
Sermon 7: Ephesians 3:7-13: Preaching the mystery of Christ
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INTRODUCTION

The Bible is full of little people being given big jobs.  Imagine you were Abraham for a 
moment.  God has given you a new name, it means father of nations, yet you have no 
children.  God wants to bless the whole world through the offspring of a couple who cant 
have children.  Or think of Moses, he used to be in favour with the Egyptian court until there
was a warrant out for his arrest because he murdered someone.  And now God wants to use
this man who has been away from Egypt for 40 years to go as God’s mouthpiece and to 
demand that the entire Jewish labour force be released, talk about economic collapse.  Of 
think of Paul, an enemy and persecutor of the church, someone who had dedicated his life 
to destroying it, saved by God’s grace to lay down his life for it.  And of course there is you, 
the selfish sinner who has been saved to be a sacrificial servant.  All of these examples tell 
us of small, sinful, weak people who God immerses in His universal, glorious plan.  This is 
the sense we get as we continue looking at Paul explain his ministry as an apostle to the 
Ephesian church in 3:7-13.  

The weak become strong, the selfish become servants, the comfort-seeking become 
suffering-embracing, the outcasts become included; God turns things upside-down when He
includes us in His plan of bringing the gospel to the world.  Have you ever felt so privileged 
and blessed you could burst, that suffering can be taken in stride because your cup runneth 
over?  Have you ever felt part of something so important that the pedestrian details of your 
personal life are gladly surrendered to the massive thing that it going on?  This is what we 
sense as we look at Paul in this section.  Paul has been speaking to the Ephesians about his 
ministry.  V1-6 was more about Paul’s calling and stewardship, v7-13 is more about the 
gospel he preaches.  As we look at this section we will divide it up into 3 parts, firstly the 
privilege of preaching in v7-9; then the purpose of the church in v10-12; and finally a 
perspective on suffering in v13.  

Privilege of preaching

V7, ‘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.’  Paul repeats here what he has already stated in 
3:1-6.  Five times in this v5 he credits God and not himself with what he now is.  That he 
was made a minister and not self-appointed, this is a gift and not a reward (if God gave Paul
what he deserved he would have to kill him), so it is of God’s grace not man’s merit, again 
he states that he was given this gospel, and finally that it works by the power of God.  Paul 
is being emphatic, some might feel pedantic, why is he so cautious and earnest to credit 
God and not himself?  V8 explains this.

V8, ‘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.’  ‘To me,’ Paul is staggered that such a 
ministry would be given to such a sinner.  In 1 Timothy 1:13 Paul speaks of his past sins, he
was ‘a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent.’  Blasphemy is against God, 
persecution is against His church, insolence speaks of his stubbornness in his sin, and 



opponent shows that he was set against God and not for Him.  If ever there was a man who
should not have been put into the ministry, surely it was Paul, but God called him into this 
high calling.
  
The sense of his own sinfulness is not limited to what he did in his past, but even now that 
he is a Christian he does not feel himself worthy, ‘though I am the very least of all the 
saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles….’  Paul uses bad grammar here to 
make his point in the Greek, calling himself the ‘leaster’ of all the saints, hence the 
translation ‘very least.’  It sounds like a redundancy but it is Paul’s heart felt sentiment.  
Paul has several of these statements.  He is the least of the apostles, 1 Cor. 15:9, ‘For I am 
the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church
of God.’  He also saw himself as the chief of sinners, 1 Tim. 1:15, ‘The saying is trustworthy 
and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of 
whom I am the foremost.’  The least of the apostles, the very least saint, the chief of 
sinners.  Here is a man who is in touch with his unworthiness.  Now this sense of one’s sin is
frowned upon today as detrimental to our mental health.  This is what Spurgeon thinks, ‘ If 
you take a very lowly view of yourself, some may call you morbid but they know not of what
spirit you are. Humility is healthy—lowliness is no disease. When we think worse and worse 
of ourselves, we are getting nearer and nearer to the truth. We are by nature depraved, 
degraded, guilty and worthy of the wrath of God. If any hard thing can be imagined against 
fallen man, it is assuredly true of him. What worse character can be given to human nature 
than that which is drawn by the pen of Inspiration in the third chapter of the Epistle to the 
Romans? Oh, that God would make us lowly in spirit and fill us with a deep feeling of our 
own unworthiness—for this will only be revealing to us the truth and delivering us from the 
way of falsehood.’1 

Is Paul’s assessment of himself hyperbole or reality?  Is he the worst sinner, is he really the 
‘leaster’ saint, is he the least important apostle?  You and I would never say to Paul you are 
the least apostle or saint.  But he knows his own sin better than he knows another’s.  
Comparatively he will always have a better acquaintance with his own sinfulness than 
another’s.  it should be the same for us.  The Pharisaic and legalistic heart has no sense of 
its own sin and is more conscious of others sins than its own.  But for those who have the 
Spirit, who have listened to the voice of conscience, who have measured their lives against 
God’s law and have taken note of their motives, their thoughts, their feelings, their words, 
their omissions and commissions, these are deeply convinced of their own sin.  They 
resonate with Paul’s sentiments.  Grace does not appear gracious to those who do not think 
themselves that bad, but for those who know their sin their measure of appreciation is 
boundless.

