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Mystery Sermon 
Ephesians 3:1-13 

 
We love mysteries.  A quick look at the TV guide and best seller list will quickly 

demonstrate the truth of this. 
It is relaxing distraction looking for clues and waiting for that moment when all 

will be revealed, and it seems with shows like Father Brown and Grantchester we 
don’t mind a religious mystery. 

Today as we do some detective work on Ephesians 3, as Paul gets himself 
distracted, we will perhaps find the greatest religious mystery solved when all is 
revealed, and wonder if we, ourselves, have got distracted. 

DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

As we consider the mystery in Ephesians we will have to look at the evidence 
and people involved, the dramatis personae. 

PAUL 
The first person we need to consider is Paul, he is writing to the Church in 

Ephesus although it is most likely a letter that would be read in many other churches 
as well. 

For this reason 
Our reading starts with “For this reason… “ pointing back to what Paul has 

already said.  Paul has been speaking of God’s plan, and he has been praying that 
those who believe in Jesus would know that the same power that raised Jesus from 
the dead has raised them to new spiritual life and to a new unified community in 
Jesus, being built into holy temple, a dwelling place for God. 

Paul has got rather distracted from his prayer and attempts at the start of 
Chapter 3 to get back to it, but he gets distracted from it again.  He will finally 
conclude the prayer in v14-21 which we will look at in a couple of weeks.  To be 
distracted for a moment it is comforting as preacher to know that it is biblical to get 
distracted, as apparently it is something that I have been known to do from time to 
time. …. Now where was I?) 

I, Paul 
As Paul rather self consciously starts to pray, “I, Paul” he also reminds them 

not only of who is writing to them but where he is, that he is a prisoner.  Raising his 
imprisonment distracts him as he worries that it might distract them from the message 
he is preaching causing them to lose heart. 

So he reminds them of his ministry.  In so doing we get some evidence about 
his life.  He points them to things he has written previously about how he has the role 
he now has.  It is a bit of a mystery as to what he is referring to: perhaps some very 
oblique words in the first chapter.  Fortunately we have other letters of Paul, such as 
Galatians, as well as the book of Acts which fill in the story which fits in the evidence 
we have here. 

Paul came to his understanding of the things of God and Christ through direct 
revelation of Jesus on the Damascus Road.  This revelation firstly called him from his 
current path of persecuting the Church into the Church.  It is because of this part of 
his story that he calls himself “the very least of the saints” or literally “the leastest” 
(making a comparitive out of a superlative).  Paul had no right expect God’s love to 
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extend to him, but God did it anyway.  Paul never, ever got over the grace and 
forgiveness that God showed him. 

To get distracted again, does such grace distract you, lead you to praise and 
wonder?  It should. 

But to get back on track Paul not only received a revelation of Jesus and 
forgiveness he was given a new vocation which was to do with a mystery. 

The same grace which saved him called him to be a servant of the gospel, to 
help bring to the Gentiles, or the nations, the news of the boundless riches of Christ, 
and bring to light the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God. 

Paul is therefore important, he has a central place in this mystery, he is an 
apostle given a great task but he is not at the heart of this mystery, we need to dig a 
little further. 

THE CHURCH 
And a little further investigation will help us to see that the next in our list of 

dramatis personae is the Church.  In verse 5-6 we learn more about this mystery 
which has now been revealed, which is usually how the Bible uses the word mystery, 
not something you have to figure out for yourself, or something to stay hidden, it is 
something that has been revealed. 

The mystery is that the Gentiles, people of all nations, would, on equal footing 
with the Jews, be part of God’s new people.  Paul then uses a run of Greek words 
with the prefix syn or with to emphasize this new state of togetherness, or being with 
each other: co-inheritors, co-bodied, co-shares.  There are no second class citizens in 
God’s new people, no black sheep in God’s new family we have the same inheritance, 
body and promise in Christ Jesus.  This is Paul’s his message about Jesus from 
Jesus, it is his gospel, his good news. 

This certainly was new and not always well received.  It was preaching this 
message which led to Paul being arrested in Jerusalem the imprisonment in Rome 
where he was writing this letter.  His imprisonment did not undermine his message 
rather it was a demonstration of its truth and his commitment to this message of all 
now being equal members of God’s family. 

This is certainly something mysterious, and is perhaps something that has 
often been hidden from the church in the way that it has behaved, which is something 
we will need to return to, but have we really got to the heart of this mystery? 

GOD REVEALED IN CHRIST 
As we read on the Church is only part of the plan.  Returning to v9-10 we see 

that the God who created all things through his word brings the Church into being 
through his word preached by Paul.  Through Paul’s preaching of the gospel of Christ 
as he shines light on God’s mysterious plan that had been revealed to him by God, 
the Church comes into being.  Why? So that the rulers and authorities in the heavenly 
places might see the manifold, technicolour wisdom of God. 

