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SERMON
Third Sunday after the Epiphany

St. Stephen’s Anglican Church, Heathsville, VA
The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, January 22, 2012

Text: Ephesians 3:7-21

The Mystery of God’s Manifold Wisdom

Last week, we looked into the Word of God for guidance on what kind of people we
should be as we face a time of challenge.  We talked in practical terms about how to interact
with other people and about how to feel about the future.  We saw in God’s Word a bigger
picture than what was going on in our very human hearts.  We looked at God’s
trustworthiness, and His plans and our place in His plans.  And that encouraged us to face
the coming changes with hope and eagerness, and to be the kind of gracious and forgiving
people God intends us to be.

Today, I want to step back and look at an even bigger picture.  And to do so, I turn to
our text from Ephesians, chapter 3.  Ephesians is a letter the Apostle Paul wrote to the
Christian community he had founded in Ephesus, in the western part of what we call Turkey
today.  Many of the letters in the New Testament address problems particular congregations
were having.  Many deal with false teaching, infighting  and moral failures.  This letter is
different.   This letter aims high.  Here Paul speaks eloquently about the vast dimensions of
God’s eternal purpose.  And he is giving us an appreciation of how the Church fits into God’s
lofty purpose.  In this reading from Chapter 10,

• He talks of the mystery that God kept hidden for eons, but is now revealing in the
Church.

• He talks of the Church being the demonstration of God’s manifold wisdom.

• And he prays for the people at Ephesus, and for us.

Let’s take a look at those three things in the hope that the really big picture will again
bless and encourage us.

The Apostle begins this part of his letter by exclaiming how honored that God
entrusted the Gospel to him, even though he was unworthy.  Of course, he was no more
unworthy than any one of us; and God has entrusted the same Gospel to us.  As Paul
described the task God had given him, it was,

to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make plain to
everyone the administration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in
God, who created all things. [Ephesians 3:7-9]

“The unsearchable riches of Christ.”  The word “unsearchable” means something that
is beyond measure.  It seems to go on forever.  It is so vast, no one can fathom it.  You and I
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know the riches of Christ, although we do not often put them down in a list.  For me, His
riches are:

• The forgiveness of my sins

• The second chance He has given me to live as He intended

• The joy of knowing the God who created the universe

• The privilege of being able to talk to him personally

• The honor of being an instrument of His work

• The blessing of living in a community of love which He founded

• And the whole unimaginable wonder of what God has prepared for the believers on
the last day.

Such are the riches of Christ, and they soar beyond the horizon of our understanding.
Paul calls this a mystery.  He says God has kept it hidden.  What is the mystery?  It isn’t just
the mind-boggling nature of the richness of Christ.  The mystery is more the scope of who it
is God intends to bless.  God intends the richness of Christ to be His gift to every person of
every culture and every time and place.  He wants to bless and save every Virginian, every
Fulani, every Q’ash qai, every Muslim, every Maori—every tribe and language and people
and nation, from Kilmarnock to Kazakhstan and from Aukland to the Arctic Circle.

Just a few weeks ago, we talked about how this intention of God is evident all
throughout the Bible, and I urged you to study the Bible to find that pervasive thread.  It is
there in plain sight.  But Paul knew that it was a mystery, nevertheless, hidden from the
world.  It wasn’t that God had not revealed it.  It was that people didn’t grasp it.  The Hebrew
people saw God as their private possession.  They saw the Gentiles as outside God’s
blessing.  Remember, “Gentiles” is not an ethnic group.  It was a catchall for everyone who
was not Jewish.  So Paul’s job as an Apostle was to preach to the Gentiles that this Good
News was for them.  His job was to bring them into the Church.

That was the mystery.  And Paul was honored by God to be one of the first to “make
plain to everyone the administration of this mystery.”  It remains our honor today.  Today, the
task is to tell people who do not know Jesus that His unsearchable riches are for them, if
they will only believe in Him and put their trust in Him.

• Some of the people we reach will find it a mystery because they think there is no God.

• Some will find it a mystery because they think they are too bad to be saved.

• And some will find it a mystery that this God of endless love isn’t the God they had
imagined.
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Day by day, their eyes are opened by our witness.  The collection of all who do believe in
Him and put their trust in Him becomes one family.  And that is what  is called “the Church.”

As for God’s manifold wisdom, Verse 10 tells us:

[God’s] intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should
be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to his
eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. [Ephesians 3:10-11]

I remember the moment when the majesty of that statement first hit me. It was on a
Parish Weekend about 7 or 8 years ago up at Orkney Springs.  All I could say was “Wow.”
The Church is God’s instrument for displaying His manifold wisdom to the angels and
archangels and all the hosts of heaven, and not only to them, but to Satan and all his
minions.  It reminds me of the story of Job, where Satan said, “This guy Job you love so
much isn’t so great.  He only loves you because you have given him everything.  Take all that
away, and he is long gone.”  And God said, “Just try it.  I know my man Job.  And I know what
I am doing.”  Well, here is the Church.  It is imperfect, just like Job.  It, is stuck with limited
human understanding, just like Job.  But the Church is God’s special possession, and we do
love God.  We exist to love God.

