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Have you ever asked yourself what it is that drives you to do In our text today, therefore, Paul shares, first, biographical
most of what you do? A brother shared with me at a recembaterial regarding his calling as a preacher, and second, the pur-
men’s retreat for a church in the East Bay. He was troubled kpose and meaning behind all of history, what he calls the “mys-
deep depression which manifested itself in frequent job changesry.”

This continual need for change indicated that he was running
from something, he felt. When | asked him to share a little about
his background, he said that his father had rejected him as a boy: ! X
and this rejection greatly damaged his sense of worth. Later [[PW | Propose to take this text. There are some unusual things
life, his own nine-year-old son died from leukemia, and this tragdP0ut this drama, however. Each act has different actors, and
edy resulted in the break-up of his marriage. He confessed éféfch act is played before a new audience. Furthermore, as the

This mystery that Paul refers to is revealed in three move-
nts. It is rather like a play in three separate acts, and this is

had never truly grieved over the loss of his son, but rather hdJ®Y Progresses, with each act the mode of communication

continued his habit of running away from problems. Even aftef"1@n9€s.
he came to Christ and was remarried to a Christian spouse hej; s essential that Christians come to an understanding of

still made frequent job changes. these matters, for if we don’t comprehend our part, and which of
This man's story is typical of so many in our generation. ithe three acts we are to play in, then we will have no sense of the

has been my observation that pain from our past is behind mu@lyine purpose for our lives. In this drama, therefore, we will
of what drives us. How ironic, to think that the source of oufdiSCOVer the key to history, the key to our own significance, and

pain is the feeling that we are outsiders in our own families. W€ key to not losing heart.

respond to this rejection by building walls of protection to block |y the first act, which covers verses 1 through 6 of this third
out the_ pain and distance ourselves from people. But, rather th@ﬁapter of Ephesians, God himself takes the stage. He is the only
protecting us, these walls form tombs that deny our souls passigptor on the boards as the play opens. The audience, present by

and feeling. We continue living and coping as best we can, hyitation only, is quite limited — just Paul and the other apos-
course, but we stop feeling. In the prison that we have construgfag.

ed to protect ourselves, we fall into despair and begin to loathe
our very existence. I. Act 1: The Mystery Revealed To PauB:1-6

The New Testament has a term for this condition: it is called For this reason, | Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the
“losing heart.” | prefer the phrase used in the Septuagint, the sake of you Gentiles,— if indeed you have heard of the ste-
Greek translation of the OT, however: it translates a Hebrew wardship of God's grace which was given to me for you,
word meaning “to have a sickening dread,” “to loathe some- that by revelation there was made known to me the mys-
thing,” or “have long-standing revulsion towards something.” tery, [as | wrote before in brief, referring to which you can
Rebecca used this phrase when her son Esau married outside thby reading understand my insight into the mystery of
covenant!l loathe my life because of the daughters of Heth!” Christ], which in other generations was not made known
said the heartbroken mother (Gen. 27:46). The very thing she to the sons of men, as now it has been revealed to His holy
dreaded had happened, and she loathed her life as a result. Shapostles and prophets in the Spirit; (3:1-5)

had lost the desire and determination to go on. (a) The Definition of a Mystery

As we resume our studies in the book of Ephesians, beginning

this morning in chapter 3 of Paul’s letter, we will see that the cir;

cumstances in which the apostle found himself — he was impri hat is obsg:ure, secret and puzzlllng. In the Scriptures, however,
oned in Rome — could easily have led him to lose heart. Actua he mysteries of God are secret in the sense that they cannot be

ly, he was keenly aware that because of his situation, others W&Jéscovered apart from divine re_velatlon. They are shut up to hu-
man wisdom. But these mysteries are absolutely essential to our

losing heart. His rejection by his own people, following his decl_{istence, since they reveal the answers to the great questions of

The English word “mystery” commonly refers to something

sion to follow Christ and take the gospel to the Gentiles, had h Ny ) : :
him deeply. He was cast into a prison, from where he wrote tm e: Why are we here? Where are we going? What is the purpose
life, of history? Can we be certain of the outcome?

letter. He harbored no expectations of justice or release. Yet R
wrote, “I ask you not to lose heart at my tribulations on your begh) The Mode of Communication:
half, for they are your glory.” What was it about Paul's under- = Djrect Revelation

standing of his circumstances that caused him to feel, not loath- | h d.in a di lation. had made k
ing, but glory? He tells us in this text that he had acquired a Paul says that God, in a direct revelation, had made known to

revolutionary understanding of a certain mystery. This knowllim & mystery which had never before been revealed to the sons

edge set him free him from despair, and placed him on a stage%me”: “in other generations was not made known to the sons of

play a role that would have eternal significance in the drama ¢fen” (5); “which for ages has been hidden in God” (9). And he
human history. ad received this mystery as a gift of God; it was not a product

of his learning or upbringing.



