
Intro

So far, for most of this letter, Paul has been talking about the mystery of our salvation

that God has revealed. The mystery revealed in the person and work of Christ, how he

unites all things in heaven on earth to him, how he unites each one of us to himself, and

to each other. And this is GREAT news. This is a celebration story. But then in this next

part, Paul starts off by talking about himself as a prisoner, and the passage is actually

bookended by Paul mentioning his own suffering. And this seems like a bit of a weird

turn. Where is this coming from? What does suffering have to do with the previous stuff:

God choosing us, saved by grace through faith, God uniting Jews and Gentiles in Christ?

This odd juxtaposition is what we’re gonna talk about.

Three ideas about suffering as Paul is laying it out in this portion of Ephesians.

1. Stewardship comes at a price, and that price is suffering.

2. Suffering tells a story.

3. For those who are in Christ, suffering always leads to life and resurrection.

Oftentimes, we have absolutely no idea what to do with suffering. We are terrified of it,

and a lot of our time and effort goes into preventing it. I know that many of you right

here in this room have dealt with very real kinds of suffering. Neglect, abuse, violence,

depression, divorce. Loss of a job, loss of a home, loss of a loved one. We often don't

know how to approach it, we sometimes don’t even know how to talk about it. We act

surprised by it, we’re not sure what to do with it, we just know that we very much want

it to go away. A journalist named Norman Cousins said in his book Anatomy of an Illness,

“Americans are probably the most pain-conscious people on the face of the earth. For

years we have it drummed into us, in print, on radio, over television, in everyday

conversation – that any hint of pain is to be banished as though it were the ultimate evil.

As a result, we are becoming a nation of pill-grabbers and hypochondriacs, escalating

the slightest ache into a searing ordeal.” We are so quick to try to numb pain. We try to

medicate it away because we don’t know what else to do with it.

Paul is giving us a very different look at what suffering is, because he is framing it as a

part of a much larger narrative – he is telling the Ephesians that even his suffering is

being used according to God’s plan, according to the mystery that He chose to reveal in

His time, and what God intends to do with it. It’s clear over and again that God is grieved

by our suffering. And yet he is with us in it, redeeming it for His purposes. The idea that
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suffering is being used by God for a larger purpose feels radical and a little scary, but Paul

is showing us how he serve a sovereign God who has already chosen and ransomed us,

and that Paul’s own suffering doesn’t have to conquer him. That’s how he starts off, with

the focus on him, which he’ll expand outward later. But, for Paul, and this is Point One –

Stewardship comes at a price, and sometimes that price is suffering.

1. Stewardship comes at a price

Paul often talks about being a steward, about being gifted with the stewardship of the

Gospel for the sake of the Gentiles. Look at Verse 1 – he couches the role of steward in

the fact that he is currently a prisoner. “For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus

on behalf of you Gentiles— assuming that you have heard of the stewardship of God's

grace that was given to me for you, how the mystery was made known to me by

revelation.”

1.1. Oikonomia

1.1.1. Paul is a prisoner, but this is EXACTLY according to God’s plan.

A couple brief notes about the Greek words used here. When Paul talks about

“stewardship” in verse 1, and and God’s “plan” in verse 9, it’s actually the exact same

word. Both the “stewardship” that God gave to Paul, as well as God’s “plan” for

redemption are a word that plays a HUGE role in the rest of Ephesians, and indeed in the

Christian life. The word is “Oikonomia.” Household rule. Literally, the house-law.

Administration, direction, how to properly structure things in an orderly manner. This

word is a theme in Ephesians. In Chapter 1, verse 10: “making known to us the mystery

of his will, according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a PLAN for the

fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.” Paul has

been made an administrator, and it was by God’s grace. Paul is following an orderly

pattern, and part of that pattern, he is saying, is that he is currently a prisoner. This is

shocking! What kind of King is going to have his heralds and messengers thrown in jail on

purpose?

