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As we’ve studied through Ephesians chapter 2 over the last seven weeks, we’ve observed what Paul 

specifically refers to here in chapter 3 as the “mystery.” We all love a good mystery. There is 

something innately in us that causes us to be utterly fascinated things that are secret or hidden, and 

thus need to be revealed or discovered. God, who created us, understands us so thoroughly that he 

has hidden mystery in every facet of life. There is an element of hidden information in every 

conceivable subject under the sun. In other words, in our human frailty, we don’t fully understand 

anything. In everything we set out to study and learn, sooner or later, we come to a place where we 

don’t have all the answers. We are ever confronted with mystery!  

 

It’s this sense of mystery that makes life so fascinating. God designed it this way! Wise Solomon said, 

“It is the glory of God to conceal things, but the glory of kings is to search things out” Proverbs 25:2. 

The glory of kings is to discover that which has been hidden. In our text this morning, Paul reveals a 

mystery that puts everything renowned mystery novelist Agatha Christie ever wrote on the bottom 

shelf in comparison. That mystery, made clear in verse 6, is that is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, 

members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. In other 

words, the mystery is the uniquely diverse, yet gloriously coalesced, living Church of Jesus Christ. 

This mystery was concealed through the Old Testament like a seed inside of its shell. But now, in 

Christ, mystery of God’s redemptive plan and purposes has been made known to the saints (cf. 

Colossians 1:26). It was this mystery of the gospel that Paul was made a minister by the grace of God 

(v.7), and to which he gave his life to preaching. 

 

This morning we’ll look at the prisoner of the mystery, the revelation of the mystery, and the 

explanation of the mystery. Next week we’ll look that the preaching of the mystery and the purpose 

of the mystery. With that to whet your appetite, let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. 

Paul, writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, pens the following words: 

 

For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles - assuming that you 

have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for you, how the mystery was 

made known to me by revelation, as I have written briefly. When you read this, you can perceive 

my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to the sons of men in other 

generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit. This 

mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the 

promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. Ephesians 3:1-6 



I. THE PRISONER OF THE MYSTERY (v.1-2) 

For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles— assuming that you 

have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for you,  

 

When Paul says, “For this reason…” he is looking back to the truths that he has already expressed in 

in his letter – namely those found in chapter 2. As we studied chapter 2, specifically verses 11-22, 

we learned that God poured out unprecedented blessings on the Gentiles. From Abraham to Christ, a 

window spanning some 2000 years, God’s blessings were directed primarily toward the nation of 

Israel. The Gentiles were excluded in every way. The Jews considered them rebellious outcasts 

because they didn’t bear the covenant sign of circumcision. Paul also writes that they were strangers 

to the covenants of promise, without the hope of a messiah, and without God in the world (v.12).  

 

But everything changed in verse 13! A mystery that had previously been hidden for ages and 

generations was revealed in Christ. Paul writes, “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off 

have been brought near by the blood of Christ.” As a result of Christ’s redeeming work, God has 

reconciled Jews and Gentiles to one another, creating one new man in the place of two, reconciling 

both groups in one unified body to Himself through the cross. This meant the Gentiles were no 

longer strangers and aliens, but rather fellow citizens of God’s new people. They are now members 

of His household, and together with the Jews, they are being built into a holy temple – a dwelling 

place for God (v.19-22).  

 

What is hard for us to understand from our more distant vantage point today is that these truths, as 

glorious as they are, cut against the grain of everything both Jews and Gentiles had presumed for 

centuries. In other words, for the Jews it was hard to accept the fact that Gentiles, who they viewed 

as “uncivilized” and “undomesticated,” were granted the same access to God. And for the Gentiles, 

who had no previous covenantal relationship with YHWH, it was hard to understand what all these 

promises and gospel realities meant for them. And so Paul, a shepherd, feeling the weight of 

nurturing the sheep under his care, prays for his mixed flock. Look at verse 16 and the following. 

Paul will pray that the Gentiles would be strengthened through God’s Spirit, that Christ would dwell 

in their hearts by faith, that they would be rooted and grounded in love [as a mixed body of 

believers], that they would know and live in the love of Christ which surpasses all knowledge, and 

that they would be filled will all the fullness of God.  

 

But, before Paul gets to his prayer, which is started here in verse 1 and not picked back up until 

verse 14, something diverts his attention. Perhaps he heard the clank of his chains and it reminded 

him of his present imprisonment for the gospel. Whatever the case, the text before us this morning is 

largely a parenthesis. It’s almost as if Paul realized mid-thought that the Ephesian believers needed to 

better understand the glorious truths that he had taught in chapter 2. So, he momentarily presses the 

pause button on his prayer in order to reemphasize and expand upon the implications of the gospel.  

