7.9.2023  Ephesians 3: Grace That Empowers and Employs
I don’t know about you but I have a certain compulsion to make sure people know what I’m doing.  It just seems polite to me to be sure that – when I’m going out for an errand, or attend a meeting, or go for a run- Rebekah knows 1] that I’m leaving the house and 2] where I am going. I  like it’s my duty to be sure she knows what I’m doing- to the point of announcing when I’m headed to the bathroom. [Yes, I’m one of those people.] Two weeks ago we talked about MYSTERY. Humans don’t like mystery, but God does: Prov. 25:2   It is the glory of God to conceal a matter… While I feel compelled to let everyone know what I’m doing. God feels no such compulsion. 
After the Fall in Gen.3, our mysterious God made a plan to bring Salvation to the Gentiles [the kosmos]. He left some hints with the prophets along the way. They make sense NOW. But not one Gentile knew what God was doing until Philip is preaching the Good News of Jesus Christ to the Samaritans in Acts 8.  God kept His whole plan of salvation a secret from Genesis 3 to Acts 8.

Similarly, God felt no compulsion to let the Jews know that He would use them [via Jesus, the Jewish Messiah’s death, Rez & Ascension] to bring about the salvation of the Gentiles- even to the point of obliterating the line separating Jew from Gentile 
Eph 2:15 …so that in Himself He might make the two one new person, in this way establishing peace; 16 and that He might reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the hostility. The ancient Jews saw themselves as God’s only concern. God kept his work for the world through them a complete secret from everyone from Genesis 12 to Acts 8.  

 So Saul of Tarsus  - who would become the Apostle Paul- never saw ANY of this coming though he was devoutly dedicated to God. Listen to how he describes his faith and practice in Phil 3:   4 …If anyone else thinks he is confident in the flesh, I have more reason: 5 circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless.
But even in the depth of this devotion -following the law’s requirements to the nth degree- he was completely clueless about God’s plan to save the Nations through Jesus, or that in that salvation the separation between Jew and Gentile would be eliminated. 
And he certainly had no idea God would select him to be the primary messenger of God’s Good News about Jesus to the Gentiles. 
Not until Jesus caught up to him on the Damascus Road -anyway. 
Last week Darrel talked about Eph 2:10 “we are God’s workmanship.” …or God’s masterpiece. Darrel likened each of us to a poem. A few Christmases ago Acacia had us all write poems about ourselves following a form used by another poet: They all begin: “I am from…”

I am from. . . . 
Inspired by “where I'm From” by George Ella Lyon   Adapted by Acacia Rose Cadorette
I am from bar stools   From chicken feeders and loom reeds

I am from the moss covered logs in the woods   The brown bare earth wet between my toes

I am from the nasturtium 

The Robin Hood maple whose long limbs held me above reality

I am from raptor spotting and razzing in love

From Grandma Newhouse and Grandma who Lives with Papa

I'm from follow the plan and make it up as you go   and from the Cummins' way

I'm from 'hands in your pockets' and 'bald headed rattlesnake'   And Gilligan's Island Amazing Grace

I'm from nature identification manuals   I'm from the sandhill crane and courting eagle

Chicken and dumplings and tacos

From the Ranger will shoot you if you step off the trail

Photos, letters, and dreams

Boxed and stored under the eaves of memory

I am from. . . . 
Inspired by “where I'm From” by George Ella Lyon    Adapted by Richard Eugene “Skip” Cadorette
I am from braid rugs   From saved syrup and sunflower seeds

I am from the not quite Victorian unheated upstairs

I am from the mow-needed grass   The buzz-cut fir tree reaching towards my bedroom window

I'm from Sunday worship and tide pool gazing   From Richard Edward and Virginia Lee

I'm from pipe-smoking and house cleaning   And from evening TV

I'm from 'Don't sweep it away' and middle-step worship   And Bill Rogen's Goat

I'm from stocking stuffers   I'm from Long Beach and The Valley and Dream City

Macaroni and cheese and chocolate cake   

From glamorous Grandma and mule driving Scott   Cold hotdogs straight from the package

And bins of keepsakes and snapshots – albums of life stacked in closet and garage
I like Darrel’s comparison of our lives to a poem. So long as we are living our poem is still being Holy Ghost-written by us and the Spirit. And if the Spirit is leading, hopes can be fulfilled. Darrel talked about dreams- dreams implanted in his heart and mind by experience, his mother and, of course God - dreams brought to reality by God’s hand. 

