
CHAPTER IV 

THE CONTEXTUAL SOLUTION--AS DISPENSATIONALLY INTERPRETED 

Its !'leaning 

/ 
The term /uolltol.J is possibly derived from 

the root /u which conveys the idea of closing the lips o 

compare the English word, 11mute.11 Even in this primitive 

monosyllabic root the idea of secrecy is conveyed. The 

person who keeps a secret is the person who can keep his 

lips sealed! 

./ 
In classical Greek usage '/uoTrtoV is generally 

found in the plural to describe the "mysteries" which 

characterized the ancient mystery cults. These ancient 

religions engaged in secret rites and celebrations that 

were understood and practiced only by those who had been 

initiated: 

These are among the most interesting, significant, and 
yet baffling religious phenomena in the Gr-Rom world, 
esp. from the 6th cent. BC onward. The most famous 
were the Mysteries celebrated in Eleusis, under the 
patronage and control of the Athenian state, and 
associated with the worship of Demeter and her daughter 
Persephone. Bu t  there were many others of a more pri­
vate character than the Eleusinian, eog. the Orphic 
Mysteries, associated with tne name of Dionysus? Besides 
the Gr :r>rysteries, mention should be made of the Egyp 
cults of Isis and serapis, and of pers Mithraism, 

31 



which in the 3d cent. AD was widely diffused over the 
whole empire. 51 
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Integral to the concept of the mysteries is the fact that 
those who wish to take part in their celebration must 
undergo initiation; �he uninitiated are denied both 
access to the sacred actions and knowledge of them. BY 
entrance qualification and dedication the candidate is 
separated from the host of the uninitiated and enters 
into the fellowship of initiates who know each other by 
confessional formulae or symbolical signs. This society­
forming element is of the very nature of the mysterieso 52 

The idea of secrecy was very much a part of these 

mystery religionso The initiates were not allowed to divulge 

their secrets to others: 

In all the mysteries the distinction between initiates 
and non-initiates finds expression not only in the ritual 
of the celebrations but also in the vow of silence laid 
on the devotees. This is essential to all the mysteries. 

This is not to say that the content of the mysteries 

was obscure or incomprehensibleo These were not "mysterious" 

truths in the modern sense of going beyond the capacity of 

human understanding and explanation. But rather they were 

religious secrets that could be easily understood by those 

who were initiated: 

53 

Lobeck opposes the common notion that the mysteries 
were revelations of a profound religious secret. They 
certainly were always secret; but all Greeks \athout 
distinction of rank or eaucation, nay, perhaps even 
slaves, might be initiated, and in later times foreigners.54 

51 Do �IJ:iall Edwards, "T1ystery," The International 
Standard Bible Encyclopaedia, Vol. III (Grana Rap :las: Vim. 
Bo Eerd.mans PUb�lSUlllg Coo, 1939), Po 2104. 

S�ittel, yolo IV, Po 804o 

53Ibid., p � 80 6 .  

54Liddell and scott, p. 987. 
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Thus the mysteries were secrets that were hidden and 

unrevealed to most men, but were known and understood by 

those who were il1itiated. A mystery remains unknown until 

it is revealed. It is a secret known only to the initiated: 

It refers to that which is hidden and secret, wv4t can 
be known only to those who are specially initiated or 
taught. The word does not necessarily mean something 
incomprehensible to the human mind, but rather that 
which hitherto has been unrevealed. 55 

Its New Testament Usage 
/ 

The wor�uu rrt. OV occurs 27 times in the New 

Testament. The term is used almost exclusively by Paul, 

the only exceptions being a single occurrence in each of the 

synoptic gospels (Ht. 13:11; Mk. 4:11; Lk. 8: 10 ) and four 

times by John in Revelation (1:20; 10:7; 17:5,7). It bears 

its classical meaning of a revealed secret, not its modern 

sense of something which is obscure or incomprehensible, 

difficult or impossible to understand. 56 And yet it differs 

strikingly from the classical usage in that the emphasis is 

no longer upon secrecy. Indeed, the very opposite is true. 

The New Testament emphasis is upon making known, revealing 

and speaking forth the mystery: "it is a secret which God 

wills to make known and has charged His Apostles to declare 

55Alva J. NcClain, The G reatness of the Kingdom 
(Winona Lake, Indiana: Bretnren NJ.ssJ.onary Eera.La. Boon:s, 
1959), p. 324. 

56 Edwards, I.s.B. E., p. 2104. 
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to those who have ears to hear it." 57 

perhaps no one has summarized the New 

as precisely as J o  B. 

There is this difference however; that, whereas the 
heathen mysteries were strictly confined to a narrow 
circle, the Christian mysteries are freely communicated 
to all. There is therefore an intentional paradox in 
the employment of the image by St Paul. 

Thu� the idea of secrecy or reserve disappears when 
?vcr-r�ro» is adoptea. ln-co the chrlstian vocabulary 
by st Paul: and the word signifies simply 'a truth which 
was once hidden but now is revealed, ' 'a truth which 
without special revelation would have been unknown.' 
Of the nature of the truth itself the word says nothing. 
It may be transcendental, incomprehensible, mystical, 
mysterious, in the modern sense of the term (1 cor. xv. 
51, Eph. v. 32): but this idea is �uite accidental, and 
must be gathered from the special circumstances of the 
case, for it cannot be inferred from the word itself. 
Hencepu.:r-r-7../.'?'.:o.v is almost universally found in 
cor�ection wlth words denoting revelation or publication. 

rt is interesting to categorize the various terms 
/ 

tba t occur in connection wi tn_ruo-rrrcoJJ involving ideas 

diametrically opposed to secrecy or concealment. such terms 

may be listed as follows: 

1.. QT(OJ<uAUTTTE!.lJ --to reveal, to unveil. 

(Rom. 16:25; Eph. 3:3,5; 2 Th. 2:7) 

2. y»u.pf::::E..{J_) --to make known, reveal. 

(Rom. 16:26; Eph. 1:9; 3:3,10; 6:19) 

57J. Armitage Robinson, st. paul•s Epistle to the 
Ephesians (Greenwood, south carO�lna: Tne A�vlC press, n.d.), 
p. 240. 

58
Jo�� Barber Lightfoot, Saint paul's Epistles to the 

Colossians and to Philemon (Grand Haplas: zonaervan puollsnlng 
House, n.a..) , p. lbb. 
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,--,. jZ'Jo:vyouv --to manifest, make known. 

(col. 4 : 3; Rom. 16:26; 1 Tim. 3:16) 

AO. A € f)_) --to speak. 

(Col. 4 :  3; 1 Cor. 2: 7; 14 : 2) 

5. AEjELD --to say, tell, show. 

( 1 cor. 15 : 5 1) 

Today the only hindrance to a full understandL�g of the 

New Testament mysteries is the obvious limitation that is 

upon the natural man who ca��ot understand the things of 

God, neither can he know them, because he is totally blind 

(Mt. 13 : 11-15; 1 cor. 2 : 14; 2 Cor. 4 :3 -4). But for those 

who have eyes to see, God's once hidden secret is now made 

visible. What was once concealed has now been revealed! 

That which was once locked up in the mind and purpose of God 

is now made known and preached among the nations: 11to make all 

men see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which from 

the beginning of the world hath been hid in God" (Eph. 3:9). 

