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Text 
For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles-- 

2 
Surely you have heard 

about the administration of God's grace that was given to me for you, 
3 
that is, the mystery made known to 

me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. 
4 
In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my 

insight into the mystery of Christ, 
5 
which was not made known to men in other generations as it has now 

been revealed by the Spirit to God's holy apostles and prophets. 
6 
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. 
7 
I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God's grace given me through the 

working of his power. 
8 
Although I am less than the least of all God's people, this grace was given me: to 

preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, 
9 
and to make plain to everyone the administration 

of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. 
10 

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, 
11 

according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our 

Lord. 
12 

In him and through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and confidence. 
13 

I ask you, 

therefore, not to be discouraged because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week was Easter and so (shockingly) we talked about the resurrection of 

Christ.  We took a break from Ephesians, but today we’re going to jump back in.  But I 

want to start off by picking up on a line of reasoning I was using last week. 

 One of the arguments in favor of the historicity of the resurrection, I said, is that 

most of the people who claimed to have witnessed Jesus back from the dead were 

martyred for their beliefs.  They went to their violent deaths maintaining that this was 

true.  Peter, for example, denied three times that he had anything to do with Jesus when 

Jesus was getting slapped around by the authorities and it looked like he was a failed 

Messiah.  He knew how to jump ship.  But after spending time with the resurrected 

Christ, Peter became a bold witness for Christ on Pentecost and the rest of his life until he 

was crucified himself.  History tells us he was crucified head downward because he 

thought himself unworthy to be crucified like his Master.  There are many stories like that 

one.  That the eyewitnesses would die for their faith provides a strong argument that it’s 

true. 

 But you might respond with, “Well, many religious fanatics have died for their 

faith.  It’s not all that unique and doesn’t really prove anything.”  And I can agree.  On its 

own it doesn’t win the argument.  (Although I would point out that there’s a big 
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difference between dying for a set of beliefs that’s been taught to you and dying for 

something you’ve seen with your own eyes; and there’s a difference between killing 

yourself and being killed…) 

 But I want to take this a little different direction today.  So people dying for their 

beliefs isn’t an exclusively Christian phenomenon.  Let’s think about, for example, the 

radical Islamic terrorists that hijacked those planes on 9/11.  They certainly believed that 

their faith was true – that America was the ‘Great Satan’ and that a rich welcome into 

eternal paradise awaited them.  They believed so strongly that they were willing to give 

their lives.  Does that make Islam true?  I don’t think so.  But notice something – they 

forfeited their lives in an attempt to take others’ lives! 

 Christianity, on the other hand, impels people to forfeit their lives in an attempt to 

bring life to others!  It may, to some, at first glance look the same.  It may have the same 

means (suffering), but it really has a completely different motivation and a completely 

different end.  I want to talk about that today.  And I want to do it from Ephesians 3:1-13. 

 Two weeks ago we looked at these very same verses, but focused on the message 

which Paul preached – Jesus opens the way for anyone to come to God.  Today I want to 

go back through these verses with an eye to what we learn about the messenger.  The 

gospel was preached; Paul was the preacher.  What does Paul tell us about himself here 

and what does that tell us about the kind of life the gospel effects?  In short, what we’ll 

see is just this: Christians suffer for the sake of others. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Paul, the Prisoner of Christ Jesus 

 I’ve said before that I feel a real affinity to Paul.  Chapter 1 is basically two great 

big run-on sentence.  At the end of chapter 2 he mixes his metaphors and talks of the 

people of God as a city, a family, and a temple all in the same sentence.  Later on in 

today’s text we’ll see how he makes up a new word.  And here in v. 1 he starts a thought 

and gets side-tracked for 13 verses before picking it back up again. 

 “For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you 

Gentiles…” and then before he can launch into what he wants to say to them next the 

word ‘Gentiles’ triggers something in his mind and sends him off on a tangent talking 

again about how Jews and Gentiles are members together of one body through the gospel.  