  



Good teachers know the value of repetition – especially when the subject matter is difficult. Not one 

of us comprehensively understands God’s truths. God’s truths are so vast that we will never fully 

understand them this side of eternity no matter how many times we hear them – there will always be 

an element of mystery. Even things that we come to understand more clearly, we need to be 

reminded of from time to time. In Philippians 3:1 Paul said, “To write the same things to you is no 

trouble to me and is safe for you.” Likewise Peter said,  “I intend always to remind you of these 

[things], though you know them and are established in the truth that you have. I think it right, as long 

as I am in this body, to stir you up by way of reminder… I will make every effort so that after my 

departure you may be able at any time to recall these things” 2 Peter 1:12-15. 

 

The term “over-engineering” is often used in the building and construction world. To over-engineer 

something means to design and construct something so that it’s stronger than necessary for its 

particular application. Though it’s an imperfect illustration, I think Paul wants to over-engineer the 

Gentiles’ theology. He wants to ensure that it is robust and that the pilings of the gospel truths that he 

has taught are sunk deep into their hearts and minds. And so, upon launching out in prayer for the 

believers in Ephesus, Paul momentarily pauses to repeat some very important theology in verses 2-13 

before resuming his prayer in verse 14.   

 

If you can remember back, Paul opened this letter stating his credentials as an “apostle of Christ 

Jesus” (1:1), but here he speaks of himself as “a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles” 

(3:1). As a matter of fact, twice in his letter Paul reminded his readers that he was prisoner (3:1, 4:1) 

and he closed the letter stating that he was an “ambassador in chains” (6:20). Paul knew all to well 

what it meant to be a prisoner. At the time of his writing, Paul had been incarcerated for about five 

years. Most recently he was on a form of house arrest in Rome.  

 

In his absence, Paul’s persistent enemies, the Judaizers, were no doubt descending on the Ephesian 

church, arguing that the Gentiles needed to be circumcised and follow the Law of Moses to be saved. 

One of their methods was to discredit Paul. I think it’s possible Paul is referring to this gangly group 

of religious antagonists when he speaks of the thorn in his flesh (cf. 2 Corinthians 12:7-10). They 

would argue, “If Paul is really God’s apostle, then why is he in prison? Why would God keep his 

appointed messenger confined?” Paul, on the other hand, argued that his imprisonment was divinely 

orchestrated, and that it actually served the purpose of advancing the gospel, thus authenticating his 

authority as an Apostle. In Philippians 1:12-14 Paul said, “I want you to know, brothers, that what 

has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel, so that it has become known 

throughout the whole imperial guard and to all the rest that my imprisonment is for Christ. And most 

of the brothers, having become confident in the Lord by my imprisonment, are much more bold to 

speak the word without fear.” 

 

I want to you notice something! Notice that Paul, though he is in Roman custody as he pens this 

letter, doesn’t refer to himself as a prisoner of Rome. You see, Paul knew he was a minister of Christ, 



bought with His precious blood, and entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles. 

Just as Paul was Christ’s servant, apostle, and minister, so he was also Christ’s prisoner. In everything 

- he belonged to Christ. Paul knew to whom he belonged and he considered the sovereign, saving 

arrest of Christ on his life to be greater than the arrest of any civil authority. Therefore, he refers to 

himself not as a prisoner of Rome, but rather a prisoner of Christ Jesus – which is a beautiful phrase 

by the way! The Greek phrase “a prisoner for Christ Jesus” is what’s referred to as a genitive of 

originating cause, which identifies Paul as a prisoner belonging to Jesus Christ, who is Himself the 

very cause of Paul’s imprisonment. As a matter of fact, in every reference of himself as a prisoner, 

Paul stresses the fact that he belongs to the Lord (cf. Ephesians 3:1, 4:1, Colossians 4:3, 2 Timothy 

1:8, Philemon 1, 9, 23). 

 

ALL BELIEVERS ARE PRISONERS FOR CHRIST  

 

Though we may not be physically bound in a prison, we are spiritually bound to Christ - and what a 

privilege that is! Paul often referred to himself as a (douvloß) slave of Christ. The translators of some 

of our modern Bibles have sought to insulate the word douvloß by translating it as “bondservant” or 

even “servant” but douvloß always means slave. Paul tells us in Romans 6 that we are no longer 

slaves to sin but rather are now slaves of righteousness. He says, “You are slaves of the one whom 

you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness. But 

thanks be to God, that you who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the 

standard of teaching to which you were committed, and, having been set free from sin, have become 

slaves of righteousness” Romans 6:16-18.  