God's great desire and deli6ht is to make known mystery truth 

to His saints (Col. 1 : 2 7)! 

Actually the New Testament provides its O'N.n 
/ 

definition for the word/ ucrrrtoV , and this definition 

is clearly set forth by the Apostle paul in four passages: 

1) Ephesians 3 : 4-5, 2) Ephesians 3:9, 3) Colossians 1 : 2 6, 

4) Romans 16 : 25- 2 6. These passages reveal the essential 

characteristics of a New Testament mystery: 



1. the mystery of Chris t which in other ages was not 
made known unto the s ons of men, as it is now 
revealed unto his holy apostles and prophets by 
the Spirit ( Eph. 3:4-5). 

2. the mystery which from the beginn;ng of the world 
hath been hid in God ( Eph. 3:9). 
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3 . the mystery which hath been hid from ages and from 
generations, but is now made manifes t to his saints 
(Col. 1:26). 

4. the mystery which was kept s ecret s ince the world 
began, but now is made manifest, and by the s criptures 
of the prophets , according to the commandment of the 
everlas ting God, made known to all nations ( Rom. 16 : 26 ) .  

From these four pas sages the following definition of a New 

Testament mystery may be derived: 

A New Tes tament mys tery is that which has been hidden, 
kept s ecret, and not made known to men in previous ages 
but has now been made manifes t and made known and 
revealed ln this pres ent church age by the New Testament 
apostles and prophets . 

According to this Biblical definition, a New Testament 

mystery was not previously disclos ed to the prophets of the 

Old Testament. It involves distinctive, church age, New 

Testament truth. The fact that a New Testament mystery was 

hidden and unrevealed in the Old Testament has long been 

recognized by dispensational interpreters: 

The word mystery is found twenty-seven times in the New 
Testament and ls used to describe a divine s ecret not 
revealed in the Old Testament but now revealed at least 
to s ome extent in the New. The descrintive definition 
given in Coloss ians 1 :26 brings this out. 59 

59John F· Walvoord, The Church in prophecy (Grand 
Rapids: zondervan publis hin� House, �j04J, p. �o. 
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His very use of the word mystery plus the direct state­
ments such as Colossians �:�)-2b do indicate that in his 
mind the mystery o • • was completely unknown in Old 
Testament times. 60 

This term is properly used throughout the New Testament 
to describe truth revealed in the New Testament which 
was hidden from view as far as Old Testament revelation 
is concerned. It is specifically New Testament truth. 6 1  

Thus we arrive at a definition of a New Testament "mystery". 
It is a secret of God that is revealed in the New 
Testament and not until then. 62 

The idea of a mystery being something secret in Old 
Testament times but revealed in the New Testameng�is 
clearly seen in a passage like Colossians 1:26. ) 

The mysteries then of the New Testament are truths not 
revealed by God in the Old Testament but �re revealed 
by the Holy Spirit in the New Testament. b4 

FUrther proof that a New Testament mystery is a 

divine truth not found in the Old Testament is seen by 

studying the actual content of the various New Testament 

mysteries. 

60charles Caldwell Ryrie, Biblical Theology of the 
New Testament (Chicago: Moody press, 1��9), p. �b9. 

61walvoord, The Church, pp. 26- 27. 

62willard l-Iaxwell Aldrich, "How Long, Lord?," 
Bibliotheca sacra, volume 94, Number 374 (April-June, 1937), 
p. 220 0 

63charles Caldwell Ryrie, "The Mystery in Ephesians 3,11 Bibliotheca Sacra, Volume 123, Number 489 (January-March, 
1966), P• 26o 

64willis )'{ o Virtue, 11The Mystery of God in Christ," 
Bibliotheca sac�a, Volume 93, Number 371 (July-September, 
1936), PP• ))6-)'7o 
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"Mystery truth11 was first declared by the Lord Jesus 

Himself. In Matthew 13 He revealed to His disciples "the 

mysteries of the kingdom of heaven" in a series of parables. 

The Lord did not set forth these parables until it '�s obvious 

that His offer of the mediatorial and Messianic kingdom had 

been rejected (Mt. ll-12 ) . Although the Old Testament had 

much to say about the kingdom of heaven, the Lord's teaching 

in Matthew 13 revealed an aspect of the kingdom that had 

never previously been revealed. The Old Testament knew 

nothing of an interadvent period, and yet in Matthew 13 the 

Lord describes the character of this present age from His 

rejection to His second advent: 

Among the mysteries of the Kingdom revealed here privately 
to the disciples by the Lord, the most important has to 
do with the mystery of an interregnum which is to follow 
the arrival of the King ana contlnue until His second 
coming. Though implicit there, this is something not 
revealed in Old Testament prophecy, and it could not be 
made known clearly until the King's rejection had become 
historically certain. 6 5  

Christ announced to His disciples an aspect of the kingdom 

of God which was hitherto unknown. The mysteries of the 

kingdom of heaven concern the conditions during the course 

of time during which the King is absent from the earth--the 

time between the first and second comings of Christ. 
66 

Lewis Sperry Chafer has discovered a significant 

65
McClain, pp. 324-25. 

66
Ryrie, Biblical Theology, pp. 88-89. 
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correspondence bet;,.;een the �'mysteries of the kingdom of heaven" 

as delineated in Natthew 13 and the mysteries revealed by 

Paul in the New Testament epistles: 

In Matthew 13 there is given by Christ Himself, and under 
seven parables, the characteristics of this age. In this 
scripture this age is itself declared to be a mystery, or 
sacred secret (13:11), and the parables develop the truth 
that there are three major features present throughout 
this age, namely, (a) that which is acceptable--the wheat, 
the pearl, and the good fish; (b) that which represents 
blinded Israel (vsso 14-15), who are the treasure hid 
in the field--the field is the world--and (c) the presence 
of evil--the tares, evil birds, leaven, and bad fish. 
It should be observed that, in the New Testament, each 
of these three factors is itself declared to be a mystery, 
or sacred secret: (a) the Church composed of Jews and 
Gentiles h� one Body (Eph. 3:4-6), (b) Israel blinded 
until the Church is called out (Rom. 11:25; cf. Acts 
15:13-18), and (c) the presence and character of evil in 
this age (2 Thess. 2:7). 67 

Ephesians 3 is the passage which most clearly unfolds 

the significance of the mystery that was revealed to the 

Apostle Paul. In fact, Chafer derives a complete definition 

of a New Testament mystery from this chapter alone: 

No better definition of a New Testament mystery will be 
found than that set forth in this context. A New 
Testament mystery is a truth hitherto withheld, or "hid 
in God" (vs. 9), but now revealed. The sum total of all 
the mysteries in the New Testament represents that 
entire body of added truth found in the New Testament 
which is unrevealed in the Old Testament. On the other 
hand, the New Testament mystery is to be distL�guished 
from the mystery of the cults of Babylon and Rome, whose 
secrets were sealed and held on penalty of death; for 
the New Testamen� mystery, when it is revealed, is to 
be declared to the ends of the earth (vs. 9), and is 
restricted only to the extent of the limitations of the 
natural man ( 1  coro 2:14). 68 

67Lewis sperry Chafer, Systematic Theology, Vol. IV 
(Dallas: Dallas seminary press, 1�46), p. 44o 

68
Ib . , � o' P• 76. 
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Amillennialists differ from dispensationalists in 

that they believe the New Testament mysteries were partially 

revealed in the Old Testament, though not fully. They appeal 

to Ephesians 3:5 to support this interpretation, insisting 

that the word "as" shows that this mystery was partially 

revealed in Old Testament times and therefore is not unique 

to this present church age. 69 
Although this is a 

grammatical possibility it is by no means a grammatical 

necessity. The 11as11 need not be qualifying, but may be 

purely descriptive. Also the parallel passages (Eph. 3: 9; 

col. 1:26; Rom. 16 : 25-26 ) prove this interpretation false. 

