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The Exalted Lord 

Ephesians 1:15-23 

 

When you think of Jesus, how do you picture him in your mind’s eye? 

 Do you see him as the newborn Christ child lying in the manger in Bethlehem? 

 Do you picture him walking the dusty roads of Galilee, with the twelve disciples following 

him, or out on a boat on the Sea of Galilee with his disciples? 

 Perhaps you picture him healing the sick, casting out demons, and teaching and preaching the 

kingdom of God. 

 Maybe the portrait of him as he was praying in the garden of Gethsemane comes to your 

mind. 

 Do you visualize him hanging on the cross, humiliated and suffering, dying for our sins, or 

being laid in a borrowed tomb through the kindness of a secret sympathizer? 

 Or maybe you picture him after his resurrection, the risen Lord walking and talking and 

eating with his disciples. 

 How do you picture Jesus in your mind? 

 Here in our text for today, Paul draws on a picture of Jesus we don’t often think of—the risen 

Lord Jesus Christ, fully human and fully divine, exalted at the Father’s right hand after his 

ascension. 

 Even though it’s not the way we usually picture Jesus, it’s an extremely important portrayal 

of Christ. And on this seventh and last Sunday of Easter, it’s important that we think about Jesus’ 

ascension and exaltation and what that means for our Christian faith. 

 

Some context . . . 

This letter we know as Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians was probably a circular letter, intended 

to be read by multiple congregations. There are at least a couple of reasons scholars think this is 

likely. 

The first is textual. Among the various ancient Greek manuscripts of this letter, some 

manuscripts say to the saints who are in Ephesus and are faithful in Christ Jesus, 1 while 

others simply read to the saints who are also faithful in Christ Jesus (1:1, NRSV text note). 

A second reason is the letter’s content. Usually when Paul wrote, he was addressing a 



 2 

particular situation or problem in the church he was writing to. Ephesians is more general, not 

addressing any particular local issue or problem. That fits well with its being a general letter. 

 And it is a letter. Like other ancient letters, Paul opens it with a greeting, followed by a 

beautiful doxology and a prayer for his readers. The doxology praises God for every spiritual 

blessing in Christ in the heavenly places that believers experience—our election in Christ, our 

adoption as God’s children through Christ, our redemption through Jesus’ blood, the forgiveness 

of our sins, insight into the mystery of his will, and the inheritance we have in Christ, with the 

Holy Spirit’s seal on us as the earnest or the pledge of the inheritance we are to receive in Christ. 

Then Paul prays for his readers. 

 

Paul’s prayer . . . 

 It’s a big prayer that Paul prays—a prayer that God would give them an eternal perspective 

on what he has done and what he’s doing in Christ (1:15-23). 

 He tells them that he has heard about their faith in Jesus Christ and their love for all the 

saints, and that ever since he did, he has continually thanked God for them and remembered them 

in his prayers (1:15-16). 

 And here’s what he was praying for them—that God would give them a spirit of wisdom 

and of revelation as [they] come to know him, enlightening the eyes of their hearts to know 

three things in particular (1:17-23). 

 First, he wanted them to know the hope to which God had called them (1:18). For Paul, hope 

was future confidence—particularly the confidence that God would bring to completion what he 

has done in Christ, fulfilling all his covenant promises. While this hope involves several things, it 

all culminates in Jesus Christ’s return in glory, when he will raise us with a body like his, judge 

the world in righteousness, and redeem all creation in new heavens and a new earth, where 

righteousness dwells. Paul prayed that God would reveal the breadth and depth of this hope to 

them, to give them the long look, an eternal perspective on things.   

He also wanted them to know the riches of  [God’s] glorious inheritance among the saints 

(1:18).This was really another way to express the hope of God’s calling, but specifically it refers 

to the inheritance we share in Christ. This inheritance involves sharing in Christ’s resurrection 

glory and being with the Lord throughout all eternity. It’s an inheritance that’s far beyond what 

we can even begin to imagine. If you compared it to the inheritance that the richest person in the 

world could leave for his or her heirs, that inheritance would pale in comparison to what Paul is 

talking about here—spiritual wealth of an eternal nature, not wealth of a this-worldly nature. 

He also wanted them to know the immeasurable greatness of [God’s] power for believers. Paul 

said that God is working in our lives even now with the very same power he used to raise Jesus 

from the dead, to exalt him in the heavenly realms, and to subject everything to him as the head 

over all things for the church, his body, which is to express the fullness of him who fills all in 

all (1:19-23)! 

Can you imagine that? God is working in our lives right now with the same power he used to 

raise Jesus from the dead and exalt him over everything! He is working in us with his 



 3 

resurrection power! Paul wanted God to show his readers these truths. He knew they couldn’t 

perceive these things on their own; they’d have to be revealed to them by God. 

 

Exalted as Lord over all . . . 

God works in our lives now with his immeasurably great power that he exerted when he 

raised Jesus from the dead. 

But he not only used that power to raise Jesus; he also used that same power to exalt him! 

