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EPHESIANS 3 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
1 For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Messiah Yeshua for the sake of you 
Gentiles—2 if indeed you have heard of the stewardship of God's grace which was 
given to me for you; 3 that by revelation there was made known to me the 
mystery, as I wrote before in brief. 
 
Ch. 3 includes a slight digression compared to chs. 1 and 2, as the author emphasizes (or 

re-emphasizes) who he is in relationship to his audience (1:1), and he issues a prayer for 
them concluding with a doxology. Advocates of pseudonymity for the epistle consider v. 1 
and its usage of “Paul” to simply be the author’s identification with Paul as though he is 
speaking for him.1 Regardless of whether one accepts genuine Pauline authorship for 
Ephesians or not, there are some significant parallels seen between Ephesians 3:1-13 and 
Colossians 1:23-28, perhaps indicating that this audience has been previously taught by 
another piece of writing (vs. 3-4): 

 
EPHESIANS 3:1-13 AND COLOSSIANS 1:23-282 
THEME EPHESIANS COLOSSIANS 

 
Introduce Apostle 

 
…I, Paul, the prisoner of 
Messiah Yeshua for the sake 
of you Gentiles— (3:1) 
 

 
…of which I, Paul, was 
made a minister… (1:23c) 

 
Sufferings of the 
Apostle 

 
…the prisoner… (3:1) 
 
…at my tribulations on your 
behalf… (3:13b) 

 
…in my flesh I do my 
share on behalf of His 
body, which is the 
[assembly], in filling up 
what is lacking in 
Messiah's afflictions 
(1:24b) 
 

 
1 Lincoln, 168. 
2 Cf. Ibid., 169; Perkins, in NIB, 11:407. 
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Office of the Apostle 

 
…of which I was made a 
minister… (3:7) 
 
…the stewardship of God's 
grace which was given to me 
for you (3:2) 
 

 
Of this [assembly] I was 
made a minister… (1:25a). 
 
…according to the 
stewardship from God 
bestowed on me for your 
benefit… (1:25b) 

 
Revelation of the 
Mystery 

 
…the mystery of Messiah, 
which in other generations 
was not made known… 
(3:4b-5a) 
 
…the mystery which for ages 
has been hidden in God… 
(3:9) 
 
…has now been revealed to 
His holy apostles and 
prophets… (3:5) 

 
…the mystery which has 
been hidden from the past 
ages and generations… 
(1:26) 
 
 
 
 
…but has now been 
manifested to His saints 
(1:26) 
 

 
Content of the 
Mystery 

 
…that the Gentiles are fellow 
heirs and fellow members of 
the body, and fellow 
partakers of the promise in 
Messiah Yeshua through the 
gospel (3:6) 
 

 
…the riches of the glory of 
this mystery…which is 
Messiah in you, the hope 
of glory (1:26) 

 
Mystery Preached 

 
…to preach to the Gentiles 
the unfathomable riches of 
Messiah… (3:8) 

 
…to whom God willed to 
make known what is the 
riches of the glory of this 
mystery among the 
Gentiles, which is 
Messiah in you, the hope 
of glory. We proclaim 
Him… (1:27-28a) 
 

 
God’s Power in the… 

 
…working of His power… 
(3:7c) 

 
…striving according to 
His power, which 
mightily works within me 
(1:29) 
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It is clear from the above chart that we do see a demonstrable relationship between the 

Epistles of Ephesians and Colossians, and in comparing the subject matter at hand it would 
seem that Colossians was likely written before Ephesians. Andrew T. Lincoln asserts, “in Col 
1:26 the mystery is simply made known by God to believers, in the second statement about 
the mystery in Eph 3[:6] it is made known by God through the Church [meaning, the 
ekklēsia] to the principalities and authorities in the heavenly realms.”3 

3:1 Having just stated the purpose of Messiah Yeshua to make all a part “of God’s 
household” (2:18), Paul opens up this section of his epistle by stating, “This is the reason that 
I Paul am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles” (NRSV). Paul is imprisoned 
in Rome so that the good news and the magnanimous unity that is to occur among the 
followers of Yeshua might be realized—a unity between two groups of people that were 
often opposed to one another. Paul, as a Jewish Believer, is telling a largely non-Jewish 
audience that he is their advocate and is prepared to endure some severe trials on their 
behalf. I. Howard Marshall asks, “Did the recipients feel that in some way they were second-
class citizens in the church, perhaps because of criticisms by the Jews and Jewish 
Christians?”4 Regardless of what emotions were present in Asia Minor, just as their Jewish 
Lord experienced the pain of the cross for them, now this Jewish Apostle was experiencing 
confinement (cf. Acts 28:16, 30). Vs. 1-3 take on much of the language (previously) seen in 
Colossians 1:25-27: 

