Sunday, June 28, 2009 
The ultimate freedom – A prisoner of Christ
Ephesians 3:1-13
1 For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles—


Ephesians 3:1 NIV

-----------
We’ve been in the letter to the Ephesians since the middle of April. ( Now, when you see that our text for today starts at the beginning chapter 3, you’d probably wonder how slow can a preacher go? Ten weeks to get through 2 chapters? Well, that’s a bit misleading since we started in Ephesians with a 5 part series from the middle of the book on the topic of the Christian home before we turned to chapter 1 and are now starting chapter 3. So, we’re on a good pace to finish this book before the summer is over.
Ephesians been a very good book for us to be in these past 10 weeks. Not only has it been encouraging to us who desire to live in decidedly and distinctly Christian homes, but as we continue to work through the first 3 ½ chapters, we’re seeing we have much to be thankful for as members of Christ’s body, the church.

From chapter 1 we saw how God’s lavish blessings on us brought to us such remarkable mercy and grace that when our eyes are opened to see this rich outpouring our response is to live our lives to the praise and glory of God. Anything less than that kind of response is an indication of our not understanding God’s love and mercy. That thought alone has had a profound impact on me as I review my own life. Is my life truly being lived out as a response to God’s lavish love being shown to me? I commend to you this question for your own reflection.
In the opening verses of chapter 2, Paul tells his Ephesian audience how they had been dead in their transgressions and sins before being made alive in Christ Jesus. Paul doesn’t paint a very pretty picture of what life was like prior to being saved by the love and mercy of God. In fact, it’s such a grim picture that it’s possible that some of us might conclude that Paul wasn’t speaking about us.
For instance, if we think that our need for Christ is based on the degree of our badness or the number of times we’ve been arrested, then, most of us in this room are going to feel we don’t have a very high degree of need for Christ. Oh, sure, we’ll take His eternal insurance policy that He’s offering, but beyond that, there’s not much more He can do for us. We’re pretty good people without Him.

H. D. M. Spence-Jones writes this: “The sense of sin is not usually in proportion to the acts of outward transgression, but to the insight into the springs of evil in one’s heart, and the true nature of sin as direct antagonism to the holy God.” 
 In other words, until we understand that we are spiritually sick people, that we have a fatal disease for which we need the cure that only Jesus Christ can give us, we may not be all that impressed with what Christ did for us on the cross or that He was raised from the dead.

However we come to make an assessment of our need to be forgiven, our conclusion will make all the difference in the world. That conclusion determines the level of our gratitude and, thus, our love. This insight reinforces the previous one about living our lives as a response to God’s mercy. Is our life one continuous “thank You note” to God? If we truly see ourselves for the sinners we are, when we hear of what Christ has done for us, we’ll be shouting His praises and overflowing with thanksgiving at every turn in our lives. Listen to Paul from Ephesians 2 NIV 4 But because of His great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.

6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages He might show the incomparable riches of His grace, expressed in His kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

This is a miraculous transformation. We had a spiritually fatal disease. It was destroying our lives. But, in God’s rich mercy, we were made alive with Christ. The same power that raised Jesus Christ from the dead was applied to us. God raised us up with Christ. God seated us with Him in the heavenly realms in Christ. God renewed our identity as His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works. Because of Christ, we are not what we used to be. We are now alive in Him.

Remember, Paul is speaking to Gentiles or non-Jews. Christ has done an amazing thing for the Gentiles. But, what about the Jews?
What we learned last week is that with the coming of Christ, things changed for both the Jews and the Gentiles. When Christ fulfilled the requirements of the ceremonial laws, that put an end to the need to keep offering animal sacrifices for the forgiveness of sins. Thus, for the Jew, he needed to place his faith and trust in Christ as both the final Passover Lamb and the Great High Priest who offered Himself as the only sacrifice sufficient to remove our sins.

