The Plan of the Mystery
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; to be specific, that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel, (﻿3:5–6﻿)

In ﻿verse 5﻿ Paul defines the general meaning of mystery as it is used in the New Testament, and in verse 6 he identifies the particular mystery he is explaining to the Ephesians,

The antecedent of which is “﻿the mystery of Christ,﻿” about which the apostle had been given special revelation and insight (vv. ﻿3–4﻿). 
1. In other generations this mystery was not made known to the sons of men. Sons of men refers to mankind in general, not just to God’s chosen people, Israel. 
a. Before the church age no person, not even the greatest of God’s prophets, had anything but a glimpse of the truth that Paul now discloses. 
b. The Old Testament teachings that relate to this mystery can only be understood clearly in light of New Testament revelation. We know the meaning of many Old Testament passages only because they are explained in the New (﻿cf.﻿ ﻿Heb. 11:39–40﻿; ﻿1 Pet. 1:10–12﻿).

c. No one knew the full meaning of God’s promise to Abraham that “﻿in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed﻿” (﻿Gen. 12:3﻿) until Paul wrote, “﻿And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘﻿All the nations shall be blessed in you.﻿’ ﻿” (﻿Gal. 3:8﻿). 
d. No one knew the full meaning of Isaiah’s prediction, “﻿I will also make You a light of the nations so that My salvation may reach to the end of the earth﻿” (﻿Isa. 49:6﻿), until it was explained by Paul to mean the offering of the gospel of Jesus Christ (the Messiah) to the Gentiles as well as the Jews (﻿Acts 13:46–47﻿).
e. Old Testament saints had no vision of the church, the assembling together of all the saved into one united Body, in which there were absolutely no racial distinctions. The clues they had in the Old Testament were a mystery to them because too much information was lacking. 
f. That is why Jews in the early church—even the apostle Peter (see ﻿Acts 10﻿)—had such a difficult time accepting Gentile believers as being completely on the same spiritual level as Jews. 
g. And that is why Paul was concerned in this letter to the Ephesians to state and restate, to explain and explain again, that great truth.

2. That truth has now been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in the Spirit. 
a. The Greek behind has … been revealed is in the aorist tense, which refers to specific acts or events. Coupled with now, it here indicates the present immediacy of the revelation, which was given exclusively to New Testament holy apostles and prophets, and not to any other persons before or after them. 
b. These men were the instruments of writing Scripture, and ﻿1 John 1:1–3﻿ describes their unique function. The last time they met was at the Jerusalem Council, and the man who officiated there (James, the half brother of Jesus; see ﻿Acts 15:13﻿) was not an apostle. They were soon scattered and died, but not before the revelation was complete. They are referred to in ﻿Ephesians 2:20﻿ and ﻿4:11﻿, but only here are they called holy, to affirm that they were fit for such revelation and were authentic.
c. Some have noted that the personal pronoun (autou, His) is linked with apostles and that there is no such pronoun with prophets. This would be an emphasis on both the primacy and chronological priority of the apostles over the prophets who followed them. The distinction will be treated in connection with the discussion of ﻿4:11﻿.
d. The Spirit is the divine agency of God’s revelation through these men. “﻿Know this first of all,﻿” Peter explains, “﻿that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God﻿” (﻿2 Pet. 1:20–21﻿). This was the fulfillment of our Lord’s promise in ﻿John 14:25–26﻿ and ﻿15:26–27﻿.

