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Series Introduction
 

This generation has been blessed with an abundance of excellent commentaries. Some are technical and do a good job of addressing issues that the critics have raised; other commentaries are long and provide extensive information about word usage and catalog nearly every opinion expressed on the various interpretive issues; still other commentaries focus on providing cultural and historical background information; and then there are those commentaries that endeavor to draw out many applicational insights.

The key question to ask is: What are you looking for in a commentary? This commentary series might be for you if


• you have taken Greek and would like a commentary that helps you apply what you have learned without assuming you are a well-trained scholar.


• you would find it useful to see a concise, one- or two-sentence statement of what the commentator thinks the main point of each passage is.


• you would like help interpreting the words of Scripture without getting bogged down in scholarly issues that seem irrelevant to the life of the church.


• you would like to see a visual representation (a graphical display) of the flow of thought in each passage.


• you would like expert guidance from solid evangelical scholars who set out to explain the meaning of the original text in the clearest way possible and to help you navigate through the main interpretive issues.


• you want to benefit from the results of the latest and best scholarly studies and historical information that help to illuminate the meaning of the text.


• you would find it useful to see a brief summary of the key theological insights that can be gleaned from each passage and some discussion of the relevance of these for Christians today.




 

These are just some of the features that characterize the new Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament series. The idea for this series was refined over time by an editorial board who listened to pastors and teachers express what they wanted to see in a commentary series based on the Greek text. That board consisted of myself, George H. Guthrie, William D. Mounce, Thomas R. Schreiner, and Mark L. Strauss along with Zondervan senior editor at large Verlyn Verbrugge, and former Zondervan senior acquisitions editor, Jack Kuhatschek. We also enlisted a board of consulting editors who are active pastors, ministry leaders, and seminary professors to help in the process of designing a commentary series that will be useful to the church. Zondervan senior acquisitions editor David Frees has now been shepherding the process to completion.

We arrived at a design that includes seven components for the treatment of each biblical passage. What follows is a brief orientation to these primary components of the commentary.



  
Literary Context
 

In this section, you will find a concise discussion of how the passage functions in the broader literary context of the book. The commentator highlights connections with the preceding and following material in the book and makes observations on the key literary features of this text.


Main Idea
 

Many readers will find this to be an enormously helpful feature of this series. For each passage, the commentator carefully crafts a one- or two-sentence statement of the big idea or central thrust of the passage.


Translation and Graphical Layout
 

Another unique feature of this series is the presentation of each commentator’s translation of the Greek text in a graphical layout. The purpose of this diagram is to help the reader visualize, and thus better understand, the flow of thought within the text. The translation itself reflects the interpretive decisions made by each commentator in the “Explanation” section of the commentary. Here are a few insights that will help you to understand the way these are put together:


1. On the far left side next to the verse numbers is a series of interpretive labels that indicate the function of each clause or phrase of the biblical text. The corresponding portion of the text is on the same line to the right of the label. We have not used technical linguistic jargon for these, so they should be easily understood.


2. In general, we place every clause (a group of words containing a subject and a predicate) on a separate line and identify how it is supporting the principal assertion of the text (namely, is it saying when the action occurred, how it took place, or why it took place). We sometimes place longer phrases or a series of items on separate lines as well.



3. Subordinate (or dependent) clauses and phrases are indented and placed directly under the words that they modify. This helps the reader to more easily see the nature of the relationship of clauses and phrases in the flow of the text.


4. Every main clause has been placed in bold print and pushed to the left margin for clear identification.


5. Sometimes when the level of subordination moves too far to the right—as often happens with some of Paul’s long, involved sentences!—we reposition the flow to the left of the diagram, but use an arrow to indicate that this has happened.


6. The overall process we have followed has been deeply informed by principles of discourse analysis and narrative criticism (for the gospels and Acts).




 


Structure
 

Immediately following the translation, the commentator describes the flow of thought in the passage and explains how certain interpretive decisions regarding the relationship of the clauses were made in the passage.


Exegetical Outline
 

The overall structure of the passage is described in a detailed exegetical outline. This will be particularly helpful for those who are looking for a way to concisely explain the flow of thought in the passage in a teaching or preaching setting.


Explanation of the Text
 

As an exegetical commentary, this work makes use of the Greek language to interpret the meaning of the text. If your Greek is rather rusty (or even somewhat limited), don’t be too concerned. All of the Greek words are cited in parentheses following an English translation. We have made every effort to make this commentary as readable and useful as possible even for the nonspecialist.

Those who will benefit the most from this commentary will have had the equivalent of two years of Greek in college or seminary. This would include a semester or two of working through an intermediate grammar (such as Wallace, Porter, Brooks and Winberry, or Dana and Mantey). The authors use the grammatical language that is found in these kinds of grammars. The details of the grammar of the passage, however, are discussed only when it has a bearing on the interpretation of the text.

The emphasis on this section of the text is to convey the meaning. Commentators examine words and images, grammatical details, relevant OT and Jewish background to a particular concept, historical and cultural context, important text-critical issues, and various interpretational issues that surface.


Theology in Application
 

This, too, is a unique feature for an exegetical commentary series. We felt it was important for each author not only to describe what the text means in its various details, but also to take a moment and reflect on the theological contribution that it makes. In this section, the theological message of the passage is summarized. The authors discuss the theology of the text in terms of its place within the book and in a broader biblical-theological context. Finally, each commentator provides some suggestions on what the message of the passage is for the church today. At the conclusion of each volume in this series is a summary of the whole range of theological themes touched on by this book of the Bible.



Our sincere hope and prayer is that you find this series helpful not only for your own understanding of the text of the New Testament, but as you are actively engaged in teaching and preaching God’s Word to people who are hungry to be fed on its truth.

CLINTON E. ARNOLD, general editor




Author’s Preface
 

As I worked on this commentary over the past few years, I regularly felt a surge of gratitude for the opportunity to immerse myself in Ephesians and ponder its rich truths, line by line. One cannot do this without being profoundly touched. I thank God for the transformative impact Ephesians has had on my life.

Ephesians has actually been a big part of my life for nearly thirty years. It was the focal point of my PhD studies at Aberdeen University (Scotland) that culminated in my 1986 dissertation. This was then revised and prepared for publication in the Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series by Cambridge University Press as Ephesians: Power and Magic (1989). That volume has had an extended life through republication by Baker Book House and, now, Wipf & Stock Publishers. Since then, I have written a number of more popular studies on Ephesians, such as the entries on “Ephesians” and “Ephesus” for the Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (1993) and the installment on Ephesians for the Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary (2002).

I have had the opportunity to teach through the text of Ephesians many times throughout my career. In addition to the formal classroom settings at Talbot (and elsewhere), I have taught Ephesians and dialogued with students about its contents in a variety of overseas settings (most recently in Thailand). I have benefitted greatly from the insights of my students in the extensive discussion about the meaning and contextual significance of the text. I am particularly grateful for my international and non-Western students over the years who have often helped me break out of the constraints of my own worldview to see aspects of the message of Ephesians in a different light.

Of course, I have probably preached more out of Ephesians than any other book of the Bible. Preaching is always a reminder that this book belongs to the church and not to the academic guild. It is truly amazing how God uses the reality of our new identity in Christ to change everything.

I am very glad for the opportunity to contribute the commentary on Ephesians for this Zondervan Exegetical Commentary series. The conventions of this series afford an opportunity not only to provide a detailed explanation of the text based on the Greek New Testament, but also to give some suggestive applications of the meaning of the text (a feature not typical of exegetical commentaries).

Having time to engage in the long and arduous task of completing a project like this is a critical factor for any commentary writer. Thus, I want to extend my thanks to Dr. Dennis Dirks (my dean), Dr. Michael J. Wilkins (dean of faculty), and the administration of Biola University for extending to me a research leave during the fall semeseter of 2006 for the purposes of working on this volume. I am also grateful to Biola University for awarding me a faculty research grant to help cover the cost of this research leave.

Special thanks are due to George Guthrie for his careful reading of the manuscript and for his many valuable suggestions for improving it. I also deeply appreciate his contribution to my volume—and to the entire series—in working with the text diagrams to ensure their clarity, accuracy, and a high degree of uniformity in style. I am also grateful to Carolyn Custis James and David Pao for their time in reading through this volume and in offering many additional insights. This volume is also in far better shape due to the skillful editing of Verlyn Verbrugge at Zondervan. An author could not ask for a better editor than Verlyn.

I also want to acknowledge my indebtedness to Bob Krauss, Electronic Resources and Serials Librarian at Biola University. Over the years, Bob has helped me locate and obtain any source that I have needed. I am glad that Bob left a career in the Air Force many years ago to pursue a unique calling and ministry here at Biola that has helped people like me in substantial ways.

Finally, I want to thank my family—Barbara, Jeffrey, Dustin, and Brandon—for their encouragement, support, and interaction on so many things related to Ephesians over the years. It is to them that I dedicate this volume.
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Introduction to Ephesians
 

Ephesians is truly an amazing and wonderful letter. Its few pages cover an extraordinary range of theological topics with clarity and precision. The contents are simple enough and so foundational that the letter should be read and studied by every new believer. Yet the theological concepts are so profound that the most mature Christians never seem to master its depths.

The book begins by teaching us that the study of theology should be combined with praise and adoration of our awesome God, who has done so much for us.1 The apostle Paul punctuates his poetic expression of what God has accomplished for us in Christ with a refrain of praise to the glory of God—and that should be our response as well.

This letter summarizes what it means to be a Christian better than any other book of the Bible. It clarifies the heart of the Christian faith, explores the dynamics of a personal relationship with Christ, sets forth God’s overall plan for the church, and draws out the implications of what it means to live as a Christian.

Ephesians is distinct from Paul’s other letters in that there is no conflict situation or glaring problem that has prompted the apostle to write. For instance, there are no Jewish Christians asserting the indispensability of circumcision and calendar observances (Galatians), no divisions over loyalty to different leaders (1 Corinthians), no competing apostles attempting to undermine his message (2 Corinthians), and no syncretistic faction demeaning the sufficiency of Christ (Colossians).

This does not mean, however, that the recipients are problem free and simply need a pat on the back. There are concerns, but they are of a more general nature. There is a hint of ongoing tensions between Jews and Gentiles in the church. Paul has a continuing pastoral concern about helping Christians converted from a background of magical practices and allegiance to other deities become deeply rooted in their relationship to Christ and his power. And Paul wants his many Gentile readers to keep growing in their new lifestyle as believers by ceasing their former sinful practices and living out the virtues commended to them by Christ.

Throughout the letter, Paul’s tone is positive and upbeat, but, as usual, never compromising. The words he writes are meant exclusively for the Christian community and not for outsiders. In fact, some of what he says would be downright offensive to nonbelievers. A worshiper of Artemis/Diana would take great exception to his monotheism and intimations that the local religions were evil and even demonic. Similarly, a Jew from the local synagogue would continue to be incensed over the way Paul portrays Jesus in divine terms, affirms him as the fulfillment of Israel’s hope, and declares the Torah to be abolished. In a similar way, Ephesians has much to say that is not “politically correct” in the contemporary world. What’s more, Paul has a great deal to say to the evangelical church of today that may cause us to squirm and feel uncomfortable.

When we carefully examine this essay that comes in at less than 2,500 words, it is remarkable how many issues it addresses that continue to be hot topics and issues in today’s church. Here are just a few of these (put in more contemporary language):


• assimilation ministry and the training of new believers


• the issue of divine sovereignty and human free will


• spiritual warfare


• worship in the church, including the issue of diversity in form and style


• spiritual formation


• gender roles in marriage


• racial reconciliation


• God’s design and plan for the church


• the basis and call for ecumenical unity


• the gospel in an animistic context


• the contextualization of theology


• living in a context of religious pluralism


• the gift of being an apostle


• the gift of prophecy


• the role of the Jewish law


• the local church and missions


• intercessory prayer in the Christian life


• the nature of spiritual power


• the ongoing work of Satan and demons




 

Pastors and teachers will discover that every paragraph of Ephesians is filled with content that is relevant to Christians in local churches today wherever they are located.

Three issues have stood out as most prominent in the history of interpretation of this letter. These are (1) the authorship of the letter (are critical scholars right in asserting that Paul did not compose the letter?); (2) destination (was the letter not really written to Ephesus?); and (3) the purpose of the letter (was there a specific situation or set of problems that prompted the writing of the letter and, if so, what was this?). I will explore each of these issues in this introduction.




  
Destination
 

Throughout the history of the church, the Ephesian destination of the letter was largely unquestioned. This was self-evident because the designation “To the Ephesians” (Πρoς EΦεσιους) was the superscript (or, heading) to every copy of the letter and because the first verse designated the recipients as, “the saints who are in Ephesus” ([image: ]).

Beginning in the mid-1800s, five Greek manuscripts came to light that were missing the place-name in the text of 1:1. Although five manuscripts may seem hardly enough to overturn the testimony of five thousand Greek manuscripts, every ancient foreign language version of the Bible (including Latin, Coptic, Syriac, Ethiopic, Georgian, Slavonic, and others), and the near unanimous tradition of the church, three of the five manuscripts are generally regarded as the earliest and most reliable witnesses of the Greek New Testament that we have today. These three are the fourth-century codex Vaticanus (B), the fourth-century codex Sinaiticus ([image: ]), and a third-century papyrus codex from the Chester Beatty collection ([image: ]46). In addition to these are two minuscule (cursive) manuscripts dating to the tenth and thirteenth centuries respectively (designated as 1739 and 6).

When the illustrious British scholars B. F. Westcott and F. J. A. Hort published their critical edition of the Greek New Testament in 1881, they printed Eph 1:1 with “in Ephesus” in bold print and enclosed in brackets to indicate their opinion that it was a questionable reading. In a companion volume that included their analysis of particular variant readings, they quickly dismissed the viability of “in Ephesus” because of the combined testimony of Sinaiticus and Vaticanus. In their two-page discussion of the variant, they reviewed all of the relevant historical information and concluded that because Ephesians has the appearance of a general letter designed for a number of churches, Paul probably had multiple copies made and left a blank space where Tychicus could insert the respective names of each of the churches who received a copy.2

Their edition of the Greek New Testament had a profound impact on English language versions of the Bible. It served as the basis for the English Revised Version (1881) which, in turn, was the exemplar for the American Standard Version (1901). The ASV was the predecessor to the Revised Standard Version (1952) and the New American Standard Bible (1971). All of these versions cast doubt on the authenticity of “in Ephesus,” with the RSV going the farthest by eliminating it from the text and simply including a footnote that read, “Other ancient authorities read who are at Ephesus and faithful” (although the NRSV reinserts it into the actual text). Most modern English translations include “in Ephesus” in the text, but footnote it with something like, “the most ancient manuscripts do not include in Ephesus” (NLT).

The discovery of a third-century papyrus manuscript ([image: ]46) of Ephesians in the early 1930s that omitted “in Ephesus” helped to solidify the opinion of many biblical scholars inclined to follow Westcott and Hort’s conclusion that the place-name was a later addition.

In addition to the manuscript testimony, a handful of early church fathers were familiar with a form of the text that omitted “in Ephesus.” In his commentary on Ephesians, Origen,3 cites Eph 1:1b as reading, “to the saints who are, and the faithful in Christ Jesus” ([image: ]). He then speculates on what Paul might mean by “the saints who are” by citing Exod 3:14 (Yahweh as “the one who is”) and 1 Cor 1:28–29 (“that he might abolish the things that are”).4 Origen’s testimony points to the fact that in the early third century AD there was at least one manuscript (and probably more) that did not have this reading and that he felt bound to explain the text without “in Ephesus.”

Similarly, the mid-fourth-century Cappadocian father Basil the Great notes in one of his writings that Paul’s “writing to the Ephesians … calls him in a special sense those who are, saying, ’to the saints [image: ] and the faithful in Christ Jesus” (Basil the Great, Contra Eunom. 2.19). Basil, too, apparently relied on a form of the text that did not have “in Ephesus,” but he still regarded the epistle as written to the Ephesians, possibly because of the superscript of the letter still present on the document. To this could be added the remarks of the Latin father Jerome, who commented that “those who are saints and faithful in Ephesus are referred to by the term ’being.’” He knows, however, of the alternative manuscript tradition, saying, “Others, however, think it has been written straightforwardly not to those ’who are,’ but ’who are saints and faithful in Ephesus.’"5 Although it is possible that he is commenting on the presence of the participle ([image: ]) attached to “in Ephesus,"6 it is more likely that he is reflecting a knowledge of the textual tradition that omitted the place-name.

The only other relevant piece of church historical evidence casting doubt on the authenticity of “in Ephesus” comes from Tertullian, who is describing the teaching of the heretic Marcion about Ephesians: “I here pass over discussion about another epistle, which we hold to have been written to the Ephesians, but the heretics to the Laodiceans” (Tertullian, Marc. 5.11). Tertullian then later comments, “We have it on the true tradition of the Church, that this epistle was sent to the Ephesians, not to the Laodiceans. Marcion, however, was very desirous of giving it the new title (of Laodicean), as if he were extremely accurate in investigating such a point” (ibid.). It is probable that the form of the text that Marcion received did not have the place-name.7

Standing in contrast to these early testimonies by the church fathers is a multitude of other early church leaders who know and cite Ephesians as Paul’s letter to the church at Ephesus. Writing in the late second century, Irenaeus provides the earliest testimony of all to the Ephesian destination. Four times in his work Against Heresies, he quotes from Paul’s letter and refers to it as “the Epistle to the Ephesians” (Irenaeus, Haer. 5.2.3, 8.1, 14.3, 24.4). Similarly, writing during the mid-third century, Cyprian (bishop of Carthage) repeatedly quotes from the letter and refers to it as “Ephesians” or as “Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians” (Cyprian, Test. 7, 8, 11, 13, 41, 70, 72, 117). Also writing about this time, Origen cites the letter under the Ephesian title (Origen, Princ. 3.5.4). In fact, it is important to observe that essentially all of the church fathers (apart from those mentioned earlier) refer to this letter as “Ephesians” or for the Ephesian church.

What is clear from the manuscript evidence and the testimony of a handful of fathers, however, is that a variant manuscript tradition arose early in the church—perhaps as early as the second century. The key questions are: How did this variation arise? And which is the most likely original reading?

The combined strength of the three earliest manuscripts ([image: ], B, and [image: ]46), when seen in connection with the seemingly general contents of Ephesians, the lack of any personal greetings, the impersonal tone of the letter, and the apparent absence of any specific situation has led most contemporary scholars to doubt the previously held view that Ephesians was addressed to the church at Ephesus. Ephesians simply does not look like an occasional letter written to one church that Paul had come to know so well through his three years of ministry in the city. Consequently, most now regard Ephesians as some form of circular letter intended for multiple cities that may or may not have included Ephesus.

To account for the meaning of 1:1 without “in Ephesus,” scholars have suggested two different ways of explaining the text.

(1) There was no place-name ever present in 1:1. Some take the original form of the text simply as, “to the saints who are also faithful in Christ Jesus [[image: ]]."8 There are two substantial difficulties, however, with this view. First, the presence of the participle ([image: ]) is superfluous. Furthermore, in Paul’s other letters, a place designation typically follows the participle of [image: ]. Note, for example:


“to all [who are] in Rome” ([image: ] Rom 1:7)

“to … all the saints [who are] throughout Achaia” ([image: ] 2 Cor 1:1)

“to all the saints in Christ Jesus [who are] at Philippi” ([image: ][image: ] Phil 1:1)

This pattern suggests that a place-name should follow the participle.9 The problem of the absence of a place-name is compounded further by the presence of the conjunction “and” ([image: ]) following the participle. If Paul had wanted to say, “to the saints who are faithful,” it would have been more natural to leave out the conjunction, which leaves the awkward, “saints who are also faithful.”

(2) There was originally a place-name, but the original form of it was lost. The most popular solution to this problem (as we saw earlier with Westcott and Hort) has been to suggest that Paul had originally sent Tychicus with multiple copies of this general letter and left a blank space in each for Tychicus to fill in with place-names of Asia Minor churches as he delivered them.10 In spite of the widespread acceptance of this theory, it faces insurmountable problems. First of all, if this had happened, the manuscript tradition would have reflected a variety of place-names. In other words, some manuscripts would have, “to the saints who are in Smyrna” in 1:1b, others would have Pergamum, Laodicea, Sardis, and perhaps Miletus, Tralles, and other places. As it is, Ephesus is the only place-name that has been preserved in connection with this letter.11 Furthermore, the practice of leaving a blank space for the letter carrier to write in the name of different recipients is without parallel in the history of ancient letter writing.

Recognizing these difficulties, A. van Roon (followed by A. T. Lincoln) suggested that there were originally two place-names—Hierapolis and Laodicea.12 While this does provide a plausible explanation for the presence of the slightly awkward conjunction ([image: ]) that connects “saints” and “faithful,” this view suffers from the fact that there is no manuscript evidence to support these two place-names. This theory also cannot explain why a scribe—often concerned with smoothing the text—would have let the conjunction remain.13


Since none of these solutions is compelling, should we not consider going back to the foundational question and reconsidering whether “in Ephesus” may have, in fact, been the original reading? When we do so, I believe that there is now ample evidence to assert that “in Ephesus” was the original reading of the text. This view has recently been advocated in an important monograph by Rainer Schwindt,14 in a major commentary by Harold Hoehner,15 and in a variety of other works.16 Of course, we must not forget this was the position of commentators throughout the history of the church until the mid-1800s. This is significant because they did not sense any difficulty in explaining the contents of Ephesians in light of an Ephesian destination.

There are multiple lines of evidence in support of the originality of “in Ephesus” at 1:1b.

(1) The Greek manuscript evidence. It is still crucial to observe that if we subscribe to an approach for evaluating external evidence on the basis of weighing the testimony of text-types, the inclusion of “in Ephesus” has the unanimous support of the Western and Byzantine text families in addition to the support of numerous Alexandrian witnesses. This tilts the favor largely in the direction of the inclusion. Granted, we still lack the support of three major witnesses of the Alexandrian (or proto-Alexandrian) tradition, but we need to be cautious about assuming that the combined testimony of Sinaiticus, Vaticanus, and an early papyrus will always convey the original text.

In fact, elsewhere in Ephesians, the editors of the Nestle-Aland27 edition part company with the testimony of these three in favor of other readings; see 1:15 (the three omit “love”), 4:24 (the three adopt an imperatival form of the verb rather than the infinitive), and 4:29 (the omission of an article). Furthermore, in spite of the fact that “in Ephesus” is missing from the three proto-Alexandrian texts, they each have “to the Ephesians” as a superscript (and codex Sinaiticus also has it as a subscript).

(2) The versional manuscript evidence. The inclusion of “in Ephesus” is the only reading known in all the extant versions.

(3) The late first-century or early second-century evidence from Ignatius. Rainer Schwindt has recently observed that when Ignatius wrote his letter to the church at Ephesus, he used many words and expressions from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, especially in his introduction to the letter.17 Ignatius would only do this if he understood Paul’s letter to have been written to Ephesus; otherwise, his readers would not be able to catch the various allusions to the letter that Ignatius assumes that they would know well. Because Ignatius’s journey and martyrdom took place during the reign of Trajan (AD 98–117), it is possible that he wrote his letter to the Ephesians as early as the late first century. This letter, then, becomes the earliest witness to an Ephesian destination for Paul’s letter.

(4) There is a plausible explanation for the omission of “in Ephesus.” The most likely explanation for the omission should be traced to a scribe in a church (perhaps in Egypt) who made a copy (or multiple copies) of the letter without the place-name. His motive for doing this would have been to make the text more immediately relevant to his own context of ministry to fulfill a catechetical or liturgical purpose. This type of practice is not without precedent. For the same reason, several witnesses omit the words “in Rome” (Rom 1:7) at the beginning of Paul’s letter to the Roman church. On this passage, Metzger notes that the words were eliminated “as a deliberate excision, made in order to show that the letter is of general, not local, application."18

(5) "Ever since I heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus and [your] love for all the saints” (1:15) can be explained on the basis of the growth and the presence of new converts. Paul’s commendation does not necessarily mean that he is not acquainted with them; it could just as easily be understood to mean that he has heard (from Tychicus and others) that they have continued to grow in faith and love and consistently show tangible expressions of this within the Christian community. In addition, there are likely numerous new converts who have joined the church in the few years that elapsed since Paul was last with them. It would have rejoiced Paul’s heart to hear of their faith and love while he was in Roman custody.

(6) The general contents of the letter and lack of personal greetings probably still point to Ephesians being a circular letter. Many interpreters assume that if one adopts “in Ephesus” as the original text, the letter would be written to one specific congregation in the city that Paul knew very well. This assumption is simply not true. At the minimum, there would have been a multiplicity of house churches scattered throughout the city and in the area surrounding the city.

If the population of greater Ephesus was something around a quarter million people, given the fact that Paul spent three years of his ministry in that city, there were likely many house church groups throughout the city. Moreover, because “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord” during Paul’s ministry in Ephesus (Acts 19:10), the Ephesian leadership may have had some level of influence and oversight over house churches in nearby villages where churches may have begun during Paul’s ministry in Ephesus. Within a two-day’s journey from Ephesus are Lebedos, Dioshieron, Colophon, Notion, Metropolis, Magnesia, Trades, Nysa, Phygela, Marthesion, Anaia, Priene, and Miletus.19 Ignatius, in fact, attests to churches in Magnesia and Trades since he wrote letters to Christians in these cities.

Of course, some of the more distant cities in Asia Minor may have owed their origins (even indirectly) to Paul’s Ephesian ministry. Among these, we would count the churches addressed in the seven letters at the outset of the Apocalypse (Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea). Paul’s letter to the Colossians attests to the origin of the churches in the Lycus Valley (a hundred miles due east of Ephesus), which consist of Laodicea, Colossae, and Hierapolis, during this time under the ministry of Epaphras.

In light of all of the evidence, the easiest and best solution is to see “in Ephesus” as authentic, but also to see Ephesians as a letter that was intended in the first instance to circulate among the various local churches in the city of Ephesus, then to other churches in nearby villages, and possibly to churches in cities as far away as Smyrna, Miletus, and the Maeander and Lycus valleys.20


Setting
 

The apostle Paul began his three-year ministry in the city of Ephesus shortly after his eighteen-month stay in Corinth. After departing from Corinth, he came to Ephesus accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila, who began the outreach in the city while Paul visited Jerusalem for the pilgrim festivals. After returning to the city (possibly in the spring of AD 52), he devoted himself to reaching this city with the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ until the fall of AD 55.21

Although Luke provides us with a more extensive treatment of Paul’s ministry in this city than in many other places, his account still only gives us an insight into some of the key events that happened during Paul’s lengthy stay. What Luke does choose to tell us is significant for understanding the background and worldview assumptions of the people who became Christians and constituted the churches of Ephesus.

Ephesus: The Metropolis of Asia

The city of Ephesus was aptly called the “mother city” of Asia because of her influence over the politics, commerce, and religious atmosphere of the province. Ephesus was the headquarters of the Roman proconsul and the seat of the “Confederacy” (the koinon) of the Greeks in Asia.22

Today the ruins of Ephesus lie about two miles southwest of the town of Selçuk on the west coast of the country of Turkey and fifty miles south of Izmir (the site of ancient Smyrna), which is the third largest city in modern Turkey.

In the NT era, Ephesus was the major port city for the west coast of Asia. Roads from the north, south, and east converged in Ephesus, which facilitated the trade and shipping that went through this city. The first-century writer Strabo noted that “the city, because of its advantageous situation in other respects [than the harbor], grows daily and is the largest market [emporium] in Asia on this side of the Taurus” (Strabo, Geography 14.1.24).

