To Mvatipiov: The Pauline Concept of Mystery

To Mvuotiprov:
The Pauline Concept of Mystery, the Unity of Salvation History,
and the Imputation of Divine Righteousness

Dr Phillip G Andrade

Abstract

This article examines the Pauline usage of the Greek term uvorijpiov (mysterion) as it appears
across the Pauline corpus, with particular attention to the mystery of Christ (7o uvartipiov tov
Xpiotov), the mystery of the kingdom (70 uvertipiov tijs faciieiag 100 Ocod), and the broader
theological architecture of salvation history. In the context of Second Temple Judaism and
Hellenistic religious language, it is asserted that Paul's understanding of pvotpiov denotes not
secret rituals but the divine salvific plan, previously concealed yet now unveiled, a plan whose
method of salvation has been uniform throughout all periods of redemptive history. Central to
this investigation is Paul’s insistence that justification before God has always been obtained éx
miotews (“by faith”) through the imputation of an alien righteousness (dikaioadvy Geod), rather
than through human moral achievement. The article draws extensively on the Greek New
Testament to demonstrate that the revelation of the mystery does not introduce a new
soteriological principle but rather discloses the fullness of the one divine plan that has

undergirded God’s saving activity from Abraham to the present age.
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1. Introduction

The Greek noun wwvotipiov occupies a position of singular importance in Pauline theology.
Appearing twenty-one times in the letters attributed to Paul, the term carries a freight of meaning
that reaches far beyond its surface association with secrecy or hiddenness.' In classical Greek
usage, uvotipiov referred to the secret rites of Hellenistic mystery religions—cultic ceremonies
to which only initiates were admitted. However, Paul’s deployment of this term is decisively
shaped not by pagan cult but by the apocalyptic and revelatory traditions of Second Temple
Judaism, particularly the Danielic vision in which God reveals uvotipio to His servants (cf. Dan
2:28-29 LXX). For Paul, uvotipiov denotes God’s eternal redemptive purpose, formerly
concealed in the divine counsel, now disclosed in the fullness of time through the person and

work of Jesus Christ.

The present study pursues three interrelated lines of inquiry. Initially, this analysis delves into the
semantic scope of the term pvotiplov as employed by Paul, with meticulous attention to the
original Greek. Furthermore, the text examines the distinct elements of the Pauline mystery,
specifically Christ's mystery and the kingdom's mystery, asserting that these descriptions allude
to interconnected aspects of a singular divine orchestration. In conclusion, and of greatest
significance, this paper argues that the revelation of the pootplov does not inaugurate a distinct
approach to salvation. Rather, it unveils the fullness of a redemptive economy that has operated
on an identical soteriological principle from the beginning: justification before God éx miorews

(“by faith”) through the reception of an imputed righteousness that is not the believer’s own.

2. The Semantic Field of Mvotipov in Paul

2.1. Background: From Pagan Cult to Apocalyptic Revelation

In pre-Christian Greek literature, uvatipiov (plural pvotipia) was associated primarily with the
Eleusinian, Orphic, and Dionysiac mysteries—secret rites promising initiates a share in divine

life. The term derives from the verb udw (“to close,” especially the eyes or mouth), indicating

'"The term pvotrpiov (mysterion) appears twenty-eight times in the New Testament, of which twenty-one
occurrences are in the Pauline epistles. See BDAG, s.v. poatipiov.
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that which is kept shut from the uninitiated. While some scholars in the history-of-religions
school (Religionsgeschichtliche Schule) sought to derive Paul’s usage from these Hellenistic
antecedents, contemporary scholarship has largely abandoned this thesis. Paul’s conceptual
framework is far more indebted to Jewish apocalypticism, in which divine secrets are stored in

heaven and disclosed to chosen recipients by revelation (droxaivyig).

In the Septuagint, uvotiprov translates the Aramaic 77 (raz) in Daniel 2, where Nebuchadnezzar’s
dream is a divine secret that only God can disclose. This Danielic pattern—concealment
followed by divinely initiated revelation—becomes the structural template for Paul’s usage. The
noatipiov 1s not secret because it is inherently inaccessible, but because it awaits the appointed

moment of God’s self-disclosure.

