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Introduction:  This passage is divided up into two sections: verses 1-6 and 7- 13.

It is another side trip by Paul before he gets back to the prayer he began and

broke off in chapter 1 (verse 15).

Ephesians 1:15-16 (ESV)  15 For this reason, because I have heard of your faith in

the Lord Jesus and your love[a] toward all the saints,  16 I do not cease to give

thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers,

Footnotes:  Ephesians 1:15 Some manuscripts omit your love

He will resume the prayer in v. 14 of chapter 3, which we will cover next week.

This section is about mystery (Show slide!). This is not something unknowable,

but unknown because at least in part the gospel needs to be shared and explained

(Show next slide).

The first six verses of our morning text explain:

I.  The Mystery Made Known to Paul

Before Paul actually tries to explain this mystery from God, he tries to give some

background.  Verse 1 begins:  Ephesians 3:1 (ESV)  1 For this reason I, Paul, a

prisoner of Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles—

Paul had been through a lot in his faithful following of Christ.  He was so committed

to reaching out to the Gentiles that it had created both misunderstanding and

imprisonment for him.

He was thought to have taken Gentiles into the temple area.

He was thought to have acted against the Law and the temple.

He caused a near riot because of his spoken devotion to the Gentiles

(Read Acts 21:17 - 22:22ff.)

Illus.  How would you feel if you had an inheritance left to just you, and quite

unexpectedly another relative shows up claiming a full share?



Illus.  Craddock’s illustration about a special meal.

Paul makes it very clear that even though he may have been in the custody of

Rome (Nero), he was really only a prisoner “because of Jesus.”  And it was on

behalf of the Gentiles.  Nero’s power was only what God allowed for His purpose.

One has to admire Paul.  He was willing to suffer for what he knew was right.

Many people will only do what the majority wants, or the loudest want, but never

give any thought to sacrifice or confrontation.  Not everything is worth fighting

for, but some things are worth dying for, and Paul picked his battles.

It is very possible as this epistle of Ephesians is being written that Paul was in a

rented home and under “house arrest.”  In 6:20 Paul is an “ambassador in chains.”

Ephesians 3:2 (ESV)  2 assuming that you have heard of the stewardship

(dispensation in KJV; administration in the NIV) of God's grace that was given to

me for you,

This idea of Gentile and Jew being of equal value in God’s Kingdom certainly

came as no surprise to the Ephesians.  It also should not be a surprise to us that

the Church is broader than its expression here at Weston Church of Christ.

Paul’s conversion was so important to him that his companion Luke records

accounts of it in three different places in the book of Acts.  Yet, it is not his personal

conversion that is so important.  It is what happens after; it is his commission to

preach the Gospel to the Gentiles.  A person’s birth may be remembered with

fondness, but it is the history, the person’s life, that is the important issue.

The idea of our word “stewardship” in verse 2 is that it is something we have

been entrusted with, an asset - not to be hidden in the ground, but something we

are to share and put to work for the Master in His absence.

Ephesians 3:3-5 (ESV)  3 how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as

I have written briefly.  4 When you read this, you can perceive my insight into the

mystery of Christ,  5 which was not made known to the sons of men in other

generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit.

There were certainly times in the Old Testament when God spoke about every

nation being under His love and protection. There was to be a time when every

nation would be blessed by its Creator.   We hear this early.



Genesis 12:1-3 (ESV)  1 Now the Lord said[a] to Abram, “Go from your country[b]

and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you.  2 And I

will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so

that you will be a blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors

you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”[c]

Footnotes:  [a]  Genesis 12:1 Or had said

[b]  Genesis 12:1 Or land

[c]  Genesis 12:3 Or by you all the families of the earth shall bless themselves

Isaiah 2:2-3 (ESV)  2 It shall come to pass in the latter days that the mountain of

the house of the Lord shall be established as the highest of the mountains, and

shall be lifted up above the hills; and all the nations shall flow to it,  3 and many

peoples shall come, and say:  “Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to

the house of the God of Jacob, that he may teach us his ways and that we may

walk in his paths.”  For out of Zion shall go forth the law,[a] and the word of the

Lord from Jerusalem.

Footnotes:  [a]  Isaiah 2:3 Or teaching

And some believed it, but the nations still had their place. What was different

about Paul’s message was that now each place was the same.

In v. 5 of our Ephesian text it does say that this had now been revealed to God’s

holy apostles and prophets.  You might remember Peter’s lesson in Acts 10 with

Cornelius.

Revelation is always timed.  It is a little like learning which is also progressive and

builds on what may have been known before (like language or math in school).

The Holy Spirit reveals God through human agents who are holy (i.e. set apart).

Acts 15:14-19 (ESV)  14 Simeon has related how God first visited the Gentiles, to

take from them a people for his name.  15 And with this the words of the prophets

agree, just as it is written,  16 “‘After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent of

David that has fallen; I will rebuild its ruins, and I will restore it,  17 that the

remnant[a] of mankind may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who are called by

my name, says the Lord, who makes these things  18 known from of old.’ 19 Therefore

my judgment is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God,

Footnotes:  Acts 15:17 Or rest



Verse 6 is literally the definition of what Paul is speaking of when he says:  “mystery.”

Ephesians 3:6 (ESV)  6 This mystery is[a] that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members

of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.

Footnotes:  Ephesians 3:6 The words This mystery is are inferred from verse 4

Paul has an affinity for using words to which he adds prefixes to communicate

what it means to be in this new fellowship called the Church where everything is

shared.  In Christ we are:

1. heirs together

2. members together

3. sharers together

Certainly this sharing is of both the blessings and hardships, and comes with the

idea of being jointly responsible as members for the gospel and the grace of God.

This revelatory mystery is not some future event, but to be a present reality in

Christ’s Church in every aspect.

