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Learning Who You Are:

Cast for an Historic Role
A Study of Ephesians 3:1-13
Characteristic of Completeness:  Church
Big Idea:  When you feel like giving up, zoom out.
Related Scriptures:  Romans 16:25-27; Colossians 1:24-27; Matthew 28:19-20; 
1 Peter 4:10; Hebrews 4:14-16; 10:19-22; Acts 4:31; 1 John 5:14;


2 Corinthians 3:12; 4:16-18; Galatians 6:7-10
Introduction:

A.
There are times in life when you try to do the right thing, but you just feel like giving up.  Some circumstances in life can be profoundly discouraging.
1.
Maybe you’re experiencing one health problem after another.  And you’re trying to have the right attitude about it, but you’re so weary and discouraged that you want to give up.
2.
Maybe you’re trying to do the right thing by being a foster parent to a child from a troubled background, and just when you’ve bonded—just when you’ve given your heart to your foster child, the authorities step in to take her from you and return her to what you fear will be more dysfunction.  It doesn’t seem right, and you’re discouraged.
3.
Maybe you’re trying to do right in your marriage, but things have been so difficult for so long, you feel trapped and hopeless.  Your efforts don’t seem to be making any difference, and you feel like giving up.
4.
Maybe you’re a single parent trying to make it all work—dealing with the ex, trying to make ends meet, trying to maintain the house, trying to raise the kids.  You feel like you’re trying to plug multiple leaks in a damn and just when you think you’ve got one stopped, two more spring up.  You feel like giving up.
5.
Or maybe some tragedy befalls a loved one that seems so unfair and so nonsensical that it drains your own desire to go on.
B.
What do you do when you feel like giving up?  The Apostle Paul helps us deal with discouragement by the things he has to say in  Ephesians 3:1-13.  That is our text for today.
I.
Our text begins with some clues as to some historical circumstances that would have been discouraging for the believers at Ephesus.  In  Verse 1, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 3:1 For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for you Gentiles—
This little verse is actually freighted with words that would have probably reminded the Ephesians of the discouraging circumstances they faced.
A.
First, Paul says he is a  “prisoner.”  At the time of this writing, which was probably around A.D. 60
, Paul was in prison in Rome.  Let me explain how he got there.
During  Paul’s third missionary journey, he traveled to Ephesus.  While at Ephesus, Paul picked up as a disciple and traveling companion an Ephesian believer named Trophimus.
  Trophimus was a Gentile.  Paul himself was a Jewish believer, but he had been called by God to be an apostle to the Gentiles.

From  Ephesus, Paul and Trophimus traveled through Greece, Macedonia, and Asia Minor before finally ending up at Jerusalem.  In Jerusalem, Jewish leaders saw Paul, himself a Jew, hanging out with the Ephesian Gentile, Trophimus.  That, in itself, was offensive to Jews.  Adding insult to injury was the fact that Paul was viewed as turncoat, a traitor.  He was once a prominent Jewish Pharisee.  Now, he blasphemously preached Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah.

So, the Jewish leaders trumped up a charge against Paul.  They accused him of taking Trophimus into the part of the Jewish temple where Gentiles were not allowed to go.  You may recall that there was an inner wall beyond which, by threat of death, Gentiles could not go.  The charge of holy trespassing is recorded in  Acts 21:28, where the offended Jewish leaders say,
NKJ Acts 21:28 . . . “Men of Israel, help! This is the man who teaches all men everywhere against the people, the law, and this place; and furthermore he also brought Greeks into the temple and has defiled this holy place.”
The basis for their charge is explained in the very  next verse:

