“The mysteries of the kingdom of heaven”
Among the numerous proverbs of Solomon which we are told “the men of Hezekiah copied out” there occurs this one: “It is the glory of God to conceal a thing; but the honour of Kings is to search out a matter.” The wisdom of the Almighty has seen fit to conceal a number of things connected with his purpose that he has permitted later faithful servants to understand and to reveal, men who we may be sure when His kingdom is established, will be raised to the honour of kings and priests. You will recall that the apostle Peter in speaking of the writings of the prophets declared that they themselves were not always fully informed as to the meaning of what they were inspired to write, the Holy spirit having determined that such scriptures should be expended later by subsequent servants of God for the patience and comfort of believers who should come after. We recall that it was not until after his resurrection that the Lord Jesus Christ opened the understanding of his apostles that they might understand the scriptures.


Now of the Lord Jesus Christ himself the psalmist had said centuries before: “I will open my mouth in as a parable; I will utter dark sayings of old.” Matthew in his 13th chapter quotes this saying of the psalmist, and says of Jesus:
“All these things spake Jesus or unto the multitude in parables; and without a parable spake he not unto them; that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by the profit saying, I will open my mouth in parables; I will utter things which have been kept secret from the foundation of the world”. 
So it was that when his disciples asked why he taught the people in parables he said: “Because it is given unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it is not given.”
He went on to describe the dull and indifferent attitude of the people in general as being a fulfilment of the prophetic testimony through Isaiah: “For this people's heart is waxed gross, and their ears are dull of hearing, and their allies have closed.” He realised that it was necessary that such should as it were be led gently on by simple parables which later could be expounded to them. But we remember Christ also said: “Nothing is secret that shall not be made manifest; neither any thing hid, that shall not be known and come abroad.” So it is we find that when in the eternal wisdom the proper time came, these mysteries were revealed for the benefit of those who had hears and hearts to understand.

The scriptures speak of a number of mysteries, though never in the sense that our religious friends around understand the term. They understand a mystery as being some thing which is beyond man's comprehension and which he can never understand; as for example their doctrine of the Trinity, which in a church magazine which we saw recently, was described as a form of mathematics and only to be understood by those who were gifted with the spirit of mystery - which is a curious contradiction of terms when you think of it. But while there is such in the ways of God that is beyond our finite comprehension, yet in all that he has been pleased to place on record in his word concerning himself and his purpose, there is nothing that, once it has been revealed, is beyond the capacity of ordinary intelligence, provided that there is the disposition to received with meekness the engrafted word, because to no others will the deity look. For example, the apostle Paul speaks of the “mystery of iniquity”, and then he proceeds to describe it in such terms that any unbiased mind can readily identify it by consulting historical records. Or again, he refers to the “mystery of godliness” as being “great”, but he immediately proceeds to expound it in words easily understood by those who are acquainted with the purpose of God in Christ. So in the Apocalypse, the Angel- revelator solemnly declared: “in the days of the voice of the Seventh Angel, when he shall begin to sound, the mystery of God should be finished, as he hath declared to his servants the prophets.” It is this mystery and its interpretation that is especially presented to us for our edification and for our comfort in Paul’s epistle to the Romans.  

In Romans chapter 1 we read in v.1:
“Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, separated onto the Gospel of God, (which he had promise afor by his profits in the Holy scriptures): concerning his son Jesus Christ our Lord, which was made of the seed of David according to the flesh; and declared to be the son of God with power, according to the spirit of holiness, by the resurrection from the dead; by whom we have received grace and apostleship, for obedience to the faith among all nations, for his name; among whom are ye also the called of Jesus Christ. '' 
Such are the opening verses. Then if you turn to the concluding verses of the same epistle, chapter 16v25 we read:
"now to him that it is of power to establish you according to my Gospel, and the preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery, which was kept secret since the world began; but now it is made manifest, and by a the scriptures of the prophets, according to the commandment of the ever lasting God, made known to all nations for the obedience of faith; to God only wise, be glory through Jesus Christ for ever.''
From that these opening and concluding verses it is evident that the particular object of this epistle was to set forth clearly what that mystery it was, and how it that by inspired exposition of the prophetic writings the apostle Paul was able to elucidate that mystery for the benefit of Gentile brethren of Christ for their comfort and for their assurance. To do this was a special privilege granted to the apostle Paul and he recognised it as such. To appreciate this we have but to turn to one or two places and we will find this is so; for example, Col. 1 v 25. Having spoken in v 23 of the Gospel, he says: 
"whereof I am made a minister, according to the dispensation of God which is given it to me for you, to fulfil the word of God; even the mystery which have been hid from ages and from generation's, but now it is made manifest to his saint's; to whom God would make known what is the riches of the glory of this mystery among that the Gentiles; which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.'' 
That is what he preached; and while thinking of this there are similar words in Ephes. 3 v 1-2:
"for this cause I Paul, the prisoner of Jesus Christ for you Gentiles, if ye have heard of the dispensation of the grace of God which is given to me to you-ward; how that by revelation he made known unto me the mystery (as I wrote afor in few words, whereby when ye read, ye may understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ): which in other ages was not made known unto the sons of men, as it is now revealed onto his Holy apostles and prophets by the spirit; that of the Gentiles should be a fellow heirs, and of the same body, and part takers of his promise in Christ by the Gospel; whereof I was made a minister, according to the gift of the grace of God given unto me…. " v.8 " unto me, who am less than the least of all Saints, is this grace given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ; and to make all men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from the beginning of the world have been hid in God, who created all things by Jesus Christ."
The sum and substance of the mystery this then was the especial mission which Christ had entrusted to Paul, and it was essential that in ecclesias which consisted at least in the first century of both Jews and Gentiles, that this mystery should be thoroughly understood by them.