It is difficult to know with any certainty what the population of Ephesus would have been at the time Paul was there in the mid-first century. Many writers put it at 200,000 or 250,000.23 There is no doubt that it was rapidly growing at this time and would continue to grow through the second century. It is doubtful that the population within the city walls was 200,000. This would represent a population density of 200 people per acre given that the size of the city within the walls was roughly 1,000 acres. Although that level of density would be comparable to Rome, it is probably too high for Ephesus. If we take into account, however, the “greater Ephesus” of people living outside the walls, the figure may be much more accurate.24

It would be accurate to characterize Ephesus as the leading city of the richest region of the Roman Empire. At this time, only Rome and Alexandria were larger. Because of the thriving economy, which represented opportunity for rural peoples and folks from poorer cities, Ephesus was a substantial draw to people from various parts of Anatolia and the empire in general. As one writer notes, “in Greek Romantic novels of the second century C.E. Ephesus appears not as a land of sojourn, but as the desired destination: bustling and glamorous."25

The city was cosmopolitan and multiethnic. In addition to the Anatolian peoples of the old ethnic territories (of Ionia, Lydia, Phrygia, Caria, and Mysia), there were settlers who came from Greece, Egypt, and, now, many from Rome. Josephus attests to a substantial Jewish population in the city that had made Ephesus home since the time of the Seleucids (third century BC). No doubt because of the opportunities presented by the Pax Romana, more Jews were coming to the city from various parts, including the land of Israel. Inscriptional evidence points to the fact that many people in the upper classes and involved in civic life were of foreign origin.26

The Religious Environment of Ephesus:
Artemis Ephesia and Fifty Other Deities

Although Ephesus was a religiously pluralistic city (as were all cities in the Roman world), it was unique because of the extraordinary prominence of the goddess Artemis (also known as Diana). Her relationship to the city could best be described as a covenant bond and thus she was often called “Artemis of the Ephesians” ([image: ]).27 The size and grandeur of her temple, located outside of the city walls in a sacred area, caused ancient writers to laud it as one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.28 It was four times the size of the Parthenon in Athens, with columns standing sixty feet high.29 Twice every week, a procession was held in which adherents paraded her statues, marching from the temple, through the Magnesian Gate, through the whole city, out the Coressian Gate, and back to the temple.30

The influence of this goddess and the cult attached to her permeated every area of life for those who lived in this city. The temple was the major banking center for the city, her image adorned the coinage, a month of the year was named after her, Olympic-style games were held in her honor (called the Artemisia), and she was trusted as the guardian and protector of the city.

For those who gave her their allegiance, Artemis was a benevolent deity. She was the daughter of Leto and Zeus (brother of Apollo), the virgin goddess, a divine huntress, and a fertility deity. She was an incredibly powerful deity and would sympathetically use her power on behalf of her devotees. Thus, she was acclaimed “Queen of Heaven,” “Lord” ([image: ]), and “Savior” ([image: ]).31 She wielded power and authority over heaven, earth, and even the underworld. This was especially evident over the various kinds of spirits that people feared—astral spirits, underworld spirits (especially those who came as functionaries of curses), and terrestrial spirits (spirits of wildlife and nature). She could break the chains of fate, protect people from various kinds of tormenting spirits, and defend people against spirits coming to bring injury, sickness, plague, and harm.

The cultic image of the Ephesian Artemis, differing greatly from the Greek Artemis, illustrates many of these motifs with the array of imagery and ornamentation.32 The signs of the zodiac were displayed prominently around her neck as a necklace. This conveyed to her worshipers that she possessed an authority and power superior to that of astrological fate.

Around the lower portion of her statue is a tightly wrapped skirt (an ependytēs) with several bands of reliefs depicting various kinds of animals of a rather frightening appearance. They probably represented her power of various kinds of spirits related to wildlife and nature. Schwindt is probably correct in saying that the animals would have “apotropaic significance"; that is, they depicted her power over these dangerous kinds of spirits.33 The creatures portrayed in the various panels appear to be in a posture of surrender to her great power as a goddess. Those going on trips or working in fields need not fear these spirits because Artemis held sway over them.

The meaning of the rows of bulbous objects on the chest of Artemis has proved a mystery to interpreters. Some early Christian interpreters identified them as female breasts and saw this as an expression of a fertility motif.34 This interpretation has not been generally accepted because of the differences in shape. Numerous other ideas have been suggested such as eggs, grapes, nuts, and even steer testicles. The latter view has a number of prominent adherents because in some of the ancient religions, mutilated body parts were attached to the cultic image of a deity.35

The most convincing explanation yet has recently been offered by Sarah P. Morris, Steinmetz professor of classical archaeology and material culture at UCLA, who concludes that the bulbous objects are comparable to leather goatskin pouches, called kurša, known from Hittite practices.36 These little bags were filled with magical material and used as fetishes. She observes that the Hittite tutelary deities associated with the kurša were often associated with protecting people and places and were frequently invoked in oaths and called upon in magical rites.37 She suggests that an ancient Anatolian cult image at Ephesus, to which rows of such bags were attached, was the predecessor to the image of the Ephesian Artemis. As such, the bags functioned as symbols for fecundity, spiritual power, and protection.

The bags may also provide a clue into understanding ancient testimony about magical words (the “Ephesians Letters,” called the Ephesia Grammata) that were said to be inscribed on the cultic image of Artemis. Morris believes that these magical words, which were used in spells and incantations, “could derive from Hittite phrases carried down over the centuries."38 According to Anaxilas (frag. 18), the Ephesia Grammata were contained “in little sewed bags” ([image: ]), which Morris thinks might be explained by the kursa.39 By this she suggests that not only did the Ephesia Grammata have an ancient pedigree in Anatolian magical practices, but they may have been contained in the little bulbous sacks attached to the cultic image of the Ephesian Artemis.

According to Luke, many people who were devotees of this cult became Christians during Paul’s ministry there. In fact, so many people were turning to Christ that it was beginning to have an adverse impact on the sales of silver shrines to the goddess. This is what led to the guild of the silversmiths raising the alarm that caused the mob uprising in the theater (see Acts 19:23–41).

Artemis was not the only deity worshiped in the city. Up to fifty other gods and goddesses were worshiped. Among these are a surprising number of goddesses, which included Aphrodite, Athena, Cybele, Demeter and Kore, Hestia Boulaia, Hekate, Tyche, and the Egyptian goddess Isis. A broad array of male gods is attested for Ephesus as well. They include Zeus, Asclepius, Apollo, Dionysus, Hephaistos, and others.40

As one thinks of the polytheism of this city (and the Mediterranean world in general), it is important to keep in mind that the ancient world did not adhere to a religious exclusivism. People could worship multiple deities in good conscience without the integrity of their religious commitment to others being threatened. This was not true, however, of Judaism and the emerging Christian church.

Magic and Folk Belief

One of the dramatic incidents that Luke narrates about Paul’s ministry in the city involves a failed exorcism attempt by an itinerant Jewish exorcist and priest named Sceva (Acts 19:13–20). When Sceva and his sons attempted to add the name of Jesus to their exorcistic formulae, the demonized man responded violently and the group was injured. According to Luke, this prompted a great fear and conviction within the believing community (Luke uses the perfect tense of πιστε[image: ]ω to indicate that they were already Christians), and they brought out the magical texts they still possessed and burned them. In Luke’s estimation, the value of the texts that went up in flames that day was the equivalent of 50,000 days’ wages.

Two important observations about this episode have relevance to the interpretation of Ephesians: (1) many people who formerly engaged in magical practices became part of the Ephesian church, and (2) the account shows the incredibly strong pull that certain features of the spiritual environment had on believers. Surely these people who had sat under Paul’s teaching for a period of time already knew the inappropriateness of continuing these practices, but the power of these traditional means of dealing with the problems, illnesses, and issues of daily life remained overwhelming to them. It took the sovereign intervention of God for them to be sufficiently convicted that they should completely repent of their ongoing utilization of amulets, charms, invocations, and traditional means of gaining spiritual power.

It is not at all surprising that this event happened in Ephesus, although it probably could have taken place in any city of the Roman Empire. Ephesus, however, had a reputation in antiquity as a place where magical practices flourished.41 The practice of magic was predicated on a worldview that recognized the widespread presence and influence of good and evil spirit powers on every area of life. Magic represented a means of harnessing spiritual power and managing life’s issues through rituals, incantations, and invocations.42

Our knowledge of the phenomena of magic has been facilitated greatly by the discovery of nearly 250 magical papyri in the sands of Egypt.43 These illustrate the kinds of rituals, spells, formulae, recipes for amulets, curses, and all of the rest of the phenomena that characterized Roman-era magical practices. The extant texts have been translated into English and are made available in a volume titled The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation.44 In addition to these texts are numerous other witnesses to magic that include literary references to magic, lead curse tablets, amulets, and a variety of other magical items.

Some have criticized my use of this material in the past to illuminate the Ephesian setting in the mid-first century because many of the magical papyri date to the second, third, and fourth centuries AD.45 But there are multiple reasons for seeing these documents as relevant and illuminating for our purposes: Suffice it to say here that (1) magic was a phenomenon that we know existed and was widely practiced in the first century AD and much earlier; (2) there are magical papyri that date to the first century AD and earlier; (3) there are numerous curse tablets and amulets that date to the first century and much earlier; (4) practitioners of magic valued “old and venerable” formulas and spells, which has led many scholars to recognize that many of the traditions in the late Roman texts can be dated much earlier; and (5) a comparison of late Roman magical texts with first-century forms reveals a strong affinity of language and form.

The fame of Ephesus for the practice of magic was enhanced by the widely known “Ephesian Letters” (Ephesia Grammata) in antiquity.46 They were six magical words (or names) used in spoken charms or inscribed on amulets. Our first record of them comes from the fourth century BC. They were used for their power to ward off demonic spirits. One ancient writer refers to people who were “wearing fine Ephesian charms in little sewed bags."47 As mentioned earlier, these bags may well be the bulbous objects of fetish material on the chest of the Ephesian Artemis. Plutarch claims that magicians instructed those possessed by spirits to repeat to themselves the magic words in the proper order to drive out tormenting demons.48

A couple of ancient sources relate a story of an Ephesian wrestler competing in the games at Olympia wearing the Ephesian Letters as an amulet on his ankles.49 He was winning at his event until the amulet was removed and then experienced three successive losses. Such a story would have become proverbial around Ephesus as a demonstration of the power and effectiveness of the Ephesian Letters.

The connection of Artemis to these magical practices is also borne out by the fact that she is called upon repeatedly in the invocations of magical texts. She is often invoked together with the moon goddess, Selene, and a goddess of the underworld called Hekate, who is well-known as a goddess of witchcraft and sorcery. In spite of the fact that Artemis was worshiped as a benevolent deity, she could be called upon to effect curses in the realm of magic.50 In one text, she is called upon together with Hekate and Selene to inflict sickness and bring destruction on a woman. The text contains the chilling appeal to Artemis: “Draw out her breath, Mistress ([image: ]), from her nostrils."51

According to Pliny, an image of Hekate was present in the precinct of the temple of Artemis at Ephesus.52 Because she was also a goddess of the crossroads, her image was also set up at the three-way intersection of Ephesus (known as the triodos; near where the Celsus library facade stands today).53 Many small-sized cultic images of Hekate have been found in Ephesus from the apartment blocks and official buildings and along streets.54 Hekate was to be appeased because she was the functionary of curses; she was also to be venerated because she could provid e protection. Her extensive presence in Ephesus attests to the widespread fear of demons and evil spirits in this city.

There is now further new evidence from the realm of archaeology and inscriptions from Ephesus. This includes: (1) three curse inscriptions found in Ephesus, one of which invokes Artemis to effect a curse;55 (2) an inscription fragment that explicitly mentions a “magician” (μ[image: ]γος) and two lines later connects the magician to Artemis through the genitive expression “of the goddess” ([image: ]);56 (3) a handful of Ephesian inscriptions that refer to the practices of divination, including one that refers to a “chief diviner” (μαυτι[image: ]ρχη);57 (4) the discovery of an astragalos, magical dice used in divination and asking questions of an oracle;58 and (5) a gold lamella (magical amulet) that lists the cosmic powers of twenty-six OT angels (thus, probably, reflecting Jewish magic; see below).59

The value of this kind of material is that it gives us a unique insight into the widespread beliefs of the common people living in this area. As William Brashear notes, “these relics of a bygone age are direct and eloquent testimony to the thoughts and beliefs of the man and woman in the street, briefly lifting the veil that otherwise obscures so much of their lives."60

Judaism in Ephesus

There was a strong Jewish community in Ephesus and, possibly, multiple synagogues (although none has yet been discovered).61 An inscription from the Roman imperial period mentions “synagogue rulers” and “elders."62 If the Jewish population made up between 5 percent and 10 percent of the total population of Asia Minor, as some scholars suggest,63 this means that the greater Ephesus area would have had a Jewish population ranging between 10,000 and 20,000 people.

Josephus refers to the Jewish community at Ephesus a number of times in his writings. There had been a Jewish presence in the city since the third century BC, and many of the Jews in Ephesus now possessed Roman citizenship (Josephus, Ant. 12.125). He also relates how the Ephesian Jews were given an exemption from military service and were permitted to send money to the Jerusalem temple. Most important, they were granted the freedom to practice their religion according to their traditions, including meeting together regularly, observing the Sabbath and “holy days,” and following their food laws (Josephus, Ant. 14.223–27, 262–64; 16.167–68, 172–73).

The context of many of Josephus’s remarks comes in his recording of official correspondence and local decrees (in the mid-first century BC and early first century AD) related to the Jews in Ephesus and their legal rights to live according to their law and traditions without discrimination and ill-treatment. These documents reveal an existing tension between the Jewish community and the city leaders. The Jews of Asia Minor were subject to “mistreatment and hostility” over the practice of their religion (Josephus, Ant. 16.160).64 Josephus sums it up with the words: “they feel a hatred for our religion which is undeserved and unauthorized” (Josephus, Ant. 16.45). Jerome Murphy-O’Connor summarizes the evidence well when he says, “This means that in this region Jewish rights were seriously and regularly violated."65

We have no additional information from any sources about the relationship between the Jews and the Gentile community toward the middle of the first century. We can only assume that tensions persisted, especially in light of the extraordinary persecution that Jews faced under Caligula in AD 38 in Alexandria and then later mirrored in Antioch of Syria. These difficulties for Jews throughout the diaspora would have been exacerbated further through Claudius’s expulsion of the Jews from Rome in AD 49 (cf. Acts 18:2).

This information is particularly relevant for Paul’s letter to the Ephesians because there appears to be a situation of tension between Jews and Gentiles within the church. This would not at all be surprising in light of the patterns of tension already prevalent in Ephesus and throughout the Mediterranean world.

Some recent studies have suggested that forms of Jewish mysticism were present in Ephesus and western Asia Minor and that Paul may have written Ephesians, in part, to counteract the influence of that mysticism on the church.66 Lemmer, for instance, argues that Jewish mysticism, including visions of the cosmic body of God, was in western Asia Minor. The readers of Ephesians were doubting their status with God because they had not participated in the rituals and thus gained the visionary experience of God’s cosmic body.67


The difficulty with this view is that it is based entirely on speculation. There is no literary or material evidence of Jewish mystical views circulating in Ephesus and western Asia Minor. This does not mean that it was impossible or unlikely. We simply have no information either way. Similarly, we have no explicit indication of Essene influence in Ephesus (or its environs) of the type represented by the Dead Sea Scrolls or any other form of Essenism.

One form of Judaism that we do find amply attested in the material evidence of western Asia Minor is what we might call “folk Judaism”—that is, Judaism that shows a strong belief in angels and evil spirits and utilizes “folk” remedies to deal with these phenomena. This brings us back to the realm of magic.

A number of magical amulets have been found in Ephesus and throughout western Asia Minor that appear to be of Jewish origin. For example, one Ephesian amulet (dated to the Roman imperial period) contains an invocation to the “ever living Adonai” on one side and, on the other, contains eleven letters in a Hebrew cryptographic scheme known as At-Basch.68 The name of Solomon appears in a number of amulets found in Asia Minor, where he is invoked against demonic agencies. This is consistent with a strong Jewish tradition associated with Solomon attested by Josephus: “And God granted him knowledge of the art used against demons for the benefit and healing of men” (Josephus, Ant. 8.45). An amulet found in Smyrna, for instance, invokes Solomon to protect its wearer from the evil angel Araaph.69

One important source illustrating the nature of Jewish involvement in magical practices is the Testament of Solomon.70 This document may be of particular relevance for Ephesus and western Asia Minor because this is where it may have originated. The scholar who published the original critical edition of the Greek text of this work concluded that it came from Ephesus.71 Although this provenance cannot be determined with certainty, there are a number of elements linking the document to western Asia Minor. For instance, in addition to the presence of the Solomonic magical tradition in this area, the document makes use of some of the Ephesia Grammata (T. Sol. 7:4), refers to the goddess Artemis (T. Sol. 8:11), mentions the ethnic territory of Lydia (T. Sol. 8:4), and makes use of some of the same terminology that Paul uses for demonic spirits in the letters he addressed to western Asia Minor (e.g., [image: ]). This book essentially represents a collection of magical formulas, incantations, and insight into the demonic realm that would have been put to use by a Jewish shaman-like figure in the first century. It is precisely the kind of procedures that an itinerant Jewish exorcist (like Sceva and his sons; Acts 19:14) would use.

When Paul wrote to the Corinthians around AD 54 during his Ephesian ministry, he alluded to fighting wild beasts in Ephesus ([image: ] 1 Cor 15:32). Although some scholars have held that this was a literal experience that Paul faced, most contend that it is a metaphorical expression for an intense struggle with opponents at Ephesus, “either pagans or Jews."72 In a recent article on this passage, Guy Williams has argued that the metaphor of fighting with wild beasts refers to “the confrontations and physical threats that [Paul] experienced in Ephesus as instigated by the evil spirits, or ’beasts,’ at work in the demon-possessed, sorcerers, and idolaters of the city."73 He bases his argument on the fact that within Judaism, wild animals and various kinds of beasts were often used symbolically for evil spirits (see, e.g., Job 40:15–24; Ps 91:13; Isa 34:14; 4Q510.4–5; Jos. Asen. 12:9–11). This is true even in the NT letters, where Satan is represented by Peter as a “roaring lion” (1 Pet 5:8–9).

Williams also presents evidence showing the same phenomena in the magical papyri and, especially, of Artemis, who is given animal epithets (“bull-shaped, horse-faced goddess, who howls dog-like … she-wolf"; PGM IV.1548–51). There are additional lines of evidence I could note that reinforce his case. The cultic image of the Ephesian Artemis is depicted with rows of animals representing chthonic spirits (underworld spirits or spirits of wildlife and nature). In fact, she was long worshiped as “mistress of the beasts” ([image: ] Homer, Iliad 21.470). The Testament of Solomon itself actually uses the term “beast” ([image: ]) with reference to evil spirits while portraying a group of demons as beastlike in appearance: “There came to me thirty-six heavenly bodies, their heads like formless dogs. But there were among them (those who were) in the form of humans, or of bulls, or of dragons, with faces like the birds, or the beasts ([image: ]), or the sphinx” (T. Sol. 18.1).

I think Williams is correct in concluding that Paul’s beast fight reflects the spiritual warfare struggle that Paul experienced while he attempted to reach Ephesus with the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. This also seems to be the way that Jerome understood the passage. After citing 1 Cor 15:32 in his commentary on Ephesians, Jerome notes, “Our adversary the devil goes about like a roaring lion [cf. 1 Pet 5:8]. When he perceived that the chief city of Asia was snatched from his jaws to the teaching of Paul he gathered all the armies of his attendants and attempted to suppress him."74


The Ruler Cult and the Roman Empire

Ephesus became the capital city of the new Roman province of Asia when Attalus III (170–133 BC), king of Pergamum, willed his kingdom to the Romans. From that point on, Ephesus sought to curry favor with Rome and competed with Smyrna and Pergamum for official honors and recognition from the capital of the empire. Many illustrious Roman leaders came to Ephesus, including Mark Antony in 42 BC after he defeated Brutus and Cassius in Philippi. It was at the port of Ephesus that Mark Antony assembled his fleet as he prepared to engage Octavian (later, Caesar Augustus) at the battle of Actium in 31 BC.

A few years later, Octavian “granted permission that precincts sacred to Rome and to his father Caesar [i.e., a temple of Dea Roma and the Divine Caesar] … should be dedicated in Ephesus” (Cassius Dio, Roman History 51.20.6). This is most likely the small temple that has been identified within the state agora.

In AD 26, Ephesus appealed to Emperor Tiberius along with eleven other cities of Asia for the privilege of erecting a second temple in the city in honor of the emperor. Each of the cities plied their case based on their service to Rome, their support of Rome in its wars, and all of their other respective virtues. Tiberius turned down the city of Ephesus, in spite of its distinction and preeminence, because it was judged “fully occupied” with the cult of Artemis/Diana (Tacitus, Annals 4.55). Ephesus did not receive its first honor of being the guardian of an imperial temple (called a neokrate) until the reign of Domitian (in AD 89).75

This is significant for assessing the impact of the ruler cult on the city in relationship to the traditional religions, particularly the cult of Artemis. The coins of the city show that the Ephesians did boast of having a temple neokrate, but the temple they boasted in was that of Artemis.76

The imperial cult was essentially political and thus differed from the cult of Artemis and the other religions of the city. It served more to enhance the status of cities and its more influential citizens. As Ronald Mellor writes, “it was a cult based on political, rather than religious, experience."77 There is no evidence that people came to these cults seeking oracular advice or an answer to prayer, to take a vow, to seek a blessing on their crops or animals, or to gain protection from curses or evil spirits.

Nevertheless, we need to take seriously the enormous significance of Roman imperial power and its claim on the lives of people throughout the Mediterranean world. The Roman Empire and its political regime proclaimed an ideology that in many respects collided headlong with the claims of Christ and his kingdom. There has been a trend in recent scholarship to identify all of the ways that Paul, in both direct and subtle ways, is providing a critique of the pagan empire and is presenting the promise of its ultimate overthrow.78 While it is true that in Ephesians Paul anticipates the day that all of the rebellious powers in heaven and on earth will be brought under the sovereign headship of Christ (1:10), we must remember that Paul’s emphasis in this letter is on the fact that “our struggle is not against blood and flesh” (6:12).

Ephesians is thus not a document of political subversion, but a plan for spiritual subversion. Paul is stressing that the true enemies are not the consuls, senators, and the centurions, but the spiritual powers that hold these political rulers captive to the power of sin and keep them blind to the truth of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ.


Purpose
 

Paul’s purpose in writing Ephesians has been extensively debated by scholars, but no consensus has emerged regarding the specific reasons he wrote this letter. Of course, the issue is complicated by the question of the authorship with those who see someone other than Paul as the author and who postulate an incredible variety of situations and reasons for writing. Many of these views come close to the position articulated by James D. G. Dunn, who characterizes Ephesians as “a meditative tract on Paul’s theology, teaching, and significance in the form of a Pauline letter."79 It would take me far afield from my own purposes for this commentary to discuss all of the views reflected in the writings of those who do not see Paul as the author, so I refer the reader to the standard introductions and the discussions in the critical commentaries. I will focus my interaction with those who do see Paul as the author.

Of all the letters that Paul wrote to churches, Ephesians is the least situational. He does warn about the danger of false teaching (4:14), but his warning appears general and lacks the specificity that one would expect from Paul if there were some concrete threat facing the church. Most of the teaching of the letter is positively presented and is not expressed with the kind of polemical tone that one finds, for example, in Galatians, Romans, or 2 Corinthians. Although Paul is deeply concerned about the moral behavior of the readers of Ephesians, his motivation to write does not seem to be prompted by his becoming aware of particular moral lapses by individuals within the community, comparable to what we find in 1 Corinthians. Nor does he seem to be responding to a series of questions that the church is asking of him (as we find, for instance, in 1 Corinthians with the repeated [image: ]).

Because of these factors, many interpreters have reached an opinion similar to what P. T. O’Brien expresses: “We must be careful not to specify a concrete situation or particular problem to which a letter is sent, if the evidence is otherwise."80 Some, in fact, may find themselves in agreement with John Muddiman, who goes so far as to say, “the trouble with Ephesians can be summed up quite simply: it has no setting and little obvious purpose."81

But why, then, does Paul write the letter if there is nothing the readers are facing or experiencing that requires an apostolic or pastoral response from him? J. A. Robinson claimed that Paul was simply taking advantage of his own tranquil circumstances (under house arrest in Rome, but with time to think) to write a positive exposition of the heart of his theology. He interpreted this to be “the doctrine of the unity of mankind in Christ and of the purpose of God for the world through the church."82 Similarly, C. J. Ellicott contended that the letter was not called forth by any special circumstances, but rather was written to set forth the origin and development of the church for believers in Ephesus (and to churches dependent on that city).83

Other interpreters have downplayed its character as a letter and referred to it more as a “meditation.” F. F. Bruce spoke of Ephesians as a meditation on the divine “wisdom in a mystery"84 that sums up the leading themes of his letters.85 More recently, Ben Witherington has described Ephesians as “a circular homily” rather than a circular Pauline letter.86

All of these suggestions would make Ephesians exceptional among Paul’s writings since every other document we have from his pen is a personal letter either to a church (or group of churches) or to an individual (such as the Pastoral Letters and Philemon). It is not impossible for Paul to write something of an entirely different nature from the rest of his correspondence, but since Ephesians appears in the form of a letter, a significant question mark should be placed over these various theories.

Perhaps these interpreters are working with too restrictive of a concept of what determines a sufficient situation (or contingency) warranting Paul’s writing a real letter to address that situation. Ernest Best, for instance, rightly criticizes J. C. Beker’s view of what constitutes a contingency factor that would prompt an author to write a letter by suggesting that “a general cultural situation” may be an adequate motivation for Paul.87 For the apostle Paul, however, general cultural pressures can become contingency factors because they may be sufficiently strong to hinder the growth of believers in the church by making it difficult for them to renounce sinful practices and display the virtues of Christ. Paul is struggling with all of his might to see the lives of his converts transformed by the power of the gospel and no longer conforming to the trends of secular culture.

If we read the text of Ephesians more closely in light of its setting in Ephesus and western Asia Minor, we might profitably ask what kind of contingency factors or general cultural pressures do we find that may have potentially motivated Paul to write this letter? Answering this question involves a combination of cultural analysis of first-century Ephesus and western Asia Minor and a careful analysis of Ephesians that attempts to discern what may have prompted Paul to select and emphasize certain themes within this letter (a process that some call “mirror reading”).

When we look at Ephesians as a whole, four prominent themes emerge that need to be taken into consideration in discerning the overall purpose of the letter in light of its historical setting (each of these themes will be developed more fully in the biblical theology section at the end of this commentary).

(1) The threat of the spiritual powers should now be seen in light of the superior power of God and the power he imparts to his people. The theme of the power of God over all of the principalities, powers, and authorities is one of the leading themes of the letter.88 Nowhere else in any of his writings does Paul elaborate more on the nature of the struggle believers face with their supernatural enemies than he does in Ephesians. The initial wave of converts during Paul’s Ephesian ministry had great difficulty renouncing their magical practices and held on to them until God sovereignly intervened through the episode involving Sceva. All who more recently turned to Christ and joined the community would find that their fear of evil spirits and demonic powers did not immediately vanish. They were greatly tempted to hold onto some of their household idols and magical texts in spite of the precedent set by the book-burning episode.

When we consider the background of many of these believers who had come from a lifelong pattern of concern about the danger of hostile supernatural powers, the fear of curses, and seeking out various forms of ritual power to ward off and counteract these forces, it is not surprising to find Paul addressing these concerns at a broader theological level. Jerome recognized this when he wrote his commentary on Ephesians in the fourth century. He claimed that part of Paul’s purpose in writing was to address the needs of the Ephesians “who, after experiencing the magical arts, needed to know by whom they had once been deceived."89

It was also vitally important for Paul to reaffirm that the God they now worship and the Christ they now serve are infinitely more powerful than these hostile beings. The new Christians in Ephesus also needed to know what this meant for them in terms of their own access to the power of God both for protection and for living out the missional and ethical dimensions of their new life in a context of spiritual opposition.