Paul’s sense of privilege as a preacher of the gospel is amplified by the fact that God would 
use such a sinner, but secondly we see that Paul’s sense of privilege is amplified by the 
preaching of so rich a salvation, v8b, ‘to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of 
Christ.’  Paul does not merely preach Christ which of itself is a privilege.  Nor is he only a 
preacher of the riches found in Christ.  Paul feels privileged because he has been entrusted 
to preach the 
unsearchable/inexplorable/untraceable/unfathomable/inexhaustible/inscrutable/incalculable 
riches of Christ.  This is not to say that these riches cannot be known but that they cannot 
be comprehensively known.  To be granted a full amnesty for all sin by the payment of the 
man God-man Himself; to be given a gift of perfect and unchanging righteousness which will
stand for us on judgement day; to be given an adoption and identity as children of God that 
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grants us access to God as out Father and opens up the channels for prayer to be heard; to 
receive the third person of the Holy Spirit to come and dwell within us to wrestle our 
unwilling hearts into willingness and to change our corrupted natures into conformity to 
Christ, to be a teacher, a convictor, a counsellor, and who intercedes for us.  To have Christ 
as our mediator to intercede on behalf of His church and to season our prayers for 
acceptance.  To have an inheritance that cannot be stolen or corrupted; to have our futures 
guaranteed with the Seal of the Spirit; to have a new family; the Bible; the Church and it 
officers; spiritual gifts; and a life of good works for us to walk in rather than the walk of 
shame we used to live in.  Paul tells us this is only the beginning of the riches that are ours. 
The nature of the riches, the scope of the riches, the certainty of the riches.  These things 
are the honour of Paul to preach, and all of these are found in our Savior Christ.  

And what shall we say of Him?  Wholly God and wholly man; one person with two natures.  
He is the perfect bridegroom who pursues and woos the unworthy bride; He is the King who
pays for the crimes of His rebelling people; He is the one has all who gives to those who 
have nothing and deserve only punishment.  He has a love that is endless, patience that has
endured more than we can comprehend, power that has been turned to save His enemies 
not utterly wipe them out, in His justice He has settled our dents at His expense.  The 
richness of the gospel is not only we what we gain, but the Savior of perfect love that we 
are united to.  Paul glories in preaching Christ, and all His benefits.  The greatest treasure in
the treasure chest of our salvation is not our justification or our adoption but that we gain 
Christ.  

The third aspect of the privilege Paul feels, is not merely that he a sinner is called, that He 
preaches such wonderful salvation about such a wonderful salvation but also the scope of 
who he is called to preach to, as well as the all encompassing scope of the effect of the 
gospel.  Paul is called to preach to the Gentiles he says in v8, and to bring to light for 
everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things.’  
God promised Abraham that through him all the nations would be blessed, that promise of 
world-wide blessing is now coming to pass as Paul has been appointed to take the Gospel to
everyone.  Paul is at a pivotal moment in God’s plan, and the whole world is the object of 
God’s blessing and Paul gets to be a vessel to bring that blessing to fruition.  The plan itself 
also causes Paul to feel that he is part of something amazing.  Not only is he a key player in 
bringing the message of salvation to the whole world, so that the unsolvable problem of our 
guilt is now solvable in Christ.  But the unsolvable problem of human division where since 
the fall, and exacerbated at the Tower of Babel humanity has been divided against itself.  
This problem is now addressed in Christ who unites all believers from all nations in Christ, in
one new family, the church.  

Now you and I are not apostles, nor are we all evangelists for preachers and teachers, but 
we are all a part of God’s plan to bring salvation to the nations.  For some of us this will 
involved preaching and teaching, others will be prayer support, some might make meals for 
the needy, others will do letter box drops, others will invite friends from work to church.  
Each of us is a cog in a larger machine, the church, that is busy with the great commission. 
How then do we apply this portion of scripture to ourselves?

We apply Paul’s sense of privilege in the area of motivation.  Paul felt motivated to do his 
ministry under various motivations.  His sense of duty because he had been entrusted as a 
steward motivated him.  His sense of gratitude and wonder that such a sinner who was 
deeply unworthy made him willing to embrace very difficult and dangerous tasks.  The 
riches of Christ and the salvation that He offers makes it easy to spread the message.  The 
monumental scope of God’s plan makes it feel like Paul’s life has meaning and purpose, he 



is part of something bigger and more important that so many other things that call for his 
attention.  There is enough here to endure singleness with contentment in a life of fruitful 
service; there is enough motivation in these things to gladly endure prison and suffering 
because other people’s eternal destinies are being impacted.  The resources for joy and 
wonder and purpose even when everything else is stripped away are here.  Consider your 
sin, consider Christ and consider your part in God’s plan of salvation for the nations.  

Purpose of the church

The next thing Paul tells us is the purpose that his preaching serves, v10, ‘so that through 
the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and 
authorities in the heavenly places.’  The opening words, ‘so that’ follow on from the opening
words of v7, ‘of this gospel I was made a minister…so that….’  This gospel which is the 
power of God unto salvation for all who believe, this gospel which preaches a glorious 
salvation by a glorious Savior, this gospel which reveals the hidden plan of God is so that, 
through the church, the principalities and powers might learn of the manifold wisdom of 
God.