Verse 1 is a sentence fragment.  He leaves off mid-thought and then comes back to 

complete his thought at v. 14.  Look there – “For this reason I kneel before the Father…”  

He had intended at first to launch right into telling them what he was praying for them, 

but instead we get this quite insightful and informative bonus material. 

 Picture the scene: Paul is dictating this letter out loud, pacing back and forth while 

someone writes it down.  No Microsoft Word to edit and rearrange.  It kind of makes 

sense, doesn’t it? 

 And now picture that he’s in prison, some sort of house arrest most likely while 

he waits for his trial in Rome (cf. Acts 28:30-31).  He has some amount of freedom to 

entertain guests and send letters and things like that.  Perhaps there are some iron chains 

clanking around his ankles or sitting nearby for whenever he’s taken out because he talks 

a lot about his chains (i.e. 6:20; Ph. 1:13).  I don’t know exactly what it looked like, but 

he is a prisoner. 
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 A prisoner of Christ Jesus.  It’s a phrase he uses elsewhere in Philemon 1:1 and 

1:9.  Technically he’s a prisoner of the Roman Empire, awaiting his audience with the 

Caesar.  But Paul saw it a bit differently.  He saw his hardships as somehow being 

connected to his being connected to Christ.  Obviously, it was his devotion to Christ that 

got him in trouble in the first place.  But more than that, Paul saw Jesus behind this in 

some sovereign way – his benevolent captor if you will.  Being synched up with Christ, 

sharing in his life entailed sharing in his sufferings as well, through things like 

imprisonments. 

 Paul was Christ Jesus’ prisoner for the sake of you Gentiles.  Again this has a near 

and a far meaning.  If it weren’t for Paul’s insistence that the gospel was for the non-Jews 

too, he probably wouldn’t have been arrested and incarcerated (cf. Acts 22:21-22).  But 

more than that, Paul saw his sufferings as somehow serving the good of the Gentiles.  He 

was willing to suffer for the sake of others. 

  

Paul’s Conversion 

 Maybe it would be helpful to look a little at how Paul got to this point and what 

his past was like.  He says in v. 2 – “Surely you have heard about the administration of 

God’s grace that was given to me for you…”  Surely you’ve heard…  So the readers of 

Paul’s letter were expected to know or figure out some of his bio; therefore, so must we.  

So let me piece together for you a brief sketch of Paul’s life based upon what we know 

from other NT books. 

 Verse 2 – “The administration of God’s grace that was given to me…”  Verse 3 – 

“the mystery made known to me by revelation…”  Verse 8 – “this grace was given me…”  

These are all referring to an instance in Paul’s life when God radically intervened.  What 

was it? 

 Galatians 1 – “I want you know, brothers, that the gospel I preached is not 

something that man made up.  I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; 

rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ…. God… by his grace, was pleased to 

reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles (Gal. 1:11-12, 15-

16). 

We talked last week about how the resurrected Christ “appeared to Peter, and then 

to the Twelve.  After that, he appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the 

same time, most of whom [were] still living, though some [had] fallen asleep [at the time 

Paul was writing 1 Corinthians 15].  Then he appeared to James, then to all the apostles, 

and last of all he appeared to [Paul] also” (1Cor. 15:5-8). 

That happened on the road from Jerusalem to Damascus.  We read of the 

occurrence recounted three times in the book of Acts, first in Acts 9, then again in 

chapters 22 and 26.  Here’s some of what happened: 

 

As [Paul] neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven 

flashed around him.  He fell to the ground and heard a voice [address 

him]. (Acts 9:3-4) 

 

[Then he asked], “Who are you, Lord?”  “I am Jesus…” the Lord replied.  

“Now get up and stand on your feet.  I have appeared to you to appoint 

you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me….  I am 
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sending you to [the Gentiles] to open their eyes and turn them from 

darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may 

receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by 

faith in me.” (Acts 26:15-18) 

 

In that conversation in the middle of the road the resurrected Jesus made known to 

Paul the mystery which for ages past was kept hidden in God and commissioned him to 

now make it plain to everyone, including the Gentiles – that by faith in Jesus there is 

forgiveness of sins.  The gospel… the Gentiles… it was all there right at the very 

beginning in the encounter that Paul had on the Damascus Road with the risen Lord.  

