
Sermon 18: Ephesians 6:18-20: Intercessory prayer
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INTRODUCTION

We come to the last message on spiritual warfare.  We have covered some of the loopy 
ideas that spiritual warfare is not; the nature of the battle as being against spiritual powers 
stronger than us individually; we have spoken about the strength that God gives us by His 
Spirit; and we have looked at the pieces of the armour as the equipment every Christian is 
equipped with for the fight.  But we have spent the last four messages looking at one of the 
most important aspects of our warfare and that is prayer.  Prayer is indeed the greatest need
of every believer and the greatest need of the church.  Prayer is the God given means by 
which we appropriate all of God’s strength for the fight.  Paul spends more time talking 
about prayer than any of the other pieces of the armour and so I have as well.  Today as we
end this series we will look at Ephesians 6:18-20 and the call to intercessory prayer, ‘praying
at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all 
perseverance, making supplication for all the saints, 19 and also for me, that words may be 
given to me in opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which
I am an ambassador in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.’  

Praying for saints

Eph. 6:18c, ‘making supplication for all the saints.’ Intercessory prayer is a vital part of our 
spiritual warfare.  D. Martyn Lloyd-jones compares our praying for one another to the 
support that ground troops lend to each other in an attack.  Imagine the lines of forces lined
up against each other and the enemy launches its attack by combining its forces and 
bringing them to bear upon a weak point in our lines.  Perhaps there is a family that is going
through a hard time, our prayer is the sending of our support to that part of the line to hold 
back the devil’s power.  Loss of job, marriage difficulties, health issues, these can all be 
exploited as weaknesses by the devil to break through a part of our line.  We pray for one 
another in order to keep the lines strong.  You are your brother’s keeper and you keep him 
by praying for him.  

There are strong theological grounds for us serving each other in this way. 1 Peter 2:9, ‘ But
you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his own possession, 
that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his 
marvelous light.’  We are priests; we have a mediatorial role to play.  Prophets represent 
God to the people but priests represent people to God.  We are able to engage in profound 
yet anonymous service for one another not matter where we are in the world, even in the 
middle of the night when we are in bed when we can’t sleep.  We are able because of Christ
to come to God’s throne and petition Him for one another’s needs.  Prayer is the simplest 
and most powerful in which we can serve each other and every Christian has rights to come 
into God’s presence and enter the Holy of holies.  

We must appreciate what Paul is saying here.  We are individualistic by nature and by 
culture.  We have the tendency to fixate on our own problems and not those of others.  Paul
is calling upon Christians to recognise that we are in a war, that we are part of an army and 



that other parts of the army need our attentive support.  This selfishness must transcend 
even our own tribe.  Notice that Paul calls us to make ‘supplication for all the saints.’  It is 
easy for us to be concerned about those who we know in our local church and even be 
invested in those who are part of our own fellowship of churches or denomination.  But Paul
is calling upon us to pray not only for our interests or plans but Christ’s church.  

So how do we pray for Christians?  Our tendency is to pray for their physical needs.  We 
think of their financial or health needs and most of our prayers are about relieving physical 
discomfort.  These prayers are good and well but if they are our only prayers they are too 
shallow.  Let’s just look at some of Paul’s prayers for the churches to get on idea how we 
should be praying for each other.

Col. 1:9-12, ‘And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to pray for you, asking 
that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and 
understanding, 10 so as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, 
bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God. 11 May you be 
strengthened with all power, according to his glorious might, for all endurance and patience 
with joy, 12 giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of 
the saints in light.’  
Notice Paul’s daily prayer for: Knowledge of God’s will in all wisdom and understanding.
In order that they might walk in a manner worthy of the Lord.
So that they would fully please God.
That they might bear fruit in every good work.
That they might increase in the knowledge of God.
He prays for them to be strengthened with all God’s power for joyful patience and 
endurance, notice there is no mention of the removal of trials.
And all of these prayers are offered with thanksgiving.  

Phil. 1:9-11, ‘And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge
and all discernment, 10 so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and 
blameless for the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through 
Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God.’  
Paul prays for an increase in their love.  That this love might be supplemented with an 
increase in knowledge so that it might not be misdirected.  And then he asks that the 
knowledge may produce discernment in knowing truth from error not merely information.  
That this discernment would produce holiness and bear fruit for God’s glory.  

Eph. 1:16-20, ‘I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers, 17 
that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom 
and of revelation in the knowledge of him, 18 having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, 
that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his 
glorious inheritance in the saints, 19 and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power 
toward us who believe, according to the working of his great might 20 that he worked in 
Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly 
places.’  
Here we see Paul praying for God to grant a spirit of wisdom and revelation in the 
knowledge of God Himself.
That we would have a deep heart knowledge of our hope, in particular the glorious riches of
our inheritance.
He prays that we might know the immeasurable power towards us, the most powerful there 
is that also raised Christ from the dead.