1.1.2. An Orderly Mystery

Well, that’s why Paul talks about “oikonomia,” he almost always talks about “mystery”

right near it. He does it in 1 Corinthians 4, he does it in Colossians 1, and he does it here

in Ephesians 3 – he needs people to understand that his appointed job, his

“stewardship,” is to bring forth the mysteries of Christ to the Gentiles. He’s very

intentional in using this word, and using it so close to talking about himself as a prisoner,

and in talking about the mysteries of God. This household code is God’s code, not our
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own, and that it is part of the mystery of God’s ways, which often look nothing like our

ways. This pattern of the MYSTERY of God’s redemption, ultimately fully revealed and

fulfilled in Christ, goes all the way back to the origins of this redemption story. Genesis

12, page 8 in your pew Bible. Genesis 12, God said to Abraham, “I will make of you a

great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great… and in you all the families

of the earth shall be blessed.” OK, this is wonderful news! But soon after, in Chapter 15,

he flat-out tells Abraham, “Know for certain that your offspring will be sojourners in a

land that is not theirs, and will be slaves there, and they will be afflicted for four hundred

years.” God’s plan to save the people that he was setting aside for himself… his plan to

save his elect people from their sin, from death, and from the devil involved taking one

childless couple in their 70s, promising them a son where previously they hadn’t been

able to have any children, then shipping that resultant family off to live in slavery for 4

CENTURIES.

And then, think about the most extreme example of this mystery of God’s plan for

redemption. A few thousand years after Abraham, we read about a carpenter from the

northern part of Israel who becomes a wandering preacher, angers the establishment,

people think he’s a terrorist, he gets killed between a thief and a robber, gets

resurrected three days later, and THAT’S how we, you, me, all of us, can have our sins

forgiven, brought into right relationship with God, and live forever. THAT’S how this all

works?

God’s ways never look like our ways.

His timing never looks like our timing, but his word shows the unfolding of his eternal

purpose that culminates in Christ Jesus.

It’s no wonder that these things are a mystery to us until such time as God chooses to

reveal them. God accomplishes his purposes in such a subversive way that often looks

counter-intuitive to us. And given that plan, it makes perfect sense (in that it looks like it

makes no sense at all) that God chose one of his most important heralds and

messengers, the Apostle Paul, to be beaten, broke, hungry, hated, shipwrecked three

times, and thrown into jail over and over again. Because, through our weakness, God’s

strength shines through. Through our suffering, God’s grace is revealed.
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It’s no wonder that Paul is very clear to show that his office, and his current situation,

was GIVEN to him by God, through the working of God’s power. Look at Verse 2: the

stewardship of God's grace that was given to me. Verse 7: Of this gospel I was made a

minister according to the gift of God's grace, which was given me by the working of his

power. Verse 8 – To me, though I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given,

to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ.” Grace given to him? A gift,

given to him? Paul is in PRISON. How can he view this office as a gift?

There is no doubt, the Bible says over and over, that there will be suffering, and there

will be need. Even for the Christian. ESPECIALLY for the Christian. Christianity is really the

only religion that says, “If you follow God, not only will your life probably not get any

better by any worldly definition, but from down here, it may actually look like it’s getting

worse.” The difference is, that while we suffer, while we undergo struggles, we are truly

alive in Christ. Every religion has a doctrine of suffering in one way or another. It’s only

the Bible that doesn’t look for a way out of it, a way around it, or a way to ignore it. The

Bible shows us that, in Christ, we have a way through it. He uses it to shape us, to mold

us, he is with us in it, redeeming it, to put our trust and our hope in him rather than

ourselves.

In a belief system with no God, suffering is random, meaningless, empty. But God tells us

that in our suffering we are being tried and tested, and the in that crucible of testing we

are being refined more and more into the image of Christ.

The Rare Jewel of Christian Contentment

Writer and pastor Jeremiah Burroughs wrote a book in the 1600s called “The Rare Jewel

of Christian Contentment” the difference between a worldly heart and a gracious heart.

The worldly heart will never be satisfied, no matter how much it gets. The gracious

heart, the heart that trusts in God’s grace through faith, the Gracious heart, Burroughs

writes, will say, “Lord, do with me what you will for my passage through this world; I will

be content with that, because I cannot be content if even all the world was my portion.”