Next, the apostle goes on to explain the mystery, in verse 6: Messianic age, when the Gentiles would come to Jerusalem car-
rying their offering. Some of the Gentiles would even function

(c) The Content Of_ the Mystery _ as priests— some, but not all. In the NT, however, the apostles

...that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of Peter and Paul declare that not just some, but all members of the
the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Je-  body are priests and full family members. William Hendrickson,

sus though the gospel... describing this alliance between Jew and Gentile in the new ar-

It is hard to grasp how shocking these words would havEangement for living, says this is “not an alliance, or friendly
seemed to a Jew, especially a Pharisee, in Paul's day. The Ph reement, or outw'ard combmatlor] .Of the .tWO,, in partnership,
sees came into existence in Israel during the Hasmonean rufiilt @ permanent fusion, a perfect spiritual union.

around 63 BC. They were a pressure group who were deeply Third, says Paul, the Gentiles have become “fellow partakers
troubled by the compromise of purity in Israel. Though the exileyf the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” The “prom-
was over, and Israel had returned to the land and was in contigé” here is the gift of the Holy Spirit. We discern this from his

of the temple, the Pharisees abhorred the corruptness of the ndter to the Galatians: “in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham

ing priestly classes. They feared paganism from without and agight come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise
similation from within. The restoration which followed the exile of the Spirit through faith” (Gal. 3:14). So Gentiles had equal

was not yet complete, they felt, thus they summoned Israel bagkatus with Jews who are sons of Abraham.

to the great ancestral traditions, insisting on the purity regula- . ) _ )

tions and the study of Torah. If Israel would live up to these ex- Paul amplifies this, also in Galatians, where he wrote, “If you
acting standards, they taught, the Messiah would come to libefl® Christ's, then you are Abraham'’s seed, heirs according to

ate the nation, punish her pagan enemies, and rebuild the temrﬂgpmise.” Gentiles, therefore, have significance as full family
members. The prophets, of course, did refer to Israel being a

] ) ) ) “light to all the nations,” and of the whole earth being blessed
The zeal with which the Pharisees sought to impose thejhrough Abraham’s seed, and that all nations would come to Je-
agenda took on revolutionary overtones on occasion. Whenevgfsalem to find the Messiah. But they never spoke of the mys-

_there was a power vacuum in Rome, for example, they tOf_Jk pétgry of the new creation, the new humanity called the church.
in Jewish revolts against the Roman conquerors. Before his con-

version, Paul himself, by his own admission and by the evidence Here is how John Stott describes this, in his commentary on
of others, demonstrated this kind of revolutionary zeal. He wakphesians,

outraged at the message of the early Christians announcing Jesug,,+ \yhat neither the Old Testament nor Jesus revealed was
as Messiah. These heretics welcomed not only the outcasts of IS+,a radical nature of God's plan, which was that the theocracy
rael, but the hated goyim — even their Roman oppressors! AS e jewish nation under God's rule) would be terminated,
far as Paul was concerned, saying that the Gentiles were fellow- 5,4 replaced by a new international community, the church:
heirs of th(_e promise would be as shocking as teIImg a SUIVIVOT that this church would be ‘the body of Christ’, organically
of Auschwitz today that God would freely offer forgiveness o hiteq to him; and that Jews and Gentiles would be incorpo-
Adolph Eichmann; or to a Jew who survived the Gulag in RUS- o164 into Christ and his church on equal terms without any
sia, that God would lay out the welcome mat for the hated secret yigginction. It was this complete union of Jews, Gentiles and
police, the KGB. No wonder Paul tried to hunt down and impris-  ~prist which was radically new, and which God revealed to

on all who professed the name of Jesus. Paul, overcoming his entrenched Jewish prejudite (Mes-
But all that changed on the Damascus Road when this zealoussage of EphesiarffvP, 1979] 118).