Ephesians 3 also exposes the error of the 

ultradispensationalists who claim that the mystery was 

revealed exclusively to Paul. And yet verse 5 declares that 

the mystery was revealed by the Spirit to the New Testament 

apostles and prophets. This would include paul but it would 

not exclude others. 
70 

The c6ntent of the mystery is set forth in Ephesians 

3:6: "That the Gentiles should be fellow-heirs, and of the 

same body and partakers of his promise in Christ by the 

gospel." J. Dwight Pentecost explains that this mystery 

contained the glorious truth that Je\vs and Gentiles would 

find an equal position in the new and unique body of Christ: 

69
charles Caldwell Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today 

(Chicago: Moody press, 1965), P· 1)). see a�so tne IOOtnote 
on page 134. 

70
Ryrie, "The :t-1ystery in Ephesians 3," P• 31. 



It was no mystery that God was going to provide 
salvation for the Jews, nor that Gentiles would be 
blessed in salvation. The fact tDAt God was going 
to form Jews and Gentiles alike into one body was 
never revealed in the Old Testament and forms the 
mystery of which Paul speaks in Ephesians 3:1-7. 71 
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The central feature of this mystery is that Gentiles should 

have an absolute equality with the Jews in the body of 

Christ. 72 This obviously is a truth directly relating to 

the church, God's unique organism. Jew and Gentile alike are 

fellow-members of Christ's body! such organic unity was 

never realized in Old Testament times and will never again 

be repeated, eYen under millennial conditions. 

Ephesians 3 is paralleled by another key passage 

found in Colossians 1:24-27. The mystery is here said to 

be, "Christ in you, the hope of gloryn ( Colo 1: 27) . The 

Old Testament spoke of the coming of the Messiah both in 

suffering and in glory, but it never once anticipated such 

a situation as "Christ in you." 
73 

The Lord Jesus predicted 

this new and unique relationship in JOhn 14:20 and John 17:23o 

The glory of this mystery is that the living Christ is today 

indwellL�g a body: 

71
J. Dwight Pentecost, Things to Come--A study in 

Biblical Es0hatology ( Grand Raplas: zonaervan pub�lsnL�g 
House, 1958), p. �ui. 

72John p. Walvoord, 11Premille.n.nialism and the Church 
as a mystery," Bibliotheca sacra, Volume 111, Number 441 
( January, 1 954), P• )a 

73
John p. Walvoord, The Rapture Question ( Findlay, 

Ohio: Dunham publishing Company, �9:J1), p., )�. 
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The other aspect of the distinctiveness of the character 
of the Church as the Body of Christ is the indwelli..11g 
presence of Christ in the members of that body. This 
is the mystery revealed L11 Colossians 1:27 . • •  The 
immediate context speaks of the Body of Christ three 
times (vv. 18,22, 24), leaving no doubt that it is the 
members of the body who are indwelt by the living Christ. 
This is what makes the body a living organism, and this 
relationship was unknown in Old Testament timeso 74 

An organism must possess life and the church is animated by 

the very life of God: 

God was to do a new thing, a wonder and a miracleo He 
was to form a body, the church. The heavenly life of 
the risen and ascended saviour was to indwell each 
believer and thus indwell the church. 75 

In 1 corinthians 15:51-52 the Apostle paul announces 

another mystery, the content of which is again a distinctive 

New Testament revelation. The mystery here described is not 

the bodily resurrection of the saints, because this was a 

doctrine that was taught in the Old Testament scriptures: 

It should be clear to all careful students of the word 
of God that it is not a mystery that saints who die will 
be raised again. The doctri..11e of resurrection is taught 
in both the Old and New Testaments and is not a hidden 
trutho 76 

The mystery here revealed is not the resurrection of the 

saints, but rather it is the rapture of living saintso Paul 

reveals the amazing secret that "we shall not all sleep" 

(1 cor. 15:51). That a whole generation of living believers 

74Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today, p. 135. 

75Helgerson, Church Truth, Po 5. 

76walvoord, The Raptu=e Question , Po 35. 
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will be changed and caught up into heaven in glorified 

bodies is a truth that is not fo��d in the pages of the Old 

Testament. 

The term "mystery" as it is used in the New Testament 

epistles almost always relates to some aspect of church truth. 

In previous ages and generations distinctive church truth 

was kept a secret. Church truth was absent from predictive 

prophecy until the days of Christ (Mt. 16:18; cf. Mt. 3:11) 

and was not fully revealed until the days of the New Testament 

apostles and prophets (Eph. 3:5-6; col. 1:26; Rom. 16:25-26). 

This fact is acknowledged only by dispensational interpre ters 

who make the proper distinction between Israel and the church. 

It is not correct to say that the church is a mystery. 

The two cannot be so equated. rt is better to say that the 

New Testament mysteries generally convey some aspect of 

church truth: 

While the church is never expressly called a mystery in 
the New Testament, the term is used of the distinctive 
elements of truth which concern the church. 77 

Paul uses the word in reference to the basic features 
of the Church • • •  That there would be both Jews and 
Gentiles in one body in the Church was unknown and is 
a mystery ( Eph. 3:1-12) • • •  The living, organic nature 
of the people of God, the church, is also called a 

mystery (col. 1:24-27; 2:10-19; 3:4, 11). The relationship 
of the Church as the Bride of Christ is characterized by 
the same word (Eph. 5:22-32), and the fact that some 
who belong to this Body will not have to die but will be 
translated is also a mystery (1 Cor. 15:51-57). 78 

77Ibide' P• 28. 

78Ryrie, Biblical Theology, pp. 188-89. 
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The New Testament usage of the term "mystery" as it 

relates to church truth may be summarized as follows: 

1. The mystery that Jews and Gentiles alike would be 
co-members of the same body, the church (Eph. 3:4-6 ) . 

2. The mystery t�2t the gospel would be preached without 
discrimination to Jew and Gentile alike and that all 
men may believe the gospel and be u_�ited together 
into one body, which is the church ( Rom. 16:25-26; 
Eph. 6:19; col. 4:3). 

3 .  The mystery of the living Christ indwelling a body, 
which is the church (Col. 1:26-27). 

4. The mystery of the church as the bride of Christ, 
organically united with its Head and Groom (Eph. 5:32). 

5. The mystery of the rapture (translation) of the living 
members of the church (1 cor. 15:51-52). 

6. The mystery of Israel's partial blindness during the 
out-callL�g of �he church ( Rom. 11:25; cf. Acts 
15:13-18; Mt. 13:10-15). 

7 . The mystery of lawlessness in this present age 
culminating in the revelation of the man of sin 
following the removal of the church (2 Th. 2:6-8). 

