THE CHURCH – HOW RICH WE ARE!
#6 Everyone Loves A Mystery
March 6th, 2011 – Ephesians 3:1-13
How many enjoy a good mystery? Kids love Scooby Doo. Adults enjoy Sherlock Holmes. Reminds me of a mystery-lover that had a seat way back in the theater on opening night. He called an usher over: I just love a good mystery, and I have been anxiously anticipating the opening of this play. In order to carefully follow the clues I have to watch a mystery close up. Look how far away I am! If you can get me a better seat, I’ll give you a handsome tip. The usher nodded and said he would be back shortly. Returning to the man in the back of the theater: Follow me. The usher led the man down to the second row, and proudly pointed out the empty seat right in the middle. Man: Thanks so much. This seat is perfect. He then handed the usher a quarter.  The usher looked down at the quarter, leaned over and whispered: The butler did it in the parlor with the candlestick. Mystery ruined.

Most of us love a good mystery, especially when the revelation of the mystery comes at the appropriate time. God reveals His mystery to us at just the right time. That’s Paul point in chapter three. We read noting the word mystery:  3 … the mystery made known to me by revelation… 4. … you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ…. 6 This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus… 9 …and to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. Four times in this passage. Seven total in Ephesians and eight time in Paul’s other letters Paul uses the word mystery.
The mystery which God kept hidden for thousands of years has now been fully communicated. This secret which has now been revealed is the centrality of the Church in God's plan. How well do we understand the role of Church in God’s plan? How well do we understand the role Church ought to have in our life? The way we answer these questions will determine the extent to which we fully enter into God's plan for our lives. If we do not understand the role of the Church in the plan of God, we will never understand what God is up to. 
The Church is not just the building located along highway 36, but we are the called out ones.  We have been called out of darkness into His marvelous light. Many people view the church as an organization or large corporation.      To say the Church is people is to say too little. Some people therefore assume the Church is to be run like a business. The Church has been reduced to a social institution where the needs and preferences of the members are its focus. But that is not Church! The Church is a living organism of God's people placed together by God's wisdom, led by spiritual minded people who are committed to doing God's will. They are living out that life together in community, submitting to one another and God's authority in its midst and revealing God's grace and wisdom to all around.    The Church is central to what God is doing in the earth today. Unless we come to this understanding of the Church as central to what God is doing in the earth today and in our own individual lives, then we will never understand why God does things the way He does. Let’s reflect on that mystery of the church this morning! 
THE MYSTERY CONCEALED
Paul begins by saying the mystery was first CONCEALED in verses 1-5: For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles— Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly.  In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets. 

Have you ever been asked to keep a secret? It’s not always an easy thing to do. In 1925, the Coca-Cola Company set a policy whereby no one could view the formula without written permission from the Board. Only two company officials would be allowed to know the recipe at any given time, and their identities were never to be disclosed for any reason. In 1993, Mark Pendergrast published what he believed to be Coke’s original formula. The Coca-Cola Company was quick to label Pendergast’s published find as "not accurate" and the latest in a long line of previous, unsuccessful attempts to reveal a 107-year-old mystery. Mind you, given how much Coca-Cola has invested in proclaiming its formula to be a carefully-guarded secret, it is never expected to react in any other fashion even if it is 
someday handed the real formula.  Some secrets will always remain concealed.

For thousands of years, God held a remarkable secret in His heart. He hid it from the world, His priests, patriarchs, and prophets. The O.T. prophets had no vision of the church where believers would unite in one body without distinction based solely on faith. God hid the church from the prophets allowing them to see the peaks of Israel’s redemption and restoration while hiding the church in plan view. God initially extended His covenant to Israel; it was based upon Abraham’s faith response. Israel would later place their hope in their birthright and nationality.
Today many Jewish people consider themselves God’s chosen people because of their religious heritage instead of God’s covenant of grace. This same misconception has struck the modern church. Just as millions of Jewish people have misplaced their faith hoping in their heritage, so too many who attend church misplace their faith believing that their goodness, or church membership, morals, and even their denomination is sufficient to get them to heaven. Salvation is only possible by grace through faith in the shed blood of Jesus. Lenten challenge! Ever feel like you’re out of the loop? Get a good grip on God’s Word by reading or listening to it this Lent (free N.T.MP3’s). 
THE MYSTERY REVEALED
Paul tells us however this mystery has been REVEALED in verse 6-9:  This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.  I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power.        Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: 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. 
The word Paul uses for mystery is the Greek word musterion. The word mystery in English is used to translate this Greek word. Our English word mystery gives us an incorrect idea of what Paul is talking about here. We view a mystery as something that we cannot understand or figure out. This word referred to a secret hidden from all but those who were initiated into it. Those who had the secret knowledge could understand the mystery. Those who did not could not. In Paul's day there were many “mystery religions.” They were much the same as the Masonic Lodge is today. Only the initiates, those inducted into the mysteries of the Lodge, understand them. So when Paul uses the word musterion, he is referring to a secret which was hidden that is now made known. 

