Resurrecting Church: The Wisdom of God

Big Idea:

The wisdom of God does not look like human wisdom

Purpose:

To encourage people live in humility and weakness, trusting in God’s victory

Passage:

Ephesians 3:1-13

Message

Let me tell you a story from the book of Judges. Judges is full of interesting stories, but
none of them really has a positive ending. In fact, the whole book itself has a very
pessimistic view of what is happening with the Israelites at that time.
During one of those times, the Israelites were
disobeying God—turning away from Him—and they
were suffering the consequences of that, so they
cried out to God for help. God chose Gideon to
rescue the Israelites from their trouble. Gideon was
a mess—his whole story was a mess, and it didn’t
end well, but there were some positive things in
the story.
The Midianites and the Amalekites, and other
peoples from the east—the enemies of Israel—
crossed over the Jordan to cause some trouble for
the people of God. There were so many of them
that it says they were “thick as locusts” and “there
camels could no more be counted than the sand of
the seashore.”
The Spirit of the Lord came on Gideon, and he
summoned the people of Israel to prepare to fight and he prayed to God. As they were
preparing for their battle, God said to Gideon, “You have too many men.”
He said, anyone who is trembling with fear may
leave, and 22,000 of the Israelite army left, and
10,000 stayed. And God said, “There are still too
many…I will thin them out for you.”
So, God had the 10,000 men go down to the
water to get a drink, and he told Gideon,
whoever laps up the water from his hand can
stay, and whoever gets down on his knees to
drink must go. So, 300 hundred men lapped it
up from their hands, and the rest had to go.

Well, you may know what happened—those
300 fighters defeated the massive army that
had come from the east.
Now I don’t know how many of you were in the
military, but it doesn’t matter, because I’m
willing to guess that you have enough wisdom
to know that when you’re facing a really big
force, you want to come at it with all you’ve
got—in fact, you want to come at them with
enough show of force that you can just
intimidate them to back down.
But God’s wisdom isn’t like our wisdom.
We have certain ideas about what a successful
path forward for us will be—the right next steps
to take that will set us up well, and that will
show that we are strong and capable. And that’s a lot of how we have to live our lives.
But sometimes God reveals something that flips things on their ends a bit. And it doesn’t
make sense within our sense of wisdom, so it requires us to reorient ourselves around
faith in God, trusting that He will be victorious.
We’re continuing on in our series Resurrecting Church through the book of Ephesians,
and we’re seeing the vision that Ephesians lays out for what God’s Church is like.
We can think of the book of Ephesians like a story. In week one of the series, John talked
about how it’s an apocalyptic narrative of God’s victory over all powers everywhere. And
we are a part of that bigger story, which is all about Jesus.
When we become a part of that story, we find ourselves “in Christ”, which becomes our
identity. There are many false identities that we can take on, but our true identity is found
in Christ where we have a hopeful calling, vast riches in God, and resurrection power.
We were dead in our sins, far away from God, associated with the evil forces of the
cosmos, but now, because of the richness of God’s grace in Christ, we have been brought
near to God and are alive in Christ. Not only that, but we’ve been united in peace to all
other followers of Jesus, no matter their background; part of the same household, the
same temple, that is the place of God’s presence, all with the same Spirit in us.
But peace isn’t easy, because we live in a divided world. The Devil wants division in the
Church—it’s his main tactic against the Church. But what unites us—the Spirit of God
through Jesus—is far greater than what divides us.
Having laid all that groundwork, Paul begins to pray in chapter 3 of Ephesians, and that’s
our passage for today. We’ll be in the first 13 verses of chapter 3, and Jessica Anders, who
is our Pastoral Resident of Prayer will be doing our public reading of Scripture today.

“For this reason, I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you
Gentiles— Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that
was given to me for you, that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation,
as I have already written briefly.
In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the
mystery of Christ, which was not made known to people in other generations
as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets.
This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with
Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in
Christ Jesus.
I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through
the working of his power. Although I am less than the least of all the Lord’s
people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the boundless
riches of Christ, and to make plain to everyone the administration of this
mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things.
His 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,
according to his eternal purpose that he accomplished in Christ Jesus our
Lord. In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and
confidence. I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged because of my
sufferings for you, which are your glory,” (Ephesians 3:1-13)
This is a really interesting passage! Paul seems to be going in one direction in verse 1, and
then interrupts himself to take us in another direction through verse 13, and then picks up
with his prayer again in verse 14.
You ever talk to a four-year-old?
This is my son Cal; he’s four. He’s a lot of fun to talk with. But
sometimes, if you’re talking to him about something, and a
thought about Super Mario Bros enters his brain, he will
instantly change the subject to Mario.
I don’t think Paul has that kind of problem. I think he’s being
intentional. This passage isn’t just some random thought that’s
entered his head—so he follows the squirrel—I think he’s
actually doing this to highlight what he’s saying because it’s
so important.
Honestly, there’s more in this passage than we can cover very well today, but if you
wanted to spend some more time on it yourself, you may want to look into some of these
phrases or features:
•
•