That’s what Paul’s alluding to here in Ephesians 3. 

 

Paul’s Sufferings 

After that encounter Paul staggered on in to Damascus where a Christian named 

Ananias received a vision (this is different than meeting the risen Christ) where the Lord 

told him to go take his new brother in Christ under his wing.  In his vision we read that 

the Lord said to Ananias, “This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before 

the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel.”  And then he said this – “I 

will show him how much he must suffer for my name” (Acts 9:15-16). 

Christ’s call on Paul’s life involved a call to suffer.  And suffer he did.  He gives a 

bit of his curriculum vitae in 2 Corinthians 11:23-28: 

 

I have worked [hard], been in prison… frequently, been flogged… 

severely, and been exposed to death again and again.  Five times I 

received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  Three times I was 

beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I 

spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the 

move.  I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in 

danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in 

the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from 

false brothers.  I have labored and toiled and have often gone without 

sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I 

have been cold and naked.  Besides everything else, I face daily the 

pressure of my concern for all the churches. (see other places like 2Tim. 

4:16-18) 

 

Paul saw the resurrected Christ and received a commission to get the message out.  Back 

in Ephesians 3:7, Paul says, “I became a servant of this gospel.”  He gave up his 

freedoms, his rights; whatever he could do, whatever the cost; he was at it’s service. 

 

Paul’s Sin 

So, who’s ready to sign up?  Well, let’s wait until we’ve finished looking at this 

section.  And I have to be honest with you, I didn’t tell you the whole story of Paul’s past 

life. 

What I didn’t tell you is “how intensely [he] persecuted the church of God and 

tried to destroy it” (Gal. 1:13).  He was like the Godfather of the anti-Christian 
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movement.  He supervised the death of the first Christian martyr – Steven (cf. Acts 7:58).  

He admitted that he “persecuted the followers of [Christ] to their death, arresting both 

men and women and throwing them into prison” (Acts 22:4).  He did “all that was 

possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth.  And that is just what [he] did in 

Jerusalem.  On the authority of the chief priests [he] put many of the saints in prison, and 

when they were put to death, [he] cast [his] vote against them.  Many a time [he] went 

from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and [he] tried to force them to 

blaspheme.  In [his] obsession against them, [he] even went to foreign cities to persecute 

them” (Acts 26:9-11). 

When Jesus appeared to Paul on the Damascus Road he was headed to that city to 

find the Christians and “bring these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished” 

(Acts 22:5).  That was who Paul was!  And instead Jesus ‘arrested’ him and said, “Saul!  

Saul!  [that’s what he went by back then]  Why do you persecute me” (Acts 22:7)?  Paul 

was too young at the time, but if he could have he would have been right there with 

Jewish leaders who breathed murderous hatred at Jesus and pressed for him to be 

crucified.  He perpetuated that sentiment in his persecution of Christ’s body, the church. 

This backdrop to God’s intercepting mercy was in Paul’s mind when he marvels 

in v. 8 – “Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me.”  

Here’s where he makes up a word.  Essentially he says that he is the ‘leaster’ of all God’s 

people.  He “invents a comparative of a superlative to express himself more forcefully.”  

But as one commentator says, “This is no feigned humility.  It is the inevitable attitude of 

one who was prostrated with wonder at the grace of God in Christ.”
1
 

We see similar sentiments voiced by Paul in 1 Timothy 1:15 – “Here is a 

trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save 

sinners – of whom I am the worst.”  Not just was the worst, but is the worst.  He was well 

aware of his complete undeservedness and continued sinfulness.  Or in 1 Corinthians 

15:9-10 – “I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, 

because I persecuted the church of God.  But by the grace of God I am what I am.” 