(2) The powerful cultural pressure of the animosity of Gentiles toward Jews can and must be overcome in the church on the basis of Jesus’ work of uniting both into one new community. The theme of Jew and Gentile united in one body in Christ stands out as an additional leading theme of the letter, but not necessarily as the main theme.90 This theme needs to be seen in combination with the themes of unity and love that are also prominent.91 Many interpreters have noticed these themes, but have not pressed hard enough to inquire as to why Paul would emphasize them in this letter.

The evidence from Josephus regarding Ephesus as well as from the broader anti-Jewish trends in the empire suggest that the Ephesian church was most likely struggling with a problem of Jew-Gentile disunity. The problem may have been exacerbated by a large influx of Gentile believers into the community in the years since Paul ministered in Ephesus. Not only was there already a natural and cultural tension between Jews and Gentiles, but Gentile converts often lacked an appreciation for the Jewish heritage of their new faith. We do not know precisely what disunity would have looked like in these local Christian communities, but it was no doubt an issue.92

(3) All the new Gentile believers needed encouragement and help in continuing the process of ceasing their immoral practices and appropriating a lifestyle consistent with the holiness of the God to whom they now belonged. Much of the second half of the letter specifically focuses on Gentile believers in the community and can be summed up with Paul’s appeal to them in 4:17: “I insist in the Lord that you should no longer walk like the Gentiles walk."93 This seems to be a clear statement of one of Paul’s reasons for writing the letter. Because of their immoral pre-Christian lifestyle, they needed help and admonishment in cultivating a lifestyle consistent with their salvation in Christ—a lifestyle free from drunkenness, sexual immorality, lying, stealing, bitterness, and many other vices.

(4) Believers need to be well-established in an understanding of their new identity in Christ and what this means for their spiritual struggle, their relationship to fellow believers, and their ability to live the virtue and moral imperatives of the Christian life. Thirty times in this short letter Paul uses the expression “in Christ” (and its variations) to characterize the new identity of these believers. They now exist in a dynamic, personal relationship of solidarity with the Lord Jesus Christ, which defines who they are, empowers them to live, and gives them a new purpose and meaning for living. This new identity is foundational to Paul’s response to the other three concerns that he addresses in this letter.

Believers can resist the supernatural powers because they have been co-resurrected and have co-ascended with Christ (2:6), and on that basis, they can “be strong in the Lord” (6:10). Both Jewish and Gentile believers can overcome the ungodly feelings of superiority or hostility toward one another, because in Christ they have been reconciled to each other and made fellow members of one unified community (2:13–16; 3:5–6). Finally, Gentile believers are called to an entirely new way of thinking and living shaped by Christ and his teaching that is possible to realize because of their empowering union with him (4:20–21).

Any statement of purpose for Ephesians needs to include all four of these elements. I can agree in large measure with Peter O’Brien when he says that “the main purpose of his letter is ’identity formation’”94 But this statement does not go far enough by asking what called for this emphasis and observing the key situational exigencies of the letter. Similarly, I could affirm Nils Dahl’s observation that Ephesians bears all the marks of a catechism for new believers.95 Once again, however, we need to realize that Ephesians is a real letter that demonstrates Paul’s pastoral sensitivity to the key issues that these believers were facing. While I do think that there are a large number of Gentile converts in view (many who have come to know Christ since Paul ministered in Ephesus) and that Paul has them in mind when he writes, we must also acknowledge that the letter addresses broader concerns than just those of the recently converted.

I therefore offer the following statement of purpose: Paul wrote this letter to a large network of local churches in Ephesus and the surrounding cities to affirm them in their new identity in Christ as a means of strengthening them in their ongoing struggle with the powers of darkness, to promote a greater unity between Jews and Gentiles within and among the churches of the area, and to stimulate an ever-increasing transformation of their lifestyles into a greater conformity to the purity and holiness that God has called them to display.


Paul therefore speaks in a pastoral and apostolic manner to a variety of real needs of which he had become aware through Tychicus and others. The sending of Tychicus with the letter to the Colossians (which does address an urgent crisis within a church) becomes the opportunity for Paul to write a more general letter to help Christians in the metropolis of Ephesus and all the churches within a short radius.


Authorship
 

Despite the salutation of the letter (“Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus,” 1:1), the authorship of Ephesians has been one of the most hotly debated issues in the critical scholarship of the letter. I do not intend to provide a complete discussion of the authorship question here. I would once again refer the reader to the standard New Testament introductions and to the introductory material of the critical commentaries.96 I will rather provide a few comments on why I am persuaded of the Pauline authorship of Ephesians. This is an issue I have not taken lightly in the quarter of a century that I have spent researching and writing on this letter.

As a matter of perspective, it is important to observe that few evangelical scholars doubt the authenticity of the letter. There are a few notable exceptions (such as J. D. G. Dunn, A. T. Lincoln, and R. P. Martin).97 But the vast majority of prominent evangelical scholars who have written commentaries, monographs, and journal articles on Ephesians in recent years are convinced of Pauline authorship.98 Although some critical scholars may accuse evangelicals of a confessional bias when it comes to this issue, such a charge represents a cavalier dismissal of the substantial amount of evidence that leans many of us strongly in favor of Pauline authorship. In addition, for those who are convinced of the inerrancy of Scripture (as I am), the pseudepigraphical view could prove inconsistent with this assumption, depending on how one explains pseudepigraphy, handles the autobiographical data, and explains the theology.

What follows is a summary of the key reasons why I am convinced that Ephesians is an authentic Pauline letter.

(1) The pseudepigraphical hypothesis cannot adequately account for the autobiographical material in the letter. Ephesians contains a substantial amount of material presented as the first-person address of the apostle to the readers. Paul reflects on his stewardship of the mystery (3:2–6) and the nature of his apostolic ministry (3:7–13). He indicates that he is praying for his readers (1:15–23) and even emphatically introduces his second intercessory prayer with the words, “I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus [pray] on behalf of you Gentiles” (3:1). He even describes his posture when he prays (3:14). He also directly asks his readers to pray for him and indicates specifically how he would like them to pray (6:19–20). Finally, he concludes the letter with rather specific remarks about a coworker (Tychicus) who will come to them with the letter and interact with them about his own situation (6:21–22). The explanations I have read of this material by those who affirm pseudepigraphy are not at all compelling.

(2) There is early attestation of Paul as the author of Ephesians. It appears to have been used and quoted (or alluded to) authoritatively as a Pauline letter by many of the Apostolic Fathers, including Clement of Rome, Ignatius, Hermas, Epistle to Diognetus, and Polycarp.99 Irenaeus (AD 130–200), Clement of Alexandria (AD 150–215), and Tertullian (AD 160–220) all cite portions of Ephesians as having been written by the apostle Paul.100 It was also listed as a Pauline letter in the earliest canons, such as Marcion’s (c. AD 140) and the Muratorian Canon (c. AD 180).

It is also significant, and generally overlooked, that some of the writers of the Nag Hammadi documents quoted Ephesians as the apostle Paul’s own words. For instance, Eph 6:12 is quoted in the third-century AD Hypostasis of the Archons (2.86.20–25) as from “the great apostle.” The same verse is cited in Exegesis on the Soul (2.6.131) as the words of Paul. It is significant that Ephesians was recognized from the beginning as a Pauline letter. There is no hint of any uncertainty or any debate about its genuineness.

(3) The theological emphases are appropriate to a life setting in first-century Ephesus and western Asia Minor. Two of the major theological accents—the cosmic Christology and the realized eschatology—can best be explained in terms of the apostle Paul’s skillful and contextually appropriate remarks to people who need to be reminded of Christ’s supremacy over the powers of darkness and the believers participation in Christ’s power and authority over this realm. The postulation of a second generation Christianity after the death of the apostle or the influence of Gnostic ideas does not explain the theological emphases nearly as well. Similarly, Paul’s remarks about the church can best be explained in light of a situation of some degree of disunity among Jewish and Gentile believers in the network of churches in this area.


(4) The alleged “differences” between the theology of Ephesians and the theology of Paul are better explained as distinct emphases within his thought rather than as contradictions that the historical Paul could not have expressed. I do not find myself convinced of the alleged discrepancies between Paul’s thought and some of the ideas and concepts that we find expressed in Ephesians. A couple of examples will suffice. A number of critical scholars have argued that there is an absence of futurist eschatology in Ephesians.101 Such a view, however, has been shown to be without merit. It fails to take seriously the twofold reference to the “[day of] redemption” (1:14; 4:30), the reference to the future outpouring of God’s wrath (5:6), and the future-looking promise that God will bring everything under the headship of Christ (1:10).

Similarly, some critical scholars have contended that the author of Ephesians jettisons Paul’s “eschatological reserve”—that is, Paul’s tendency to see resurrection as strictly a future event. Ephesians, by contrast, can speak of believers already co-resurrected and co-seated with Christ. This skeptical viewpoint, however, minimizes the full weight of Paul’s teaching in Romans 6:3–11, where Paul presents incorporation into Christ as a participation with him in his resurrection and newness of life. This, in fact, is the basis for the believers’ ability to deny the power of sin in their lives (Rom 6:12–14). While it is true that Paul is more explicit and more emphatic in expressing this idea in Eph 2, the concept is nevertheless present in Rom 6 (as well as in Col 2:11–13).

(5) Paul was capable of writing with a range of styles and exhibiting his own literary flair. Many of those who do not think Paul wrote Ephesians put a lot of stock in an argument based on his style. For instance, Pheme Perkins writes, “the language of Ephesians also departs markedly from Paul’s style."102 Hoehner responds by saying, “certainly Ephesians manifests some differences in vocabulary and style, but not enough to discount authenticity."103 I would agree with Hoehner’s assessment not only because we do not have a large enough sample of Paul’s writings to make such a monumental judgment, but also because it unfairly restricts Paul to a preconceived mold of how he should write based on some of his other letters.

Some of the stylistic traits of Ephesians can be attributed to the range of styles he uses within this letter. He begins with a lengthy “blessing” (berakah) patterned after Jewish precedents that exceeds anything he has written in his previous letters. There are two major prayer reports in the letter, a doxology, a household code, virtue and vice lists, paraenesis, and prose teaching. The style of each of these literary units varies considerably from the others—with respect to the length of sentences, the use of adverbial participles, the amount of prepositional phrases, the use of adverbs, the number of imperatives, and the amount of new vocabulary.

Another factor that needs to be taken into account is the amount of traditional material that Paul has chosen to incorporate into the letter (see, e.g., 4:4–6; 5:14).104 This material, of course, may utilize different vocabulary and style than Paul would use. One simply cannot look at the letter as a whole and undertake statistical analyses and form a judgment based on a comparison of the numbers with the accepted Pauline letters. Goulder criticizes this approach, saying, “the denial of Pauline authorship is the consequence of the widespread temptation to substitute counting for thinking."105

(6) The hypothesis that the author of Ephesians used Colossians as a literary source is not persuasive. Many advocates of pseudonymity contend that the author of Ephesians edited Colossians as a literary source in the composition of Ephesians.106 In an important article on this topic, Ernest Best (who does not think that Paul wrote Ephesians) has amply demonstrated that there are insuperable difficulties in assuming that one writer used the letter of the other.107 Looking at each of the disputed passages, Best shows that there are alternative suggestions that make as much sense as postulating literary dependence, namely, (a) a common author could have used the word or expression twice, or (b) the different authors of each of those works could have drawn the phrase independently from church tradition. He also notes that “if one author copied the other it is impossible to say which was the copier."108 In other words, “the simple theory that one letter was known by the author of the other fails to account for the facts."109

(7) The evidence from Judaism and early church history casts doubt over the acceptability of pseudepigraphical letter writing in Christian circles. While there are a variety of Second Temple Jewish documents that could accurately be described as pseudepigraphical (e.g., 1 Enoch, Psalms of Solomon, Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs), there are no clear examples of pseudepigraphical letters within Judaism.110 This is a significant observation because it means that there is no literary precedent within Judaism for such an activity.

When we look at the testimony of early church leaders, we find a significant concern to discern any documents falsely attributed to biblical authors. When, for instance, Serapion, the bishop of Antioch (c. AD 200), assesses the so-called Gospel of Peter111 (a second-century apocryphal gospel composed in Syria), he states: “We, my brothers, receive Peter and all the apostles as we receive Christ, but the writings falsely attributed ([image: ]) to them we are experienced enough to reject, knowing that nothing of the sort has been handed down to us.” This passage makes it clear that some people were writing books and passing them on as genuine, but it was important to the church to detect these and expose them.

An additional important example can be drawn from Tertullian (AD 160–225). He describes a case in late second-century Asia Minor where church leaders discovered that a document circulating as the Acts of Paul (which contained the Acts of Paul and Thecla and a somewhat popular letter purporting to be from Paul called 3 Corinthians) was a pseudepigraphon. When they found out that the author was an elder of one of the Asia Minor churches, he was confronted and removed from his office. This act of church discipline was carried out in spite of his protest that “he had done it from love of Paul."112 This case is particularly significant because many contemporary advocates of a pseudepigraphical Ephesians claim that it was composed by a follower of Paul who not only esteemed the teaching of the apostle, but wanted to pass it on and apply it to a new generation.

In summary, there are many good reasons to stand with the testimony of the church over the first 1,700 years and affirm the Pauline authorship of Ephesians.


The Situation of the Author and the Date of the Letter
 

Paul concluded his three-year Ephesian ministry (AD 52–55) shortly after a dramatic and tense episode in the theater of Ephesus that nearly turned into a riot instigated by the trade guild of silversmiths who made shrines and votive images of the Ephesian Artemis (Acts 19:23–41). Luke implies that Paul’s sudden departure was because of this event (“When the uproar had ended, Paul … said good-by"; Acts 20:1). Nevertheless, some scholars have postulated that Paul may have been imprisoned in Ephesus immediately after this event and wrote the Ephesian letter during this time (see below). This would put the date of the letter at AD 55.

Paul then traveled across the Aegean to Macedonia, where he presumably spent some time with the churches he planted in Philippi and Thessalonica (Acts 20:2). It was here that he wrote 2 Corinthians, probably in AD 56, in the anticipation of his coming to Corinth, where he planned to take a collection for the impoverished churches of Judea and to continue dealing with some of the problems they faced (see 2 Cor 2:12–13; 7:5; 8:1–5; 9:2).

Paul then spent three winter months in Corinth, where he wrote his letter to the Romans in AD 57. He returned to Macedonia for a short time after this, visited the church at Troas (presumably planted during his Ephesian ministry), and then met with the elders of the church at Ephesus at the coastal city of Miletus, just south of Ephesus (Acts 20:13–38). This was in the spring of AD 57, nearly two years after he had left Ephesus. At this time, Paul warned the church of the grave danger of false teachers who would surface from within—a warning reminiscent of what he tells them later in Eph 4:14.

After this brief visit, Paul boarded his vessel and traveled to Jerusalem, where he delivered the relief offering, visited with the church there, and completed his Nazirite vow (Acts 21:1–26). Shortly after his arrival, Paul was arrested and charged with bringing a Gentile into an area of the temple precincts where Gentiles were strictly prohibited from entering. He was eventually transferred to the capital city of Judea, Caesarea Maritima, where he was kept in Roman custody for the span of two years (AD 57–59). A handful of scholars think it was at this time that Paul wrote his Prison Epistles, including his letter to the Ephesians (see below).

Midway through AD 59, Paul successfully appealed to have his case heard by the emperor himself in the city of Rome. Shortly thereafter he began his voyage to Rome—a journey that turned into a dramatic and harrowing disaster that resulted in a shipwreck on the island of Malta (Acts 27). Paul finally arrived in Rome in the spring of AD 60, where he spent another two years in Roman detention (AD 60–62). The vast majority of scholars who think Paul wrote Ephesians regard this time period as the most likely time for the composition of the letter.

But we need to inquire as to whether the other two suggested places of writing are possible. The theory with the least amount of evidence in its favor is the composition of Ephesians during an Ephesian imprisonment.113 The most problematic part of this theory is the obvious problem of no explicit mention of an Ephesian imprisonment in Acts, elsewhere in Paul’s writings, or in any other literature. While it is true that Paul mentions imprisonments that are not spoken of elsewhere (see 2 Cor 11:23), there is no indication of such an imprisonment in Ephesus. The confrontation with the Artemis worshipers in the theater could have provided an occasion for an imprisonment, but as I have already noted, Luke gives the impression that Paul left the city immediately after this event.

Nor does it advance this view to appeal to 1 Cor 15:32 as a time when Paul literally fought wild beasts in Ephesus during a putative imprisonment. As discussed above, few scholars take this as a literal beast fight; it is a metaphor for a struggle of another kind, either with opponents, or more likely, demonic opposition to his evangelistic and church planting ministry there. I would also add that, on the whole, Ephesians has the feel of a letter written a few years after the conclusion of Paul’s ministry there. This better explains Paul’s reference to “hearing of” their faith and love (1:15).


The Caesarean provenance of Ephesians is a more plausible option, but still is not the most convincing case.114 The most strenuous objection to the traditional view of Paul writing during his Roman imprisonment is that the distance between Ephesus and Rome was far greater than the distance between Ephesus and Caesarea. From this, it is inferred that Onesimus would have been more apt to flee to Caesarea than Rome. Similarly, the other journeys and plans that Paul speaks of in Philemon (Phlm 22) and Philippians involving himself, Epaphroditus, and Timothy (Phil 2:19–26, 28; 4:18) require a much shorter distance for this amount of communication and travel to take place. This view fails to reckon with the fact, however, that Ephesus was the principal port city between the East and the West. There would have been vessels departing and arriving in the Ephesian port to and from Rome nearly every day. Hoehner also accurately points out that it is far less likely for a fugitive slave to escape to such a small city as Caesarea.115 It is much easier to find anonymity in a city of a million people.

The Roman origin of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians remains the best option.116 This dates the composition of the letter to the period of AD 60–62. It is arbitrary within this range to fix a date, but it is more likely in the latter half of his stay there to leave time for Paul to have encountered and ministered to Onesimus as well as to receive communication from the churches at Ephesus, Colossae, and Philippi. Thus, a date of AD 61 or 62 is the most viable option.


Relationship to Colossians
 

A close reading of Ephesians and Colossians reveals many similarities between the two—in fact, more so than any two letters in the Pauline correspondence. They share many of the same distinctive theological concepts, vocabulary, style of writing, and personal comments.

The latter is particularly notable in a comparison of Eph 6:21–22 with Col 4:7–8. These concluding comments in Ephesians, which speak of the role Tychicus will have when he delivers the letter to the readers, share thirty-two identical words (most of which are ordered in the same sequence) with the similar passage in Colossians.

In terms of unique theological emphases, both letters contain an emphasis on cosmic Christology (i.e., Christ as Lord of all creation and superior to all the supernatural powers), realized eschatology (the present experience of co-resurrection with Christ to a newness of life), Christ as head of his body (the church), Paul as a steward of “the mystery,” an emphasis on the hostile role of principalities and powers, similar appeals to take off the old self and put on the new self that are closely tied to virtue and vice lists, and instructions to the Christian household.

The two letters also share some vocabulary that is unique to them among the Pauline letters, such as “reconcile” ([image: ]), “make alive” ([image: ]), “raise with” ([image: ]), “dominion” (ĸυρι[image: ]της), “dwell” (ĸατοιĸέω), “mind” (δι[image: ]υοια), “grounded” ([image: ]), “before” (ĸατευ[image: ]ριου), “rooted” ([image: ]), “joint” ([image: ]Φή), “bond” (σ[image: ]υδεσμος), “growth” ([image: ]), “sing” ([image: ]), “hymn” ([image: ]), “song” ([image: ]), “eye-service” ([image: ]), and “people-pleaser” ([image: ]). There are also many stylistic similarities and even a similar sequencing of the material.

In recent years, some scholars have contended that this high degree of similarity is a sign of literary borrowing, namely, that the author of Ephesians has used Colossians as a literary source. Proponents of this view argue that the author of Ephesians was not slavishly dependent on Colossians, but rearranged and gave fresh expression to his source material to suit his own independent theological purposes. Although it is beyond the purpose of this commentary to provide a full analysis and response to this view, one example may serve to illustrate this perspective.

Andrew Lincoln, for instance, claims that the author of Ephesians reworked Col 1:23–29 as the basis for developing his own perspective on Paul’s apostolic ministry in Eph 3:1–13.117 The passage in Ephesians employs many of the same themes, terms, and expressions, and even sequences the material in a similar way. This leads Lincoln to conclude that the passage “derives from the author’s distinctive reworking of the Colossian passage.” But, is direct literary dependence the only way or even the best way to explain the Ephesian passage? If the author of Ephesians were using Colossians as source material, it is surprising that he did not reproduce more of his source in his writing. He goes well beyond the work of a redactor by completely refashioning the material and creatively elaborating on it. A much better explanation is to postulate the same author giving a fresh exposition of a similar theme (with different emphases) a short time later for a different audience.

The best explanation of the relationship between Ephesians and Colossians is the view that was universally held by the church until the 1800s and continues to be held by many scholars: the apostle Paul wrote both letters at approximately the same time, to the same general area (western Asia Minor), with many of the same pastoral concerns for his readers, to be carried to the respective recipients by the same person (Tychicus).118

In spite of the similarities between the two letters, it is also important to note a number of substantive differences. The most obvious difference is that Colossians was addressed to a specific situation in which the church there was threatened by the influence of a teaching that Paul considered dangerous to its health and stability. Consequently, he engaged in a great deal of polemic against the tenets advocated by this faction (see Col 2:1–3:4). Ephesians, by contrast, gives no evidence of a specific threat; Paul only warns generally of the danger of false teachings on the horizon (Eph 4:14).

Colossians also begins with an eloquent hymn of praise to Christ as Lord of creation and Lord of redemption (Col 1:15–20). Ephesians does not have a similar hymn, but it does contain a magnificently composed blessing (berakah) of God for his provision of spiritual blessings for those who put their faith in Jesus Christ (Eph 1:3–14). Finally, Colossians contains an extensive set of greetings from a variety of people (Col 4:10–18), whereas Ephesians is devoid of a set of greetings.

It is also important to note that Ephesians contains much more teaching by Paul on a variety of topics, including more material on the plight of believers and their experience of salvation through their incorporation into Christ (Eph 2:1–10), lengthier discussion of the plight of Gentiles and the new covenant experience of being drawn near to God through the blood of Christ (2:11–22), more intercessory prayer reports, a stronger appeal for unity and expression of its basis (4:1–6), a discussion of spiritual gifts including their source and their purpose in the body, development of light/darkness imagery (5:8–14), an elaborate presentation of the nature of the church based on the analogy of the marriage relationship (5:22–32), and an extensive discussion of spiritual warfare (6:10–20).

Ephesians and Colossians are thus two distinct letters written for two different purposes. Colossians was written for a small group of churches about a hundred miles inland from Ephesus who faced a clear and present threat. Ephesians was a more general letter written for a much larger (and probably more geographically widespread) group of readers. Whereas Colossians provides an antidote to a problem, Ephesians provides an inoculation against similar problems. Both letters, however, seek to help Jewish and, especially, Gentile believers grow more closely to the Lord Jesus Christ and in developing lifestyles consistent with the one holy God whom they now serve.


Genre, Style, and Rhetoric
 

Genre

Because of the more general contents of Ephesians in comparison to the other Pauline letters, some scholars have suggested that it might be a written sermon (a homily), a wisdom speech, a theological essay, or a handful of other ideas. Ephesians, however, follows the pattern of all the other letters of Paul with an indication of the sender in the nominative case, an address to the recipients (in the dative case), and a greeting utilizing Paul’s normal, “grace to you and peace.” The end of the document is also consistent with the conclusion of a letter. Since letter bodies could vary considerably in ancient letter writing practices, there is nothing inconsistent with the body of Ephesians and any other ancient letter. Ephesians, therefore, has the appearance of a genuine letter.

This conclusion is reinforced if we see Paul as the author since it was part of his normal ministry practice to write to his churches and we have no record of any other kind of writing from him (such as a preserved sermon or a general meditation). Also, if the missive is addressed to believers “in Ephesus” (as I have argued above), it would be even more consistent with Paul’s tendency to write letters to Christians in specific locations. Therefore, in my judgment, the evidence strongly supports a letter written by Paul.

Style

When we discuss the “style” of Ephesians, it is important that we keep in mind that Paul does not employ a uniform manner of writing from beginning to end in his letters. He uses an extensive variety of styles throughout the letter that are reflective of different kinds of literary forms. This is what makes Ephesians an interesting and beautiful letter to read and savor. What follows is a brief overview of some of these discreet literary units.

Berakah (or “blessing”). Paul begins his letter with a moving and exuberant ascription of praise to God for the incredible blessings he has bestowed on his people through the Lord Jesus Christ (1:3–14). This form of poetic expression of praise follows Jewish precedents and consists of one long sentence comprised of numerous prepositional phrases, relative clauses, and genitive expressions.119 He punctuates this at three different intervals with a refrain of praise to the glory of God.

Prayer reports and thanksgiving. The letter contains two intercessory prayer reports (1:15–23; 3:14–19) that exhibit a distinctive style. The first prayer report is combined with an introductory thanksgiving, a form common in Paul’s writings. As in the berakah, Paul writes these with long sentences replete with many dependent clauses, prepositional phrases, and series of genitives.

Doxology. Paul follows his second intercessory prayer report with a doxology (3:20–21) that contains the main literary features of doxologies in Jewish and early Christian writings.

Confessional and liturgical material. At various intervals throughout the letter, Paul makes use of traditional material from the early church. This is clearest at 5:14, which he prefaces with an introductory formula (“therefore it says …”). He also appears to cite a concise confession of faith at 4:4–6. The style of this segment is unique through a sevenfold use of the number “one” ([image: ]) in a stacatto series of belief statements.

Prose teaching. Much of the letter consists of prose that is typical of Paul’s style in teaching his communities relevant aspects of the Christian faith and drawing out its implications.

Ethical exhortation. In the second half of the letter, Paul engages in a great deal of ethical exhortation laced with some instruction (some call this paraenesis). The sentence length of this material tends to be much shorter with the use of numerous present imperative verbs (see, e.g., 4:25–5:2).

Household code. A significant section of the letter is devoted to Paul’s instructions to various members of the Christian households (5:21–6:9). Although Paul adapts this literary form and expands it for his own purposes, there are certain features of the style of this section of material that Paul adopts from a known pattern in the Hellenistic world.

All of these literary forms are used by Paul in his other letters. What makes Ephesians different is the unique combination of all of these forms in this one letter. It is therefore inappropriate to speak of the style of Ephesians—particularly features such as the long sentences, the stringing together of genitive expressions, and the abundance of relative clauses and adverbial participles—without taking these literary features into account. For instance, one does not find these three stylistic tendencies in the ethical exhortation; they are primarily located in the berakah and in the prayer and thanksgiving reports. Similar material in Paul’s other letters contains some of the same features, such as the long sentences. See, for instance, the long sentences of 68, 88, and 207 words in the introductory thanksgivings of 1 Cor 1:4–8, Phil 1:3–7, and 2 Thess 1:3–12 respectively.

Another literary feature of Ephesians is the presence of chiastic structures (A B B’ A’ symmetry, which can become increasingly complex). I have argued for the presence of chiasms at 4:9–10 and 5:7–11a (see commentary). A recent study of Ephesians by J. P. Heil, however, has sought to make the case that the entirety of the text of the letter is comprised of fifteen chiastic units (which he terms micro-chiasms) and that these, in turn, form a macro-chiasm that organizes the entire book in an (A B C D E F G H G’ F’ E’ D’ C’ B’ A’) arrangement.120 He also often finds “mini-chiasms” embedded within the micro-chiasms (such as in 2:11). I have not found his overall thesis persuasive.