Verses 7-13 explain:

II.  The Need of Sharing the Mystery
Ephesians 3:7 (ESV)  7 Of this gospel I was made a minister (servant, NIV; Greek,

διακονοδιακονοδιακονοδιακονοδιακονοs) according to the gift of God's grace, which was given me by the

working of his power.

Paul was called by grace and commissioned by grace.  Paul had already seen

tremendous results that had to be God’s work and divine power.  His intersection

with Jesus on the road to Damascus not only changed him, but was the context of

his commission to preach to the Gentiles.

Paul had become a servant (diakonos) just like Jesus.  His whole mission in life

was to introduce people to God through Jesus Christ.  That was his gift.  Paul

makes it clear that there are many gifts (see Romans 12:6ff.; I Corinthians 12-14,

etc).  Each gift is to be used for the Body to honor Christ.

Ephesians 3:8 (ESV)  8 To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this

grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ,

To be a servant, just like Christ, we must humble ourselves as He did.  Paul’s

attitude and way of thinking had to be like Christ’s, so must ours!



No one who is going to serve can have an overly inflated opinion of themselves.

Paul’s attitude in verse 8 speaks volumes.  Any success he might have was due to

the grace of God, i.e. God gets all the credit.

To describe himself Paul makes up words (lit. “less than the least”) to show how

unimportant he was and how very important his mission was.  In other writings of

his, Paul says he is the least among the apostles (I Cor. 15:9).  He even says that he

is among sinners, the foremost (chief, NIV, I Tim. 1:15).  Why even Paul’s Latin

name (paullus),  means “little.”

To “preach,” literally means to deliver the good news (and here it is the best news

possible).  The Gospel has also been described as giving bread to beggars.

Paul uses yet another difficult word “unsearchable” to describe what God has

done.  This word is sometimes translated “inexhaustible,” “unfathomable” or “infinite.”

It is a word that tries to describe God’s creation.  Listen to the beginning of a

doxology at Romans 11:33 - Romans 11:33 (ESV)  33 Oh, the depth of the riches

and wisdom and knowledge of God!  How unsearchable are his judgments and

how inscrutable his ways!

Language is just too limited, and it fails to give us a full appreciation of God’s gifts

to us.  And here our text continues - Ephesians 3:9 (ESV)  9 and to bring to light for

everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in[a] God, who created

all things,    Footnotes:  [a]  Ephesians 3:9 Or by

“To make plain” it says in the NIV, but here in the ESV - “bring to light” is how it

is rendered.  The Greek word is photizo.  It carries with it the idea of enlightening.

Paul was told by Jesus, Himself on the road to Damascus:  Acts 26:17-18 (ESV)  17

delivering you from your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending

you  18 to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light and from

the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place

among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’

“Everyone” means everyone.  Paul always went to the Jew first, but then also

went to deliver the good news to the Gentiles.  Ephesians 3:10 (ESV)  10 so that

through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the

rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.



This gracious offer is good when?  NOW!!!!  And it is through the church and

that means everyone.  It is together we have this joint responsibility.

The word translated “manifold” is an interesting word.  It literally means

multicolored.  “It was used to describe the riot of color found in a Greek flower

garden or in an intricate pattern of embroidered cloth.  This is a fitting image for

the multi-colored, multi-national, multi-ethnic Church newly forged in Jesus Christ.”

      (Serendipity, Ephesians, p.35)

And all of this has been made known to “the rulers and authorities in the heavenly

places.”  I like what F.F. Bruce says here:  “While the material universe presents

ample evidence of the wisdom of God, the church of the new creation (Ephesians

2:10) is the masterpiece of His wisdom.... The principalities and powers, before

whom this object-lesson of divine wisdom is displayed, probably include good and

evil beings alike”  (Ephesians, p.64-65).

There is a cloud of witnesses cheering us on and another demonic group wishing

us harm and hoping for our failure.  Paul will later say Ephesians 6:12 (ESV)  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.

Our text continues here:  Ephesians 3:11-12 (ESV)  11 This was according to the

eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord,  12 in (by, with)

whom we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him.

All barriers are removed: those between Jew and Gentile in the Church and

certainly also the barrier between God and man.  Jesus provided access through

his death on the cross.  And now by faith in Jesus we can approach God unafraid.

This is what the 16th century reformers called “the priesthood of all believers.”

Ephesians 3:13 (ESV)  13 So I ask you not to lose heart over what I am suffering

for you, which is your glory.

Paul is saying not (to give in to evil, to be a coward, or grow weary).

Just like John writing to the churches of Asia in Revelation, it sometimes appears

that evil is winning, but Righteousness will ultimately win.  Paul says later that

even death is gain.  And Jesus tells us that we would be blessed by Him if we were

ever persecuted because of righteousness.



Conclusion:  (Stott, Ephesians, pp. 129-130)  “If the church is central to God’s

purpose, as seen in both history and the gospel, it must surely also be central in

our lives.  How can we take lightly what God takes so seriously?  How dare we

push to the circumference what God has placed at the center?  No, we shall seek

to become responsible church members, active in some local manifestation of the

universal church.

We shall not be able to acquiesce in low standards which fall short of the New

Testament ideals for God’s new society, whether mechanical, meaningless worship

services, or fellowship which is icy cold and even spoiled by rivalries which make

the Lord’s Supper a farce, or such inward-looking isolationism as to turn the

church into a ghetto which is indifferent to the outside world and its pain.

If instead (like Paul) we keep before us the vision of God’s new society as his

family, his dwelling place and his instrument in the world, then we shall constantly

be seeking to make our church’s worship more authentic, its fellowship more

caring and its outreach more compassionate.  In other words (like Paul again),

we shall be ready to pray, to work and if necessary to suffer in order to turn the

vision into a reality.”