2.2. The Pauline Definition: Hidden, Then Revealed

Paul consistently defines uvotipiov along a two-stage temporal axis: (1) the mystery was hidden
(dmoxexpopuévov) in past ages, and (2) it has now been revealed (épavepw@n / arexolvpn) in

the present age. This pattern is explicit in several key passages.

In Ephesians 3:3-5, Paul declares that the mystery was made known to him xaza droxaivyiv
(“by revelation™),? specifying that this mystery was not made known to previous generations
(étépoug yeveaic ovk yvawpioln 10ic viois TV avlpwrwy) as it has now been revealed to His holy
apostles and prophets by the Spirit (év mveduarr). Colossians 1:26-27 employs the same
framework: the mystery hidden from the ages and from the generations has now been manifested
to His saints.® Similarly, Romans 16:25-26 speaks of the mystery kept in silence (cearynuévov)

through long ages but now disclosed and made known to all nations.*

The verbal cluster surrounding uvotipiov in Paul is instructive. The concealment phase is
marked by verbs and participles such as droxpdrrew (“1 hide”), oiyaw (“I keep silent”), and the

adjectival amoxpvpog (“hidden”). The disclosure phase is marked by gavepow (“I make

Eph 3:3-5. Paul writes: xatd droxdloyiy &pvawpioctn uot to pvotipiov (“by revelation the mystery was made known
to me”).

3Col 1:26-27. 10 uvotipiov 10 GIOKEKPOUUEVOY GTTO TAV CidVOY Kol Ao TV Yevedv, ViV ¢ épavepmdn toic dyioig
ovToD.

“Rom 16:25-26. The uvotipiov kept silent (ceciynuévov) through long ages is now disclosed (pavepwOévrog).
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manifest”), droxaldmrew (“l reveal”), and pvwpilew (“I make known”). This vocabulary
demonstrates that uvotipiov for Paul is a dynamic concept: it is a divine truth that moves from

concealment to disclosure according to God’s sovereign timetable.

3. The Content of the Pauline Mystery

3.1. The Mystery of Christ (t0 poetiiprov To0 Xprotod)

The most concentrated expression of the mystery’s content is found in the phrase 7o uvoriprov
100 Xpiotod (“the mystery of Christ”), which appears in Ephesians 3:4 and Colossians 4:3. The
genitive o0 Xpiotod is best understood as an epexegetical genitive: the mystery which is Christ,
or whose content is defined by Christ. In Colossians 2:2-3, Paul identifies Christ Himself as the
locus of the mystery, asserting that in Him are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and

knowledge.’

The specific content of this mystery, as Paul develops it in Ephesians 3:6, is the incorporation of
the Gentiles into the covenant people of God: they are cvyxinpoviuo. (“fellow-heirs”), cooowuo
(“fellow-members of the body”), and ovuuéroya tijc émoyyerios (“fellow-partakers of the
promise™) in Christ Jesus through the gospel.® The three ov- compounds (each prefixed with the
preposition meaning “with” or “together”) emphasize the radical equality and full participation
that Gentile believers now share with Jewish believers in the eschatological people of God. This
was the element that had not been made known in previous generations with the same clarity and

fullness with which it was now revealed by the Spirit.

Ephesians 1:9-10 broadens the scope of the mystery to encompass the cosmic plan of God: the
noatipiov tod Oelquatog avrov (“mystery of His will”) is oriented toward the administration
(oikovouia) of the fullness of times, when all things in heaven and on earth are summed up

(dvaxepoiordoaclor) in Christ.” The mystery thus has both a present, ecclesiological dimension

5Col 2:2-3. Christ is identified as the one év ¢ eiowv mdvrec of Onoovpoi Tijc sopios Kai Yvdoews dméxpvpor (“in
whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge”).

Eph 3:6. The Gentiles are ovyxAnpovdua kai cboowua ki oopuétoya tic émayyeriac (“fellow-heirs, fellow-members
of the body, and fellow-partakers of the promise™).

