
Sermon 8: Ephesians 3:11-13: The Plan of God
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most misunderstood, yet one of the most comforting doctrines that we believe in
is the doctrine of God’s decree.  Just as a builder does not begin to build without the 
blueprints, God as the Creator and Sustainer of the universe worked out His salvation in 
history according to an eternal plan/decree.  If you will forgive the Freemason associations 
He is indeed the Great Architect.  This plan is freely constructed by God, in other words He 
did not have to be taught anything or have His arm twisted to make it in a certain way.  
Everything that we are now experiencing is according to a plan which is from before time, 
and it is a plan which does not change as if unexpected events could arise.  Because of 
God’s perfections the plan has certain characteristics.  God does not learn things, but knows 
all things immediately.  God does not change.  God is not weak and His plans overcome so 
that He has to make constant adjustments.  So it is an unchanging all-inclusive plan.  

This doctrine of God’s decree when taught in the Bible is usually given in the context of 
comfort and assurance, but inevitably it raises a number of difficult questions.  The 
questions of predestination, the creation of the devil, the willing of the fall, God’s will which 
includes the millions of sins committed everyday, and the accompanying questions of free 
will related to these.  I would love to get into these questions and spend hours answering 
them, but this would get us off track.  Paul in the context of Ephesians 3 has been 
discussing the purpose and plan of God.  God has been working out His plan to glorify 
Himself before the angels through the church, and in the verses we are looking at today, 
v11-13, Paul goes on to discuss some of the details of this plan.  It is to these details that 
we want to turn today.  V11-13, ‘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.’  

As we look at these three verses we will look at three things, firstly how God’s eternal plan 
is realized in Christ; secondly, how God’s plan has resulted in the benefit of our access into 
God’s presence, and thirdly, how this plan is progressed through the suffering ministrations 
of Christians.

The plan realized in Christ

‘This was according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord.’  
Last week we were looking at the purpose of God to glorify Himself by putting on the 
manifold glory of His wisdom before the angels through the church, v10.  We saw various 
things: that the church not political events are at the center of God’s working; that God’s 
wisdom in particular is put on display, and this through the church; and that the angels both
good and bad are the intended objects of God’s glory by what God is doing in the church.  
Paul now goes on here in v11 to talk about God’s purpose.  Firstly, he tells us that this 
purpose of glorifying Himself before angels through the church, ‘this was according to the 
eternal purpose.’   So the first thing we should be asking ourselves is this: why is Paul 



talking about God’s eternal purpose coming to pass, what purpose would it serve to make 
this point?  It is always comforting to know that God’s plan to overcome satan and reverse 
evil is on track.  It is assuring to know that the centre piece of God’s plan, Jesus Christ, has 
come and triumphed securing the final stage of God’s plan.  It creates a sense of peace and 
rest to know that the happy ending that had been promised is now inevitable.  We have 
been talking about the privilege Paul feels in preaching.  He feels privileged because he 
knows His unworthiness, because of the riches of Christ and His gospel and because of the 
scope of God’s plan, this sense of purpose and privilege is heightened for Paul by the fact 
that all is going to plan and is marching towards an inevitable happy conclusion.  

The reality of God’s plan coming to pass forces us to consider the God who has purposed 
these things.  We live in situations that are in flux, we are vulnerable and our own plans fail 
because of our own lack of power and resources.  We have hopes that get dashed, plans 
that result in failure, and constantly find ourselves frustrated and even victims.  Paul himself
is writing from prison in a place of apparent defeat.  This is when we need to think about 
the God who plans and is able to bring His plan to pass.  God is unstoppable in His plans 
and His plans extend to include everything, Eph. 1:11, ‘In him we have obtained an 
inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things 
according to the counsel of his will.’  Dan. 4:34-35, ‘At the end of the days I, 
Nebuchadnezzar, lifted my eyes to heaven, and my reason returned to me, and I blessed 
the Most High, and praised and honored him who lives forever, for his dominion is an 
everlasting dominion, and his kingdom endures from generation to generation; all the 
inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and he does according to his will among 
the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay his hand 
or say to him, “What have you done?”  God in His permissive will for hidden purposes has 
allowed sin in the world, but even this is in His plan and He overrules working all things 
together for good.  Prov. 16:4, ‘The Lord has made everything for its purpose, even the 
wicked for the day of trouble.’  Gen. 50:20, ‘As for you, you meant evil against me, but God 
meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are 
today.’  Paragraph 1 in chapter 3 of the 1689 of God’s Decree sums it up this way: ‘1. God 
hath decreed in himself, from all eternity, by the most wise and holy counsel of his own will,
freely and unchangeably, all things, whatsoever comes to pass; yet so as thereby is God 
neither the author of sin nor hath fellowship with any therein; nor is violence offered to the 
will of the creature, nor yet is the liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but 
rather established; in which appears his wisdom in disposing all things, and power and 
faithfulness in accomplishing his decree.’  

