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“Paul’s Pause part 3”      Text – Ephesians 3:7-13      OT Reading – 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
I want to begin by setting before you a brief review of OT history.  
We start with a beautiful creation and garden scene, and there is Adam and Eve who are created sinless.  All is perfect and lovely and harmonious between God and man.  
  But just look at Adam.  Just a few pages into the Bible perfection is shattered by the Fall.  
Then, from Genesis 3 to Genesis 11, what started off badly with Adam spreads to the whole human race.  Human society gets progressively worse until they attempt to build a tower to heaven.  God then divides humanity by creating all the different languages and dispersing them all over the earth.  
And so, to fix this huge mess, God chooses one man, Abraham, and begins to work through him.  He makes big promises to Abraham about him being the father of many nations.  
But just look at Abraham.  He lies, he laughs, and he doubts
Next God chooses one nation, Israel, to be His special people.  
But just look at Israel!  A group of rebellious, uncontent, grumblers.  
So he appoints Judges to rule over them and each man does what is right in his own eyes.  
He appoints kings to rule over them, but just look at these kings!  
Even the best ones are adulterers and murderers.  
Soon His chosen nation splits into two.  In 722 BC, the Northern one is exiled and banished never to be seen again.  Around 600BC, the Southern one is exiled.  She repents and comes home 70 years later.  Has she learnt from this?  Well, a quick read of prophets like Zechariah, Haggai, and Malachi suggests not!  400 years of silence follows.  From Malachi to Matthew, no prophets bring God’s Word to His people.  
It seems to be that God is fed up and just ignores them.  In terms of a plan of salvation, it doesn’t look like very glamorous.  It seems to be a rather miserable and forlorn history.  

And yet, it seems to be all this only if you do not carry on reading!  For then comes the NT.  Then comes Jesus.  And then comes the Holy Spirit.  And then come the apostles who help us to see how Jesus Christ unlocks all of history.  
And it is in the NT particularly, that we get to see the significance of the gospel to everything that has gone on before and everything that goes on now and into the future.  
It is in the NT that we get to see how God’s plan of salvation continues to unfold through the church.  

And this is precisely what Paul is so keen for these Ephesian Christians and us to see in this part of Holy Scripture.  
Last time we looked at Ephesians together, we saw Paul speak about his apostolic calling in the first six verses of Ephesians 3.  
Three times he used the word mystery to describe that which lay at the heart of his apostolic calling.  And we saw that a mystery is not to be thought of as something that cannot be worked out.  No, in the Bible, a mystery is “a secret purpose of God, which when uncovered is understood by the spirit-taught believer.”  
We saw that things that were previously hidden in the OT have now been directly revealed in the NT.  What was shadowy and indistinct in the OT is now sharp and clear in the NT.  

And this is what Paul continues to explore in verses 7-13.  
For here, Paul reinforces the significance of the gospel and the church.  
And he accomplishes this by restating his gospel calling, 
                          And by restating the gospel’s content, 
Firstly then, Paul reinforces the significance of the gospel and the church by restating his gospel calling.  

	Now, as we noted earlier, Paul has already spoken about his apostolic calling in verses 2-3.  
	There he mentioned the “administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation.”  
	And we saw there that the word “administration” refers to a responsibility to work with and make use of something that has been entrusted to you by its owner.  
	And we noted that Paul had been charged with administering the gospel of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles.  
	God’s previously unrevealed plan of salvation was to join Gentiles and Jews in the church of Jesus Christ.  


	This then is what Paul expands upon in verses 7-9.  “I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God's grace given me through the working of his power. 8 Although I am less than the least of all God's people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 9 and to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery.”  


	Now, let’s consider for a few moments what Paul reveals here about his gospel calling.  
	Firstly, he describes himself as a “servant.”  
	Now, some English translations choose to render this word as “minister” in this verse.  
	And, boys and girls, while we understand the word “minister” in the sense of a title or office in the church, for many years, the word “minister” meant a servantassistantofinferiorrank

The Greek word here is diakonos, from which we get the word deacon.  
	The word refers to someone whose job was a waiter; a very lowly task in society that defines service and servanthood.  


