
The Mystery of Godliness 

Call to Worship: Psalm 1       Hymn #70-  Praise My Soul, the King of Heaven 
1st Scripture: Philippians 2:1-18                 Hymn #731-  And Can it Be 
2nd Scripture: 1 Timothy 3:16                Hymn #706-  Take Time to be Holy 

Introduction: 

 Somewhere in my latter teenage years, I was in Busy Bee Mall (now Kohls) and I can 

remember being drawn to this particular lamp.  Now, I'm not usually a lamp guy (or a furniture 

guy, in any sense, for thar matter), but this particular lamp took hold of my heart.  And so, I 

bought it.  The base of the lamp was a mermaid, sitting up on her tail, with her body tilted 

backwards.  Her eyes were closed, and her head was tilted back as well, almost as if she were 

looking up in the sky.  But her arms were stretched out and forward, and she was holding a large 

pearl in her two hands.  And the illustration being conveyed, was that she was using all of her 

strength to uphold this pearl, as if she were giving it to someone, as an outward expression of the 

complete love that filled her heart.  It spoke sincerity, commitment, humility and love, in a 

profound way, all in one pose.   

 Now, the mermaid, and the entire base of this lamp was charcoal black in color, so as to 

minimize her own beauty, at the exaltation of the beauty of the pearl, which was large and white.  

And inside the round pearl, was where the bulb was placed, so that when the light was turned on, 

the white light of the pearl would break forth, virtually eclipsing the rest of the lamp, which was 

the mermaid base.  It were, as if, she owed her entire life to the one, to whom, she was presenting 

that pearl, and being unshackled, she willfully expressed the desire of her heart in this way.   

 Last week, we considered the main purpose of this letter; this Epistle from Paul to 

Timothy, where Paul wanted to compel Timothy (and the church, through Timothy) to put every 

effort into properly ordering the life of the church, because the church is God's house, the church 

of the living God.  And furthermore, it is by means of the church, that God disseminates and 

dispenses His life saving truth, centered upon the Gospel.  The church is the pillar and ground of 

that means, to which God has ordained to attach His power, unto the saving of souls, unto the 
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sanctifying of saved souls, and unto the forming of those precious, redeemed souls into the 

image of His Son, Jesus Christ, all unto the glory of God. 

 The church is like the mermaid, at the base of my old lamp.  It has no glory of its own, 

but it is glorious, especially as it properly expresses love and faithfulness and commitment to 

God, in the upholding of His truth.  Its true glory lies in upholding the glory of God's truth, being 

content to lie beneath its shadow, so that, that which has redeemed her is what is seen by all, and 

especially the One who has redeemed her.  And of course, the pearl, is God's truth, which 

illuminates this dark world, leading people to the same source of redemption, which the church 

has so graciously and gratefully received.  Were it not for the mermaid, the pearl would sit at the 

bottom of the ocean, and no one would behold its glory.  And so, again, we have seen the 

importance of the mermaid, the church, last week, as the one who serves as a base and a pillar 

and a support for this glorious truth. 

 This morning, in verse 16, Paul gives us a brief statement of doxology, perhaps a first 

century hymn even, which describes a glorious summation of the truth, which the church 

upholds; that pearl, which God has ordained the church to carry before the world, with head 

tilted back, with all of her might, and upon outstretched arms, so that this dark world would be 

illuminated by it, and led to the glorious salvation which it contains.  We are the base, brethren, 

and hopefully that has sobered and humbled us, as we've considered the implications of this 

reality, last time.  But this morning, may we be further humbled and overwhelmed with sobriety, 

thankfulness and privilege, upon considering what God has entrusted to us; His most prized 

possession, in the glory of the gospel of the Son of His love.  For the Mystery of Godliness, 

which is still a mystery to the world, has been made known to us, so that we might hold it out, 

before a world that desperately needs to find reconciliation and peace with her Creator, the only 

true and living God! 