Its Usage In 1 Timothy 3:16 

In harmony with its New Testament usage, the 
/ 

term /UCTTrt.O:V as used in 1 Timothy 3:16 must signify 

a secret that was unknown, hidden and kept secret in Old 

Testament times, but has now been made manifest and revealed 

in this present church age. Also it would seem most probable 

that the "mystery of godliness" should relate to some aspect 

of chur ch truth, especially in view of Paul's preceding 

context (verse 15) in which he has set forth the greatness of 

the church under three figures as discussed in Chapter I· 
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Non-dis pensat iona l interpr eter s  insis t tha t "the 

mys t ery of godlines s "  was par t ially revealed in the Old 

Tes tament but not fully revea led unt il New Tes t ament t imes .  

They believe tha t  t he fac t s  ab out C hris t in 1 Timo t hy 3:16 

c ould be f ound in germ f orm in t he Old Tes tament : "Mos e s  

s pa ke o f  him, t he Psalms s peak of him, t he prophets speak 

of him; but all of them s pake darkly . "  
79 

This interpretation is fraught wit h pro b lemso The 

Lord Jesus knew t hat the Ol d Tes ta ment s poke c onc erning 

H ims elf and He expec t ed men to s earc h t he Sc r iptures t o  

unders ta nd t he Mes s ianic predic t ions ( Jn. 5:39; Lk. 24:44-46). 

H e  even r ebuked His dis ciples for t heir fa ilure t o  b elieve 

all t hat t he prophets have spoken concerning t he sufferings 

and gl ory of the Nes s iah (Lk. 24:25-27). The Old Tes ta ment 

Mes sianic predic t ions were 11dark s aying s " only t o  t .J:J.o s e  with 

unbelieving heart s who refused t o  r ec eive the pr ophe t ic 

t estimony t ha t  God gave c onc erning His son. A New Tes tament 

mystery c an only r efer t o  s omething t otally unrevealed in 

t he Old Tes tament . The suffer ings a nd glory of C hr i s t  

canno t  t herefore be right fully c ons idered under t ha t  t er mo 

Vinc ent b elieves t hat the truths s et f or t h  in 

1 Timothy 3:16 are called a mys t ery becaus e  they were 

79
A.C. Hervey, 1 Timothy, Volume XXI of The Pulpit 

commentar y, edit ed oy H. n. H. Spenc e and Jo s eph s. EXel.L 

( Grana. Rapids: VIm. B. Eerdmans .Publishing Compa ny, 1950), 
P• 55 • 



historically hidden in previous ages and only fully 

understood after the first coming of Christ: 

The truth is called a mystery because it was, 
historically, hidden, until revealed in the person 
and work of Christ; also because it is concealed from 
human wisdom, and apprehended only by faith in the 
revelation of God through Christo 80 

Van Gorder, a dispensational writer, also describes the 

mystery of 1 Timothy 3:16 as being "historically hidden": 
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This unquestionably has to do with the person and work 
of the Lord Jesus Christ. You may wonder how this can 
be called a mystery, when the Old Testament is filled 
with predictions of Christ. Admittedly, the Old 
Testament speaks of Him, but does so in such a way 
that only the coming of Christ himself could make 
that revelation clear. 81 

The error in this interpretation is exposed by the New 

Testament definition of a mystery. Not only is a mystery 

"historically hidden" but it is 11prophetically hidden" as 

well. A New Testament mystery was not revealed to the Old 

Testament prophets, nor did it find any place in their 

writings. It was made known only to the New Testament 

apostles and prophets (Eph. 2: 20; 3: 3-5; Rom. 16:25-26)o 

If the Old Testament spoke of this mystery, as Van Gorder 

asserts, then it could not properly be called a mystery, 

at least not according to the pauline definition of that 

term. 

Since the content of the hymn in 1 Timothy 3:16 

80vincent, p. 103lo 

81paul R· Van Gorder, New Testament It1ysteries, 
a Bible study booklet (Grand Raplas: Raalo Blo.le C.lass, 
November 1973), p. 2o 
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obviously refers to Christ, most commentators identify the 

mystery as being the incarnation. This is not unreasonable 

since the first phrase declares that Christ 11was manifested 

in the flesh. " This interpretation is almost U...""liversally 

accepted by interpreters and may be represented as follows: 

82 The incarnation is "the mystery of godliness. " 

The c ontents of this mystery are stated in six short 
propositions, which relate to the incarr�tion, the 
sufferings, the death, the resurrec�lon, ana exaltation 
of Jesus Christ. 83 

In this rhythmical formula is br iefly but pregnantly 
comprised the revealed truth of the Incarnation, of 
which the Church is to be the pillar and basis, and 
which Timothy was to maintain in the face of all the 
heresies which were soon about to arise. 84 

It is somewhat surprising that leading dispensational 

theologians have likewise equated the mystery in 1 Timothy 

3:16 with the incarnation. Lewis Sperry Chafer, in the first 

volume of his Systematic Theology, lists nine passages in 

support of the doctrine of the inc arnation including 

1 Timothy 3:16 which he says is a d irec t  assertion of the 

inc arnation. 8 5 In referring to this same verse he gives 

a lengthy discussion of the 11Six Features of Christ's 

82James Orr, "Godliness," The International Standard 
Bible Encyclonaedia, Vol. II ( Grana RaplUS: Wm. Bo Eerumans 
Publishing co., �959), p. 1270. 

83 Barth, p. 938. 

84F . c .  cook, ed. , The Bible commentary, Vol. III 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, �od�), P• 779o 

85chafer, systematic Theology, Vol. I, p. 351. 



Incarnate Hinistry11: 

These six great assertions are divinely distinguished 
subdivisions of the entire scope of the incarnate 
manifestation. 86 
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Obviously Chafer is correct when he says that 1 Timothy 3: 16 

is a direct assertion of the incarnation. But is the 

i ncarnation really the great mystery that is disclosed in 

this verse? 

Jo Dwight Pentecost also identifies the mystery of 

1 Timothy 3:16 as the incarnation: "The incarnation itself 

is called a mystery (1 Tim. 3:16).11 87 But on the same page 

he states that the New Testament mysteries "constitute a 

major portion of God's program for the present age, which was 

not revealed in other ages, but is now known by revelation 

from God." 88 The only way such statements can be reconciled 

is to assert that the incarnation was a hidden and unrevealed 

doctrine in the Old Testament. But can such an assertion 

be made? 

Willis w. Virtue, in a study on the mystery of God 

in Colossians 2:2, has demonstrated conclusively that the 

incarnation itself cannot be considered a mystery. Before 

giving his Scriptural evidence he made these introductory 

remarks: 

86Ibid., Vol. III, Po 21. 

87pentecost, p. 135. 