	So Paul is very keen here to remove any of the focus from himself.  He is a servant of the gospel.  His job is simply to do his Master’s bidding.  Unlike the false teachers he has no interest in rank or position or personal glory.  This is not about Paul.


	And this is seen further in his description of himself as “less then the least of all God’s people.”  
	And this is no false modesty either.  

Paul is very aware of his past and his own personal failings and inabilities.  
	He speaks of this also in 1 Cor 15, where he says that he is unworthy to be called an apostle because of his role as a persecutor of the church, and in 1 Timothy 1:15, where he calls himself the “chief of sinners.”  

Paul has no interest in exalting himself, far from it.  Instead, Paul’s desire is that God be exalted in whatever is accomplished through Paul, God’s servant.  

	With all of this in view then, one word best describes the gospel calling given to Paul.  And that word is “grace.”  
	Twice, in verses 7-8, Paul talks about grace.  
	And he does this because he knows that nothing else but grace could take a persecutor of the church and make him into its chief ambassador.  

Nothing else but grace could take a small, uneloquent man and use him to plant one church after another.  

	And the grace that he benefited from is seen also in the two aspects of his gospel calling.  
	As a servant of the gospel, Paul was “to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery.”  
	The first half of this is the call to preach to the Gentiles.  
	The Greek word for preach is “euangelizo,” from which we get the word “evangelize.”  
	Paul was to evangelize the good news of the gospel to the Gentiles.  
	The grace of the gospel of Jesus Christ that had transformed Paul’s life, was what he was to preach to the Gentiles.  


	But he was also to “make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery.”  
	Now, to make plain has in view illumination.  
	With the recent change in daylight savings it’s now dark when I get up.  And so, I creep down the stairs to my study to begin the day.  And when I get in there the first thing I do is switch on the light; I illuminate the room.  Previously, the room was cloaked in darkness, but now, all is awash with light.  What could not be seen a moment ago is now clearly revealed.  
	And this is the image Paul uses to describe the second part of his gospel calling.  He is also to “make plain to everyone” or shine the floodlights on the “administration of this mystery.”  
	And this is not the same thing as preaching to the Gentiles.  It is part and parcel of it.  It is closely connected to it.  But it is not the same thing.  


And we see this as we continue on, secondly, to consider Paul’s gospel content.  
And here we focus on the gospel content of these two aspects of his gospel calling.

Firstly, Paul is to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ.  
Now, the Greek word translated here as unsearchable is one of those wonderful words that is rich in meaning.  
It is the same word used by Job to describe the glory of God’s creative power.  
It suggests a multi-dimensional, and unplumbable depth, an indescribable glory.  
A few verses on in v18 Paul will pray that the saints may be given power “to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.”  
These unsearchable riches are the things Paul has spoken of in chapters 1 and 2.  
In 1:18 he talks about “the riches of His glorious inheritance,” and in 2:7 about the “incomparable riches of His grace.”  
And what he means are the spiritual blessings believers have in Christ: election, adoption, grace, redemption, forgiveness, wisdom and understanding, the sealing of the Spirit, enlightenment, hope, power, new life, mercy, and peace.  
All these are aspects of the unsearchable riches that Paul was to preach to the Gentiles.  
And, people of God, all these are aspects of the unsearchable riches that belong to you!

But he was also “to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. 10 His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, 11 according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
Now, Brothers and Sisters, when we were considering the first 6 verses of this chapter, I suggested to you that the Jews of the OT, who knew of God’s desire to include the Gentiles, probably thought that he would do a separate work with them alongside of what He was doing with the Jews.  But what we saw in those verses and what we see in these verses is that the mystery of the gospel content is the church.  
In verse 6, Paul explained it by saying that “the mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body.”  
And while Paul is to preach the gospel to the Gentiles, he is to make plain the church to everyone, Jews included.  
At the heart of the gospel content of this aspect of his calling is the miracle of the church.  