The mystery is that God inaugurated a New Covenant --- a unity of all peoples formed together into a new entity, which is the Church. All of God's redemptive purposes center in Christ. Paul calls this the unsearchable riches of Christ. This new community is based on Christ living in you and in us corporately. This coming together of all people under the banner of the Cross and living out God's purposes through the life of the Church has its focus in the person of Christ. Christ's riches are revealed. We see that He is rich in His love for us. We see that He is rich in His mercy toward us. We see that He is rich in His grace. And we also see the riches of His presence within us, His power in us, and His plan for us. And now we have the privilege to share that mystery with others. 
The story is told that after Helen Keller’s teacher, Anne Sullivan, had given her the names of physical objects in sign language, Miss Sullivan attempted to explain God and tapped out the symbols for the name "God." Much to Miss Sullivan’s surprise, Helen spelled back: Thank you for telling me God’s name, teacher, for he has touched me many times before. How could Helen Keller have known about God? It was because although she was blind, deaf and mute, Helen Keller knew God, for God had shown Himself to her. That is revelation. Walking into Burger King does not make you a hamburger anymore than walking into a church makes you a Christian.  There needs to be a revelation of that mystery by grace through faith. Where do you need to see God’s activity in your life? Is it in the area of finances? Work? God is anxious to reveal Himself to us. Trust Him. We are rich in Christ. 
THE MYSTERY FULFILLED
Finally Paul says that this mystery must be FULFILLED in verse 10-12: His 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.  In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence. Good news cannot be kept to ourselves!
Remember the Coke commercial of the man sitting in a nursing home who tastes Coke for the first time. It sends him on an adventure to discover all the things he has missed in life – sky-diving, motorcycling, and he even finds his first love to tell her that he’s always loved her. There are few people in the world who’ve never tasted a Coke. People have tasted “the real thing,” because of the vision of Robert Woodruff. While Woodruff was the president of Coke from 1923 to 1955, he had a conviction that everyone should have the opportunity to taste Coke. The sad reality is that Woodruff was more committed to giving every person in the world a drink of Coke than many Christians are committed to giving each person in the world a drink of the water of life.

The mystery fulfilled is when God’s people act like His people and go into the world and through words and actions share the love of God with others. Each of us must ask the question: Father, what do you want me to do? But then we also have to work together with one another as a team to fulfill our mission and ministry. Our collective ministry is to take the gospel to the world. As individual members of the body, our ministry is to do whatever is necessary to contribute to His overall mission goal: PROCLAIMING CHRIST IN A CHANGING WORLD. We accomplish this first as individuals and second as a unified body.  We live: This little Light of mine, I’m goanna let it shine. Hide it under a bushel, NO! I’m goanna let it shine! EACH ONE REACH ONE IN 2011! For some reason God planned that His people the church would carry out his mission and fulfill His ministry. It is hard to fathom why a holy, omnipotent God would entrust His love for people into the hands of people like us – but he did. LETS SHINE!
I can think of five reasons why the church is so exciting: 1.The church is the only institution that deals with the ultimate issues of life such as death, judgment, relationships, purpose, and heaven/hell. 2. The church provides perspective that gives dignity to mankind. In a day where man has become a means rather than an end and is considered worthless, the church counteracts this insidious message with the truth that every person is fearfully and wonderfully made in Christ. 3. The church provides a moral and ethical compass in the midst of relativism.  Like a swamp of murky, slimy water, our society has resisted, re-thought, or completely rejected all moral absolutes.      But not the church! It still stands on the timeless bedrock of Scripture. 4. The church is the only place to find true community, healing, compassion, and love. It is here people really care. 5. The church (like no other institution) has provided motivation for the most lasting, unselfish, essential, courageous ministries on earth.  Such as schools, hospitals, orphanages, ministries to homeless, food for the hungry, English as second language. No, the church isn’t perfect.  While we haven’t always practiced what we’ve preached, the church is the only vehicle God has for working out His eternal will in the world. How will each of us fulfill this mystery in our own lives is the question.
Paul ends with a word of encouragement in verse 13: I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory. Why are Paul’s sufferings the church’s glory? Paul mentioned his being a prisoner of Christ Jesus for the Gentiles in verse one. Paul is being faithful in his following after Jesus, even to the point of imprisonment and eventually death. Paul hasn’t lost heart because he knows that his circumstances are according to God’s plan - even his imprisonment benefits the Ephesians - testifies to them of who God is. 

