
Ephesians 3:1-13                                       
Ephesians 

What Is God Up To? 
 
This past week our nation went into mourning after the senseless shooting of 11 
Amish girls in a one room schoolhouse in Pennsylvania. Charles Roberts, a 32 year 
old milkman, shot the girls execution style then shot himself. In a suicide note he 
said he was angry at life and angry at God. 
 
The week before, a 53-year-old drifter named Duane Morrison entered a high school 
in Bailey, Colorado. He held 6 female students hostage at gunpoint. He assaulted all 
6 and then shot one of the girls to death before killing himself. 
 
Some crimes I can make sense of. If someone steals, I understand they want 
something. It doesn’t justify the crime but at least it allows me to get a handel on 
why they did it. 
 
These crimes make no sense. And this is what makes them even more bewildering 
for us. There’s no way we can even begin to process such unspeakable acts. 
 
I have to believe that events like these shootings cause confusion for even the most 
godly people. I’ve been walking with God for 35 years and seen His faithfulness 
displayed a thousand times over and yet these news reports leave me asking the 
same questions you probably have.  
 
God where are you? God how can these things happen? 
 
Whether it’s Columbine, 911, the war in Iraq, Lancaster PA, or the events of our own 
life, all of us, every one of us, hit those times in life when we question God. 
 
Can we really trust God? 
 
Over the past weeks we’ve been working our way through the New Testament book 
of Ephesians. Ephesians is one of 4 books we call the prison epistles, or prison 
letters, because they were written by an apostle of Christ named Paul from a Roman 
jail cell. 
 
Ephesians was written in the Summer of 62 AD, approximately 30 years after Jesus 
death and resurrection. Paul had started a church in the city of Ephesus in Asia 
Minor. 
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When he first got there he met some disciples of John the Baptist, but there weren’t 
any believers in Jesus. 
 
By the time he left, a church was started and there was a large group of believers 
who had left their paganism and were serious about Christ.  
 
Now it’s about 6 years later, and Paul’s in jail and his life is in the hands of the 
Roman government. At this point he doesn’t know whether he’s going to make it 
out alive. 
 
In the first two chapters of Ephesians we’ve seen the amazing things that God has 
done through the cross to make us His own. 
 
Now as we pick up today in chapter 3 we’re going to see another facet of the plan of 
God for His people. 
 
Open you Bibles to Ephesians 3  pg 1039 
 
What we’re going to see today is why we can have confidence in God, no matter 
what things happen to look like for the moment because.., 
 
I. God Is Up To Something Bigger Than Anyone Ever Imagined 
 
Read vs 1 
“For this reason...” Because of all the amazing things that God has purposed in the 
past and has carried out. For all those things talked about in the first two chapters, I 
Paul...”  and then he doesn’t seem to finish his sentence. 
 
What happens here is something very interesting. Paul was about to pray for this 
church but he gets interrupted by a thought that lasts from verse 2 through verse 13. 
 
The reason we know that these verses are a parenthesis is because of verse 14.  Read 
vs 14 
 
What’s going on? Paul was literally a prisoner for the Gentiles.  It was for their sakes 
and because of his ministry to them that he was in prison. 
 
And I believe the man was desperately concerned that his imprisonment and his 
sufferings might be a stumbling block to them.  
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It’s like the thought hits him and has to explain. 
 
As he thinks it through, what hits him is the likelihood of them saying “You know, 
when Paul was with us he preached about all the good things in the Christian life.” 
 
“He told us the very hairs of our heads were numbered by God and that we are 
always in the center of God’s loving care.  And now Paul’s a prisoner of the Roman 
Emperor Nero and there’s no telling what his fate will be.  Does God allow this kind 
of thing to happen to His own people?” 
 
“What about the blessings? What about ‘God loves you and has a wonderful plan 
for your life?’ Is this what happens when you live for God?” 
 
That’s just human nature to start thinking like that. 
 
We all do it at times.  And he realizes this might cause them to stumble in their 
Christian faith.  So while Paul’s purpose is to set out all the glorious possibilities of 
the Christian life which are found in his prayer in the last 8 verses of this chapter, he 
realized that it wouldn’t do any good to continue showing them the spiritual riches 
of the Christian life if they were doubting God because of Paul’s suffering in Rome. 
 
If you don’t understand God’s sovereignty and working in the here and now the 
spiritual blessings aren’t going to be meaningful to you. If you can’t trust God now, 
why would you believe Him for eternity? 
 
These Ephesians needed to be prepared for a whole lot worse. Paul would 
eventually be beheaded. In 64 AD a great fire would ravage Rome and Nero would 
build his Golden Palace on it’s ruins. 
 
To divert attention from his own culpability, Nero blamed Christians and started a 
brutal wave of persecution.  
 
