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This morning, we’re gonna back up just a little bit for a second run at the first seven 

verses of chapter 3, because within them are parallel messages worth going back for.  

 

As far as the layout … in verses 1 & 2 Paul introduces his topic by saying, "I'm 

imprisoned by the will of God for the sake of you Gentiles." and then what follows in 

verses 3-12 is one long, parenthetical explanation of that.   

 

Paul was preaching the inclusion of the Gentiles in God's plan of salvation.  A 

blasphemous statement to many and one that landed him behind bars.   

 

The declaration that God loved the Gentiles as much as He loved the Jews … just didn’t 

fly with the religious leadership. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verses 1-2: If you're a Gentile and you've heard about God's grace ... then it’s because of 

the Apostle Paul.  And that’s why he was imprisoned at the time of this writing … at least 

in part!   

 

So, he says to the Gentiles of his day, “I'm imprisoned on your behalf” … or more 

specifically, "I'm imprisoned BY God … but for you Gentiles!" 

 

Interesting because it was actually the Romans who’d locked Paul up.  And they only did 

it because the Jews insisted.  Yet Paul doesn’t even mention either group.    

 

Q. Why? – Because he had this wonderful habit of looking past the physical world and 

peering into the spiritual one. 

 

Referring to himself here as a prisoner of Jesus Christ tells us that Paul understood that 

Rome was merely responding to promptings from the spiritual realm.  

 

It was the incomparable Francis Schaefer who said, "Although our tendency is to think of 

ourselves as spiritual beings in a physical world ... in reality we’re physical beings in a 

spiritual world."  The physical only mirrors the spiritual.   

 

To the physical world, Paul was imprisoned because of his insistence that the Gentiles 

could be saved by believing in, and accepting, Jesus as their Lord and Savior.  But in 

reality, Paul was in prison because God saw that His purposes could be fulfilled through 

it.   
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Paul was imprisoned because God used the Jews to get the Romans to house and feed 

him while he did a little studying and writing and witnessing in fulfillment of God’s plan.  

A plan that only worked because Paul was spiritually tuned in enough to see it.   

 

He wrote the better part of the New Testament from prison and just for fun ... he had a 

Roman guard chained to his wrist 24 hours a day.  A new mission field every four hours 

as the guard changed.   

 

He wasn't chained to a Roman guard … a Roman guard was chained to him ... they 

couldn't get away.  It was like a four-hour road trip with an unsaved friend for us!   

 

Back in chapter 1, verse 1, Paul said, "I am what I am by the will of God" and here he’s 

saying, “I am where I am by the will of God."  

 

Being a little bit more like Paul in this would be a step up for all of us!  

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 3: Before Christ, there were only two groups in this world; Jews and Gentiles.  But 

now there are three groups; Jews, Gentiles and Christians.  With the Christian group 

consisting of both Jews and Gentiles.  

 

And that's the group Paul was referring to when he talked about the "new man" back in 

verse 15 of chapter 2.   

 

It’s what we know as, “the church” and what Paul refers to here as “the mystery”.  

Something he first mentioned in brief in verse 9 of chapter 1 … that Gentiles would be 

saved and blessed and that we could all be one big, united, Christian family. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verses 4-7: Not only was Paul made a steward of God's grace ... he was also a recipient 

of it … in large doses (as are all of us).   

 

In fact, as Paul says here … he was a recipient before he was a steward ... again … 

something that’s true for all of us.  We can’t steward what we’ve not first received.   

 

Q. And why is this discussion of grace inserted here? – Because Paul was asking two 

groups of people with significant animosity toward one another to set those things aside 

as bygones.  And to do that … large doses of underserved favor would be required.      

 

Before Jesus … it was unlawful for a Jew to assist a Gentile woman in childbirth 

because it was a violation of Jewish law to do anything that brought another 

Gentile into the world.   

 

Gentiles were considered nothing more than fuel for the fires of Hell … human 

Presto-logs!   

 

So ya … there was a lot of animosity to overcome.  Yet … Paul didn’t even stutter when 

he said … “Forgive them and seek unity in Christ.”  Nothing short of that was acceptable, 
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but to do that would require a lot of grace.   

 

And we feel that challenge … not like anyone’s telling us they hope our children die, but 

they still say things and do things that challenge us.  And grace is still required.   

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verses 8-10: Let’s look at verse 10 in some of the more readable translations to help our 

understanding ...  

 

Ephesians 3:10 [The purpose is] that through the church the complicated, 

many-sided wisdom of God in all its infinite variety and innumerable aspects 

might now be made known to the angelic rulers and authorities 

(principalities and powers) in the heavenly sphere. AMP 

 

Ephesians 3:10 God's purpose was to show his wisdom in all its rich variety 

to all the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms. They will see this 

when Jews and Gentiles are joined together in his church. NLT 

 

So, it's wasn’t really that the church would "teach" angelic beings 

anything.  Rather ... it was that God would teach them through the 

founding of the church. 