So, with Christ’s coming, everything changed for the Jew. But, everything also changed for the Gentile. Now, in Christ, the Gentile had the same access to God as the Jew. There was no longer any distinction between Jew and Gentile. The way to God the Father was the same for both. The Gentile who placed his trust in Christ had the same access to the holy of holies as the Jew who placed his trust in Christ.

This is profoundly good news for the Gentile who was feeling treated as a second class citizen by the Jews in regard to a relationship with the Creator. That barrier was demolished in Christ.

And in addition to this, God was bringing the Jew and the Gentile together into one body. In Christ and by His blood, everything has changed for the Gentile. And for the Jew.

14 For He Himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15 by abolishing in His flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in Himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 16 and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which He put to death their hostility.
So, at the same time Jew and Gentile were reconciled to God through the blood of Jesus Christ, they were also reconciled to each other through the same blood. They were brought together into one new body.

And it’s not a coincidence that the same act that makes us right with God makes us right with each other and places us together in the same body.
God’s intention was that He would live within this new body, called the church, exhibit His glory through the church and use His church to open eyes of unbelievers to see His glory. Therefore, when we, the church, are truly living as we have been made in Christ, we will in humility be proclaiming to this community and to this world the Good News of Jesus Christ. God has created the church so that he could live within the church and display His glory to the world through us, the church. 

As we get into our text for today, Paul is about to offer a prayer on behalf of these Ephesians believers. As he starts to introduce his prayer, thinking of the gracious mercy of God, he is suddenly reminded of how it was that he had been given this assignment to pass on to these people this wonderful, liberating news. So, instead of moving on to his prayer, he takes his readers on a brief excursion. 
Ephesians 3:1 (NIV) 1 For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles— 
If you drop down to verse 14, you will see where Paul resumes with his initial intent to pray out of the great news he has just shared with these believers.

Ephesians 3:14-15 (NIV) 14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 
This is where Paul is headed, but, before he gets there he feels compelled to speak of his identity and his responsibility. In the process, he repeats much of what he has just written to the Ephesians. Other than clarifying his various identities, there is really nothing new that he tells us in these verses. So, let me ask you: Why or when is information repeated? What do you think? 

Why do we give the same information to someone a second, maybe even a third time? 

- For fear it will otherwise be forgotten. - To be remembered.

- Because the information is more important than that which has not been repeated.

For whatever reason, Paul thinks this information is worth repeating. So, if you think you’ve heard much of this before, you probably have. But, in the midst of repeating himself, we gain an insight into how Paul understands himself and his role as a servant of Jesus Christ.
The first identity Paul ascribes to himself is prisoner.

Ephesians 3:1 (NIV) 1 For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles— 
Technically, Paul was a prisoner of Rome. But, since Paul understood that God is sovereign, he therefore understood that he was in actuality, a prisoner of Christ. 

But, it’s more than that. Paul no longer claimed ownership of his life. He belonged to Christ. So, wherever he was, he was there because of Christ and for Christ.

Given the circumstance Paul was in, he could have been angry with the Gentiles. But, he wasn’t. He seems to almost boast to them that his imprisonment in Rome is for their benefit.

Now, in reality, Paul wasn’t just a prisoner for the sake of the Gentiles. He was a prisoner because of the Gentiles. It was because of his ministry to the Gentiles that had brought him to Rome to make an appeal to Caesar against the accusations of the Jews. He had been preaching the gospel to the Gentiles and been arrested in Jerusalem on suspicion of taking Trophimus, an Ephesian, into the temple (Acts 21:29). Now he’s in Rome to plead his case and in prison because of the Gentiles.

But notice he describes it as “for the sake of the Gentiles.” Even in this set back in his ministry, Paul did not accuse the Ephesians for messing up his schedule. Rather, Paul endured the hardship of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, even when he was misunderstood by the Jews. Paul’s perspective on his incarceration was that it was going to bring benefit to the very people to whom he had been called to preach, even if he had to sit in prison for a while.

As he goes on this little tangent, we are made aware of a second identity: Paul is a steward of God’s grace.

