
1 
 

Gospel Mystery 

Eph. 3:1-13 

Pastor Jason Van Bemmel 

For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles—2 assuming that you have 

heard of the stewardship of God's grace that was given to me for you, 3 how the mystery was made 

known to me by revelation, as I have written briefly. 4 When you read this, you can perceive my insight 

into the mystery of Christ, 5 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. 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. 

7 Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift of God's grace, which was given me by the 

working of his power. 8 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, 9 and to bring to light for everyone what is the 

plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things, 10 so that through the church the 

manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly 

places. 11 This was according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord, 12 in 

whom we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him. 13 So I ask you not to lose 

heart over what I am suffering for you, which is your glory. – Ephesians 3:1-13, ESV 

 

Do you like a good mystery? I do. I especially enjoy watching Agatha Christie’s Hercule 

Poirot, masterfully portrayed by David Suchet. One of the things I love about watching or 

reading a good mystery is trying to pick up the clues along the way to see if I can figure out 

who-done-it before “the big reveal.” A good mystery will give you good, valid clues but will 

also give so much misleading or useless information that you might think you know the 

answer but you’re not really sure until the reveal. 

Here in Ephesians 3:1-13, Paul is talking about “the mystery of Christ,” which was kept 

hidden for ages past but has now been revealed to the Apostles and prophets. He reveals 

the mystery to us in verse 6. Before he reveals it, he tells us that it was not made known in 

previous generations as it has now been revealed to the apostles and prophets. So this is a 

mystery which was hidden but is now revealed. Then, after he tells us the mystery, he says 

that the mystery fulfills the eternal purpose of God that has been realized in Christ.  
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The mystery, according to Paul in verse 6, is this: “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.” 

Now, it may not be immediately obvious how the inclusion of Gentiles into the people of 

God through the Gospel accomplishes all that Paul says it does- how this is THE mystery 

hidden for ages bit now revealed in Christ. But Paul has the whole picture of biblical history 

in mind when he writes these words, so we may have to do a little more digging to figure 

out exactly what he has in mind and how wonderful it is and what difference it makes for 

our lives. 

One of the things I love about Poirot is how carefully he explains all of the details and 

circumstances of the murder during his “big reveal,” eliminating suspects, drawing out 

motives, explaining methods and destroying alibis, etc. That’s kind of what I hope we can do 

this morning, explain and draw out the full picture and personal implications of this mystery.  

I. The Mystery of Christ 

 

Hidden, but Now Revealed 

 

Let’s start with Paul’s assertion that the mystery which he is writing about is something 

which God has kept hidden, has not revealed to previous generations in the same way that 

he has now revealed it to the Apostles and prophets. Remember last week that we learned 

that these Apostles and prophets form the foundation of the church, the household of God, 

which includes all of the saints throughout all history, going to back to the very beginning 

after the fall in the Garden.  

The fact that they’ve been shown something which was kept hidden from previous 

generations of prophets and leaders of God’s people would explain why they’re the 

foundation. So, what was hidden for ages but revealed to the Apostles and prophets 

regarding the Gentiles? Was it the fact that God loved the Gentiles and wanted to save 

them? Was it the fact that God has a plan and a purpose to save the Gentiles? No. Both of 
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these truths should have been well-known to the Jews, even if they denied and suppressed 

them in their ego-centric, ethno-centric pride. 

Gentiles is just another word for “the nations” or “ethnic groups.” If you want to know 

what God had revealed about the Gentiles to previous generations before Paul, just study 

what God says about “the nations” in the Old Testament.  

God had said to Abraham that all nations on earth would be blessed through him and his 

offspring.  

Psalm 22:7 promised: “All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the LORD, and all the 

families of the nations shall worship before you.” 

Psalm 67:-4 said, “May God be gracious to us and bless us 

    and make his face to shine upon us,  
2 that your way may be known on earth, 

    your saving power among all nations. 
3 Let the peoples praise you, O God; 

    let all the peoples praise you! 
4 Let the nations be glad and sing for joy.”  

 

It wasn’t even a mystery that the Messiah would be the one to come and reach the nations, 

the Gentiles. 

