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The Word of the Lord from Ephesians 3: 

 
8To 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, 9and to bring to light for everyone what is the plan 
of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things…. 

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 
 

I. Story and Study 

I’d like to offer a story and a study result before moving into our epistle for this night. 

 

Most days, I wear a clerical collar when I’m on the clock as a pastor. It’s not, as some 
have insinuated, that I think it gives me a holier-than-thou appearance or special powers; believe 

me, there’s nothing special about black polyester and a plastic neckband in Boise in August. Nor 
do I wear a collar to make people wonder why a priest is wearing a wedding ring, or because I’m 

trying to disguise myself as a giant Oreo cookie. The reason that I wear a clerical collar is so that 
people know who I am. When I’m walking through hospital corridors, I don’t appear to be a 

hospital administrator or pharmaceutical consultant. I appear to be a pastor, which has led some 

perfect strangers to dart out of rooms and ask me for counsel and prayer.  
 

So that’s why I wear a collar: it identifies the office I hold. A lot of times, it would be 
easier to go undercover, but the shirt tells people who I am. 

 

At least, it usually does; but this is changing. A while back, I stopped at a sub shop for a 
quick bite to eat. The worker who took my order kept staring at me; and finally, unable to 

contain himself anymore, he asked the question that still echoes in my memory: 
 

“Dude, what’s with the shirt?” 

 
He simply had no idea. I figured that it was still a pretty universal symbol—at least since 

TV shows always portray bumbling clergy in clericals. Then again, the popular dress for pastors 
these days while preaching appears to be Hawaiian shirts, as if worship of the one true God is no 

big thing. But for whatever reason, the guy at the sub shop had no idea.  
 

I don’t tell this story to make fun of him. Rather, it’s a reminder to us all: we’re moving 

into an age where Christianity is not a dominant influence in our nation. You can tell that from 
entertainment, curriculum, legislation and more. Where many people once had a general idea of 

what Christianity was about, that simply isn’t the case anymore.  
 

This is true even within Christianity. As an example, I want to mention the conclusion of 

a study I recently perused, a book entitled Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
American Teenagers. Two researchers from the University of North Carolina criss-crossed the 

nation, interviewing teens from Christian and non-Christian congregations. After extensive 
interviews and surveys, they wrote this about Christian teenagers in America: 

 



“The language, and therefore experience, of Trinity, holiness, sin, grace, justification, 

sanctification, church, Eucharist, and heaven and hell appear, among most Christian 
teenagers in the United States at the very least, to be supplanted by the language of 

happiness, niceness, and an earned heavenly reward.”   
 

Please note that: across America, teenagers who attend Christian churches have only a 

vague knowledge of the Trinity, sin, grace, justification, etc. Instead, they perceive Christianity to 
be about being happy, being nice and earning a heavenly reward. Given that shocking discovery, 

the researchers’ alarming conclusion is hardly surprising—but still distressing: 
 

“It is not so much that U.S. Christianity is being secularized. Rather more subtly, 
Christianity is either degenerating into a pathetic version of itself or, more significantly, 

Christianity is actively being colonized and displaced by a quite different religious faith.”∗ 

 

If you don’t know about the Trinity, sin and grace, Jesus and justification, then you’re 
not a Christian. No matter what the sign says outside, a church that fails to teach these doctrines 

is no longer a Christian church, but a “quite different religious faith.” 
 

So why do I mention the guy at the sub shop and this university study? Because in our 

epistle for this Epiphany service, St. Paul speaks of “the mystery of Christ;” and especially in our 
text, he is speaking of the wonderful truth that Jesus is the Savior of Gentiles as well as Jews. 

Christ is the Savior of all. This mystery, says Paul, was hidden with God from eternity; but now it 
has been given to the Church to proclaim. 

 

When I read through this text in preparation to preach it, I’ll admit I was stumped for a 
while as to what I should say. There isn’t much mystery here for you and me. You’ve heard many 

times before that Jesus is both God and man, conceived by the Holy Ghost and born of the Virgin 
Mary. You’ve heard that He has died on the cross to take away your sins. You know that He’s 

present in His Word and Sacraments to give you grace; and you certainly know that He’s the 
Savior of all, both Jews and Gentiles. What was so mysterious when Paul wrote to the Ephesians, 

isn’t so much of a mystery now.  

 
At least, not to us. But to the world out there—not “way out there” across the sea, but 

just outside the door, this is a mystery. According to the study that I cited before, it’s a 
apparently a mystery for many churches with the name “Christian” on the door. As Christianity’s 

influence on our land continues to fade, what we teach is more of an unknown and a mystery to 

those who live around us. In fact, while the world has changed in so many ways since the time of 
the apostles, the beliefs that control American culture are perhaps—more than ever before—like 

the beliefs that controlled the cultures in which the first Christians lived. 
 

This presents to us a concern and an opportunity. 