What he was was a forgiven and freed man with a message to tell of one who 

could forgiven even someone like him!  He’s not wallowing in self-deprecation here, 

trying to put himself down to demonstrate that he feels bad enough for what he’s done to 

be forgiven.  He’s relishing the fact that Jesus graciously came to him out of nowhere and 

forgave him. 

And his sufferings… they aren’t some form of self-punishment, like the priest in 

The DaVinci Code or the pastor in The Scarlet Letter.  He’s not trying to make up for 

what he’s done by seeking a life of asceticism and hardship.  That would really be 

suffering for the sake of himself!!  But Paul is suffering for the sake of others – I’m a 

prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles.  How?  Because he knows Christ 

suffered for the sake of him!!! 

Paul has a deep awareness of his guilt, but an even deeper awareness of God’s 

grace.  He came to see his great debt, but also had been given an insight into “the 

unsearchable riches of Christ” (v. 8) that were now his.  He knew that on his own he was 

far from God and had no right to be in his presence, but on account of the 

accomplishments of Christ on the cross he could “approach God with freedom and 

confidence” (v. 12). 
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It was so utterly astounding that he began to give up the natural human obsession 

with self-preservation.  He was secure in God’s hands.  And he had a surplus of love to 

share with others.  And love always means seeking the best of others at cost to yourself.  

Christians suffer for the sake of others because Christ suffered for the sake of them! 

 

Paul’s Joy 

 Keep looking at Ephesians 3.  It’s not just suck-it-up suffering, though suffering is 

never fun.  But it should probably be said this way: that Christians gladly suffer for the 

sake of others, again because Christ gladly suffered for the sake of them.  Look at how 

Paul rounds out this section in v. 13 – “I ask you, therefore, not to be discouraged 

because of my sufferings for you, which are your glory.” 

 Basically he’s saying, “Don’t feel sorry for me.  I don’t want your pity.  I’m not 

doing this for myself to get you to think about me.  I don’t want you to feel bad or 

embarrassed.  That’s not my desire.  It’s my pleasure… and it’s your glory – it’s so that 

you and others like you can hear this good news and experience this awesome reality 

too!” 

 Paul says in Philippians 1:12-13, most likely referring to the very same 

imprisonment, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has 

really served to advance the gospel.  As a result, it has become clear throughout the 

whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.”  He could tell 

Timothy during a later imprisonment – “This is my gospel, for which I am suffering even 

to the point of being chained like a criminal.  But God’s word is not chained.  Therefore I 

endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the salvation that is 

in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory” (2Tim. 2:8-10). 

 Do you see what’s driving Paul?  The greatness of the gospel!  Let’s get it clear.  

We don’t do anything for Jesus.  In fact, all we ever did for him was get him killed; it is 

our sin that drove him to the cross.  We’ve only ever hated and opposed him all our lives.  

And yet he suffered the ultimate suffering for us.  “For the joy set before him [he] 

endured the cross” (Heb. 12:3).  He absorbed the holy and just wrath of the Father 

towards our sin.  It was an utterly unique kind of sacrificial suffering – something we 

can’t (nor need to) replicate. 

 Jesus doesn’t want us to be discouraged by his suffering, but rather encouraged.  

It’s for our glory, our eternal salvation!  And Jesus doesn’t ask us to pay him back.  Not 

at all!  He simply asks us to go tell others about this good news. 

We have issues with charity, have you ever noticed?  It offends our natural pride.  

It’s uncomfortable.  It makes us squirm.  We want to insist on paying it back.  If someone 

goes out of their way, with genuine motives, at great cost to themselves, to be nice to us 

or help us we feel embarrassed, a sense of obligation to eventually balance things out. 

