
The mystery of the Gospel

Isaiah 60:1-6; Ephesians 3:1-12; Matthew 2:1-12

In this passage from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians he spells out God’s purpose for the 

church.  That  purpose  remains  with  us  today,  to  give  the  direction,  the  focus,  the 

guidance we need in considering what it means for us to claim to be the church of 

God. As Paul states in his letter, 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.” This is in a nutshell what God is seeking to achieve through us, 

through each congregation of believers, of God’s people, throughout the world. God is 

seeking to make his wisdom known through us. It is not that God has chosen wise 

people as his own, because as Paul says elsewhere, “think of what you were when you 

were  called.  Not  many  of  you  were  wise  by  human  standards;  not  many  were  

influential; not many were of noble birth. But God chose the foolish things of the  

world  to  shame the  wise;  God chose the  weak things  of  the  world  to  shame the  

strong.” It is not our wisdom that God wants to display to the world; it is not our 

strength he wishes to use to accomplish his purposes. No, the intention of God is to 

use us to display his wisdom, his strength, and he cannot do that through people who 

insist on relying on their own wisdom and strength.

This then is  what Paul is  saying to us when he emphasises that we have become 

members of the church through the grace of God in Jesus Christ. It is not our doing, it 

is God’s doing. It is not our efforts, but God’s, that save us. It is not our wisdom, but 

God’s, that is to be displayed. Thus who we are, what we have achieved, what we 

have accomplished, has no bearing whatsoever on the situation. We are saved through 

the grace of God in Christ. We are made wise not by our own efforts but because God 

gives  us  his  wisdom.  We  have  become  strong  because  in  us  God  manifests  his 

strength. This then is the mystery of the Gospel that Paul explains in his letter. All that 

the church is, it is that way solely because of what God has done. We cannot create 

the  church,  we  cannot  save  ourselves,  we  cannot  achieve  God’s  purposes  in  this 

world. We can only acknowledge that God is at work in us through his grace, and that 

through us he makes known to the whole of creation His own wisdom, His own 

strength. That is the essence of grace: that it is not because of who we are, or what we 

have done, that God saves us, but solely because of his goodness to us. We do not 
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deserve to be saved, we do not merit being saved, we are not able to do anything that 

would contribute to us being saved, but it is totally, completely and solely the grace of 

God that saves us. After all, if we were to deserve salvation, where would the grace be 

in that? If we could contribute to our salvation in any way, where would the grace be 

in that? For if we deserve to be saved, then what of those who do not “deserve” to be 

saved in the same way? Can they ever be saved? If we are able to contribute to our 

salvation in any way, by being upright and leading morally correct lives, where does 

that leave those who are not  able  to  contribute to  their  salvation? As soon as we 

suggest that our salvation has anything at all to do with what we can achieve, what we 

can contribute, what we deserve, then we have excluded from being heirs of salvation 

all those who cannot do what we do, who cannot contribute what we can contribute, 

who do not deserve as we deserve. Then salvation is no longer the fruit of the grace of 

God, but the product of our own efforts.

No, Paul denies the possibility that we can participate in our own salvation in any 

way. It is solely, totally and completely due to the grace of God that we are saved; we 

can contribute nothing whatever towards it. And that is how it should be, because after 

all, it places everyone on exactly the same footing. None of us deserve to be saved, 

none of us can contribute to our being saved, none of us have any better claim to 

salvation than any other: God’s free gift of grace is available to all who will repent 

and place their faith in him. What is the essence of that faith? That it is only God’s 

grace that can save us. What point is there in having faith in God if that faith is not 

required in order to be saved? For if we can deserve salvation by being moral, by 

leading proper lives, by giving to the poor, or whatever, what need is there then of 

faith? But it is faith that God seeks from us, not good works, not moral living, not  

upright lives. These come as a result of being saved, and not as a means of earning 

our salvation. To have faith in God means to be completely, totally and utterly at his 

mercy with respect to our salvation.  It  means that we trust  that God will  save us 

without us contributing a single thing! It means that we rely solely on the grace of 

God towards us, who has bought our salvation through the atoning death of his only 

Son, Jesus Christ. There is no other way we can be saved, because that is the only way 

that God has provided for our salvation. Faith is as much an acceptance of the way of 

salvation that God has provided for us, as much as it is an acceptance that he will 

actually save all those who place their trust in him. For if we insist that we know 
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better than God, that we have a more just or equitable way of salvation, then we have 

not come to God in faith at all, not as guilty sinners seeking mercy from the only one 

who  can  give  it,  but  as  equal  partners,  seeking  to  negotiate  a  deal!  Faith  is  to 

acknowledge that God alone can save, that God alone determines how we are to be 

saved, that God will indeed save us, if we come on his terms: total and complete 

abandonment of our own merits and achievements, and complete reliance on his grace 

alone.