Several commentators point out Paul’s peculiar philosophy of history here.  There are 
several surprises here.  When we think of the important things that are going on we think of
those things that make the newspaper headlines, or we follow those people who are making
the most money or the most films or selling the most songs.  The main events that feature 
in our history books are the backdrop for God’s central actions in history, what He is doing 
through the church.  The political changes, the economic rises and falls, the wars and 
plagues these are all aspects of God’s providential work in the world, but what He is doing 
through the church is part of His redemptive work in the world.  It is through the church 
that God puts His glory on display. 

The second surprise is the attribute of God that Paul emphasizes as being put on display 
through the church.  Paul does not say that God’s manifold holiness, or love or grace but 
rather God’s manifold wisdom is on display.  Paul does not deny that the gospel does indeed
manifest these things, but given the focus of the book of Ephesians so far, especially on 
bridging the racial divide between Jews and Gentiles, Paul emphasizes God’s wisdom.  Paul 
describes it as God’s manifold wisdom, that is His multi-colored wisdom.  Paul is likely 
alluding to how the many peoples of God being saved from all nations puts on display God’s 
manifold wisdom.  

The third surprise is that the intended audience of this display is not the Emperor, or Rome, 
the nations or even the Jews, but the angels, ‘to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly 
places.’  Those who have a political or social agenda try and make these the earthly rulers 
and authorities but the context does not bear this out.  A question we need to ask is, is Paul
referring to the good angels or the bad angels?  The answer is likely both!  The devil and his
angels are rebels against God, the devil is well aware of God’s holiness and justice and the 
wrath that sin deserves, he has suffered it and will suffer it for all eternity.  The devil and his
angels try and use God’s justice to destroy His creation, namely sinners.  God has triumphed
over the devil in saving sinners and not judging them.  God has not denied Himself when 
saving sinners but has paid the price Himself in paying for sin.  In the Garden the devil 
implied that God was stingy and not good for not granting access to all the trees, that He 
was insecure because He feared that Adam and Eve will be like Him if they ate; that God 
was a liar and had deceived them; that God was not holy and just for He would not punish 
their sin with death.  Through the cross what the devil tried to accomplish in getting God to 
destroy His creation was frustrated; and all the lies he told were proven to be otherwise.  



Instead of God killing sinners, by the Seed of the woman a Savior of sinners was born.  And 
in the gospel instead of God being seen as stingy we see Him granting eternal riches.  And 
God’s fear of us being like Him is seen to be false for we will be conformed to Christ’s 
image; the truth of death of the wages of sin was born out; and God’s holiness and justice 
vindicated in the fact that He Himself paid for sin by Christ’s death on the cross and did not 
merely ignore it.  More than that we have seen grace beyond what could be expected, 
immeasurable riches and aspects of His beauty greater than the creation of any universe 
could yield.  Satan has had many a lesson in the power, the goodness, the holiness, the 
justice, the grace and the patience of God, and especially how God has outwitted him in His 
wisdom.

But satan is also taught obedience when he was disobedient, and even through suffering.  
Think of how Job despite satan’s efforts worshipped God in his trial putting on display the 
value of God, valuing God even more than his own life, ‘though He slay me I will praise 
Him.’  Not only that satan was taught the lesson of God’s power and control over sin when 
even though satan possessed Judas to betray Christ, by Christ dying the crushing blow to 
the serpent’s head was struck because Christ rose from the dead, and in dying paid the 
sinners sin debt.  Not only that satan is used to persecute the church by which the devil 
does God’s job in sanctifying us for Him.    

Then there are the good angels.  Here we see that the good angels gain an education from 
the church.  1 Pet. 1:12 tells us something of what the angels see, ‘It was revealed to them 
that they were serving not themselves but you, in the things that have now been announced
to you through those who preached the good news to you by the Holy Spirit sent from 
heaven, things into which angels long to look.’  Peter is making the point to suffering 
Christians that they are in a privileged position because the OT prophets don’t see things we
do, and angels don’t experience the things that we do.  They will never ever experience 
salvation.  They will never be the recipients of the measure of grace we have received.  
They will never be served by the God they serve, as we have been in the Trinity bringing 
about our salvation.  They got to see creation, but we get to experience something so much
better, we are in the privileged position of being believers in Jesus Christ, we have a better 
vantage point than the prophets and the angels of God’s amazing work of grace.  Angels 
don’t get to serve God in suffering, we do; they can’t serve God against the hankerings of a 
sinful nature, we do; they cannot honour God by embracing the typological roles in 
marriage, we do; or parenting but we do; or laying down their lives in the proclamation of 
the gospel, but we can.  

There is an invisible war going on, we are not the only act in town.  Our lives matter, our 
faithfulness as Christians matter, not only because the world is watching but because God is
glorifying Himself through us before the principalities and powers.  Your private holiness is 
watched by guardian angels and tempting devils.  

we will stop our exposition here and pick it up next week.                   
               