 

Psalm 72 is a kingship Psalm about the Great Messiah King, and it says the following: 

 

May he have dominion from sea to sea, 

    and from the River to the ends of the earth! 

 

May all kings fall down before him, 

    all nations serve him!  

 

May people be blessed in him, 

    all nations call him blessed! 
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Blessed be the LORD, the God of Israel, 

    who alone does wondrous things. 

Blessed be his glorious name forever; 

    may the whole earth be filled with his glory! 

Amen and Amen! 

 

So, God had revealed His love for the Gentiles and His desire to bless the Gentiles and to 

extend the blessings of His rule over them through His Messiah King. 

 

But the way the Israelites understood the purposes of God regarding the Messiah and the 

Gentiles was clear: God would send Messiah, who would be God’s king, the Son of David, 

and he would lead the Israelites in victorious battle over their Gentile oppressors and bring 

the nation of Israel to world-wide dominance. Then, with Israel exalted over all the nations 

of the world, the Gentiles would receive the blessing of becoming Jews and being able to 

worship God in the Temple as circumcised and converted Jews.   

 

But that’s not what God’s plan was. Remember that in Ephesians 2 Paul had taught that the 

Gentiles were brought near to God through the death of Christ, which rendered the 

Ceremonial Law of God invalid by fulfilling the sacrifices and priesthood in Himself.  

 

So, here’s the unexpected, hidden-but-now-revealed mystery: The Messiah who comes 

fulfills the Law of Moses for Israel in such a way that the Jews and the Gentiles are both 

brought to God on the same basis, through Christ alone. Thus, the mystery is that God 

blesses and saves the Gentiles not by bringing them into the citizenship of earthly, political 

Israel and bringing them under Israel’s ceremonial law. Rather, quite unexpectedly, the 

ceremonial law is fulfilled and the earthly political reality of Israel as God’s kingdom is 

abolished by the coming of Messiah, who makes Jews and Gentiles who believe in Him equal 

before God.  

 

Gentiles: Fellow-Heirs, Fellow-Members, Fellow-Partakers 

 

Paul expresses this equality by using three unique terms in verse 6. We read this in our 

ESV: “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.” But we could also render this literally as “co-
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heirs, co-members of the same body, co-partakers of the same promise.” We can also add these 

three terms to the term used in 2:19: co-citizens with the saints.  

This is a very strong statement of full equality and one which is taking place outside of the 

political nation of Israel and apart from the ceremonial law. These Gentiles were 

uncircumcised, non-Kosher, non-citizens of political Israel and yet here in Ephesians, Paul is 

saying they are fully equal members of God’s kingdom – co-heirs, co-members, co-partakers 

and co-citizens. 

This is certainly something which no one in the Old Testament era expected God would 

ever say of uncircumcised Gentiles who remained outside of the political commonwealth of 

Israel.  So, how is it possible now? What did Christ do to make all of this possible?  

We’ll get to that in a few minutes, but first . . . 

 

II. Mystery Hidden for Ages by God 

Paul also tells us that this mystery was hidden for ages in God and that it reflects His eternal 

purpose.   

The Eternal Purpose of the Creator of All Things 

 

Words like “eternal purpose” and “hidden for ages” indicate that to fully understand this 

mystery, we need to go back to the beginning of creation:  

What was God’s purpose in the creation of the world and where did man fall into that 

purpose?  

God created the universe to display His glory, to be a showcase for His eternal power and 

divine wisdom. He created man in His image as the pinnacle of His creation, in knowledge, 

righteousness and holiness with dominion over the creatures. Unique in all creation, man 

was created not just to display His creative power but to reflect His likeness in his 
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character and conduct, to be the rulers over God’s creation, reflecting His wisdom and 

love, His righteousness and justice in their rule. 

Of course, the Fall marred the image of God and plunged the world into chaos as God’s 

image-bearers filled the world with foolishness and hatred instead of wisdom and love, 

wickedness and injustice instead of righteousness and justice.  

So God sent a flood and swept the wicked world away in judgment, saving righteous Noah 

and his family in an ark. Yet the family of Noah immediately brought wickedness back into 

God’s creation with drunkenness and sexual immorality.  