 

Let me ask you a question. What did Paul have to understand in order to have such a Christ-centered 

perspective as he sat incarcerated - tethered to a Roman jailer? Paul understood and cherished the 

sovereignty of God. Instead of blaming Christ for entrusting him with the ministry that lead to his 

imprisonment, he glories in his circumstances. In biblical counseling I often have to help individuals 

consider the size of their circumstances versus the size of their God. If your view of your 

circumstances looms over your view of God – you’ll quickly toss in the towel of frustration, 

discouragement, and despair. But if you have a high view of God and His sovereign purposes, you 

can rejoice in circumstances that are less than desirable. It wasn’t that Paul new all the divine 

purposes behind his current suffering, but that he knew both his “now” and his “future” were in the 

hands of an all-powerful, all-wise, loving Father. He knew that all of the details of his imprisonment, 

as well as the outcome, whether it be a death sentence or acquittal, were in the hands of the One 

who was pierced for him. That perspective changes everything! 

 

Even when Paul couldn’t see the end, He trusted the One who holds both the beginning and the end 

and causes all things to work together for the good of those who love God (Romans 8:28). It’s only 

when we have a high view of God and an eternal perspective that we can count it all joy when we 

meet trials of various kinds (James 1:2). Paul saw his circumstances through the lens of God’s 



sovereignty and submitted to God’s sovereignty over his sufferings! How about you? Do you submit 

to God’s sovereignty over your sufferings and difficult circumstances? 

 

Paul goes on in verse 2, which begins the digression from his prayer, to say, “[I assume] that you 

have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for you…” It’s important to note 

Paul’s not asking a question here. The translation from Greek to English is a bit challenging. A more 

literal translation would be, “I’m sure you have already heard…” What Paul communicates here in 

verse 2 is the authority for his teaching. Paul has taught theology that is difficult to understand and 

difficult to apply. Therefore, it’s imperative that he helps his readers understand where his authority 

comes from.    

 

Notice that Paul refers to himself as a steward of God’s grace. What comes to mind when you think 

about someone who is a steward? I think of a steward as someone who has had something valuable 

entrusted to his or her care. Paul didn’t choose his apostleship or his ministry – God arrested his 

heart and appointed him to ministry. Friends, contrary to popular thought, God isn’t a gentleman (in 

our sense of the word). Sometimes He goes where He is uninvited – let me direct your attention to 

the Damascus Road where Paul was gloriously converted and, by God’s grace, became the most 

prominent preacher of the gospel in the New Testament, second to Christ.  

 

Last week in chapter 2, verses 21-22, Paul described the Church as a “structure that is joined 

together” and a “dwelling place for God.” It’s interesting to note that the word “structure” and the 

word “dwelling place” share the same root word as “stewardship,” which Paul uses here to describe 

his ministry. That root word is the Greek word oi\koß, which means, “house.” The people of God, the 

Church, are the dwelling place for God. And Paul, we learn here from verse 2, is a manager or 

caretaker of the house. The task that has been entrusted to his stewardship is to care for and provide 

for the body of Christ. Paul was entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel and, as a steward, he 

saw it as his responsibility to give himself to the task that was committed to his care.  

 

ALL BELIEVERS ARE STEWARDS OF GOD’S GRACE 

 

Most of us are familiar with 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come.” But what about the verses that 

immediately follow? Verses 18-20 speak of the gospel stewardship that has been entrusted to every 

believer without exception. Paul says, “All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to 

himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to 

himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. 

Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us…” 2 Corinthians 5:18-

20. 

 



Every believer is a steward of the calling, spiritual gifts, opportunities, skills, knowledge, and every 

other blessing he has from the Lord. Everything we have belongs to the Lord, and we are therefore 

entrusted as stewards to manage our lives, and everything we possess, on behalf of the One to whom 

they belong. We are faithful stewards when we use what we have to minister to those within the 

family of God and witness to those who are without. “As each one has received a special gift,” Peter 

admonishes us, “employ it in serving one another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God” 1 

Peter 4:10.1 One well known Scottish minister once said, “It is one of the great facts of the Christian 

life that we have been given the precious things of Christianity in order to share them with others. It 

is one of the great warnings of the Christian life that if we keep them to ourselves we lose them.” 

 

 

II. THE REVELATION OF THE MYSTERY (v.3-5) 

how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I have written briefly. When you read 

this, you can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to the 

sons of men in other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by 

the Spirit. 