And that’s the mystery of contentment through suffering for the Christian. We can be

the most contented with the lowliest of things in the world, but we will never be content

by the things of the world, because a heart that is bound to Christ will never be capable

of being filled by anything BUT Christ.
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Paul’s suffering is part of a larger story, that God uses Paul’s sufferings to point the

Ephesians, and us, to Christ.

2. Suffering tells a story

And that’s the second thing Paul is showing – suffering tells a story. And that story is of

people who trust in God, even when things look bleak and life looks hopeless. Our

contentment in the midst of suffering points to Christ, because all we have to boast of is

our own weakness, and Christ’s strength.

2.1. God’s ways look like foolishness to the world.

Look back at verse 8 – Paul himself says that he is the very LEAST among the saints. He

says this often, by the way, in a lot of his epistles, but it’s not low self-esteem and it’s not

false modesty. He is illustrating, over and over again, that part of the mystery of God’s

plan as revealed through Christ is that it makes no sense. We HAVE to take it on faith,

because we can’t take it on sight.

Even Paul’s suffering, and by extension our suffering, will look ridiculous to the world.

Maybe I am having a conflict at work, and I have some information that I could use to

knock someone down a peg and put myself in line for better things. No one would know,

but the Holy Spirit has sanctified me to follow Christ, and he empowers me to follow him

more fully, so I don’t use a shady opportunity to get ahead in life, and it costs me. Or

you’re single, and you don’t want to go along with standards and practices that are now

so utterly common in the world that they are just simply seen as a de facto part of

dating. But you know that God has a different standard, and you want to follow Christ,

even though it costs you. So you’re still single, and it hurts. Or you’re a parent, and you

can’t take a promotion at work because time with your spouse and your kids is more

important, because you know that the covenant you’ve made with your spouse, and the

gift that you’ve been given in your kids, is more important to you than money and

power. And that costs you, and you struggle every month to make ends meet as you’re

loving and serving your spouse and raising awesome kids. And so you suffer. These

choices that we make where we put others before ourselves or don’t availl ourselves of

everything that the world says we can have… if you don’t realize how utterly stupid

these choices look to the world, then you don’t have enough non-Christian friends. But it

shows, slowly, subtly, by our lives, that we can find contentment in every situation, that

we do trust in God in all situations, because we are united to Christ and we live in light of
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the cross and the empty tomb, and we know we are redeemed, forgiven, and adopted.

And we know that, according to his plan and in his own time, he is making all things new.

2.2. If suffering is the worst the devil can do to us, then we have already won.

This gets us into verse 10, where Paul talks about “the rulers and authorities in the

heavenly places.” There is where is starts to get kind of cosmic and eschatological,

meaning it’s about the end of things. What’s in view here are BOTH earthly kings and

presidents and prime ministers; BUT also their cosmic counterparts – Satan and the

forces of evil in this world. And to BOTH of those groups, the church confronts them with

God’s wisdom and God’s OIKONOMIA, his household code.

All the devil can do is destroy. He can’t create. This is shown over and again throughout

the Bible. He can cause pain, he can cause suffering, he can sow destruction. And God

uses that pain and that suffering that his people endure for HIS greater purpose. This is

incredible. I said this a few weeks ago, but the “fight” between Good and Evil in this

world, between God and the Devil, it’s not a fair fight. The outcome has already been

decided, it’s just that not all the moves have been played out yet.  It’s like one of those

chess masters that can look at a board that still has lots of pieces on it and say,

“Surrender now. I’m going to win in 42 moves.” God has already won, Satan just doesn’t

realize it yet. In verses 9 and 10 we a picture of the church’s part in the mystery hidden

for ages by the God who created all things, “so that through the church, the manifold

wisdom of God might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly

places.” Manifold. That’s a good church word, a good kind of old-timey hymnal word, but

what does it mean? It means “many-faceted” or “many-sided.” It is the same idea as

verse 8 – “the unsearchable riches of Christ.” You could spend the rest of your life and

never plumb all the depths or see all the aspects of Christ’s riches, or God’s wisdom. And

so that’s what God is using the church to show both the unbelieving world, AND the

prince of the power of the air (if you remember that phrase for Satan from a few weeks

ago, that even the Devil’s Worst is ultimately used for God’s own purposes. So that’s

Point 2  – Suffering tells a story – and that story is the Lordship of Christ.