So God called Abraham to follow Him and made Abraham’s descendants through Isaac and 

Jacob His chosen people, a holy nation, a people for God’s own possession. Under Moses, 

He gave His people just laws and a pattern for worship and through His prophets, priests 

and kings, His holy nation was to live a life among the nations of the earth that was distinct, 

holy and faithful to God. In this way, Israel as a nation was chosen and called to be what 

Adam was supposed to be from the beginning, God’s image-bearer, to embody His 

character and rule in the world. 

But they failed. Badly. They became as idolatrous and wicked as the rest of the nations in 

the world.  

So God sent His Son into the world. Jesus came into world as the Second Adam and the 

True Israel. Every faithful Israelite expected the Messiah to be the King of Israel, but few 

expected Him to be the True Israel, to be the personal embodiment of the people of God.  

But God did give enough clues for His people to follow, if they had looked closely enough. 

In the Servant Songs in Isaiah, we get the clearest clues of the true nature of Messiah. 

We’re now going to go through parts of two servant songs in Isaiah, the first in Isaiah 49 

and the second in Isaiah 52-53. As we do, we’ll listen for four unexpected truths about 

Messiah: 
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1. That he would be the True Israel, the personal embodiment of God’s people. 

2. That he would be rejected by the nation of Israel, by God’s people. 

3. That he would suffer and be afflicted severely. 

4. That he would bring salvation both to Israel and to the Gentiles. 

So, let’s start with Isaiah 49:1-7 

Listen to me, O coastlands, 

    and give attention, you peoples from afar. 

The LORD called me from the womb, 

    from the body of my mother he named my name. 

2 He made my mouth like a sharp sword; 

    in the shadow of his hand he hid me; 

he made me a polished arrow; 

    in his quiver he hid me away. 

3 And he said to me, “You are my servant, 

    Israel, in whom I will be glorified.” 

4 But I said, “I have labored in vain; 

    I have spent my strength for nothing and vanity; 

yet surely my right is with the LORD, 

    and my recompense with my God.” 

5 And now the LORD says, 

    he who formed me from the womb to be his servant, 

to bring Jacob back to him; 

    and that Israel might be gathered to him— 

for I am honored in the eyes of the LORD, 

    and my God has become my strength— 

6 he says: 

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant 

    to raise up the tribes of Jacob 
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    and to bring back the preserved of Israel; 

I will make you as a light for the nations, 

    that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 

7 Thus says the LORD, 

    the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One, 

to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nation, 

    the servant of rulers: 

“Kings shall see and arise; 

    princes, and they shall prostrate themselves; 

because of the LORD, who is faithful, 

    the Holy One of Israel, who has chosen you.” (ESV) 

 

So, verse 3: “You are my servant Israel, in whom I will be glorified.”  

 

And then verse 6:  

“It is too light a thing that you should be my servant 

    to raise up the tribes of Jacob 

    and to bring back the preserved of Israel; 

I will make you as a light for the nations, 

    that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” 

 

Finally, verse 7: Thus says the LORD, 

    the Redeemer of Israel and his Holy One, 

to one deeply despised, abhorred by the nation . . .  

 

Next, we come to the greatest of all of the Servant Songs in Isaiah, in Isaiah 52 and 53, 

which is introduced by Isaiah 52:10:  

“The LORD has bared his holy arm 

    before the eyes of all the nations, 
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and all the ends of the earth shall see 

    the salvation of our God.” 

 

God says in Isaiah 52:13-15: 

Behold, my servant shall act wisely; 

    he shall be high and lifted up, 

    and shall be exalted. 

14 As many were astonished at you— 

    his appearance was so marred, beyond human semblance, 

    and his form beyond that of the children of mankind— 

15 so shall he sprinkle many nations 

 

These opening verses to the song are vital, especially “so shall he sprinkle many nations.” 

Sprinkling is an act of cleansing, and the Messiah would sprinkle many nations by beinf so 

marred beyond human semblance.  

 

And then we come to Isaiah 53 itself: 

Who has believed what he has heard from us? 