“Of this [assembly] I was made a minister according to the stewardship from God 
bestowed on me for your benefit, so that I might fully carry out the preaching of the word of 
God, that is, the mystery which has been hidden from the past ages and generations, but has 
now been manifested to His saints, to whom God willed to make known what is the riches of 
the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles, which is Messiah in you, the hope of glory.” 

While in Colossians, Paul is simply diakonos…eis humas or “a minister…to you,” in v. 1 
we see that he is something more specific: ho desmios tou Christou [Iēsou] huper humōn tōn 
ethnōn, “the prisoner of Christ Jesus for you the nations” (YLT) or “for the sake of the 
heathen” (Williams New Testament). Here Paul wants his broad audience in Asia Minor to 
know what he is enduring for them—an imprisonment specifically designated by the Lord 
Himself (Acts 23:11; cf. Philemon 1). Later in 6:20 as the letter closes he will refer to himself 
as “an ambassador in chains.” V. 1 appears to be an incomplete statement that is not picked 
up again until v. 14, where his imprisonment causes him to “bow [his] knees before the 
Father.” 

Paul has a special calling from God to be the Apostle to the nations (Acts 9:15-16; 22:21; 
26:17; cf. Romans 15:16; Galatians 2:7), and his being held in Rome is a distinct, albeit 
difficult, part of that calling. Peter T. O’Brien reminds us, “the apostle’s ministry to Gentiles 

 
3 Ibid. 
4 Marshall, in ECB, 1388. 



EPHESIANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 128 - 

was possible only because of Christ’s work of reconciliation which had created the one new 
humanity and reconciled both Jews and Gentiles to God (2:15, 16).”5 And indeed, only the 
presence of the Lord inside of Paul (2 Corinthians 13:5) would have enabled him to 
accomplish this task and endure the hardships he faced without giving up—in addition to 
bridging the gulf between the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds of the First Century. Affirming 
who he is as a prisoner designated by Messiah Yeshua to serve the nations would have 
served an important role in communicating to his audience, as Ben Witherington III 
explains, 

“[I]ts rhetorical function is to apprise or remind the audience of Paul’s relationship to 
and similarities to his audience, which is important since many if not most of them do not 
know him personally. He can still administer the grace of God to his audience while in 
chains through a document such as this one.”6 

In remarking that he is a prisoner, Paul’s unique service on behalf of the nations should 
be intensified, as he has faced considerable danger for the cause (2 Corinthians 11:25). 
Passages such as Isaiah 19:24-25 envisioned the inclusion of the nations within God’s people, 
with the Lord actually declaring “Blessed is Egypt My people, and Assyria the work of My 
hands, and Israel My inheritance,” but implementing such an expectation in the life of His 
ekklēsia would have required a unique anointing. And concurrent with this, we need not be 
led to think that Paul was unconcerned for the salvation of his fellow Jews as well, as Paul 
spoke to Jews at a synagogue in Rome as soon as he arrived (Acts 28:20). While imprisoned 
specifically for the ministry work he was called to perform among the nations, he had 
previously told the Romans, “Brethren, my heart's desire and my prayer to God for them is 
for their salvation” (Romans 10:1), and Paul’s imprisonment certainly bore testimony to his 
own Jewish brethren as well. F.F. Bruce concurs, 

“[T]here is no contradiction between the two representations of the reason for his 
being bound: in his eyes ‘the hope of Israel’ looked forward to the coming of the Messiah and 
the resurrection of the dead, which had been fulfilled in the risen Lord whom he 
proclaimed. But, since he was called specifically to proclaim this risen Lord to the Gentiles, 
it was directly in consequence of his Gentile mission that he was bound.”7 

3:2 We see some strong support for Ephesians being a general epistle, rather than a 
specific letter to Ephesus. Paul’s audience might have heard of his ministry, seen in his 
words “for surely you have heard” (NEB). Undoubtedly, “the administration of God's grace 
that was given to me for you” (NIV) was something that if they had not yet heard about, his 
audience was now going to hear. This oikonomia was his “commission” (NRSV), something 
which F. Foulkes regards as, “Paul here is thinking especially of the stewardship entrusted 
to him (cf. 1 Cor. iv. I, ix. 17).”8 This stewardship is making “the word of God fully known” 