 

When God invited His angels to peer through the stained glass and they 

saw Jews and Gentiles side by side, worshipping Jesus the Messiah.  It 

blew their minds!   

 

Peter puts it this way ...  

 
1st Peter 1:10 As to this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace 

that would come to you made careful searches and inquiries, 11 seeking to 

know what person or time the Spirit of Christ within them was indicating as 

He predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories to follow. 12 It was 

revealed to them that they were not serving themselves, but you [Gentiles], in 

these things which now have been announced to you through those who 

preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven — things into 

which angels long to look. ([explanation] and emphasis added) 

 

God’s dealings with mankind ... is a graduate course for God’s angels called "Grace".   

 

My New American Standard Bible renders Paul's words in verse 8 as the "unfathomable 

riches of Christ" ... many of you are reading translations that render it the 

"unsearchable riches", but the Greek word means unable to track.   

 

The point being that ... you and I will never be able to track this thing called Grace.  

We’ll would never be able to logically get from God to man.  It’s an unfathomable, 

unsearchable, un-trackable mystery of His love.  
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The angels marvel at God’s grace … Paul marveled at God’s grace and I pray that you 

and I marvel at it as well.   

 

Paul says here that, “he can't believe God would use him” … afterall … he was “the very 

least of all saints”, he says.  

 

Q. Have you ever noticed how stains and scratches don't bother us all that much 

when they happen to our old stuff?  -- Old furniture ... old cars or whatever.  They don't 

bother us as much on our old stuff as they do on our new stuff.   

 

When I get a little door ding on my 16 year old work car … I’m fine with that, but if I 

had a brand new, shiny 2020 BMW ... oooohhhhhh! 

 

Flaws that would barely be noticeable on old things … glare on new things.  And 2nd 

Corinthians 5:17 reminds us … 

 

… if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; 

behold, new things have come. 

 

At salvation, God makes us new.  So, what used to seem par for the course begins to 

stand out and glare.  The little parts of our life that, all along we recognized as a little off 

... now seem like they're in neon!  That's what happened to Paul and that’s what should 

happen to all of us.   

 

Jesus said in John 3:20 "… everyone who does evil hates the Light, and does not 

come to the Light for fear that his deeds will be exposed.”  The light of Christ exposes 

… it illuminates who we are at the deepest level; the good, the bad and the ugly.   

 

And for … those who hunger and thirst for righteousness … (Matthew 5:6), that’s a 

welcome thing, but for those who don’t want to change … exposure makes them cringe. 

 

They avoid intimacy with the Lord.  They even avoid church or if they do show up … it’s 

a Sunday morning in and out kinda thing.  Making sure no one really gets to know them.  

And accountability is out of the question. 

 

But the flip side is what Paul shares here.   

 

See at one-point Paul considered himself to be a Pharisee among Pharisees (Philippians 

3:5).  He was at the top of the religious heap … at least … in his own estimation.   

 

But by this stage of his ministry, he’s referring to himself as … the very least of all 

saints … and before his spiritual journey is complete, he’ll come to consider himself the 

chief of all sinners (1st Timothy 1:16).  

 

Q. So, was Paul actually getting worse and worse? Sinning more and more? – No, 

that wasn’t it.  This was a consequence of that Paul had learned.   
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Se … he’d lived under the lie that there was something good within him or about him 

other than Christ for too long.  But then he came to understand … we’re sinners, formed 

of dust … corrupt by nature and saved by grace! 

 

So, at the same time you become aware of your own vileness … you also become aware 

of your Lord’s unconditional love, forgiveness and acceptance.   

 

That’s why this increasing awareness of our vileness, comes only with maturity.  Not 

until we’ve reached the point of maturity where we can walk in His grace can we 

honestly handle the truth of who and what we really are.  But in the right timing of God 

… it’s a sweet and liberating truth.   

 

Paul was a missionary in the truest since of the word.  He was literally, taking the good 

news of salvation by faith in Christ to those who, in some cases had never heard, but in 

other cases, to those who had heard, but been told they weren’t invited … namely the 

Gentiles (all non-Jews).   

 

And in terms of delivering this message, Paul claims to be the point-man, but then calls 

upon the rest of the army to carry on and carry out the mission.   

 

And he puts that calling squarely on the church in verse 10.  And remember … when 

we’re talking about the church … it’s not that other person or that other group of even 

that other congregation … it’s you! 

 

The story’s told of four brothers who decided to have a feast. But as wine was 

rather expensive, they agreed that each one should bring an equal quantity and 

add it to a common stock. One of the brothers thought he might escape making his 

contribution by bringing water instead of wine. "It won't be noticed in the 

common wine jar," he reasoned. But when, at the feast, the wine was poured out, 

it turned out not to be wine at all but plain water. All four brothers had thought 

alike. Each one had said, "Let the others do it."  