"Eph 1:9-10. The pvotipiov ot Oelijuarog avrod (“mystery of His will”) pertains to the oixovouia tod minpduarog
@V koupdv (“administration of the fullness of times”).
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(the union of Jew and Gentile in one body) and a future, cosmological dimension (the universal
reconciliation of all things under the headship of Christ).In addition, Paul elaborates on the
mystery within the framework of the Christ-Church relationship. In Ephesians 5:32, the marital
union serves as an earthly illustration of a profound spiritual reality, which Paul explicitly

identifies as the mystery of Christ and the Church.?
3.2. The Mystery of the Kingdom (t0 pvotiprov tijg Baciieiog)

While the Synoptic Gospels place the phrase 10 pvotmpiov tiig facireiog Tod Oeod (“the mystery
of the kingdom of God”) on Jesus' lips rather than directly in Paul’s epistles, it illuminates the
broader New Testament matrix within which Paul’s mystery theology operates. In Mark 4:11,
Jesus tells His disciples that the mystery of the kingdom of God has been given to them,’” while
those outside receive everything in parables. The parallel passages in Matthew and Luke use the

plural form."

The kingdom mystery and the Christological mystery are deeply interconnected. The kingdom of
God is inaugurated through the person of Christ; hence, the mystery of the kingdom is effectively
the mystery of how God’s reign is being established—not through political revolution or angelic
warfare, but through the crucified and risen Messiah, and the Spirit-empowered proclamation of
the gospel to all nations. Paul’s uvotipiov is thus the theological elaboration of the kingdom

mystery that Jesus introduced in His parabolic teaching.

3.3. Other Dimensions of the Mystery in Paul

Paul applies uvaripiov to several additional realities. In 1 Corinthians 15:51-52, the mystery is
the eschatological transformation of believers at the resurrection: not all will die, but all will be
changed." In 1 Timothy 3:16, the mystery of godliness (t0 tijc edoefeiac pvotipiov) is

summarized in a confessional fragment celebrating Christ’s incarnation, vindication, and

*Eph 5:32. Paul applies the term uvotipiov to the union of Christ and the Church: 0 uvotipiov tobvro uéyo éotiv- éyi>
0¢ Aéyw eig Xpiotov kai gig tv éxkAnoiav.

‘Mark 4:11. 'Yuiv 10 uvotipiov dédotor tiic faciieiac tod Osot (“To you the mystery of the kingdom of God has been
given”).

1"Matt 13:11; Luke 8:10. The Synoptic parallels use ¢ uvotipia tijc facileiog (plural) where Mark uses the singular.
1 Cor 15:51-52. idov puvotipiov duiv Aéyw- mdvteg ob koyunOnoduebo, mévies 0¢ dAdaynodusbo (“Behold, 1 tell you
a mystery: we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed”).
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universal proclamation.'? In 2 Thessalonians 2:7, Paul refers to the mystery of lawlessness (70
noatipiov g dvouiag), the hidden operation of evil that will be fully exposed at the end of the
age. Each of these usages shares the common structural feature of a divine truth that operates

beneath the surface of history and is revealed according to God’s appointed purpose and timing.

4. The Continuity of Salvation: Justification by Faith
Across the Ages

4.1. One Soteriological Principle

The central inquiry in Pauline theology is whether the revelation of the pvotpilov constituted a
new system for salvation or merely revealed the entirety of one already in place. The Pauline
evidence decisively supports the latter.Paul makes a concerted effort to establish that the gospel
he promulgates, namely justification by faith independent of the works of the law, represents not
an innovation specific to the Christian era, but the fundamental principle by which God has

perpetually saved His people.

Thes locus classicus for this argument is Romans 4, where Paul turns to Abraham as the
paradigmatic case. Citing Genesis 15:6 from the Septuagint, Paul writes that Abraham believed
God, and it was credited to him as righteousness: xai éxiorevoev Afpou 1@ Oed, koi éloyiotn
abt® i ducarocvvnyy.” The key verb here is Aoyilouar (“1 reckon, credit, impute™), a term from
the accounting domain signifying the crediting of something to another’s account. Abraham’s
faith was not itself a meritorious work; rather, it was the instrument through which God imputed

(éloyiobn) righteousness to him.

Paul reinforces this principle by citing the prophet Habakkuk: 6 d¢ dikaiog éx miorewe oo
Gjoetou (“the righteous one shall live by faith™).!* This Old Testament citation, deployed in both
Romans 1:17 and Galatians 3:11, serves as Paul’s programmatic declaration: the righteous
standing that leads to life has always been obtained through faith, not through the works of the
Torah. The Habakkuk citation thus bridges the testaments, demonstrating that the faith principle

operative in the New Covenant community was already articulated by Israel’s prophets.

