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3This is the reason that I Paul am a prisoner for Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles— 2for surely 
you have already heard of the commission of God’s grace that was given to me for you, 3and how the 
mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, 4a reading of which 
will enable you to perceive my understanding of the mystery of Christ. 5In former generations this 
mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and 
prophets by the Spirit: 6that is, the Gentiles have become fellow-heirs, members of the same body, and 
sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 
7 Of this gospel I have become a servant according to the gift of God’s grace that was given to me by 
the working of his power. 8Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to me to 
bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, 9and to make everyone see what is the 
plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things; 10so that through the church the 
wisdom of God in its rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the 
heavenly places. 11This was in accordance with the eternal purpose that he has carried out in Christ 
Jesus our Lord, 12in whom we have access to God in boldness and confidence through faith in him. 

 

 
It’s that glorious a-ha moment. The bit of brilliance seemingly out of nowhere. 

Instantly, what was mystifying has been figured out. Aha! An epiphany! 

I often have epiphanies when I’m thinking about what to say in a sermon. Suddenly, 

a thought will come to mind: “That’s the perfect way to say something; the perfect way 

to make that point.” Unfortunately, those epiphanies sometimes happen on the way 

home from church… 

Today, the word “epiphany” carries a range of meanings. Elise Ballard, author of 

the book Epiphany: True Stories of Sudden Insight to Inspire, Encourage and Transform, defines 

it as “a moment of sudden or great revelation that usually changes you in some way.” 

We see epiphanies happen in numerous places. In the novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, 

Scout has an epiphany near the end of the novel, as she stands on Boo Radley's porch 
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and realizes what Atticus has been trying to teach her throughout the story. In Disney 

movies, when Elsa figures out what it takes to thaw a frozen heart, or when Buzz 

Lightyear realizes he isn’t the only space ranger, or when Simba remembers his true 

identity, these things could be characterized as epiphanies. And, in politics, often one 

candidate claims that her opponent’s followers will have an epiphany when they realize 

his position on an issue doesn’t match their viewpoint. 

But Ballard also has an affinity for the late poet Maya Angelou’s definition. Angelou 

defines an epiphany as “the occurrence when the mind, the body, the heart, and the 

soul focus together and see an old thing in a new way.” This is how we think of 

epiphanies. And it’s definitions like these that led Shannon Kaiser, an author and 

entrepreneur coach, to suggest that there are several epiphanies everyone should have. 

These include: You aren’t what people say you are; It will never all be done; being alone doesn’t 

mean you will be lonely; and You are not the number on the scale,i among others. 

This is the first Sunday of Epiphany, the season of the church year that stretches 

from Christmas to Lent. You need to know that this season isn’t about bits of 

brilliance and a-ha moments and self-help epiphanies…at least not directly. The word 

epiphany comes from the Greek word epiphaneia, meaning “appearance” or 

“manifestation.” And as early as the fourth century, Epiphany referred to a Christian 

celebration of the manifestation of Jesus at his birth, his baptism, and his first miracle 

at Cana of Galilee. Initially, the focus of the celebration was on the manifestation of 

the divinity of Christ. But over time, the focus shifted to the manifestation of Christ to 

the Gentiles, as portrayed in the story of the visit of the Magi to the infant Jesus.ii After 

all, the story of the Wise Men coming from the East is a story of Gentile Kings coming 

to worship a Jewish baby. 

That’s why our scripture lesson this morning is read on Epiphany. It is Paul’s 

description of how this story continues after Christ’s time on earth. And while we tend 
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to think of an epiphany as something we stumble upon or something new that comes 

in a flash, the epiphany Paul is describing is something that’s actually been there all 

along. It’s been waiting to be revealed; to appear; to be manifested. It’s kind of like a 

Christmas present that’s been sitting under the tree for weeks. You know it’s for you, 

but you can’t quite see what it is. 

The first two chapters of Ephesians are like that present. Paul has been hinting at 

what’s there for numerous verses. And just as he gets ready to pull back the curtain to 

reveal what is on stage – what has been on stage all along, he begins to digress - he 

goes off on a tangent. “This the reason…” Paul begins, “but before we get 

there…you’ve surely heard of my mission, right?” 

