Ephesians splits neatly in two. Ch 1-3 is the theology half- The Gospel Story, all about what God has done in Christ. Ch 4-6 is the practical application of the theology, the re-shaping of our story. The pivot point is the “Therefore” that begins ch4. 

So Ch3 is the last portion of theology before the practical application in 4-6. It’s also the portion in which Paul introduces himself to readers who might have heard about him but have never met him. Now in a couple weeks we’ll come back and look at 3:1-7 in some more detail but there is an idea tucked away in this passage- [and ch2] that I think we need to talk about. It’s a simple thing. And after you hear it, you might go: “Well, duh, Skip, we knew that.” But to me it’s an eye-opener with the power to keep us humble and watchfully waiting on God to see “what the plan of the mystery is” [Eph 3:8]. 
So what comes to mind when I say that word: mystery! Is it Angela Lansbury solving another murder in Cabot Cove. Perhaps it’s Nancy Drew or Lord Peter Wimsy putting all the clues together. Or maybe it’s timid ghosts or shy monsters we never quite get a good look at on shows like: Unsolved Mysteries.  Is the gospel even something that would come to mind? Like, if I were to ask you to come up with 5 words to describe your faith in Christ, would MYSTERY even be on the list?  [Probably not] 
Our modern culture has no patience for mystery. Something mysterious is unsettling. It needs solving. The unending number of murder mysteries in television and movies is not cause we like the unknown. The point of each is the SOLVING. Our Enlighten-ment minds see EVERYTHING as solvable.  NO mystery should be left unsolved.
And we -most all of us- go about our Christian Faith that way as well. We’ve got all the info, all the details. It’s all in the scripture so we KNOW what God is doing. We can tell you exactly how “atonement” works. From the scripture we can tell you the precise age of the earth. And from the scripture we can lay out a detailed roadmap through the End Times. We can KNOW it all. 

 We know what God is doing. No uncertainties, No mysteries, …and no humility.  
[Interesting, isn’t it that Satan’s temptation of the first man and woman was the offer of knowledge?] 
Our Brother Paul isn’t like that [and it’s not because he’s primitive and unenlightened]. When Paul thinks of God’s work in the world he thinks MYSTERY is the perfect description. Over and over again in his letters [18 times in NT] he uses “mystery,” to frame his teaching about the work of God and Christ. 
It’s in our text: by God’s grace Paul had a revelation of “the mystery” [3:3]. He has a certain “…insight into the mystery of Christ, [3:4]. In v5 this mystery has been kept secret for many generations. In 3:9 we’re told this “mystery” has “…for ages has been hidden in God. And part of Paul’s calling is to explain the mystery. And this “mystery, hidden for ages is all part of God’s eternal purpose [3:11]. 
Here’s the thing: God is mysterious. God has plans for His Creation. And while He might give little hints as to what those plans might be. He never, ever lays out his full plan for us to know. He keeps it secret, veiled, mysterious. God, for His own Kingdom purposes does not explain everything- or, more accurately: God almost NEVER explains His plans for us or for the world. God plays the mysterious cards of His Eternal Purpose very close to His chest. 

This hidden, mysterious nature of God is woven throughout the scripture. The last chapters of Job are all about the secrets God knows, all the plans He’s set into being and how Job and his friends know none of it.   
In Exodus 19 the people are following the pillar of cloud/fire. with no idea where they are going. They get to Mt Sinai and we read: Ex. 19:16     On the morning of the third day there was thunder and lightning, with a thick cloud over the mountain, and a very loud trumpet blast. Everyone in the camp trembled. 17 Then Moses led the people out of the camp to meet with God, and they stood at the foot of the mountain. 18 Mount Sinai was covered with smoke, because the LORD descended on it in fire. The smoke billowed up from it like smoke from a furnace, the whole mountain trembled violently, 19 and the sound of the trumpet grew louder and louder.  God is veiled from the people by clouds and fire and thick smoke billowing up from the trembling mountain. And the people are terrified by this mysterious God.

Ezekiel 1 begins with a crazy vision of a towering throne on angelic wheels. Ezekiel sees a great cloud with fire flashing within it and something gleaming at the center- which turns out to be God. God is hidden among the clouds, thunder, and lightning. [mysterious]
When Solomon’s temple was being dedicated, a great billowing cloud comes down and enters the temple and the presence of the cloud was so dense the priests were forced to leave the building. 1Kings 8:12 Then Solomon prayed, “O LORD, you have said that you would live in a thick cloud of darkness.