I. The Mystery of Godliness 

 And so, Paul prefaces this doxological hymn with the words, "And without controversy 

great is the mystery of godliness..." 
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 In moving from the glory of the church and into a declaration of that precious pearl of 

truth, which the church upholds, Paul states, "Without any argument, without any doubt, without 

any inkling of a dispute whatsoever, the mystery of godliness; the glorious and precious hidden 

truth, which the church holds out and confesses...is great!"  "What God has ordained, and what 

God has accomplished; indeed, the incomprehensible extent to which God has gone to 

accomplish His glorious will is great!  What the Creator has planned and is up to, and has 

accomplished and is still accomplishing is profound!"  You see, brethren, what Paul is doing here 

is on par with someone who is about to reveal something that is beyond amazing and full of awe, 

something which, ought always to knock the socks off of any and all who understand it...but 

something, which sadly, our fallen nature can grow dull toward, if we do not daily cultivate and 

nurture it.  It is the hidden truth of the divine will, which has now been revealed to the church, 

and which the world is presently blind to, bound up in the great work of our Creator, in what He 

has done in and by and through His Son.  Ultimately, the mystery of godliness then, is summed 

up in a person.  And what then (or better yet, Who) is this mystery of godliness? 

 "God (literally "who") was manifested in the flesh, Justified (vindicated) in the Spirit, 

Seen by angels, Preached among the Gentiles, Believed on in the world, Received up in glory." 

 And so, what do we have here, summed up in this statement of doxology?  In a very 

general sense, it is the complete package of Christ's Person and work, recognized as the central 

focus and security of God's entire plan of redemption, on behalf of fallen mankind.  The most 

important and relevant matter in all of history; indeed, the very ocean, into which, everything 

historical and everything in this entire world pours, is God's plan of redemption.  All that matters 

in this world and life, with everything else ultimately to be forgotten (or, at the least, considered 

a side dish), is what God is accomplishing in the redemption of mankind, and in the reconciling 

of lost, spiritually dead, naturally defiled and condemned sinners, to Himself.  And the very 

center of that plan; the very foundation and all that secures and accomplishes that plan of 

redemption, is composed of the Person and work of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and what He 

has accomplished as the appointed Messiah, the Son of Man.  

 And so, while there is a variety of opinion concerning what is emphasized in each line of 

this hymn, we ought not to be surprised that it begins with the incarnation and ends with the 
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ascension and glorification of Christ, at the right hand of the Father, where He presently reigns 

and intercedes on behalf of His people, until His enemies are made His footstool, and the 

unfolding of all that He has accomplished has been fulfilled.  All of that said, let us look at each 

of the individual lines, briefly, before moving into the conclusion of this sermon. 

 1) God was manifested in the flesh.  Now, when you look in your Bibles, at the word, 

"God" here, probably most of you see a tiny number (probably a "2") written after the "d" in 

God.  And when you look in the side column or at the bottom of the page, if you locate the 

reference for that number (aligned with the same verse), you will find the word "who" there (next 

to the letters "NU").  The reason for that is because the oldest manuscripts of this text have the 

Greek word for "who" here and not "God."  More than likely, because of a misunderstanding of 

how this text reads, and because of the clear implications given by this statement, someone later 

inserted the word "God" as a replacement for the "who" pronoun.  I only point this out, because 

if you attempt to prove the deity of Christ by the use of the word "God" in this particular text, 

those who deny the deity of Christ will point this out, as well.  Again, the implications of the text 

are pretty clear anyway (along with the rest of the testimony of the Scriptures), but it is worth 

noting this.  What Paul intends to do here then, is to actually state that Jesus Himself is the 

"mystery of godliness," which is why he states, "Great is the mystery of godliness: Who was 

manifested in the flesh...etc.  In other words, the "Wow" factor of everything that Paul states 

here, summed up in this hymn, and that which is ultimately upheld, as that central truth which 

rests upon the foundation of the church, is Christ Himself, and all that is bound to His Person, 

work and ministry.   

 And so, the first part of this hymn reads, "Who was manifested (made known, revealed) 

in the flesh.  Now, beyond the shadow of any doubt, Christ's divine nature is assumed here 

anyway, isn't it?  Here, Paul highlights the incarnation of Christ.  If Christ was revealed in the 

flesh, the assumption here is that He pre-existed in some other form, before being revealed in a 

human body.  And one cannot help but think of the first chapter of John here, where John tells us 

that the Word, who was God and who was with God at the beginning, and through whom all 

things that exist were created, became flesh and dwelt among us.  The pre-existent, eternal Word 

of God became (or took on) flesh.  By the Holy Spirit, He entered the birth canal of a woman and 
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took on everything that is human.  Indeed, when one ponders this reality, in and of itself; when 

one considers that the eternal, invisible, timeless, omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent, Son of 

God (without diminishing His eternal nature), took on the finite nature of a weak, visible man, 

and entered time and space, we see that this "mystery" is indeed great! 