121 Tim 3:16. uéya éotiv 10 tijc eboefeiac uvotipiov- g époavepwdn &v capxi (“Great is the mystery of godliness: He
was manifested in the flesh”).

BGen 15:6 LXX: koi éniotevoey ABpou 16 0ed, xai éhoyicdn avtd eic dixarochvyy. Paul cites this text in both Rom
4:3 and Gal 3:6.

"“Hab 2:4 LXX: 6 6¢ dixaiog éx miotedc pov Gjoerou. Paul cites this in Rom 1:17 and Gal 3:11.

Page 6



To Mvatipiov: The Pauline Concept of Mystery

4.2. Imputed Righteousness: Receiving What Is Not Our Own

At the heart of the Pauline gospel stands the doctrine of imputed righteousness—the conviction
that the believer is justified before God not on the basis of any inherent moral quality or
accumulated merit, but solely through the reception of a righteousness that belongs to another.
Paul articulates this with remarkable precision in Romans 4:5: to the one who does not work but
believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness (Lloyi{erou 7

’ ] ~ ) 4 15
TLoTIS avTOD EIC OIKOIOGOVV).

The phrase dikaioadvy Oeod (“the righteousness of God”) is the Pauline designation for this
imputed reality. In Romans 3:21-22, Paul declares that this divine righteousness has now been
manifested apart from the law (ywpic vouov), although the law and the prophets bore witness to
it. It is received through faith in Jesus Christ by all who believe.'® The critical phrase ywpig
vouov does not mean “without scriptural attestation” but “apart from law-keeping as the ground
of acceptance.” Indeed, Paul insists that the law (0 vouog) and the prophets (oi mpogijror)

themselves testify to this faith-righteousness.

Philippians 3:9 provides the most explicitly personal expression of this doctrine. Paul expresses
his desire to be found in Christ possessing not his own righteousness derived from the law (u
Exawv éunv dikoroadvny v ék vouov) but the righteousness that comes through the faithfulness of
Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith (v éx Ocod Jdikaroodvny émi i
mioter)."” The contrast between éunv dixarootvyy (“my own righteousness™) and v &k Ocod
oikaroovvyv (“the righteousness from God”) is absolute. Justification requires a righteousness

that originates outside the human subject and is received through faith alone.

Second Corinthians 5:21 supplies the theological ground of this exchange: God made the one

who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in

SRom 4:5. 1@ 5¢ un épyalouéve, motsbovtr 6¢ éni 10v dikarodvia 10V doefi, Loyiletor 1 miotic abrod eig
OIKaI0a0VH V.

1Rom 3:21-22. dikaiocivy Osod Si6 miotews Inootd Xpiotod eic mdvrag todg motedovrag (“the righteousness of God
through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe”).

'"Phil 3:9. Paul desires to be found in Christ, uj &wv dunv ducarocdvyy v ék véuov AL v dic mictews Xpiorob,
™MV ék Ood dikaroavvny €l Tif ToTel.
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Him (iva fjueic yevauebo ducaroodvy Ozob év avrd).'® Here Paul articulates the great exchange at
the center of the atonement: Christ bears the penalty of sin; believers receive the imputation of
divine righteousness. The prepositional phrase év avr® (“in Him”) anchors the imputation in
union with Christ—it is not a legal fiction but a relational reality grounded in the believer’s

incorporation into the crucified and risen Lord.

4.3. Abraham, David, and the Transhistorical Nature of Justification

Paul’s argument for the continuity of salvation across the ages is not merely inferential; it is
exegetical. In Galatians 3:8, Paul declares that the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify
the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand (zpocvnyyedicaro) to Abraham." The
compound verb mpocvyyyedicaro is striking: it means “proclaimed the good news in advance.”
The gospel itself—the message of justification by faith—was present in seed form in the
Abrahamic promise. What was hidden was not the soteriological mechanism but the full scope of
its application: that this justifying faith would extend to all the nations (zavza ta é6vy) through

the person of Christ.