Are you in prison, are your great plans frustrated, are you being unjustly persecuted, have 
the good things you have been pouring energy into for years overshadowed with turmoil?  
This was Paul’s situation, yet here he is in prison telling the Ephesians that God’s plan is on 
track.  Despite appearances God is working out His eternal plan.  That is His plan between 
Father, Son and Spirit from before creation, that plan remained unchanged and is bulldozing
on.  

Paul tells us in v11 that ‘This was according to the eternal purpose that he has realized in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.’  The central aspect of the plan, that part which was promised from 
Gen. 3:15 and through many other promises, as well as shadowed and typed through the 
sacrifices, the priesthood, and other redemptive events like the raising of the bronze 
serpent, God has brought this to pass.  Christ is the lynchpin and He has come.  The central 
aspect of God’s plan in overcoming satan and dealing with sin has been accomplished now 
we are in that part of the plan where we are mopping up after the great victory.  God seeks 
to reconcile sinners from all over the world to Himself and hardest part of this plan, Christ’s 



part is done.  This is partly reflected in Paul’s reference to Christ Jesus as ‘our Lord.’  He has
received all authority in heaven and earth, and He is the Lord over the Church made up of 
Jewish and Gentile believers.    

The plan realizes prayer

V12, ‘in whom we have boldness and access with confidence through our faith in him.’  Now
if I were to ask you to name me the first benefit that comes to mind on account of Christ’s 
work on the cross for us, what would you say?  I am guessing you would zero in on 
something like justification, Paul zeroes in on boldness and access with confidence.

Boldness could be the new confidence with which we meet our enemies and our trials, no 
longer fearful of them being able to do any real harm to us, and if this were Paul’s intent it 
would be true.  But in all likelihood boldness and access with confidence are to be taken 
together and refer not to boldness before men but boldness before God.  The access that 
Paul is talking about here is the same access that Paul mentioned in 2:18, ‘For through him 
we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.’  Once again Paul is stressing that ‘we’ that 
is the Jews and Gentiles together are able to come into the very presence of a holy God with
boldness and confidence.  Paul sees the big problem of our separation from God solved by 
what Christ has done for us, but more than that we are now able to come like children into 
the very holy of holies and this with confidence and boldness.  

Paul tells us that it is through our faith in Christ that we can have this confidence and 
boldness, how so?  By Christ dying on the cross and paying for our crimes against God’s 
law, and us trusting in the sufficiency of His work not ours we are forgiven and there is no 
sin that disqualifies us from coming into His presence anymore.  By Christ living a perfect 
life of obedience as our representative and the full perfection of this obedience being gifted 
to us in justification when we believe, this means that we are dressed in the royal robes 
necessary to appear before our holy God.  Upon believing we are given the right to become 
children of God and given this new legal status have the right of access as children into the 
presence of God.  

These verses reminded me of another set of verses in Heb. 4:14-16, ‘Since then we have a 
great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold 
fast our confession. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with 
our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin.
16 Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy 
and find grace to help in time of need.’  Because of faith in Christ, we have Christ as our 
High priest who intercedes for us, but note His attitude towards us, He sympathizes with us 
in our weaknesses and because of this care, because of this relationship we can have 
confidence and boldness in approaching the very throne of God in prayer for what we need. 
We do not have to feel fear like Esther approaching King Ahasuerus unsure whether he will 
grant us safe passage into his presence or whether he will kill us.  The highpriest dared not 
venture into the holy of holies but once a year, but at the death of Christ the veil in the 
temple was torn and a way for sinners was made to come to God in prayer.  A way has 
been made open for dirty ones to find cleansing, for the weak to find strength, and those 
who are oppressed to appeal to a higher court and a stronger power for aid, to approach 
the throne of power and a throne of grace for needy sinners.  These words together, ‘throne
of grace’ are the key for us to motivate us to pray.  The almighty One who rules the 
universe, and a God who engages with us on the basis of grace not our performance, here 
is our confidence in prayer.  Our confidence is not in ourselves but the new footing upon 
which we stand because of Christ.  