 2) He who was manifested in the flesh, was "justified in the Spirit."  Now, the word 

justified here can be confusing, especially when we consider the whole concept of justification 

by faith, where a redeemed sinner is declared righteous in the sight of God, by having faith in  

Christ.  The word "justified," in this particular context then, would actually be better translated 

"vindicated."   

 Now, the first question that pops into our minds here is, "What Spirit is Paul speaking of 

here?"  Is he speaking of the Holy Spirit, in some way vindicating Christ (at His baptism, His 

performing of miracles or at His resurrection...etc) or is he speaking about Christ being 

vindicated in His own personal Spirit?  Commentators vary here, and while both views can be 

accurately understood, I believe that this is talking about Christ's personal Spirit.  And my reason 

for taking this position is because of the word "in."   Notice, we are not told that Jesus was 

vindicated by the Spirit, but rather in the Spirit, which would seem to indicate that Paul is 

speaking about Christ's personal Spirit.  This also seems to flow nicely with the first part of the 

hymn, where we are told that He was manifested in the flesh.  What then do we make of this 

statement? 

 Again, in keeping with the first line, where we are told that Jesus was manifested in the 

flesh, His being vindicated in the Spirit would seem to indicate that by His resurrection (in the 

raising up of His body, and reuniting it with His Spirit), everything that He has taught and the 

confirmation of His messianic office (as the Son of David and the Son of Man) and His divine 

nature (as the Son of God) has been vindicated!  That He had a pre-existence as the Son of God, 

who was actually manifested in the flesh, is itself vindicated by His resurrection!  If Jesus 

remains dead and buried, He is proven to be a phony and a deceiver.  But, by the power of His 

indestructible Spirit, He was raised again, authenticating the approval of the Father, the 

justification of His people, and the vindication of all that He had stated about Himself and His 

ministry.  Indeed, He was vindicated in His Spirit!         
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 ["What sign do you show, affirming Your authority to do these things?"  "Destroy this 

temple and in three days, I will raise it up." - John 2:19] 

 3) He was seen by angels.  Now, what is the significance of this statement?  Why would 

this be included in Paul's statement of doxology here, where he is summarizing (in the format of 

a hymn) the central themes of Christ's work and ministry?  Could not many other things have 

been said, in such a glorious hymn, with only a handful of verses?  Well, when we consider the 

greatness of this mystery, of what God has accomplished in Christ, it is important to recognize 

that the scope of its greatness penetrates more than just the physical realm.  The glory of this 

mystery rocks heaven and earth, invisible and visible, spiritual and physical! 

 And so, when Jesus was manifested in the flesh, and when He accomplished all that He 

did in the flesh, culminating at His death, resurrection and ascension, angels beheld all of these 

things with great awe and anticipation.  They themselves were beholding and learning and 

worshiping.  They were filled with joy, elation and worship, upon witnessing His incarnation, 

and they were privileged to express this to a group of shepherds.  No doubt, they were 

dumbstruck, the times that they were called to minister to their now visible God, at His times of 

weakness in His body...at His temptation in the wilderness and in the Garden of Gethsemane, just 

before His crucifixion.  No doubt, they were overwhelmed with awe upon beholding His death, 

and with joy and worship upon beholding His resurrection and ascension.  In all of these things, 

they beheld the glory of God, visibly manifested in flesh and bone, and in time and space.  

Angels beheld His glory with great interest and worship, as they observed their Creator, veiled in 

physical, earthly material!  [Read 1 Peter 1:10-12] 

 4) He was preached among the Gentiles.  Through the vehicle of Paul himself (as well as 

others) the glory of Christ had reached a peak that it had never reached before, in the Old 

Covenant.   Indeed, even the Old Covenant people of God beheld Him mostly in types and 

shadows, and in the form of promises that were small bits and tastes of the coming reality.  But, 

in the New Covenant, the sun has reached its highest peak, at high noon, without a cloud in the 

sky to block it!  And His glory was not only cast upon the nation of Israel, but furthermore, it has 

spread to the ends of the earth, into all of the gentile/heathen nations, which once were in total 

darkness, serving and worshiping dumb, demonic idols.  Now, what was unheard of before, has 
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come about in its fullness to the whole world!  The great mystery of God's intent to reach beyond 

the borders of tiny Israel and into the whole world; to reverse the curse of Babel, as it were, by 

making Christ, His Son, universally known, has been revealed!  The veil of the temple has been 

torn in two, exposing the glory of God...now for all to see...in the face of His Son, Jesus Christ!  

He was preached among the Gentiles! 