 
5 O’Brien, 224. 
6 Witherington, 264. 
7 Bruce, 310. 
8 Foulkes, 90. 
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(Colossians 1:25, RSV) in the gospel, perhaps specifically as the apostles are “stewards of the 
mysteries of God” (1 Corinthians 4:1), oikonomous mustēriōn Theou. There is significant 
debate among theologians and commentators as to whether or not the mystery Paul 
administers was something expected and anticipated by the Tanach Scriptures—or not. 

3:3 Paul mentions “the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already 
written briefly” (NIV). Paul’s unique apostleship was made known to him via a special 
encounter with the Lord Yeshua on the road to Damascus (1:1, 17; 3:7-8; cf. Galatians 1:12), 
where he not only received salvation but was commissioned by the Messiah Himself for a 
special service abroad among the nations. Foulkes reminds us, “at that time, the earlier 
apostles were not sufficiently clear and unequivocal in their stand on the equality of the 
Gentiles in the people of God, and so from that standpoint also a revelation was necessary.”9 
On this point, we should all be agreed, as the encounter Paul experienced led him to go out 
to perform work that the Original Twelve did not largely do (or perhaps even could do). 
Where many are not agreed is what “the mystery” is that was made known to Paul. Was the 
mystery the existence of “the Church” as a new body designed to accomplish God’s 
purposes? Or, was the mystery the full realization of the promises of a worldwide 
redemption seen in a thread throughout Israel’s Scriptures? 

Paul has previously used the term mustērion in this epistle (1:9), but in this case it is 
necessary to review some of the possible uses of this word, specifically as Paul says that the 
mystery revealed to him was not known to prior generations (v. 5). Bonnie Thurston 
indicates that contemporary to the period, a “mystery” could have involved (1) military 
plans drawn up by a royal family and concealed from a general until battle, (2) secret 
information shared only to initiates in religious cults, and (3) what the Qumran community 
would have considered God’s wise prominence revealed only to His teacher.10 Paul certainly 
did not want the mystery of the nations being fellow heirs along with the Jewish people in 
God’s salvation to be something known only to initiates (vs. 5-6). Yet, some combination of 
the mystery being a hidden part of God’s battle plan against the Devil, now only to be fully 
revealed that His Son has come, or a part of God’s wise council only known to His chosen 
teachers with the right skills (cf. Daniel 2:28-29; Luke 8:10), does seem likely. 

Messianic Jewish theologian David H. Stern considers “this secret plan” (CJB) to make 
up: “(1) the bringing in of Gentiles into the people of God on an equal footing, previously 
known but not nearly so clearly…and (2) making known to spiritual beings in heaven, 
through the existence of the Messianic Community, the many-sided wisdom of God…”11 

In the last part of v. 3 Paul says that somehow “I wrote [this] before in brief” (NASU). Is 
this something that Paul has just detailed (2:11-12), supporting a translation such as “I wrote 
above in a few words” (NRSV) or “as I have briefly written above” (HCSB)? Is what Paul has 
previously written contained in this letter, or in a previous letter he composed? Some who 

 
9 Ibid., pp 91-92. 
10 Thurston, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2093. 
11 Stern, 589. 



EPHESIANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 130 - 

deny genuine Pauline authorship of Ephesians find support for pseudonymity in v. 3, 
considering Ephesians’ readership to have been familiar with the genuine Pauline epistles.12 

Others however, consider the usage of the verb proegrapsa to be an epistolary aorist, 
pointing to something already written in the immediate letter. The verses to which Paul 
would be pointing his audience to about the mystery revealed to him by God, could include 
1:9-11 or 2:14-16. 

Previous parts of Ephesians are likely in view from v. 3, although statements made in 
Colossians cannot be discluded most especially if Ephesians is a circular epistle in Asia 
Minor.13 O’Brien remarks, “Colossians 1:25-27 might be in view, for there the apostle has a 
‘brief’ statement about his stewardship and the unfolding to the Gentiles of the contents of 
the mystery, compared with the fuller statement in Ephesians 2:2-13. We do not know, 
however, whether these readers had access to the Letter to the Colossians. It is more likely 
that Paul has in mind Ephesians 1:9-10 and 2:11-12, especially vv. 14-16 with its reference to 
the creation in Christ of ‘one new man.’”14 Colossians may be in view by Paul’s statement of 
having “previously written” something, but it would be best not to press this point too hard. 
 