 

Paul thought it necessary to continue to affirm his authority for teaching such a far-reaching truth as 

the oneness of Jew and Gentile in Christ. He does so here in verse 3 by saying that God Himself gave 

him the truth by revelation. The Greek word (musth/rion) musterion refers to something that is 

beyond natural knowledge but has been made known by divine revelation through the Holy Spirit. It 

was an unknowable, incomprehensible truth – hidden from all men – until God revealed it. Peter 

spoke of this Divine revelation in 2 Peter 1:19-21. He said, “And we have the prophetic word more 

fully confirmed, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until 

the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts, knowing this first of all, that no prophecy of 

Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. For no prophecy was ever produced by the will 

of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 

 

Side note concerning revelation: This is a privilege that isn’t given to us today. God is no longer 

giving men divine revelation. The Mormon Church isn’t hearing directly from God, the Charismatics 

aren’t hearing directly from God, and the Pope isn’t hearing directly from God aside from what God 

has already inscripturated in His Word. We need to be very careful when it comes to how God 

speaks to us today.   

 

Look at verse 4. Notice Paul says, “When you read this..!” There is an assumption that the church at 

Ephesus and the many other churches throughout Asia Minor would read or have read to them this 

letter. Let me ask you this friend, are you reading the Word of God? Are you taking advantage of the 

glorious, God-breathed book that sits on your lap? Remember, much time in God’s Word results in 

much resemblance to God’s Son. You can’t walk in the light with a lantern that’s not lit. 
                                                             
1 John MacArthur, Ephesians, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1986), 89. 



Look a verse 5. Paul says, “This mystery was not made known to the sons of men in other 

generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit.” Before the 

church age, no person, not even the greatest of God’s prophets had anything but a glimpse of what 

Paul has declared. All the Old Testament passages that relate to this mystery can only be fully 

understood in light of New Testament revelation. In other words, before the incarnation, life, death, 

and victorious resurrection of Christ, none of the Old Testament hint of this mystery could be clearly 

perceived.   

 

Old Testament saints had no vision of the church, the assembling together of all the saved into one 

united Body, in which there were absolutely no racial distinctions. The clues they had in the Old 

Testament were a mystery to them because too much information was lacking. That is why Jews in 

the early church - even the apostle Peter (cf. Acts 10) - had such a difficult time accepting Gentile 

believers as being completely on the same spiritual level as Jews. And that is why Paul was 

concerned in this letter to the Ephesians to state and restate, to explain and explain again, that great 

truth.2 

 

 

III. THE EXPLAINATION OF THE MYSTERY (v.6) 

This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the 

promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 

 

Verse 6 is essentially a summary of chapter 2:11-22. It was in those verses that we discovered that 

Christ’s work on the cross accomplished much more than the salvation of individual sinners. It 

reconciled Jews and Gentiles to each other and to God in one redeemed body – the Church!  

 

Fellow heirs  

 

Those who once were “excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of 

promise” (2:12) now have the same legal status before God as His chosen people, the Jews. They 

have the same glorious inheritance in Christ that Paul has already mentioned in his letter. Every 

believer is blessed “with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ” (1:3).  

 

Members of the same body  

 

Total inclusion - there is one Body!  Paul said, “For just as the body is one and has many members, 

and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in one Spirit 

we were all baptized into one body - Jews or Greeks, slaves or free - and all were made to drink of 

one Spirit” 1 Corinthians 12:12-13. There are no second class citizens in the body of Christ. You see, 

                                                             
2 John MacArthur, 91. 



our human birth determines our ethnicity, but our spiritual rebirth unites us as members of the same 

body of Christ. 

 

Partakers of the promise  

 

At one time, the Gentiles were outside of the covenant and had no claim to the promises of God. But 

now, in Christ, they share in the glories of every gospel promise. All of this is guaranteed by a faithful 

God! Having said that, and this is a topic for another message on another day, the Church has not 

replaced Israel. God made specific promises to national, ethnic Israel, which haven’t yet, but will be, 

fulfilled. For now, there is a temporary hardening of Israel’s heart, but God will one day restore His 

people and make good on His promises concerning their land and their kingdom.  

 

All of God’s promises are “yes” and “amen” in Christ Jesus! And all of this is through the gospel! 

What about you? Do you know Christ by faith? Have you crossed over from death to life by death 

and repentance? If not, we beg you on Christ’s behalf to be reconciled to God. Let’s pray.  

 

Closing Benediction: 

Hear this benediction charge as we bring our corporate worship to a close this morning.   Paul says, 

“Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, according to the 

power at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, 

forever and ever. Amen” Ephesians 3:20-21. 