2 Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, 3 that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. 

God’s grace was given to Paul for the benefit of the Gentiles.

Can you think of a time or times when you were given something for the purpose of sharing it with someone else or with many other persons?
This is basic to our understanding of being Christians. We have been given good news to pass on. What we have been given is intended to be given away. So, as we work through each of Paul’s identities in our text, notice how often it has to do with giving away what he has been given.
4 In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, 5 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. 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. 
Here Paul acknowledges that he understands himself to be one of God’s holy apostles (an apostle). Further, he tells us what his primary message is as an apostle, a message that he is given to give away. Paul’s message is the mystery of Christ.

With the coming of Christ comes the unveiling of Christ’s mission. Though the Old Testament pointed to Christ, to His death and His return as King, there were aspects of His ministry that had not been revealed, particularly that He would create a whole new people of God made up of Jews and Gentiles.
Paul understood that God had assigned him the task of making this mystery of Christ known, especially to the Gentiles. Now, in Christ, Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.
Now notice Paul’s attitude about these identities he has been given or called to by God.
7 I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of His power. 8 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, 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. 
Here Paul sees himself as a happy and honored servant of the gospel he was given to give away. He serves out of his gratitude and in the power of God’s Spirit. Can’t you just feel Paul’s joy as a servant? He understands his assignment to be a gift of God’s grace. And the way he characterises the message he is called to share is a joyful message: preach the unsearchable riches of Christ. Tell the world about the amazing riches of Christ.
Then Paul makes quite an astounding statement about God purpose for the church.
10 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, 11 according to His eternal purpose which He accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord.
We, the church, are to be making the multi-faceted and grand wisdom of God known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms. That’s quite an assignment. K.S. Wuest says this: “The Church thus becomes the university for angels, and each saint a professor.” 
 

There is considerable discussion as to who those rulers and authorities are. Some say it is referring only to the holy angels. Others believe it includes the demons. Others wish to include all the people of the world.
Certainly all the people of the world are to be recipients of the Gospel message given to them by the church. But, since the target audience is in the heavenly realms, it does seem to be those of the spirit world that Paul has in mind here. 
In Ephesians 6:12 (NIV) Paul speaks of the rulers, authorities and spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.
12 For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms. 
This strongly suggests that both good and evil rulers, authorities and spiritual forces exist in the heavenly realms. Does God intend for His church to make known His wisdom to both kinds of rulers and authorities? I’m not sure I have an answer for that quite yet.
Peter gives us some information about the longing of the angels that may give us a clue who benefits from the wisdom of God made known through the church.

1 Peter 1:10-12 (NIV) 10 Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, 11 trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow. 12 It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves but you, when they spoke of the things that have now been told you by those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. Even angels long to look into these things. 
So, it does appear we have an audience with at least the angels who want to learn from Christ’s church.
Now, for someone who views himself as a prisoner, steward, apostle and servant, the common ingredient in all of these identities is a personal relationship with God through His Son Jesus Christ. Thus, Paul can encourage all of us to move with freedom and confidence toward our merciful and loving God. And if He makes us into a prisoner, that will be OK. Or a steward, that will be good. Or a messenger of the good news or a servant who must suffer for the benefit of others, this is all good.
12 In Him and through faith in Him we may approach God with freedom and confidence. 13 I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory. 
What a perspective we can have in the midst of any circumstance when we are living in a close, personal relationship with Jesus Christ. That even while we are suffering for the sake of others, we can be encouragers of these folks.
So, who do you understand yourself to be as a result of your relationship with Jesus Christ? Do you see yourself as a prisoner of Jesus Christ for the benefit of someone else? . . . or a steward of God’s grace so God’s people are eternally enriched? . . . or a messenger of the Gospel even if you must suffer for making the Good News known? . . . or a humble servant who comes alongside your friends and helps them unpack the amazing abundance of riches in Christ Jesus?
These are the identities Christ wants us to own and live out so that others will find true joy in a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.
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