This week, we will continue our walk through the letter to the Ephesians by looking at Ephesians 3:8-13.  We began looking at this paragraph last week and saw, interestingly, that it is essentially a parenthesis in Paul's thought.  In 3:1, he started to launch into a prayer on behalf of his readers – a prayer that we will examine next week from 3:14-19 – but instead got sidetracked by an explanation of his own ministry and its place in the grand plan of God.  It is this grand plan that occupies the apostle's thought in our text today as well.  

As we saw last week, Paul makes clear in 3:2-7 that the mystery of God with regard to the place of the Gentiles in His people has been revealed.  After so many generations of shadows and prophecies, the mystery has finally been made known through the person and work of Christ.  Moreover, Paul made very clear that the revelation of this mystery was not just a fun piece of trivia for him but the driving force of his life.  Not only had the mystery been revealed but Paul, himself, had been entrusted with proclaiming that fact to the Gentiles.  He understood his crucial role in the revealing of this mystery.  And, as we saw, Paul also reminds us of our place in the revealing of this mystery as well.  It is a glorious reality that the mystery of Christ has been made known, and we should rejoice in the mystery that has been revealed to us.  But we also must never forget our role in taking the revelation of that mystery to others.  God has made known the mystery of Christ, and He is still making it known through us.  

As we continue to walk through this paragraph today, we will examine another facet of Paul's apostolic ministry.  Paul was absolutely sure that he had been sent to preach the unsearchable riches of Christ to the Gentiles.  But, in our text this week, we will see that he was also doing something else as he was preaching those riches.  There was something more foundational going on.  

One of the biggest struggles for us as American Christians, it seems, is our radical individualism.  Even in our devout spirituality, we are very self-focused, and we often tend to forget about the larger purposes of God that transcend us.  In essence, after giving some details about his ministry in 3:1-7, Paul steps back and provides an even broader, birds-eye view of God's plan with regard to the revelation of this mystery.  As we will see in this text, God's plan is much larger than just saving us, and we do ourselves, and the world, a grave disservice if we fail to recognize this grander perspective.  As Martyn Lloyd-Jones declared, “The gospel is personal, and it always starts with the personal; but it goes on beyond the personal and the individual to something greater and larger....it is important for us to realize that the Gospel of Jesus Christ, over and above what it gives us by way of personal salvation, has also a larger ambit, a wider scope.”
  He also declared, “For too long we have been stopping at the personal blessings, and spending our time in feeling our own spiritual pulse and coddling ourselves spiritually.  But we must go beyond that if we are to help others.  We must have an understanding of God's plan for the whole cosmos if we are to remove this gross darkness from the minds of people at the present time.”

This is a glorious text that talks about some of the highest and grandest purposes of God.  It was intended to encourage Paul's readers not to lose heart, so let us examine it humbly and expectantly, praying that God's intended purpose in inspiring this text would be carried out in us. 

I. God has a clear purpose in revealing this mystery: to display His manifold wisdom in the heavenly places (8-10). 

As we saw last week, Paul clearly understood the task he had been given as he wrote, “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” (3:8).  He was clear about his mission – preach Christ.  But, as we come to verses 9-10, we see that Paul understood his mission as having a grander purpose as well as he says that he was also given grace “to bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things, so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” (3:9-10).  

In essence, these phrases build on one another.  Paul's “surface” task was to proclaim the riches of Christ in the glorious realities of verse 6.  But, by carrying out this task, he was also doing something else – revealing to everyone the plan of God that had been “hidden for ages.”  You see, God has done a lot throughout history – even if we just limit ourselves to Biblical history.  And Paul's point is that God did all of those things with a specific plan and purpose in mind.  God has not acted haphazardly in this world.  Everything He has done has been guided and directed by a specific plan and purpose.  According to Paul, for a long time, God kept the “plan of the mystery hidden.”  But Paul's message is that now the grand plan – like the mystery – is hidden no more.  It has been revealed.  It has been made known.  

But what is this plan?  Paul tells us in 3:10 that the One who devised this plan and called Paul to proclaim the mystery of Christ has done it “so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” (3:10).  God's goal in carrying out His grand plan of redemption – preparing the way for Christ, sending Him to live and die and rise from the dead, and using Paul and the other apostles and prophets to proclaim the good news about Him – is to display His incredible wisdom to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.  This is a grand plan that clearly transcends this physical, tangible world.  God's goal is not just the salvation of sinners or even the redemption of this fallen physical world but the display of His incredible wisdom even to spiritual, unseen rulers and authorities that dwell in the heavenly places.  

Based on Paul's use of the terms “rulers” and “authorities”, it seems that he is referring to spiritual beings – probably angels – that dwell in the heavenlies.  These “rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” most likely include both good and bad angels, but when Paul uses the term he often is alluding to the bad more than the good.  Specifically, in Eph. 6:12, Paul uses the same terms to declare that we wrestle “against the rulers, against the authorities” - clearly referring to rebellious spiritual beings that seek our harm.  By redeeming sinful people – sinful Gentiles no less – God is making a point to these spiritual beings.  He is revealing something to them about Himself. Specifically, He is making clear to them His infinite wisdom.  He is making it clear that his wisdom is so vast and “manifold” that it far surpasses the wisdom of anyone else.  As he does in many other ways throughout Scripture, God is demonstrating His superiority and His greatness – even to spiritual beings.  

And we should take note of Paul's statement that God is demonstrating His manifold wisdom to these creatures “through the Church.”  It does not seem that Paul is referring here to anything specifically done by the Church but rather to the very existence of the Church.  That is, by the very existence of the Church, God's wisdom is manifestly proclaimed – not only to the physical world but to the farthest reaches of the unseen world.  Those heavenly realms echo with recognition and praise of God's wisdom because there is a group of sinners who have been redeemed by God's grace through the person and work of Christ.  