88Ibid. 
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In presenting this thesis of the Mystery of God in Christ 
I am quite aware of the differences of opinion upon 
the subject. Since there is in the minds of many of 
God's people, and even influent�al leaders in 
Christendom the idea that the fact of the incarnation 
constitutes Christ as the mystery of God, I am taking 
considerable space to show that this cannot be the caseo 
Christ was sufficiently revealed in the Old Testament 
that there need never have been any mistake as to His 
identityo 89 

In demonstrating that the incarnation of Christ was never a 

secret kept from God's people, Virtue has presented in outline 

form the basic facts of the incarnate life of Christ w hich are 

clearly revealed in the Old Testament: 

la Seed of the woman: 
Gen. 3:15 • o • .  Gal. 4:4; 1 John 3:8o 

2. Through Abraham: 
Gen. 17:7; 22:18 • o • •  Gal. 3:16; John 11:51,52. 

3. Through Isaac: 
Gen. 21:12 • •  o • Heb. 11:17-19. 

4. Through Jacob and Judah: 
Gen. 28:14 • •  o • Heb. 11:20; Rev. 5:5. 

5. Through David: 
2 sam. 7:12,13; �sa. 132:11; Jer. 23:5; 
Luke 1:32; Acts 2:29,30; 13:23; Rom. 1:3, 4. 

6 .  As to His birth: 
ao Time: 

Gen. 49:10 . • •  o Lko 2:1,2. 
b. Place: 

Micah 5:2 • • •  o Matt. 2:1. 
c. Born of a virgin: 

Isao 7:14 o o o • Matt. 1:18; 1:21-23. 
d .  Great persons come to adore Him: 

Psa. 72:10 • o • •  Matt. 2:2,llo 
7o Boyhood life: 

ao Children slaL�: 
Jer. 31:15 • • • •  Matto 2:16-18. 

b. called out of Egypt: 
Hosea 11:1 . • • •  Matt. 2:15. 

Co coming into the Temple: 
Haggai 2:7, 9 • • • •  Lk. 2:27, 32. 

89virtue, po 337. 



8. pre ce ded by John the Baptist: 
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Mal. 3 :1; Isa. 40: 3 . . . .  Lk. 1: 17; Matt. 3 : 1,3 . 
g. Annointe d with the Spirit: 

Isa. 11:2 . • • •  Acts 10:38. 
10. Office s: 

a. Prophe t: 
De ut. 18 : 15 . • • •  Acts 3 : 2 0-2 2 .  

b. Prie st: 
Psa. 110: 4 • . . •  He b. 5: 5,6. 

c. King: 
Psa. 2:6 . . • .  Lka 1: 3 2 .  

11. Humiliations and suffe rings: 
a. Pove rty: 

Isa. 53 : 2  • • • .  Lk. 9 : 58. 
b. Be aring re proach: 

Psa. 69 : 9  . . • .  Rom. 15: 3 .  
c. Re je cte d by His brethre n: 

Psa. 69 : 8  • . • •  John 1: 11. 
d .  Hate d: 

Psaa 69 : 4  . • John 15: 2 4 , 2 5. 
e. Smitte n on che e k :  

Mich. 5: 1 • • • •  Matt. 2 7: 3 0. 
12 . De ath on the cross: 

Psao 22:16 • • • •  John 19 : 18 .  
13. Re surrection: 

Psa. 16:10 • • • • Lk. 2 4: 6,3 1,3 4. 
14. Ascension: 

Psa. 68 : 18 . . . .  Acts 1:9 . 
15. second coming: 

])an. 7: 13 . . . •  Acts 1: 11. 90 

Yes, the Old Te stame nt cle arly taught that God would 

be manifeste d in the flesh. A child would be born who would 

be calle d the mighty God ( Isa. 9 : 6) .  A virgin would bring 

forth a child who would be calle d, "God with us" ( Isao 7:14)o 

A babe would come out of Be thle he m, whose goings forth have 

been from e verlasting (Mic. 5: 2 ) . out of David would come a 

righte ous Branch who is calle d ,  "T HE LORD OUR RIG-HT EOUSNESS" 

(Je r. 23 : 5-6). The Old Te stame nt prophets cle arly re ve aled 

9 0
Ibid., PP• 3 3 7-3 8. 
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that }lessiah would be manifested in the flesh and this 

revelation was clearly understood by those who studied the 

writings of the prophets ( Nt. 2:4-5; Lk. 2:25-33,36-38)o 

The incarnation of Christ was no mystery! 

some interpreters insist that the mystery in 

1 Timothy 3:16 is Christ: "the mystery of Christianity, 

the person of Christ: cf. col. 1:27. u 91 :But the verse 

cited in support of this interpretation does not equate the 

mystery with Christ. The mystery in Colossians 1:27 is not 

Christ, but it is "Christ in you.11 Christ today is 

indwellL�g a body which is His church! 

No, the 11mystery of godliness" is not the person 

of Christ and it is not the incarnation of Christ. The 

incarnation of Christ was no mystery. :But the incarnation 

of Christ as it applies to the church is a great mystery 

indeed! concerning the application of the incarnation to 

the local assembly of believers, the Old Testament is silent! 

The fact that the Messiah would be manifested in the flesh 

was no secret. But the fact that in this present age Christ 

is now manifesting Himself in a body is the truth that 

thrilled the heart of the Apostle paul ( Col. 1:27; Eph. 

1:22-23 ) o  Today God is incarnate in a body! And every 

believer who sees the riches of the glory of this mystery 

91 Lock, p. 44. 
Mystery of Godliness," 
384 ( October-December, 

See also Martin 0. Massi..�ger, "The 
Bibliotheca Sacra, Volume 96, Number 
l'.:U 0) , p. 481. 
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must confess with Paul, "Great is the mystery of godliness!" 

There are at least four reasons for suggesting that 

the statements concerning Christ in 1 Timothy 3:16 apply 

directly to the church. First, the context of verse 15 seems 

to demand application to the church. paul's theme there is 

the greatness of the local assembly. 

Second, since a Ne\'l Testament mystery cannot consist 

of truths that were revealed in the Old Testament, the 

"mystery of godliness" must refer to more than the mere 

objective facts of the incarnation of Christ as set forth 

in verse 16. certainly the incarnation of Ch rist was not a 

hidden truth in Old Testament times. In this connection it 

is interesting to note that if paul were merely setting 

forth the objective facts of the incarnation, then he 

apparently made a serious omission. Theologians will agree 

that the chief purpose of the incarnation was that God 

became incarnate in Christ in order that He might die for 

sinners. And yet, in verse 16 nothing is said concerning 

the death of Christ! such a tenet would hardly be omitted 

fro� a doctrinal statement today! 

Third, the term "mystery".as used by Paul almost 

always involves some aspect of church truth, and 1 Timothy 

3:16 should be no exception, especially in view of the 

context of verse 15, which describes the grandeur of the 

local church. 

Fourth, the Apostle paul, in setting forth great 
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Christological truths, almost always applies them to 

believers. The great Christological passage in Philippians 

2: 5-ll was written so that believers might have this same 

mind of Christ in them (Phil. 2:5). The doctrine of the 

resurrection and exaltation of Christ in Ephesians 1: 18-23 

is applied directly to the Church (Eph. 1:19,22-23; cf. 2: 6 ) . 

In Colossians 1: 15-18 Paul declares that Christ is the 

creator and sustainer of the universe. Again direct 

application is made to the church (Col. 1: 18). It would 

therefore be most unlike Paul to set forth such great 

statements concerning the incarnation of Christ in 1 Timothy 

3:16 without making direct application to believers, even 

to the church. 

Finally, something should be said about the common 

interpretation that equates the ntruth11 of 1 Timothy 3: 15 

with the "mystery" of 1 Timothy 3 : 16. According to this 

view the responsibility of the church is to uphold the 

"mystery of godliness" which consists of the six objective 

statements concerning Christ as contained in the hymn. And 

yet, as the hymn is studied an amazing discovery is made. 