The viability of finding a macro-chiasm (going beyond fifteen verses) has been a highly disputed issue in New Testament studies.121 Many of the parallels he finds in the subunits of the micro-chiastic structures are not adequately parallel in my judgment. Proportionality of size, for instance, does not seem to matter in his schematization. For example, in Ephesians 1:15–23, unit A (1:15–18) is 80 words in the Greek text whereas unit A’ (1:22–23) is only 28 words. Also, what he identifies as parallel elements in the corresponding members can at times appear to be rather trivial. This is troubling when other elements within the unit stand out as far more significant. For example, the element he identifies in Ephesians 6:14–22 that makes A parallel with A’ is the presence of the pronoun “you.” This seems insignificant in light of the weapon metaphors and spiritual virtues/gifts that comprise this passage. I do not doubt that there are chiastic structures in Ephesians (especially what he calls “micro chiasms”)—perhaps more than I have identified within the commentary. But this particular case takes it too far.

Rhetoric

Since the 1980s, New Testament scholars have been exploring the relevance of ancient rhetoric as a way of understanding how Paul may have structured his argumentation and shaped discourses within his letters. Some of the ancient sources that are important to this investigation include Aristotle’s important book on rhetoric named The Art of Rhetoric, which exerted a great deal of influence on Greek writers throughout the Hellenistic and Roman eras; a Latin work on rhetorical theory written in the first century BC called Rhetorica ad Herennium; several works by Cicero on rhetoric (first century BC); and an important volume by the first-century AD Latin writer Quintilian, called Education of the Orator. It is also important to observe that Paul was writing his letters during a period that could be described as the Second Sophistic movement—a period of resurgence in rhetoric and oratorical ability for winning the admiration of people and attracting a following.

Corinth was deeply influenced by the sophists and Paul had to deal with their impact on the Corinthian church. Paul appears to repudiate the methods of the sophists, however, when he says, “When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom. … My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words” (1 Cor 2:1–5). At various intervals throughout this letter, he censures Christian admiration for rhetorical skill.122 This does not mean that Paul never attempts to persuade or use substantial argumentative skill; rather, it suggests that he consciously avoids using the kind of school rhetoric that was known through the various classical rhetorical handbooks (although he may well have been familiar with it).


This and other considerations have left a significant question mark over the appropriateness of using classical Greek rhetorical categories to assess the structure and argumentation within Paul’s letters. C. J. Classen, for instance, observes that “rhetoric (oratory) and epistolography were regarded as two different fields in antiquity, and it seems advisable, therefore, to stay within the elaboration and presentation of their respective theory."123 In his commentary on Ephesians, Peter O’Brien resists using the formal rhetorical categories, contending, “There is little theoretical justification for the sort of rhetorical analysis, that is, of species and arrangement, found in many commentaries on the rhetoric of Paul’s letters … his letters were not informed by Graeco-Roman rhetoric, and previous ages did not commonly use classical rhetoric to understand them or the rest of the New Testament."124

By contrast, Ben Witherington characterizes Ephesians as a “rhetorically adept discourse"125 that is “an epideictic masterpiece to Christians in Asia, using the style of Asiatic rhetoric."126 Some of the recent debate has then centered on whether the whole of Ephesians is a species of epideictic rhetoric (the view of Witherington) or whether the first half of the letter is epideictic but the second half should be classified as deliberative rhetoric (the view of Lincoln and jeal).127 There is also discussion about the proper rhetorical classification of certain passages, such as Eph 6:10–20, which is sometimes described as a peroratio (a recapitulation of the major themes but with a certain exhibition of pathos). It is interesting that on the basis of this classification, Witherington minimizes the potential concern of the readers about spiritual powers in this passage, claiming that Paul is using rhetorical hyperbole and upping the emotional ante.128

In summary, I tend to side with O’Brien in this debate and do not appeal to the kind of formal rhetoric found in the classical handbooks, Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian. Consequently, throughout this commentary, I have not attempted to analyze Paul’s discourses and label them as a particular brand of rhetoric such as epideictic, deliberative, judicial, and the like.

Michael Bird has summed it up well in asserting that “Paul’s letters exhibit a functional rhetoric, although evidently not a formal rhetoric. Since Paul’s letters are argumentative, apologetic, and paraenetic we should not be surprised if they mirror certain rhetorical conventions at key junctures as rhetoric was part of any discourse that included persuasion to some extent."129 As Richard Longenecker has asserted, some forms of rhetoric were simply “in the air” and were part of normal persuasive discourse of people living in the Mediterranean world.130 I find it a doubtful to assume that Paul received any formal training in rhetoric in Tarsus since he moved to Jerusalem to begin his studies probably at an early age (Acts 22:3).

Nevertheless, Martin Hengel rightly argues that Paul probably received some level of Greek rhetorical education in Jerusalem as part of his preparation for teaching and proclaiming the Torah in the Greek-speaking synagogues. He characterizes this, however, as an “un-literary rhetorical training focused on speaking publicly in the synagogue."131 Whatever formal rhetoric Paul knew, the evidence of 1 Corinthians suggests that he consciously avoided using it in his preaching and in his letters.


Overall Structure and Outline
 

I. Introduction to the Letter (1:1–2)


II. Praise to God for His Remarkable Plan of Redemption (1:3–14)


A. Praise to God! (A Summary of the Section) (1:3)


B. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:4–6)


C. Because He Forgave Our Sins and Revealed His Plan to Us (1:7–10)


D. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:11–12)


E. Because He Sealed Us with His Spirit (1:13–14)


III. A Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession (1:15–23)


A. The Occasion for the Prayer (1:15)


B. The Thanksgiving and Prayer (1:16–19)


C. A Description of the Magnitude of God’s Power (1:20–23)


IV. New Life in Christ (2:1–10)


A. The Former Bondage (2:1–3)


B. The New Life (2:4–7)


C. The Nature of Salvation by Grace through Faith (2:8–10)


V. Nearness to God in a New Community (2:11–22)


A. The Former Exclusion from God and His People (2:11–12)


B. The New Closeness to God and Inclusion in His People (2:13–18)


C. Characteristics of the New Humanity (2:19–22)


VI. Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:1–13)


A. The Revelation of the Mystery to Paul (3:1–7)


B. The Nature of Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:8–12)



C. Paul’s Concern for the Readers (3:13)


VII. A Second Prayer of Intercession (3:14–21)


A. The Address to the Father (3:14–15)


B. A Request for Power and Love (3:16–17)


C. A Request for an Increasing Awareness of God’s Power and Love (3:18–19)


D. Doxology (3:20–21)


VIII. Exhortation to Maintain Unity in the Church (4:1–6)


A. The Means for Maintaining Unity (4:1–3)


B. The Basis for Unity (4:4–6)


IX. The Christian Community as the Context for Growth to Maturity (4:7–16)


A. Christ Gives Grace to Every Member (4:7–10)


B. Gifted Leaders Equip the Entire Body for Mutual Ministry (4:11–16)


X. Living Out the New Identity in Christ (4:17–24)


A. Exhortation to Live Differently than Non-Christians (4:17)


B. Description of the Condition and Lifestyle of Non-Christian Gentiles (4:18–19)


C. The New Identity in Christ and Exhortation to the New Lifestyle (4:20–24)


XI. Living Out the New Identity in the Community of Believers (4:25–5:2)


A. Four Vices to Take Off and Four Virtues to Appropriate (4:25–30)


B. More Vices to Remove and More Virtues to Cultivate (4:31–32)


C. Love as the Ultimate Virtue (5:1–2)


XII. Living as People of the Light (5:3–14)


A. What Is Not Appropriate and What Is Appropriate for the Lifestyles of Christians (5:3–5)


B. Watching Out for Arguments That Justify Sinful Behavior (5:6)


C. What it Means to Live as People of the Light (5:7–11a)


D. Exposing the Sins of Fellow Believers (5:11b–14)


XIII. Living in Wisdom and the Spirit (5:15–21)


A. Living in Wisdom (5:15–17)


B. Being Filled with the Spirit (5:18–21)


XIV. Instructions for Husbands and Wives (5:22–33)


A. Submission and Headship (5:22–24)


B. An Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:25–27)


C. Reiteration of the Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:28–32)


D. Conclusion (5:33)


XV. Instructions to Other Members of the Household (6:1–9)


A. To Children (6:1–3)


B. To Fathers (6:4)


C. To Slaves: An Exhortation to Obey Their Masters as They Would Obey the Lord Himself (6:5–8)


D. To Masters: An Exhortation to Have the Same Attitudes as the Slaves (6:9)


XVI. Appropriating the Power of God to Stand against the Powers of Darkness (6:10–20)


A. Introductory Exhortation (6:10)


B. Exhortation to Appropriate God’s Power because of the Supernatural Nature of the Battle (6:11–13)



C. Resisting the Powers of Darkness by Appropriating Armor from God (6:14–17)


D. Prayer as the Foundation and Essence of Spiritual Warfare (6:18–20)


XVII. Concluding Remarks (6:21–22)


A. Paul’s Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:21a)


B. The Description of Tychicus (6:21b–d)


C. Paul’s Further Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:22)


XVIII. Benediction (6:23–24)


A. Prayer for Peace, Love, and Faith (6:23)


B. Prayer for Grace (6:24)
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CHAPTER 1
Ephesians 1:1–2
 


Literary Context
 

Letter writing was a common practice in the Graeco-Roman world. Over the past century, hundreds of papyrus letters have been discovered. Paul availed himself of this medium of communication to stay in touch with churches and to send instructions to coworkers. His letter opening follows the typical pattern of letters in antiquity. He begins by naming himself as the sender of the letter, indicates the recipients of the letter in the dative case, and then extends a greeting.


[image: ]I. Introduction to the Letter (1:1–2)


II. Praise to God for His Remarkable Plan of Redemption (1:3–14)


A. Praise to God! (A Summary of the Section) (1:3)


B. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:4–6)


C. Because He Forgave Our Sins and Revealed His Plan to Us (1:7–10)


D. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:11–12)


E. Because He Sealed Us with His Spirit (1:13–14)




 


Main Idea
 

Paul demonstrates his pastoral concern for these believers by writing a letter to them and praying for the new covenant blessings of grace and peace to permeate their lives.



Translation
 


Ephesians 1:1–2

	1a
	Sender
	    Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus through the will of God,

	b
	Recipients
	    to the saints who are in Ephesus who are also believers in Christ Jesus.

	2
	Greetings
	    Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.




 


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ] I. Introduction to the Letter (1:1–2)


    A. Sender (1:1a)


    B. Recipients (1:1b)


    C. Greetings (1:2)






Explanation of the Text
 

1:1a Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus through the will of God ([image: ]). Paul names himself as the sole author of this letter, which is also true of his letters to the Romans and Galatians. It is somewhat surprising that Timothy did not participate with him in the writing of this letter, especially since Timothy is named as a cowriter of the other so-called Prison Epistles (Phil 1:1; Col 1:1; Phlm 1) and since he will later play a vital role in the leadership of the church in Ephesus (see 1 Tim). Unfortunately, we know few details about the travels and ministries of Paul’s associate at this stage of his life.

Paul introduces himself in a way that will enhance his authority and respect among the readers of the letter. He writes not simply as a church leader, but as one who has fulfilled a foundational role in the establishment of the church. As an “apostle” ([image: ]) who had been directly commissioned by Jesus himself (Rom 1:1; 1 Cor 1:1; cf. Acts 9:1–30; 22:1–21; 26:1–23), Paul exercises a significant leadership role over the churches and his words carry divine authority.1 “Through the will of God” further validates his authority by demonstrating the source of his office. As he says in Galatians, he was appointed as an apostle “not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead” (Gal 1:1).

1:1b To the saints who are in Ephesus who are also believers in Christ Jesus ([image: ][image: ]). Paul directs his letter to Christians in Ephesus (see the introduction for a discussion of the issue regarding the absence of “in Ephesus” in a handful of important manuscripts). When we think of Ephesus, it is important not to think of one church in a building that held 250 people. Paul is addressing all of the Christians in a city of a quarter million people and, as the metropolitan center for Christianity in western Asia Minor, the intended readers probably span a sizeable radius outside to the north, east, and south of the city. In other words, the letter is probably intended for dozens of house churches throughout the city of Ephesus and in many nearby villages and cities. By writing to Ephesus, Paul can address a great number of believers in western Asia Minor.

He refers to them as “saints … who are also believers in Christ Jesus.” In using the term “saint” ([image: ]), Paul appropriates for all believers (including Gentiles) a term that was commonly used of the old covenant people of God (Exod 22:31 [22:30]; Pss 16:3 [15:3]; 34:9 [33:10]; Dan 7:18, 21, 22, 25). They were called “holy ones” because they had been chosen by God and consecrated to him as his own people. God called them to reflect his own purity and integrity in their lives (Lev 11:45; 19:2). This descriptive expression became a common way of referring to the new covenant people of God in the early church (see Acts 9:13; Heb 3:1; Jude 3; Rev 5:8), but it was particularly favored by Paul. He uses this term numerous times in speaking of the believing readers of his letters and addresses most of his letters “to the saints” (Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1; Phil 1:1; Col 1:2).

He also describes these saints as “believers in Christ Jesus” ([image: ]), a phrase paralleled only in Col 1:2. The adjective is best understood in the active sense of exercising belief or trust, especially since the object of that faith is explicitly stated as “in Christ Jesus.” Although the word could also be taken as “faithful,” this is doubtful because Paul is not making a distinction in the letter between faithful and unfaithful Christians at Ephesus. The topic of faith in Christ becomes a major theme in this letter (Eph 1:13, 15, 19; 2:8; 3:12).

1:2 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ ([image: ][image: ]). Paul begins the letter with his customary greeting, which is identical to the greetings found in seven of his other letters (Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:3; 2 Cor 1:2; Gal 1:3; Phil 1:2; 2 Thess 1:2; Phlm 3). There is no explicit verb in this clause, which assumes the presence of the optative form of the verb “to be” ([image: ]).

The beginning of this letter follows the pattern of typical letters written on papyrus during the Roman era. It begins with the naming of the sender, followed by an indication of the recipient(s) in the dative case, and ends with the term “greetings!” ([image: ]). Paul never uses this term of greeting, but rather begins with a prayer of blessing for God’s grace (Χ[image: ]ρις) to be upon his readers. This clever play on words—from chairein to charis—is his trademark letter opening.2 Although this is not formally a prayer, it functions as an invocation to God to impart his blessing of “grace” and “peace” on the readers.

Paul could choose no better word than “grace” (Χ[image: ]ρις) to characterize the heart of his gospel message and, in fact, the heart of his theology.3 For Paul, God’s grace was the defining characteristic of the new covenant: “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all [people]” (Titus 2:11). The term itself was well-known in the Graeco-Roman world and was often used to denote the favor of the gods or the emperor toward people.4

The OT conceptual background to Paul’s usage is found in the Hebrew word hēn (“grace, favor”) and especially the term hesed (“lovingkindness, love, mercy, faithfulness”).5 The latter term, although usually translated by “mercy” ([image: ]) in the LXX, is a strongly relational term and is often used to refer to God’s acts of kindness toward his people. It combines the notions of love and loyalty that God displays in concrete acts for the benefit of his people. It often occurs in relationship to the covenant and expresses God’s faithfulness to not only fulfill his covenant obligations, but to do so out of a heart of abundant love. Thus, when he established the Sinai covenant with Israel, God revealed himself as “the compassionate and gracious ([image: ]) God, slow to anger, abounding in love (hesed) and faithfulness, maintaining love (hesed) to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (Exod 34:6–7; see also Num 14:17–19). The Psalms are filled with numerous occurrences of this term where God is praised for his lovingkindness that endures forever (see, e.g., Ps 118 [117]:1–4).6

The importance of the term “grace” for Paul’s thought is seen partly in the fact that it appears 95 times in his letters, occurring multiple times in every letter. Of paramount importance is the fact that God’s grace is the source of justification (Rom 3:24) and that this is a free gift (Rom 5:15, 17) stemming from the grace of Jesus Christ. Grace truly is unmerited favor from God in providing salvation for sinners. But grace is also an ongoing provision from God, enabling his people to live in conformity with the ethical expectations of life under the new covenant and to undertake the ministry and service that God has entrusted to them. Thus, the Lord encourages Paul by telling him, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9). This aspect of grace therefore overlaps with the NT understanding of God’s enabling power and his provision of the Spirit.

Thus, in his introductory greeting, Paul calls on God to pour out his provision of grace upon the readers—a provision that is a hallmark feature of the new covenant (Rom 6:14–15). He also prays for God’s peace ([image: ]) to be upon them. This, too, is one of the principal blessings of the new covenant. The prophet Ezekiel pointed to the age to come when God promised to “make a covenant of peace” ([image: ]), which would be an everlasting covenant (Ezek 37:26). This new era would be inaugurated by the Messiah, whom Isaiah reveals as the “Prince of Peace” (Isa 9:6 [9:5]) and Zechariah describes as a humble king who would come and speak peace to the nations (Zech 9:9–10).

The angelic announcement of the birth of the Messiah, then, proclaims this new era of peace: wGlory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests” (Luke 2:14). In his farewell discourse, Jesus announced his bestowal of this peace: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you” (John 14:27). The announcement of peace was part of the apostolic preaching (Acts 10:36). For Paul, peace with God is the result of justification (Rom 5:1) and a fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22).

Both grace and peace are major themes in this letter, with grace occurring twelve times (1:2, 6, 7; 2:5, 7, 8; 3:2, 7, 8; 4:7, 29; 6:24) and peace eight times (1:2; 2:14, 15, 17 [2x]; 4:3; 6:15, 23). The source of these new covenant blessings is not only God the Father, but also the Lord Jesus Christ. Because he has risen from the dead and has been invested with power and authority from the Father (Rom 1:4), Jesus is now “Lord” (ĸ[image: ]ριος). Paul stresses the lordship of Christ and explains it in new and significant ways in Ephesians, especially as it relates to the unseen spiritual dimension of the principalities, powers, and authorities. Every chapter of this letter contains references to this exalted title of Jesus.




1. See P. W. Barnett, “Apostle,” DPL, 45–51.

2. See E. Randolph Richards, Paul and First-Century Letter Writing: Secretaries, Composition and Collection (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2004), 128.

3. So also Dunn, Theology of Paul, 320.

4. H. Conzelmann, “Χ[image: ]ρις, ĸ.τ.λ.,” TDNT, 9.374–75.

5. W. Zimmerli, “Χ[image: ]ρις, ĸ.τ.λ.,” TDNT 9.381, rightly observes, “in the later speech of the OT there is a remarkable merging of [image: ] and [image: ] in which [image: ] loses its earlier distinctiveness in favour of the meaning of [image: ] and furthermore that the later translators with increasing firmness connect [image: ] and Χ[image: ]ρις.”

6. On this term, see D. A. Baer and R. P. Gordon, “[image: ],” NIDOTTE, 2:211–18; H.–J. Zobel, “[image: ],” TDOT, 5:44–64.







CHAPTER 2
Ephesians 1:3–14
 


Literary Context
 

Paul begins his letter with an introductory eulogy or berakah, that is, an ascription of praise to God for who he is and what he has done. Second Corinthians is the only other letter that he begins this way (2 Cor 1:3–7), following a pattern of blessing God that is very Jewish in style. A fellow Jewish writer, the apostle Peter, also begins his first letter with an introductory blessing (1 Pet 1:3–9), where he praises God for his marvelous plan of salvation. Similar worshipful expressions of praise to God can be seen, for example, in Zechariah’s hymn of praise to God (Luke 1:67–79), various expressions of thankfulness to God for his deliverance in the OT (e.g., Gen 14:20; 24:27), a conclusion to hymns of praise to God in the book of Psalms (e.g., Pss 41:13; 72:18–19), and in the language of worship at Qumran (e.g., 1QS 11:15; 1QH 13:20ff.; 18:14ff.; 19:27–35).

Paul’s blessing of God is unusually long—one sentence containing 202 words. He does this by using 32 prepositional phrases, 21 genitive expressions (not counting genitives connected to a preposition), 6 relative clauses, and 5 adverbial participle clauses. Paul weaves this together into a beautiful, artistic, and smooth-flowing declaration of praise to God for his indescribable work on our behalf. It is expressed with emotion and is designed to profoundly move all who hear it or read it.

Because of the poetic qualities of this passage, some interpreters have wondered if Paul has included and modified a hymn from the worship and liturgy of the early church.1 The vast majority of scholars, however, doubt this supposition not only because of the highly speculative nature of such a conclusion, but also because the passage functions so well as an introduction to many of the themes that Paul will develop in the letter. These include themes such as the meaning of incorporation into Christ, the role of the Holy Spirit, love, grace, the meaning of redemption, salvation, the sovereign plan of God, the mystery, the power of God, the spiritual realm (i.e., “the heavenlies”), and Christ’s lordship over spiritual powers. Paul has skillfully created this eulogy to honor his God and to introduce what he will address in a worshipful way.

Ironically, some interpreters point to the grammatical and rhetorical features of this passage as a further indication that Paul did not write this letter. While their arguments are not persuasive, the net result simply demeans Paul’s ability to express himself in a Jewish fashion in praise of the God who has saved him and commissioned him with the task of taking the marvelous good news of his plan of salvation to the Gentiles. This introductory berakah is tribute to Paul’s desire to honor the glory of God and to his skill and versatility as a writer.


  I. Introduction to the Letter (1:1–2)


[image: ] II. Praise to God for His Remarkable Plan of Redemption (1:3–14)


A. Praise to God! (A Summary of the Section) (1:3)


B. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:4–6)


C. Because He Forgave Our Sins and Revealed His Plan to Us (1:7–10)


D. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:11–12)


E. Because He Sealed Us with His Spirit (1:13–14)


  III. A Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession (1:15–23)


A. The Occasion for the Prayer (1:15)


B. The Thanksgiving and Prayer (1:16–19)


C. A Description of the Magnitude of God’s Power (1:20–23)




 


Main Idea
 

Paul has carefully crafted a heartfelt expression of praise to God for his extraordinary plan of salvation, which he sees as a manifestation of his glory and grace. God imparts abundant blessings through the Spirit to all who are connected to Jesus Christ in a dynamic, personal relationship. Before he created the world, God lovingly chose a people for himself and devised a way of freeing them from their enslavement to sin. One day God will bring all of his rebellious creation under the reign of Jesus Christ.



Translation
 

[image: ]

[image: ]


Structure
 

A wide variety of opinions have been shared about the structure of this passage. Those who think the passage is hymnic have suggested three or four strophes to the text. Others have tried to organize the passage around the three expressions of praise (“to the praise of …), the use of “in him,” or the use of the participles. A variety of proposals have also been put forward organizing the passage chiastically. The one thing that has not emerged in the discussion is a consensus on how the passage is organized. In light of this, it is with a degree of tentativeness that I offer a slightly new perspective on the structure (although it has much in common with aspects of other ideas that have been put forward).

Paul’s exclamation of blessing in v. 3 functions as a summary of the entire passage. Beginning in v. 4, Paul explains the reasons why God is so worthy of praise. The term “because” ([image: ]) carries its force throughout the passage, which gives the ground and basis for the blessing of God.

The rest of the passage can be divided into four sections. The first (1:4–6) and third (1:11–12) are parallel with one another and give similar reasons for Paul’s praise for God related to his choosing and predestining of his people.

The second, and central, section (1:7–10) focuses on the redemption and forgiveness, flowing out of God’s grace, as a major reason for praise. This is part of a plan that God has designed that will ultimately lead to a time in the future when God will consummate all of history by bringing it under the reign of Christ. This central section differs from the others in that Paul uses a present indicative verb (“we have"; [image: ]) to emphasize the present blessings of believers. It ties in with the previous section by taking up the theme of grace, but here presenting it as the basis for the redemption. An additional manifestation of this grace is the revelation of the mystery of his will (1:9a). This aorist participle (“he revealed"; [image: ]) is dependent on and explanatory of the immediately preceding verb (“he poured out"; [image: ]) rather than introducing an entirely new section.

The fourth and final section (1:13–14) of the passage represents an application of these great truths to the readers. This transition is signaled by the shift of persons from “we” to “you.”

The parallelism between the first and third sections can be more clearly seen by displaying the parallel members in the following fashion:

	1:4–6
	1:11–12

	  He chose us in Christ
	  He chose us in Christ

	    He predestined us
	    He predestined us

	      on the basis of his will
	      on the basis of his will

	        … to the praise of his glorious grace
	        … to the praise of his glory

	            in Christ.
	            in Christ.


Paul ends both of these parallel sections with the refrain “to the praise of …” ([image: ]) and then concludes his application to the readers with the same exclamation of praise.

This parallel, repetitive structure suggests an emphasis on God’s gracious choosing and predestining of believers in Christ, which he does on the basis of his sovereign plan. But equally there is an emphasis on redemption and the future “bring[ing] everything under the headship of Christ” because it constitutes the central section of the A B A’ structure.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ] II. Praise to God for His Remarkable Plan of Redemption (1:3–14)


A. Praise to God! (A Summary of the Section) (1:3)


B. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:4–6)


1. He chose us to be holy (1:4)


2. He predestined us to belong to him (1:5–6)


C. Because He Forgave Our Sins and Revealed His Plan to Us (1:7–10)


1. He redeemed us and forgave us (1:7a–b)


2. He bestowed his grace upon us (1:7c–8a)


3. He revealed his plan to us (1:8b–9)


a. It is a plan for the consummation of the age (1:10a)


b. The plan involves bringing all of creation under the headship of Jesus Christ (1:10b–d)


D. Because He Chose and Predestined Us (1:11–12)


E. Because He Sealed Us with His Spirit (1:13–14)




 


Explanation of the Text
 

1:3a Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! ([image: ][image: ]). Paul begins his letter with an exclamation of praise to God and continues with a threefold refrain of praise throughout this section (1:6, 12, 14). Although there is no verb in the clause, one should assume the presence of the indicative form of “to be” ([image: ]), “blessed are you, God,” or possibly the optative or imperative forms ([image: ]), “may God be blessed” or “let him be blessed,” respectively. This manner of expression is Jewish and can be seen throughout the OT and Jewish literature, where the Hebrew term bārak is frequently used in these ascriptions of praise, as in the expression, “blessed be the Lord/Yahweh” (bārûCk yhwh; see Pss 28:6 [27:6 in the LXX]; 31:21 [30:22]; 41:13 [40:14]; 119:12 [118:12]; 1 Chr 29:10; 1QS 11:15). In fact, there was a prescribed set of prayers for all Jews to pray every morning, evening, and afternoon called the Eighteen Benedictions, each of which contain the expression, “Blessed are you, Lord."2


What is striking in this berakah (or, benediction) from a Jewish point of view is the description of God as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Paul thereby stresses that the God of Israel has a close father-son relationship with Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah of Israel, who has come to bring redemption. This blessing highlights the central function Jesus Christ will play throughout the introductory berakah and throughout the entire letter. He will be praised as the principal figure in God’s plan for history.

Jesus is also here called “Lord” ([image: ]). The central point of the blessing is a celebration of Jesus’ lordship when God brings the entire creation under his reign as Lord (1:10).

Paul also begins 2 Corinthians with an introductory berakah with exactly the same wording as here (2 Cor 1:3). Strikingly, Peter also begins his first letter in precisely the same way (1 Pet 1:3). This could mean that such an introductory exclamation of blessing was known and used in the worship of the early church.

1:3b–e Who blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The reason Paul gives for blessing God is based on the fact that God has, in fact, blessed all Christians. The attributive adjectival participle ([image: ]) thus serves to further describe God by introducing three prepositional phrases all beginning with “in/with” ([image: ]).