NKJ Acts 21:29 (For they had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian with him in the city, whom they supposed that Paul had brought into the temple.)
It was this charge that got Paul apprehended by Roman authorities.  It was on the basis of this charge that Paul was ultimately taken to Rome, where he was imprisoned.
So, back in  Ephesians 3:1, when Paul says that he is “the prisoner of Christ Jesus  for you Gentiles,” I suspect that, not only is he alluding to his personal call to be an apostle to the Gentiles, but he is also alluding to his ministry to the Gentiles as the very reason for his imprisonment.
That would have been discouraging enough for the Ephesians to think that Paul’s ministry to them landed him in prison on the charge that he brought one of their own into the temple.  But add to this the prevailing attitude toward Christians in that day, and it would be enough to make anybody want to give up.
You see, Rome was under the rulership of Nero at the time of Paul’s imprisonment.  Nero was antagonistic toward Christians.  The zenith of Nero’s antagonism came in A.D. 64, very close to the writing of Ephesians, when Nero blamed Christians for a fire in Rome, and so rounded up Christians to torture them to death.  Ancient sources say that Christians were, in some cases, thrown to wild animals to be eaten alive; in other cases, they were crucified or burned to death.
  Tradition has it that Trophemis, the Ephesian Gentile was beheaded by Nero.

These were tough times for the Ephesians.  I imagine they were tempted to give up.  The Christian life can be hard.

B.
But there’s a little  dash at the end of Verse 1.  The dash marks a digression, a detour, a tangent, or a bunny trail.  In fact, the rest of our text—Verses 2 through 13—constitutes one long digression.
  Paul does not return to the thought started in Verse 1 until Verse 14, which we’ll take up next Sunday.  The digression is likely prompted by Paul writing about being a “prisoner” for Gentiles in Verse 1.  Paul doesn’t want the believing Gentiles in Ephesus to become discouraged by his imprisonment.  So, his digression is intended to be an encouragement to them.  Paul is trying to encourage people from prison.  We know this because, at the end of the digression, in  Verse 13, Paul looks back on the entire digression and says,
NKJ Ephesians 3:13 Therefore I ask that you do not lose heart at my tribulations for you, which is your glory.

To  “lose heart” means to “become weary or tired of doing something” which results in “giving up” or “becoming discouraged.”

Leading up to this, Paul gives the reason why the Ephesians should not be discouraged.  Before we get into the specifics of his rationale, let me tell you the basic principle that underlies it.  Here it is:  The bigger your perspective is, the smaller your problems are.  That is, when we think of the big picture of life’s purpose in light of eternity, we begin see our current problems as temporary inconveniences.  When hardships and troubles are viewed in light of God’s whole scheme of things, their ability to discourage us is diminished.
The logical action point that springs from this principle is  this:  When you feel like giving up, zoom out.  That’s the big idea of this message.  When you feel like giving up, zoom out.  That is to say, when you’re discouraged, try to step back and see the bigger picture.  Paul’s digression is a lesson in zooming out.  He’s trying to help us see the bigger picture in his imprisonment and our troubles.

Paul’s logic is framed in the form of one very long  “if-then” conditional sentence that extends from Verse 2 to Verse 13.  English translations break this up into a number of smaller, bite-size sentences in an attempt to make it easier to digest.

Paul is saying, “If this bigger picture is true, then, you needn’t worry about me, and you shouldn’t give up.”  The  “if” part of the argument is represented by Verses 2-12.  This “if” part is called the  protasis.  It is signaled by the word, “if.”  The “then” part of the argument comes in  Verse 13.  This “then” part is called the  apodosis.
  In this case, it is signaled by the word, “therefore.”
Paul does something that may seem strange.  Paul encourages by throwing us into some rather deep theological water.  He doesn’t write, “Seven Steps to Your Best Life Ever.”  He doesn’t write, “Five Keys to a Happy and Comfortable Life.”  Instead he gives some important information about the doctrine of the church.  In fact, our characteristic of completeness this morning is  the church because we’re going to find out more about it.