When 40 days after his resurrection, Jesus ascended into heaven to the Father, the Father seated 

him at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and 

dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to 

come (1:20-21). The Father exalted the risen, ascended Son! 

And in this exalted state, the Father has put all things under his feet and has made him 

head over all things for the church, his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all (1:22-23). 

He is the exalted Lord over all! The Father raised Jesus, gave him all authority in heaven and on 

earth (Matthew 28:18), exalted him and his name above all, and made him head over all things 

for the church (his body and fullness). 

The Scriptures tell us that as the exalted Lord over all seated at the Father’s right hand, Jesus 

is the divine-human risen Lord, truly God, truly human. This is a crucial part of the gospel that is 

often overlooked or neglected. 

In his 1964 book The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments, British New Testament 

scholar C. H. Dodd summarized the content of much of the proclamation of the gospel in the 

New Testament, particularly from the Apostle Paul’s perspective.2 According to Dodd, when you 

look at Paul’s preaching of the gospel in the New Testament, certain themes are almost always 

present in some way: 

• The prophecies are fulfilled, and the new Age is inaugurated by the coming of Christ. 

• He was born of the seed of David. 

• He died according to the Scriptures, to deliver us out of the present evil age. 

• He was buried. 

• He rose on the third day according to the Scriptures. 

• He is exalted at the right hand of God, as Son of God and Lord of [living] and dead. 

• He will come again as Judge and Savior of men. 

The exaltation of Jesus as Lord at the Father’s right hand was part of the proclamation of the 

gospel! And the two ancient confessions of faith commonly known as the Apostles’ Creed and 

the Nicene Creed both include the ascension of Jesus and his exaltation at the Father’s right hand 

in their declarations. 

 

So what’s the significance? 

 So what’s the significance of Jesus’ exaltation? Why does it matter? 

 On the Christian calendar, this past Thursday, May 21, was Ascension Day—the day that 

marks Jesus’ return to heaven forty days after his resurrection. My friend Dr. Christ Alford, who 
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is pastor of a church in California, reminds us that Jesus’ ascension is “a critical part of the 

salvation story and enormously important to our understanding and practice of the faith.” 

It was at his ascension that the Father exalted Jesus to his right hand as Lord over all, far 

above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, 

not only in this age but also in the age to come (1:20-21). The Father put all things under his 

feet and made him Lord over all things (1:22).  

And why has he made him Lord over all things? 

Look at what Paul says: for the church, which is the fullness of him who fills all in all 

(1:22-23). He is exalted as Lord over all for the church. This could also be translated to the 

church, as many translations do, but in the Greek it has the sense that the exalted Lord is given 

to the church as head over all things. So the NRSV’s rendering captures the meaning nicely—

God has made him the head over all things for the church. 

Now think about that for a moment . . . In Ephesians 5:25-27, Paul says that Christ loved the 

church and gave himself for her . . . to make her holy . . . and to present the church to himself 

in splendor . . . . He gave himself, he died for his church.  

He rose for his church—as Jesus put it in John 10, the good shepherd laid down his life for 

his sheep, and he laid it down in order to take it up again! Why? For his sheep, the church! 

Here in Ephesians 1, Paul tells us that the Father has exalted the Son as the risen, ascended 

Lord for the church. As the exalted Lord at the Father’s right hand, Jesus is still fully human as 

well as fully divine, living forever in his resurrection body. As he rules over all things, he also 

constantly intercedes with the Father on our behalf as our advocate when we sin (1 John 2:1-2; 

Romans 8:34), as our great high priest (Hebrews 7:25), and as our helper in times of trouble 

(Hebrews 4:14-16). 

Think about that! God has exalted the risen Christ as Lord over all for the church—for us! 

As his church, we’re to be his body—he’s present in the church through the Holy Spirit as we 

embody his presence on earth while he is exalted in heaven. So the church is to be like Jesus, to 

show Jesus, to embody Jesus. We’re to show the fullness of him who is all in all! 

But so often we fall so far short. It would be easy to become cynical about it and give up. 

 Dallas Willard was a philosophy professor who wrote extensively about spiritual formation 

in the church. Not long before he died, he was asked in an interview about the challenges the 

church was facing. He had spent a lot of his time dealing with why the church isn’t producing 

more people who reflect Jesus and his character in the way they live. Toward the end, the 

interviewer asked Willard: “When you look at how off track the church is, do you ever just throw 

up your hands in despair?”  

Willard smiled and said, “Never.” 

“But how can you not?” the interviewer asked. 

“Because,” he said, “I know Christ is the head of his church and he knows what he’s doing.”3 

 

Indeed! And Amen! 

MEG 
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1 Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible. 
2 https://postbarthian.com/2012/10/15/the-apostolic-preaching-and-its-developments-by-c-h-dodd/ (Last 

accessed 05-23-2020). 
3 Skye Jethani, “Vampire Christianity,” PreachingToday.com; 

https://www.preachingtoday.com/illustrations/2014/november/4111014.html (last accessed 05-19-2020). 
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