There is nothing in this hymn that would be objectionable 

to the Roman Catholic Church or the Greek orthodox Church. 

These apostate churches would both be able to endorse a 

doctrinal statement containing the words, "Christ was 

manifested in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen of 

angels, preached among the Gentiles, believed on L� the 

world, received up in glory," Even these false religious 
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systems are holding forth these basic Christological truths. 

Can it then be said that the Roman Catholic Church is the 

pillar and ground of the truth? Hardly! It is much better 

to understand 11truth11 (verse 15) as a reference to all of 

God's revealed truth in the scriptures (Jn. 17:17; Phil. 2:16; 

Epho 1:13). The true church, by life and by message, is to 

uphold all the truth of God's \'lord from Genesis to Revelation ! 

It is the awesome responsibility of the church to manifest 

the truth of God before a dark and wicked world (Phil. 2:15-16). 

As the interpreter reads 1 T imothy 3:15 it is the 

church that looms large before his eyes. It is the greatness 

of "the church " that is under consideration, not the greatness 

of 11the truth.," The connecting link between verse 15 and 

verse 16 is 11the church," not "the truth. 11 Therefore the 

mystery of godliness relates not to 11the truth, " but to 

the 11church of the living God. " 

God's great desire in this present age is to make 

known to His saints what is the riches of the glory of thi s  

mystery ( Col. 1:27)! And as this mystery i s  understood by 

God's people they will acknowledge and confess its greatness! 

The living God is manifesting H imself before men and angels 

in a body! 
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The Significance Of C:UuEs.zE.t a 

7 

The noun 

monosyllabic stem 

Its Meaning 
) :" ,L:? EVcrC-/-" � t. C<.- is derived from the 

cr� which originally meant 11to fall 

55 

back before" in the sense of shrinking from something because 

of intense fear or awe. Thus cr� "always denotes awe 

whether at a great mistake or at something lofty and 

sublime." 92 

Several Greek words are derived from this original 

stem and they all to some degree convey this primary 

signi£icance of reverential awe and respect: 

The broader development of the group o-c:P- was in 
association with the latter. The bodily movement 
expressed an inner attitude of respect, of being 
impressed by something great and lofty. 93 

It is helpful to study some of the cognate terms. 

The noun o-�a. c; means "reverential awe, a feeling of awe 

and shame which rises to prevent one doing something 

disgraceful." 
94 The meaning of the verb cr�c.u has been 

carefully defined by Hermann Cremer: 

At its root is that of reverential fear, profo��d respect, 
chiefly applied to the bearlng or.' men "towards the gods ; = 
to honour them reverentially, with holy awe. It seems 
to a..enote vne rel.lglous cn.arac1:er or.' moral reverence, so 

92Gerhard Friedrich, ed., Theological Dictiorillry of 
the New Testament, Vol. VII, trans.La"tea. ar..a.. ea..l""t:ea. oy Geor'.r.'rey 
w. Broml�Y ( Gr��a.. Rapids: Wm. B· Eerdmans publishing Company, 
1971), p. 169. 

93rbid . 

94Liddell and sco�t, Pe 1378. 
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that it is not strictly intransitive ,  but only without 
obje ct=God-fearing, to be God-fe aring as to doing 
something. TO this view the N. T. use of the absolute crEpecr8a.c.. le ads, CT¥c:o8ac. being=to be God-fe2.ring, 
use d of prose lytes, o[ crc.pye.2.Jo'- , Acts Xlll. 43, )0, 
xvii. 4,17. 95 

Lidde ll and scott basically concur with Cre mer by saying 

that the verb means "to fee l  awe or fear be fore God and man, 

esp. whe n about to do some thing disgrace ful. " 9 6 
Arndt and 

Gingrich agree that the ve rb crtjdc.u involve s "a re ve re nt 

attitude toward human be ings; show re ve re nce or respe ct for. 11 9 7 

The adje ctive cr�crroc; means "re vered, 

worthy of re ve re nce , august,11 and was a Gre e k  translation of 

the Latin 11Augustus, "  the de signation of the Roman e mpe ror. 9 8  

For those living in the Roman e mpire , all re ve re nce and 

respe ct was to be dire cte d towards this man: "the impe rial 

name Augustus was re nde red Z�arrTos;; Augusta by 

L�cTTi or 2.-�a.crrta c:;. n 9 9  The Latin te rm 

"Augustus" was a surname of Octavius caesar afte r he attaine d 

to undivide d authority and afte r him it was applie d to all 

of the Roman e mpe rors; be ing e quivale nt to maje sty or 

9 5
He rmann Cre me r, Biblico-The ological Le xicon of 

Ne w  Te stame nt Greek, transla�e n oy Wllllam urwlcK, Four�h 
English Enl�ion (Lninburgh: T .  & T .  Clark, 189 5) , Po 522. 

9 6
Lidde ll and scott, p. l3 78o 

9 7Arndt and Gingrich, p. 753 . 

9 8
Ibid. 

-

9 9
Lidd e ll and scott, po 13 78. 



is composed of the 

negative a lpha prefix and carried the following meaning: 

godless, without fear and reverence of God, not= 
irreligious, but posi�ively, he wao prac�lces the 
oppos1�e or what the fear of Goa aemanus. 101 
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The ungodly man is the man who has no reverence. There is 

no fear of God before his eyes. 
) The positive prefix E. u , meaning nwell, good, 11 is 

added to the original stem �� to indicate a good and 

healthy and proper fear and awe before men and God. Thus 

the adjective £�_)(rc.;8i (; means !!God-fearing, full of 

holy and devout reverence,11 and it is used of one who is 

ruled in what he does and avoids by reverence and godly 

fear. 102 It involves a reverence for God which shows itself 

in actions. 103 The godly man is known by his godly life. 

The man who fears God will fear doing anything that will 

displease the Lord. His reverential fear and profound respect 

for God can only result in proper conduct. 11Fear the LORD, 

100E. 
A· Andrews, A Copious and Critical Latin-En;!lish 

Lexicon (London: sampson Low & son , n.a. ) , p. 1'/'7. 
� 

101 Cremer, p. 523. 

102Ibid., p. 524. 
103Ethelbert v. Bullinger, A Critical Lexicon and 

concordance to the Enc;lish and Greek New Tes�c.men�, n1ntn 
edition (Lonaon: samue� Bags�er ana sons �lml�ea, 1969), 
P• 335. 
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and depart from evil" (Prov. 3:7). Abraham feared God, 

that God was so great that to disobey Him was unthinkable 

(Gen. 22:12)! 

In classical Greek usage, the noun E..U o-£,PE(O.­

referred especially to "reverence towards the gods." 104 

In the New Testament and Septuagint it is used only of the 

duty which man owes to God. 105 
Cremer defines E..UCTEJ8 Eta_ 

as "the good and careful cherishing of the fear of God. " 106 

The usage of this term in the Septuagint illustrates its 

close affinity in meaning to the Old Testament concept of 

the fear of the Lord. In Proverbs 1:7 £0o£ftL.a., is 

paralleled with pcyBoc;, f(;;otou . Also c:Oo-��c:- t a.-­

is found directly associated with JDcf.-dou dcoO in 

Isaiah 11:2-3. The noun occurs elsevrhere in Proverbs 13:11 

and Isaiah 33:6. 