 
II. Concern and Opportunity 

The concern is persecution. The ancient Roman Empire, which gloried in paganism and 
immorality, didn’t care much for Christians who spoke of repentance, forgiveness and salvation in 

Jesus Christ. In one form or another, sometimes subtly and sometimes violently, Christians were 
persecuted for no good reason—but simply for being Christians. I’ve mentioned before that, in 

our nation, some have voiced the opinion that Christians should be disqualified from holding 

elected office because of their religious beliefs; and one prominent scientist suggested that it 

                                                
∗ (Smith, Christian with Melinda Lundquist Denton. Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual 
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might be good for children to be removed from Christian homes, since teaching them the faith 

is—in his opinion—brainwashing and a form of child abuse. Are these voices on the fringe? Sure, 
and I don’t expect to be hauled away anytime soon. Yet these voices are given prominent places 

to speak these days, even as Christians are vilified for seeking to preserve things like marriage 
and unborn life. A scholar whom I respect recently observed:  

 

“I suspect a lot of conservative Christians do not realize how much some people hate us. 
We are the ‘other’ for a lot of people. We make them feel revulsion, fear, and hatred. We 

make them feel paranoid. They construct conspiracy theories about how we are taking 
over the world.  

 
“We Christians have been used to being in charge, culturally, and we think our niceness 

is enough to make people like us. Times and the culture have changed. There may come 

a day when Christians will be the new oppressed minority group, like American blacks 
were in the 1950s or like European Jews were in the 1930s. Are we ready for that?”** 

 
We entrust ourselves to the mercies of God; but it would be foolish for us to deny that 

we could face growing persecution in one form or another. That’s a matter of concern. That is 

reason enough to immerse ourselves in Scripture as much as possible, so that we might be 
strengthened by the Holy Spirit for whatever lies ahead. 

 
On the other hand, consider the opportunity: the mystery of Christ is a mystery to the 

world right around us, but it is a mystery that has been given to us to reveal. We have the God-
given privilege of blowing the lid off of His plan for salvation. Just look at the riches contained in 

our epistle for this night. We get to proclaim that sin is forgiven and guilt removed: in a world 

which can only say that you need to get past your guilt or find a way to make your sin into a 
virtue, we get to tell troubled consciences that Christ has died for them.  

 
To a world that often casts about to find God and ends up creating all sorts of false 

religions and useless spirituality, we get to proclaim exactly who the one true God is. We get to 

tell them about the Trinity, that the one God is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. We get to tell them 
that the Son of God became fully human to be their Savior. We get to point them to the Word—

the Word which specifically tells them who God is, what He commands and what He has done to 
save us in Christ.  

 

To a world where many sense an afterlife and wonder if they’re “good enough” for 
heaven, we get to proclaim that Christ has lived, died and risen again to give them heaven as a 

gift, by His grace.  
 

To a world in which many offer prayers and seek answers from God, we get to proclaim 
that all who believe in Christ may pray to God with boldness and confidence, for they have 

access to the Father through the Son. 

 
In the words of our text, to all in darkness we get to bring to light for everyone what is 

the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God. That’s the task that the Lord has given to His 
Church. In fact, Paul writes in our text that even the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places 

hear this mystery revealed by the Church! That’s what we are to be about. 

 
Therefore, watch out for the temptations that the devil throws your way. Where you are 

tempted to abandon this Gospel because of fear of persecution (or fear of dwindling numbers), 
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repent of that fear. You are the Lord’s, redeemed by Christ Jesus. The unbelieving world doesn’t 

have much use for the Gospel: there’s a reason why Jesus said,  
 

"Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven. Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds 

of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in 

heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matthew 5:10-12).  
 

Persecution, in whatever form, is the devil’s design to get you to abandon the blessings.  
 

But you are blessed in Christ Jesus. Forgiveness and heaven are yours. 
 

Where you are tempted to change the message for something that seems more 

appealing to ears, repent. Where you are tempted to regard Christian doctrine as mundane, or 
subjects like the Trinity to be boring, repent. The problem here is not with God’s Word, but with 

you. The quote from the study that I read before haunts me for a very simple reason: it said that 
for many, Christianity is perceived to be about happiness and niceness. But happy, nice people 

go to hell if they are not forgiven. As the Lord’s Church, we have the joy of proclaiming the one 

hope for eternal life, Jesus Christ. We do not stray from this message, because salvation is found 
in Christ alone. 

 
Epiphany is the season in which we rejoice that Jesus is made manifest. God’s plan for 

salvation is made known in Christ. The mystery is revealed. We give great thanks that God has 
made His Gospel known to the world. Furthermore, we humbly give thanks that God uses His 

Church to make the mystery known. God grant that we might always rejoice to reveal the 

mystery to all who will hear, that they might rejoice to hear the news, “You are forgiven for all of 
your sins.” 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 