Pharisee had a vision of the resurrected Jesus. It was then h

learned, in a new revelation, that the Servant Messiah had co

to earth to take on the role of Israel. And his shed blood had su

efficacy that it would cleanse not just Israel, but all the nationére

of the earth.

St is my opinion that God is still relentlessly pursuing Israel

d that they will finally repent and turn to Christ. But when

y do so, God is not going to set about establishing another

ation. We are not going to go backwards, into the past, again.

Rather, he will graft the Jews into this new creation, the body of
This then is the mystery of which Paul speaks in these ope@hrist (which Paul describes in Romans 11). This is why Paul

ing verses of chapter 3. Henceforth, the Gentiles would be reloes not despair. He had been given a unique foreview from his

garded as “fellow heirs,” “fellow members of the same body,place among a very limited audience as history was played out

and “fellow partakers of the promise in Jesus Christ through tHeefore him. God himself had opened the apostle’s eyes to show

gospel.” him and his fellow-apostles something no one had ever seen or
As “fellow heirs,” they would partake in the same blessin even dreamed of before, the unveiling of the new creation, the

that was given to Abraham and to Israel. The Gentiles, who on W humanity.

had trodden under foot the Holy Land and defiled the temple, So here in Act 1 of this play God himself is the main charac-
were now welcome to possess the land and enter into the tempter. Paul and the other apostles make up the audience in this pri-
Actually, the New Testament declares that the Gentiles, throughate showing of history in the making.

Christ, wouldbecomehe new temple. ) . .
ISt wou W P In Act 2, we find that Paul and his fellow apostles, the audi-

And second, they were now *fellow members of the samence of Act 1, are now invited to come on stage as participants.
body.” In the OT, it was theoretically possible for one to laypreaching, not direct revelation as in Act 1, is now the mode of

claim to an inheritance through adoption and still not be regaréommunication. And, as the curtain rises, all the nations of the
ed as a full family member. But it would not be so in the body ofarth are seated in the audience.

Christ. In this new organism, every fellow member had full stat-
us, and they would function in very significant ways. II. Act 2: The Mystery Revealed To the Gentiles

A study at the OT shows that none of the prophets went so far 3:7-9
as to say this. For example, the vision of Isaiah 66 describes the...through the gospel, of which | became a minister, ac-



cording to the gift of God’s grace given to me according to On the contrary, he is a prisoner of Christ, and Caesar is his cap-
the working of His power. To me, the very least of all tive!

saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the
unfathomable riches of Christ, and to bring to light what
is the administration of the mystery which for ages has
been hidden in God, who created all things;

Two weeks ago | led a memorial service for Sheri Almberg
who died of cancer at the age of 30. She had been part of our
congregation for just a few months, and | first met her when |
visited her in the hospital before she died. Sheri wanted but a
(a) Paul's New Obligation few things in life: to be married and to have children, and to

: : : : have her life count for Christ. Most of the four hundred people
Having heard the mystery explained by God himself in Act 1, o attended her memorial service did not know the Savior. At

Paul, together with the other apostles, now takes the stage. Q . . . .
has already made reference to “the stewardship of God’s gra t service her fat_her read a Ietter.that _Shen had written to him
en she was a high schooler, telling him how much she loved

?r:\éekg ttr?ergisp()gizlzﬁc:\r/]vistgzlr%vg ﬁgﬁznrs“:s“Irexllgsari;:j:(;rvrﬁirxi:?'m' ;I'herr: he read ? Ie:]ter he had IWritten to hﬁr, tellking.’her of his
ter’ (3:6b). ove for her. He told the assembled crowd that S er’s dearest
wish for them would be that they come to know Christ. Her suf-

The entire focus of his life had changed. Instead of adoptingfaring, their glory. | am convinced that in the end, we will yet

defensive posture and battling to preserve the purity of Judaissee Sheri’'s wedding, and we will behold her spiritual children

against the inroads of the barbarian Gentiles, he now lives fevho were born through her suffering.

their salvation. He saw himself as a privileged servant, under ob- In Act 3, the stage changes once more.

ligation to dispense this mystery in full, just as an executor of an

estate is charged to administer the whole inheritance to the heji$, Act 3: The Mystery Revealed To the Angels

for their benefit and advantage, and to make sure they possessit 3:10-12

in full. And not only is the apostle given the obligation to

preach, he receives the resources to do so. In order that now might be made known to the rulers and