The plan and purpose of God was to make known His incredible riches to the spiritual beings in the heavenly places.  This plan was hidden for ages, but it has now been carried out and made known.  But how has God gone about making it known?  Paul addresses this in verses 11-12.  

II. This purpose is realized through Christ and what He has made possible (11-12).

In many ways, these few verses in Ephesians 3 can be a bit confusing.  Paul heaps up phrases and it is easy to miss the way they all connect.  But, basically, verses 11 and 12 explain how God has done everything described in the previous verses.  Verses 11 and 12 make clear exactly how God has made known His wisdom by carrying out and making known his purpose that had been hidden for ages.  That is the reason verse 11 begins with “this” - meaning that Paul is now explaining the way this has happened.  And Paul's essential point is that God has done all of these things through Christ and all that He has accomplished and made possible. 

Paul writes, “This was according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him” (3:11-12).  Notice that just as God purposed to display His wisdom, He also purposed to do it through Jesus.  This means that Jesus is the supreme demonstration of God's wisdom in all of the universe – the apex and culmination of it, if you will.  That is the reason Paul told the Corinthians that “to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ...[is] the wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:24).  By His life and work, He has carried out the plan of God that had been hidden for ages.  

But how has he done this?  What has he done to demonstrate this incredible wisdom of God?  The answer is found in 3:12 when Paul says that in Christ “we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him.”  Though this may seem like a parenthesis of sorts, this actually explains the way the purpose of God has been realized in Christ Jesus.  Basically, God's wisdom is supremely displayed in making a way for sinners to come into his presence.  Notice the words Paul uses.  First, we have boldness.  In His great wisdom, God has made a way for sinners to have boldness as they come before Him because they have a great high priest who can sympathize with their weakness and has made a way into God's presence for them (Heb. 4:14-16).  Second, we have access.  In His great wisdom, God has made a way for sinners to have access because Jesus has abolished hostility by reconciling us to God (Eph. 2:14-18).  Finally, we have access with confidence.  In His great wisdom, God has made a way for sinners to have confidence as they come to Him because a new and living way has been opened into His presence through the veil of Christ's body (Heb. 10:19-20).  In His great wisdom, God has made a way to be both “just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” (Rom. 3:26).  

In essence, the wisdom of God, displayed in various ways throughout history, is supremely displayed in the gospel.  God has made clear His manifold wisdom to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places through the person and work of Jesus Christ.  And we get the immeasurable blessing and benefit of being able to come into the very presence of God, though we are sinners, with boldness and confidence.  Praise God for His incredible wisdom!  

III. So we should not be discouraged by suffering and affliction (13). 

But what does all of this have to do with real life?  As glorious as they are, how are these truths relevant for us?  We find the answer in 3:13 as Paul closes our text by saying, “So I ask you not to lose heart over what I am suffering for you, which is your glory” (3:13).  Basically, in light of the things that he has been telling them (“so...”), Paul's readers should be encouraged rather than losing heart over the suffering he has been enduring.  In light of the fact that he has been given the grace to proclaim the mystery of Christ and make known the glorious plan of God, Paul does not want his readers to lose heart because of His suffering.  How can Paul say such a thing?  What is the connection in his mind? 

First, Paul understood that suffering was a part of the ministry and labor that God had given him.  Even at the point of his conversion, God told Ananias, “I will show him how much he must suffer for the sake of  my name” (Acts 9:16).  And Paul himself told the Thessalonians, “For you yourselves know that we are destined for this.  For when we were with you, we kept telling you beforehand that we were to suffer affliction, just as it has come to pass, and just as you know” (1 Thess. 3:3b-4).  Paul knew that he was going to suffer as part of carrying out God's mission and revealing the purpose of God by proclaiming the riches of Christ to the Gentiles.  Therefore, armed with that understanding, the suffering Paul was enduring while writing the letter to the Ephesians did not lead him to despair.  He understood that he was suffering because of His God-given mission, and this radically affected his perspective with regard to the suffering.  And, in turn, he urged his readers not to be discouraged or lose heart over his suffering either because his suffering had come about because of the very thing that had brought them salvation.  

But, again, how is this relevant for us?  It is relevant because that which was true for Paul is true for us as well.  We have seen, throughout these verses, the plan of God on display – a plan to redeem people from every nation and piece them together into a body of people who will magnify, honor and glorify Him.  We have also seen, throughout these verses, that – like Paul – we are entrusted with the task of taking the good news of Christ to the world.  We are ambassadors and messengers.  This means that, like Paul, we – as well as our fellow brothers and sisters – will endure suffering for the sake of the cause, if we are being faithful.  Jesus told his disciples, “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you” (John 15:20).  He also said, “In the world you will have tribulation” (John 16:33).  And Paul told Timothy the same thing: “Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12).  Like Paul, if we are earnestly carrying out the mission of God, we will endure suffering and persecution for carrying out that mission.  And, also like Paul, this suffering and persecution should not cause us to lose heart because we understand the grander purpose of God.  If we understand the reality of what is taking place as we go and make disciples of all nations, we will have the strength to endure anything because we will understand the cause and the plan and the mission.  We will be willing to suffer because we will understand what is at stake – not only the souls of men (as precious as those are) but the very glory of God.  This is a glorious reality, and it should motivate us to action. 

So, brothers and sisters, do not lose heart in the midst of struggle.  The plan of God that was hidden for ages has been revealed, and He is making known His manifold wisdom to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places as we proclaim the unsearchable riches of Christ to a lost world.  This is our task, and God is using us to carry out an incredibly glorious purpose.  May we be found faithful.  Amen.  
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