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“Paul’s Pause – Part 1”      Text – Ephesians 3:1     

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
From time to time in the history of the church, certain things happen to its leaders that cause us to ask questions, to feel a little unsure about things, and to make us a little nervous.  
Sadly, most often, this involves sinful behaviour on behalf of church leaders.  
It begins when we hear that a minister we have always appreciated and respected has been caught in public sin like immoral behaviour or serious lawlessness.  
And if they, through their ministry have had a deep impact on our lives, all of a sudden, we start to wonder about that impact.  
If this is how they were living all that time, what does that say about their calling and their message?  
What does their behaviour say about my salvation?  
What do their circumstances say about my Christianity?

Well, as we come to the beginning of chapter 3, this is exactly the question that was on the minds of the Gentile Ephesian Christians.  
You see Paul had come to town and preached a message about salvation for Jew and Gentile alike.  And his message of salvation was largely responsible for the conversion of many and the establishment of all the churches in the area that this letter came to.

But now they all know that Paul is in prison.  And it seems that the reason he is in prison is his message.  
Acts tells us that he was originally arrested because it was alleged that he had brought a Gentile into the Temple.  Indeed, it was when Paul said that he was called to be an apostle to the Gentiles that the Jews cried out, “Rid the earth of him!  He’s not fit to live!”  
And so, for around 5 years, these Ephesian Christians have followed Paul’s journey from prison in Caesarea to prison in Rome.  
This man who had such high hopes for the spread of the gospel!  
This man who they thought would do wonderful things for the church.  
This man was currently lying in a prison cell in far off Rome.  
And it looked like that was where he would end his days.

And so, understandably, they were asking questions, feeling a little unsure about things, and getting a little nervous.  
What does all this say about Paul’s calling and his message?  
What does this say about my salvation?  
What do his circumstances say about my Christianity?  

And there can be no doubt that many were attempting to supply answers to these questions.  
Paul?  Oh, just look at him!  
Obviously, he is not what he claimed to be!  Obviously all this baloney about the Gentiles is just nonsense.  
You want to be in this church, you have to do what we Jews have been doing for thousands of years.  
Look at Paul.  He is just a ‘guest of his majesty” if you know what I mean.  
Paul is somewhere where he can’t do any harm.  Paul is a nobody.  Look at what his circumstances tell you about his brand of Christianity.  
After all, if he was what he claimed to be, he would hardly be rotting in a prison cell would he!  No, we are where it’s at.  Follow us!
And so, this is what Paul is going to deal with in the first part of chapter 3.  
Interestingly though, he seems to do it in an odd way.  
Because, as we arrive at the first verse of chapter 3, we arrive at what can only be described as the beginning of a 12 verse pause.  
You can see that the same words that begin verse 1 are the same words that begin verse 14; “For this reason…”  
As Paul begins this chapter it is his intention to pray for these Ephesian Christians.  And this is exactly what he does, beautifully, in verses 16-21.  
But as he is about to tell them about the content of his prayer, he says something about himself and his circumstances that causes him to pause and to defend himself and his calling.  
And what he says tells us much about how we ought to view the circumstances of life, and much about the extraordinary nature of Paul’s calling.

And so, what we find in verses 1-13 is that Paul pauses to defend his calling as Apostle to the Gentiles.  And we are going to consider this defense in three parts.  Next week, God willing, we will look at verses 2-6 and then at verses 7-13.  

Today though, looking at verse 1, we see that Paul pauses, because of the impact of special circumstances on his work.  And, quite simply, we are going to look at the nature of these special circumstances and their meaning.

Firstly then, Paul speaks about the nature of these special circumstances.  He says, “For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles…”

Now, brothers and Sisters, at the time of writing, Paul is a prisoner in every sense of the word.  
Elsewhere in his writings, he uses the word ‘servant’ or ‘bondslave’ to describe His service to the Lord.  
He means in this language to picture himself as one who is enslaved to Christ; one who is held captive by Christ; one who’s will is completely under the direction of Christ.  
And He does not use this language to complain, but rather to acknowledge that He belongs to the Lord.  

But this language is not just poetic.  No, Paul is a prisoner.  
At the moment, he is in prison in Rome.  
Acts 28 describes the details of his imprisonment.  “When we got to Rome, Paul was allowed to live by himself, with a soldier to guard him.”  And we learn from that chapter also that he was bound by a chain.  
We might say that he was imprisoned by way of home detention.  