Psalm 97 says God is surrounded with clouds and thick darkness- but the earth should be glad because He reigns. Isaiah says: Is. 45:15  Truly you are a God who hides himself,  O God and Savior of Israel.  So the unseeable, unknowable God hidden in clouds of thick darkness is firmly established in the OT.
But the NT is rife with mystery as well! For Paul God’s work in Christ is best described as mystery. In Luke 10 Jesus praises the Father for “hiding things from the wise and learned” [v21] -like the identity of the Son [v22]. Unless he reveals it, they don’t know. Kings and prophets in the past had a hunch God would do something but they never found out what [v23] because God kept it hidden. 

In Colossians, written at the same time as Ephesians, Paul writes about… Col. 1:26 the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations,…27 which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.  In Col 2:2 Paul simply says the “mystery of God” is Christ. 

Which brings me to an important verse in this discussion of God’s love of mystery. 

Prov. 25:2   It is the glory of God to conceal a matter, But the glory of kings is to search out a matter.

The King in this verse is a representative of all humanity. We humans like to solve the puzzle, to find the answer. We desperately want knowledge we don’t have. But, It is the glory of God to conceal a matter… Our mysterious God, dwelling in deep darkness is glorified by His concealing a matter, keeping His lips sealed, playing His cards close to His chest, keeping His work in the world secret until just the right time. 
Certainly God gives us little hints. In recent weeks I’ve shared three of those “hints” with you- hints about God’s plan for the Gentiles. In Gen 22 after promising Abraham’s family will grow to become a great nation God says: 18 “And in your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed…
In Isaiah 2 we’re told Mt. Zion will become the chief of mountains and “The Nations” will stream to it 3 And many peoples will come and say, “Come, let’s go up to the mountain of the LORD, To the house of the God of Jacob; So that He may teach us about His ways, And that we may walk in His paths.”   That’s a hint, and that’s all.

In Isaiah 49 God tells the Messiah it’s too small a thing for you to raise up and restore Israel…I will also make You a light of the nations   So that My salvation may reach to the end of the earth.”

But all of these hints are so general NO ONE at the time could possibly pick up God’s actual plan from them. And no one did. God gave His little hints through the prophets. But no one ever glommed on to the thing God was going to do. 

All the prophecies about the Messiah, his birth place [micah 5:2], his crucifixion [Ps 22/Is53], the king on a donkey [Zech 9:9], a son of David [Is 11], the name Emmanuel [Is7], not being abandoned to grave or decay [Ps 16] etc., etc. With All those hints the people still had no clue as to what God was doing in Christ. 
All those prophecies– you know the ones that are so clear to us-- so obvious to us living long after the fact. How could anyone not see it? But they didn’t, couldn’t. On the whole the Jewish people construed messiah scriptures as being either about a mortal David-like King OR they thought Messiah was a personification of the Nation of Israel. 

The idea that God would come, in human form, to Israel - be rejected and beaten and whipped and executed in an accursed fashion- those were all square pegs that could in no way fit into any of the round holes in the ancient Jewish minds. God kept his plan SO HIDDEN, so well camouflaged, that NO mental hooks existed in the ancient Jewish mind to hold these ideas. So, in Luke when Jesus uses the plainest language possible to tell the disciples what will happen to him in Jerusalem [handed to the Gentiles, ridiculed, abused, spat upon, flogged and killed but rise on the third day] we’re told: Luke 18:34 The disciples understood none of these things, and the meaning of this statement was hidden from them, and they did not comprehend the things that were said. [also 9:45]
Our text says the “mystery,” hidden to all generations before Paul’s [3:5], hidden for ages with God [3:9] was that: 6… the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel,     Listen here, this is important: 
Our mysterious God clothed in deep darkness cooked up an amazing, secret plan to bring Salvation to the Gentiles [& the kosmos]. Not one Gentile knew this… until Philip preached to the Samaritans [Acts8], Peter visited Cornelius [Acts10], and Paul and Barnabus began their missionary journeys.  God kept this whole Gentile-saving plan a secret from everyone from Genesis 3 to Acts 8.