 
4 By referring to this, when you read you can understand my insight into the 
mystery of Messiah, 5 which in other generations was not made known to the 
sons of men, as it has now been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in the 
Spirit; 6 to be specific, that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the 
body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Messiah Yeshua through the gospel, 
7 of which I was made a minister, according to the gift of God's grace which was 
given to me according to the working of His power. 
 
3:4 Continuing, Paul tells his audience “when you read you can understand my insight 

into the mystery of Messiah.” There are debates over whether “when you read” regards the 
reading of Paul’s letter, or the reading of various Tanach/Old Testament prophecies that 
detail the inclusion of the nations in God’s salvation history plan.15 If Paul is referring to his 
letter, then perhaps “when you read” could be a reference to people reading Ephesians and 
then being able to examine its claims in further detail. We should be reminded of the 
Bereans, who “received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see 
whether these things were so” (Acts 17:11). But of course, not all are agreed that the mystery 
of which Paul speaks was something first shown—at least in part—in the Tanach. 

 
12 To review, all scholars (except those who deny genuine Pauline authorship of all his attributed letters) 

are agreed that Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon originate from 
the Apostle Paul. 

13 Witherington, 265. 
14 O’Brien, 229. 
15 Foulkes, 92. 
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3:5 Paul says, “In former generations this mystery was not made known to 
humankind” (NRSV). Some have suggested a parallel with 1 Corinthians 3:11, “For no man 
can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Yeshua the Messiah.” Surely 
while there was an expectation of the Messiah to come in the Tanach Scriptures of Israel, 
and indeed the understanding that He would come to do something—what He has actually 
done in fullness did include things unanticipated. So in this regard, was “the mystery” 
something totally hidden, or was it something known in bits and pieces, being revealed to 
God’s people in Paul’s generation in a rather unique way? It is best that we consider “the 
mystery of Messiah” to be those things that are specifically disclosed in Him. Romans 16:25-
27 further explains this mystery, and all the things encompassing it: 

“Now to Him who is able to establish you according to my gospel and the preaching of 
Yeshua the Messiah, according to the revelation of the mystery which has been kept secret 
for long ages past, but now is manifested, and by the Scriptures of the prophets, according 
to the commandment of the eternal God, has been made known to all the nations, leading to 
obedience of faith; to the only wise God, through Yeshua the Messiah, be the glory forever. 
Amen.” 

This apokalupsin mustēriou or “revelation of mystery,” as testified by Paul, was 
manifested “through the prophetic writings” (ESV) of the Tanach. Yeshua coming on the 
scene, not only to save the Jewish people but also the nations, was not something that Paul 
just invented, but for him was deeply rooted in his reading of Israel’s Scriptures. Bruce is 
keen to tell us, “Paul insists that his gospel is no innovation.”16 Prior to writing Ephesians, 
Paul has said “The Scripture…announced the gospel in advance to Abraham” (Galatians 3:8, 
NIV; cf. Genesis 12:3) and has spoken of “the gospel of God, which He promised beforehand 
through His prophets in the holy Scriptures” (Romans 1:1-2). The gospel message that Paul 
proclaims is one that is in full alignment with the promise of God as first taught in the Torah 
and the Prophets. 

Continuing in v. 5, Paul says that the mystery “was not made known to the sons of men, 
as it was now revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in the Spirit” (YLT). We see the 
usage of two aorist passive verbs here: egnōristhē or “known,” and apekaluphthē or 
“revealed.” Commentators often consider these to be Divine passives, as God is the One who 
has withheld knowledge, but has now in Paul’s generation revealed it to His people. Yet, 
while no one disputes that God has revealed something to His people, what would be unique 
that had not been revealed in previous generations? Bruce offers us an excellent 
explanation: 

“It was this: that God’s blessing of the Gentiles would involve the obliteration of the old 
line of demarcation which separated them from Jews and the incorporation of Gentile 

 
16 Bruce, 314. 
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believers together with Jewish believers, without any discrimination, in the new, 
comprehensive community of God’s chosen people.”17 