It can be said, therefore, that the man who feared 

God in the Old Testament corresponds very closely to the 

godly man of the New Testament. The emphasis of both is 

upon a reverence and awe for God that results in proper 

conduct and behavior. The godly man is the man who fears 

doing anything that would displease the Lord. He is a man 

104Liddell and scott, p. 615. 

105
Arndt and Gingrich, p. 326. 

106 Cremer, p. 524. 
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who mani f e s t s  a G od - c on s c i ou sne s s ,  a God-awa r e n e s s  and 

a God-d e p end enc e ( Gen . 17 : 1 ) .  He is a man who conducts 

him s elf in a manne r  worthy o f  the L ord unt o  all pl e a s ing ! 

It s N e w  T e stam e nt u sa g e  

The noun occurs commonly in th e 

Pa s toral l e tters and in the wri t ings of p et er .  The t erm 

always inv o l v e s  C hr i s t-hon or ing c onduc t a s  the beli e ver 

walks in clos e f ell owship w i th the LOr d : 

I t s  are a  of mean ing empha s ize s godly conduct, s ugg e s t ing 
reverence and l oya lty . Thi s  aptly stre s s e s Paul ' s major 
eopha s is in the Pa s torals :  s ound doctrin e and faithful 
living .. 1 07 

Timothy was t old t o  ex erci s e  hims e lf unt o g o d l L�e s s  ( 1  T i m. 

4 : 7-8) . The word i s  always f ound in the high e s t  context s 

of C hri s tian virtu e and behavior ( 1  Tim . 2 : 2 ;  6 : 11 ;  T i t. 2 : 12 ) o 

It s U s age In 1 Timothy 3 : 1 6 

In light of the meaning of c.6cry t. a , the 

e xpr e s s ion "the mys t ery of godlin es s n in 1 T im o thy 3 : 1 6 

might b e  accurat ely paraphras ed a s  1 1the myst ery of God-fearing 

c onduc t . "  The obvious reference i s  t o  th e previous vers e 

whe r e  :Paul ' s  purpos e  in writ ing i s  s tated: " that thou maye s t  

know how t hou ought e s t  to behave thys elf ( to c onduct thy s elf) . w  

The answer to the que s t ion how m en s hould conduct thems elves 

1 0 71'/ilbur B· 1dall i s ,  " 1  Timothy, 1 1  The �vycliffe 
Bj.bl e Commen tary, e d ited by C harle s F .  :Pfe J..I .r. er arw. zv ere tt 
F ·  Harr J. s on � Cn3cag o : M o ody :Pr e s s, 1 962) , Po  13 75 . 
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in the c hurc h  ( v er s e  15 ) is  answered by the t erm " g o dline s s "  

( ve r s e 1 6 ) . 1 08 
Alfr e d  Plummer a l s o  m ent i ons the contextual 

c onne c t i on b e tween 11 g od l ine s s 11 ( v er s e  1 6 ) and 11 b e hav e 

thys elf " ( v ers e  15) .. 1 0 9  
In o ther w ord s � the gr eat mys t ery 

of g odline s s  mus t  s om eh ow r elat e  t o  pr o p er c onduc t and 

b e havior in the l oc al a s s emb ly . As the l o c a l  b ody o f  Chr i s t  

manife s t s  g odline s s  and func t i ons a c c ording t o  the Biblical 

pa t t ern ( 1 Tim .  3 : 1-15 ; Eph o  4 : 11-16 ) , then the mys t ery of 

godline s s  will b e  r ea l iz e d  and God will make Him s elf known 

in and thr ough the a s s embly ! 

s ome int e r pr e t  "godline s s "  in v er s e  1 6  a s  r e ferr ing 

t o  Chr i s t who i s  our p er f e c t example o f  a g odly man . Although 

thi s  i s  c erta inly tru e , the t erm EL)(r?Sc.t.. a..., i s  never us e d  

with r e f e r enc e t o  God o r  Chr i s t : 1 1 I t  i s  a t erm not u s e d  of 

God , but of men . 11 1 1 0 In the s even other plac e s  whe r e  the 

word is us e d  in 1 T imo thy ( 2 : 2 ;  4 : 7 , 8 ;  6 : 3 , 5 , 6 , 11)  i t  alway s  

r e f e r s  t o  God-fearing c onduc t on the part of b e li ever s . 

1 Timothy 3 : 1 6 should b e  no exc eption ,  e s p ec ially in light 

of the s ignific anc e of the verb /:;_lJa7Etc:rT(}a{ in the 

pr e c ed ing ver s e o  

1 0 8
EUg ene s t ock , pla in Talks on The Pa s t oral Epi s tl e s  

( Lond on : Roxbur gh e  Hous e ,  19�4) , p .  63 o 
1 0 9  Plummer , p .  419 . 

1 1 °
K enne th S o  WU e s t , \v-u e s t 1 s  word Studi e s  Fr om the 

Gr e e k  New Te s tament , Vol . II ( Grana. Ra p � a. s : Vim . :a .  Eera.mans 
Publ�sning c ompany , 1 956) , p .  118 . 
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Others , when d ealing with this ver s e  t rans la t e  

E.U o-f£c:c a.... a s  " r e ligion .  1 1 Thus they int erpr et the 

" c r e da l  hymn n of  ver s e  16 as b eing a brief  summary of  n the 

mys t ery o f  our r eligion , " tha t  i s , a brief s tat ement c on­

c erning the fundamental truths of Chri s t ianity . 1 1 1  For 

exam pl e , H i ebert d e scrib e s  the c r e dal hymn as b e ing "a  

ma j e s tic s ummary o f  the sub s tanc e o f  C hr i s t ian truth . n 1 1 2 

The problem with thi s int erpr e ta ti on i s  that Euo:jGc:t.a. 

d o es not mean 11r eligi on .. 11  The English t erm 11r eligi on 11 

oc curs rar e ly in the New T e s tament (Ac t s  2 6 : 15 ;  Ja s o  1 : 2 6-27)  

and is  a t rans la t i on of  the Gr e ek t erm fjoYJcrKE..f C<- which 

als o  oc cur s in C ol o s s ians 2 : 18 .  Bullinger argu e s  tha t  

E. urr E)3 c. {_  a....­

in m eaning : 

i s  ac tually the o pp o s it e  of  rr;o-Kcfa_ 

EU s eb e ia r ela t e s  t o  real , t ru e ,  vita l , and s p iritual 
relatl on with God : whil e  thr e skeia r elat e s  t o  the 
outward ac t s  of  r eligiou s  O b s ervanc e s  or  c er emoni e s , 
which can b e  perf ormed by the fle sh.  our Eng . word 
11r eligi on" wa s n ever u s e d  in the s ens e of  t ru e  
godline s s .  I t  a lways meant the outward f orm of worsnip . 

Ac tually the t erm " godline s s , "  a s  u s ed in the N ew T e s tament 

and e ls ewher e ,  never r e fers  t o  the "Chr i s t ian fa i th "  but 

1 1 3 

rathe r  it  r efers  t o  the Chr i s t ian ' s c onduc t . I t  i s  imp o s s ib l e  

P o  4 2 1 . 
1 1 1Arndt and Gingr ic h ,  p .  3 2 6 . s e e  a l s o  Buttrick , 

1 1 2 . b t 72 H�e er , Po • 

1 1 3Bullinger , P o  3 3 5 o 



t o  tran s la t e  ELN1£,P£ f.. Q a s  11 r e l ig i on 11 in any o ther 

pla c e  whe r e  the t erm i s  f ound in the N ew Te s tament or in 

the S e ptua gin t . Why then d o  int erpr e t e r s  tran s la t e  i t  s o  

in 1 T im o t hy 3 : 16? 

