
Sermon 6: Ephesians 3:2-6: Steward of the Mystery of Christ

OUTLINE

Stewardship of the mystery
Benefits of the mystery

INTRODUCTION

The word mystery has various connotations.  If you are a book lover it may cause you to 
think of a favourite genre of who-done-it crime thrillers.  The common English word means 
something that is difficult or impossible to understand it, it is often used in the sense of 
defeat: ‘It is a mystery, we will never know.’  In the ancient world there were various 
mystery religions who had secret knowledge which only the initiated could understand.  The 
mysteries were the secret truths revealed to those who had proven themselves worthy of 
ascending to being indoctrinated in this higher knowledge.  The word mystery occurs 3 
times in this chapter in v3, 4, and 9.  Paul’s use of the word is different to all of these uses 
we have outlined.  Christianity is not to be taken as one of these mystery religions.  When 
Paul talks mystery in this section he is using it in a very simple fashion, it was something 
hidden that has now become apparent.  It is not something only the clever can understand, 
nor is it an unintuitive way of knowing and thinking, it is simply things that God had hinted 
at, and which were very vague in detail in the OT now being made clear.  It is not 
knowledge reserved for the initiated but something openly declared through the preaching 
of the gospel.  In the section before us Paul in describing his ministry as an apostle of the 
Gentiles describes himself as a steward of this mystery; and also lists the benefits of this 
mystery.  These will make up two heading as we move forward.

Stewardship of the mystery

V2, ‘assuming that you have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me 
for you.’  You will remember from our last message that Paul interrupts himself to talk about
the nature of his ministry as an apostle.  He was going to merely jump from v1 to v14 but at
the mention of himself as a prisoner, and adding a few words of explanation about why he 
is a prisoner, it would generally be seen as a shameful thing and so would need explanation;
he explains that it is on behalf of the Gentiles.  Why would he be in prison on behalf of the 
Gentiles?  Well this would need an explanation about his ministry, and this is where v2 picks
up.  Instead of saying something simple like: ‘God sent me on a preaching mission to the 
Gentiles,’ Paul the perpetual teacher laces the description of his ministry with rich terms that
need unpacking.  

‘The stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for you.’  The steward was a servant, 
this was the head servant who would handle administrative and financial affairs, much like a
head butler.  Paul introduces himself as a servant/minister, but one with executive powers.  
This picture which Paul presents affirms that Paul is a man under authority, and that the 
message he has been charged to bring is not his, and the household that he oversees is not 
his but God’s.  All ideas of a man who sources the message for himself and who had the 
authority innately within himself is dispelled.  He repeats this sentiment in 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.’ 

This idea of being merely a steward in another’s house was a firm conviction in Paul, listen 
to how he speaks of his ministry in God’s house in 1 Cor. 3:10, ‘According to the grace of 



God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is 
building upon it. Let each one take care how he builds upon it.’  Take care to build on the 
only foundation which is Christ; take care because the day of judgement will reveal the 
nature of the work done; take care because there is reward; take care because if we destroy
God’s house, His temple He will destroy us v11-17.  Let me impress this sense of 
responsibility and care upon each one of us.  If you have any responsibility to teach, make 
sure that you only teach God’s word, that you only insist on what He insists on and add no 
laws to His laws.  Remember that this is God’s house and His house rules apply.  The church
is not the place to advance our own agendas like growing our business or pushing our 
particular political views.  The church is not the place to imprint my particular musical 
preferences and make waves when consumer preferences are not met.  We are guests, we 
are servants, this is God’ household not ours.  

Now Paul says, ‘of God’s grace that was given to me.’  There are two ways to take these 
words.  Does he mean that his stewardship was given to him by grace, or that he stewards 
the grace of God?  The second sense is the Roman Catholic sense which emphasizes the 
apostle as a conduit of grace, and then through apostolic succession Popes are stewards 
and conduits of God’s grace.  This is wrong v7 has Paul repeating the sense of v2 and it 
says, ‘Of this gospel I was made a minister according to the gift of God’s grace.’  The 
ministry is the gift.  Paul views the fact that he is called to minister for God as a gift of 
grace.  Paul does not think that the ministry is a worthy reward for his hard study, nor a 
sufficient amount of suffering, nor because he is the cleverest person or has the smartest 
ideas.  He is well aware of his insufficiency for the task and that it is his privilege to serve.  