Much of the Jewish community of the First Century had forgotten, largely because of 
historical circumstances and persecution stemming from the Maccabean period, that trust 
in God’s promises came before obedience to His Law. Paul states previously in Romans 4:13, 
“the promise to Abraham or to his descendants that he would be heir of the world was not 
through the Law, but through the righteousness of faith.” Restoring such righteousness 
came as a clear and positive consequence of the Messiah’s work on humanity’s behalf. This 
surely did not annul the importance of the Torah as a standard of holiness, but should have 
caused all to realize—whether Jewish or non-Jewish—that placing one’s trust in Yeshua 
came first with everything else rightly following. The common expectation of many 
prophecies regarding Israel’s restoration18 certainly did foretell of the nations partaking of 
Israel’s blessings, but did not state—as explicitly as Paul teaches—that the nations seeking 
the salvation offered by Israel would enable them to all be equals in God’s ekklēsia (v. 6). Yet 
what Paul taught about equality for Jewish and non-Jewish Believers was not at all in 
contradiction to prophecies such as the following: 

 
“The word which Isaiah the son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. Now it 
will come about that in the last days the mountain of the house of the LORD will be 
established as the chief of the mountains, and will be raised above the hills; and all the 
nations will stream to it. And many peoples will come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the 
mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that He may teach us concerning 
His ways and that we may walk in His paths.’ For the law will go forth from Zion and 
the word of the LORD from Jerusalem. And He will judge between the nations, and will 
render decisions for many peoples; and they will hammer their swords into plowshares 
and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not lift up sword against nation, and 
never again will they learn war” (Isaiah 2:1-4; cf. Micah 4:1-3). 
 
“Strangers will stand and pasture your flocks, and foreigners will be your farmers and 
your vinedressers. But you will be called the priests of the LORD; you will be spoken of as 
ministers of our God. You will eat the wealth of nations, and in their riches you will 
boast” (Isaiah 61:5-6). 
 
Of course, this is one particular view of v. 5, and “the mystery of Messiah” 

inaugurating the realization prophesied by Isaiah within the First Century ekklēsia. Harold 
W. Hoehner, a dispensationalist, is one who dismisses that the mystery of which Paul 
speaks has anything to do with the Tanach. He says “these passages speak of the 
Millennium, not of the concept of Gentiles and Jews being in one body, the church,” 

 
17 Ibid. 
18 Including, but not limited to: Psalm 22:27-28; 67:4-7; 72:17; Isaiah 2:2-3; 42:6-7; 49:6; 60:3; 66:19-21; Joel 

3:2; Amos 9:12; Zechariah 8:23; 14:16. 
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indicating that the mystery “was given to the apostles and prophets and that Paul was one 
who was to disseminate it.”19 Here, he would view “the prophets” as not being the Nevi’im of 
the Tanach, but instead various prophetic voices of the First Century Messianic community 
who spoke of God’s creation of a second group of elect independent of Israel. But where has 
Paul—indeed any of the Apostles—ever completely reserved prophecies of the Millennium 
or the eschaton to the future, not applying them to some degree in the present age? And 
when have such prophecies never involved Israel in any capacity? 

Are the blessings of Isaiah 2:1-4 and 61:5-6 only to be experienced in the Millennial 
Kingdom? Only if you are a dispensationalist who does not have any sense of realized 
eschatology where elements of the World to Come are not at least be captured in the present 
age. 

What Paul actually says in v. 5, hōs nun apekaluphthē or “as it has now been revealed,” 
leads many others to conclude that the gospel and mystery which Paul proclaims indeed was 
promised beforehand by the Prophets of the Tanach (Romans 1:2; 3:21; Galatians 3:8).20 
IVPBBC reflects the view, “The Bible had already taught that God would seek out non-Jews to 
join his people…King David and others had welcomed non-Jews into the fellowship of 
God…[T]he coming of Christ had made it clear to his apostles and prophets that by faith in 
Christ everyone could now approach God on the same terms.”21 From this perspective, “the 
mystery of Messiah” is the part of God’s plan whereby all can be equals in Yeshua—
something not explicitly stated in the Tanach—yet understandably true as “both Jews and 
Greeks are all under sin” (Romans 3:9) and both must turn to Yeshua as the common hope of 
their salvation. At the same time, “the mystery of Messiah” is something that does first 
appear in the Tanach but has moved forward with the trajectory of salvation history. 