The plan realized through suffering

V13, ‘So I ask you not to lose heart over what I am suffering for you, which is your glory.’  
Losing heart, becoming discouraged, thinking that all is lost, feeling duped by what you 
trusted in, these are familiar emotions to us.  Paul is aware of this and ends the discussion 
about his ministry.  He had mentioned in v1 that he was a prisoner.  Now this could 
potentially be a source of shame for Paul and the Ephesians as it implied he was a bad 
person deserving of punishment, as well as a source of doubt because God’s spokesman has
been stopped in his task and God’s plan appeared scuttled.  But now Paul has just pointed 
out that God’s unstoppable plan is on track, and that the most tremendous benefits, access 
with confidence are in fact ours.  This all puts a new spin on Paul’s sufferings.  Paul gives 
them a new perspective on his sufferings helping them to see the paradoxical way in which 
God uses suffering to advance His plan. 

Suffering producing glory is a common theme in Paul.  This language is used by Paul when 
speaking to the Corinthians about his ministry in 2 Cor. 4:16-18, ‘So we do not lose heart. 
Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. 17 For 
this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all 
comparison, 18 as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. 
For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.’  As 
Paul evaluates the many difficulties that he encountered in his missionary journeys, he 
considers them light compared to the weight of glory we receive by the gospel, and they are
momentary compared to the eternal nature of the benefits we receive.  

But more than being nothing compared to what is coming Paul implies that suffering itself is
what God uses in the same way that God uses weakness.  Now in our modern world 
everything we do is oriented to alleviate suffering and increase pleasure.  The thought of 
enduring suffering with patience is an alien thought, but I would like to share with you an 
insight from John Piper.  He believes that suffering is one of the key things used by God to 
fulfil his mission in this world, he says “I don't just mean that suffering is the consequence 
of obedient missions.  I mean that suffering is one of Christ's strategies for the success of 
his mission.”  God has chosen suffering as one of his weapons to overthrow Satan, Rev. 
12:11 (ESV), “And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of 
their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.”  Tertullian is remembered 
for his famous statement, ‘the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church’.  Over and 
over again the Scriptures speak of rejoicing in suffering, and God using suffering to achieve 
his purposes (James 1:2; Genesis 50:20).  God allows suffering to come upon his Church, he
wants suffering to come upon his Church, not because he is vindictive, but because he is 
wise and is working out his good purpose.  John Piper highlights how God used suffering in 
Adoniram Judson’s life to achieve his purposes, lets look at some of what he suffered in 
order to remind ourselves that suffering is not an evil to be avoided at all costs, but an 
opportunity to bear fruit.

“When Adoniram Judson entered Burma in July, 1813 it was a hostile and utterly unreached 
place. William Carey had told Judson in India a few months earlier not to go there…  But 
Judson went there with his 23-year-old wife of 17 months. He was 24 years old and he 
worked there for 38 years until his death at age 61, with one trip home to New England 
after 33 years. The price he paid was immense. He was a seed that fell into the ground and 
died. And the fruit God gave is celebrated even in scholarly works like David Barrett's World 
Christian Encyclopedia: "The largest Christian force in Burma is the Burma Baptist 
Convention, which owes its origin to the pioneering activity of the American Baptist 
missionary Adoniram Judson"…Today Patrick Johnstone estimates the Myanmar (Burma's 



