goes further. God not only made Jesus head over all things. More than that, He ‘appointed’ Him ‘head over everything for the church which is his body’ (1:22,23a). He whom God gave to the church to be its head was already head of the universe. Both the universe and the church have in Christ the same head. The church has power and authority to overcome all opposition because her leader and head is Lord of all. Jesus Himself had authority because He was under the Father’s authority. He was doing the father’s will with the Father’s authority (Matthew 8:9,10; 11:27; John 17:2). This authority was passed onto His disciples because they went out in His name, in obedience to Him, to do His work (Matthew 28:18-20; Mark 3:14,15; John 20:21-23). The church is the company of Christ’s disciples, the people of God, drawing its very life from Christ, as in the natural the body does from its head.

The church is not only Christ’s body; it is ‘the fullness of him who fills everything in every way’ (1:23). God’s purpose is that the church should be the full expression of Christ, who Himself fills everything there is. Colossians 1:19 and 2:9 speak of all the divine fullness indwelling Christ Himself so He is filled by and is the full expression of the Godhead. Colossians 2:10 continues: ‘you have been given fullness in Christ.’ In this sense Christians can be ‘filled to the measure of the fullness of God’ (Ephesians 3:19). This means we receive the fullness of the attributes and gifts of God that it is possible for people to receive. In this same way 4:13 describes the Christian’s growth to spiritual maturity as ‘attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.’ 
Another interpretation of ‘the fullness of him who fills everything in every way’ (1:23) is that in some sense the church fills Christ and He is made complete by the church. There are complex grammatical arguments for this understanding but nowhere in the New Testament is it said that Christ finds His fullness and fulfillment in the church. Colossians 1:24 is probably the nearest scripture to this understanding. The reverse is the more natural idea: Christ filling all things and bringing all things to completion. This fits the context here and is one of the great themes of the letter (1:10; 4:10,13,16)

Paul’s sequence of thought is: by His resurrection and ascension, Christ is exalted to be Lord of all. He is head of all things for the church. The church is His body and is intended to express Him to the world. The church is intended to be the full expression of Him by being filled by him whose purpose is to fill everything.
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