) o the authorities in the heavenlies through the church the
Paul w_elco‘r‘nes this obligation, not from a sense of duty, but manifold wisdom of God, in accordance with the purpose

appreciation. “To me, the very least of all saints,” says the apos- of the ages which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord,

tle, “this grace was given...” The former persecutor of Chris- in whom we have boldness and confident access through

tians, the zealot who watched as Stephen was stoned to deathgjth in Him.

cannot fathom why he was chosen to preach the gospel to th . )

Gentiles. So appreciation became the driving force of the apog"s The Recipients Of the Mystery: The Angels

tle's life. Here, the stage is enlarged to accommodate all the new people
| have noticed that our most significant ministries here apf G0d; Jew and Gentile alike. The curtain rises, and as you and

PBC/Cupertino are ministries to outsiders: unwed motherd and all the church look out over the audience, we see that it is
abused women, refugees from foreign lands, the poor, AIDS suffade up of angels, the silent heavenly beings.

ferers, etc. It is significant, too, that none of the leaders of thegb) The Mode of Communication: The Church On Display
valuable ministries are working because they feel bound to do Th tors do not K directlv to th dience this tim
so. They are involved because they feel privileged to share t% € actors do not spea ectly to the audience this €.

good news of salvation to outsiders and help lead them into o€’ the angels are watching as the church speaks, not to
family in Christ them, but to God in prayer. The most beautiful scenes in the dra-

o _ ma Les Miserables| think, are not when the actors sing to the
(b) Mode of Communication: Preaching audience, but when the hero sings his prayers directly to God, at

In Act 1. as we have seen. the mode of communication wais conversion, when he intercedes for a son, and finally at his

direct revelation. Here in Act 2, the mystery was to be communWn death, when he prayed, *forgive me all my trespasses, and

cated through preaching to all the nations: “to preach to the Geg?—ke me to your glory.” This is what the angels are doing in Act

tiles the unfathomable riches of Christ.” To preach the good — listening to the prayers of the faithful.

news which is “unfathomable” (“not to be tracked out”), inscru- In a sense, the angels are attending graduate school as they
table, incomprehensible (“like the sea, too deep to fathom, or thghserve the saints and listen to their prayers. In the OT, the an-
earth, too vast to explore”) (John Stott). gels took a course which | will cabivision and Separation

When the gospel is preached, according to Paul, a miracle Ola.Then they learned of the holiness and transcendence of
curs. Preaching “enlightens all men with the administration of?@d- All through the OT, barriers were established to guard the
the mystery which for ages has been hidden in God, who creatB@liness of God, the sanctity of the temple and God's people.
all things.” The Creator God, the one who created light out oPny Jews were allowed to enter, and they had to be priests who
darkness (Gen.1:1) is the very one who enlightens the minds Y€ Purified and cleansed, who observed the right dietary laws,
sinners to behold the wonderful mystery of salvation in Chris€C: But in the NT, the angels study a new course, which | call

Just as the eyes of the blind man were opened through the miRgmolition and Access 101Now, through the blood of Christ,
cle that Jesus performed, so Paul himself would see miracles &L he walls have been broken down and the saints enjoy imme-

complished as God enlightened the minds of sinners who h te access to God. Thus Paul describes these silent heavenly
been living in darkness. eings watching us in awe as we freely come to the Father, “in

_ _ ) ) ~ whom we have bold and confident access through faith in Him.”
~So the God who created all things is now in Christ restoring\nd the glorious news is that this precious blood of Christ is so
his creation and uniting all things in Christ. This is why Paulowerful it not only cleanses the outcasts of Israel from their im-
does not lose heart. His suffering results in our glory. The focysurity and sin, but even the Gentiles are welcomed into the tem-
of his life has changed from a persecutor of the Gentiles to gle, entering freely into the holy of holies. The cleansing is so
preacher of the gospel of grace. Although he is writing thesgomplete, we even become the new temple! Seen in this light,
verses in prison, he does not regard himself as Caesar’s prisoregul's sufferings, which might look like a defeat to the Ephe-




sians, are actually the blessed tool that drives him to the throhés own worth that he felt free to share his vulnerability, and his
room of grace in prayer. And when he prays, the watching ampenness encouraged the other men to do the same. So, walk
gels are awed by the access which is his through the blood abnfidently on to the stage, knowing that God has designed your
Christ. part specifically for you. Notice, too, that the stage keeps grow-
(c) The Grand Finale ing. Resist the temptation to hoard ministry to yourself. Keep