As we wade through Paul’s theological encouragement, you might think, “This is really boring and confusing.  What in the world does this have to do with dealing with discouragement and wanting to give up?”  Hang on.  It will come into focus.  So, stay with me.  The payoff will come.  As we wade through the theological water, you may feel like the water is way over your head, or you may feel like we’re going to fast for you to soak it all in.  That’s okay.  Don’t worry.  You don’t have to understand all of it to get Paul’s point.  Just hang on.  You’ll see.  Let’s dive in.
II.
Paul’s lengthy digression starts in  Verse 2, with the “if” part of the argument, the protasis, where he says,
NKJ Ephesians 3:2 if indeed you have heard of the dispensation of the grace of God which was given to me for you,
A.
The  “if” in Verse 2 is something called a first class condition that is assumed to be true.  So the “if” could legitimately be translated  “since.”  And the phrase  “if indeed” can be translated “since surely.”  The Ephesians had certainly “heard of the dispensation of the grace of God.”
B.
The word  “dispensation” comes from the Greek word, oy-cone-oh-ME-a.  It’s the Greek word from which we get our English word, “economy.”  It basically describes God’s plan of salvation as it is unfolding in history.
  God’s plan of salvation is worked out through a number of economies or dispensations that are distinguishable in history. These dispensations are distinguishable, in part, by new revelation that comes from God.
  Paul is zooming out to provide a big picture of history, and our part in the current dispensation.  Let me try to explain.
Some things have never changed in history.

1.
First,  the payment for salvation
 has always been Jesus Christ.  Long before Christ was born, people like Abraham were saved because God, who is unconstrained by time, looked ahead to the cross and counted the payment of Christ as already made.
2.
Second,  the process of salvation has always been through faith, not works.  Doing good works never saved anybody.  For example, we are told that Abraham was saved by faith, not by works.

3.
Third,  the object of saving faith has always been God.  For example, Abraham’s faith was in God.  He took God at His word.  As a result, Abraham was saved.

4.
Fourth,  the content of saving faith has been propositional and progressive.
When I say that the content of saving faith has been propositional, I mean that, throughout history, God has propositioned mankind.  That is, God has taken the initiative to reveal certain promises or conditions that invite a faith response.

When I say that the content of saving faith has been progressive, I mean that God has progressively unfolded His plan of salvation in history.

So, at any one point in history, the faith that saves a person is the faith that takes God at His word for the things God has revealed up to that time.
a.
Abraham is a great example.  God’s proposition to Abraham came in the form of a promise that invited Abraham to respond in faith.
  Among other things God promised that Abraham, then childless, would have many descendants and that through him the world would be blessed.  Abraham responded in faith to what God had revealed and he was saved.  We could call this age the dispensation of promise.

b.
Later, God unfolded more of His plan of salvation to the Jewish people through a guy named Moses.

God’s proposition came in the form of an offer to save the Israelites from Egyptian bondage if they would only sacrifice a lamb and put the blood of the sacrifice on their doorposts.  Soon after, God’s proposition came in the form of the law and sacrifices.  The law includes the many rules laid out in the Old Testament, including the Ten Commandments.  The sacrifices include the system of animal sacrifices instituted by God to deal with sin.  We could call this age the dispensation of the law.

Moses and many believing Jews responded in faith to God’s proposition as evidenced by their efforts to put blood on their doorposts, to keep the law, and to offer sacrifices for their sin.

The result?  Those believing Jews were saved.  They were not saved by their adherence to the law.  They were not saved by animal sacrifices.  They were saved by their faith that took God at His word.

c.
Finally, God unfolded the culmination of His plan of salvation for all nations in the person of Jesus Christ.

God’s proposition comes in the form of the sacrifice of His only Son to pay for our sin.  In retrospect, we can see that all of God’s previous propositions were preparing for this one.  He invites a faith response.  This is what Paul refers to as  “the dispensation of the grace of God.”  It’s what the Ephesians had heard Paul preach to them.
In this dispensation, you and I must respond to the specific proposition God now has on the table.  It’s not good enough to merely believe that God exists.  It’s not good enough to believe only in the propositions of the past as modern Judaism does.  That’s why the New Testament in general and Paul in particular is so emphatic and so insistent that we must have faith in Jesus today.
C.
Paul says that he didn’t make up this dispensation of grace;  it was given to him.  How so?  Well, in Galatians 1:11-12, he explains that it came to him directly from the Lord by revelation.  Any crackpot can make a similar claim.  Yet Paul’s claim is authenticated by miraculous signs and wonders he was able to perform,
 by his acceptance by other apostles, and by his own life that was so radically changed.
D.
Well,  how in the world is all this encouraging?  At this point you may be thinking, “Paul is certainly a theologian, but he doesn’t exactly have the gift of encouragement.  I want to give up more now than I did before!”