I f  t h e  hymn i n  1 T imo thy 3 : 16 s peaks only o f  t h e  

ob j e c tive fac t s  o f  the incarna t e lif e of C hr i s t , then why 

d i d  n o t  Paul int r o duc e t hi s  s e c t i on a s  f ol l ows : " Gr e a t  is 
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t h e  mys t ery of C hr i s t . "  But Paul wr o t e c onc e rning the gr eat 

my s t ery of g odline s s ,  whi c h  can only r ef e r  to the God-f earing 

l if e  and c onduc t o f  b e l i ev er s . paul ' s  s ta t e d  pur po s e  in 

wr i t ing the b o ok of 1 T im o thy wa s tha t such g odly c onduc t 

might b e  r ea l i z e d  in t h e  Ephe s ian a s s embly ( 1  T im .  3 : 1 5 ) . 

Thi s great myst ery mus t  in s om e  way r e lat e t o  the c onduc t 

o f  the c hurc h .  

---
The S i gnific anc e Of p£ya c; 

7 7 
Gr ea t i s  the mys t ery of g odlin e s s ! The Apo s t l e  

Paul u s e d  a lm o s t iden t i c a l  t ermin o l o gy in h i s  epi s tle t o  

the Eph e s ian s , a d o c um ent that would hav e  b e en well known 

t o  T im o thy who wa s at t ha t  t im e  r e s pons ib l e  f or the a s s embly 

at Ephe sus ( 1  T im .  1 : 3 ) . In s peak ing of the hu sband and 

wif e  r ela t i onship paul wr i t e s : " Th i s  is a gr eat my s t ery : 

but I s peak c onc erning C hr i s t  and the c hur c h "  ( Eph . 5 : 3 2 )  • 

./ 
Many c omm en ta t or s , in d i s c u s s ing rva� in 

1 T imo thy 3 : 16 ,  have c it ed Ephe s ians 5 : 3 2 a s  a parall e l  

pa s sa g e : 



The n earest parallel to  the pre s ent pas sag e is  
Eph. v .  3 2 . 1 1 4 

The phra s ing parallels clo sely Ephesians 5 : 3 2 . 1 1 5  

The language r e s embl e s  that of Ephesians 5 : 3 2 , "this 
mystery is gr eat . tt 1 1 6  

__.. 
Great (Cc:ra.....- ) mean s  important, weighty, as 
E:ph • 5 : 3 2 • 1 1  7 
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The epithet 11great11 , which is her e appli e d  to 11the 
mys tery of godline s s , "  is  the same as in Eph. v 3 2 , 1 1 8 

The great mystery of which paul wr ote in Eph e s ian3 

5:32 concerned not Christ alone, but Christ and the church . 

c ould n ot the great mystery of 1 Timothy 3 : 16 als o have 

reference to  Christ and the church? .A.s Timothy r ead "great 

i s  the mys tery of godline s s "  he could have eas ily remember ed 

the familiar words, 11but I s peak concerning Christ and the 

church . "  

Exactly what is it that paul c alls great in 1 Timothy 

3:15-16? Obvious ly the mystery i s  great ! But ver se 15 als o 

declares that the church i s  great: "hi s  purp o se her e is  to 

unfold the greatnes s  of the church and its mis si on ." 1 1 9 

1 1 4
Roberts on 'fl . Nicoll, ed. , The E,."'Cno s itor ' s  Greek 

Testament, Vol. IV ( Grand Rapids :  Wm . B .  �erQmans pu oll snlng 
c ompany, 195 6 ) , :P o  118 . 

1 1 5 Allen, p. 3 2 1 . 
1 1 6

Ronald A ·  Ward, Cow� entary on 1 & 2 Timothy & 
Titus ( wac 0 '  Texa s: word BOOks ' 19'74) ' :p .  6) . 

1 1 7 . ' 10 3 1  Vlnc en�, P •  • 

1 1 8
J . Armitage Robins on, P o  239 .  

1 1 9  6 Harvey, P o  4 o 
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In fac t , v er s e  15 d e s c r ib e s  the c hurch in such gr eat t erms 

tha t  it ha s embarra s s ed s ome P r o t e s tant iLt e r pr e t e r s  who are 

s e eking to guard aga in s t  Roman Ca th o l i c  perver s i on s o T ha t  the 

chur c h  c ould b e  called the p illar and ba s e  of the t ruth s e em s  

almo s t  inc onc eivab l e  t o  s om e ! But paul in n o  unc e r ta in 

t erms s et s  f orth the grand eur of the l ocal a s s embly . In 

r e s p on s e  t o  the pagan c ry ,  11 Gr eat i s  Diana of the Eph e s ians " 

(Ac t s  19 : 28 , 34 ) , Paul c ould have answered , '' Gre a t  i s  the 

a s s embly of the living G o d  at Ephe sus ! "  N ow ,  if the a s s embly 

is gr eat ( 1  Timo 3 : 15 ) and if the myst ery is great ( 1  Tim. 3 : 16 ) , 

i s  there no rela t i onship b e tween the two? 

,,..... 
The Signific an c e Of 0 c;;;-

If it is true tha t the my s t e ry of godlin e s s a ppli e s  

b o th t o  C hr i s t  and the c hur c h ,  then ther e  would b e  a r ea s onable 

explana t i on for Paul ' s  us e o f  the ambiguous r e la t iv e  p r on oun 

which int r oduc e s  the subs tanc e and c ont ent of the mys t ery . 

If Paul were s p eaking o f  C hr i s t  only , it  would have b e en 

natural f or him t o  make the s ub j e c t explic it : " Chri s t  wa s  

manif e s t e d  in the fle sh . " The way the t ext r ea d s , h oweve r , 

permit s the p o s s ibility o f  a wid e r  applicati on. 1 20 " C hr i s t "  

is s t ill the logical ant e c e d en t  and thus "Chris t " i s  c learly 

1 20
The only c ommenta t or who s e em s  t o  b e  in a gr e ement 

with this writer ' s  int erpr e ta t i on of the r ea s on f or p a ul ' s 
us e o f  the r e la t iv e  pr onoun i s  H enry Alf ord . S ee pag e 333 . 



65 

the impli e d  sub j e c t  for each of the s ix phra s e s  o f  the 

hymn o But it is qui t e  p o s s ib l e  that a s  T imot hy r e a d  this 

ver s e  he wa s r eminde d  of :Paul ' s fam i l iar w ord s , " This is a 

great my s t ery : but I s p eak c onc erning C hr i s t  and t h e  c hurch . "  

And thus a s  Timothy r ead the expr e s s i on "wh o  wa s manif e s t ed 

in the fle sh , " he c ould have thought t o  him s e lf , " I  know tha t  

C hr i s t  wa s manife s t ed in the fl e s h ,  but h o w  d o e s  tha t a pply 

t o  the a s s embly? " G o d  the s on b ecame incarna t e  in a b od y ! 

H ow d oe s  that apply t o  the c hurch o f  the living G o d? 