So God’s intent, says Ephesians, is that God will display His manifold wisdom through
the Church.  The word translated “manifold” is a big word.  It implies variety and broadness in
scope. It suggests many facets and dimensions.  Again, Paul is probably using this word to
emphasize his mission—God’s mission—to the Gentiles of all races and cultures.

The great Anglican leader, John Stott, who just died in 2011, wrote about this
passage.  He used the image of a great drama being enacted, and I think it helps us visualize
what Paul is saying:

• History is the theatre.

• The world is the stage.

• The Church members in every land are the actors.

• God Himself has written the play,

• And He produces and directs it.

“Act by act, scene by scene, the story continues to unfold.  But who are the audience?  They
are the cosmic intelligences, the principalities and powers in the heavenly [realms].  We are
to think of them as spectators of the drama of salvation.”1

I don’t know about you, but I find that very exciting.  We tend to think this world and all
that is happening in it is all there is.  But there is this realm called eternity, into which God has
given us a glimpse and a promise.  It is inhabited by beings we can barely imagine.  And
                                                  
1 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Ephesians, p. 124, in series, “The Bible Speaks Today” (IVP Downers Grove, IL 1973
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even they turn to God for everything, for He created them, and in Him they live and move and
have their being.  And there are things that are mysterious to them, as there are to us.  God
is using the Church to paint on the heavens the beauty of His manifold wisdom.  He knows
what He is doing.  And it is glorious.

The sobering thing about this revelation is that we know the Church only too well.  And
for us, the mystery is not so much who all God intends to save, but how He intends to do it.
The Church?  Try as we might, we stumble, we stray, we get side-tracked.  We get caught up
in our own daily issues and forget the mission God entrusted to us.

• Christians squabble over how far we can trust God’s Word.

• We go to court over property.

• We hide under the rug the secrets of priests who abuse young children.

• We get all tangled up in money matters.

• We take liberties with God’s commandments.

• We make fun of each other’s ways of worship.

Looking at ourselves objectively, we can’t help but think of Satan’s comments about
Job.  He was questioning God’s wisdom, and you can bet Satan is questioning God’s
wisdom about his beloved Church.  But you see, that’s the mystery.  That is why the riches of
Christ are so unsearchable.  God knew all that about us before He put His hand on the
Church to do His glorious work.  And, like the mystery of the mission to the Gentiles, this
mystery is an open secret.  It is not that God hasn’t revealed how the Church could possibly
do what He asks of us.  He has said three things that make it inevitable that through the
Church, God will prevail:

1. “Upon this rock, I will build my church, and the gates of hell will not prevail against it.”
(Matthew 16:18)  There it is, right in God’s Word.  We will not fall.

2. I pray, Father, that they may be one, just as you and I are one.  (John 17:20-22)
Jesus prayed that the night before He died for us.  There it is, right in God’s Word.
We will be unified.  Just a prayer, you say?  This is the Son of God praying to the
Father.  It is going to happen.

3. And how?  “As the Father has sent me, so I send you. Receive the Holy Spirit.” (John
20:21-22)  There it is right in scripture.  We, the sinful, the broken, the inadequate,
can’t do anything God wants of us on our own.  But He has given us His own power
working in us, which will accomplish all that He wants to accomplish.

This open secret, hidden from the world, is our hope as we deal with the outworking of
a scandalous division, which is splitting congregations, dioceses and whole denominations.
The mystery hidden in plain sight, and revealed by Jesus, is that the Church, through God’s
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grace and power and love—God’s grace, God’s power,
God’s love—will one day fulfill God’s glorious mission.  And that is God’s manifold wisdom.

So take heart.  There is a whole lot more going on than our concerns about where we
will worship come Easter, and what might our new church be like, and how much are we
going to have to spend to build it, and where we are going to get the money.  There is so
much going on that even the magnificent beings in the heavenly realm are amazed at God’s
manifold wisdom.

Having opened our eyes to all these marvelous and lofty things, Paul offers a prayer
for us; and it is a timely one:

14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom his whole family in heaven
and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out of his glorious riches he may
strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may
dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in
love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and
high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know this love that surpasses
knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.

This is a prayer for understanding.  It is a prayer for strength to carry on and to persist
in doing the work God has given us to do.  It is a prayer for our faith.  And it is a prayer for a
hopeful vision.
  

I will end with the doxology with which Paul concluded this discussion.  A doxology is a
song of praise.  Paul often leapt into praise in his writings.  He was the pen through which
God was writing love letters to His Church.  And often, as Holy Scripture flowed through Paul,
he was awestruck by the wonder of what God was saying.  I hope the scripture has the same
effect on us:

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine,
according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in
Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever!  Amen. [Ephesians 3:20-21]
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