Also, God did not tell the Jews He was using them to bring about the salvation of the gentiles and the world. From the Mosaic Covenant at Mt. Sinai, the Jews kept themselves separate from the sinful nations and despised the unclean and militant gentiles and still did, well into the 50s and 60s of the first century. The ancient Jews saw themselves as God’s only concern- God’s hints meant nothing.  
Consider Paul. Paul was a devout Jew, a Pharisee of the Pharisees for the entirety of His life. When Christianity began sprouting up, he despised it as a cult, an impurity of the Jews faith in Yahweh alone. He wanted to see all Christians dead or denying Christ. God kept his plan of salvation for the world a secret up until that moment on the Damascus Road when God deems it time to reveal it to Paul- along with Paul’s part in the saving of the unclean, despised gentiles. God can keep a secret. 

And there’s this: Paul [or anyone] could have searched the Hebrew scriptures [OT] day and night for months and never found any place where God said the barrier between Jew and gentile would be abolished [Eph 2:15], that they would be incorporated into one family- by faith, per God’s design, that the line between Jew and Gentile would be obliterated without discrimination. 2:18 for through Him we both have our access in one Spirit to the Father. 19 So then you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household,
Paul’s “revelation” came- or began to come- on the Damascus road when the Living Lord Jesus confronted Him with a whole new set of information He’d never expected- a law-free Gospel that could, in Christ create the multi-ethnic multitude we see in Rev 7.
The unforeseen revelation [the mystery] was the obliteration of the line separating Jew and Gentile without ANY discrimination- all equal by faith in Christ. This was unknown and unexpected. God chose not to tell what His plan was. He did not lay it all out in the scriptures.
Instead, the plan of the mystery came directly through the Holy Spirit to Philip, and Peter and to Paul, Barnabus and John Mark and then Silas and Timothy among others. 

Paul never saw this coming because God almost NEVER explains His plans for us or for the world. This has been true in my own life experience with God. One example: In 1999 at my 20th high school reunion God supernaturally hinted [vision] that I would have some sort of ministry to my PTHS classmates. I accepted that as true. But at no time did I EVER think I would be pastor of First Baptist Church. God did not lay out the plan for me. I never knew until it was done.

God did not explain he had a plan to save the Gentiles. 

God did not explain to the Jews that He would save the gentiles through them.  
[They would have been incensed, if they’d known] 

God did not even hint ANYWHERE that the line separating Jews and Gentiles would be abolished.

[This is from the Spirit. It’s not found in the OT scriptures- but it’s revealed in Ephesians, etc.] 
God did not explain his plan for the death, resurrection and ascension of Christ to Paul.

God did not explain that Paul would be his primary missionary to the gentiles. 

Paul did not know he would be God’s apostle to the Gentiles- anymore than I knew God would put me in this pulpit. Because God almost NEVER explains anything about His plans for us or for the world.

Which should call us to a certain, significant HUMILITY. We don’t really have any idea what God is doing here or there – because God dwells in mystery; and because 
Prov. 25:2   It is the glory of God to conceal a matter…
So the question that occurs to me is what sort of things does God have in store for us and our world that He continues to keep secret? 

What secret, hidden, blessed mysteries -unrevealed in scripture- are still to come from God’s hand?

What mysterious blessings, what twists and turns of Grace and Mercy lay out in the Sinai-like billowing clouds of deep darkness that surround the Father?
He plays his holy cards so very close to His chest. And he likes to keep things mysterious. So what do we do in the meantime. 
We don’t worry about it. We don’t need to know. As it says in Eph 4 we walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which we have been called. 4:2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, 3 being diligent to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.
We just follow Jesus faithfully into the Mystery of His Mercy and Grace.
Eph. 3:1   For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles— 2 if indeed you have heard of the administration of God’s grace which was given to me for you; 3 that by revelation there was made known to me the mystery, as I wrote before briefly. 4 By referring to this, when you read you can understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, 5 which in other generations was not made known to mankind, as it has now been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in the Spirit; 6 to be specific, that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel, 7 of which I was made a minister, according to the gift of God’s grace which was given to me according to the working of His power. 
8 To me, the very least of all saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ, 9 and to enlighten all people as to what the plan of the mystery is which for ages has been hidden in God, who created all things; 10 so that the multifaceted wisdom of God might now be made known through the church to the rulers and the authorities in the heavenly places. 11 This was in accordance with the eternal purpose which He carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, 12 in whom we have boldness and confident access through faith in Him. 13 Therefore I ask you not to become discouraged about my tribulations in your behalf, since they are your glory.

Eph. 3:14   For this reason I bend my knees before the Father, 15 from whom every family in heaven and on earth derives its name, 16 that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner self, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; and that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the width and length and height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled to all the fullness of God.

Eph. 3:20   Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to the power that works within us, 21 to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever. Amen.
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