The first continues the emphasis on blessing by using yet another form of that word group ([image: ]) and asserting that believers have received “every spiritual blessing.” The term “spiritual” ([image: ]) clarifies that the nature of this blessing is associated with the new covenant gift of the Spirit (Ezek 36:27), which is highlighted at the end of the section (1:13c–14), thus forming an overarching inclusio (also called “bracketing"; this is a literary form in which the beginning and end of the passage contain parallel wording or ideas).

What are the blessings that Paul is referring to? With respect to God, his people can offer him words of praise for all that he has done. This meaning of blessing is consistent with its etymology, which means “to speak well” of someone. God blesses his people, however, by choosing them to be his very own and by making this possible by forgiving their evil behavior that has alienated them from him. The entire section, then, unpacks this and clarifies the many ways God has blessed all Christians.

The second phrase indicates the location of the blessings and does so in a way that stresses their nonphysical character. “In the heavenly places” ([image: ]) should probably be understood as the substantival use of a neuter adjective ([image: ]) and interpreted metaphorically as “the spiritual dimension” or “the unseen world of spiritual reality” (“the heavenly realms"; TNIV; NLT; NET).3 This is not to deny that the term has a local sense in which heaven is understood as a literal place in the upper part of the cosmos (as in the OT and Judaism). Here, however, Paul seems to be using the term more in the sense of “the heavenlies” as a sphere of spiritual blessings to which believers now have access as well as the realm populated by evil spiritual powers. Thus, the term might be best understood as “the spiritual realm.”

Paul may have chosen this term to provide an implicit contrast with “earthly things” ([image: ]; 1 Cor 15:40; Phil 3:19; John 3:12) and takes the reader’s focus off of such things as land, power, and wealth. It does not mean, however, that there is no connection between blessings in the heavenly dimension and earthly life. Paul stresses this connection in the second half of the letter, where the spiritual blessings transform how one interacts with members of the household and church body, how one behaves, and how one develops the proper perspective on possessions.

There does not appear to be any particular emphasis by the use of the compound form of the word (prefixed with the preposition [image: ]). Paul seems to use both forms of the word “heaven” interchangeably in the letter.4 Both ([image: ] and [image: ]) are a place not only where God dwells (cf. 6:9 with 1:3), but where spiritual powers can be found (cf. 1:10 and 3:15 with 6:12), although in 4:10, Paul says that God dwells “high above all the heavens.”

Paul finalizes his preview of 1:4–14 by stating that all of these blessings are found “in Christ” ([image: ]). Although the preposition can have an instrumental sense (“by means of”) and some have taken it in that way here,5 it is best to interpret it in its local sense to refer to the incorporation of believers in Christ. The resultant meaning is that God has blessed his people by virtue of their union with Christ. Whereas once they belonged to Adam, participating in his sin and sentence of death, those who have exercised faith in the Redeemer are now joined to Christ and participate in his death, resurrection, and new life. This use of the dative case could additionally have the sense of “sphere,” that is, referring to the new life as lived in the realm of and under the influence and leadership of Christ.

“In Christ” is the most important phrase of this passage and for the letter as a whole. Some form of it (“in him,” “in the beloved,” or “in the Christ”) punctuates this passage eleven times. The key for understanding this letter is recognizing that believers have a new identity in Christ. A new self-understanding based on a new reality permeates every aspect of life and transforms individuals.

1:4a–c Because he chose us in him before the foundation of the world ([image: ]). Throughout the remainder of this passage (1:4–14), Paul gives a series of reasons why God is so worthy to be praised. The first refers to God’s choosing of his people in eternity past.

The conjunction he uses to introduce this (ĸαθ[image: ]ς) is often interpreted as a comparative adverb, its most common function: “just as he chose us …” (NASB; NRSV) or “even as he chose us …” (ESV). But it makes better contextual sense to take it as a causal conjunction (so the TNIV and NIV, which translate with “for”) and see it as giving the basis for the praise.6 The force of this “because” carries throughout 1:4–14 with the rest of the passage providing important reasons why God is so worthy of blessing and praise.

The principal reason for the praise is that “he [God] chose us” ([image: ]). This term was commonly used in the LXX for God’s choice of individuals: He chose Abraham (Neh 9:7), Aaron (Ps 105:26 [104:26]), Moses (Sirach 45:4), David (1 Kings 11:34; Ps 78:70 [77:70]), and Eli’s father (1 Sam 2:28). Most importantly, he chose Jacob/Israel (Isa 41:8; 44:1–2) to set his love upon him and his descendants (Deut 7:7; 10:15) and for Jacob to be his own special possession (14:2). The verb is also used to speak of God’s choosing Christ. When God spoke from the cloud at the scene of the transfiguration, he said, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him” (Luke 9:35). The latter case, of course, does not mean that God has chosen Christ to experience redemption and the forgiveness of sins as is in view for the elect here, but that he chose Christ to fulfill a particular and indispensible role for securing salvation.

The usage of the verb suggests that God chooses individuals and together they comprise the group (“us"; [image: ]).7 Throughout this letter there is an oscillation between the individual and the group. In the ethical exhortation of chapters 4–6, Paul addresses the group (“you"; second person plural), but implicit with each admonition is the personal responsibility of each individual member of the group. Thus, when he admonishes them to “speak truth” (4:25), “be kind” (4:32) or “walk in love” (5:2) using the second person plural, each individual is expected to receive this as a command directly to him or her and to bring their conduct in line with these virtues. At times, Paul can make this more explicit, such as when he says “speak truth, each one of you” (4:25), but this is for emphasis. An individual application is present with each second person plural exhortation.

Similarly, the election, redemption, and salvation truths of Ephesians 1–2 are stated to be true of the corporate group of believers whom Paul addresses (“we” [Paul and his readers] and “you” [the readers, or sometimes, the Gentile readers]), but there is always implicit an individual application.8 To say, then, that “the concept of election and destining here is corporate"9 is correct in what it affirms, but wrong in what it denies. Paul is affirming that his believing readers have been chosen by God, but he is not denying that God has individually chosen them to be in a relationship with himself, as the choice of the verb strongly suggests. Individual election is also necessitated by the metaphor of adoption that he uses two lines later (1:5a). In the Roman world, groups were not adopted by a paterfamilias, only individuals.10 Nevertheless, the Father is forming these individuals into a family; thus, a strong corporate element is retained, but not to the exclusion of the individual.

When Paul says that God chose us “in him” ([image: ]), he is referring to Christ’s participation in God’s act of choosing. Just as Christ was involved with the Father in the creation of the world (“by him all things were created"; Col 1:16; see also John 1:3), so also Christ participated with the Father in choosing people for himself.

Because this sovereign and gracious act took place “before the foundation of the world,” the text therefore implicitly teaches the preexistence of Christ.11 God’s choosing took place in eternity past. John uses the same expression ([image: ]) to speak of the love of the Father for the Son prior to his creation of the universe (John 17:24). Peter uses it to describe God’s foreknowledge of how he would save the world through his Son (1 Pet 1:20).

The idea of God choosing a people for himself in eternity past is taught elsewhere in the Bible. The psalmist prays that God will “remember the people you purchased long ago ([image: ])” (Ps 74:2 TNIV [73:2 LXX]). The Greek prepositional phrase could be rendered, “from the beginning of time"; the corresponding Hebrew expression (qedem) is best rendered, “from prehistoric times."12

A variety of Jewish texts also speak of God’s choosing his people before creation. Joseph and Asenath 8:9, for instance, speaks of Israel as “your people whom you have chosen before all (things) came into being."13 The idea of God’s choosing people in a pretemporal period may also be present in Rev 13:8, where one reading of the syntax is that the names of believers are written in the book of life before the foundation of the world (ESV ["everyone whose name has not been written before the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb who was slain"]; NLT; NASB; NRSV).14 The fact that God did his choosing in this pretemporal period strongly underlines his initiative and grace in salvation.

Since Paul is addressing a group of people who already comprise the “us,” he does not address the more theoretical question of people who decline the offer or refuse to put their faith in Christ. Similarly, neither here nor elsewhere in Ephesians does Paul take up the question of whether God rejects those whom he does not choose. As Lincoln notes, the text “provokes absolutely no speculation about the negative side of election, reprobation."15

1:4d So that we would be holy and blameless in his presence ([image: ]). The infinitive phrase here expresses the purpose or goal of the election. Under the old covenant, God summoned his chosen people to a life of holiness and purity (Lev 11:44). This has not changed under the new covenant (see 1 Pet 1:16). Thus, Paul begins the second half of the letter with the admonition to “walk worthily of the calling to which you were called” (Eph 4:1). The prepositional phrase ([image: ]), however, suggests that Paul is thinking about that time in the future when all believers will stand before God. This is the idea behind the parallel passage in Colossians, where Paul’s goal in ministry is to present believers holy and blameless “before” God (Col 1:22). It is also suggested by Paul’s statement of Christ’s goal of presenting the church to himself without spot or wrinkle and that she should be “holy and blameless” (Eph 5:27). Although Paul envisions a process of renewal and becoming holy, he also recognizes that based on the work of Christ on the cross, believers have already been bestowed with holiness. He thus refers to believers as “holy ones” nine times in this letter (see 1:1, 15, 18; 2:19; 3:8, 18; 4:12; 5:3; 6:18).

1:5a–c In love he predestined us to adoption through Jesus Christ to himself ([image: ][image: ]). With this clause, Paul now expands on the idea of God’s choosing us. He expresses this with an aorist participle dependent on the aorist main verb ([image: ]). This should be interpreted as temporal with the time of the participle, contemporaneous with the main verb.16 That is, the actions of choosing and predestining occur at the same time with no apparent sequence.

Although the verb “predestine” ([image: ]) is popular in theological discussions, it is actually rare in biblical literature, appearing only six times in the NT (twice here) and never in the LXX, Josephus, Philo, the Greek Pseudepigrapha, or the Apostolic Fathers. The etymology and usage of the word suggest that it means “to decide upon beforehand” and, thus, “to predetermine."17 Our surest guide to its meaning lies precisely here in the context of Ephesians 1, seen in conjunction with its usage in Rom 8:29–30 and 1 Cor 2:7.

God not only chose us to be in Christ, but at the same time he decided to bring us into a relationship with himself that could best be described through the metaphor of adoption. The advancement in thought here is the emphasis placed on a close personal relationship with the Father. We also find out that he made this decision out of a heart of love ([image: ]). Some have taken the prepositional phrase with what precedes (e.g., “that we should be holy and without blame before him in love"; KJV; NRSV), but it is more naturally taken with the participle that follows (NIV; ESV; NASB).18 It precedes the participle in Eph 3:17, where there is no dispute over its placement. This statement then gives an endearing picture of God as one who has chosen people to be in a relationship with himself, contemplating this out of a heart of love. This runs counter to any picture of God where he appears as cold, calculating, or austere in election.

The term for adoption ([image: ]) is common in Greek and Roman law, but it never occurs in the LXX. Furthermore, there are no laws or teaching in the OT governing the practice of adoption. Consequently, the readers would necessarily think of the legal practice of adoption as practiced under the prevailing Roman societal structure. Under Roman law, an adopted child acquired all of the legal rights of a natural-born child and was released from the control of his natural father. The child also received the adopting parent’s family name and a share in the status of the new family.19

Nevertheless, given the pervasive influence of OT thought on this passage (and the letter as a whole), Paul also has in mind the concept of adoption that characterized David’s relationship to God. Through Nathan the prophet, God promised to be a father to David and said, “He will be my son” (2 Sam 7:14). Second Temple Judaism looked to this passage as a promise that would also be fulfilled in the future at the time of the restoration, but with an extended application to all God’s people: “And I shall be a father to them, and they will be sons to me. And they will all be called ’sons of the living God’” (Jub 1:24–25; see also 4QFlor 1:10–12).20 One author accurately notes, “If adoption is about anything it is about belonging, a belonging where God as ’Father’ occupies centre stage in his ’family.’"21

As the descendant of David who has come and sits on the throne by the Father’s side, Jesus Christ has fulfilled this promise and has been “declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead” (Rom 1:4). “Through Jesus Christ” ([image: ]) and based on their close and vital union with him, believers share in this adoption and truly become children of God (see also Rom 8:15, 23; 9:4; Gal 4:5).

God has chosen us and has predestined us to adoption “to himself” ([image: ]). This ties in with love as the basis for his predestinating act and reinforces the idea that he views his people as his own glorious inheritance (Eph 1:18). The final purpose of election is then relational. God is bringing together a people whom he can delight in and enjoy.

Why does Paul choose to elaborate on election and commend this truth to the readers? It could be, as some have suggested, that he is in a more pensive mood with extra time on his hands as he faces the constraints of Roman custody. More likely, he stresses election because it is an important truth that his readers need to hear and reflect on. Paul’s teaching on election will provide comforting and instructive counter-teaching to the fears of readers who formerly embraced astrology, magical practices, and even the worship of the renowned goddess Artemis. Although cultic images of the Ephesian Artemis depict the signs of the zodiac prominently on her chest as a necklace, she provided false hope to those who looked to her to break the inexorable chains of cosmic fate.

Similarly, those who were accustomed to paying a great deal of money to a local magician for a spell to break a bad horoscope or to thwart the impact of astral spirits on their lives would find Paul’s teaching remarkable and moving. Their fate does not rest with capricious and hostile spirit powers populating the heavenly realms. Their fate and their eternity rest in the hands of the one true God, who has chosen them to be in a relationship with him before the hostile spirit beings even came into existence. Their future is secure and blessed because of their election in Christ and their present dynamic relationship to him.

1:5d On the basis of the good pleasure of his will ([image: ]). The simplest way Paul could have expressed this would be: “he predestined us on the basis of his will ([image: ]).” The term “good pleasure” ([image: ]), however, clarifies that God did not select a people in some austere, dispassionate way. Long ago, John Eadie noted that the term “defines His will as being something more than a mere decree resting on sovereignty."22 God took great delight in thinking of his future people and being kindly disposed toward them.

Conceptually, the term “good pleasure” ([image: ]) is part of the range of vocabulary used by Paul to denote the will of God. The term is actually somewhat rare outside of biblical literature, but is found many times in the LXX and, especially in wisdom literature, refers to the pleasure and delight in one’s heart that forms the basis for decision making and action. The exact prepositional phrase that appears here ([image: ]) can be found in Sirach 33:13, where it speaks of the creative delight of the potter in molding a vessel. The Hebrew counterparts to both “will” and “good pleasure” occur together in one passage in the Dead Sea Scrolls: “God established his covenant with Israel for ever, revealing to them … the wishes of his will which man must do in order to live by them” (CD 3.13–16; emphasis mine). By contrast, good works and ritual observances have nothing to do with what God reveals about his electing purposes in Ephesians 1.

The good pleasure of his will, then, is “the basis of” (ĸατ[image: ]) his election. This preposition is important in this passage, occurring five times (cf. 1:7, 9, and twice in 1:11). It typically indicates the norm or standard by which an action is carried out and is often translated “according to” (so the NASB; ESV; NRSV). A contemporary equivalent would be, “the boy assembled the model according to the instructions.” Here, however, the norm is at the same time the reason for the election.23 One can also translate, “because of the good pleasure of his will.”

1:6 To the praise of his glorious grace which he graced us with in the beloved ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). God’s ultimate purpose in selecting and predestining a people for himself is that it would lead to his own glory.

The prepositional phrase ([image: ]) punctuates this passage three times somewhat like a refrain (1:6, 12, 14). Paul leads his readers to the conclusion that the only proper way to respond to the incredible favor and love God shows to his people is by rendering praise to him, magnifying his glory. Just as he began the passage with praise ([image: ]; 1:3), he now ends this section with praise ([image: ]). This word and its verbal cognate ([image: ]) occur many times in the OT, especially in the book of Psalms, to express the praise of God’s people. The psalmist exclaims, “Because thy lovingkindness is better than life, my lips shall praise thee” (Psalm 63:3 [62:4]; KJV). Of course, the proper response of God’s people goes beyond mere words to living lives transformed by his love as a glorious display of his grace (2:10). God chose us for the purpose of becoming like him in holiness and purity (1:4).

Here, in contrast to the identical phrase in vv. 12 and 14, where the glory of God is praised, he inserts God’s grace ([image: ]) into the refrain. The question then surfaces whether Paul is here praising God’s glory or his grace. Grammatically, which of the first two genitives (“grace” or “glory”) should be regarded as the objective genitive to the verbal idea of “praise"? The best explanation is to regard “grace” as the objective genitive and to take “glory” as an attributed genitive modifying “grace.” In the attributed genitive construction, the head noun functions like an adjective—precisely the opposite of the relationship expressed by the attributive genitive.24 With the multiple stringing of genitives in this first chapter of Ephesians, there are a number of attributed genitives (see 1:17–19). In this instance, the grace of God is praised; Paul here extols “the quality of its splendour, its magnificence."25 Because grace receives further emphasis in the following relative clause ([image: ]), it is better to see it as the object of praise than the glory of God here. Thus, the first refrain functions as an exclamation of praise to the marvels of God’s grace bestowed on his people.

Paul brings this section to a conclusion by taking his readers back to the beginning: the blessing of his grace is found only in Christ. He describes Christ with an endearing title of affection that was applied to Israel in the Old Testament: “the beloved one” ([image: ]; see the LXX of Deut 32:15; 33:5, 26; Isa 44:2). Although this is the only place in the NT where the perfect tense of this participle is applied to Jesus, Paul speaks of Jesus as (lit.) “the Son of his love” in Col 1:13. The gospel writers also use the expression (lit.) “my beloved Son” (Matt 3:17; 17:5; Mark 1:11; 9:7; Luke 3:22; 20:13; see also 2 Pet 1:17).

1:7a–b In him we have the redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our offenses ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The central section (1:7–10) of this text emphasizes incorporation into Christ by beginning and ending with “in him” ([image: ]), which thus forms an inclusio. There is also a noticeable shift of tenses away from the aorist, which Paul used to describe God’s past actions of blessing, to the present tense “we have” ([image: ]). This enables Paul to stress the present experience of redemption and forgiveness that believers enjoy through their dynamic relationship to the exalted Lord.

The concept of redemption to describe the work of Christ on the cross for us and our resulting freedom was important to Paul, who included this metaphor in his description of the heart of the gospel in Rom 3:21–26, esp. v. 24. It was suggested by Jesus himself, who used it in one of the rare instances that he reflected on the meaning of his impending death during his earthly ministry. In pointing to the cross, Jesus remarked, “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom (λ[image: ]τρου) for many” (Mark 10:45//Matt 20:28).

Because of the prevalence of slavery in the Roman world (including Ephesus and western Asia Minor), the concept of the payment of a price to secure freedom for a slave was common. The main informing background to Paul’s usage of the term comes from the OT and, particularly, the exodus event. When God raised up a redeemer in Moses, he told him, “Therefore, say to the Israelites: ’I am the LORD, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians. I will free you from being slaves to them, and I will redeem (λυτρ[image: ]σομαι) you with an outstretched arm and with mighty acts of judgment” (Exod 6:6). This was a defining event for Israel, and they were called to remember their redemption from slavery on a continual basis (see Deut 13:6; 15:15; 24:18).

The new covenant people of God have also experienced redemption—a second exodus. Christ has purchased them from the curse of the law (Gal 3:13), and they have been bought with a price (1 Cor 7:21–23). That price was his blood ([image: ]) that he gave on the cross as the means of securing the redemption (Titus 2:14). He did this by taking their place in receiving the condemnation and punishment due to them because of their transgressions (2 Cor 5:21; see also 1 Pet 2:24). Paul elsewhere expresses this idea of substitution through the use of a preposition meaning “in place of” in connection with the word for the price of redemption: he “gave himself as a ransom ([image: ]) for all” (1 Tim 2:6).

The slavery from which God freed his people was the bondage to sin. Thus, this redemption implies “the forgiveness of our offenses” ([image: ]), which is an accusative expression linked to “redemption” in simple apposition (note that it is not connected with “and” [[image: ]]). It is not entirely surprising that Paul uses “offenses” (παραπτ[image: ]ματα) here instead of “sins” ([image: ]) although the parallel passage in Col 1:14 actually uses the word “sins” ([image: ]). Paul frequently uses both terms (see, e.g., Rom 4:25; 5:15–20), and both can be found in the OT (see, e.g., Ps 19:12 [18:13]; Ezek 3:20; 14:11) to refer to sinful actions, whereas he can also use the term “sin” ([image: ]) to refer to the condition afflicting all of humanity that bends it toward evil.

In the larger context of Ephesians, redemption is not only to be defined in terms of forgiveness. Eph 2:1–3 mak°es it clear that believers now have freedom from the three forces that once held them in bondage and destined them to death, that is, the power of “the age of this world,” “the ruler of the realm of the air,” and the “flesh.” Believers have also been redeemed from “darkness” and the resultant alienation from God (4:18). Ultimately, their experience of redemption exempts them from condemnation on the future day of judgment (4:30).

1:7c–8a On the basis of the abundance of his grace, which he poured out on us ([image: ][image: ]). Paul once again points to the grace of God as the reason for redemption and forgiveness (see 1:6). Here he emphasizes the more than adequate measure of God’s grace with an adjective that denotes “riches” and “wealth” ([image: ]). It is used in the OT to refer to the riches of King Solomon, which excelled beyond all of the kings of the earth (1 Kings 10:23).

This abundant grace is not only potential, but actual. God has already (aorist indicative) poured it out, or “lavished it,” on his people. This grace is sufficiently abundant to cover the sins of all and is adequate for the worst of sinners. Paul says elsewhere, “The law was added so that the trespass ([image: ]) might increase. But where sin increased, grace increased ([image: ]) all the more” (Rom 5:20).

1:8b–9a In all wisdom and insight when he revealed to us the mystery of his will ([image: ][image: ]). The position of the prepositional phrase ([image: ]) leaves some ambiguity over whether it modifies what precedes (either “grace” or “God poured out his grace”) or what follows (“God revealed to us”). It is best to take it with what follows and understand it as the manner in which God revealed his mystery to believers. It is not unusual for a prepositional phrase to precede the verb it modifies, and it may indicate some level of emphasis on the phrase. Paul used this kind of construction earlier when he spoke of predestining us in love (1:4–5).

It is also important to observe that words dealing with wisdom are naturally associated with revelation.26 Thus, it is God’s wisdom that is in view here, informing how he unfolds his plan of salvation. Similarly, it is God’s wisdom that is stressed in 3:10, when Paul later speaks of the revelation of the mystery. This is the view reflected in a variety of major translations (e.g., TNIV; ESV; NRSV; RSV; NASB).27

The word for “revealed” ([image: ]) is an aorist participle dependent on the previous finite verb ([image: ]). It is best understood as temporal, but used for amplification contemporaneous with the main verb.28 The flow of thought would be: “God lavished his grace upon us when he revealed to us the mystery of his will.” The verb “make known” ([image: ]) is common in Jewish literature, especially in prophetic contexts, where God provides revelatory insight into his plan for the future (see esp. the Theodotian version of Daniel, where it appears nineteen times with this sense).

The object of God’s revelation is “the mystery of his will” ([image: ]). Although many take the genitive expression as objective,29 this is difficult to see since the head noun (“mystery”) is not a verbal idea. It would probably be more accurate to refer to it as a genitive of apposition, which restricts the reader’s understanding of the identity of the mystery to the will of God. Logically and contextually, this would not entail the entirety of God’s will, but only that portion of it that is currently being revealed.

Since many of the local religions had mystery rites, it was important for Paul to clarify that he was referring to another special kind of mystery. Many of the readers of this letter had perhaps once been initiated into the mystery rites of Artemis, Isis, Cybele, Dionysus, or any of a number of pagan gods. These secret rituals brought the initiates into a deeper connection with the deity that promised the impartation of spiritual power and insight.


Paul’s understanding of mystery, however, should be seen in light of the usage of the word ([image: ]; Heb. rāz) in the book of Daniel, where it is used to describe the hiddenness or secrecy of the redemptive plan of God. This usage stimulated a similar usage in the Dead Sea Scrolls and among a variety of apocalyptic documents.30 In the multiple occurrences of “mystery” in Daniel 2, it is used to refer to the secret plan of God that Nebuchadnezzar had seen in a dream, but only Daniel could explain because God imparted to him revelation to interpret it (see Dan 2:18, 19, 27, 28, 29, 30, 47). This dream was a revelation of God’s redemptive plan for the end of the age ([image: ]; Dan 2:45), when God would raise up his Messiah and establish his kingdom that would last forever.

The apostle Paul uses this term elsewhere in his letters to speak of the advent of Christ and his mission of bringing salvation through his work on the cross (see 1 Cor 2:1, 7; Col 1:26, 27; 2:2; 4:3). While this is the principal content of the mystery, there are several specific applications of this idea. One that will become important later in Ephesians is that Gentiles have been brought in as fellow heirs in the new people of God (Eph 3:3–9). Ernest Best has rightly stressed that “the redemption which it involves was not then some afterthought but part of God’s plan from the beginning."31

1:9b–10a On the basis of his good pleasure which he designed with Christ as a plan for the fullness of times ([image: ][image: ]). Paul reiterates that the unfolding of God’s will in his redemptive plan for humanity was done on the basis of his “good pleasure” ([image: ]). See the discussion of this word at 1:5, where Paul asserts that this delight forms the basis for God’s predestining work.

But it would be wrong for us to think of God as devising this plan in isolation. He formed this amazing redemptive plan in close connection and communication with the preexistent Christ. This use of the expression “with Christ” (“in him,” [image: ]) thus varies from the other uses in this section (such as in 1:7, 11). Here it does not refer to the sphere of the new life in which believers now live as contrasted with their previous solidarity with Adam, but it speaks of the union and intimacy of the Father and the Son prior to creation. In his preexistence, Christ was not a passive observer of all that the Father was doing, but participated with him in the delight of planning a way to overcome the obstacle that sin presented to the divine-human relationship. Markus Barth thus rightly notes that God did not make his plans “in splendid loneliness,"32 but in close connection with the preexistent Christ.

Before he made the heavens and the earth, God developed a long-range plan for humanity, taking into account their fall into sin and their need for redemption. Although the prefix (προ-) on the verb for “planned” ([image: ]) may have temporal significance and thereby hint of a planning “beforehand,” the word was commonly used with the simple sense of “planned."33 The context here, however, points to the planning that occurred “before the foundation of the world” (1:4).

God thus designed a plan ([image: ]) for the redemption of the world (see also 3:2, 9). This term was common in the daily life of people living in the Graeco-Roman world because it related to the foundational social unit of society—the household ([image: ]). Every household, which included the extended family and the slaves, was overseen by a household manager ([image: ]). Jesus gave five different parables in which he portrayed God as the manager of a household ([image: ]; Matt 13:27; 20:1, 11; 21:33; Luke 13:25; 14:21). In this passage, Paul portrays God as the household manager, but the focus lies more on his plan for his household, which for God encompasses everything in heaven and on earth.

God began unfolding his plan of salvation with the coming of Messiah because that represented “the fullness of time” ([image: ]). This precise expression occurs no other time in biblical literature, but its closest counterpart occurs in Gal 4:4–5: “But when [lit.] the fullness of time ([image: ]) had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights as sons.” This passage highlights many of the same themes as here: the coming of Messiah, redemption, and adoption. The church still lives in the fullness of times, but they will not be completely fulfilled until the day of redemption (4:30).

1:10b–d To bring everything under the headship of Christ, everything in heaven and everything on earth, in Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul here proclaims the assurance that the problem of sin and rebellion will one day be dealt with by a decisive intervention of God. He will act once and for all to bring under control all of rebellious creation in and through Christ. All who resist God—both human and spiritual forces—will be subjugated and no longer allowed to oppose God in active and hostile defiance.