What does the phrase “the administration of God’s grace” mean?
What was not made known to people of another generation? Because they should
have known that Gentiles were included in God’s plan.

•
•

What does it mean when Paul says we are heirs with and sharers in the promises
with Israel?
We’re going to touch on this one a little bit, but what does it mean to have access
to God through faith in Christ?

All of that stuff is really interesting!
But the phrase that I want to hone in on today starts in verse 10. It says, “His 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, according to his eternal purpose that he
accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord,” (Ephesians 3:10-11).
God’s wisdom isn’t like our wisdom.

It’s a “manifold wisdom” – the word for manifold means many sided or many varied, which
is just a nice word picture for something that’s complex—it’s beyond us even though it’s
revealed through us. It’s not simple—there are many facets to it. Let me just tell you that
my wisdom is never going to be described that way.
God’s wisdom, as it’s described in Ephesians, is multi-faceted. He preplans things, He
predestines things, He administrates the mystery of the gospel and of His grace, He has an
eternal plan.

But—and this is highlighted in this passage—God’s wisdom is not only greater than ours,
it just doesn’t fit well with what we might think wisdom would be.
It’s demonstrated in two ways in this passage: through Paul & through the Church.
In this passage we have highlighted for us the victory of God in Christ, which is Paul’s
dominant theme in the letter and so has already been brought up in the first two chapters.
He says that all things are being summer up—being brought together in Christ because
of God’s “incomparable great power” which he demonstrated by raising Christ from the
dead and placing him above “every rule and authority, power and dominion, and every
name that is invoked”—that’s chapter one
And those who once were dead because they followed the ways of “the ruler of the
kingdom of the air” are now seated in the heavenly realms with Christ—rescued and
victorious with him above every other rule—that’s chapter two.
Now in chapter three, God is showing that victory over the “rulers and authorities in the
heavenly realms” (verse 10) by the working of His power through Paul.
So, God’s victory is pictured, but His servant, Paul, isn’t looking so victorious. Paul seems
to go out of his way to make this known to everyone.
•
•
•
•

He says that he is a prisoner
He’s a servant or slave of this gospel
He’s less than the least of all the saints
And he’s suffering on behalf of the church

If God’s wisdom were like my wisdom, the representative He would choose to share the
message of His victory would not be the least-of-all-the-saints-suffering-prisoner Paul. It
would be Rambo or Michael Jordan. It would be someone with strength and position,
power and ability; they’d have the most degrees and they would be really impressive. And
you would be impressed, and you’d want to be a part of what I do because you’d be so
impressed; you’d see my success and my wisdom, and that would be appealing to you,
and it would bolster me all the more.
In God’s wisdom, though, He doesn’t want to bolster me. He wants to bolster Jesus. He
doesn’t look for the bravest, strongest, fastest, best-est. Instead, He looks for weakness
and humility. He looks to demonstrate His power and wisdom through the weakness and
inability of those who would trust in Him.
Why? Because it shows how great He is and it teaches us to turn to Him and to trust
Him even though our circumstances are bleak, to trust that He will be victorious—that
He is the Creator, and the Provider, and the Sustainer of our lives.
This was actually His purpose in the story of Gideon. The Lord said to Gideon when his
army was gathered, “You have too many men. I cannot deliver Midian into their hands, or
Israel would boast against me, ‘My own strength has saved me,’” (Judges 7:2).
There are plenty of other stories like this as well. Think about David and Goliath. It’s David,
the shepherd of a few sheep, that defeats Goliath, the massive Philistine, because, as
David says to Goliath, “You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come
against you in the name of the Lord Almighty, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you
have defied,” (1 Samuel 17:45)
You’re using human strength and wisdom and strategy—I’m going to trust in God.
Or what about the story of Jericho. God instructs Joshua to defeat the city by marching
around it and shouting, and then eventually the walls fall down. But the Lord says to
Joshua, “See, I have delivered Jericho into your hands,” (Joshua 6:2). And you can’t
dispute it, because what you did looked foolish, and was only successful because of Me.
The story of the Church’s birth at Pentecost in Acts 1 & 2 highlights that the disciples don’t
know what to do until the Spirit comes down & indwells them.
God’s wisdom is not like our wisdom—He uses weakness and humility for victory.

