
 

 
First Presbyterian Church • 393 E Main St • Spartanburg SC 29302-1917 •  864/583-4531 •  www.fpcspartanburg.org 

THE ANGEL OAK TREE 
Ephesians 3:14-21 

July 26, 2015 
Dr. Thomas E. Evans 

One of the things I love about South Carolina, 
Spartanburg, and this church is all the wonderful, 
mature, majestic trees that grace the land. Trees 
not only provide air to breathe, shade to enjoy, 
and building material for our homes, but their 
sheer size and age captivate our imagination.  

After a mishap with one of my Bradford Pears, 
which shed a massive branch, I decided to learn 
more about the trees in my yard. Several of them 
are Live Oaks, the quintessential southern tree, 
with its massive trunk and gigantic, twisted 
branches – themselves the size of trees! 

In the process I learned about a tree I am sure 
of which many of you have seen, The Angel Tree, 
in Charleston. Though I have yet to visit it, the 
pictures are enthralling. Its canopy spreads 17,000 
sq. ft., which is about the area of this sanctuary! 
Its branches bow to the ground and rise up again, 
offering a comfortable place to rest and relax. 

It is the quintessential live oak and, depending 
upon who you ask, is roughly 500 years old. About 
the same age as the Reformation! 

Trees live on a different timetable than 
humans and, as they rise to glory, they witness 
vast changes in human history. 

All of this grandeur, utility, and stateliness –
from a small acorn about the size of a quarter. 
Truly remarkable! 

As Paul did a few weeks ago in the first chapter 
of Ephesians, once again he paints a glorious and 
amazing picture of God’s power. Like the Angel 
Tree, these verses are full of grandeur, endurance, 
and agelessness and these verses contain one of 
the most enticing verses in the entire Bible, 

Now to him who by the power at work 
within us is able to accomplish 
abundantly far more than all we can 
ask or imagine. 

More than we can ask. More than we can 
imagine. Paul is letting us know that our own finite 
and feeble wants and desires will always be 
outstripped by the infinite and eternal mind of 
God – much like that acorn that silently fell to the 
ground, burrowed itself, and, over the course of 
five hundred years, became the Angel Tree. 

Furthermore this grandeur is not something 
we merely witness, it will be our deeds and 
actions. Paul says God will work within you and 
within me to accomplish this plan. 

This means we should expect the equivalent of 
the Angel Tree to come forth from our efforts. 
Paul can say this because it is precisely what he 
experienced in his own life. 

Remember Paul, as Saul, was filled with hatred 
and murder in his heart. He used his intellect, 
power, and beliefs to shame and kill, specifically 
targeting followers of Christ, specifically those 
who believed differently than he did. 

But God worked within him. Christ came to 
dwell within him and Paul changed his view on 
religion and the nature of faith. 

Before his encounter on the road to Damascus, 
he thought that right knowledge and action was the 
center of faithfulness to God. But afterwards, in 
Ephesians, he described it as “knowing the love of 
Christ that surpasses knowledge.” In Corinthians, 
he tells us that Love is greater than faith or hope. 

Paul did not come to this conclusion through 
intellectual analysis and deductive reason. No. He 
came to this understanding not because he knew 
some piece of truth, but because he discovers that 
he is known by God. 

Richard Niebuhr, 20th century author of Christ 
and Culture, wrote, 

Revelation means the moment in our history 



2 
 

through which we know ourselves to be 
known from beginning to end, in which we 
are apprehended by the knower… 

Both Paul and Niebuhr are telling us something 
rooted deep in the reality of life, a truism – It’s not 
what you know, it’s who you know. 

Paul so desperately wants us to understand 
this truth, he tells us he is getting down on his 
knees. He is praying with every fiber of his soul 
that we would come to know we are known. He 
wants us to live life by an entirely different ethic 
and it is this path that leads to the promise of 
abundant power that God will work through us. 

This cannot be another fleeting thought 
amongst many. Paul prays that we will be rooted 
and grounded in this love. Think for a moment 
what Paul implies. Roots offer a tree stability, 
water, and nutrients. 

Live Oaks have both a tap root, a large central 
root that early in life reaches down deep to 
provide this stability. But, as it ages, the lateral 
roots become more important. Paul wants us to 
have both. 

Our tap root, that is our fundamental source of 
stability, must reach down into God’s love for us. 
The tap root goes deep and so Christ becomes our 
deep, hidden source of strength. 

But we also seek this same knowing love by 
reaching out wide to those around us. In fact, the 
tallest trees in the world, Redwoods, rely on an 
interconnected root system in which neighboring 
trees’ roots support each other. 

Roots also access nutrients and water. Being 
rooted in love also means that you derive energy 
and motivation from these relationships.  

When roots go deep and wide they make the 
tree virtually indestructible. Witness the Angel 
Tree that has survived centuries of hurricanes and 
wars. When roots move with purpose seeking out 
life, they cannot be stopped. Just look at concrete 
sidewalks and foundations of homes built too 
close to a towering tree. 

As roots move outward they often rise up in 
surprising places. A root next to my home turns 
out to be from a tree a hundred feet away. 

In addition to the truism, “It’s not what you 
know it’s who you know,” we can also add the 
Southern addendum, “It’s who your people are.” 
Christ’s rooted love popped up in places that 
surprised virtually everyone. 

His people was . . . everyone! – women, 
Samaritans, tax collectors, Roman soldiers, 
fishermen, demons, lepers, local officials, and more. 

Jesus had greater emphasis on the person than 
the law and He did not let any custom constrain 
love. Righteousness, in Jesus’ day, was prescribed 
by very specific rules regarding who could speak to 
whom and in what circumstances. Christ showed 
us, however, that righteousness is not some lofty, 
religious ideal but a down in the earth, a rooted, 
deep connection to people, all of them! 

Thus Paul reminds us in Ephesians that God is 
the Father of every family in heaven and on earth. 
When Paul discovered this deep love of God, it 
grew within him a deep love for all humanity. Not 
just for those of his same tribe. 

As part of the body of Christ, even though we 
are guided by rules and procedures from the Book 
of Order and Confessions, even though we have a 
budget and a plan for ministry, and committees 
and teams and tasks, this must not be what drives 
us or motivates us. All of us must be grounded and 
rooted in the way Paul was. 

If we sink our roots deep and wide, God will do 
far more than we can imagine through us. 

My prayer is that you will come to know the 
profound impact God does through you in this 
place for children [Arcadia, Pine Street, CAST, 
more]; for older adults [Shepherd Center, Joy 
Fellowship…]; for healing [Food for Veterans, St 
Luke’s…].  

But God has something even more amazing in 
mind and in store for us. Something far more than 
we can imagine; this will not come from 
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convincing yourself of some particular piece of 
knowledge, but from the fullness of Christ 
dwelling richly in your heart. 

Planting a tree is an act of faith in the future. It 
is a statement that says I believe the world will 
exist. It is a risk of time, energy, and money that 
the tree you plant will flourish and grow. Planting 
a tree is a gift of love for the future. For people 
you do not know and will never meet.  

This year I challenge you to plant that gift of 
love wherever you can. 

 