As I listened to the message it made me think of  Paul introducing himself in ch3 to house churches in Roman Asia Minor-  where some might have heard of him, but most, likely, had not. 

If we were to write a poem for Paul’s life it would be all about faithfulness to the One True God.  It would be about a devotion to God taught by his parents from his circumcision on the 8th day. It would be about a loyalty to his tribe of Benjamin of God’s holy chosen people
A poem about Paul would reflect a devotion to the Word of God in the Law and Prophets- gleaned from the great teacher Gamaliel- such that it was natural for him to align with the Pharisees. A poem about Paul would tell us in all sorts of ways that what he really wanted was to hear God say to him “Well done Faithful Servant.” 

And so Saul was faithful to the point of searching out and jailing Jewish heritics who were saying this Jesus of Nazareth was the God of Israel in the flesh. What blasphemy!! And ignorant: they’re saying that after being crucified and entombed he was resurrected. We Pharisees KNOW resurrection ONLY happens to ALL God’s chosen, faithful people AT THE END OF THE AGE. Not before. “They are poisoning the purity of our faith. They must be rooted out and stopped!” 

Saul’s passion to serve God faithfully and righteously made him “extremely zealous” for the ways of Judaism. And that zeal got him noticed by the leaders and advanced his position among the Pharisees [Gal 1:14]. And -I suspect- the leaders were happy to have a faithful, true believer as an attack dog to sick on the apostate followers of this “false messiah.” 
Paul describes his former way of life to Timothy saying he was a: “blasphemer, a persecutor, and a violent aggressor…” [1Tim 1:13].  Acts 7 says Paul “heartily endorsed” the stoning of Stephen. And he told the Galatians that he: Gal. 1:13 … used to persecute the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it; 
But, let me be clear, all of the the angry, violent, persecution of Christians Saul enacted before Jesus ambushed him on the Damascus Road flowed from the DREAM that he could be Yahweh’s good and faithful servant. In His faith and practice- though he got it wrong- he got it wrong because he honestly desired to be God’s servant, doing God’s good works in the world. 

But God- in loving Grace knew the zeal of Paul, the heart of Paul- the dream of Paul and organized a Holy Intervention on the Damascus road. Remember in Eph2 he uses “us” language! He’s talking about his life as well as theirs when he writes:   
4 But God, being  rich in mercy, because of  His great love with which He loved us, 5 even when we were  dead  in our wrongdoings, made us alive together with Christ ( by grace you have been saved), 6 and  raised us up with Him, and  seated us with Him in  the heavenly places in  Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the ages to come He might show the  boundless  riches of His grace in  kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 

I think that because Paul knew the scriptures and because he honestly desired to be faithful to God, when faced with Jesus’ unfiltered presence on the road to Damascus he KNEW Jesus was God to the depth of his soul. [like flipping a switch]
This is what Paul’s talking about in 3:2.   This is …the  administration of God’s grace which was given to me for you;  That is the moment God administered his grace to Paul and fulfilled his dream of being God’s faithful servant – his apostle. 
[An apostle for Jesus to the Gentiles!]  You see, this Grace- this unmerited favor of God- doesn’t just SAVE Paul, it also gives him purpose and employs him in service to the King as God’s good and faithful servant!!  Grace empowers and employs.
But the fulfillment of that dream looked nothing like anything Paul might have imagined. The last thing on Saul of Tarsus’ mind was God creating a Torah-free, multi-ethnic community of Faith - and using Him to do it. Saul’s only focus was being a faithful Jew. But God, in His Grace had another plan for him: Acts 9:15 …he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and  kings and the sons of Israel…
And so on the Damascus Road AND in the moment when Ananias revealed what God had told him about Saul and prayed for him… in that moment, God’s grace was administered to Saul [3:2]- and God [the God Saul had loved and served all his life] revealed his secret plan- 3  that by revelation there was  made known to me  the mystery,

In this administration of God’s grace to Saul/Paul- God reveals the secret plan, the mystery, he’s kept secret for millennia […not made known to mankind in other generations- v5]. 
And the content of the revelation Paul receives in Damascus is 6 …, that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and  fellow members of the body, and  fellow partakers of the promise in  Christ Jesus through the gospel…

And that is all by the Grace of God! Again from ch2. [8 For by grace you have been saved  through faith; and  this is not of yourselves, it is  the gift of God; And then the pronoun changes to “WE.” And he says: 10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would  walk in them.
Right there, Paul is talking about all of us, but also about himself. This is a thing he’s come to understand since Jesus’ intervention on the Damascus Road: the Father God has a plan and purpose for him. Paul understood himself as “God’s workmanship.” And he understood that he was made [in and through Christ Jesus]  

for good works God knew would need to be done. 