We all know someone who doesn’t get to the point. We all know people who 

ramble and wander as they tell a story. Even worse is when the subject of this rambling 

becomes the speaker himself or herself – about what he did one time or what makes 

her story so much greater than another’s. On the surface, that’s what it looks like Paul 

is doing. It looks like he is talking about what God did especially for him; the special 

thing God called him to do. 

But, even though Paul makes a six-verse digression, his purpose is intentional. In 

ancient rhetorical speech, a key requirement was to establish the reliability of the 

speaker. This digression, recounting Paul’s ministry, was designed to establish his 

character.iii Since the Ephesians had no personal knowledge of Paul – he had not yet 

visited Ephesus – he was attempting to assert why they should believe him. 

His attempt to gain credibility wasn’t done the way we see talking heads on 

television do it today. Paul didn’t say “I can tell you exactly what God meant because I 

have a Ph.D. from Tarsus Polytechnic, the Harvard of Palestine, and years of experience 

in the Temple office. I’ve worked with some of the best so I can tell you just what’s 

going on here.” No, that’s not what Paul did. He didn’t lay out his impressive 
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credentials or years of experience or show off the scars on his back. This tangent 

wasn’t about tooting his own horn. Instead, Paul wanted to be clear that this epiphany 

he was about to describe didn’t just come to him in a flash. Just as prophets do not 

simply speak the word of God “out of the blue,” but as interpreters of God’s acts in 

history,iv so, too, Paul was a long-time steward – a long-time interpreter of what God 

had done. And this stewardship had a purpose, Paul declared. That purpose was to 

reveal a mystery the Gentiles had previously not known.  

Mystery is a term that runs throughout this passage from Ephesians. And most of 

us are familiar with a good mystery. A thrilling Agatha Christie novel. An on-the-edge-

of-your-seat episode of Law and Order. A shocking dinner theater murder mystery. 

We often see good, engaging, traditional mysteries follow a set form…the usual 

event is a tragic death, which turns out to be a murder. As the detective investigates the 

case, another side plot emerges. He often finds that there is intrigue going on over who 

is to receive a sizable inheritance. But as the investigation unfolds, the clues in the case 

are assembled. At first, the police are confused and follow the wrong track. 

Nevertheless, the master detective eventually solves the case. And the best part of his 

solution comes when he shows how the pieces of the story fit together. In the final 

pages, the mystery is solved. The meaning is made known to the readers or viewers. 

The story is over. 

That’s the standard form of a mystery. But, the mystery Paul speaks of departs from 

the standard pattern in three ways. First, what’s at the heart of this mystery is not 

something tragic, but something magnificent, namely a gift. To be sure, this is an 

inheritance case. The mystery Paul has been building up to throughout the first two 

chapters of Ephesians is that the Gentiles are coming into the inheritance of salvation. 

The gift that’s been sitting there - this great secret of God was that the love and mercy 

and grace of God were meant not for the Jews alone but for all humankind.v What 
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Paul called the “unsearchable riches of Christ” was God’s free grace in Christ (3:8). 

This extraordinary manifestation of God’s gracious power is being seen in the salvation 

of the Gentiles.vi It’s now being revealed to them that they have inherited something 

extraordinary 

But the plot thickens. In a typical mystery story, it seems that one of the heirs to an 

estate is always plotting to seize the whole inheritance. The idea is to exclude others 

from the gift, so that one heir can have it all. Yet, in Ephesians, we find the reverse. 

The mystery revolves around God giving the inheritance away too freely. 

And that leads to the second departure from the standard pattern of the mystery: 

the cast. The scale of this story isn’t limited to a small cast of characters who get a role. 

It’s not just a small group of chosen people. It takes up the whole world. What Paul 

de-mystified was that God has acted to bring the Gentiles – the whole world - into 

new relationship with him. And, Christ was the way God did that. 

But there’s one more key deviation from the norm in this mystery. Usually, once the 

mystery is revealed, we can close the book. The case is solved. The suspense is over. 

But, for Paul, the revelation of this mystery is not the end of the story. It creates a new 

beginning of a story. This opens up a vast new chapter. For Paul, this new beginning is 

about making the news of what God has done public (3:7-10).vii He’s in the business of 

revealing what had been God’s plan all along. 