The word that Paul uses here ([image: ]), which I have translated as “bring everything under the headship of,” is unique in biblical literature (it appears one other time in Paul’s writings and nowhere else in the NT or LXX) and is often translated “to sum up” (see NASB) or “gather up/unite” (see ESV; NRSV; RSV). The idea of summing up comes from its use in philosophical and rhetorical writings, where it is used to refer to a speaker or writer who summarizes the main points of his argument. Each main point in a discourse can be referred to as a “summary point” ([image: ]). In fact, a chapter title in a book is a “heading” ([image: ]). Similarly, the word can refer to the “sum” of a series of numbers and, thus, even a “census.” Paul uses the word to summarize the social aspects of the law in Rom 13:9, when he says that the law is “summed up” in this saying: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

This usage is difficult to apply to Eph 1:10, where Paul is not summarizing an argument or counting. He is speaking about the climax of history. This has led many interpreters to find a different meaning for the term in this context, such as the rendering in the NIV, “to bring all things … together under one head, even Christ,” which is the best interpretation of the expression. Some have tried to combine this with the notion of “summing up” by suggesting that Paul “gathers together” all of creation under the lordship of Christ. This is coming closer to the sense of what Paul has in mind in this verse.

It is important to note that the term [image: ] is a cognate term for “head” ([image: ]) and can be used in a literal sense to denote a physical head of an animate being. It can also be used in a metaphorical sense for a person who is “the head” or “chief."34 Furthermore, there are no comparable verbs in the Greek language built on the more common word for “head” ([image: ]) that Paul could have employed (such as [image: ]). Because the “headship” of Christ over all things is so prominent in this letter, it is likely that the readers would have read this term in light of those statements (e.g. 1:22; 4:15; 5:23).35 Markus Barth came to a similar conclusion regarding the word when he noted, “the meaning of the ambiguous Greek verb is to be derived exclusively from the context of Eph 1:10, and is ’to make [Christ] the head.’"36 Because the term [image: ] can denote “head,” it is not necessary to go as far as Barth did, however, in relying only on context.

Paul may have intended the preposition [image: ]- to have the same function as it does with many other compounds and express the idea of “again."37 If so, it would mean “to bring under headship once again.” Behind it lies the idea of a rebellion in the creation—of things on earth (humans and the institutions they control) and in heaven (the realm of angels and spirit beings).

This expression contributes to Paul’s larger argument that Christ is the solution to the problem of rampant rebellion against God, especially in the spiritual domain. Christ has begun to exercise his headship over the powers, but there will come a time when all of creation will have to submit to his authority as sovereign Lord. The final “in Christ” reiterates—in a way that seems redundant but is here simply emphatic—that Christ is the one who will serve as God’s agent in bringing all the rebellious creatures in all of creation under God’s sovereignty. Paul expressed a similar idea to the Philippians when he declared that there will be a day when “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:10–11).

1:11a–b In him also we were chosen, having been predestined ([image: ]). This begins the fourth major section of this passage and corresponds significantly in vocabulary and content with the second major section (1:4—6). Paul here uses a different word for choosing (ĸληρ[image: ]ω) and expresses it in the passive voice while maintaining his use of the first person plural. Although using the verb is rare in the OT, the noun “lot” ([image: ]) is common and was used to refer to something obtained by lot (such as the inheritance the tribes of Israel received in the Promised Land) or, more importantly, to the fact that Israel itself was God’s lot or inheritance: “But they are your people, your inheritance ([image: ]) that you brought out by your great power and your outstretched arm” (Deut 9:29). The Jews at Qumran used this language to refer to themselves as God’s chosen people, but conversely, those outside ofthe community were “the lot of Belial” (1QS 2:2).

Paul’s statement here is different from what he says in Col 1:12, where he uses the noun to refer to the inheritance believers will receive from God. Although some have interpreted this passage as the believers’ inheritance (ESV; NASB; KJV),38 it is better to understand it as referring to God’s inheritance in believers.39 This is consistent with the earlier emphasis on God’s benefit in choosing a people for himself ([image: ]; 1:5) and the declaration in the prayer that believers are God’s inheritance (1:18).


Once again, Paul uses language normally reserved for the old covenant people of God and applies it to all believers—Jews and Gentiles who form the new people of God. As in the parallel statement in 1:4–5, Paul follows this with an aorist participle indicating the contemporaneous action of God’s predestining activity.

1:11c–12a On the basis of the plan of the one who powerfully works everything out on the basis of the counsel of his will that we might exist to the praise of his glory ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul ever so strongly emphasizes that God is not responding to events as they unfold with various countermeasures, but that he has a carefully designed plan that he is revealing and fulfilling, especially as it relates to the choosing and redeeming of his people. He here uses three different words to express the fact that he has a plan ([image: ]). It is difficult to find shades of differences between the three words, especially as they appear in this context. It is better to recognize a rhetorical stress on God’s sovereignty. It offers great assurance to the Gentile readers of this letter who may still have doubts or concerns about God’s sovereignty over all of the other gods, especially those who once laid claim on their lives.

It is also important for the readers to know that God has the power ([image: ]) to put his plan into effect. The power of God is a major theme in this letter, and Paul here introduces it by emphatically asserting that God will powerfully unfold his plan as he has willed it and against any conceivable opposition. To ward off any doubt, Paul explains that God works out “everything” ([image: ]) according to his purpose. These thoughts lead Paul to an exclamation of praise. Whereas in the first refrain of praise, Paul extols the glory of God’s grace, in this and the final refrain (1:14c), he praises the glory of God.

The “glory” ([image: ]; Heb. kābôd) of God is partly to be explained as his brightness, splendor, and radiance that are visible to people. Moses was only able to see God’s glory as it passed by him (Exod 33:22). It is compared to thunder (Ps 29:3 [28:3]), fire (Exod 24:17; 2 Chr 7:3), a bright radiance (Ezek 1:28), and a brilliant cloud (Exod 40:34–35; 1 Kings 8:11). Paul elsewhere says that God is immortal and “lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see” (1 Tim 6:16). Jesus displayed this divine splendor in his transfiguration (Luke 9:29). When the new Jerusalem comes, it will not need the sun or the moon, because “the glory of God gives it light, and the Lamb is its lamp” (Rev 21:23; Isa 60:19). God’s glory is a manifestation of who he is in his essence, majesty, and power, and, indeed, in his holiness and purity (Ps 29:2). Being in the presence of God’s holiness leads the angels surrounding the heavenly throne to exclaim in praise, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory” (Isa 6:3).

To praise his glory is thus to recognize that he is the one true God, the creator of heaven and earth, and to give him the honor due him. God has no peer. As the psalmist explains, “the gods of the nations are idols” (Ps 96:5). God is the one eternal King and displays the majesty of his sovereign authority. For that alone, he is worthy of honor and praise (Ps 145:12 [144:12]).

God is also due praise for his marvelous plan of redemption. He chose Israel for his glory that they should sing his praise (Isa 43:7, 21). He repeatedly demonstrated his power to save her from her enemies as a manifestation of his glory (Exod 15:7; Ps 21:5). But his greatest act of deliverance was the redemption of his people from their bondage in Egypt, which demonstrated his power and glory over Pharaoh (Exod 14:4, 17, 18).


Now Paul praises the redeeming power and glory of God for the great plan of redemption he has enacted in and through the Lord Jesus Christ. More specifically, he declares that God has chosen us, Jews and now Gentiles as well, to praise his glory. In Paul’s view, redeemed humanity exists in order to praise God’s glory.

1:12b Those who have placed their hope firmly in Christ ([image: ]). Some commentators have suggested that a change of referent has taken place here and that the “we” refers to Jewish Christians. One of the most significant arguments in favor of this view is the compound form of the verb “hope” that is prefixed with a preposition that often means “before” ([image: ]). The idea would then be that historically, Jewish Christians put their hope in the Messiah before Gentile Christians did.40 Some hold to a variant of this temporal view of the verb and suggest that it refers to Jews who had put their hope in Messiah in the anticipation of his coming, but historically before the incarnation.41

It is better, however, to take the preposition as intensifying the force of the verb and maintain the referent of “we” as all Christians—Jewish and Gentile. Thus, “placed their hope firmly” expresses this idea well. Part of the difficulty in determining the meaning of this compound verb is that it appears nowhere else in the LXX or NT. It is clear, however, that the preposition προ- does not necessarily have a temporal connotation. There are many examples of words for which it simply serves to intensify their meaning.42 Ernest Best correctly notes, “In Hellenistic Greek prepositions often do little more than stress the main thought of their verb” and thereby concludes that “this verb may mean the same as the simple verb."43 The perfect tense refers to all those who have already put their hope in Christ and continue to do so.

1:13a–c In him also when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, in him also when you believed ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). By the time we reach this fifth and final section of the introductory eulogy, Paul’s use of “in Christ” almost reaches a monotonous level because of its repetition. He does this, however, to stress the importance of incorporation in Christ as the source of all of these spiritual blessings. Outside of Christ, such blessings do not exist.

At this stage of the introductory blessing the person changes from “we” ([image: ]) to “you” ([image: ]). This marks a narrowing of focus from all Christians to the readers of this letter in particular. But it does not mark a shift to an exclusively Gentile focus. That will happen later in the letter; Paul will clearly indicate this by expressing it as “you Gentiles” ([image: ]; 2:11).

Paul indicates that the readers have “heard” ([image: ]) and “believed” ([image: ]) the word of truth, using two aorist participles dependent on the main verb “you were sealed” (1:13). These are best interpreted as temporal participles. The first participle is followed by two expressions in the accusative case that serve as the direct object of both participles. The second accusative is in apposition to the first and further defines it.


Paul refers to the gospel as “the word of truth” ([image: ]; attributive genitive) on two other occasions (Col 1:5; 2 Tim 2:15). In a pluralistically religious environment like the west coast of Asia Minor, such a statement could have been perceived as exclusivistic and narrow by outsiders. For those who had turned to Christ from other religions, however, Paul’s assurance that they were following the truth would have been greatly encouraging. Paul frequently spoke of the gospel as the truth (Gal 2:5, 14; 5:7; 2 Cor 4:2).

He also defines the gospel as the source of their salvation. This is reminiscent of the beginning of his letter to the Romans, where he describes the gospel as “the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile” (Rom 1:16). Although some have taken this as a genitive of content (“the gospel, which consists of your salvation”),44 it may be better to understand the head noun as more active and interpret the genitive either as an objective genitive or the genitive of product, i.e., “the gospel produces your salvation."45

As with all of Paul’s letters, faith/belief is a significant theme in Ephesians. Here it is portrayed as the response to the gospel that leads to the sealing with the Spirit.

1:13d–14a You were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise, who is a deposit on our inheritance ([image: ][image: ]). Whereas we might expect Paul to say that after hearing and believing the gospel, they were saved, here he uses an expression that he has used only one time earlier (2 Cor 1:22) to describe God’s work in their lives. The principal idea here is that God has bestowed his Spirit on believers and that this occurs after people hear the gospel and put their faith in its message. In spite of the fact that the image of sealing occurs in the texts of some of the early church fathers to speak of the Spirit’s coming after baptism,46 it is best here to stay with the explicit words of the text and link the coming of the Spirit with the exercise of faith. Nowhere in the NT is “sealing” used as a metaphor of the baptism in the Spirit; this usage appears only later.

The dative case in “with the Spirit” ([image: ]) is best understood in its common usage as a dative of means,47 but the Spirit is simultaneously to be understood as the content of the sealing. Thus, Fee rightly comments, “there can be little question that the Spirit himself is the ’seal,’ the mark of ownership."48 This is the promised Spirit (attributive genitive) in the sense that he was promised to Israel (see Ezek 36:26–27; 37:14; Joel 2:28–30). The good news for Gentiles is that the Spirit is made available in Christ to any who hear and believe.

A seal ([image: ]) was indeed a mark of ownership in the ancient world. Seals were often made of hard stones or precious metals and had a distinctive image engraved on them, such as the figure of a deity, a hero, or a portrait. All of a person’s significant possessions were marked with the impression of the seal. Even slaves and livestock were marked by the owner.49 In some cases, people declared themselves the possession of a deity by the imprint of a seal (Herodotus 2.113; 3 Macc 2:29–30.). Under the old covenant, the priest wore a seal engraved with the phrase, “Holy to the LORD” (Exod 28:36; 39:30 [LXX 36:37]). Through the prophet Haggai, the Lord declared that he would make Zerubbabel, king of Israel, “like my signet ring (LXX [image: ]), for I have chosen you” (Hag 2:23).

In the new covenant era, the one true God has marked all of his people as belonging to himself by means of a seal. This seal is the eschatological fulfillment of the promised gift of the Holy Spirit. The presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of a believer is a firm indication that the person is possessed by God.

The Spirit is also a “deposit” ([image: ]) on the future inheritance of believers. Although this word is a transliterated Hebrew term, it came into Koine usage (especially in documentary papyri) and was commonly used with the sense of “down payment” or “earnest money” in the context of business and commerce.50 Examples abound in the papyri of people receiving a certain amount of money as a down payment on the purchase of land, animals, or services. The message that Paul is communicating here is that God so values his people that he has put down a deposit and will complete the transaction in the future.

The genitive form ([image: ]) is best understood as a partitive genitive since the Spirit is an earnest of a much greater set of blessings in the future.51 Paul frequently refers to believers inheriting the kingdom of God (see Eph 5:5; 1 Cor 6:9–10; 15:50; Gal 5:21). Jesus spoke of his followers inheriting eternal life (Matt 19:29; Luke 18:18), a promise that Paul reiterates (Titus 3:7). Paul will later say that these promised blessings accrue to Gentile believers because they are now regarded as fellow heirs with Jewish believers (Eph 3:6). The good news here is that all believers have already begun to experience their inheritance as a result of the presence of the Spirit in their lives.

1:14b–c Until the redemption of [God’s] possession, to the praise of his glory! ([image: ][image: ]). Believers have received a mark of God’s ownership and the empowering presence of the Spirit, which will abide with them until the day of consummation. The preposition used here ([image: ]) here has temporal significance as it does in the similar passage in 4:30 (so also the ESV, NIV, KJV, and RSV).

It is striking that Paul speaks of believers as God’s possession.52 The phrase does not include the pronoun ([image: ]), which has led some interpreters to take the phrase as a continued reference to the inheritance of believers, “until the redemption of your possession."53 But here the thought ties back with 1:5, where Paul says that God has chosen and predestined believers to adoption for himself. Furthermore, this prepositional phrase depends not on the immediately preceding relative clause, but on the main verb, “you were sealed.” Paul’s thought also coheres with his prayer in 1:17 that the readers may gain a greater appreciation of their value to God as his inheritance. Peter expressed a similar idea in his letter when he spoke of believers as a royal priesthood and as “a people belonging to God” ([image: ]; 1 Pet 2:9).

Paul then ends the introductory berakah on an exclamation of praise. This is the third occurrence of this refrain in the passage (see comments on 1:6, 12).



Theology in Application
 

Paul is writing this letter into a situation nearly six or seven years after he has last been with the Ephesian believers. During this time, presumably numerous Gentiles have become Christians and streamed into the local house churches in Ephesus and throughout western Asia Minor. It must not be forgotten that these Gentiles have not come from a background of secular materialism and scientific naturalism; they have turned to Christ from a background of devotion to Artemis, Cybele, Isis, Dionysus, and an array of other deities. They have practiced magic and forms of ritual power, observed omens and signs, and were vitally concerned about the implications of astral fate for their lives. What Paul says in the introductory eulogy is perfectly suited to help these many new Gentile believers in the process of transforming their worldview from a pagan perspective to a Christian set of convictions.

Contrary to contemporary belief in some circles, theology is not sterile and dry. It is such life-changing truth that Paul deems it essential to growth and sanctification. The theological truths he contemplates and shares lead him to fall on his face in emotional exclamations of praise to our awesome God.

There are a variety of truths to reflect on stemming from the main point of this passage.

The Sovereignty of God

There is one God who is sovereignly unfolding his plan for all of creation that includes the redemption of humanity. Behind this poetic passage of praise is the conviction shared by all of Judaism and early Christianity that there is one true God who revealed himself to Israel and is sovereign over all history. As a Jew, Paul continues to hold unswervingly to the confession of Israel in the Shema, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Deut 6:4). While there were small groups of people in Asia Minor who worshiped one deity known as Theos Hypsistos (“God Most High”) while still acknowledging the existence of other deities (henotheism),54 Paul maintains a conviction that there is truly only one God (monotheism) and worship is due to him alone. The implication of this for these Gentile believers is that there are not numerous gods and goddesses who need to be feared and honored. Nor is there an ultimate dualism with two gods of relatively equal power contending with one another. There is one sovereign God who deserves their full devotion and worship.

This passage also reflects some of the central convictions of a Jewish apocalyptic worldview, which was prominent in the Judaism leading up to the time of Jesus and the apostles. In the forty years, there was an increasing recognition by scholars of the importance of the book of Daniel (the fountainhead of apocalyptic) to the thought of Ephesians and especially to this introductory eulogy. At the heart of apocalyptic is the belief that God is sovereign over all of creation and has a plan for the ages that he is unfolding as the times reach their fulfillment. This is particularly prominent in Daniel, where the book speaks of a periodization of history that will climax in a decisive intervention by God when he establishes his King to rule over an everlasting kingdom that spans all of creation (see Dan 2; 7).

These elements are also central to Eph 1:3–14. The sovereign will and plan of God are repeatedly stressed with a variety of different expressions: “he chose before the foundation of the world” ([image: ]; 1:4); “he chose” ([image: ]; 1:11); “he predestined” ([image: ]; 1:5, 11); his “good pleasure” ([image: ]; 1:5, 9), his “will” ([image: ]; 1:5, 9, 11), “he revealed” ([image: ]; 1:9), “the mystery” ([image: ]; 1:9); his “plan” ([image: ]; 1:10); he “designed” and his “plan” ([image: ]; 1:9, 11), and his “counsel” ([image: ]; 1:11). The net impact is that the readers can be assured that they are not left to an inescapable fate charted somehow in the stars. Nor is their future in the hand of capricious deities fighting among themselves. Their future is bound up with the will of the one true God, who has chosen them and predestined them even before the world was created. All who are in Christ can be assured that they were planned, loved, chosen, pursued, and included.

Our Election before Creation

This passage makes it clear that God sovereignly chose us before he made the heavens and the earth. The two parallel sections (1:4–6 and 1:11–12) strongly emphasize God’s initiative, decision, and choice in our salvation. The motivation for the election is his love (1:4c, 6b), the basis is expressed as his “good pleasure” (1:5d) and “the counsel of his will” (1:11d), and the purpose is that we would be a people “to himself” (1:5c). It is conspicuous that Paul never says that we chose God or that the basis of election is rooted in God’s choice of those who would believe in him. It is difficult to find within this text any notion of God foreseeing those who would exercise faith. “Hearing” and “believing” are expressed in the application section of this text (1:13–14), but as subsequent to God’s electing and predestining.

Why has God revealed his teaching about election in this passage? He wants to encourage our hearts by helping us see not only God’s sovereignty, but also his extraordinary love for us. As it did for Paul, these truths should lead us to praise God and thank him for his indescribable kindness to us in pouring out his grace.

This text, of course, raises a question that has gripped many theologians throughout the ages. That is, if God chose some for salvation, then has he necessarily selected others to suffer eternal damnation? Although this is certainly a logical question to ask as the other side to the overwhelmingly positive teaching of this passage, it is an implication that Paul does not draw here or elsewhere.55

A Rupture in Creation Needing Resolution

A rupture has taken place in the creation that needs resolution. Looming ominously in the background of this awe-inspiring praise to God is the assumption that a serious disturbance has taken place in the creation. Paul indicates that people have engaged in transgressions ([image: ]; 1:7) against the law of God from which they need forgiveness. What the passage says about “redemption” ([image: ]; 1:7, 14) presupposes that people have fallen into slavery and bondage to sin, which is precisely what Paul draws out in the next chapter. In fact, their bondage to the world, the flesh, and the devil has resulted in death (2:1–3). Paul also suggests that this rebellion is not only limited to people on earth, but extends to the angels in heaven. All of creation, then, needs to be brought back under the lordship and ruling authority of God ([image: ]; Eph 1:10).

This understanding of the plight of humanity is at the heart of the Pauline gospel and the early Christian preaching as a whole and thereby establishes the need for Christ to die as a sacrifice ([image: ]; Eph 1:7) on the cross. This passage also points ahead to the resurrection as the basis for Christ’s sovereign power as Lord (see 1:19–23), which will enable him to bring all of the rebellious creation under his reign (1:10).

It suggests that people have been stricken so deeply by the power of sin that they have become willing accomplices to its enticements and are unable to choose God in any objective, neutral way. This further highlights God’s grace and favor by choosing people to be his own sons and daughters who were delighting in their own sinful and self-centered pursuits.

Jesus’ Preexistence and Revelation

Christ preexisted with the Father and has now been revealed as the means of redemption and the source of intimacy with God. This passage portrays the Father in eternity past as not alone, but jointly planning with Christ the redemption of humanity ([image: ]; 1:9). This plan involved making Christ the means for atonement by his death and then the connection point of a relationship with God. Paul emphasizes this in 1:3–14 with his repeated emphasis on “in Christ.” Some form of this expression occurs eleven times in these twelve verses. Paul thus prefigures this as a major theme throughout this letter.


It is also a principal theme in Paul’s theology that speaks of our participation in Christ. It refers objectively to our participation in his death, resurrection, ascension, as well as to his present position of power and authority at the right hand of God. Because of this identification with the victorious Lord, those who are “in Christ” will have power for living lives of obedience and for engaging in spiritual warfare (6:10–20). But “in Christ” also refers to the present dynamic experience of closeness and unity with Christ, who cherishes them, nourishes them, provides for them, and gives them direction. A strong relational experience is suggested by this expression.

The Role of the Spirit

The Spirit imparts God’s blessings to us, marking us as belonging to God and assuring us of our future with him. The passage begins and ends with the Spirit of God (1:3, 13), as it likewise does with reference to the Father, yet Christ is at the center of the text. There is thus a strong Trinitarian character to this passage with the Father as the main planner and initiator of redemption, Christ as the central figure of the plan, who secures the redemption and becomes the nexus point for the relationship the redeemed have with God, and the Spirit now as the agent who bestows the blessings on the people God has redeemed.

In a context where people were seeking help and inspiration from a wide variety of spirit beings, this passage would be instructive in helping them to see that there is only one Spirit they should seek. God’s Spirit does not come alongside as a divine supernatural assistant (paredros) to fulfill our every self-serving demand. In the first place, this Spirit comes to abide with us as a sign of God’s presence; we are God’s property until the final redemption. This Spirit is also a powerful presence within us as a resource for living the Christian life. The Spirit, in fact, has his own agenda, which involves promoting and empowering a holy life (1:4). This is consistent with the fact that he is the Holy Spirit.
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CHAPTER 3
Ephesians 1:15–23
 


Literary Context
 

This thanksgiving and prayer is an outgrowth of Paul’s praise of God in 1:3—14. The series of blessings he enumerates reflects a view of God actively bringing redemption into the world and creating a people to be his own possession who will be holy and blameless before him. This understanding of God, coupled with the news Paul receives about these Asia Minor believers, prompts him to give thanks for them (1:15—16a) and to intercede for them (1:16b—23).

Similar to the form of the introductory blessing, this thanksgiving and prayer is one long sentence of 169 words in the Greek text. Paul is able to construct it this way through using an abundance of adverbial participles, relative clauses, and prepositional phrases. The form of this introductory thanksgiving follows a pattern Paul used when he wrote his other Prison Epistles (Phil 1:3—11; Col 1:3—14; Phlm 4—6), which contain an expression of thanksgiving followed by a report of his intercessory prayer for them in which the content of the prayer is introduced with “that” ([image: ]).1 Although some have suggested that 1:20—23 may be an early Christian hymn that Paul has cited in the letter, it is better to view this section as Paul’s own development of these key events in salvation that are exceptionally relevant to his readers.2 These four clauses do not possess the formal qualities of hymnic material, but they may have been statements that were part of the creedal tradition of the early church.

The thanksgiving and prayer take up some of the themes mentioned in the introductory blessing that will also be developed later in the letter. These include the triad of “faith” (1:13, 15, 19), “hope” (conceptually expressed in 1:3—14 with the anticipation of God’s bringing everything under the headship of Christ and the anticipation of “our inheritance”; see 1:10, 14, 15), and “love” (1:4, 6, 15); the combined work of the Father, Son, and Spirit in their lives; the theme of God’s glory (1:6, 12, 14, 17, 18); the supremacy of Christ over “all things” (1:10, 20—23); the theme of revelation (1:9, 17b—18a); the term “fullness” ([image: ] 1:10, 23); and the theme of God’s power (1:11, 19—23). The prominent theme of the eulogy that Paul does not take up in the thanksgiving/prayer is the stress on God’s election and predestination.

Later in the letter (3:14—21), Paul will give another intercessory prayer report that will reiterate the Trinitarian working of God in the lives of believers, building on some of the elements of this prayer. Specifically, he will reiterate in different terms his desire that the readers gain an expanded awareness of God’s power, but will also pray that they are actually strengthened by God’s Spirit in the depths of their being (3:16—18). Whereas he commends them in the first prayer for their tangible expressions of love in the life of the community (1:15), in the second prayer he will pray that God will enable them to know the incredible vastness of the divine love for them (3:18—19). And finally, he will pray for the realization and experience of God’s “fullness” ([image: ]) in their lives, thus extending his descriptive work in 1:23 of Christ filling all things.

This is not a prayer in the sense that Paul intends the readers to treat it as liturgy, nor does it represent a prayer that he gave for them on one occasion. It is rather a summary of how he is praying for these dear people on a regular basis. He writes it down for their encouragement, but perhaps also that they might be aware of his perception of where they yet need to grow and make progress. The prayer may also have an instructive function in teaching them more about the exalted Christ in relationship to the church.


I. Introduction to the Letter (1:1—2)


II. Praise to God for His Remarkable Plan of Redemption (1:3—14)


[image: ]III. A Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession (1:15—23)


A. The Occasion for the Prayer (1:15)


B. The Thanksgiving and Prayer (1:16—19)


C. A Description of the Magnitude of God’s Power (1:20—23)


IV. New Life in Christ (2:1—10)


A. The Former Bondage (2:1—3)


B. The New Life (2:4—7)


C. The Nature of Salvation by Grace through Faith (2:8—10)




 


Main Idea
 

In this prayer of thanksgiving and intercession, Paul expresses gratitude to God upon hearing of the spiritual vitality of the readers. This leads him to pray intensively that the Spirit will reveal to them their hope and their great value to God, and especially that they will gain an expanded awareness of the extraordinary and unsurpassed power of God manifested on their behalf.


Translation
 

[image: ]


Structure
 

The main verbal idea of the passage is “I do not quit giving thanks” ([image: ][image: ] 1:16a). The previous verse roots the occasion of this thanksgiving in the report of their faith and love. Paul’s thanksgiving leads him to a prayer of intercession for these believers where he makes two requests of God that are expressed in the accusative case following the verb “give” ([image: ]). The second direct object, “illuminated eyes” ([image: ]) includes an adjectival participle in the predicate position modifying the noun “eyes.” The fact that the participle is anarthrous has engendered some controversy over its precise function (see the commentary).

Paul then expresses three additional requests to the Father that flow out of his initial request. He structures them with the threefold use of the pronoun [image: ] to introduce each element.

He elaborates, however, on the third request—that they may know the greatness of God’s power. This is still part of the third prayer request in that it clarifies the precise nature and character of the spiritual power he wants them to know quite well. He makes use of the relative pronoun “which” ([image: ] 1:20a) to pick up on the noun “powerful working” ([image: ] 1:19b) so that he can say more about the manifestation of God’s power in Christ. He extols God’s power in a series of four parallel verbal clauses, the first two of which use aorist participles in the nominative singular form and the latter two use aorist indicative verbs. These four actions are not to be understood in temporal succession occurring over time, but as four descriptions of the one event that is often summarized as “the resurrection.”

