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The English word “mystery” is a borrowing (via the Latin mysterium) of the Greek noun
pootiplov, which in Classical Greek had the general sense “mystery, secret.”! The plural, Té
pvotpia, “the Mysteries,” was a technical term for the mystery cults that were practiced in the
Greco-Roman world from the 7 century BC to the 4" century AD, the Eleusinian Mysteries at
Athens being the most well-known.? pvotipiov could also designate a secret religious truth
revealed by God.? It was even used for a Roman Soldier’s oath of enlistment, 0 Gepvov
pvotiptov.t

Among Latter-day Saints, the term “mystery” sometimes has a rather negative
connotation referring to “information unnecessary for our salvation or for our personal progress,
information the Lord has chosen, for whatever reason, to withhold from us. A preoccupation
with such things can distract us from the really important truth that has been revealed and often
leads to a loss of spiritual balance, then to contention, doubt, and apostasy.”> However, in the
New Testament (and in all revealed scripture for that matter) it never has that sense.

In the New Testament povotiprov occurs 28 times—three times in the Gospels, 21 times
in the epistles of Paul, and four times in Revelation. It has the general sense “secret knowledge
revealed by God,” but with various nuances depending on context.® In the New Testament,
pvotprov, unlike the English word “mystery,” did not denote that which was impenetrable
because it was inherently unintelligible or incoherent. Rather, it pointed to that which was too
profound for human ingenuity and could not be obtained by unassisted human logic or
reasoning.’ It could be gained only by the Spirit.® Once disclosed, however, it made perfect sense
to the spiritually mature.

Let’s now examine some New Testament passages where pootiplov is used.
The Gospels
In the Gospels pootipiov occurs only in a single setting in which Christ’s disciples (oi

pobnrai - Matthew 13:10, Luke 8:9) which includes o1 mepi adtov 6OV 101G dddeKka, “those
around him together with the Twelve” (Mark 4:10, author’s translation) ask him, o ti év
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mapoPoraic Aalelc avtoig, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” (Matthew 13:10, author’s
translation). Christ’s answer in the three synoptic variants are:

VUV TO pootnplov dédotan Th¢ Paciieiog Tod BeoD,
“to you is given the mystery of the kingdom of God” (Mark 4:11, author’s translation).
vuilv d€dotat yvdvar To puotipla T factieiog TV ovpoavdv,

“to you is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven (Matthew. 13:11,
author’s translation)

VUV d€doTan yvdvar T pootipla thg factieiog Tod Oeod,

“to you is given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God” (Luke 8:10, author’s
translation).

Mark has the singular, “mystery,” whereas Matthew and Luke have the plural,
“mysteries,” and they both add the infinitive “to know.” Finally, Matthew has “kingdom of
heaven” instead of “kingdom of God.”

And what are these mysteries? Christ explains, “For this reason I speak to them in
parables, because although they see, they really do nof see, and although they hear, they really do
not hear nor understand” (Matt. 13:13 Author’s translation). Thus, at a rudimentary level,
parables can provide a limited understanding of ethical behavior, but a deeper level of
understanding requires committed discipleship and the inspiration of the Spirit of God to
comprehend “the mysteries,” that is to obtain a full understanding of the Gospel of Jesus Christ,
which is the Plan of Salvation.’

The Writings of Paul

In the writings of Paul, pvotipiov is used 2 1times—18 times in the singular and 3 times
in the plural. I will not deal with every single instance, but I have selected several examples that
illustrate the various nuances of Paul’s usage of the term.

1 Corinthians

The first several verses of 1 Corinthians chapter 2 are especially instructive for clarifying
what pvotiprov means.

“Now when I myself came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come with eloquent
speech or wisdom as I proclaimed to you the mystery of God. *For I resolved to know
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nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. *And I appeared before you in
weakness and fear and with considerable trepidation, “and my speaking and my preaching
was not with the persuasiveness of wisdom, but with the convincing proof of the Spirit
and of power, >so that your faith would not be based on human wisdom but on the
power of God. *However, we do speak wisdom among the spiritually mature, but not the
wisdom of this world or of the leaders of this present age who are doomed to perish. 'But
we speak God’s wisdom which is hidden in a mystery, which God foreordained for our
glory before the world was.” (1 Cor. 2:1-7, author’s translation).

Paul came to Corinth to proclaim, “the mystery of God” (1 Cor. 2:1). Note that several
manuscripts have paptopiov, “testimony,” in verse 1, which the KJV follows. Earlier
manuscripts, however, suggest that the correct word should be, ppotiptov, “mystery.”'° Paul
makes it clear that his message is not for all—it is “hidden in a mystery” (1 Cor. 2:7). Indeed,
only the spiritually mature (toig teAeioig) can fully understand and embrace it. Since Paul’s term
téle10g (given its technical nuance in the Greco-Roman world) applied to those initiated into the
mystery religions, it hints at a Christian mystery that is centered on sacred rites and knowledge
not shared with the world, through which the Christian came into full fellowship and maturity
with other Christians.!! So Paul uses pvotiprov to describe the spiritual knowledge that can only
come from God and which mere mortal intellect, without divine help, cannot grasp. In doing so,
he stresses the importance of ongoing revelation from God.

In 1 Cor. 4:1 Paul describes himself and other apostles as vanpéroc Xpiotod kai
oikovopovg pootnpiov Beod, “agents of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries,” (author’s
translation ), thus emphasizing that Church leaders have the responsibility to ensure the
correctness and preservation of the sacred Gospel truths, which he designates as “mysteries.”