Eph. 3:14-19, ‘For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 15 from whom every family
in heaven and on earth is named, 16 that according to the riches of his glory he may grant 
you to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ 
may dwell in your hearts through faith---that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 
may have strength to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and 
height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, that you 
may be filled with all the fullness of God.’
He prays for the strengthening of our inner man and a rich indwelling of Christ in our hearts.
Being grounded in Christ’s love he prays for us to have strength to grasp the immeasurable 
dimensions of God’s love towards us, and in this way to experience God’s fullness.  

It is good to pray for one another’s physical problems but learn from Paul that we should be 
praying for one another’s growth in love, knowledge, a grasp of God’s will, fruitfulness, 
holiness, joyful patience and endurance and to be swallowed up in God’s love.  If we are not
experiencing these things ourselves we will not be praying them for others.  So analyse 
Paul’s prayers and pray these things for yourselves and then for others.  Knowledge, 
holiness, love and a deep fellowship with the God who loves us are the best defences 
against the various attacks we encounter in spiritual warfare.  Let me encourage you to go 
through the church phone book and too pray for every person, every marriage, every family 
and every child.  Pray for all of them, pray for their physical needs and offer emergency 
prayers but remember to seek these blessings for them as well.  

Praying for missions

Paul is a missionary who often asks the churches to pray for him in his mission.  Here he 
asks for prayer as an ambassador in chains.  Paul involved the various churches in praying 
for missions by getting them to pray for him.  Missions is on God’s heart and it should be on 
ours as well.  God loves sinners and has paid in the price of His own Son to save sinners.  
Missions is the priority of God and this should reflect in our praying.  Prayer has been given 
by God in particular for missions, listen to Christ in John 15:16, ‘You did not choose me, but 
I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should 
abide, so that whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you.’  Saved to 
bear fruit, and given power in prayer for that end.  Prayer is to be used in particular for 
missions.  John Piper writing on this point says: ‘But what have millions of Christians done? 
They have stopped believing that we are in a war. No urgency, no watching, no vigilance, no
strategic planning. Just easy peacetime and prosperity. And what did they do with the 
walkie-talkie? They tried to rig it up as an intercom in their cushy houses and cabins and 
boats and cars - not to call in fire power for conflict with a mortal enemy, but to ask the 
maid to bring another pillow to the den.’ 1 

Paul includes requests for his work as a missionary in the context of praying in spiritual 
warfare on purpose, they are not detached but linked.  The world is presently in a world war
greater than any world war that has ever been.  Every single person is affected by this war 
and every person is on one of two sides, for or against Christ.  The devil has people as 
POWs and by the gospel we are able to free them.  Prayer is the aerial attack that carpet 
bombs our enemy before the troops move in, it is the emergency support when difficulties 
are met on the field, it is the constant supply of a powerful arsenal to employ against the 
enemy, and protective armour for those in the battle.  It can penetrate behind enemy lines 
and is a weapon that can be wielded by a child or someone who is bedridden and unable to 
speak.  

1 http://www.desiringgod.org/messages/prayer-the-work-of-missions



How then should we pray for missions?  Matt. 9:36-38, ‘When he saw the crowds, he had 
compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are 
few; 38 therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his 
harvest."’  Jesus has compassion on the lost multitudes, He is aware of their difficulties and 
needs.  He points out to the disciples that the amount of work is greater than the work force
and that we should pray for labourers.  In Matt. 10 this prayer was answered with Jesus 
sending out the 70 to go and preach.  This prayer teaches us that we cannot be Hyper-
Calvinists who think that God will just save His elect and so we don’t need to preach.  No we
see that God has appointed that preachers be sent and we are to pray to that end.  

Prayer for missions is often the impetus to people doing missions.  This was the case with 
William Carey.  He wrote a pamphlet called ‘An Enquiry into the obligation of Christians to 
use means for the conversion of the heathen’.  Section 3 is a section in the enquiry which 
you and I would enjoy the least.  For in it Carey puts forward all the data of the various 
nations of the world and how many have the Gospel and how many don’t.  Pages of boring 
tables.  What is remarkable about this chapter is that Carey for many years was a student of
the world.  Having been inspired by Captain Cooks Journals, he grew in a hunger for 
knowledge regarding the world.  This knowledge increased his sorrows, and the pupils of his
geography class would be witness to Carey breaking down in tears and weeping over parts 
of the world that were still in pagan darkness.  Carey made his own globe of the earth out 
of unused pieces of leather from his shoemaking trade and would linger over every part of it
thoughtful of those who had not yet heard.  We have access to huge amounts of info about 
the world.  I pray that as we inform ourselves about the sad truth and state of affairs about 
the world, that we will be moved as he was.  This is the purpose of our missions focus every
Sunday morning.  Learning the facts about the world plays an important part in developing a
burden for the world.  