Following the second clause, Paul elaborates on the power of God as manifested in the exaltation of Christ by extolling its greatness over against all the evil principalities and powers (1:21). This expansion may be the reason that he shifts from the participial form to finite verbs for the final two clauses.3 After this laudatory note, Paul completes his description of God’s power in the third and fourth clauses, but does not lose sight of these evil powers by encompassing them in the term “all” ([image: ] 1:22).

In the final clause, Paul develops his reference to the church by introducing further comments with the feminine pronoun ([image: ]). It is here he completes the “head-body” metaphor by characterizing the church as the “body” and by then describing the nature and mission of this body.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]III. A Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession (1:15—23)


A. The Occasion for the Prayer (1:15—16)


B. The Thanksgiving and Prayer (1:16—19)


1. A request for illumination from the Spirit (1:17)


2. A threefold request flowing out of the illumination (1:18—19)


a. For an awareness of their hope (1:18)


b. For an awareness of their value to God (1:18)


c. For an awareness of God’s power available to them (1:19)


C. A Description of the Magnitude of God’s Power (1:20—23)


1. Illustrated by God raising Christ from the dead (1:20)


2. Illustrated by God enthroning Christ (1:21)


3. Illustrated by God subjecting everything to Christ (1:22)


4. Illustrated by God appointing Christ as head of the church (1:22—23)






Explanation of the Text
 

1:15 Because of this, ever since I heard of your4 faith in the Lord Jesus and [your] love for all the saints ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In light of God’s extraordinary blessing and the readers’ experience of that blessing (in hearing, believing, and being sealed by the Spirit), Paul is moved to pray. The introductory phrase “because of this” ([image: ]) thus reaches back into the whole of the introductory thanksgiving (1:3—14) and provides the basis for Paul’s report on how he is praying for these people.

The aorist participle ([image: ]) could be interpreted as causal (“because I heard”: ESV; RSV),5 but a temporal interpretation better fits this context (“ever since I heard”: NIV; NLT; or, “having heard,” NASB).6 It is also suggested by a comparison with a similar passage in Colossians where Paul includes the words (lit.) “from which day” when he speaks of hearing about their progress, which prompts him to pray (Col 1:9). As the apostle suffers the constraint of chains and bears the deep concern over the health and well-being of his churches, he receives encouraging news about the spiritual vitality of the churches in western Asia Minor (perhaps from Tychicus). This prompts him to engage in prolonged periods of prayer for these people.

The use of the personal pronoun here ([image: ] here in crasis with [image: ]) probably reflects no emphasis and is simply a redundancy.7 Paul may have used the pronoun, however, to mark the shift of persons from “you” in vv. 13—14 to “I” in v. 15.

Hearing of their faith and love8 does not necessarily imply that Paul does not know them (as suggested by scholars who do not see “in Ephesus” as the original text in 1:1).9 Paul may very well be encouraged that these believers are persevering and growing. There may also be a sense in which he is grateful that all who have come to know Christ in the years since he ministered in Ephesus are also exhibiting these signs of spiritual maturity.

1:16 I did not quit giving thanks for you [every time] I mentioned [you] in my prayers ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Rather than the simple, “I give thanks” ([image: ]), Paul stresses the amount of time he has spent praying for them with “I did not quit” ([image: ]). Paul often reports to his churches in the beginning of his letters how he thanks God for them (Rom 1:8—10; 1 Cor 1:4; Phil 1:3; Col 1:3; 1 Thess 1:2; 2 Thess 1:3; Phlm 4). The basis for this thanksgiving has nothing to do with anything that Paul has personally received from the Ephesians. Rather, it is based on God’s powerful work in the lives of his readers and their faithful response to it.10 They have experienced God’s grace, it has changed their lives, and Paul is profoundly grateful to God for this.

There is no reflexive significance attached to the middle voice here of the verb “making” ([image: ]) here (e.g., “I make mention for myself”); it should simply be understood as active. This form followed by the term “mention” ([image: ]) is typical of Paul’s style in speaking of prayer (see Rom 1:9; 1 Thess 1:2; Phlm 4). This combination does not occur in the LXX for prayer.

Any of Paul’s readers familiar with the Greek OT would recognize the term for prayer ([image: ]) that he uses here. It appears repeatedly in the Psalms and throughout the Scriptures for addressing the one true God. It is also the most common term for prayer in the NT, occurring some 36 times as a noun and 85 times as a verb.

1:17 [I pray] that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, would give you [the] Spirit of wisdom and revelation to know him ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The first request of Paul’s prayer is that the believers he addresses would grow in their knowledge of God. Knowing that this cannot happen apart from the work of the Holy Spirit, Paul thus prays that the Spirit will grant to them wisdom and reveal insights to them about the glorious God whom they now serve.

In his description of God, Paul closely associates the one God with Jesus of Nazareth, whom he terms Lord and Messiah. This is a reiteration of a similar designation for God at the beginning of the blessing at the outset of the letter (for more discussion, see on 1:3). It is in and through Jesus of Nazareth that God has fulfilled his promises and brings his redemptive plan to the world.

The genitive expression “of glory” ([image: ]) should here be interpreted as an attributive genitive, with glory functioning like an adjective to describe the Father, e.g., “glorious Father” (as in TNIV; NIV; HCSB; NLT). Because of the emphasis on God’s power in this prayer, this characterization of God should be understood as an expression of his omnipotence more than his splendor, holiness, or honor. Elsewhere Paul attributes the resurrection of Christ to the glory of God (Rom 6:4) as well as to the “power” ([image: ]) of God (1 Cor 6:14). There is a close connection in Paul’s mind between God’s glory and his power.

Paul appeals to the powerful and glorious Father to give his Spirit to believers, or more specifically, that the Spirit they already possess (1:13—14) will grant them deeper wisdom and revelation in knowing God better. Thus, part of the Spirit’s ministry as the Ephesian Christians are filled to a greater measure with the Spirit’s presence (5:18) is to help them grow in a deeper understanding of and relationship to the one living and true God, whom they now serve.

Some commentators, however, have argued that it is not the Holy Spirit whom Paul is referring to here, but the human spirit. Thus, they understand Paul to be praying that God will give the readers a “spirit of wisdom and revelation” (ESV; NASB; KJV) or “spiritual wisdom and revelation” (NET).11 This is a possibility insofar as the Greek word ([image: ]) can be taken either way. The background and context of Paul’s specific words here, however, suggests that he is praying for a deeper work and ministry of God’s Spirit in their lives (so also TNIV; NIV).12 While the above explanation could work in relationship to the first expression (“a wise spirit” or “wise disposition”), it makes little sense of the second (“a revealing spirit”?).13

The content of Paul’s prayer here is similar to the remarks he made about the Spirit to the Corinthians when he explained to them that the human spirit is unable to know God; only the Spirit of God can reveal ([image: ]) knowledge, which is wisdom ([image: ]) (1 Cor 2:6—16). Behind both of these passages stands the influence of the messianic passage in Isa 11:2: “The Spirit of the LORD will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding ([image: ]), the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD.” The absence of the article before the term “Spirit” in 1:17 is probably influenced by the wording of the text in Isaiah. The Spirit who came upon the Messiah is the same Spirit who now rests upon his people and provides knowledge, wisdom, and power. Jesus promised that this Spirit will “teach you all things” (John 14:26) and “guide you into all truth” (John 16:13).

The genitive case of both “wisdom” and “revelation” should be understood as a genitive of product.14 What this means is that the Spirit imparts both wisdom and revelation. The Spirit is associated with wisdom ([image: ]) in the life of Stephen, who was said to be “full of the Spirit and wisdom” (Acts 6:3), with the result that no one could resist “his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke” (Acts 6:10). In his listing of the charismatic gifts, Paul spoke of a “message of wisdom” ([image: ]) that was imparted by the Spirit (1 Cor 12:8). For all believers, however, the Spirit grants a growing and deeper knowledge of God. This may involve taking cognitive knowledge available through Scripture and impressing it deeply on the human heart so that it becomes a settled conviction.

Associated with this is the Spirit’s revelatory work in the minds and hearts of all believers. What Paul is referring to here is not new truths about salvation history, the nature of God, or other doctrine, but an illuminating work of the Spirit to impress already revealed truth about God into the conscious reflections and heartfelt convictions of the readers. Paul can use the term “revelation” ([image: ]) in the former sense as he does in 3:3 (cf. 3:5) in speaking of the revelation of the mystery to the apostles and the prophets (see also Rom 16:25). This is made clear by the following parallel clause that helps to interpret the meaning of revelation here. He describes it in terms of the illumination of the heart.

Paul’s request here is more expansive than in his similar prayer in Col 1:9, where he asks God to fill the readers with a knowledge of God’s will “through all spiritual wisdom and understanding.” Here Paul asks that the Ephesians may grow in their knowledge ([image: ]) of God himself. The request is reminiscent of Jesus’ prayer before his death that included the words, “Now this is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (John 17:3). No exegetical significance should be given to the compound form of the noun for knowledge ([image: ]) since it appears to be used interchangeably with the more simple form ([image: ]).15

Because of their background in pagan religions and the practice of magic, the readers of this letter must become thoroughly convinced that the God to whom they have now given their full allegiance is indeed greater and more powerful than all of the other gods and spirits they once served. The strong syncretistic impulse that these believers felt to continue to use their traditional and ritual means of access to spiritual power (see Acts 19:17—20) provide a test of their understanding of and commitment to the one true God. Paul knows that it will take the work of the Spirit to thoroughly convince them of God’s glory and power in the deepest recesses of their souls. The work of the Spirit is also needed to reveal the full implications of the gospel (the mystery) for their belief and practice.

1:18a [That he would give] the eyes of your heart illumination ([image: ][image: ]). The precise interpretation of this clause has been difficult to determine because of the awkwardness of the grammar. Paul begins this clause with a perfect participle in the accusative case with no article—an unusual and ambiguous construction capable of different interpretations. The issue boils down to whether illumination is a prayer request or a spiritual experience they have already received and in which Paul roots his prayer request. The context, grammar, and background suggest that it is best interpreted as a prayer request, “that he may give you illuminated eyes.” I will present this view in the context of four possible ways of viewing the grammar of the clause:

As a prayer request: “that he may give you the Spirit … [and] that the eyes of your heart may be illuminated” (HCSB; NLT; CEV; TNIV; NIV; NASB).

1. The accusative expression “the eyes” ([image: ]) is the second direct object to the main verb “give” ([image: ]) and is thus parallel to the first object, the “Spirit of wisdom.”16 “Illuminated” ([image: ]) is an adjectival participle in the predicate position in relationship to “the eyes” ([image: ]). Thus, Paul prays that God may give the eyes of their heart illumination. This explanation makes the best sense of the use of the accusative case. Some have objected to the adjectival interpretation of the participle because it lacks the article ([image: ]). But one does not expect to see the article when the adjective is in the predicate position (e.g., “I see heaven open”; [image: ][image: ] Acts 7:56).

Another difficulty in taking this view is the absence of the conjunction “and” ([image: ]) between the two objects. This asyndeton (lack of a connective) is not unusual in Greek. Robertson notes that “asyndeton is frequent. It often gives emphasis.”17 It may serve in this context to more closely associate the work of the Spirit with the illumination of the heart. Thus, Paul is praying that God will give the believers his Spirit and that the Spirit will work to illuminate their heart.

As a present status (received at conversion): “that he may give you the Spirit … the eyes of your heart having been illuminated” (ESV; RSV; KJV).

There are three possible ways of interpreting the grammar that result in this view of present status:

2. “Illuminated” ([image: ]) modifies “you” ([image: ]) and describes the state of the recipients of the Spirit.18 This construction, however, is grammatically irregular since one would expect the dative participle ([image: ]). None of the scholars supporting this view give support for this lack of concord in the grammar.

3. “Illuminated” ([image: ]) and the accusative article and noun that follow ([image: ]) form a rare construction called the accusative absolute.19 Advocates of this view suggest that the participle is in the accusative because it anticipates the [image: ] in 1:18b. There is no reason, however, to appeal to this rare construction when one can make sense of the accusative case simply by seeing it functioning as a direct object.

4. “Illuminated” ([image: ]) and the accusative article and noun that follow ([image: ][image: ]) are a parenthetical expression indicating a status that has been given by God: “since you have been illuminated.”20 Like the preceding view, this option has difficulty accounting for the use of the accusative case.

This expression may have appeared less difficult to interpreters if the participle had followed the noun (e.g., [image: ]). The fact that the adjectival participle is thrown forward to the beginning of the clause probably emphasizes it, however, as an important part of the prayer request, namely, “I pray that God may illuminate your understanding.”

The tense of the participle “illuminate” ([image: ]) is perfect, which is typically used to characterize a status or a result rooted in a preceding action. This basic significance of the perfect tense fits this context rather well. Paul is thus suggesting by the use of the perfect tense that an illumination has already occurred, but he is also praying for a more extensive illumination based on that. This is similar to the thought of the previous request. Paul is not praying that God will grant them an initial reception of the Spirit; they have already received the Spirit and have been sealed by the Spirit (1:13—14). He is praying that the already-present Spirit of God will work to reveal God to them in more profound ways.

“The eyes of your heart” appears to be a metaphor that Paul himself created. It does not occur in either Jewish or secular literature before him. A similar prayer is reflected in the Judaism of Qumran: “May he illuminate your heart with the discernment of life” (1QS 2:3). There are two passages in the book of Psalms where the term “illumination” ([image: ]) appears in conjunction with “eyes” ([image: ]),21 but nowhere is the full metaphor found.

The language of “illumination” and “enlightenment” ([image: ]), however, was used extensively in the Graeco-Roman religions of the day, especially with reference to the enlightenment that occurred in a mystery initiation ritual. A text that may convey an invocation associated with a ritual of initiation into the mystery of Apollo at Claros, just north of Ephesus, reads, “Hear me, O greatest god, Kommes, who lights up ([image: ]) the day!… I summon you Apollo of Claros.”22 Although the readers of Ephesians were familiar with local claims of spiritual enlightenment, Paul speaks of something qualitatively different. He speaks of a knowledge of the one true God based on the Lord Jesus Christ and mediated by the Holy Spirit.23

In the Old Testament and Judaism, “heart” ([image: ]) was used metaphorically as the place of a person’s intellectual and spiritual life. Paul is here praying that God will provide profound insight into his own person and will for these believers. These are people who were formerly “darkened in their understanding” and “separated from the life that comes from God” (4:18).

1:18b [I also pray] that you come to know what is the hope of his calling ([image: ][image: ]). Paul’s second request contains three elements. The first is that these believers will grow in their understanding of the hope that is inherent in their calling by God.

Although this second request is now expressed in a grammatically different way from the first, no difference of meaning should be discerned in the two ways of expressing the content of the prayer. The basic structure of the two requests may be depicted as follows:

[I pray]


1. that God would … ([image: ] + subjunctive verb; 1:17—18a)


2. that you know … ([image: ] + infinitive; 1:18b—19)




 

Of the three elements that comprise the second request, each begins with the Greek indefinite pronoun:


1. what is ([image: ])


2. what is ([image: ])


3. what is ([image: ])




 

The first request is for an expanded awareness of the full implications of God’s calling in the lives of the Ephesian believers. This is essentially a request for God to enable them to grasp all of the divine blessings so eloquently extolled in 1:3—14. Paul wants these believers to know that God has chosen them before the foundation of the world and that a time is coming in which he will bring everything under the headship of Christ. This calling encompasses the past as well as the future and, as such, constitutes hope for believers. This hope is far more than a faint wish. Paul wants it to become a sure foundation for them. He thus reaffirms later in the confession of faith in 4:4: “you were called in one hope of your calling.” Having a firm and true hope is not something they possessed before they became Christians (2:12).

For Paul, hope was important and entailed a firm set of convictions about certain events that would happen at the end of time and what the implications of these events were for believers. Some of these key events include the resurrection of the dead and glorified bodies, the parousia (the second coming of Christ), and the “day of the Lord” (which includes wrath and condemnation for unbelievers and final salvation for believers; see 1 Thess 4:13—18; 5:1—11; also Rom 8:23—25; 1 Cor 15:12—58; Phil 3:20—21).

In the introductory blessing of Ephesians, Paul characterized this future hope as a time that God will bring all of the rebellious powers under the sovereign headship of the Lord Jesus Christ (1:10). Yet it is also a time when believers will experience their final redemption (1:14; 4:30) and Christ’s presentation of the church to himself as a bride (5:27). Knowing the truth about the future and one’s place in these events provides, in Paul’s estimation, great comfort for coping with the difficulties, injustices, and trials of the present (1 Thess 4:18; 5:11). Paul is praying precisely that the Ephesians will have a firm awareness of this future hope.

Assurance of a secure destiny was especially needed in a milieu where people commonly experienced great anxiety about their “fate.” The first-century Stoic writer Manilius advises a resignation to fate, which is determined by the movements of the astral bodies. He notes:


Set your minds free, mortal men, let your cares go and deliver your lives from all this pointless fuss. Fate rules the world; everything is bound by certain laws; eternities are sealed by predetermined events…. No one can catch Fortune by praying against her will or escape her if she comes close to him. Everyone must bear his appointed lot.24



 

Quite to the contrary of this, Paul’s view is that there is one sovereign God who unfolds history according to his own will. This God has “called” people into a relationship with himself in and through Jesus Christ.

1:18c [And] what is the wealth of his glorious inheritance in the saints ([image: ][image: ]). Some commentators have suggested that Paul is referring to the inheritance of believers here, such as in “our inheritance” in 1:14.25 This is grammatically possible if one interprets the genitive ([image: ]) as a genitive of source (“the inheritance from him”). This is an unlikely interpretation, however. Normally when the third person pronoun in the genitive case ([image: ]) follows a noun, it should be taken as possessive. Furthermore, the context of 1:3—14 has strongly emphasized how God has predestined, chosen, and adopted us to be his own.

The people of God were described in the generation of the Exodus as “his inheritance”: “But they are your people, your inheritance that you brought out by your great power and your outstretched arm” (Deut 9:29). God’s people continued to be called his inheritance throughout the OT (see 2 Sam 21:3; 1 Kings 8:51, 53; 2 Kings 21:14; Isa 47:6). Through Jesus Christ, God has once again enacted a great redemption (Eph 1:7, 14) and gathered a people to be his own possession (Eph 1:14)—his inheritance.

Paul describes God’s inheritance in terms of riches ([image: ]) and honor ([image: ]). The genitive expression ([image: ]) should be interpreted as an attributed genitive. In this construction, the head noun ([image: ]) functions adjectivally to modify the genitive expression “inheritance” ([image: ]). Thus, the phrase should be translated “his glorious inheritance.” The two terms used here (“wealth” and “honor, glory”) are used in the Greek OT frequently to depict the wealth and honor of a king as, for instance, Hezekiah: “Hezekiah had very great riches and honor, and he made treasuries for his silver and gold” (2 Chr 32:27). The point here is that Paul wants his readers to know how deeply God values and cherishes them. They are God’s incredibly valuable and glorious inheritance. As an earthly king values treasuries full of silver and gold, God values his people as his wealth and honor.

Some commentators have taken “in his saints” ([image: ]) as referring to angels.26 This is not entirely unwarranted since the Greek term can be used for angels. But it does not fit this context since the focus has been on God’s gathering and redeeming a people for himself.

1:19a And what is the incredible greatness of his power for us who believe ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The third and final request is that God will reveal to these believers an awareness of the incomparably great power of God working in their lives. Paul conveys this in an emphatic fashion by using a wide array of power-denoting terms and descriptive words that highlight the vastness of this power.

He begins by using the neuter noun “greatness” ([image: ]) to describe God’s power. “Of his power” ([image: ]) occurs in an attributed genitive relationship to “greatness” ([image: ]), wherein the head noun is functioning as an attributive adjective.27 This term appears in the LXX of the Song of Moses after the exodus to characterize the manifestation of God’s power for his people as they will face their enemies in the conquest of Canaan: “Terror and dread will fall upon them. By the power ([image: ]) of your arm they will be as still as a stone—until your people pass by, O Lord, until the people you bought pass by” (Exod 15:16).

The term translated “incredible” ([image: ]) is an adjectival participle that never appears in the Greek OT, but is used in a number of inscriptions from Ephesus and in the magical papyri.28 One of these magical texts invokes a god with the following invocation: “Greatest god, who exceeds all power ([image: ]), I call on you….”29 People in western Asia Minor and in a context of folk belief were familiar with rival claims of local deities to possessing extraordinary power. Paul endeavors to assure his readers that the one true God is unexcelled in power.

In this passage, Paul is not simply trying to teach these believers about the vastness of God’s power. He is convinced that this truth ultimately needs to be impressed upon their hearts by the Spirit of revelation. He is letting the readers know that he is laboring in unceasing prayer for this to take place.

1:19b According to the powerful working of his mighty strength ([image: ][image: ]). As if he has not said enough about the unsurpassed power of God, Paul stresses it all the more with a prepositional phrase that includes three more terms for power. In doing so, he nearly exhausts the reservoir of power-denoting terms in the Greek language.

The “powerful working” ([image: ]) is distinguished from the common word for power ([image: ]) by the fact that the latter normally occurs in contexts where it expresses potentiality whereas the former is typically used for the realization of power.30 The emphasis is more on the activity or function, but it assumes the presence of driving energy or force behind it.

The two other terms translated here as “strength” ([image: ]) and “might” ([image: ]) are roughly equivalent in meaning to “power” ([image: ]). Their occasional coordination in the LXX suggests they are regarded as synonymous and can be linked for rhetorical effect, as in Isa 40:26 (lit.): “by the strength ([image: ]) of his might ([image: ]), not one is missing.” Used separately, the terms are frequent in Jewish and secular literature as well as in the magical papyri. In another passage in the LXX, God as the divine warrior is extolled for his power after delivering an enemy king and his armies into the hands of Israel: “Lord, you have begun to show your attendant your strength ([image: ]) and your power ([image: ]) and your strong ([image: ]) hand and your high arm” (Deut 3:24 NETS). The Qumran literature was especially fond of heaping up expressions for power to describe the might of the one true God. One hymn, for example, extols “the might ([image: ]) of his strength ([image: ]) (1QH 5:4; 12:32; 23:8; see also 4QWar Scroll frag. 11, 1:23; see also 1 Enoch 1.4).

Interestingly, one of the only places where three of the same terms for power used here are clustered in one place is in a Jewish magical text. It reads:


I conjure you all [i.e., the angels] by the god of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, that you obey my authority completely … and give me favor, power ([image: ]), victory, and strength ([image: ]) before all, small men and great, as well as gladiators, soldiers, civilians, women, girls, boys, and everybody, quickly, quickly, because of the power ([image: ]) of SABAOTH, the clothing of ELOE, the might ([image: ]) of ADONAI.31



 

By contrast, Paul commends to the readers a direct access to the power of God and never advocates calling on angelic intermediaries. Neither does Paul condone the use of incantations, formulas, magical symbols, or the performance of certain rituals to gain access to divine power; he simply prays for their increased awareness of God’s power already available to these believers. Finally, whereas in magic, people often sought spiritual power as a means of influencing and gaining ascendancy over people, Paul will argue that the power of God is manifested in the lives of believers to help them resist evil forces, live virtuous lives, and manifest love to people.

1:20a Which he powerfully worked in Christ ([image: ][image: ]). Paul now elaborates on the powerful work of God in Christ. He emphasizes the actualization of God’s power through the repetition of the verbal form ([image: ]) of the related noun found in 1:19 ([image: ]), which he calls attention to through use of the accusative relative pronoun “which” ([image: ]) beginning the clause.

The controlling verb governs the four clauses that complete this section. They describe the operation of God’s power in the series of extraordinary events following shortly after Jesus’ death on the cross. Paul expresses the first two with aorist participles that should be interpreted temporally (“when …”). After a long interval enumerating the supernatural enemies over which Christ has been exalted, he shifts to aorist indicative verbs:


1. He raised him ([image: ])


2. He seated him ([image: ])


3. He subjected everything to him ([image: ])


4. He gave him ([image: ])




 

1:20b When he raised him from the dead ([image: ]). The resurrection of Christ from the dead was the foundational conviction of the church from the beginning. Paul speaks of it numerous times (e.g., Rom 4:24; 6:4; 8:11, 34; 10:9; 1 Cor 15:4; Gal 1:1; 1 Thess 1:10). The bodily resurrection of Christ was so important to Paul’s view of the church that he told the Corinthians, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins” (1 Cor 15:17). Paul attributes the resurrection to the power of the Father.

1:20c-d And seated him at his right hand in the heavenly places ([image: ][image: ]). Following the resurrection, God enthroned Christ at his right hand. This exaltation is to a position of power and authority.

This ascension to the throne of God (sometimes referred to as Christ’s “heavenly session”) is a consequence of the resurrection and was taught by Paul in his previous letters (see Rom 8:34; Phil 2:9; Col 3:1).

The language Paul uses here echoes Psalm 110:1, the most frequently quoted psalm in the NT: “The LORD says to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’” Jesus himself referred to this passage when he debated with the Pharisees about the identity of the Messiah (Matt 22:44) and when he testified before the Sanhedrin (Matt 26:64; Mark 12:35—37; Luke 20:41—44). This Psalm citation was also a central tenet of the apostolic preaching (Acts 2:33—35; 5:31; 7:55—56; see also Heb 1:3; 1 Pet 3:22) to support the OT expectation of Jesus’ enthronement following his resurrection.

This royal enthronement psalm refers to the Davidic king’s ascension to the throne. The original sense of the psalm was “that a particular Israelite monarch reigned with the power and authority of Yahweh himself.”32 The right hand position symbolizes the highest honor, closeness to Yahweh, and the received delegation of his authority and power. Psalm 110 promises that God will defeat all of the exalted king’s enemies.33

Although there is no evidence from Jewish literature that Psalm 110 was understood by Jews messianically up to the time of the NT era (unless some of the rabbinic traditions of the psalm from the third century AD can be pushed back to the first century), this was certainly how Jesus, Paul, and the early church took it.34 Paul interprets the enthronement as heavenly ([image: ] see the discussion of this term at 1:3) and not earthly/political.

The Father thus manifested his awesome power to restore Jesus to physical life and to exalt him to an unsurpassed level of authority over all his enemies—especially the evil, angelic powers.

1:21a-d High above every principality and authority and power and dominion ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul expresses the dominant position of Christ over the entire scope of his enemies with the rare adverb “high above” ([image: ]), formed on the basis of two prepositions—a term unique to Ephesians in Paul’s writings (see also 4:8). The apostle may have chosen this word to contrast the position of Christ with that of the evil powers, which were typically described in the folk belief of the time to reside in the “world above” ([image: ]) or in the “realm above” ([image: ]).35 The usage here may be similar to the way the adverb is used in the LXX of Ps 8:2—a psalm that we know Paul was thinking of as he wrote 1:20—23: “you have set your glory above ([image: ]) the heavens.” The main point is that Jesus is superior to all of his supernatural enemies.

Paul then elaborates on the enemies he has in view. The language he uses here for supernatural forces is used in Jewish texts for evil and for good angels.36 The fact that Paul is referring to hostile powers here is strongly suggested by the fact that these forces were subjected to him (1:22), will ultimately be brought completely under his headship in the future (1:10), and are the same powers believers struggle with throughout their lifetimes (6:12).

Paul uses the singular adjective “every” ([image: ]) to denote the entire group of each category he mentions. The four terms he uses would have been well-known to the Jewish Christian readers since the terminology was typical of Second Temple Jewish texts for angelic powers. The terms would also have been familiar to Gentile Christian readers since these were terms used of spirit powers in the magical texts of the day.