new name) Baptist Convention to be 3,700 congregations with 617,781 members and 
1,900,000 affiliates- the fruit of this dead seed… 
Judson was a Calvinist,… and Adoniram inherited a deep belief in the sovereignty of God… 
He said, "If I had not felt certain that every additional trial was ordered by infinite love and 
mercy, I could not have survived my accumulated sufferings." 
…Ann, who married Judson on February 5, 1812 and left with him on the boat on February 
19 at age 23, bore three children to Adoniram. All of them died. The first baby, nameless, 
was born dead just as they sailed from India to Burma. The second child, Roger Williams 
Judson, lived 17 months and died. The third, Maria Elizabeth Butterworth Judson, lived to be
two, and outlived her mother by six months and then died. 
...In May of the next year [after the death of his second child] the British fleet arrived in 
Rangoon and bombarded the harbor. All westerners were immediately viewed as spies, and 
Adoniram was dragged from his home and on June 8, 1824 and put in prison. His feet were 
fettered and at night a long horizontal bamboo pole was lowered and passed between the 
fettered legs and hoisted up till only the shoulder and heads of the prisoners rested on the 
ground. 
Ann was pregnant, but walked the two miles daily to the palace to plead that Judson was 
not a spy and that they should have mercy. She got some relief for him so that he could 
come out into a court yard. But still the prisoners got vermin in their hair amid the rotting 
food, and had to be shaved bald. Almost a year later they were suddenly moved to a more 
distant village prison, gaunt, with hollow eyes, dressed in rags crippled from the torture. 
There the mosquitoes from the rice paddies almost drove them mad on their bloody feet. 
The daughter, Maria, had been born by now and Ann was almost as sick and thin as 
Adoniram, but still pursued him with her baby to take care of him as she could. Her milk 
dried up, and the jailer had mercy on them and actually let Judson take the baby each 
evening into the village and beg for women to nurse his baby. 
On November 4, 1825 Judson was suddenly released. The government needed him as a 
translator in negotiations with Britain. The long ordeal was over - 17 months in prison and 
on the brink of death, with his wife sacrificing herself and her baby to care for him as she 
could. Ann's health was broken. Eleven months later she died (October 24, 1826). And six 
months later their daughter died (April 24, 1827). 
…The psychological effects of theses losses were devastating. Self-doubt overtook his mind, 
and he wondered if he had become a missionary for ambition and fame, not humility and 
self-denying love… He dropped his Old Testament translation work, the love of his life, and 
retreated more and more from people and from "anything that might conceivably support 
pride or promote his pleasure."  …In October, 1828 he built a hut in the jungle some 
distance from the Moulmein mission house and moved in on October 24, 1828, the second 
anniversary of Ann's death, to live in total isolation. 
He wrote in one letter home to Ann's relatives: "My tears flow at the same time over the 
forsaken grave of my dear love and over the loathsome sepulcher of my own heart." He had
a grave dug beside the hut and sat beside it contemplating the stages of the body's 
dissolution. …He retreated for forty days alone further into the Tiger-infested jungle, and 
wrote in one letter than he felt utter spiritual desolation. "God is to me the Great Unknown. 
I believe in him, but I find him not. 
His brother, Elnathan, died May 8, 1829 at the age of 35. Ironically, this proved the turning 
point of Judson's recovery, because he had reason to believe that the brother that he had 
left in unbelief 17 years earlier had died in faith. All through the year 1830 Adoniram was 
climbing out of his darkness. 
And you recall that it was 1831 - the next year - when he experienced the great outpouring 
of spiritual interest across the land. Is that a coincidence? Or was that a God-ordained 
pattern for spiritual breakthrough in a dark and unreached place? 



He married Sarah Boardman, a missionary widow, on April 10, 1834, eight years after Ann 
died. They had eight children. Five survived childhood. But 11 years later she was so sick 
that they both set sail for America with the three oldest children. They left the three 
youngest behind, one of whom died before Judson returned. Judson had not been to 
America now for 33 years and was only returning for the sake of his wife. As they rounded 
the tip of Africa in September, 1845, Sarah died. The ship dropped anchor at St. Helena 
Island long enough to dig a grave and bury a wife and mother and then sail on.                  

To everyone's amazement, Judson fell in love a third time, this time with Emily Chubbuck 
and married her on June 2, 1846. She was 29; he was 57. She was a famous writer and left 
her fame and writing career to go with Judson to Burma. They arrived in November, 1846. 
And God gave them four of the happiest years that either of them had every known.…They 
had one child, but then the old sicknesses attacked Adoniram one last time. The only hope 
was to send the desperately ill Judson on a voyage.  On April 3, 1850 they carried Adoniram
onto the Aristide Marie bound for the Isle of France with one friend, Thomas Ranney, to 
care for him. In his misery he would be roused from time to time by terrible pain ending in 
vomiting. One of his last sentences was: "How few there are who . . . who die so hard!" 
The Bible was done. The dictionary was done. Hundreds of converts were leading the 
church. And today there are close to about 3,700 congregations of Baptists in Myanmar who
trace their origin to this man's labors of love.” (Piper; how few there are who die so hard) 

Suffering is God’s school, not a living hell.  It is God’s orchard, not a torture chamber.  It is 
the womb from which he brings life, and not a grave.   
        

   