Well, let’s think about this.  Why would Paul want to explain the dispensation of grace?  Why would he want to remind us that we live in a window of history that is passing?  I think it’s because the bigger our perspective is, the smaller our problems are.  I think he’s trying to get us to zoom out—to zoom out and see that this dispensation in which we live, this little window of history, this life on earth is only a small part of eternity.  We live in this church age, and yes, this age can be terribly difficult and discouraging.  But back in Ephesians 2:7, Paul tells us that there are . . .
NKJ Ephesians 2:7 . . . the ages to come [in which] He might show the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.

This life is not all there is.  This life is only preparation for the glorious life that is to come.  This life is but a moment in eternity.  And if we don’t give up, if we keep doing what is right, if we persevere in following Jesus even in the darkest of circumstances, it will all be more than worth it in the life to come.  This puts things into perspective.  Paul says in  Romans 8:18,
NKJ Romans 8:18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us.

Similarly, Paul says in  2 Corinthians 4:16-17,
NKJ 2 Corinthians 4:16 Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day by day. 17 For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory,

I think back on the times when I wanted to give up.  There was the time when I got food poisoning and was curled up in a fetal position, ghostly white, in a cold sweat, shaking and wishing that God would take me right then.  There was the time when I thought my daughter would die.  There was the time when I had no money, no job, no home, and no prospects.  There was the time when a colleague ripped my heart out and served it to me on a platter.  There were the times when I felt completely incompetent and inadequate and incapable.  And, as a pastor, I look all around at the people who are suffering far more than I ever have.
How do we deal with it?  We zoom out.  Mother Teresa said, “In light of heaven, the worst suffering on earth, a life full of the most atrocious tortures on earth, will be seen to be no more serious than one night in an inconvenient hotel.”

When you feel like giving up, zoom out.

III.
In  Ephesians 3:3-4, Paul explains that the dispensation of grace was previously a mystery.  He says,
NKJ Ephesians 3:3 how that by revelation He made known to me the mystery (as I have briefly written already, 4 by which, when you read, you may understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ),
A.
The word for  mystery simply means, “what was not known before”
  It’s something unknown and unknowable until God reveals it.  A mystery is not defined as something difficult to understand.  In fact, Paul says that  he has already written briefly about the mystery and that it’s understandable when read.

When had Paul written before?  Most likely Paul is referring to the immediately preceding context (2:11-22), where he has explained that Christ has broken down the wall separating Jews and Gentiles, creating one new person.

B.
Paul also explains that the mystery of this dispensation of grace was newly revealed in this church age and not before.
  In  Verse 5 he describes the mystery as that . . .
NKJ Ephesians 3:5 which in other ages was not made known to the sons of men, as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to His holy apostles and prophets:
The mystery of the church in the dispensation of grace was not known previously and is only  “now” revealed.  Paul’s role and ours is to “make all see the mystery” that was previously “hidden.”   Verse 9 says,
NKJ Ephesians 3:9 and to make all see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the ages has been hidden in God who created all things through Jesus Christ;

C.
Back in  Verse 6, the content of the mystery is explained.  It is . . .
NKJ Ephesians 3:6 that the Gentiles should be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ through the gospel,
Paul is saying that the mystery now revealed in this dispensation of grace is that Jews and Gentiles are now fellow heirs, fellow partakers, fellow members of one new body, the church, having believed in Jesus for eternal life (“in Christ”) in response to the good news (“through the gospel”) that, by His death and resurrection for our sins, Christ alone promises eternal life to all who will simply believe Him for it.

D.
Paul views his responsibility in this dispensation as being a minister of the gospel.  In  Verse 7, he says it is the gospel . . .
NKJ Ephesians 3:7 of which I became a minister according to the gift of the grace of God given to me by the effective working of His power.

Paul’s calling as an apostle is unique.  But we share his role as “ministers” of the gospel.  The word for  minister simply means servant.
  As believers, we are all servants of the Lord Jesus Christ, and we are to carry out His mission of making disciples of all people.