The Roman historian, Tacitus would write, “large numbers [of Christians] were 
condemned--not so much for starting fires as because of their hatred for the human 
race. Their deaths were made amusing. Dressed in wild animals' skins, they were 
torn to pieces by dogs, or crucified, or made into torches to be set on fire after dark 
as illumination....” 
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If your faith isn’t solid and unshakable stuff like that would just obliterate any sense 
of trust in God you might have. 
 
And so Paul digresses to explain just why he’s a prisoner and to let them know that 
he’s not bitter, he’s just gritting his teeth, he’s not just enduring his circumstances, 
but he knows that everything that’s happening to him is a part of God’s master plan. 
 
So he’s going to say, “Don’t faint, don’t fold-up, don’t buckle under because you 
can’t unravel what God’s doing, but instead rejoice that God has everything under 
control.” 
 
Paul wasn’t a prisoner of Rome.  He was a prisoner of Jesus Christ on behalf of the 
Gentiles, and here’s his explanation why: 
 
Verse 2 
 
Paul says not only am I a prisoner but I’m also a minister.  I’ve been given a 
dispensation by God. 
 
The word “dispensation” comes from two Greek words:  oikos, which means 
“house,” and nemo, which is a verb meaning “to manage.”.  
 
Our English word economy is derived directly from this Greek term oikonomia  “the 
law of the house”, or “a stewardship,” or “management.”   
 
What we’re told in the Bible is that God has different ways of managing his 
programs from age to age and these different stewardships we call dispensations. 
 
God’s moral principles don’t change.  His way of salvation doesn’t change. 
But his methods of dealing with people change.   
 
Its obvious that God dealt with people in different ways in different periods of time.   
 
There were five dispensations that preceded the one we live in today.  Each has 
responsibility and each ends in Judgment. These dispensations are commonly called 
“innocence, conscience, human government, promise, and law.”   
 
The dispensation of innocence extended from the creation of Adam and Eve until 
they were expelled from the garden. 
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The dispensation of conscience followed and came to an end with the judgement of 
the universal flood.  The dispensation of human government followed that but was 
brought to an end with the judgment of the Tower of Babel.   
 
The dispensation of promise was associated with God’s call to adoration and the 
promises given to him.  That dispensation ends with the Israelites being in bondage 
in Egypt.  
 
 The dispensation of law of course began when God gave the law to Moses and it 
extended down until Christ died on the cross, fulfilling the law and bringing an end 
to the Mosaic system as a way of life. 
 
The dispensation of grace, or the church age, which we live in now, goes from the 
cross of Christ until the rapture of the church. 
 
In each of these periods of time God deals with either the whole human race or 
groups of people in distinct ways. 
 
Now Paul says to the Ephesians.  “I’m a prisoner and I want to tell you something 
about my imprisonment. 
 
You have heard of the administration of Grace of God which has been given to me 
to share with you.”   
 
Read Vs. 3 & 4 
 
You’ll come across this word “mystery” several times in the New Testament. It 
doesn’t mean something spooky or hard to figure out. 
 
It means a sacred secret.  Something we would only know by God telling us and 
something which God has chosen to reveal at the proper time. 
 
Paul is saying here: 
 
“I’m in prison, its true, but don’t get upset about that, I’m here because God 
revealed some information directly to me that he made me responsible for sharing 
with you.” 
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“I wrote a few words about this before (either meaning Ephesians 2 or another letter 
which we don’t have in our possession), and now when you read this your going to 
understand why I know so much about this.” 
 
The mystery here is going to be the mystery of the church.  
 
God revealed it personally to Paul and told him to teach it to others.  This was to be 
a new age, New dispensation, new way of dealing with man.  It wasn’t enough 
merely to win people to Christ and form local churches, God gave a stewardship to 
Paul of teaching people their tremendous position in Christ.   
 
And he says about this mystery, Read vs. 5  
 
He’s going to give us the content of this “sacred secret” in the next verse.  It deals 
with the truth that Jews and Gentiles are one body in Christ, a living organism with 
Christ himself as the head. 
 
But now notice, this wasn’t something which God had revealed in the Old 
Testament scriptures.  In other ages it was not made known.  It’s now revealed by 
the Holy Spirit to the Apostles and prophets, and he’s talking about New Testament 
prophets here. 
 
I see more problems and confusion among Christians because they fail to recognize 
this point.  The Old Testament scriptures, up to and including the gospels, old 
covenant, certainly have a place and importance to us.  You need to know your Old 
Testament. 
 
But you also need to realize that we’re living in a different dispensation today.  No 
Old Testament believer was part of the body of Christ.  There are provisions and 
blessings which we have that are totally foreign to the Old Testament. 
 