‘for you.’  Paul was served with the purpose of ministering as the apostle to the Gentiles.  
Listen to how Paul explains his conversion experience to King Agrippa and what Christ said 
to him on the Damascus road, Acts 26:16-18, ‘But rise and stand upon your feet, for I have 
appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to the things in 
which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you, 17 delivering you from 
your people and from the Gentiles—to whom I am sending you 18 to open their eyes, so that
they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may 
receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’

We see the nature of Paul’s apostleship, it is a stewardship; we see the conditions by which 
he received it, by grace; and we can see the main beneficiaries of his ministry, the Gentiles. 
V3 adds some more detail, ‘how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I 
have written briefly.’  The content of Paul’s ministry is not a manmade message but 
revelation from God.  Ephesians 1-2 he puts forward as example of this.  Paul makes this 
point throughout his ministry, Gal. 1:11-12, ‘For I would have you know, brothers, that the 
gospel that was preached by me is not man’s gospel. 12 For I did not receive it from any 
man, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a revelation of Jesus Christ.’  2 Cor. 12:1-
4, ‘I must go on boasting. Though there is nothing to be gained by it, I will go on to visions 
and revelations of the Lord. 2 I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up 
to the third heaven—whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows. 
3 And I know that this man was caught up into paradise—whether in the body or out of the 
body I do not know, God knows— 4 and he heard things that cannot be told, which man 
may not utter.’  Many Christians speak today about God revealing things to them, that they 
have had a revelation.  To speak in this way is to misunderstand what God did for Paul.

V3 reveals the distinct way in which Paul received his message, v4 summarizes the content 
of his message, ‘When you read this, you can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ.’
The mystery of Christ, Christ is the content of this mystery.  All of the OT had been pointing 



forward to Christ.  Promises had been made of a child born of a woman who would defeat 
satan, a child of Abraham who would bring blessings to the nations, a child of David who 
would rule the world as God’s vice-regent.  Christ was vaguely portrayed in the OT, in this 
sense that he was misunderstood He was a mystery, but now this mystery has been made 
known.  We have knowledge about Christ as God in the flesh; as our Passover lamb; as our 
Highpriest and sacrifice; as our federal head and representative.  He is the one who unites 
all nations together in Himself by His Spirit making a single body of Jews and Gentiles.  He is
the one who brings us near to one another and near to God as He indwells each one of us 
by His Spirit.  He is the one in whom all things will one day be united, and the great 
conqueror who will reverse all of the effects of the fall.  This One who was foretold but 
misunderstood is now clearly revealed and the message of Him is spread in the preaching of
the gospel.  

Paul elaborates adding specificity to who receives this revelation of the mystery of Christ in 
v5, ‘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.’  There were prophecies of Christ to
the OT prophets, and nothing to the other nations.  But all things have now been made 
clear by the ministry of the NT apostles and prophets.  Some have claimed to have an 
authoritative interpretation of the Bible, Islam, Bahai, Gnosticism, even modern Liberal 
scholarship all try to tell us what the message of the Bible is.  God has only revealed the 
truth to His apostles and prophets; they alone are the instruments of His revealed message 
and can authoritatively interpret the OT and tell us who Christ really is.  Notice that others 
did not know it, but now God has given revelation to the apostles and prophets.  Notice 
secondly, that they are described as holy, that is set apart and consecrated.  In this instance
it is being set apart by God not so much as too God as the meaning.  In other words, God 
called them into their offices they are not self-appointed. They are the authorized channels 
of revelation we must look to.  Thirdly, notice the two offices of apostle and prophet.  
Charles Hodge suggests that this refers to those who have the highest office of authority, 
who are hand-picked witnesses of the resurrected Christ by Christ Himself for this role, and 
these are permanent vessels of inspiration.  Whereas prophets are those used by God but 
their revelation is more occasional and they do not hold this high office.  Fourthly, notice 
that the Holy Spirit is said to have revealed these things to them.  It is not the result of their
philosophy or a particular school of human thought, these things are things men could not 
know that God has revealed by His Spirit.  