How the mystery is revealed 
God, who creates all things has mysterious plan (3:9) 

 
Paul brings the gospel of Christ to the Gentiles (nations of the world)  

and bringing the mystery to light (3:8-9) 
 

Church, one unified body created,  
Gentiles fellow heirs, members of same body, sharers in the promise (3:6) 

 
Wisdom of God demonstrated to the rulers & authorities in the heavenly places. (3:10) 

 
All things in heaven and earth gathered up in Christ (1:10) 
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Now it is a bit mysterious as to who or what Paul has in mind when he speaks 
of rulers and authorities.  Are they angelic beings who long to look into God’s plans 
more deeply (1Peter 1:12)?  Perhaps they are demonic forces or spiritual realities 
behind earthly forces?  Perhaps the easiest way to deal with it is to think back to 
Chapter 1 where similar language is used to describe Jesus authority that is over all 
things, both now and forever. 

Paul himself put it earlier “he has made known to us the mystery of his will, 
according to his good pleasure that he set forth in Christ, as a plan for the fullness of 
time, to gather up all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.” 1:9-10 

For the purpose of God is that all these authorities in heaven and on earth see 
that the same wisdom with which the world was made would be seen in the nature of 
the Church.  For in the Church reconciled to him and to each other in Christ the very 
nature of God is seen, and it points forward to the ultimate reconciliation of all things 
in Christ. 

The Heart of the Mystery 
Here is the centre of the mystery the nature of the God.  I tried to read widely in 

preparation for sermons and for this I consulted the magisterial 2 volume commentary 
but Markus Barth, and in the midst of the technical linguistic and theological 
discussion I found this, and I can do no better than repeat it for you. 

 “This is the secret [his word for mystery] that is finally revealed to the saints: 
God loved them before creation.  He loves them despite sin and death.  He loves 
them not withstanding the former division of Jews and Gentiles.  He loved them with 
the intention that they praise his glory.  Man did not know this love; the powers did 
not.  But God did.  It was God’s secret because it was hidden in his heart, indentified 
with his own being, his whole self.  Now it has been laid bare.  The whole, true God is 
no longer hidden and unknown.  His very heart is opened.”  [Barth, Ephesians, 1:127.] 

Jesus has revealed God so the mystery is now exposed for all to see.  As the 
Apostle John would put it we now know that God is love.  What matters so much here 
is not that we love mysteries, the mystery is love.  This is why Paul can say we can 
approach God with boldness through faith in the faithfulness of Christ (v12) 

And here the word mystery is helpful to us, that God is like this, that he is love, 
is a mystery.  There is no reason he should be, it is not because we are loveable, and 
recognising this mystery should also keep us humble.  Have we become too used to 
the idea, too comfortable, too easily distracted from it?  We need to remember God’s 
love for us is a mystery. 

The mystery that has been revealed in Paul’s gospel about Jesus is the very 
nature of God that has been revealed in Jesus.   

Thank God and praise God. 

LIVING THE MYSTERY 

THE CHURCH 
Now usually when the big reveal is made in the mystery the end comes quickly 

but before we end we do need to consider a few things as we live with this mystery. 
The heart of the mystery is the loving reconciling nature of God shown in 

Jesus.  But the Church plays its part in proclaiming that mystery, we are not just to 
bask in the light of the love but live with it and for it. 

It means the Church is much more important that most people think.  For many 
the Church itself is a mystery.  What is it for?  Here we start to see the beginning of an 
answer.  As we look at the process by which the mystery of God is revealed we see 
that the Church is fundamental to God’s purposes.  The Church is central to the 
Christian Gospel, the proclamation of Jesus is to create the Church.  The Gospel does 
not simply bring salvation, but it also makes a people, a community.  The Church is 
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central to God’s purposes in history.  Whilst we may think of ourselves as powerless 
God uses the church to witness to the powers.  The Church is central to God’s 
purposes in how his people live for they are to live out this high calling of 
demonstrating to all in heaven and on earth the wisdom of their creator and Father.  In 
a few weeks when we consider Paul’s call to live a life worth of the calling we have 
received, he is doing far more than telling us to be good boys and girls, it is to 
partners with God in his great mission.  To repeat words from a previous sermon, the 
mystery of God is that he loved the world so much he gave the Church 

We need to understand this as we look in Chapter 4 about living a life worth of 
the calling we have received, this is the calling.  We may wonder if so much of what 
we think of as church is actually a distraction from what we are supposed to be doing. 

No wonder Paul finally returns to prayer, we need to have deeper 
understanding of God’s love.  But for now consider what are the things that distract 
you and us from living out the task of displaying God’s love and wisdom and pray that 
we would get back on task.  Paul’s experience shows it will not be easy and we may 
not even realise who we are impacting as we live out this mystery but one day that too 
will be revealed. 