In Paul’s great discourse on ayann, “love” in 1 Cor. 13:2 he emphasizes the primacy of
the Gospel principle of love: €av &y TpoenTeioy Kol 106 TO LLGTHPLO TAVTA KOl TACOV YVOOLY
... Gydmny o6& un Eyxm, ovBEV iy, “If I should have prophetic powers and understand all
mysteries and knowledge ... but do not have love, I am nothing” (author’s translation).

In 1 Cor. 15, when talking about the physical resurrection, Paul states: ido0 pvotiplov
oulv Aéym, “Look, I’'m telling you a mystery” (1 Cor. 15:51, author’s translation).

Ephesians

In Ephesians chapter 3 Paul explains that he has been entrusted with v oikovopiav Tfig
yéprroc 1od Bgod, “God’s Plan of Salvation™'? (Eph. 3:2, author’s translation,) for the Gentiles,
which was katd dmokdivyty £yvopictn pot o pootiplov “a mystery made known to me
through revelation” (Eph. 3:3, author’s translation,), which was why he had v cOveciv pov év
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@ pootpio tod Xprotod, “insight into the mystery of Christ,” (Eph. 3:4, author’s translation, ).
And God did this so that Paul could poticot mdvtag tig 1 oikovopio T0d pootnpiov Tod
GITOKEKPVUUEVOL ATTO TOV adVOV &V T@ 0@ T® TG mavTa KTicovty, “enlighten everyone
concerning the plan of the mystery that has been kept secret for ages in God, who created all
things” (Eph. 3:9, author’s translation).

Colossians

In Colossians Paul also emphasizes his God-given responsibility to bring to pootiplov 10
GITOKEKPVUUEVOV GO TAV AidVOV Kol Ard TOV yeve®dv — VOV 6& £povepmOn Toig ayiolg
adtod, oig NOEANGEY O O£dC Yvmpicol Ti 1O mlodTog TS S6ENCS Tod puotnpiov 'TodTov &v Toic
g0veaty, O éotv Xplotog &v LIV, 1| EATIG TH 00ENC, “the mystery that has been kept secret from
ages and from generations—but is now revealed to his saints, to whom he wanted to make
known the glorious richness of this mystery among the Gentiles, which is Christ in you, the hope
of Glory.” (Col. 1:26-27, author’s translation). Paul focus here is on Christ as being the central
part of the mystery, i.e. the Plan of Salvation.

2 Thessalonians

In 2 Thessalonians, Paul uses “mystery” nuanced differently. In the context of his
description of conditions that will lead up to the second coming of Christ he says, t0 yap
pvotiplov on Evepyeitan thg avopiog “For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work.” (2
Thess. 2:7, author’s translation).

The “mystery of lawlessness” seems to be referring to the Devil’s hidden attempts to
thwart God’s purposes, which are made known to Paul through revelation.

1 Timothy

In Paul’s first letter to Timothy he uses the term “mystery” twice. In his description of the
qualifications for a deacon, Paul emphasizes that he must be a person &yovtog tO pootiplov Tig
miotewg v kabapd cvvednoet, “who holds onto the mystery of faith with a pure conscience” (1
Tim. 3:9 author’s translation).

“Mystery of faith” refers to the revealed truths of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Further on in the same chapter Paul describes how members of the Church should
conduct themselves, stating, Kai Opoloyovuévac péya €otiv o ThG evoefeiag pvotiplov “And

we all agree that the mystery of our religion is great” (1 Tim. 3:16, author’s translation).

“The mystery of our religion” again refers to revealed principles of the gospel of Jesus
Christ.

Revelation



In Revelation pootprov is used in reference to the mysterious things portrayed there.
The whole content of the book is described as t0 pvotmpilov 100 0go?, “the mystery of God,”
(Rev. 10:7, author’s translation).

In Rev. 1:20 10 pvotplov t@v £ntd dctépwv, “the mystery of the seven stars,” (author’s
translation) refers to the revealed allegorical significance of the seven stars, they represent the
“angels of the seven churches.” The same is true of Rev. 17:7, where 10 pvompiov tii¢ yovaikdc,
“the mystery of the woman,” (author’s translation), refers to the allegorical significance of the
woman described in Rev. 17:5, who has pootprov written on her forehead.

Summary

In summary then, within the New Testament, the noun pvstipiov, “mystery,” or in the
plural, pootpua, “mysteries” refers to the fulness of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, God’s plan for
the salvation of his children, which cannot be obtained by human logic or reason, but can only be
gained through revelation from God. Depending on context, pootipilov, can refer, in a more
restricted sense, to individual aspects of the Gospel, such as “the resurrection” (1 Cor. 15:51),
Christ’s central role as Savior and Redeemer (Col. 1:26-27), “faith” (1 Tim. 3:9), and the
contents of the Book of Revelation (Rev. 10:7).

In this dispensation, God has also explained what his “mysteries” are:

For thus saith the Lord—I, the Lord, am merciful and gracious unto those who fear me,
and delight to honor those who serve me in righteousness and in truth unto the end. Great shall
be their reward and eternal shall be their glory. And to them will I reveal all mysteries, yea, all
the hidden mysteries of my kingdom from days of old, and for ages to come, will I make known
unto them the good pleasure of my will concerning all things pertaining to my kingdom. Yea,
even the wonders of eternity shall they know, and things to come will I show them, even the
things of many generations. And their wisdom shall be great, and their understanding reach to
heaven; and before them the wisdom of the wise shall perish, and the understanding of the
prudent shall come to naught. For by my Spirit will I enlighten them, and by my power will I
make known unto them the secrets of my will—yea, even those things which eye has not seen,
nor ear heard, nor yet entered into the heart of man. (D&C 76:5-10)