That it was a mystery is readily to be understood. First of all, it is only mentioned in the Jewish scriptures, nowhere else; and the Jews regarded Yahweh as especially their God and they themselves as especially his people. Had not God declared: "You only have I known? ''They refused to associate with any other nation, and we remember Peter's reaction when in the vision he was commanded, '' arises Peter, kill and eat. But Peter said, not so, Lord; for I have never eaten any thing that is common or unclean. '' the law of Moses further, countenanced this separateness. And so, failing to understand the meaning of numerous passages in the scriptures which foreshadowed their rejection and the call of the Gentiles, Israel considered that no matter what they did or to what depths they sank, they were still God's people, and the covenant and promises associated with it were their inalienable right as being the lineal descendants of Abraham. This comes out plainly when we read of the encounters which Christ had with the scribes and Pharisees, and some of those very pointed parables he spoke against them. It is true that Christ had said he was not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel; and that in the first instance when sending his apostles to preach the gospel his command was: "go not into the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not ''; but he also spoke of other sheep not of the Jewish fold, and his parting instructions before his Ascension plainly included the preaching of the Gospel among all nations. And yet, it was not until Peter was divinely directed to use his second key and to give some unmistakable signs of divine approval, that the apostles themselves even began to understand this mystery; as witness their astonishment when Peter began to rehearse his experiences to them: " then hath God also to the Gentiles granted repentance unto life '' - a thing that had never envisaged. 
Nevertheless as regards the nation generally, Israel were not prepared to accept this extension of God's favour to others beside themselves; and among those who subsequently did embrace the truth, there arose some who tried to Judaize the Gentile believers, insisting that they should be circumcised and keep the law, and become Jews. That circumstance caused the apostle much grief and anxiety, and persecution also. We remember too, when under the protection of the Roman soldiery he tried to explain the mission that had been divinely assigned to him, they listened as far as his words: I will send the far hence unto the Gentiles "; then they cut him short, exclaiming: " away with such a fellow from the earth, for it is not fit that he should live.'' Nonetheless such indeed was his mission, and right faithfully he carried it out as we have every reason to be grateful for; and this epistle to the Romans affords a wonderful exposition of this mystery in all its ramifications, and as such should surely be of a special interest to us, for we are Gentiles.

Just very briefly we would like to glance at one or two points in the epistle. Chap 1 v16: 
"For I am not ashamed of the Gospel of Christ; for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, the just shall live by faith. '' 
To every one that believeth; to the Jew first, as Christ had ordained, but also subsequently to the Gentiles, for in it, the righteousness of God which is by faith, of which he treats in Chap 4, is revealed for the obedience of faith. Then he follows on to show that notwithstanding the privilege Israel had enjoyed, God's people had degenerated into a condition which was as bad as or even worse, than the Gentiles, and because of this their circumcision, the fleshly token that they were God's people, and availed them nothing at all. Chap 3 v 9: 
"What then? Are we better than they? No? In no wise; for we have before proved both Jews and Gentiles, that they are all under sin.'' 
The scripture had declared their advantage, for truly they had an advantage, which lay mainly in the fact that the Oracle's of the deity had been committed to them. They had the scriptures, which were available for their instruction and guidance, whereas the nation's around had no such light. As the epistle continues, Paul begins to develop his exposition, or reveal the mystery; that by means of the Gospel of Christ God has thrown open the way of salvation, glory, honour and immortality, to all men irrespective of their nationality. There is no respect of persons with God; so then the statement '' you only have I known '' no longer applied, nor does it today. As Peter said: " of a truth I perceived that God is no respecter of persons; but in every nation he that feareth him, and worketh righteousness, is excepted with him. '' 
This wonderful exposition reaches its climax in Chap 15 where the apostle quotes passage after passage to show that the Gentiles were included in the purpose of God. V.8: " Now I say that Jesus Christ was a minister of the circumcision for the truth of God, to confirm the promises made onto the fathers; and that the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy; as it is written. '' and he quotes passage after passage. Nonetheless the exposition is not without its warning to the Gentile believers. In Chap. 11 he gives some very serious words of warning. He quotes the figure of the olive tree, some branches were broken off and the wild olive tree graft in the contrary to nature; and is it not contrary to graft and a wild plant into a true one? Here the Wild Olive Tree was crafted into the good, partaking of the root and fatness of the olive tree; therefore says the apostle: 
“boast not against the branches. But if though boast, though barest not the root, but the route the. " he continues: " if God spared not the natural branches, take heed lest he also spare not thee. " - " behold then the goodness and the severity of God. ''