 

There’s a real danger in thinking, since there are so many belonging to the church, "Why 

not let someone else do it?"   

 

I pray we will all flatly reject that evil temptation! 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verses 11-12:  Prior to Jesus’ death and resurrection, even the common Jew was denied 

access to God.  Remember … only the High Priest was allowed into the Holy of Holies 

… into the presence of God … and then only one day per year.   

 

But in Christ, as Hebrews tells us, we not only have access, we’re invited to come boldly 

(Hebrews 4:16).   

 

So today … coming to your friend or your parent or your pastor or whatever … is really 
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settling for second best.  Nothing wrong with doing it, but make sure that you’ve gone to 

the throne room of the Lord with the issue first and last.   

 

In fact, there’s an obscure, but awesome little passage in Isaiah 62 ... where the Lord 

literally encourages that we give Him no rest, but that we come to Him day and night 

with our petitions, hurts, joys and needs (verse 7).    

 

And that’s an offer you won’t get from anyone else … certainly not from me!   

________________________________________________________________ 

Conclusion:  Think back with me to the creation account and … the sin that followed ... 

and tell me …  

 

Q. Did that event bring about unity or division? – Of course it brought division.   

 

As Adam and Eve left the Garden ... they were separated from God and then their 

children were separated one from another as the first murder occurred.  Shortly after that 

... violence covered the whole earth the Bible says.   

 

Sin brings separation, but more than that … it's in our fallen nature to be divisive ... to 

separate and segregate.  But God here shows us that His heart ... is for unity.   

 

It’s one of the reasons I could never sanction the segregation of a church into traditional 

and contemporary services.  I even struggle with some ministries that seem aimed at 

dealing with very specific groups.  It’s hard for me to see how those things promote the 

type of unity God wants us to have.  

 

We're gonna close this morning with a look at a familiar story from John chapter 11.  A 

story about Lazarus and his sisters, Mary and Martha.   

 

If the story’s not fresh in your mind ... let me set the stage.  Lazarus and his sisters lived 

in Bethany ... just a few miles east of Jerusalem.  And their home was a favorite stop for 

Jesus and His disciples.  If they were in the area ... they headed to the home of these 

believing siblings.   

 

But on this one occasion, Jesus and His followers weren't in that region ... they were on 

the east side of the Jordan ... at least a full day's journey from Bethany.  And while they 

were there ... Lazarus became deathly ill.   

 

The sisters sent word to Jesus ... asking Him to hurry back and heal their brother, but the 

text says that Jesus didn't hurry.  In fact, verse 6 of John chapter 11 indicates that Jesus 

intentionally delayed … so that Lazarus would die.  And die he did.   

 

When Jesus finally arrived in Bethany ... Lazarus had already been in the tomb four days.  

His body had already begun to decompose.  His sisters even warned that … "He 

stinketh!" 
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But then we come to the good part of the story ... right toward the end of chapter 11 ... 

as Jesus steps up to the tomb and gives instruction for the stone to be rolled away from 

the entrance.  Then He commands the spirit of life to reenter Lazarus' body and Lazarus 

walks out of the tomb ... alive.   

 

And that's the part that, I think, relates back to Ephesians.  In fact, the first words of 

chapter 2 … remind us that we were as Lazarus was ...  

 

Ephesians 2:1 ... you were dead in your trespasses and sins ...  

 

Lazarus, just like us was dead ... unable to help himself.  Unable to improve his own 

condition.  But then Jesus called him out.  Likewise, God calls us out the tomb.  Not the 

tomb of our physical death, but the tomb of our spiritual death.   

 

He calls us out of the grave that contains who we were ... that pit in which is buried our 

old natures ... all that stinketh! 

 

And we could make a long list of those old ways, but the one that the Lord places before 

us in this morning’s text … is our tendency to be divisive.  Our evil egos that just love to 

be right and therefore … exclusive.  Our fallen nature that lean toward all sorts of 

prejudices.   

 

But the Lord’s called us out of such grave things … commanded us to step away from 

that which stinketh.  To be unified!  

 

Unified, but not uniform!  The Lord has no interest in plastic, cookie-cutter Christians.  

He wants living stones that are vibrant and active and individual ... and yet absolutely 

committed to Christian unity!    

 

It doesn't matter what they look like … how they dress or what color their skin is.  It 

doesn't matter how old they are ... how much money they make or where they live.   

 

And it doesn't matter if they called you names in the past or if they wouldn't let you into 

their group or even if they mistreated you.   

 

In Christ we have unity!  That's the will of the One who knows what's best for us.  

 

May we as a body ... exercise God's will in this area.  May you, in your home and in your 

workplace ... continue to exercise what's simply right … open armed unity.   

 

 


