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 Happy New Year!  We are gathered together on the first Sunday of a new 

year---2007.  Our prayer is that this will be a year of GodÕs grace and peace and 

that the ÒmysteryÓ Paul refers to will be beheld by many others. 

 This Sunday is also Epiphany Sunday.  In many churches especially the 

Orthodox Churches yesterday and today are the main celebration of the birth of 

Christ.  In such traditions, December 25th marks the beginning of a 12 day 

celebration that ends on Epiphany which was yesterday, January 6th.  On that 

day we remember the journey of the Magi to Bethlehem to present their gifts to 

Jesus. 

 We do not know who the Magi were but many believe they were 

astrologers from Persia, east of Judea.  The assumption was that they were not 

Jewish but had an interest in the Jewish faith, perhaps all faiths.  They sought the 

ÒmysteryÓ of God and discovered that that mystery was being revealed in their 

own age through a person born in Bethlehem.  They set out on a journey to 

present gifts to the one who would further enlighten people about the mystery we 

call God---others call by different names.   

 The journey of the Magi is not unlike the journey we all make in the life of 

faith.  We seek more than knowledge although we should never underestimate 

the desire to understand the nature of God.  We seek more than homage 

although we should never underestimate the desire to express our love to God.  

We ultimately seek a relationship with GodÑ to know God and be known by God.  
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This is the goal of all religionsÑ ancient and modern, expressed in many different 

forms and ways.  Although there are important and distinguishable differences 

between the great religions the motivating force behind religion itself is to know 

God and be known by God. 

 

 

-1- 

 So it is we turn to one of the texts for Epiphany, Ephesians 3: 1-12.  Ralph 

Martin writes in the Interpretation Commentary on Ephesians, ÒNo part of the 

New Testament has a more contemporary relevance than the letter to 

Ephesians.  Its importance as GodÕs message to the modern church has been 

recognized in a variety of ways.Ó1 Dr. Martin relates that the teaching of the 

universal role of Christ in creation and redemption emphasizes the ecumenism of 

the church and world.  The author of the letter, Martin writes is also aware of the 

evil that plagues the church and world---thus he is a realist.  The liturgical 

overtones in the letter reveal that hymn, creed, and prayer were built into the 

letter giving us a glimpse of the early church.  Finally Martin writes, that the letter 

reminds us that ministry of Paul continued after his death in the hands of his 

faithful disciples.2 

 Martin concludes by writing, ÒGiven these two presuppositions it is not 

difficult to see some direct relevance to the Christian pulpit in our day. Racial 

tensions still lie unresolved in local neighborhoods as well as on a giant scale in 

                                                
1 Martin, Ralph, Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon, Interpretation Series, (John Knox Press,1991), p.1. 
2 Ibid., p.1-2. 
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South Africa.  Human beings are still menaced by fear of the unknown and 

uncertain future, and they find solace in the face of lifeÕs problems and the threat 

of death, in the occult and superstition.Ó 3 

 Today I am sure, Dr. Martin would rejoice at the solution of racism that 

took root and grew in South Africa since the publication of this commentary in 

1991. He would say, I am sure, that this is ongoing evidence of exactly what 

Ephesians is addressing.  He might also today add that the growing religious 

intolerance and tension between Christian, Jew, and Muslim is evidence that 

there is a lot of work still to be done. 

-2- 

 Now let us turn our attention to the third chapter.   Paul is in jail.  

Interesting, donÕt you think?  When I read this I remembered an incident that 

occurred at Texas Christian University before I began graduate studies.  The 

Campus ministry of TCU was an ecumenical ministry made up of many Christian 

faiths.  They wanted to bring David, husband of Joan Bias to the campus to 

speak.  Joan Bias was a well known folk singer of the time.  David had refused 

induction into the army for religious reasons and because of his opposition to the 

Vietnam War.  He had chosen not to go into hiding or flee to Canada but to stand 

and take the punishment.  He served five-years in a federal prison and was 

released.  The University overruled the campus ministry plans denying 

permission for David to speak.  The official reason was that David had been in 

jail and this was a poor witness to the students of TCU.  A Brite Divinity School 

editorial (Brite is the seminary that is partnered with TCU) wondered if the 
                                                
3 Martin, Ralph, Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon, Interpretation Series, p. 2. 
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Apostle Paul could come and speak at Texas Christian University because he 

too had spent a lot of time in prison.  I always remember this when I hear people 

unwilling to give those who have served time in prison second or third chances.  I 

remember this when I watch our society become more paranoid and prejudiced 

toward those who have been in prison.  I wonder, would we welcome Paul, Peter, 

and others in our churches to speak today because after all they spent a lot of 

time in prison and were unreformed when they got out---they still preached what 

they had at the beginning.  I wonder!!! 