And of course, that’s what He did in Jesus—it was through His death, through His
suffering, through His weakness and humility that He conquered every ruler and authority
and power! That’s what we see here in Paul. He’s the least, he’s the prisoner, and he’s
suffering. But that is who God is using to proclaim His cosmic, total victory.
So, Paul is the suffering prisoner, but he’s also the one who has been entrusted with the
revelation of the gospel. In line with what we’ve said about Ephesians having some
characteristics that are apocalyptic in nature, there’s all this language in this passage
about the revelation that Paul has received.
•

He’s been given the administration of God’s grace (v. 2)

•
•
•

It was a mystery made know to him by revelation (v. 3)
He has insight that was not made know to other generations (vv. 4-5)
Grace was given to him to preach the mystery that was hidden in God (vv. 7-9)

Paul is contrasting his circumstance as a prisoner with the enormity of what has been
entrusted to him by God—in order to give his readers confidence that this is the way that
God works. It’s okay that I’m suffering; it’s okay that I’m in prison. In fact, he says that it’s
for their glory that he’s suffering. That’s actually part of God’s plan. Because if I wasn’t—
if I was dominant in society right now—you wouldn’t believe it was God working through
me; you would just think I’m powerful myself.
At another time, God revealed to Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is
made perfect in weakness,” (2 Corinthians 12:9) Paul says that this revelation that has
been entrusted to him has been given to him in order to:
•
•

preach to the Gentiles (v. 8)
and make plain the administration of God’s mystery (v.9)

with the result that God’s manifold wisdom would be made known to the rulers and
authorities in the heavenlies (non-earthly, non-human powers) through the church!
This is the second way that we see God’s wisdom is radically different from our own in
this passage—first, through Paul himself; and, second, through the Church.

If I wanted to reveal the most wonderful and complex things about me, I would want to
use something that is the quintessential me, something that captures who I am, that
represents me well. That’s why it just blows my mind that God is revealing His multifaceted wisdom through the universal church in all times and places, through the global
church right now, and through us as a church. The Church is a display to every power in
creation that God is victorious and He is wise.
Now I don’t know how familiar you are with the Church, but I don’t think we display that
wisdom very well most of the time. Which is okay, because it actually doesn’t depend on
us. Because the display of wisdom isn’t based on who we are and how we behave or that
the rest of the world sees us a wise.
Just the opposite, in fact. It’s that God would even include us. That He would bring such a
diverse group of people together, uniting them in peace with one Spirit, and uniting them
with Himself, to show that He is the One who has done it.
It is the victory of God through Christ, and it is a reality even when we don’t act like it,
or represent it well. It is God again showing his power through weakness. We don’t
contain the wisdom, but in our weakness, we display God’s wisdom.

One scholar says of this passage, “Unfortunately, at times, the church has assumed a
triumphal posture based on a misapprehension that it possesses such power and wisdom
in itself…Acknowledging the wisdom of God in and through the church should lead the
church not to a posture of arrogance, but to one of humility," (Lynn Cohick)

God’s wisdom is not like our wisdom. He didn’t choose us because we’re great. He chose
us in our weakness, to give us “the boundless riches of Christ” (v. 8)—meditate on that
phrase for a year! He chose us to make us co-heirs, co-body members, and co-sharers in
His promises.
Now, just because God has done it, doesn’t mean we don’t change as a result of it. Paul
writes just a short bit later, “I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have
received,” (Ephesians 4:1).

He’s framing up his whole letter like that. The first three chapters are:
Look at how incredible God is in Christ!
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

He’s completely victorious
He’s given us every blessing
He’s sealed with his holy spirit
He’s given us an incredible inheritance
He’s freed us from the powers of evil
He’s put us in this family called the church
And all of it is this wonderful gift of grace

That is the reality that exists, and our response to that is to live in alignment with that
reality. That’s discipleship, that’s our formation into the image of Christ, that’s our
sanctification. The more we meditate on these truths, the more they’ll affect the way that
we live. It’s a growth process—it doesn’t always feel like progress— we don’t do it well
often—but God’s grace, mentioned so much in Ephesians, is undergirding it the entire
time. Our identity remains in Christ through that whole process. But we still have to keep
repenting and turning back to God and realigning our lives, our walk, with that
incredible reality of who we are in Christ.