If you don’t dig in and read and study the epistles in the New Testament you’ll 
always be floundering and stumbling in your Christian life. 
 
I. God Is Up To Something Bigger Than Anyone Ever Imagined 
II. God’ Kingdom Is Open To All 
 
Read vs 6 
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Now the word “that” in verse 6 could be translated “namely that.”  Its explanatory.  
It is letting us know what the mystery is that Paul is speaking of. 
 
Gentiles, now Jews, are fellow heirs, fellow members of the body and full partakers 
of Messiah along with the Jews. 
 
This draws on the last half of chapter 2 that we looked at last week. 
 
Once there were Jews and non-Jews, or Gentiles.  God made promises to the Jews 
and sent them His Son to be their Messiah. 
  
And even though Jesus, the disciples, and all the first believers came from  a Jewish 
background, Israel as a nation rejected Christ and his death on the cross. 
 
The Gentiles were always outside of God’s blessings and dealings and yet in Christ 
both these groups have been made one new man. 
 
And now since the cross believing Gentiles and believing Jews can share together in 
the blessings of God. 
 
When we see the horrible things that take place in our world where people abuse 
and take advantage of and use each other it should be a real wake up call to us that 
something’s desperately wrong. 
 
It’s like a flashing red light and piercing alarm that’s saying “Wake up and realize 
the power of sin.’  
 
The Bible says, All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Romans 3:23.  
 
Some people’s sins are much more blatant than others but we’re all far less perfect 
than God. We all fall short of His glory as sinners. 
 
The Bible says our sin earns us something. It says, The wages of sin is death. Romans 
6:23a 
 
We’re spiritually dead, separated from God. That’s the bad news. 
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But here’s the good news. The wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in 
Christ Jesus our Lord.  Romans 6:23 
 
Everyone of us needs a Savior. Eternal life is a gift. It can’t be earned or it wouldn’t 
be a gift.  
 
It doesn’t matter who you are, Jew, non-Jew, European, African, Asian, Middle 
Eastern, everyone stands before God as a sinner who will be forgiven if they trust 
Jesus Christ as their sin bearer. 
 
Romans 5:8  But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still 
sinners, Christ died for us. 
 
This is what the church is about. Believers from every background imaginable, 
united as one. 
 
Now, it wasn’t a secret in the Old Testament that Gentiles could be forgiven of their 
sins. That was all though the Prophets. 
 
In fact remember in Luke 2 when Joseph and Mary brought Baby Jesus into the 
temple to be circumcised, Simeon took Jesus up in his arms and blessed God and 
said,  “Lord, now You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word; For 
my eyes have seen Your salvation which You have prepared before the face of all peoples, A 
light to bring revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel.”  Luke 2:29-32 
 
The news wasn’t that Gentiles could be saved, the heart of the mystery was that 
Jews and Gentiles would be equal members of the body of Christ.   
 
Now in verse we’re told something else the mystery reveals. Read 7-8 
 
There’s not only a new position available, there’s a new power at work, the power of 
the Holy Spirit. 
 
Then there’s the “unsearchable riches of Christ.” The word “ unsearchable’ means 
unfathomable.  It means untraceable,   In other words, they are so vast you can 
never discover their end.  They have no end. 
 
Those riches available to every one of us! Sure they are.  In fact, Paul makes it clear 
that he had no special reason to deserve God’s riches, he said “I’m less than the least 
of all saints.” 
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It’s interesting to note as time goes on and Paul is drawn closer and closer to God 
how his attitude about himself develops. 
 
In I Corinthian 15:9 Paul called himself “the least of the Apostles.”  You say, well at 
least he was an apostle, that’s more than I can claim.” 
 
But now in Ephesians, which was written after I Corinthians, Paul calls himself, not 
the least of all saints, but less than the least of all saints. 
 
“Saints” is the New Testament word used to describe all Christians. We’re holy in 
Christ. So he’s saying, “I’m less than the lowest of all Christians.” 
 
And then at the end of his life, just before his martyrdom, he writes to Timothy and 
calls himself “the chief of sinners.” 
 
Warren Wiersbe writes, “Understanding the deep truths of God’s word doesn’t give 
a man a big head, it does just the opposite.  It gives him a broken and contrite heart.” 
 
God is at work. Things may look like they’re out of control but God is still purposely 
working His plan for this world. When we’re humble and come to Him by faith, we 
don’t demand that everything go our way. We realize that even the most evil, 
hardened sinners can’t stop God from providing the ultimate victory. 
 
I. God Is Up To Something Bigger Than Anyone Ever Imagined 
II. God’ Kingdom Is Open To All 
III. God Is Working All Things For The Ultimate Display Of His Glory 
 
Read 9-12 
 
The principalities and powers in heavenly places are the angelic beings and they’re 
involved in this great secret.  God is educating the angels by means of his church. 
 