Like Jesus said: Acts 9:15 …he is a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and  kings and the sons of Israel…
And look here at the end of our passage in v7: he references the gospel and then writes:  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. God, in His power intervened in Paul’s devoutly religious life with a surprise GIFT OF GRACE.

And in that Grace, Paul was made a servant of Jesus [diakonos: minister]. 

He goes on to say 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… 

This gift of God’s grace empowered Paul to do GOOD WORKS in faithful service to God that he never imagined he would be doing: teaching the inconceivable depths of LIFE IN JESUS to unclean, pagan GENTILES!! And explaining God’s mysterious plan to save the world to anyone and everyone.

Now catch this: Paul’s experience is not intended to be unique.  It’s for you, as well. The Grace of God that saved you - this unmerited favor of God- doesn’t just SAVE you it also gives you purpose and employs you in service to the King.
This Grace empowers and employs.

Later on in ch4- in the application half of the letter Paul goes on at length about the UNIFIED nature of our Faith in Christ: 5  one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 one God and Father of all  who is over all and through all and in all. And then comes the “BUT…” Eph. 4:7 But to each one of us  grace was given  according to the measure of Christ’s gift.

This Grace doesn’t just SAVE, it also empowers and employs! And it’s given to you and me in varying degrees dependent on what Jesus has for us to do and, I suspect, on the dreams he intends to fulfill for us.  

Some are given grace to be evangelists, or prophets [forthtelling] and some as Shepherds and Teachers [4:11]- this is not intended to be a complete list. It could also say: And some as encouragers, and some as servants, and some as apologists, and some as grandparents, some as gardeners, and some as sound techs, and some as prayer warriors, and some as wives and some as friends and some as caregivers, and some as note senders, and some as shady ladies -you get me? 

And everything there -from Paul’s list and mine: all of it is 12  for the equipping of the  saints for the work of ministry, for the building up of  the body of Christ; 13 until we all attain to  the unity of the faith, and of the   knowledge of the Son of God,
Just like the grace given to Paul to follow God into the reality of his dreams coming true, the same grace is given to you “according to the measure of Christ” to proceed into the reality of the “desires of your heart”- as lovingly re-interpreted by God.
Don’t forget Paul is writing this letter while chained to a couple of guards in a Roman prison. 
[That was not part of his dream, I promise you.]
In v1 he describes himself as  1…the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles…

Pre-Damascus Road Saul wanted to be faithful to God, but he didn’t give a flying fig for any gentile. And going to a Roman prison on behalf of unclean gentiles would have been a ludicrous thought. 
But here he is- dear Paul- writing away in his cell knowing he was put there because Jewish leaders accused him of bringing gentiles into the Jerusalem Temple [Acts 21].  He hadn’t done that.  But here he is in prison due to assumptions made because of his ministry and association with the “unclean pagans.”
But that didn’t matter because -after meeting Jesus- Paul knew he was a “good and faithful servant” of the one true God, who created all things.  Paul’s dream of being a supremely faithful follower of God was made reality- though it was quite different from anything he might have imagined for himself. 

Still, he’d met the resurrected Jesus- allowing him to legitimately be an Apostle.  
And received the revelation of the mystery.
He understood God’s Mysterious Plan and took on the task of explaining it.

And he understood and received his place in that plan because of the Grace that was given him according to the measure of Christ. 

According to the book of Ephesians- which we take to be the inspired word of God- you, like Paul, have also  been… 7  …made a  minister, according to the gift of  God’s grace which was given to [you]  according to the working of His power.    
If you’ve heard Jesus call your name, and you’ve responded and are authentically seeking to follow Him then that same Grace has been given to you.  Grace that saves you: ABSOLUTELY. But also GRACE, the “unmerited favor of God”- to empower and employ you in service to the King as diakonos, minister, servant.  

And grace to make the God-ordained dreams and desires of your heart reality, 

grace to make the poem of your life, edited by God, dense with glorious holy meaning.

You think about that. 
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.