3. Suffering in Christ always leads to life and resurrection.

And that leads us right into the the third point – that suffering in Christ always leads to

life and resurrection. The mystery of faith that Paul is suffering for here is the fact that

Christ Jesus came to die for sinners, and that in him, we have resurrection and eternal
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life when he comes again to make all things new.

3.1. Christ as the direct referent to all this suffering.

Look at verse 1 and then at verse 13, “A prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you

Gentiles,” and then “So I ask you to not lose heart over what I am suffering for you,

which is your glory.” Paul is doing this because he is following Christ, and this is how

Christ tends to his people – he suffered so that we might have life. Now, in all this talk

about our own suffering, I want to be really clear; we are not going to suffer as Jesus did,

because that’s impossible. His was the ultimate suffering, the once-for-all sacrifice. And

we are probably not going to suffer as Paul did, in this grand, eschatological, apostolic

way. But we are all of us called into this Christian life where there will be suffering. But

each and every Christian, when we live as citizens of two kingdoms, will suffer. The

tension, the friction created as those two worlds rub against each other, will bring

suffering. And that suffering brings maturity, it brings us closer to Christ, it strips away

that which promises life but can never, ever deliver. It models Christ to the world. It

proclaims God’s victory. Everybody suffers, Christians, non-Christians, everybody. Lots of

people suffer outside of a resurrection promise, the promise of Christ to make all things

new. But when we are able to see suffering as part of the Christian life, when we give it

over to God and actually find contentment in Christ in the midst of it, we’re accepting

our stewardship and proclaiming that story, and our trust in the mystery of God for

redemption that was made incarnate in Christ.

3.2. Therefore, access with boldness and confidence.

The victory is already ours through Christ. The suffering of this world shapes us, molds

us, matures us, strips away the things that don’t matter and helps us keep our eyes fixed

on the only thing that does matter. Our faith is fixed on the one immovable object –

Jesus. THAT’S why Paul, in verse 12, says that God’s mystery revealed over time was

realized in Christ, “in whom we have boldness and access with confidence through our

faith in him.”

3.3. One More Thing

There’s one more verse we need to deal with here, and it’s Verse 13 – “So I ask you not

to lose heart over what I am suffering for you, which is your glory.”

What is our “glory”? This is another one of those words that you can easily skip over. But

what does “our glory” mean? I think it’s pretty clear that Paul is not saying it’s any kind
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of earthly victory or success. In most cases in the New Testament, the word “glory” has

an eschatological meaning, it’s talking about the end times. That is, it is the glory that we

will one day have in the new heavens and new earth. It is our victory, but not our earthy

victory. It is the “not yet” in the “already but not yet” view of Christ’s salvation of his

people.

God shows his power to the rulers and authorities of the heavenly places, and in part

this is through our suffering. But as Jesus said, all scripture is about him. And this is no

exception. Verse 11, Paul says that everything that God was doing was “according to the

eternal purpose that he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Everything he is saying

points us back to Christ. Jesus, who did for us what we could never do for ourselves.

Jesus, who is the grounding for both the shedding of the weight of sin and the newness

of life in which we now walk. Jesus, who is the common point between our union with

God and our union with one another. Jesus who manifests God’s power, as we’re about

to hear in our Eucharist, “By him (that is, Jesus). By him and with him and in him, in the

unity of the Holy Spirit, that all honor and glory is God’s, now and forever. When we are

in Christ, although we suffer, we are proclaiming the mystery of faith! We are celebrating

the grace given to us, through the mystery made incarnate, Jesus Christ, and how

through his suffering, we might have life and resurrection.

So in this passage of Ephesians 3, we can see that stewardship has a price and that

that price is suffering, we can see that suffering tells a story, and that in Christ, our

suffering always, ALWAYS leads to life and resurrection. We can take joy in the midst of

suffering because everything we need, in Christ we already have. HIS suffering, in a very

real and literal sense, his suffering, his death and resurrection, leads to our own

resurrection from the dead, and to the eternal life that we WILL have in him.

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit: AMEN.
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