So how do we apply this?  Here is the main application, you have the truth!  You can know 
the truth in an age where all truth claims are doubted.  You can tell truth from error and be 
protected from counterfeits because you know who God has appointed to give us the 
knowledge of what was once hidden.  You can trust your Bibles as the writings of those 
appointed by God and enabled by Him to record these things for us.  Do not give this away! 
Do not give away the confidence you have in the truth, do not bestow this authority on 
another whether they claim experiences, intelligence or scientific proof.  God has spoken 
and you have it before you.  If you have anyone come to you claiming a different Jesus 
reject it.  If people come claiming to be Christians and teachers and they do not teach this 
ignore them.  Understanding what Paul is saying here gives you the confidence to trust what
he has written for us as being from God.  You have truth, light, instruction, certainty.  

Benefits of the mystery

V6, ‘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.’   Paul quickly shows the 



Gentiles that he is sent to minister to some of the benefits that are theirs which make up 
part of the things that had been hidden in the OT.  

The part of the mystery Paul focuses in on is Gentile inclusion.  This was controversial then 
and it is still controversial today.  In the first century the Jews knew of the various OT 
promises that spoke of the Gentiles receiving blessing.  But these blessings were always 
understood as being through Israel.  That Israel’s king would conquer the world and bring 
peace, that the Gentile nations would become vassal states to Israel and bring her tribute.  
That the nations would submit themselves to circumcision and incorporation into the 
theocracy to worship along with the Jews in the Temple.  Jerusalem would become the 
center of power in the world and the means of blessing to it.  Little did the Jews suspect 
that in order to unite all nations for blessing under God that it would not be by a continuing 
of the OT religion with its seal of circumcision, nor its priesthood, sacrifices and temple, nor 
by all nations becoming vassals and Jewish proselytes.  God made a way in Christ where all 
would become children of Abraham by rebirth not physical birth; that nationality was no 
longer the marker for God’s people but faith in Christ.  God would no longer keep the state 
of Israel as a political entity by which He would regulate His people but rather make them a 
church among all nations scattering them like exiles instead of gathering them into one 
nation.  The temple would be replaced with the church, the sacrifices would be done away 
with as Christ was sufficient in His cross work to pay for our sins.  We would all become 
priests and royalty, not just Jews.  The food laws, laws about cleanness, and circumcision 
would be done away with.  God would redefine Israel as children of Abraham by faith who 
were born of the Spirit and who were all one family in Christ.  This is the New Israel of God, 
a single olive tree with natural olive branches which will include Jewish converts until Christ 
comes again in faithfulness to the promises made to the Patriarchs, but along with them, 
the wild olive branches of Gentiles would hold an equal share and status with them.  

The Jews rejected it then and struggled to come to terms with it, and many Dispensational 
Christians still struggle today.  Paul in Eph. 3:6, after a long explanation in 2:11-22, 
reaffirms these realities.  In the Greek he uses three words that all begin with the same 
prefix ‘syn’ which is the Greek word which means together.  We use it in the English words 
symmetry, synagogue, synthesis.  The 3 Greek words are ‘synkleroma’—joint heirs; 
‘syssoma’—same body; ‘symmetocha’—partakers/co-sharers.  Co-heirs; concorporate and 
co-sharers would be a good verbal parallel.  

We along with believing Jews are the Israel of God.  There are those who claim that Israel 
always means Israel and the Church is never called Israel.  You listen to the following 
comparison to see if this is true.