So, a few thoughts on how we realign with this passage specifically. I labeled them level
101 lesson, 201 lesson, 301 lesson because I think they get progressively more difficult, but
we don’t ever master any of them and move on. We always have to revisit them.
Level 101 lesson: Approach God regularly

Paul says in this passage, “In him and through faith in him we may approach God with
freedom and confidence,” (Ephesians 3:12). The NIV smooths the language a bit here, but
there are three words in Greek that essentially mean “access”, “boldness”, and
“confidence”. It feels repetitive when you read it in Greek—it’s like okay, I get it, there is
complete access there to God the Father, through his Son and the Spirit.
Can you picture in your mind a person that you just wish you could talk to any time and
glean from them, maybe their wisdom, or their help in any circumstance? And what if that
person just loved you deeply, too? What a great feeling to have that access to someone
like that. And how much more for our loving Father who has removed every barrier for us
to come to talk, to listen, to worship, to love and be loved. You don’t ever have to
question if he’s going to reject you. When you are in Christ you can always turn to the
Father, the Source of your life.

Level 201 lesson: Love and appreciate the Church

This is a challenge. The Church isn’t perfect. We certainly aren’t perfect as a church.
Frankly, I think the American Church in particular has lots of issues. The Church is messy.
It’s messy because we’re all different. We think differently, we feel differently, we come
from different backgrounds, we have different values. But, like Herman said last week,
we can also have the perspective that we have more in common than not.
It’s messy because there are different expressions of the church. Not every church is the
same. We don’t agree with every church. They don’t agree with us. They’re wrong; we’re
right. Just as God’s wisdom is multi-faceted, so also, his Church is multi-faceted. Every
weird quirk that we have is brought together in Christ.
There is so much good that has come and is coming from the church, and there is so
much bad that has come from it. And, yet, God chose the church. Not because we we’re
perfect and have it figured out—you won’t find a church like that—but because He can
show His greatness through our weakness.
Later in Ephesians Paul will say that Christ loved the church and gave Himself for her. So
also, we need to love the church, with all of its messiness. As John said in week 1 of the
series, “There is no plan B.” The Church is it. It’s how God reveals Himself in the world. So,
we can’t be a part of what God is doing if we reject His means of doing it—through the
very imperfect Church.
And at the same time, as a church body, we want together to live worthy of the calling
we’ve received.
Level 301 lesson: Don’t get caught up in power or strength

God works through weakness and humility. He did that in Jesus to conquer all rule and
authority. He did that through Paul as the messenger of the gospel. And He does that
through the Church, showing His wisdom in its weakness.
God’s wisdom is not our wisdom.

We seek power and control and worldly success. We’re tempted to elevate ourselves
above others rather than taking the way of Jesus and humbling ourselves below others.
Now, sometimes God gives us some level of authority or power or even worldly success
(and we should handle that responsibly and be thankful for it), but when that becomes
our pursuit as individuals, as a church, or even as the Church in society, we have lost our
way. That is our wisdom, not God’s wisdom.
We’ll see later, in chapter six of Ephesians, that our struggle, our battle, is not with things
of this world. We’re a part of something so much bigger than that. Instead, we are to be
the Body of Christ, and to serve the world in humility and even in weakness.
Tim Gombis, who John will interview at the end of this series, says in his book on
Ephesians, "God's victory in Christ absolutely rules out triumphalism among God's people.
God's way of working is radically subversive, overthrowing perverted human reasoning.

God triumphs through the death of Jesus Christ. That is, Jesus wins by losing." (Timothy
Gombis).
We are not here to dominate; we’re here to serve as we keep our eyes on God’s kingdom.
What this comes down to is trust verses fear. Do I fear the loss of what I have? Or do I
trust that I have the “boundless riches of Christ”, far more than I could ever have in the
kingdoms of the world?
It’s difficult to see that path forward sometimes, to live a life of God’s wisdom, instead of
our own. God’s wisdom isn’t like ours. God’s wisdom looks like foolishness to the world.
That’s why we need what Paul prays for in this book: eyes that would be open to the
reality of our lives in Christ, so that we wouldn’t be caught up in the wisdom of the world,
but that we would praise God for His wisdom, expressed in His grace through His Church.