Earlier, I gave you a brief survey of the OT.  I indicated that it didn’t appear to be much in the way of a plan of salvation.  But this was only so if you neglected to read the NT and lacked the insight of the Holy Spirit.  
For what Paul reveals here is that the church of Jesus Christ was not God’s plan B when Israel, plan A, failed.  
God, the Creator of all things, in eternity, before the creation of the world, planned and purposed to build a church.  
The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, purposed together to build a church that would be accomplished in Christ Jesus.  
And this, Brothers and Sisters, is what the history of the world is all about!  
Everything that has happened since creation, and everything that will happen is all about God building the church in Jesus Christ!  
For the whole of the OT, this was a plan hidden and not understood by OT saints.  
Now though, in and through Jesus Christ and His apostles, it is made plain.  
What God was doing in Adam, in Noah, in Abraham, in Jacob, in Moses, in David, and in Israel, is plainly understood.  God was building His church.  

Now, as if the extraordinary grace of this being made plain to everyone is not enough, verse 10 tells us that it was also to be “made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms.”  
In terms of the “rulers and authorities” mentioned here, some commentators take these titles to mean the devil and his demons, others to mean the demons and the good angels, and others to mean the good angels alone.  
Overwhelmingly though, the evidence falls clearly along the side of these titles being a reference to good angels alone.  
Luke 15:10 says, “There is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.”  
And the context here suggests that same sort of background; one of a mutual interest in grace and God’s saving works on earth.  


And so, what Paul reveals here is that as the gospel is preached, the church of God that includes Gentile and Jew, slave and free, and male and female, is built up.  
What had looked small and insignificant and one-dimensional in terms of the world in the OT, very quickly starts to become the single largest multi-dimensional institution of the world in the NT!  
History, as the building of the church in Christ, becomes the single focus on the stage of the world.  
Act by act and scene by scene, the drama of this developing story unfolds.  
But we all know that every drama needs an audience!  
Who then is the audience for this cosmic drama?  It is the angels.  

You see, Brothers and Sisters, the angels are not all-knowing.  
A parallel passage in 1 Peter 1 tells us that the unfolding of God’s plan of salvation is something that “even angels long to look into.”  
The angels learn about God’s plan of salvation only by observing it unfold each day.  
They saw Him create Adam.  They saw Adam fall, and they saw Noah and Abraham.  They saw the tabernacle and all its sacrifices.  They have seen the blood of lambs and the incense smoke rising to heaven.  They have seen Jesus come to earth and die on the cross and then rise again.  
But what does this all mean?  Where is it all going?  
And now, as they study the church that God builds, slowly with just a handful, but then faster and faster as it spreads exponentially, they see every barrier between men and women broken down.  
They see each sinner who repents and clings to Christ being added, like a stone, to the spiritual temple that God is building throughout the ages.  
And as they see this they are compelled to cry out in praise and adoration to God.  
As John McArthur says, “They are led to praise the Lord when they see the right relationship in the church overruling the perversion of man’s relationship engineered by Satan and sin.”  

Brothers and Sisters, why does the church exist?  
Does it exist to teach, equip, and strengthen believers?  Yes.  
Does it exist to proclaim the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ to unbelievers?  Yes.  
And yet, it exists primarily to glorify God.  
And what these verses reveal is that the church glorifies God when it makes known the manifold wisdom of God to the angels.  
You see, when the church functions as it is supposed to function, the angels are compelled to praise God.  
They were created to praise God.  
Psa 148:2: “Praise him, all his angels, praise him, all his heavenly hosts.”  
And the mystery that was not known or understood by the angels is the church.  
In the church they observe the redemption of fallen mankind in and through Jesus Christ.  
Thus, as they see this unfolding in history their praises are enhanced and magnified ten thousand fold!  
And this means that you, as the Redeemed people of God, enhance the praise of the angels as you labour in the church today.  

Do you see why Paul reinforces the significance of the gospel and the church?  What a glorious encouragement this must have been to these Gentile Ephesian Christians.  What a glorious encouragement this is to you!  To know that your membership in the church compels angels to praise God is great encouragement to persevere!  