I hat th old g ¢ God. which o welcoming others to come onstage with you.
Paul says that this manifold wisdom of God, which is to .

displayed by the church to the angels, was in accordance Wﬁﬁ) Know Your Audience and Play Your Part

the eternal purpose of God. (Or, literally translated, it was “the Third, know your audience, and play the correct role. Paul

purpose of the ages.”) What a privilege to be living in the ageas rejected by his own people, but he did not insist on forcing

that Paul says was the whole goal of history, the creation of themself and his teaching on them. His rejection created a stage
church, a new humanity under Christ where all things are unitetbr another audience — the Gentiles — who themselves felt re-
The church is not some temporary arrangement; it will endurected. Although he was reluctant at first to go, he went before
forever. them to preach the good news and welcome them as fellow-

“So don't lose heart because of my tribulations on your behews. The most receptive audience to the gospel are the outcasts,

half,” says Paul, “for they are your glory.” In the OT Joseph’sso the Christian’s task is to find them and preach the message of

tribulations saved Israel and preserved his nation during a tini%g(?“?r?]é% ﬂ:gmérsfﬁ:nogltjitlré?nse v%l\llght%mkggu ?r:inq]%s;}tthvr\/%?-t_
of famine. His sufferings had national significance. Paul's suf: : ’ 9 P '

ferings were even more significant. They were to have interng2me them . unwed mothers, victims of sexual abuse, AIDS
tional and eternal significance: he suffered for you and me. patients, polltl_cal refugees, the homeless — and share the gospel
of salvation with them.

Let me draw four implications from this text. And know your role. The method of communication in Act 2
L. was public preaching, but when Paul faced suffering and opposi-
IV. Implications of the Mystery tion, he prayed in private. | think at times we reverse these.
() Protection From Imposters When Christians get upset at the world, they preach privately to

i ) , each other and to opponents of the gospel. Then, when we face
First, this mystery of which Paul speaks protects us todaypposition, we pray publicly, organizing public prayer marches
from impostors who would try to mislead us. The mystery, as Wg) demonstrate how pious we are. We pray in public and preach
have seen, was revealed in a three-act drama. There were thie@yivate. But | think we're aiming at the wrong audience. Peo-
different modes of revelation, different actors, and different aup|e are not impressed by our public prayer. What convinces them
diences. We have learned that we are now in the third act. 3fe our tears of acceptance in the gospel. Thus I think this text is

someone comes along, therefore, claiming to have received a $8ying we should pray in private and preach in public.
cret revelation from God, you can rest in the knowledge that this

mystery about the culmination of all of history has been publiéd) Be Motivated By Appreciation

domain for 2000 years. Everything has already been revealed byand finally, be motivated by appreciation. This is what keeps
God to his. apostles, and they in turn passed it on to us throughe play moving throughout the ages. As a young man | was pur-
the preaching of the word. There is no more to come. suing a wonderful pagan life, | thought, but God drew me into
(b) Get Into the Play! the audience to V\_/atch the great drama of salvation unfold. Ther],
) ) ) after | came to faith, he introduced me to the best teachers of his
Second, this text challenges us to become involved in thgord, men and women filled with integrity and truth. | contribut-
play. Sitting in the audience is not good enough; every Christiagy nothing to their message; everything was handed to me as a
is invited to be on stage and to par_take in the drama. The playt. Today, as | turn 42 years old, | have to ask myself, who am
cannot continue without you. There is a special role for you thatihat | now search the unfathomable riches of Christ and preach
no one else can play. What a tragedy when some, because thg¥m to you and to the nations, you who are so valuable in the
feel unworthy, insist on trying to remain in the audience! Regyes of the Savior? Who am | that so many people from across
member, you will have capacity for ministry to the degree thage world, persecuted outcasts, have become my dearest friends?
you have been hurt in life (2 Cor. 1). If you have been rejecteq find it hard to believe that I, the least among all the saints, have
as Paul was rejected by his own people, that very rejection jen allowed to play a role in this great drama, this “mystery ...
your entree to ministry. The man whom | mentioned at the bess now it has been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in

ginning of this message felt free to share with me because he Ng@ spirit.” | can only respond in humble appreciation to God
been invited, despite all his problems, to be involved in the Myyno gave me all of this as a gift of his grace.

sic ministry at the retreat. This filled him with such a sense of
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