In missions we should prioritize unreached people groups, and those who don’t yet have 
bible translations in their own language.  We should pray for the raising up of indigenous 
leaders and institutions that can train men for the ministry.  When praying for missionaries 
we should pray for them as members of our own church who are on missions on our behalf. 
We must remember the wide variety of needs they have as they are in more difficult 
situations than ourselves.  Their families and health are under more strain, education for 
children is a real challenge for many.  Their resources are often insufficient to the great need
around them.  They need money to build, to run projects, to buy resources, etc.  Their 
personal walks with the Lord are often taxed as they are always giving but not necessarily in
a good position to be ministered to.  Carrying heavy emotional and spiritual burdens they 
are prone to depression and discouragements when things take a turn.  Although out of 
sight they must not be out of mind, they have more needs than we do and need more 
prayer not less. 

Praying for preachers

But let me also point out that Paul is asking for prayer as a preacher not only as a 
missionary.  It should strike us that the greatest Christian who has ever lived expresses his 
great need for prayer.  Notice that he makes specific request for words and boldness in his 
present predicament.  ‘and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my 
mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in 
chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.’  Let me remind you that praying for
your pastor is part of spiritual warfare, and here are some hints at how to pray for me.  



Firstly, Paul asks for words.  No doubt he knows that he needs more than mere words, he 
needs the right words given the diverse crowds of people that he faces.  He needs OT 
informed words to give to the Jews that are rooted in Scripture and to speak in such a way 
as to not rile them up or provoke their prejudice.  He needs to be able to speak in different 
languages.  He needs to be able to communicate to the Gentiles whose world view is very 
different to the Jews who think more in terms of their false religions and Greek philosophy.  
But notice that he asks for words not to look clever, or to win friends and influence people 
but to declare the mystery of the Gospel.  He is asking that the gospel might always be 
spoken by him in such an intelligible manner that every person he speaks to can hear and 
be saved.  Pray this for me.  Pray that I would be given words to communicate the in the 
clearest ways the gospel that all might hear and believe.  Pray that I would never change 
the gospel, dilute the gospel or preach anything but the gospel.  Paul’s request for prayer 
teaches you what you should want from the pastor as he preaches the mystery of the 
gospel.  

Secondly notice that he asks for boldness.  Here is a man who has been stoned, is in prison,
has had to flee from assassins, and who has people who have vowed not to eat until they 
have killed him, who has caused riots in Ephesus, and many other persecutions.  The 
temptation is high for Paul to save his own skin, to do himself a favour and tone down what 
he is saying and tell everyone what they want to hear.  He knows that the fear of man is one
of the preacher’s biggest temptations and so prays for boldness.  Pray the same for me.  
Pray that I would not fear to declare all that God says, that I would not back down from 
declaring the unpopular teachings of the bible that the world does not want to hear.  

But pray for my walk with the Lord, that I would stay close to God, by handling so much 
information I can grow casual towards these wonderful truths and can lose their thrill.  Pray 
for my holiness that I would be holy in body and mind.  Pray that I would have a heart that 
loves people and does not become absorbed with the things of this life.  Pray for my family 
as they have burdens to bear being part of my life which other wives and children don’t 
have to put up with.  Pray for me as a husband and father, and remember that I am a sinner
and a Christian that needs all the things you need. 

And so we conclude our series.  Friends remember that we are warriors in a war, that we 
cannot be tourists but must be dressed for defence and offense.  We have an enemy and we
cannot live like these spiritual realities do not exist, they do.  And if we forsake the strength 
of God, the armour of the Spirit, and prayer, we will fall into sin.  But apply these things and 
although life may feel hard we will have all the resources we need to love and honour God 
in this war and see Him triumph in our lives.  

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on the whole armor of 
God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. 12 For we do not 
wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 
places. 13 Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in 
the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. 14 Stand therefore, having fastened on the 
belt of truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, 15 and, as shoes for your 
feet, having put on the readiness given by the gospel of peace. 16 In all circumstances take 
up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; 17 
and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God, 18 
praying at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with
all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints, 19 and also for me, that words may 



be given to me in opening my mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, 20 for 
which I am an ambassador in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.
 

  
   

   
  