But do you see also that this encouragement includes also a significant challenge?  You see, what we read here demands recognition of the immense significance of the church.  
For many today, Christianity is all about a personal relationship with Jesus and has little to do with the church.  
Others look at all the denominations that exist and wonder about the role and value of membership in the church.  
Others make use of the church on their terms but are largely uncommitted to the work of the church.  
Others put every hour they have into their business or their home or their hobbies, but have no time to serve in the church.  

Now, the church is imperfect.  
The church always stands in need of reformation and revival.  
But the church is the central part in God’s plan of salvation history.  
From within the community of nations, God has always had a covenant community.  
To these, and these alone, God has, “I will take you as my own people, and I will be your God.”  
Congregation, God has not and God will not abandon His church.  
It is the bride that He will present to His Son Jesus, the bridegroom, at the end of time.  
It is the body that He will join fully with His Son Jesus Christ, the head, at the end of time.  
Long after Islam, and communism, and environmentalism, and materialism have been confined to the pages of history the church of Jesus Christ will endure!

And in addition, to the church alone is committed the task of preaching the unsearchable riches of Christ.  
How will salvation, peace, and tranquillity come to the nations?  
Through the church.  
Through the men that God raises up and calls to serve Him as servants of the gospel, just like Paul.  
Romans 10:14 - "Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."  14 How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach unless they are sent?”  
The church is the institution that God has appointed through which men are called and sent to preach the gospel of Christ Jesus.  
Does this mean then that you are exempt then from the call to share the gospel?  Is this just the job of ministers?  
No.  The idea that we could benefit from the unsearchable riches of Christ and not tell anyone about it is unthinkable!  At least I hope it is, Brothers and Sisters.  
What it means though is that long after political activity and activism and parachurch activity and protest movements have admitted defeat, the church will continue to bring salvation, peace, and tranquillity to the nations.

Finally though, in relation to the immense significance of the church, consider this.  
Recently I spoke to someone who acknowledged that their life was in a mess; no work, no money, and poor health.  They indicated that as soon as the Lord had remedied the work situation, the money situation, and the health situation, they would start to look around for a church to join.  
And I had to tell this person that they had it all the wrong way around.  
God says, “Blessed are all who fear the Lord and walk in His ways.”  
God says, “Seek first His kingdom and His righteousness and all these things will be given to you as well.”  
God says, “Let us not give up meeting together as some are in the habit of doing.”  
God instructs His people through the church.  
God encourages His people through the church.  
God strengthens His people through the church.  
God equips His people through the church.

Now, I know that some of you will immediately say, “But the church hurt me.  When I cried out for help I was dumped on.  No one would listen.  This Elder, that minister, this deacon, that member, they let me down!”

Well, Paul knew that the church did not always act and appear to be what it was called to be.
He knew that the Ephesian church had internal troubles and external persecution.
He knew full well the difficulties that life in the church had brought to him.  
And yet, he says to these Ephesians, do not “be discouraged because of my sufferings.”

Yes, the church is imperfect.  
To weak sinners, just like you and me, God has entrusted its oversight.  
Our cares and our hurts and our hardships he has entrusted to weak sinners just like you and me, who can at times handle them so poorly.  

But do not be discouraged!  The church belongs to God and is His design.
He calls us to join the church because there He administers grace to His people.
He calls us to belong and to be committed, not just to one service of worship, but to the whole package, because in it and through He ministers to our needs.  
He calls us to a deep love for the church as the place where we learn how better to build one another up.
He calls us to participate in the ministry of the church so that sinners can be brought to repentance and angels compelled to praise God!





Brothers and Sisters, young people, and boys and girls, today as we worship together as the members of the Reformed Church of Dovedale, the angels of heaven are compelled to praise God.  

The church at work anywhere compels the angels to praise God!  

But a time will come though when there will no longer be many churches scattered here and there throughout the world.  
No, one day, the church of Jesus Christ will be one church in heaven.  
And there you too will join with the angels in praising God!  

May God encourage us as a church today and speed the day when we will be the church in heaven.  Amen.