There is the exposition, and that is brought before us particularly this morning. We have to bear one particular thing in mind; the vital part of the mystery is found in Chap 11 v 25: " for I would not brethren, that ye should be ignorant of this mystery, lest ye should be wise in your own conceits; that blindness in part is happened to Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles be come in.'' That is the vital part of the whole mystery; it is a warning that has not proved unnecessary to the Gentile believers. You will remember that an apostate Christendom has been boasted over Israel and does so today, classing them among the heathen, even to the extent of sending missionaries to preach what is another Gospel, another Jesus and another God, not revealed in the scriptures. No wonder Israel will take no notice of them.

There then is our position this morning as we assemble round the emblems of the body and blood of Christ. We who by natural descent, come from the highway and the hedges, we have been made nigh by the blood of Christ; from a state of being without Christ; aliens from Israel's Commonwealth, strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world - from that hopeless position we have been made fellow citizens of the Jewish saints, members of the household of God, and permitted to qualify for inclusion among those many who as Jesus said, " shall come from the East and from the West, from the North and from the south, and shall sit down with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. '' 
That is what the mystery means to us; children of Abraham by faith though Gentiles by extraction, Jews inwardly, the Israel of God - prospectively truly, but the relationship has been established, and it depends on us whether it shall reach its final conclusion. So we repeat the prophetic words to the God of Israel who we have come to know: “doubtless Thou art our Father, though Abraham be ignorant of us, and Israel acknowledge us not.” That is our position as we stand here this morning; and is it not appropriate that we should bring our minds to bear especially upon the facts connected with the way this has been done, the great salvation which has been offered to us through Our Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ of the seed of David, according to the flesh; therefore of our own sin stricken nature, a cardinal doctrine denied by those who call themselves Christian; the son of God by virtue of his divine begettal, manifested to the world as such by a resurrection from the dead and by change of nature from human to divine, demonstrated to those who have eyes to see as the spirit of holiness, the Lord the spirit also a cardinal doctrine which is denied by many who refuse the record that God was his Father. 
Such is the one we remember this morning in this simple ceremony which calls to mind the Jewish Passover and all that it stands for. The apostle said:

"Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us; therefore let us keep the feast, not with the leaven and of malice and wickedness but with the unleaven bread of sincerity and truth. '' 
Do we need that exhortation? Malice and wickedness are nasty words; nevertheless there is the spirits warning to us. This is the time for self examination, for, to continue the figure - purging out the old leaven. You will remember the type under the law required that there should be no trace of any leaven found in all their homes at the Passover. The meaning is clear when applied by the apostle. For it lies close to our hand:

"Now the God of patience and consolation grant you to be like minded one toward another according to Christ Jesus; that ye may with one mind and one mouth glorify God even to the father of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Wherefore receive one another, as Christ also received us to the glory of God. '' 
No doubt those words were spoken with especial reference to the necessity of brotherliness between Jewish and Gentile elements in the same Ecclesia, but they are applicable to the Gentile brethren of our day, since we also are  required to preserve the unity of the spirit and this oneness of mind in doctrine and practice, in the bonds of peace. If the apostle Paul could be alive today to witness all the toil and the anguish through which we have passed in our earnest endeavours - which unfortunately are not understood in some quarters - to honour the Commandments of Christ and to uphold the purity of the truth, do you think he would be able to say of us as he did of the brethren of his day: " I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all, that your faith is spoken of throughout whole world ''. Perhaps a more appropriate question would be something like this: what does the Lord whom we remember at this time think of us - whether we regard ourselves ecclesially or as individuals, Gentiles, who by his loving sacrifice have been brought nigh. What does he think of us? We shall know one day and that very soon we hope. 
Then if Christ approves of our life and work, we shall each experience the wonder and the joy of yet another mystery which Paul was not permitted to reveal to us:

"Behold I show you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet shall sound and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. '' 
If that be the happy lot and portion of each one of us, what joy it will be to be constituents of that glorious throng who will ascribe to him who loved us and gave himself for us, who has redeemed us to God by his blood out of every kindred and tongue, and people and nation; and has made us unto our God kings and priests - to him be the honour, glory and dominion for ever. Amen.
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