 5) He was believed on in the world.  It is not only the case that He was preached among 

the Gentiles, but furthermore, He was believed on throughout the whole world.  By the power of 

the Holy Spirit, souls were regenerated and brought to believe what was preached about this 

glorious Christ!  Churches were planted in heathen realms, within the nations of Greece, 

Macedonia, Asia Minor, Syria, Rome...etc.  The gates of hell, which once encompassed the world 

were now being broken down.  They could not prevail against the Christ and His Gospel! The 

world, which had fallen into utter darkness and disarray after the fall, now had a great light 

shining upon it, such that rebellious sinners, bearing the image of God, by means of the gospel, 

were now coming to the truth and being reconciled to the God who had created them (and all 

things) for His glory!  He was believed on in the world! 

 6) And finally, the capstone of Christ's victory and the seal of His accomplishment... He 

was received up in glory.  He finished His work, He fulfilled the task without fail, and He 

ascended to the right hand of the Majesty on High, and took His seat there!  The Son of Man 

ascended to the Ancient of Days, where He would order His kingdom, in accordance with the 

authority that He had been given over all things, until His enemies are made His footstool.  And 

there, He superintends the building of His church, expanding His kingdom and daily interceding 

on behalf of His people. 

 The glorious work is complete!  No ear has heard, no eye has seen, no mind had 

imagined, what God would do for sinful men through the incarnation, life, death, resurrection 

and ascension of this blessed Jesus...the mystery of godliness now revealed!   

 "He was manifested in the flesh, Justified (vindicated) in the Spirit, Seen by angels, 

Preached among the Gentiles, Believed on in the world, Received up in glory."  "And without 

controversy, great is the mystery of godliness!" 
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II. Closing Thoughts and Applications 

 1) Brethren, this is the precious pearl that has been entrusted to us, His church.  Does the 

beauty of Christ; His Person and His work, still radiate in, through and out of your heart?  What 

is it that drives the passion of your soul, this morning?  How many small things are vying for 

your heart and your attention in this life, seeking to eclipse the profound glory of what your 

Creator has done, in and by Christ?  In what specific ways can you serve this church; in what 

small ways even, can you contribute to the unity and edification of this body, such that this 

glorious pearl is held up high in the sky, by this local body, in the context of a dark, fallen world.  

You see, we may be a very small light in the grand scope of this world, but the darkness is so 

dark, and the glory of Christ is so bright, that even a small light can be seen from afar.  Even one 

beacon can penetrate the sky, traveling across the darkness, bringing many ships home to glory!  

And therefore, even your small, concentrated contribution, adding to that flame, is indeed 

significant and important.  [Ex: The coals burn brighter when there are many, and when they are 

brought together] 

 2) Finally, to those of you who are yet, outside of Jesus Christ, remaining in your sin, 

please, lend me your ear for a few more moments.  You live in a world where information is 

flying all over the place, from all over the planet.  The media tells you what is important, and 

they fuel the buzz feed of all our social media.  But understand this, the things that seem so 

important in this world are but tiny strands of providence, beneath the banner of Christ's reign.  

You see, heaven's social media; heaven's newspapers are filled with one glorious truth; one 

central theme, which everything else will ultimately come to exalt.  And that is the glory of Jesus 

Christ, revealed in the gospel, in accordance with God's great plan of redemption, which has 

been planned and ordained before the foundation of the world.  The zeal and fervor and jealousy 

of God is set to one singular mode on the dial of all of history, and that is the exaltation of  

His Son, Jesus Christ! 

 And so, you see, what ultimately matters at the end of the day, is not how many records 

Beyoncé or Taylor Swift have sold; it's not who won any awards at the Golden Globes or the 

Emmys or the Grammys; it's not who wins the Super Bowl or the World Series or the Stanley 

Cup; it's not how far you climb up the ladder of the American Dream, yourself...no, it's none of 
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these things.  What matters, is all that has mattered throughout all of history, and that is, whether 

or not you are found in Jesus Christ!  It's whether you are washed by His shed blood, forgiven for 

all of your sins and brought into fellowship with God, through Jesus Christ.  Jesus is building His 

kingdom right now, as I speak, and when He returns, all that will matter for any one of us, is if 

we are truly found in Him.  And so, where do you stand this morning?  Have you repented of 

your sins and have you called upon the Lord Jesus Christ, with a living, non-hypocritical faith?  

If not, I plead with you.  Do so now...right here and now, before it is too late!   

Amen!!! 

Benediction:  Ephesians 3:14-21
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