    And to whom has the arm of the LORD been revealed? 
2 For he grew up before him like a young plant, 

    and like a root out of dry ground; 

he had no form or majesty that we should look at him, 

    and no beauty that we should desire him. 

He was despised and rejected by men; 

    a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; 

and as one from whom men hide their faces 

    he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 

Surely he has borne our griefs 

    and carried our sorrows; 

yet we esteemed him stricken, 

    smitten by God, and afflicted. 
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But he was pierced for our transgressions; 

    he was crushed for our iniquities; 

upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, 

    and with his wounds we are healed. 
 

All we like sheep have gone astray; 

    we have turned—every one—to his own way; 

and the LORD has laid on him 

    the iniquity of us all. 

 

It is significant that Isaiah 53 opens with the question, “Who has believed what he heard 

from us?” because the truth of what God did when He sent His Son as the long-awaited 

Messiah is something no one expected and hardly anyone could believe. In fact, when these 

verses were fulfilled and Jesus was pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our 

iniquities, the disciples themselves weren’t thinking of Isaiah 53 and rejoicing in their 

salvation. They were crushed, defeated, confused and terrified.  

When the Apostles and prophets took the message of their crucified and risen Savior to 

the nations, the Greeks and Romans could make no sense of a crucified Lord.  

Yet what Jesus accomplished in His birth, life, death and resurrection was nothing less than 

the eternal purposes of God. 

The Manifold Wisdom of God Revealed Through the Church 

God’s eternal purposes have been accomplished because now, through the Gospel, God is 

redeeming His image-bearers from every tribe, tongue, people and nation on the face of the 

earth. In the church, the wisdom of what God has accomplished is on full display to all the 

rulers and authorities in the heavenly places- that is, to all of the spiritual forces of 

wickedness. 
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How? You see, when God created Adam in His image and put him in the Garden with his 

wife, Satan was able to get then to fall under his authority and dominion and to drag the 

whole race of God’s image-bearers into chains of bondage. Then, when God called Israel to 

be His holy people, Satan was again able to lead them astray into idolatry, wickedness and 

rebellion against God and extinguish their light among the nations. 

But what Satan didn’t see was that this had all been part of God’s plan. God had always 

planned to send His own Son as the Second Adam and the True Israel and He was 

Someone Satan couldn’t corrupt, couldn’t destroy, couldn’t enslave. And when He had 

overcome every temptation and defeated Satan’s every trick, He then took our sins upon 

Himself and bore the wrath of God for us.  

Then, after He drank the cup of God’s wrath and took our punishment, He rose again and 

conquered death. When He did this, the Bible says He was given the keys of death and 

Hades, which means He not only overcame the devil, but He earned the power to deliver 

His people from death and Hades and bring them into His heavenly kingdom forever. 

This means that Satan has lost. Forever. The war is over. Our righteousness is secure, 

seated at God’s right hand. Our forgiveness is complete, earned at the cross. Our eternal 

life is assured, found in the person of our Savior and Lord Himself. 

    

III. Mystery Benefits 

 

Boldness and Access with Confidence 

And these are the benefits we get from the mystery of God being fulfilled. Paul says that “in 

Christ Jesus our Lord, we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him.” 

How can we have boldness and access with confidence before the throne of God Almighty? 

It’s only if we have a secure and complete acceptance by Him as His redeemed, forgiven 
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and righteous children forever. If we were in any way depending on ourselves for our 

standing before God, we could not have “boldness and access with confidence.” But we do 

because we come . . .  

 

Through Faith in Him 

  

It is Christ who is the True Israel, which is why we are brought into spiritual Israel when 

we are united to Him. The True King of Israel, the Promised Son of David, now sits 

enthroned in the heavens, which is why Israel is now a spiritual kingdom, no longer a 

kingdom of this world. 

It is Christ who is the heir of the kingdom of God, which is why we are co-heirs when we 

are united to Him. 

It is Christ who is the Head of the Body, which is why we are fellow members of the body 

when we are united to Him. 

It is Christ who is everything. In Him, we have all we could ever need, and apart from Him, 

we have nothing. 

Do you know Him? Do you love Him? Do you trust Him? Is He your Lord? Do you know 

the “boldness and access with confidence” found only in Him?   

 

 