Have you experienced this?  Perhaps the love of a spouse that serves you when 

you’re sick, rubs your back, cleans up your vomit and you feel bad about it.  You don’t 

want them to get sick.  You don’t want them to suffer for you.  Perhaps the love of a 

parent that would give you the shirt off his or her back.  You say, “But dad you don’t 

have to.”  “But I want to.  It’s my pleasure.  I love you.”  We’ve experienced this with the 

lavish generosity of Andrea’s parents.  I don’t want to tell them I have a need because 

they’ll try to meet it.  But my father-in-law would say, “Pam’s parents helped us out 

many times when we were younger and now it’s our delight to do the same for you.”  
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And I need to just swallow my pride, accept it, and follow their example and do the same 

with others – be embarrassingly generous.  That’s what they want. 

Paul had experienced this lavish grace and accepted it.  Paul wasn’t trying to pay 

Jesus back, he was just overwhelmed at the grace he had received and wanted to do all he 

could to tell others.  And we can see this in the fact that he didn’t want them to feel 

indebted to him or bad about how much he was suffering for their sakes.  It was his 

greatest joy to point them to Christ.  He told Timothy: 

 

So do not be ashamed… of me [the Lord’s] prisoner.  But join with me in 

suffering for the gospel, by the power of God, who has saved us and called 

us to a holy life – not because of anything we have done but because of his 

own purpose and grace.  This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the 

beginning of time, but it has now been revealed through the appearing of 

our Savior, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has brought life and 

immortality to light through the gospel.  And of this gospel I was 

appointed a herald and an apostle and a teacher.  That is why I am 

suffering as I am.  Yet I am not ashamed, because I know whom I have 

believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted 

to him for that day. (2Tim. 1:8-12) 

 

He told him later in that same letter: 

 

You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, 

faith, patience, love, endurance, persecutions, sufferings – what kinds of 

things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions I 

endured….  In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus 

will be persecuted. (2Tim 3:10-12) 

 

 What does this look like today, in our context?  You know what?  I could, but I’m 

not going to come up with a list of things to do.  I think you probably know already or 

could figure out very easily.  I’m not going to say, “When’s the last time you’ve lost 

sleep because you were counseling people in the gospel?  When’s the last time you’ve 

been thought stupid because you’re vocal about your faith?  When’s the last time you’ve 

made a more difficult/less comfortable lifestyle decision because you thought it would 

have bigger pay offs for the kingdom?”  I’m not going to do that (even though I guess I 

just kind of did). 

 I’m just going to say what this text shows us: Christians suffer for the sake of 

others.  Radical Muslim ‘martyrs’ die to kill people; radical Christian martyrs die to 

bring life to people.  But more than just giving food and medical care, Paul (who was 

eventually beheaded himself) wanted to bring eternal life.  He believed that everyone was 

dead in their transgressions and sins, objects of God’s wrath, and needed to hear the word 

of truth, the gospel of their salvation.  And so he gladly suffered for them to hear that. 

 There may be some moving stories of perhaps non-religious people giving their 

lives for others through common graces of heroism or altruism.  But God’s special saving 

grace in Jesus Christ gives all the more incentive for people to “love not their lives even 

unto death” (Rev. 12:11; ESV), but to sacrificially love others. 
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The Lord’s Table 
 Ultimately, I just want to do whatever I can to make plain to you how great Jesus 

is, what he’s done for you…  I don’t want to make you feel like there’s something you 

have to do…  I don’t want to motivate by guilt or make you into masochists…  I don’t 

want you to burn out, but be filled up with the love of Christ flowing through you… 

 So let’s reflect together on his death and sufferings now – his body broken for 

you, his blood shed for you.  Let’s acknowledge how we had a hand in that, how we have 

opposed him and are guilty of crucifying the Lord of glory.  Let’s say with Paul, “I 

deserve God’s love the leastest of all!”  And let’s not squirm and feel like we need to pay 

him back or make things even; let’s not let our pride keep us away from him today, but 

come forward and receive the symbols of his suffering on our behalf and just relish this 

costly love… 

 

Benediction 
May Christ’s love for you sink deep into your soul! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, April 19, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Francis Foulkes, Ephesians: An Introduction and Commentary, The Tyndale New Testament 

Commentaries (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1989), 104. 