E.
No believer is disqualified or exempt from this responsibility of being a minister or servant of the gospel.
  No believer has messed up so badly that he is disqualified.  In  Verse 8, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 3:8 To me, who am less than the least of all the saints, this grace was given . . .
Paul considers himself to be the least qualified of all believers because he had previously sought to destroy the church of which he is now a member.
  But even to him “this grace was given” to be God’s representative on earth.  Specifically, he says this grace  was given . . .

NKJ Ephesians 3:8 . . . that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 9 and to make all see what is the fellowship
 of the mystery, . . .

God has called Paul and us to make known to the world God’s grace, the mystery that has been revealed in this window of history.
F.
The intent of making known this mystery is to reveal to all beings the wisdom of God’s eternal purpose in history.  In  Verses 10 and 11, Paul says, it is . . .
NKJ Ephesians 3:10 to the intent that now the manifold wisdom of God might be made known by the church to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places, 11 according to the eternal purpose which He accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord,
G.
Once again, we are left with the question, “So what?  How does this encourage me?”  Let’s think about this.  Paul has just explained the  “eternal purpose” of this age.  He has just told us that our job as believers on earth is “to make all see” the mystery of God’s grace, to be ministers of Grace.  I think he’s trying to get us to zoom out and see the big picture of our purpose in life. When we see that our job on earth is to represent and serve God, then, if we have to suffer along the way, it’s not as big of a deal.  It’s easier to play through pain when the Super Bowl Championship is on the line.  The greater purpose pulls you through the pain that would otherwise cause you to give up.
The Apostle Paul suffered greatly in serving the Lord.  He had chronic health problems; he was beaten and persecuted; he was weary.  If anyone deserved to give up, it was Paul.  How did he deal with it?  He zoomed out.  He zoomed out to see God’s greater purpose for his life—a purpose that pulled him through the pain.  In  Acts 20:24, he says,
NIV Acts 20:24 However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God's grace.

And from prison in Rome, Paul also wrote these words in  Philippians 2:17.
NKJ Philippians 2:17 Yes, and if I am being poured out as a drink offering on the sacrifice and service of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with you all.

When you feel like giving up, zoom out.
IV.
Some  may be thinking, “That sounds nice, but I don’t feel like I am able to serve God.  I just don’t have it in me to do what He wants.  I don’t have the willpower that Paul had to pursue God’s purpose.”  Paul has something to say to you. In  Verse 12, Paul says it is Jesus . . .
NKJ Ephesians 3:12 in whom we have boldness and access with confidence through faith in Him.

Notice Paul says, “we.”  We have clear access to God and His power, and that gives us boldness before God and before people to live out and speak out our faith.
  We have the power to do anything God calls us to do.  We cannot be defeated when we follow God.  We can be absolutely confident that God will give us the resources we need to do His will, when we simply ask Him.  That’s the kind of access we have.  That’s the point of  1 John 5:14, where it says,
NKJ 1 John 5:14 Now this is the confidence that we have in Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.

So, despite how badly we may feel, there is no true basis for losing heart—no real basis for giving up.  It is Satan deceives us with discouragement.  So, when you feel like giving up, zoom out.
V.
Finally, in  Verse 13, in the apodosis or culmination of his argument, Paul encourages the Ephesians not to give up.  He says,
NKJ Ephesians 3:13 Therefore [in light of all this theological stuff I’ve written] I ask that you do not lose heart at my tribulations for you, which is your glory.
It is interesting that Paul characterizes his own tribulations as the “glory” of the Ephesians.  How can that be? 
  Well, if Paul had never carried out his ministry to the Gentiles, then he never would have been imprisoned, and the Ephesians would have never been introduced to Jesus Christ.  Certainly the Ephesians did not delight in Paul’s suffering, but they could certainly be thankful for and glory in the ministry that caused it.  In the same way, we glory in Christ’s suffering on the cross.  We do not delight in suffering, but we can glory in the purpose behind it.  When you feel like giving up, zoom out.
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