And it is in these circumstances that he writes to the Ephesians.  
Now, as I said before, we know well why Paul is here.  
In Acts 21 we read of his arrest following a false accusation about taking Trophimus, the Greek, into the Temple area.  
He is tried before the Sanhedrin, transferred to Caesarea, tried before Felix, left in prison for 2 years, and tried again by Festus.  
Festus consults with King Agrippa and Paul appears before him and appeals to Caesar, which is his right as a Roman citizen.  
And so, Paul journeys to Rome where he lives as a prisoner for two further years.  
So, for 5 years, Paul had been a prisoner.  

And as we noted earlier, being in prison has an affect on a person’s reputation.  
Considering Paul’s own statement that He was called by Jesus Himself to be the Apostle to the Gentiles, prison seems to have put a dampner on all that.  
His grand vision for gospel expansion does not look all that grand, chained to a guard in a room in Rome.  
All his talk about missions and growth seem to have come to nothing.  
He was first a prisoner of the Jews, then of the Romans, and is now a prisoner in Rome.  

And so, you might expect Paul to be a little embarrassed by all this.  
This is not exactly how he thought it would all pan out.  
Surely it would be better for him to avoid referring to his own miserable circumstances.  

But no, Paul does not avoid referring to his own miserable circumstances.  
Instead, he magnifies them as an added reason to believe in His calling and His message.  
You see, Paul knows that despite appearances, he is not the prisoner of the Jews.  
Neither is he the prisoner of the Romans.  
No, Paul is “the prisoner of Christ Jesus …”  
Now, how can he say this?  
Did Christ Jesus arrest him and keep him in prison for these 5 years?  
Did Christ Jesus sentence him to house arrest?  
Did Christ Jesus order him chained to his guard?  
No, it would seem that that was very much the work of men like the Sanhedrin, Felix, Festus, Agrippa, and Caesar.  

And yet, as Paul knows and understands, full well, behind the actions of man always lies the plan and activity of God.  And it is here that we continue on to consider the meaning of his special circumstances.  

	Rather than hide his imprisonment from them or carefully skirt around the subject, he boldly says that he is “the prisoner of Christ Jesus ...”  
	Paul wants them look beyond the circumstances.
	What Paul wants them to see is that it is not circumstances that have brought him to prison.  

What Paul wants them to see is that prison is not a hindrance to his Gentile calling, but a benefit.  
	What Paul wants them to see is that Christ Jesus has ordained these circumstances for their sake.


	Turn with me, for a moment, a few pages back to 2 Cor 12:7-10.  

	There, you will find the well known passage that refers to Paul’s thorn in the flesh.  
	Now, we will not go into all the details of that passage, but we can focus on verses 9-10 to help us understand why Paul calls Himself the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles.  


	There, after calling on the Lord to remove the thorn, Paul says, “He said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness."  Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ's power may rest on me.  That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties.  For when I am weak, then I am strong.”  


	People of God, I want you to think for a moment about those words: “My power is made perfect in weakness.”  
	Now, just think for a moment about the seminars you have been to for work and the ones you see advertised in the newspaper every now and then.  
	How many of you have been to a seminar or heard of one about cultivating weakness?  

What about one on the power of humility?  
What about one on the strength that is found in meekness?  
Or the seven secrets of submission and servitude?  
	Well, OK then, what about the rows of books on church growth you find in the Christian bookstore?
	How many books have you read about the value of weakness in the church?  
	Or the blessing that comes from being a persecuted church?  

Or the glory that flows out of hardship and difficulty in the church?  

	This is just not the language we speak today is it?  
	We value strength, we value pride, we value purpose, we value vision, we value endeavour and hard work, and we value strategy and focus and forcefulness.  


	Now, these things are not necessarily wrong in themselves.  
	But you can also rest assured that at one time they were things valued by the Apostle Paul.  
	He would have had plans.  

He would have had a vision for missions and kingdom extension.  
	He spent the first three years after his conversion being prepared and trained for the work in Arabia.  

11 years after that he was sent on his first missionary journey, then his second, and then his third.  
	And you can be sure that he wanted to visit the churches again and go to Rome and Spain, and perhaps further beyond.  