Think with me about times in our lives when we lose heart.  When we’d like to just throw in the towel and give up. This is discouraging: Hi, I’m Bill Gates - I decided I wasn’t rich enough.  I also determined that the only real competition was the government.  That’s why I bought the IRS last week… Windows IRS - What’s really great is that you have to buy Windows IRS to file your taxes!” This could be discouraging.  On August 24, 2001 - 293 passengers boarded an Air Transat Airbus 330 for a flight from Toronto, Canada to Lisbon, Portugal.  About mid-way over the Atlantic Ocean - more than 1,000 miles from the coast of Portugal - Captain Robert Piche and his crew noticed a fuel leak.  Forty minutes later the right engine lost power and went dead.  2 minutes later the left engine - the last of the two engines - lost power and died.  Still hundreds of miles from Portugal the airplane was without power and helpless. As the plane dropped through the sky passengers panicked and screamed but Captain Piche - with only minimum power - a control stick - and an emergency propeller somehow managed to land the plane. It hit with such force that the tires exploded - bursting into flames. One of the passengers said: It was a miracle we survived.
Do you ever feel like that?  At times it seems like things are out of control and very wrong. We feel helpless in the circumstances around us. We are being carried along to a destination we don’t want to go to. How can our hearts be strengthened so we do not become discouraged? Three thoughts: Perspective:  If we’re focused on what benefits us - on how everything affects us - if our lives are all about us - centered around our understanding of life - we’re always going to be losing heart.  When we begin to understand life from God’s perspective - when our understanding of life is aligned with God’s perspective of what life is really about - we gain strength in our hearts. 
Thomas Wheeler, former CEO of Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance Company, tells the story about a day when he and his wife were driving along a highway when he noticed their car was low on gas. He got off at the next exit and found a rundown gas station with just one pump. He asked the attendant to fill the tank and check the oil, and then went for a little walk around the station to stretch his legs. As he was returning to the car, he noticed that the attendant and his wife were engaged in an animated conversation. The conversation stopped as he paid the attendant. He saw the attendant wave and say:  It was great talking to you. As they drove out of the station, he asked his wife if she knew the man. They had gone to high school together and had dated for about a year. He said: Boy, were you lucky that I came along, if you had married him, you’d be the wife of a gas station attendant instead of the wife of a chief executive officer. Wife said: My dear, if I had married him, he’d be the CEO and you’d be the gas station attendant. There’s nothing like a good dose of perspective to keep us grounded in life. We need perspective when things are going well and we’re tempted to think too much of ourselves. We need perspective when things are not going well and we’re tempted to become discouraged and let our circumstances get the best of us. 
Value: There are times when I have to put down the newspaper – turn off the T.V - get away from the internet - stop listening to all the negative things in life.  Floods and famines and war and fires and which way the stock market is going and what’s coming out of Washington.  Getting caught up in all this it’s easy to lose heart.  We need to understand this. The world values what’s dying.  But God values life - your life - my life - the lives of those around us - values our living eternally with Him.  When we value what God values - living with the urgency of sharing Jesus - sharing the awesomeness of the gospel - valuing what God values we gain strength in our hearts.

Motive:  Life isn’t about us.  It’s about God and His purposes.  Our motive is to please God and not man - if our motive is to live for God - to bring glory to Him - regardless of the circumstances - we will gain strength in our hearts - and God will be glorified. In the nineteenth century, lighthouses on the U.S. coasts were tended by lighthouse keepers and their families. If a man who tended the light took ill or became disabled, often the work was picked up by his wife or children. Hosea Lewis the keeper of the light on Lime Rock Island at Newport, Rhode Island, suffered a stroke at which time his teenage daughter Ida assumed responsibility for the light. The teenager gained a measure of fame at age sixteen when she rescued four young men after their boat capsized. Public knowledge of Ida’s courage spread as far as Washington, inspiring President Ulysses S. Grant to visit Ida at Newport later that year. Ida rescued another two soldiers in 1881, for which she was awarded the U.S. Lifesaving Service’s highest medal. Ida Lewis personally saved something like 25 people in fifty-plus years of keeping the light. Her last reported rescue came at age 63 when she saved a friend who had fallen into the water on her way to visit Ida on the island. When asked where she found strength and courage: I don’t know, I ain’t particularly strong. The Lord Almighty gives it to me when I need it, that’s all. That’s good advice for the perilous times we live as we shine the light of Jesus church:  The Lord Almighty gives us strength & courage when we need it, that’s all AMEN!