Angels are created beings and they are not omniscient. I Peter 1:12 talks about the 
gospel and it calls salvation in Jesus Christ “things which angels desire to look into.” 
 
During the Old Testament period, the angels were curious about God’s plan of 
salvation being worked out on earth. 
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Luke 15:10 says that the angels rejoice every time a person comes to Christ, and in I 
Corinthians 4:9 it says that angels watch the activities of local churches. 
 
But what do the angels learn from the church?  The Bible calls it the manifold 
wisdom of God.  The many faceted, many sided, wisdom of God. 
 
Did you ever think about this?  Angels have absolutely no idea what is means to be 
forgiven and reconciled to God.  When Lucifer and a number of the angels rebelled 
God sentenced them to the Lake of Fire, but he didn’t make any provision for their 
forgiveness. 
 
If Lucifer’s judgment would have been carried out immediately a whole side of 
God’s character would have been unknown to the angels that were left. 
 
But God wants them to see him in all of His glory.  And so instead of immediately 
destroying Lucifer  and the fallen angels, He created people and in us the angels can 
see  God in all of his fullness.  There’s no question in their minds about the character 
of God because we have become a living illustration of God’s forgiveness and mercy 
and grace. 
 
The manifold wisdom of God. 
 
So, God Is Working All Things For The Ultimate Display Of His Glory but sometimes we 
miss what He’s doing. Sometimes the pain and confusion of our sin or the sins of 
others blinds us. 

 
Why are so many churches weak and ineffective?  Because they don’t understand 
what they have in Christ.  And why is there such an appalling ignorance of these 
truths among God’s people? 
 
Often times its spiritual leaders who are not good stewards of the mystery of God.  
Because they don’t rightly divide the Word of Truth, they confuse their people 
concerning their spiritual position in Christ and they rob their people of their 
spiritual wealth in Christ. 
 
They don’t empower people with the confidence to trust God in those hard times. 
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This great truth of the church is not just a add on, or an afterthought.  It’s been part 
of God’s great purpose in Christ since eternity past.  Understand it and you 
experience the blessings.  Fail to understand it and you will miss the whole 
culmination of God’s work in Christ. 
 
If we’ve trusted Christ as Savior, we have boldness and we have access to the living 
God because we are members of his body. 
 
Will we still be gripped in our heats by the hated and injustices we see around us? 
Sure we will. Don’t you think that those early Christians were deeply affected by the 
knowledge that there were fellow believers being tortured to death for the faith? 
 
Talk about those “where is God” moments. Talk about tough stuff to deal with. It 
doesn’t get any tougher. 
 
But now listen to the conclusion.  Read vs 13 
 
“Because of this mystery which I’ve just explained that shows that God is a working, 
active God, don’t give up.  Don’t faint cause I’m in jail.  Its all for your glory.” 
 
Under the First covenant when God’s people obeyed God blessed them materially, 
naturally and physically.  And if they disobeyed He withdrew these blessings.  That 
is not the way he deals with his church today. 
 
Our blessings are spiritual, not material.  We have all spiritual blessings completely 
in Christ, and we appropriate them by faith and they can never be taken away. 
 
This is a new dispensation, a new age, and Paul was showing these Ephesians that 
God’s got a purpose and a plan which he’s bringing to pass. 
 
So whether your rich or whether your poor, whether your free to worship in the 
USA or locked in a Pakistanian jail cell for your faith - it doesn’t matter who you are 
or where you are, if you are forgiven by God you can be filled with all the fulness of 
God. 
 
Damare Garang was a Sudanese slave who was assigned to watch his Muslim 
master's camels. He had been taken captive by Muslim rebels and sold to an Islamic 
master. 
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One day he snuck away to attend a small Christian worship service. 
 

When his master found out he nailed his knees and feet to a board and left him to 
die. 
 
Someone found him and rescued him. Today Damare is sad that he’s unable to run 
like the other boys, but he says he's forgiven his attacker, because Jesus was nailed 
to a cross to forgive all sins. 
 
In an interview he said, “Please tell the Christian children in America to remember 
to pray for the children of Sudan.” 
 
There’s a young man who knows that His God is real. There’s a young man who 
walks by faith, not by sight. 
 
The concept of the church is no longer a secret.  It is a truth that’s integral to our 
understanding of every facet of the Word of God. 
 
Christ died on the cross and then rose again to buy our forgiveness and to make us 
part of his body and share in his blessings. 
 
Have you entered into those blessings yet?  Do you know Jesus Christ as your 
personal Savior? 
 
He is our hope in a hopeless world. He is the truth that makes sense of all the 
confusion. He is the light that shines so brightly as we’re surrounded by such 
oppressive darkness. 
 