Paul further extends his argument to David, noting that the psalmist pronounced a blessing upon
the person to whom God credits righteousness apart from works (ywpic épywv), and to whom the
Lord will not reckon sin.*® The Abrahamic and Davidic witnesses together demonstrate that
justification by the imputation of an alien righteousness was already operative under the Mosaic
economy. The law was never intended as a vehicle of self-achieved righteousness but as a

pedagogue (raidoywyog, Gal 3:24) leading to Christ.

Hebrews 11, while not Pauline in authorship, corroborates the same theological trajectory. The
patriarchs and heroes of Israel are commended because they lived and died in faith (kazo wioniv),

not having received the fullness of the promises but embracing them from afar.! Their faith was

182 Cor 5:21. tov u# yvévra duaptiav Saép Hudv duoptiav éroinoey, iva fueic yevdueba dixaiootvy Oeod év avtd.
YGal 3:8. mpoidodon 62 1 ypaen 611 éx wiotewe ducarol i E0vy O Oedg, mposvnyyerioaro 1@ APpadyu (“The Scripture,
foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham”).

YRom 4:6-8, quoting Ps 32:1-2 LXX (Ps 31:1-2 LXX numbering). David pronounces the blessing upon the one ¢
0 Kbprog ov un oyiontor duaptiav (“to whom the Lord will not reckon sin”).

2'Heb 11:13. The patriarchs died xazé wioriv (“in faith”), not having received the promises but having seen them
from afar.
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directed toward a future realization that they did not yet see clearly—the very reality that the

Pauline povortipiov now reveals.

4.4. Romans 3:25-26: The Retroactive Efficacy of the Cross

Perhaps the most theologically dense statement of the continuity of salvation is found in Romans
3:25-26. God put forward Christ as a propitiation (ilaotipiov)—a term also denoting the mercy
seat of the tabernacle—to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His divine forbearance He
had passed over (wdpeorv) the sins previously committed.”” The noun mépeoig (as distinct from
dpeotg, “forgiveness”) denotes a passing over or suspension of penalty, not a full remission.
God’s justice was not satisfied by the Old Testament sacrificial system in itself; rather, the sins of
the faithful under the former economy were “passed over” in anticipation of the definitive
atoning sacrifice of Christ. The cross is thus retroactively efficacious: it is the objective ground
upon which Abraham’s faith was credited as righteousness, even though the historical event of

Calvary lay millennia in the future.

This means that there is, and has only ever been, one mechanism of justification: faith in God’s
promise, resulting in the imputation of a righteousness that the believer does not possess
inherently. What varies across the ages is not the soteriological principle but the degree of
revelatory clarity. Abraham believed in a promise dimly perceived; David trusted in a
forgiveness whose full basis was not yet disclosed; Paul and the apostolic church believe in a
mystery now fully revealed in the crucified and risen Christ. The object of faith becomes

progressively clearer, but the nature and instrument of justification remain unchanged.

5. Conclusion

The Pauline uvotipiov is not a departure from the theological trajectory of the Hebrew Scriptures
but its divinely intended climax. Paul’s usage of the term—shaped by Jewish apocalypticism
rather than Hellenistic mystery cults—designates the once-hidden, now-revealed purpose of God

to unite all things under the headship of Christ, incorporating both Jew and Gentile into one

2Rom 3:25-26. God set forth Christ as a ilactipiov (“propitiation” / “mercy seat”), demonstrating His
righteousness in passing over former sins.
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eschatological people through the gospel. The mystery of Christ and the mystery of the kingdom
converge in the revelation that God’s reign is established through the cruciform Messiah, and that

admission to the kingdom has always been by grace through faith.

The salvation disclosed in the mystery is not a new salvation. It is the full revelation of the
ancient salvation that has been operative since God first credited righteousness to Abraham on
the basis of faith. The dixaiocdvy Ocov—the righteousness of God, imputed to the believer and
received by faith—has been the sole ground of justification in every epoch of redemptive history.
Under the old economy, this righteousness was received through faith in promises not yet
fulfilled; under the new, it is received through faith in promises now accomplished in the death
and resurrection of Jesus. The instrument is the same: zwiozigc. The righteousness received is the

same: oikaroovvy Osod. The result is the same: dikaiwaoig (“justification”) before the holy God.

What was amokexpoyuévov has been gavepw@év. What was oeorynuévov has now been
proclaimed to all nations. The mystery has been revealed—not as a new way of being right with

God, but as the full and final disclosure of the only way there has ever been.
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