Israel is called God’s beloved in Deut. 32:15, 33:12, Is. 44:2, Jer. 11:15, 12:7, Ps. 60:5 and 
108:6.  The Church is called God’s beloved in 1 Thess. 1:4; Rom. 9:25.
Israel is called God’s son in Ex. 4:22-23; Deut. 14:1, Is. 1:2, 4, 63:8, Hos. 1:10 and 11:1.  
The church is called God’s son in Gal. 3:26, Rom. 8:15, etc.
Israel is portrayed as God’s bride, Is. 54:5-6, Ezek. 16:32, Hos. 1:2, and the Church is 
portrayed as the bride of Christ in 2 Cor. 11:2 and Eph. 5:25-27.
Israel is called God’s vineyard Is. 5:1-7, Jer. 12:10, the church is a vineyard too Jn. 15:1-5, 
1 Cor. 3:9.
Israel of the OT is portrayed as an olive tree, Is. 17:6, Jer. 11:6, Hos. 14:6, Ps. 128:3, Judg.
9:8-9, etc.  And the NT church of Jews and Gentiles is portrayed as an olive tree Rom. 
11:17-24.  
Israel were a kingdom of priests, Ex. 19:6, the Church is a royal priesthood 1 Pet. 2:9. 



Here are a few practical lessons that we have learnt so far.  The bible is closed book to 
many people because they read it wrongly, with the wrong set of assumptions.  What we 
have established is this, the NT teaches us what the OT actually intended to mean.  When 
we see promises of God saving His people, the NT realising that God intended to save a 
people from all nations, sees an expanded definition of Israel in those OT promises.  We 
learn not to come to the text with a pre-determined key of interpretation, for example, to 
read prophecy as literal-where-possible, or assume that knowing what the original author 
meant we have exhausted the meaning.  No, we need to use the NT as a guide to cast light 
for us, to reveal that the land of Israel was a type pointing not to a millennial reign in Israel 
but a new creation, the regathering of God’s exiled people is not merely the regathering of 
the twelve tribes but the remnant from the original exiles of Adam and Eve who were exiled 
from another promised land and the presence of God, and these include not merely the 
twelve tribes but people from all nations.  We need to learn to read the bible not from a 
prophecy conference but from Paul and Peter and John.  It is a little counter-intuitive and 
that is why it is an important lesson.  God reveals things progressively and so a text does 
not necessarily mean that that it will mean when originally given in the OT but can grow and
take on profound and unimaginable dimensions.  The apostles teach us how to see these 
nascent meanings.  

I hope that seeing that you are not a second rate citizen will save you from the trends in 
some circles to fixate on Israel and on Jewishness in general.  Christians are beginning to 
incorporate Passovers, and other feasts from the Jewish calender, not even limiting 
themselves to biblical ones but borrowing liberally from modern Judaism.  I hope that you 
will not go to modern day Rabbis as Billy Graham did for spiritual counsel.  I hope that you 
will escape the insecurities that the first century Gentiles would have faced.  We see in the 
letters in the NT that many of the heresies had a Jewish flavour to them.  Gentile believers 
had embraced the Jewish Messiah and the danger is that they might hold in high esteem 
everything Jewish including the legalistic and mystical teachings that they held.  Seventh 
Day Adventists would be an example of this Legalism in our modern context.  You are 
sufficiently saved in Christ and are lacking nothing, you do not need to add anything Jewish 
to complete your faith in Christ.  

I hope that you will begin to see the political situation in Palestine a little more clearly, that 
Israel is not fighting a holy war and all her actions are justified as if she were Joshua called 
to purge the land.  

I hope that you will approach all these questions by starting with what God has done for us 
in Christ as Paul did in Ephesians 2:11-22.  In Christ we have been made one body with all 
believers, Jew or Gentile.  We must not resurrect old racial boundaries that the law 
sustained because Christ has abolished them forever.  Children of Abraham are now born of 
the Spirit not blood.  I hope you realise through this that the best way to understand end 
times theology is to begin with the gospel, what God has done to save us in Christ.  If we 
will think about union with Christ and salvation not on the basis of grace not race, then we 
will avoid this and many other errors.

Finally see how we are made to partake of these things, through the gospel.  It is by 
preaching what Christ has done that nay can come to share these things.          
        