The reason various interpreters must insist that “the mystery of Messiah” was totally 
hidden, and was not present in any form in the Tanach, is so they can maintain a radical 
separation between Israel and “the Church.” They refuse to see the ekklēsia as actually being 
the qahal Yisrael22 set-apart by God from Mount Sinai, coming to its empowered fullness in 
Yeshua. Explaining this view, Lincoln comments, “It must be remembered from the 
discussion of 2:11-22 that for Ephesians there is a striking element of discontinuity between 
the Church and Israel, whereby the Church is a new creation which transcends the 
categories of Jew and Gentile.”23 Yet in our previous examination of Ephesians 2:11-22 we 
see that non-Jewish Believers are a part of Israel by being brought near (2:11-13), they are a 
part of God’s household of Israel (2:19), and they are to function as though they are the 
Temple (2:21-22). These are all concepts rooted within the Tanach. 

 
19 Hoehner, in BKCNT, 629. 
20 Cf. O’Brien, pp 231-232. 
21 Keener, IVPBBC, pp 544-545. 
22 In the Septuagint rendering of Deuteronomy 31:30, qahal Yisrael was translated as ekklēsias Israēl. 
23 Lincoln, 177. 
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We can rejoice in knowing that there are indeed Christian theologians who recognize 
“the mystery of Messiah” as being something not entirely hidden from the generations prior 
to Paul, but fully revealed at the time of Paul—“as it is now…” Walter C. Kaiser is absolutely 
right to emphasize, Paul’s “point was that it had not been [revealed] to the degree that it was 
now being announced to that day and generation. This mystery had its roots that went all 
the way back to the Old Testament promise-plan of God, but there were also aspects of this 
mystery that were brand-new as well.”24 He goes on to reference various passages in Acts 
where Paul affirms that his essential ministry to the nations was “nothing beyond what the 
prophets and Moses said would happen” (Acts 26:22b, NIV; cf. 24:14-15). While the mystery 
was first seen in the Tanach, certain aspects of it were no doubt now to be revealed with the 
arrival of Yeshua the Messiah on the scene. 

Considering the Tanach expectations still does not stop some from arguing that “the 
mystery of Messiah” was totally hidden until Paul’s generation. They are forced to turn to 
the paralleling remark in Colossians 1:26, about “the mystery which has been hidden from 
the past ages and generations, but has now been manifested to His saints.” But Paul is not in 
contradiction with himself, having stated before composing either Ephesians or Colossians 
that the mystery was manifested “by the Scriptures of the prophets”25 (Romans 16:26). 
Appearing in both Colossians 1:26 and Romans 16:26, Thayer notes that the verb phaneroō is 
used “to bring to light or make manifest, by the advent, life, death, resurrection, of Jesus 
Christ.”26 This is why Maxie D. Dunnam asserts, “Paul is talking here about one significant 
phase of God’s secret, which is Christ in whom all things are to be united.”27 So what we see 
is that while the promises had been present in the Tanach, the mystery is that the Means 
of enacting them—Yeshua the Messiah—had not been. 

O’Brien concurs, “The manner in which that purpose would come to fruition—by 
incorporation of both Jews and Gentiles into the body of Christ—was not made known. This 
had remained a mystery until the time of its fulfillment, and Paul, as the apostle to the 
Gentiles and first steward of this mystery, has the privilege of unfolding its wonder to his 
readers.”28 We surely cannot expect God to reveal His entire battle plan in the Tanach 
Scriptures, lest the Adversary be able to counter everything that our Heavenly Father 
foretells through His Prophets. 

R.P. Martin’s view of “the mystery of Messiah” is that it involves “the divinely revealed 
truth which relates to the inclusion of the Gentiles in a church wherein all barriers of race 
are broken down.”29 Perhaps the equal inclusion of the nations within the ekklēsia (of Israel, 

 
24 Kaiser, The Promise-Plan of God, pp 295-296. 
25 Grk. dia te graphōn prophētikōn. 
26 Joseph H. Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

2003), 648. 
27 Dunnam, 178. 
28 O’Brien, 232. 
29 Martin, in NBCR, 1113. 



EPHESIANS 3 

- 135 - 

of course)—as opposed to just being an accessory—was a trajectory envisioned by the 
Tanach, but it would have taken an event like the death and resurrection of Yeshua for such 
an equality to really come to the forefront. We certainly do see glimpses of Israel and the 
nations being one in the Tanach, with Israel required to serve the nations as God’s priests 
(Exodus 19:5-6), but it was not something to be fully realized until Yeshua came on the 
scene. So as Paul has previously stated, the nations are to no longer be regarded as strangers 
(2:12). 