	But Christ Jesus had other plans for Paul.  
	For a good portion of his last 10 years, he was in prison.  
	He had contact with those few visitors who came to see him.  

He was released and traveled again, briefly, before being arrested again.  

	And so, how he thought he might best serve the church did not come to be.  
	And there can be no doubt that would have troubled him.  
	“Why Lord?  Why do you keep me here day after day, year after year, when there is so much work to be done and I am the one you appointed to do it?  Why?”  

Paul thought he could be of most use to the church when he was on missionary journeys to the Gentiles; then he was strong.  But now, he was languishing in prison.  And as far as he was concerned, there he was of little use to any one; there he was weak.  

	But 2 Cor 12:9 is God’s answer to Paul: "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness."  
	And this is why he can say what he says in Ephesians 3:1.

Brothers and Sisters, in prison, Paul wrote the epistle to the Ephesians, the epistle to the Colossians, the Epistle to the Philippians, and the epistle to Philemon.  
	During his next imprisonment, he wrote the second epistle to Timothy.  
	And there can also be little doubt that he wrote much more besides that was useful to individuals and churches, but not necessary for Scripture.  

In what Paul considered, and what the world would consider to be, a position of weakness, God’s power was made perfect.  

	And this has always been God’s chosen method of operation.
	When Israel journeyed through the wilderness, God gave them rules for the day when they would one day have a king.  
	And one of those rules was that the king was not allowed to multiply horses.  The king was not allowed to collect more and more horses.  
	Now, why do you think that was?  
	It was because horses were used in armies.  

And if they did multiply horses, eventually the king and Israel would come to trust in themselves and their own strength, which is precisely what happened to Israel.
	But God wanted them to trust in His strength.  
	That is why He so often fought Israel’s battles for her.  
	He brought the Red Sea down on the Egyptians.

He brought confusion to the armies of the Amorites.
	That is why He wanted Gideon’s army trimmed down to just 300 so that He could destroy the hordes of Midian.
	You see, God does not need the strength of man to accomplish His plans.  In fact, it is precisely the opposite.  “My power,” says God “is made perfect in weakness.”


	And this is what Paul wanted to hold before these Ephesian Christians as he reminded them that he was “a prisoner of Christ Jesus FOR THE SAKE OF YOU GENTILES.”
	“Don’t listen to what they say about me.  Don’t look at my circumstances.  

Look at the One behind the circumstances!  I am here because Christ Jesus is using these circumstances for your sake.  
Don’t think that the ministry to the Gentiles is meaningless because I am in prison; far from it.  For here in prison the ministry to the Gentiles goes on even as I write these words to you.
	And whether he knew it or not, these words have been used by God to bless and build up His people ever since!






	And you know, the fact is that this is still God’s method of operation today.  
	Who knows what He has planned for each of you or for us together?  
	Who knows what circumstances He will bring to you in order that through your weakness, His power might be made perfect?  

You might think that you are of most use to Him when you are fit and well and able to this that and the other thing.  
	But He might use you most in the midst of illness.  
	You might think you can best serve Him with your wealth.  
	But He might use you most when you are penniless.  
	You might think that we can serve God best as a church when we have more members and more bible study programs and more diaconal initiatives.  
	But He might use us most as we are.  
	You might think that we can serve God best during times of peace for the church.  
	But He might use us most when we are sorely persecuted and scattered.  
	You might think that we can serve God best when we are more unified and harmonious and committed.  
	But He might use us most in the midst of division and hardship.  


	You see, where there is a sense of self-confidence, pride, strength, and determination, God’s power is hidden from view.  

But where there is weakness, humility, a sense of unworthiness, and a spirit of meekness, there God’s power is most clearly seen.  

	And so, do not ever make the mistake of thinking that God could not possibly use you because you cannot do this or you cannot do that.  
	Do not ever compare yourself with someone else and say, “How could God use me when He could use him or her?”  
	Instead, pray that God might use your weakness to perfect His power.  


Paul pauses here to defend his calling as Apostle to the Gentiles.  
He begins by explaining that his special circumstances are not a sign of his weakness, but a sign of God’s strength.  
He knew that even in these circumstances He was being used by Christ Jesus to advance the gospel.  

May God grant each of us a willingness to be used by Christ Jesus on His terms and in His way.  Amen.