-3- 

 The letter affirms something that still is revolutionary in our day.  The letter 

affirms that through Paul and others, God has broken the artificial religious 

barriers that had been erected by others.  The Gentiles---the outsiders---have 

now been taken into GodÕs plan and have received the grace of God.   

 Once again when I read this I become very nervous about similar barriers 

we erect today either against people who we feel should not be in church or 

against people of other religious faiths.  We forget that God has a habit of 

ignoring the boundaries and doing what God wills when God wills.  This is a 

theme picked up by Matthew in the story of the Magi.  What a slap in the face the 

Magi were to all those who believed that they had the inside track on faith and 

values. 

 So Paul writes, “The mystery is that people who have never heard of 

God and those who have heard of him all their lives (what I’ve been calling 

outsiders and insiders) stand on the same ground before God.  They get 
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the same offer, same help, and same promises in Christ Jesus.  The 

Message is accessible and welcoming to everyone, across the board.”4 

 Paul continues by stating that his lifeÕs work---his missionÑ was to help 

people understand and respond to this message---this Ògood newsÓ.  Paul writes,  

 “And so here I am, preaching and writing about things that are way 

over my head, the inexhaustible riches and generosity of Christ.  My task is 

to bring out in the open and make plain what God, who created all this in 

the first place, has been doing in secret (mystery) and behind the scenes 

all along.  Through followers of Jesus like yourselves gathered in 

churches, this extraordinary plan of God is becoming known and talked 

about even among the angels.”5 

 Let us pause there for a moment.  Here is the mission of the church today 

and in all times.  We are to make known the extraordinary mystery of God 

expressed through Jesus and the church that GodÕs love knows no boundaries 

and welcomes all.   

 As I look around I continue to see barriers to such a message both inside 

and outside the church.  We begin a new year with news of more war, violence, 

intolerance, and selfishness.  There is still a lot of work to do.  This is no time to 

be in a survival mode trying to just get by, make the budget, and do what we 

have time to do in our busy world.  Looking around there is a lot to be done and 

now is the timeÑ for us at least---it is the time we have been granted.   

-4- 

                                                
4 The Message, Eugene Peterson, Ephesians 3: 4-6, found at http://www.biblegateway.com.  
5 The Message, Eugene Peterson, Ephesians 3:8-10, http://wwwbiblegateway.com.  
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 Yet, one reaction we might have as we look at the great task and needs 

around us to become discouraged.  That discouragement can become an 

infection that infects all.  It can rob us of vitality and become its own self fulfilling 

prophecy.  If we believe we cannot do a thing we often prove ourselves correct. 

 When Ralph Martin wrote his commentary on Ephesians that was 

published in 1991 who would have ever believed that South Africa would 

overcome the racial hatred and apartheid so quickly?  Today when we look at our 

problems it may be just as hard to think of how we can get beyond this time?  But 

God can---that is the good news. 

 So Paul concludes, “All this is proceeding along lines planned all 

along by God and then executed by Christ Jesus.  When we trust him, 

we’re free to say whatever needs to be said, bold to go wherever we need 

to go.  So don’t let my present trouble on your behalf get you down.  Be 

proud!”6  

-5- 

 What I want to focus on today is this: encouragement can change our 

attitude and infect our ministries with new vitality.  Paul was always a voice of 

encouragement and the author of Ephesians draws on that memory to 

encourage the churches of his time.  If Paul could be encouraging in the reality of 

jail and death so can we be encouraging in our present situations. 

                                                
6 The Message, Eugene Peterson, Ephesians 3:11-13.  http://www.biblegateway.com.  
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 Joseph Falkner wrote a story that appeared in Chicken Soup for the 

Christian Soul7 where he remembered one of his teachers, Miss Evridge.  He 

writes that he was very scared when he moved up into Junior High School. One 

of the horror stories he heard about was Miss Evridge.  The others, he says, 

were pretty much true but not the one about Miss Evridge.  ÒShe caresÓ, he 

writes.   

 ÒPerhaps it was our common faith (she was a Christian) that bonded our 

relationship.  Miss Evridge loved all her students but I sensed that she took a 

special interest in me.  No one had ever shown any interest in the chubby kid 

who was too shy to say much, but Miss Evridge did.”8  It was her encouragement 

that convinced Joseph Falkner to go into the ministry.  Falkner concludes,  

 “I’d like to see her again before Heaven.  I just want her to know that those 

years she spent as a junior high school teacher were not spent in vain.  She 

touched my life and molded me to be more useful for God’s kingdom.  So, with all 

my heart I have to say, ‘Thank you, Miss Evridge, wherever you are.”   

 Encouragement can change a life.  Amen. 

                                                
7 Canfield, Jack; Hansen, Mark Victor; Aubrey, Patty; and Mitchell, Nancy, Chicken Soup for the Christian 
Soul (Health Communications Inc, 1997), “Thank you, Miss Evridge” by Joseph Falkner, pp 189-193. 
8 Ibid., p. 191. 