When writing the Colossians, Paul indicates that the mystery is simply Messiah 
Yeshua, speaking of “the knowledge of God's mystery, of Christ” (Colossians 2:2, RSV). This 
is why Foulkes makes the appropriate conclusion, “It therefore seems unnecessary to regard 
the meaning of the mystery in Ephesians and Colossians as being contradictory. It seems 
easier to say that Paul thought of the mystery as the great purpose of God in Christ.”30 And 
the result of this mystery is that non-Jewish Believers are to be considered the equals of the 
Jewish Believers, spelled out by Paul in specific terms in v. 6: “for the nations to be joint-heirs, 
and a joint-body and joint-sharers of His promise in Christ through the gospel” (LITV). 

3:6 Because of the good news of salvation, the nations are to be sugklēronoma kai 
sussōma kai summetocha. Here we see three terms that begin with the prefix sun-, generally 
meaning “with.” Sometimes sun- can be used in Greek as “two together or by twos… like Lat. 
bini, terni, etc.” (LS).31 The Williams New Testament renders this as “the heathen through 
union with Christ Jesus are fellow-heirs with the Jews, are members with them of the same 
body, and sharers with them of the promise through the good news.” Here, we see a 
complete equalization of status for both non-Jewish and Jewish Believers—one which had 
not necessarily been available for the foreigner or stranger who was welcome into Israel, a 
foreigner or stranger who was still to some degree treated as alien, at least from a social 
standpoint. 

The mystery was not about non-Jewish people being made a part of Israel, as that had 
always been a feature of the Tanach and was certainly an expectation held by the First 
Century Synagogue.32 The mystery was that they were a part of the Body of Messiah—
something new in that it went beyond mere national identification. While the original 
promise to Abraham was “in you all the families of the earth will be blessed” (Genesis 12:3; 
cf. Galatians 3:8), the mystery of the Messiah coming and making all equal in Him 
regardless of ethnicity was certainly something radical for Paul to say. It was not 
inconsistent with the prophetic expectations of the Tanach, but was undoubtedly an 
unforeseen trajectory for many. Witherington makes the important point, “Syssōma is not 
found elsewhere in Greek literature and seems to have been coined by Paul himself.”33 If this 
is indeed true, then the significance of the mystery of Messiah is only heightened with Paul 

 
30 Foulkes, 93. 
31 LS, pp 765, 766. 
32 Cf. Genesis 12:3; 2 Samuel 7:19; Psalm 2:8; Isaiah 42:6; 49:6; Amos 9:11-12. 
33 Witherington, 266. 



EPHESIANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 136 - 

having to invent new words to describe what Yeshua has brought! Messianic Believers 
cannot be in complete disagreement with the dispensationalists, as Hoehner is right to say, 

“Thus the mystery is not something mysterious, but is a sacred secret hidden in Ages 
past but now revealed. This is made possible through the gospel: believing Jews and 
Gentiles are in one body. The mystery is not that Gentiles would be saved, for the Old 
Testament gave evidence of that, but rather that believing Jews and Gentiles are joined 
together. That was a revolutionary concept for Jews and Gentiles alike!”34 

Paul has already detailed in Romans that the nations would be blessed by God via the 
gospel, justifying this with a large litany of Tanach quotations: 

“[A]nd for the [nations] to glorify God for His mercy; as it is written, ‘THEREFORE I WILL 
GIVE PRAISE TO YOU AMONG THE [NATIONS], AND I WILL SING TO YOUR NAME’ [2 Samuel 22:50; 
Psalm 18:49]. Again he says, ‘REJOICE, O [NATIONS], WITH HIS PEOPLE’ [Deuteronomy 32:43]. 
And again, ‘PRAISE THE LORD ALL YOU [NATIONS], AND LET ALL THE PEOPLES PRAISE HIM’ [Psalm 
117:1]. Again Isaiah says, ‘THERE SHALL COME THE ROOT OF JESSE, AND HE WHO ARISES TO RULE 
OVER THE [NATIONS], IN HIM SHALL THE [NATIONS] HOPE’ [Isaiah 11:10]” (Romans 15:9-12).35 

That the nations could become a part of Israel is something seen in the Tanach. That 
the nations would be the equals of their fellow Jewish Believers in the Messiah was 
something largely unexpected and unanticipated. The classic situation of the Jewish 
proselyte is seen in the Mishnah, who while undergoing circumcision and pledging himself 
to the God of Israel, “when he prays in the synagogue, he says, ‘God of your fathers’” 
(m.Bikkurim 1:4).36 In direct contrast to this, Paul asserts “our fathers were all under the 
cloud and all passed through the sea” (1 Corinthians 10:1). The mystery of all Believers being 
equal in Messiah is something that is in full alignment with God’s original calling of Israel, 
but does include some elements that were only to be fully manifest after the Messiah’s 
ministry on Earth. 