3. To be specific, Paul goes on to say, the mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.

a. As mentioned before, it is difficult for us to realize how incredibly revolutionary that truth was to Jews of Paul’s day. 
b. In spite of the fact that the Old Testament teaches that Gentiles will be blessed by God (﻿Gen. 12:3﻿; ﻿22:18﻿; ﻿26:4﻿; ﻿28:14﻿), that Gentiles will bless God (﻿Psalm 72﻿), that the Messiah will come to Gentiles (﻿Isa. 11:10﻿; ﻿49:6﻿; ﻿54:1–3﻿; ﻿60:1–3﻿), that they will be saved by the Messiah (﻿Hos. 1:10﻿; ﻿Amos 9:11﻿ff.), and that they will receive the Holy Spirit (﻿Joel 2:28–29﻿), the idea of including Gentiles in one body with Jews was the spiritual equivalent of saying that lepers were no longer to be isolated, that they were now perfectly free to intermingle and associate with everyone else as normal members of society. 
c. In the minds of most Jews, their spiritual separation from Gentiles was so absolute and so right that the thought of total equality before God was inconceivable and little short of blasphemy.
d. Yet Paul declares that, first of all, the Gentiles are fellow heirs. Those who once were “﻿excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise﻿” (﻿2:12﻿) now have exactly the same legal status before God as His chosen people, the Jews. 
e. They have the same marvelous, boundless inheritance in Christ that Paul has already mentioned (﻿1:11﻿, ﻿14﻿, ﻿18﻿). Every believer is blessed “﻿with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ﻿” (﻿1:3﻿). As the apostle told the Galatians, regardless of your racial or other heritage, “﻿If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise﻿” (﻿Gal. 3:29﻿). The Gentiles are not boarders or strangers but sons (﻿cf.﻿ ﻿1:11﻿, ﻿14﻿, ﻿18﻿; ﻿2:19﻿), having the same legal status as all other believers.
f. Gentiles are also now fellow members of the body. 
i. They are now equally blessed as outsiders, as joint heirs who have the same benefits as Jews but who experience those benefits in some sort of separate but equal existence. 
ii. They are full members of the body, linked by common life with every other person in God’s holy family. 
iii. They are not second–class in–laws, begrudgingly acknowledged as distant relatives. 
iv. They are fellow members, indistinguishable in God’s eyes from any other member. Every child of God is only God’s child. Spiritually, he has no genes but divine genes. “﻿For even as the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of the body, though they are many, are one body, so also is Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit﻿” (﻿1 Cor. 12:12–13﻿).
g. In addition to having the same legal and family status, Gentiles also are fellow partakers of the promise in Christ through the gospel. 
i. That is not so much a third status as it is a summary of the other two. 
ii. All Christians, regardless of their status or position before being saved, are now fellow partakers of everything that pertains to Christ through the gospel—which is everything that pertains to Christ. 
iii. The essence of the gospel is that, through faith in Jesus Christ, believers are made everything He is and given everything He has. 
iv. The phrase “﻿the mystery of Christ﻿” (﻿v.﻿ ﻿4﻿) is also used in ﻿Col. 4:3﻿ as the very essence of Paul’s message. It carries the truth of ﻿Colossians 1:27﻿, that Christ is in believing Gentiles as well as believing Jews as “﻿the hope of glory﻿” for both. It also carries the truth of ﻿Colossians 2:2﻿, that the mystery is “﻿Christ Himself,﻿” in whom believers have everything (﻿v.﻿ ﻿3﻿). 
v. So the mystery is fully understood to be Jew and Gentile in Christ—Christ in Jew and Gentile, so that there is the intimate shared union of eternal life as they both become immersed in the Lord Jesus Christ (﻿Gal. 2:20﻿). God predestines every believer “﻿to become conformed to the image of His Son﻿” (﻿Rom. 8:29﻿). 
vi. This is in answer to the prayer of our Lord recorded in John 17: I do not ask in behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; that they may all be one; even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us; that the world may believe that Thou didst send Me. And the glory which Thou hast given Me I have given to them; that they may be one, just as We are one; I in them, and Thou in Me, that they may be perfected in unity, that the world may know that Thou didst send Me, and didst love them, even as Thou didst love Me.﻿” (vv. ﻿20–23﻿)
vii. Being in Christ through acceptance of the gospel is what creates among believers their perfect and absolutely new society. There can never be true oneness apart from that reality. And there can never be practical unity in the church until Christians realize and live by the positional unity they already have in Christ, their one Lord and Savior.
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