Because of what Paul knew – the solution to the mystery – he could share God’s 

ultimate plan of salvation – a plan made known in Jesus Christ. What Paul and his 

fellow apostles were in the business of doing was revealing to people like the 

Ephesians was that the Christ event – Christ’s death and resurrection - generated one 

church. A church for both Jews and Gentiles. A church not for a select people but for 

an entire world. 
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The fact that Jesus Christ was Lord of all peoples, both Jew and Gentiles, had 

always been the eternal plan of God, Paul told the Ephesians. But only in the last days 

has God made it evident and begun its fulfillment.viii This experience of God’s grace, 

seen in the way the church was to come together, was an outcome of the divine 

purpose of Jesus Christ. Given this, Paul considers the church as the culmination of 

God’s plan for the entire universe.ix 

But this picture of the church isn’t something simple and easy. It’s difficult to bring 

together diverse people with a variety of different backgrounds and classes and races 

and genders. It takes a particular kind of vision, courage, and faith to change the world 

like this. To enact this kind of reality – to get in line with God’s plan, it required the 

Ephesians back then, and it requires people like you and me today, to establish 

credibility. We have to be trustworthy and dependable and honest brokers of what we 

claim. In other words, we have to be transmitters of grace. 

When we think of a transmitter, we generally think of a radio signal. We think about 

the power of radio waves that can travel great distances to broadcast a message. If our 

receivers are properly attuned to the signal, we will hear the message being aired. 

For many of us, this is how we think the church spreads its message. We have to say 

something. We think it’s our task to say something about what God is doing, and can 

do, for one of our friends or for one of our family members. It’s a scary proposition. 

And, there is no doubt that sometimes we’ve got to take a deep gulp of air and boldly 

say a good word for Jesus Christ; to boldly talk about what we believe. Sometimes, we 

have to describe the story of God’s love that seems so foreign and mysterious to 

someone else. 

But the spoken word is not the only form of transmission. And in an era of fake 

news, the spoken word may be discounted. Fortunately, transmission can also happen 

person-to-person through particular actions. Imagine how mosquitos transmit disease. 
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Malaria, yellow fever, the West Nile virus, the Zika virus…these are all carried from 

one person to the next by a mosquito. Scientists say there is no limit to the number of 

bites a single mosquito can inflict. 

Sometimes grace is transmitted by our infectious actions. Grace gets transmitted 

when we leave the “popular” table in the cafeteria to sit with someone who has been 

excluded. Grace gets transmitted when we forgive the coworker whose mistake cost us 

our bonus. Grace gets transmitted when one of you with the wisdom of experience 

shares support and encouragement with a new parent. Grace gets transmitted when we 

pack 20,000 meals and people want to know why we are helping people we don’t even 

know and when they can do it, too. 

But what keeps us from just transmitting a virus of niceness is the why. It’s only 

when help others connect the dots between our actions and the grace we have received 

in Jesus Christ – that we transmit grace. This is what it means to live an epiphanic life. 

What has been manifested to us; what’s been revealed to us…we reveal to others. In 

our words and in our actions…every moment…every day. 

The Apostle Paul regarded himself as a transmitter of grace. He believed he had 

been given the privilege of discovering the secret that it was God’s will that all were 

welcome – that all should be gathered into God’s love. And Paul believed he had also 

been given the privilege of making this secret known to the Church and of being the 

instrument by which God’s grace went out to the Gentiles.x For Paul, Epiphany is not 

just one day, but describes his entire life and calling. 

We, too, are the instruments of God’s grace. And Epiphany is not just a season for 

us. It is a calling. It is our life’s work. It’s the day-to-day mission we have been called to 

fulfill. As such, we’ve got a role to play in this mission of revelation. 

You’ve probably heard of Arturo Toscanini, the late 19th and early 20th Century 

orchestral conductor. Once when he was talking to an orchestra as they prepared to 
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play one of Beethoven’s symphonies, he said to them: “Gentlemen, I am nothing; you 

are nothing; Beethoven is everything.” He knew well that his duty was not to draw 

attention to himself or to his orchestra but to obliterate himself and his orchestra and 

let Beethoven flow through.xi 

Transmitting grace is not about us. It’s about letting God flow through us. It’s 

about letting God fill in the gaps where our words fail and our best intentions flop. It’s 

about being the kind of individuals and the kind of church that causes others to see 

that God’s plan all along includes them. That’s the kind of epiphany everyone should 

have. And when that kind of grace transmission goes viral, when you and I reveal to 

others what’s been revealed to us…well, that bit of brilliance just might enable them to 

see something in a new way. It just might be the greatest a-ha moment in their life. 
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