With the advent of the Messianic movement in the past thirty to forty years (1960s-
present), many Messianic Jews today are willing to concede that non-Jewish Believers have 
a faith connected to Israel. This is a step forward to the type of unity Paul envisions in Ephesians. 
However, many Messianic Jews are not willing to accede such non-Jewish Believers an equal 
status and responsibility within the Commonwealth of Israel. Is this in alignment with 
Paul’s words of how the nations are to be sugklēronoma kai sussōma kai summetocha? With the 
Messianic movement preparing to enter into a new chapter of its spiritual and theological 
development in the 2010s-2020s, significant changes are in store as Ephesians (and perhaps 
even the Pauline corpus as a whole) is no longer treated as a forgotten text of Scripture. 

Yet in today’s Messianic movement, when many non-Jewish Believers have made a 
point to claim an equal status within an enlarged community of Israel along with Jewish 
Believers, can come some severe hostility on the part of Jewish Believers. There are many 

 
34 Hoehner, in BKCNT, 629. 
35 Cf. Aland, GNT, 560. 
36 Margaret Wenig Rubenstein and David Weiner, trans., in Neusner, Mishnah, 167. 
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reasons as to why this can be the case, some of them being legitimate. High among the list of 
reasons is non-Jewish Believers in the Messianic community expressing little or no regard 
for mainline Jewish traditions, or in some way belittling the historic Jewish people with no 
degree of honor expressed toward them, as though they actually have nothing legitimate to 
contribute the restoration of Israel’s Kingdom. This is often manifest in various sectors of 
the Two-House sub-movement, who while trying to bring a message some kind of “unity” 
regarding a larger restoration of Israel, more disunity tends to be caused by deriding our 
shared theological and spiritual heritage in the Jewish Synagogue and Christian Church.37 

A fair-minded way of applying v. 6 can often elude today’s Messianic Believers, and we 
all need to learn to constructively approach various issues when they are presented. 

3:7 The Apostle Paul was designated by the Lord Himself to declare this mystery in his 
day. He writes, “By God's grace and mighty power, I have been given the privilege of serving 
him by spreading this Good News” (NLT). We are reminded once again that God’s servants 
are always to be Divinely empowered by Him. This is similar to how Bezalel was filled “with 
the Spirit of God in wisdom, in understanding, in knowledge, and in all kinds of 
craftsmanship” (Exodus 31:3), and with Samson, “the Spirit of the LORD came upon him 
mightily so that the ropes that were on his arms were as flax that is burned with fire, and his 
bonds dropped from his hands” (Judges 15:14). The Apostle Paul was a man who had great 
wisdom, knowledge, and skill—and also had to have some physical constitution to handle 
many of the hardships he endured. In wishing to emulate Paul today, we each need to pray 
for similar wisdom to be granted to us, and bodies that can put up with the inevitable stress 
that a life of faith entails. 
 

 
8 To me, the very least of all saints, this grace was given, to preach to the Gentiles 
the unfathomable riches of Messiah, 9 and to bring to light what is the 
administration of the mystery which for ages has been hidden in God who created 
all things; 10 so that the manifold wisdom of God might now be made known 
through the [assembly] to the rulers and the authorities in the heavenly places. 
 
3:8 As important as Paul’s mission among the nations is, he still identifies himself as 

“the very least of all the saints,” an affirmation of Paul’s previous life of having persecuted 
Jewish Believers (1 Corinthians 15:8; 1 Timothy 1:13, 15). He may be saying this to indicate 
that if the Lord can redeem the murderer Paul from the sins he committed in ignorance 
against the ekklēsia, then certainly He can redeem pagans who may have committed far less 
or worse sins. Paul’s commission from the Lord was for him to go “among the nations to 
proclaim good news—the untraceable riches of the Christ” (YLT). Anexichniastos, “not to be 

 
37 Many of the issues surrounding this are planned to be addressed in the author’s forthcoming book, Israel 

in Future Prophecy: Is There a Larger Restoration of the Kingdom to Israel? 
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