This then is what God wants to achieve: the salvation of a people to be his church, so 

that he can display before all the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms what his 

wisdom has accomplished. He does not want to display what we have done, but only 

what He has done. Paul speaks of this as the mystery of God. For Paul, a mystery is 

not some secret, obscure, unfathomable matter, but something that has been revealed 

to all those who will receive it. It is not something that needs to be unravelled, but 

something awesome that must be acknowledged. It has been made known, but who 

will receive that knowledge? Only those who have placed their trust in God and are 

recipients of his grace. The mystery now made known in Christ is this: that both the 

Jews and the Gentiles are heirs together in one body, sharing together in the promise 

in Jesus Christ. For long ages only those who were members of the people of Israel 

knew the wonders and the wisdom of God, for it was hidden from all other people 

until the time was right. As we read in Psalm 147, “He has revealed his word to  

Jacob, his laws and decrees to Israel. He has done this for no other nation; they do  

not know his laws.” But now in Christ both Jew and Gentile are made one, all are 

alike in the body of Christ, the church. We all are heirs of the promise, inheritors of 

the grace of God, equal in every way. For the Jews and Gentiles alike can be saved 

only through the grace of God in Christ. As Paul says, it is a stumbling block to the 

Jews, and foolishness to the Gentiles, that God chooses to save us through faith in 

Christ. There are many Christians who see the people of Israel as different from the 

church, with their own beliefs, who are still the people of God in the same way as the 

people of Israel in the Old Testament times. But we see from Paul’s comments in his 

letter  to  the  Ephesians  that  this  is  not  so:  the people of  God is  now one people,  

incorporating all those who have faith in Christ, and it is as incumbent on the Jews to 

have faith in Christ in order to be saved as it is for the Gentiles. That this is a difficult 

step for those of the Jewish faith is not to be denied, but no more difficult than for the 
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Gentiles,  who must  likewise overcome their  own objections  in  order  to  surrender 

themselves completely to God. For the Jews, it is a stumbling block, not because they 

do not know of the grace of God, who calls them to faith, but because they refuse to 

accept that that grace is now made available to them only in Christ. For the Gentiles, 

it is foolishness, because the wisdom of God is counter to their own wisdom, which is 

to insist on some way of saving ourselves. How can faith in Christ possibly save us? 

Surely we must contribute something, even everything, to our own salvation, rather 

than relying on someone else to save us completely.

In the passage from Matthew 2:1-12 we see how the Wise men came from the East to 

worship Jesus at his birth. These men were not Jews, but Persians, not believers in 

God, but astrologers, ones who sought for insight in the movements of the stars. But 

they were the ones who had faith,  making the journey to  seek out the new king, 

possibly taking as long as two years, as we can perhaps deduce from the fact that 

Herod ordered the killing of all boys under two years old. But contrast this with the 

attitude of the priests and teachers of the law whom Herod consulted. They knew that 

it was in Bethlehem that the Messiah was to be born; and they and all Jerusalem, it 

says,  heard  that  the  Wise  Men  had  come  to  worship  the  new-born  king.  Herod 

conspired to find out where this new king could be found, so that he could kill him, 

but what of the priests and teachers of the law? As far as we can tell, they did nothing. 

The Persian sages travelled on to Bethlehem, the Jews all stayed behind. Surely they 

would have wanted to see for themselves what these Persians had come such a long 

way to see? Or maybe, as human nature often has it,  they refused to believe that 

astrologers,  pagans,  Gentiles,  could  know  something  they  did  not.  Maybe  they 

despised and mocked these men from the East, refusing to concede that the grace of 

God could reach as far as these Gentiles who did not know the law. Thus it was that at 

the birth of the one who was expected by the Jews, it was the shepherds, the ordinary 

working folk of Israel, who overcame their stumbling-block, and Gentiles, wise men, 

who  turned  towards  what  for  them  must  have  seemed  foolishness,  who  were 

privileged to witness the Messiah’s birth. The chief priests and teachers of the law did 

nothing, thus showing that they had not understood either the momentous events of 

the time, nor the grace of God.
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Thus we can see how it is that today, we are all made one in Christ, there is now no  

longer Jew or Gentile, male or female, slave or free, but all who place their trust in 

God and depend solely on his grace are made members of the body of Christ, the 

church of God. The mystery has been revealed: the Gentiles are heirs together with 

the people of Israel, both of whom inherit the promise in Jesus Christ. What is that  

promise? That we can all be saved through the grace of God, that through faith we are 

reconciled  to  God.  For  the  Jews  this  is  a  stumbling-block,  for  the  Gentiles  it  is 

foolishness, which means that we are all, Jew and Gentile alike, placed in exactly the 

same position: we cannot depend on our ancestry in Abraham, we cannot depend on 

our wisdom, we cannot depend on who we are or what we have done. Everyone, 

regardless of who they are or what they have achieved, is equal before God: we must 

all have faith, trusting that God through his grace will save us. None of us have any 

greater claim on the grace of God than any other; none of us deserve it more than any 

other, none of us have less need of it than any other, for we are all alike sinners before 

God, guilty before him, and able to be saved only through the atoning death of his 

Son, Jesus Christ. 

God has stated his intention to save us, not for our sakes, but for his sake. We are 

saved not because we want to be, but because God wants us to be. We are saved not 

for our benefit, but for God’s benefit. We are saved not to show how wonderful we 

are, but to display to all how wonderful God is. God wishes to display his grace, his 

wisdom, his glory, through us by saving us. That means that all of us can be saved, 

because it is no longer dependent on who we are or what we have done, but on what 

God has determined to do. We can be wise, because God wishes us to be wise and 

grants his wisdom to all those who ask for it. We can be strong, because God gives his 

strength to those who are weak. We can achieve great things, not because of anything 

we have in ourselves, but because God has done great things in and through us, for his 

glory and praise. Let us then open ourselves to God, to call on his grace, to be wise 

through his wisdom, to be strong in his strength, to work with his gifts, so that God 

will receive all the praise and glory in all ages. 
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