In Depth: Identifying the Principalities, Authorities, Powers, and Dominions37
 

The variety of terms that Paul uses for evil spirits is striking. Whereas the Synoptic Gospels refer to these beings only as “demons” ([image: ]) and “spirits” ([image: ])—often with the adjective “unclean” or “evil” to characterize them—Paul uses a much broader range of words to refer to them. He does, in fact, speak of them as “demons” (1 Cor 10:20—21; 1 Tim 4:1) and “spirits” (Eph 2:2: Satan as a [image: ] “spiritual forces” [[image: ]] in 6:12), but he also uses other terms, such as “principalities” ([image: ]), “authorities” ([image: ]), “powers” ([image: ]), “dominions” ([image: ]), “thrones” ([image: ]), “angels” ([image: ]), “rulers” ([image: ]), “world rulers” ([image: ]), and “elemental spirits” ([image: ]).38 This rich variety of descriptive terms he employs underlines the importance the demonic realm had in his worldview. Although Paul in no way views them as rivals to God’s sovereignty, majesty, or supremacy, he does see them as supernaturally powerful opponents that cannot be trivialized or ignored.

These beings represent the spiritual entities against which all believers will struggle until Christ returns (6:12). They are the same forces who work powerfully to hold unbelieving humanity in bondage to sin, working in conjunction with “the world” and “the flesh” (2:1—3). But their rebellion and hostile activity against the church and the redemptive work of God will be brought to an end at the final consummation, when God subdues them under the ruling headship of Christ (1:10).

Paul did not invent the terms he uses to refer to this realm. He draws on a reservoir of terminology that would have been readily known in the first century, as can be seen in the following discussion:

(1) & (2) “Principality” ([image: ]) and “authority” ([image: ]). This pairing of terms is common in Ephesians and Colossians, occurring two other times in Ephesians (3:10 and 6:12) and three times in Colossians (1:16; 2:10, 15), but also occurs in his list of vanquished powers in 1 Cor 15:24. Paul also uses “authority” ([image: ]) with reference to the realm of Satan in Eph 2:2 and “principality” ([image: ]) in his list of evil powers that are not sufficiently potent to separate the people of God from the love of Christ (Rom 8:38).

The terms appear only once in the Greek OT as a designation for angelic powers (LXX Dan 7:27)39 and are little used in non-Jewish literature for gods, spirits, or mediator beings. They are, however, used in many Jewish texts of the period with reference to angelic beings. The first-century Testament of Abraham 13:10 illustrates this usage: “And death said to Abraham, ‘I tell you, in all the creation which God created, there is not to be found one like you. For he searched among the angels and archangels, and principalities and powers ([image: ]).’ ”40 Although the combination of these two terms can be used for human rulers (see Luke 12:11; Titus 3:1), the usage of the terms in this letter and in Colossians (see Eph 6:12; Col 2:15) as well as the contextual emphasis on Christ’s superiority to them by virtue of his heavenly ascension, strongly suggest that they are evil demonic powers.

(3) “Power” ([image: ]). Paul uses this term elsewhere to refer to hostile angelic powers (Rom 8:38 and 1 Cor 15:24; so also does Peter in 1 Pet 3:22). The use of this expression for angels has a rich OT heritage in the description of Yahweh as “Lord of Hosts” (yhwh s
[image: ], often translated by the LXX as [image: ][image: ]). The LXX also uses “power” as a designation for “the hosts of heaven” (2 Kings 17:16; 21:3, 5; 23:4—5), which Israel was prohibited from worshiping (Deut 4:19). The term became widely used in Second Temple Jewish literature of angelic powers.41

(4) “Dominion” ([image: ]). The final term in this list of subjugated enemies occurs elsewhere in the NT only at Col 1:16 as a reference to an angelic being and never appears in the Greek OT with this sense.42 As with the three other terms, it was used by first-century Jews to refer to angelic powers.43

It is difficult to know why Paul chose these four terms and not others from the extensive reservoir of terminology available to him for spirit beings. Although the terms may imply some form of order and hierarchy within the angelic realm, there is no way for us, based upon the evidence of the available texts, to determine what that was.



 

1:21e-g And every name that is named, not only in this age, but also in the coming one ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Rather than continuing to list and delineate every conceivable category of angelic beings, Paul gathers them all together with this expression and declares that Christ has been exalted high above all of them. He adds this clause “to ensure that none has been excluded.”44 This is a significant expression in a context where many of the converts came from a background of engaging in the magical arts. The naming of names was foundational to magic; knowing the right names ([image: ]) and invoking them was the means for harnessing the power and service of the beings represented by their appellations. One such magical text reads, “I conjure you by the ‘great names’ ([image: ])… . You, these holy names ([image: ]) and these powers ([image: ]), confirm and carry out this perfect enchantment; immediately; immediately; quickly; quickly!”45 That such an environment of folk belief and magic is relevant for the interpretation of the phrase is confirmed by the fact that the only other time in the NT where the “naming of names” ([image: ]) occurs is in Acts 19:13—the account of the roaming Jewish exorcists in Ephesus.

Paul extends his comprehensive way of summarizing every kind of hostile supernatural power even further by putting them in temporal perspective. He uses the familiar Jewish two-age division of history into “this [present] age” and “the coming age” (see Matt 12:32; Gal 1:4) to make the assertion that Christ is now and always will be infinitely superior to every angelic being. In this way, Paul assures his readers that there will never be a time when any demonic being, spirit, or so-called “god” or “goddess” in any way will threaten or rival the supremacy of Christ.

1:22a And [he] subjected everything under his feet ([image: ][image: ]). Paul’s third affirmation of God’s display of his mighty power in Christ was in subjecting “all things” to him. The language Paul uses here appears to be a citation of Psalm 8:6 (LXX 8:7) with only slight variation in Greek wording. Whereas in the psalm, “all things” ([image: ]) refers to sheep, oxen, birds, fish, and other living beings on the earth, Paul’s scope of application here is far more universal and includes especially the realm of hostile angelic powers.

Psalm 8 itself takes up the teaching of Gen 1:26, where God says that Adam must rule over all the creatures of the earth. Jewish interpreters living near the time of the NT “believed that Adam’s right to rule the world had been transferred to Israel” (see 4 Ezra 6:38—59 and 1QS 4.23).46 Paul now applies this kingly reign to Christ.

This statement is thus a strong declaration that Jesus is the universal Lord. Paul also cites Psalm 8 in 1 Cor 15:27 (also Heb 2:6—8) to convey a similar idea. The major difference is that 1 Cor 15 applies the psalm to the final subjugation of all powers at the end of time, whereas Paul uses it here to speak of the subjection of demonic powers that has already happened in the resurrection and exaltation of Christ. This is an illustration of the “now—not yet” perspective that pervades this letter. Christ has already defeated the principalities and powers through his death and resurrection (see Col 2:15), but his people await the final consummation, when he will completely subjugate every rebellious power—both heavenly and earthly (1:10; 1 Cor 15:24).

1:22b And gave him [to be] head over everything for the church ([image: ][image: ]). The fourth and final way that God has manifested his unsurpassed power in Christ is by making him the ruling authority over heaven and earth for the benefit of the church. This benefit to the church is what led Paul to set forth these four descriptions of the awesome power of God; they are illustrations of God’s incredible power “for us who believe.” Paul is praying that these believers will be able to apprehend the vastness of this power that is for their benefit.

The Father’s installation of Jesus as head over all things occurs simultaneously with his exaltation (point 2) and the subjection of everything to him (point 3). The three of these actions follow Jesus’ resurrection from the dead, but all four are viewed here as one major event.

Paul’s use of the metaphor “head” ([image: ]) must be seen in relationship to “body” ([image: ])—the two forming one compound image, which Paul elaborates even further later in the letter (4:15—16). This image was commonly used in the Greek world of Paul’s day as well as in Judaism. It was used by Plato, extensively by Greek medical writers, as well as by the Hellenized Jew Philo, but it can also be found in other Jewish texts.47 In each of the instances of the use of this metaphor in the literature, there is an unequivocal sense of the “head” representing leadership and authority. In some instances, there is an extended sense in which the “head” also serves as a provider and supplier of the body. Galen (a medical writer/philosopher from Pergamum), for instance, could refer to the “head” ([image: ]) as an acropolis or as a great king.48 The head functions for him as the command and supply center for the body.49

In this passage, Paul declares that God has installed Christ as head “over everything” ([image: ][image: ]). Although “everything” needs to be understood in a universal sense, there is one aspect of creation over which Paul is especially concerned to assert Christ’s supremacy: the principalities and powers, which he has enumerated a few lines earlier. He asserts this directly in Col 2:10, when he says that Christ is “the head over every power and authority.” Here the apostle once again asserts Christ’s lordship over the powers by using the term “head” ([image: ]) to express that ruling authority.

But Paul also asserts that Christ, in his status as ruling authority over the powers and the whole universe, is given to the church. God has given Christ a great victory over the powers of darkness and now possesses full authority over them for the benefit of the church. The head of the church is a victorious and powerful Lord. On this basis, Christ can impart to the church all of the empowering resources it needs to resist the attacks of powers and to engage in the mission of filling the world that God has called it to.

1:23a Which is his body ([image: ][image: ]). Paul adds, with the use of the relative pronoun,50 that the church is the body of Christ. He first puts forth this metaphor in his letters to Rome (Rom 12:4—8) and to Corinth (1 Cor 12:12—31).51 In both of those letters, he stresses that the church is a community of diverse yet interdependent members. It is only in Colossians and Ephesians, however, that he expands the image to include the idea that Christ is the leader (“head”) of this new community.

1:23b-c The fullness of the one who fills everything in all places ([image: ][image: ]). Paul now provides a more extensive description of the church as the recipient of God’s resources for engagement in a mission. Grammatically, “the church” (1:22b) is first modified by “which is his body” through the use of the feminine indefinite relative pronoun ([image: ]). “The fullness” ([image: ]) is in apposition to “the body” ([image: ]) and thus functions as a second description of the church.

This clause is well-known as providing an extraordinary interpretational challenge. Every element of this clause is disputed. There are three interrelated issues that need to be solved to provide an accurate interpretation of this verse:

(1) Should the participle ([image: ]) be interpreted as a middle voice with an active meaning (“is filling”)52 or as a passive (“is being filled”)?53

(2) Should the noun “fullness” ([image: ]) be understood as having a passive meaning (“fullness”—with the understanding that the referent has been filled)54 or as having an active meaning (“complement”—with the understanding that the referent is completing or filling something else, in this case, Christ)?55

(3) How should the final phrase ([image: ][image: ]) be interpreted? Is the accusative neuter plural adjective ([image: ]) to be understood as the direct object of the verb and interpreted as “all things”—perhaps indicating the church or the world (or perhaps both)? If it is taken as the direct object, does the prepositional phrase ([image: ]) refer to “in all places,” “in all things,” or, “in all respects”? Or should the entire phrase be interpreted adverbially in the sense of “totally”?

The way commentators have responded to these issues has given rise to three main interpretations of the passage. There are various permutations of these three views, but these are the most prominent views of the overall meaning of the text:

(1) The church is filled (by Christ) and Christ fills the world completely (through the church) (the participle is active, the noun is passive, and [image: ][image: ] is the direct object). The church receives all that it needs from Christ and participates with him accomplishing his purposes throughout the world (or, totally).56

(2) The church is filled by Christ, who, in turn, is filled completely by God (the participle is passive, the noun is passive, and [image: ] is adverbial). Christ is in a dynamic relationship with the Father and constantly receives from him all that he needs.57

(3) The church is the completion (or, complement) of Christ, who is being completely filled (as more and more members are incorporated into his body (the participle is passive, the noun is active, and [image: ] is adverbial). Christ is incomplete without the church; he is in the process of being completed by the church.58

My analysis of this clause will be organized around the three disputed elements of the text. The first view is the most compelling overall interpretation of the clause.

(1) “Is being filled” or “is filling”? The interpretation of the participle ([image: ]). Although Paul is capable of using the active voice of the verb for “filling” ([image: ]) as he does in Eph 4:10, it is best in this context to regard the verb as having an active significance, even though the middle/passive form is used. In this interpretation, Christ is then understood as filling the church. The middle/passive form of the participle is not decisive for a passive signification of the verb since the middle voice can have an active meaning in the Greek when it is understood as a deponent middle.59 Contextually, the fact that Christ (4:10) and the Spirit (5:18) are viewed elsewhere in Ephesians as the active agents of filling would incline us to see the same role attributed to Christ here. This view also has a strong line of continuity with Colossians, written roughly at the same time, where Paul asserts that these believers have been the recipients of filling by God (Col 2:10).

The passive interpretation of the participle is also rendered unlikely because it requires the neuter plural accusative adjective ([image: ]) to be understood adverbially when it has twice been used in the immediately preceding context as a direct object (of a verb, see 1:22a; of a preposition, see 1:22b). It was also used as a direct object in 1:10 with reference to “all things” being brought under the headship of Christ in the future. The use of the entire phrase ([image: ]) as an adverb to convey the idea of “totally” is without precedent. The phrase appears twice elsewhere in Paul’s writings and, in both instances, the accusative adjective is understood as a direct object. In 1 Cor 12:6, Paul says that God is the one who powerfully works (lit.) “all things in everyone” (probably a reference to giving his gifts to all believers). In 1 Cor 15:28, God subjects everything to the Son so that God may be “all in all,” that is, so that all things may be “dependent on him.”60

(2) “Fullness” or “complement”?: The interpretation of the noun ([image: ]). Interpreters who advocate a “complement” view suggest that there is some sense in which Christ is still incomplete and is moving toward completeness.61 Robinson says that there is some “mysterious sense the Church is that without which the Christ is not complete, but with which He is or will be complete.”62 These interpreters find support in passages in the NT and Greek literature where the term is in fact used to express completion, such as how a patch completes or fills up a hole in a torn garment (Mark 2:21).

It is more likely in this context, however, that the term expresses “fullness” in the sense of “that which is full of something.”63 Ancient writers frequently used the word in this sense, such as in describing a manned and loaded ship.64 Paul’s other uses of this term appear to denote a passive sense—a filled receptacle versus a filling substance or entity. This is clear in his statements about (lit.) “the fullness of time” (Gal 4:4; Eph 1:10), where a complement interpretation simply would not fit the context.

More decisive is the OT background of fullness language that Paul appears to be drawing from. It is doubtful that he has taken up this term here in dialogue with some form of Gnosticism or in dependence on Stoic thought. Paul has drawn on the manner in which OT writers expressed the divine presence and manifestation of God in the temple.65 As such, the term is coextensive with the concept of God’s glory filling the temple, that is, the essence, power, and presence of God. Although the precise noun of this context ([image: ]) never appears in the LXX in this sense related to God, the cognate verb ([image: ] or [image: ]) and adjective ([image: ]) frequently appear with this idea. Note the following translated LXX passages:


	“When Solomon finished praying … the glory of the LORD filled ([image: ]) the temple” (2 Chr 7:1).

	The prophet Ezekiel exclaims, “Behold, the temple of the LORD is full ([image: ]) of his glory” (Ezek 44:4).

	“Behold, the temple of the LORD was full ([image: ]) of his glory” (Ezek 43:5).

	In his vision of the throne, Uzziah relates, “I saw the LORD sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up and the temple was full ([image: ]) of his glory” (Isa 6:1).



The language of “filling” and “fullness” is appropriate to the new covenant temple, which is a holy habitation for God and a place he now dwells by his Spirit (see 2:20—22). Paul can then urge the readers of this letter to “be filled ([image: ]) with the Spirit” (5:18). As the place that God now fills with his Holy Spirit, the church can then be viewed as a “filled receptacle,” that is, the “fullness” ([image: ]). This term, then, becomes coextensive with the presence of God and may even be seen as a “striking paraphrase for the Holy Spirit.”66

This understanding is consistent with the testimony of the gospels. Jesus spoke of his body as the temple of God (John 2:19), and at his baptism the Spirit came upon him in the form of a dove (Luke 3:22). Jesus told his disciples that the temple of his body would be destroyed, but that he would build another in three days (Mark 14:58). The resurrected Christ, who has incorporated all believers into his body and has indwelled them by His Spirit, now forms the new temple.

(3) “Totally” or “all things in all places”? The interpretation of the phrase ([image: ]). Interpreters who take the participle ([image: ]) as passive are bound to take the final phrase adverbially, “totally” or “completely,” since there would be no grammatical need for a direct object. In this case, Jesus is the one who is being filled, not the world or the church.

If we are correct, however, in interpreting the participle as active and the noun as passive (“fullness”), the accusative expression “all things” then serves as the direct object of the filling, i.e., Jesus fills all things. Based on the use of “all things” ([image: ]) in both clauses of the previous verse (1:22), the reference is universal in scope, encompassing both heaven and earth. The overall sense of the clause is then that the church is filled by Christ and is thus the “fullness” of Christ; as head of Spirit-filled church, Christ is engaging in a mission “to fill all things, things on earth and things in heaven.”

How the church participates in this is twofold: (1) one of the crucial ways the church fills the earth is through the proclamation of the gospel67 and manifesting the kingdom of God; (2) the church also fills “heaven” (the spiritual realm) through the prophetic message its very existence imparts to the angelic powers (3:10). In essence, by manifesting the power of God in bringing redemption and deliverance to people, the church extends the reign of Christ. The news of this effective redemptive mission fills the heavens as both good and evil angels observe the events unfolding on earth.

This ties in well with the apocalyptic vision of Nebuchadnezzar in the book of Daniel, which has come to partial fulfillment in the Lord Jesus Christ. After the rock hewn out of stone strikes the statue representing the empires of the world, the rock itself (representing the kingdom of God) “became a huge mountain and filled the whole earth” ([image: ] Theod. Dan 2:35 Th). The prophet Habakkuk views the eschatological time of fulfillment as an era in which “the earth will be filled ([image: ]) with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea” (Hab 2:14; see also 3:3). Paul’s thoughts are also very much in line with the psalmist who prays, “Praise be to his glorious name forever; may the whole earth be filled with his glory” ([image: ] Ps 72:19 [71:19 LXX]).

The present tense of the participle may be progressive, indicating that Christ’s activity in filling the world through the church is a dynamic process that is ongoing. This will continue until the final day when God brings “all things” under the headship of Jesus Christ (1:10).

What remains is the question of how to interpret the final prepositional phrase ([image: ]). It could be understood adverbially as “totally,”68 as neuter and interpreted “in all parts,”69 or as a masculine adjective and interpreted “in all people”70 or “in all places.” Because of the spatial focus of the filling—heaven and earth—“in all places” surfaces as the most likely option.

In conclusion, the final clause of this section of the letter asserts that the church is filled with power and grace from its exalted Lord, who, in turn, extends his reign throughout heaven and earth through the church. The church accomplishes this through dependence on the one who fills her and by proclaiming the gospel and manifesting the kingdom of God to all in an extensive way.


Theology in Application
 

Paul’s heart reverberates in praise of the God who has blessed his people in extraordinary ways through Christ. He praises God for the faith exhibited by all these people in Ephesus and its environs that has resulted in their salvation. Now, hundreds of miles away, incarcerated, and unable to visit them or assist them, Paul is grateful to God when he receives news that these Asia Minor Christians still have a robust faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. They also display the one virtue that is a tangible evidence of the transforming work of God in their lives—love.

Paul tells these dear believers how he prays for them continuously. They live in an environment where many gods and goddesses are worshiped. Paul asserts that he prays to the God of our Lord Jesus Christ. He is the God who has bestowed on them salvation through Jesus of Nazareth, the prophesied Messiah of the Hebrew Scriptures. He is the one true God, who lives in inexpressible glory but imparts his glory and power on behalf of his people.

Paul repeatedly prays that God will cause his indwelling Spirit to impart wisdom to these people about divine reality and that the Spirit will actually reveal some significant truths about God to the minds and hearts of these believers. His prayer is essentially that they will receive profound spiritual illumination and insight.

There are three specific areas for which Paul prays for this increased insight:


	that they will have a firmer sense of their future with God, who has called them into a relationship with himself. The future is determined not by astrological fate or the capriciousness of other gods, but by God himself, who unfolds history as he has predetermined it.

	that they will have a more profound understanding of how valuable they are to God. He wants them to know deep in their hearts that God cherishes them as his own precious inheritance.

	that they will have a much greater understanding and conviction of the extraordinary magnitude of God’s power that has been manifested to them and is available to them. He wants them to know beyond any doubt that it is unexcelled. These believers lived in an environment with many competing claims of spiritual power: the Artemis cult and fifty other gods and goddesses, magical curses and incantations, and other claims of spiritual power. They had every reason to fear, but Paul wants them to have an accurate understanding of the omnipotence of the God they now serve.



So important is this point to Paul that he illustrates this extraordinary power of God by reciting how he has manifested his power in the person of Jesus Christ in his messianic role. He elaborates on four ways that God demonstrated his power in Christ:


	Although Jesus of Nazareth died on the cross, God brought his dead body back to life.

	He exalted Jesus to a position of status, authority, and power next to him. Jesus now possesses power and authority over every conceivable spirit power. There is no being who can even come close to rivaling him, nor will there ever be.

	God has subjected to Christ every supernatural enemy.

	God has bestowed on Christ reigning sovereignty over the universe. But this has special significance to the church since the living and exalted Christ is in a relationship of solidarity with his people. Jesus is currently providing to the church all of the resources it needs to carry out the mission to which he has called it. This is the mission he began and now continues through the church. The principal goal of that mission is to reach the entire world—indeed, people in every region and place in the world—with the redemptive message of the gospel.




Expansion of the Awareness of God’s Power
 

Paul’s central concern in this prayer is for the Holy Spirit to expand their awareness of God’s power available to them. In the historical context of first-century Ephesus, this was an essential need because of the real concern and deep-seated fear about the impact of the opposing power of the hostile spiritual forces. This is an ongoing and real concern in any contemporary context since the powers of darkness have not ceased to exist.

The power of God is one of the central themes of Ephesians. Paul mentions it in the introductory blessing when he describes God as powerfully working everything out according to the counsel of his will (1:11). In the second prayer of the letter, he builds on his request for a knowledge of God’s power by asking the Father to powerfully strengthen the believers at Ephesus (3:18). He follows this with a doxology of praise to the God who is so powerful that he can do immeasurably more than all we can request or even imagine (3:20). The letter, then, culminates with the admonition to “be strong in the Lord and in his mighty strength” (6:10). Paul hereby presents God as infinitely stronger than any demon, spirit, or angel. God makes his power available to his people for their protection, growth, and resistance of evil.

Paul here models the role and importance of intercessory prayer as the principal means of accessing the power of God. It springs out of his conviction that God will hear and respond on behalf of his people. It also reflects his belief that continuous prayer for people is a labor that makes a difference. The prayer is not simply a general prayer for blessing. Paul reports his regular prayer for these believers that they will come to know God’s mighty power. He then reports how he prays for God to strengthen these believers midway through his letter (3:14—19). And finally, he portrays intercessory prayer as the essence and mode of arming fellow believers with God’s power at the end of the letter (6:18—20). Prayer for others is thus a critical means of enabling their progress and growth in the faith.

Through prayer, Christians appeal to God’s Spirit for his illuminating work of revealing truths about God and his plan. Not only do they need a fresh apprehension of God’s power, but they also need to grasp the reality of their future hope and to have a sense of their extraordinary value to God. It is, in fact, the Spirit who reveals these truths. And, as Paul stresses later in this letter, it is the Spirit who strengthens believers (3:16; 5:18) to love, desist from sinful behavior, and acquire virtue. In his letter to the Romans, Paul says that it is “by the Spirit” that believers put to death the misdeeds of the body (Rom 8:13).

Paul extols God’s unsurpassed power in this passage by declaring his mighty work in Christ, especially as seen in the resurrection and the exaltation. Christ’s position at the right hand of God is described as a place of authority that is far beyond the power and authority of any spiritual being. This declaration is not an accommodation to a primitive worldview framed in mythological language. It is a pronouncement of Jesus’ superior power to all supernatural opposition; theologians have often referred to this as the “cosmic Christology” of Ephesians. Believers need a strong conviction that Christ is far greater than the powers. This is especially important in animistic cultures, where Christians can sometimes feel that Christ may not be powerful enough to protect them from evil spirits. But it is also important in Western culture, where we tend to discount the reality of the powers and run the risk of ignoring their work.

This power is relevant to the church—both then and now. The church exists in a unique relationship of solidarity with the risen and exalted Christ. Through this union, the church not only receives God’s power, but it represents the ongoing presence and ministry of Christ on the earth. God is fulfilling his plan through the church, which takes its direction and receives its nourishment and resources from the exalted Christ. The mission of the church is to fill the world—in every place—with the redemptive message of Jesus Christ. This is in direct continuity with the teaching of the risen Christ when he told his followers to “go and make disciples of all the nations” (Matt 28:19).

In teaching the passage, the first point below corresponds with the central idea of the passage and should form the heart of any sermon or lesson. The other two are important supplementary points to communicate to believers.


Pray for an Awareness of God’s Power
 

Pray regularly that fellow believers will be enabled by the Spirit to understand the vastness of God’s power for them. All believers struggle with a tendency to live the Christian life in their own power and not by the power of God.

Many believers struggle at times with doubt about whether God really involves himself in the matters of day-to-day life. Some live their lives out of a worldview that is functionally Deist, that is, acting as if God has created the world and saved us from sin, but is rather uninvolved in this world until he decides to bring history to a conclusion at the end of time. This is a vestige of our rugged Western individualism that emphasizes self-reliance. Others, by contrast, can develop a “victim mentality” or a sense of being trapped in a pattern of unhealthy behavior with no way out. “I can’t change!” or “I have been dealt a tough lot in life and there’s really nothing I can do!” can become fatalistic notions that hinder people from allowing God to really work in their lives.

The good news of this passage is that God does intervene and involve himself in our lives. He can manifest his power to accomplish amazing things—both in our lives as individuals and in the corporate community. Intercessory prayer for one another is a vital practice that facilitates a cooperation with God and his Spirit for the mediation of his incredible power in our lives to accomplish his purposes.

As Paul unfolds the message of this letter, he will show that God’s power can enable believers to


	resist the power and influence of demonic spirits (6:12)

	accomplish a variety of good works throughout their lifetimes (2:10)

	overcome ethnocentrism and live in unity with others different from themselves in the church (2:14—16)

	develop patience, humility, and gentleness (4:2—3)

	have less and less self-centeredness and live in a way that reflects the self-sacrificial love of Christ for the benefit of others (5:1—2)

	serve the body of Christ in accordance with one’s giftedness (4:7—16)

	get rid of such ungodly practices as sexual immorality, greed, lying, anger and rage, stealing, dirty talk, alcohol abuse (4:25—5:18)

	develop healthy and Christ-centered family relationships (5:22—6:9).




The Superiority of God’s Power
 

Know that the power of God is far greater than the power of the enemy. For those of us who have grown up in a Western culture, this seems like such an obvious point that it is almost not worth mentioning. For believers who live in animistic cultures, this is an important consideration. Is the power of God truly able to protect us from evil spirits, from curses, from the evil eye, and from all the power of the enemy? The answer is a resounding YES! The power of God and the power of the Lord Jesus Christ are infinitely greater than that of any conceivable spiritual being. The implication is that believers can let loose of amulets, magic, and all shamanistic techniques for accessing spiritual power; the power of God through a vital union with Jesus Christ is more than adequate.71

As Western culture—through the influence of postmodernism—more and more embraces the value of spiritual experience, we will need to keep in mind that there is a form of spiritual experience that comes from a spiritual power other than the God of our Lord Jesus Christ. We need not fear, however, because our God is greater than all rivals. In applying the teaching of this text to his context of ministry in Africa, Yusufu Turaki notes, “Africans believe in the existence of many spirit beings and mysterious spiritual forces and powers, and fear them. But they can take courage from the fact that Christ’s authority and power are far greater than that of any spirit being.”72


Hope for the Future and Belonging to God
 

You have a future hope and you are deeply cherished by God. Christians can enjoy a profound sense of security. There is no reason for despair when we look into the future. Our God has called us into a relationship with himself, and he will one day exercise his power to bring history as we know it to a conclusion. For believers, this will be a time of rejoicing in knowing that everything will finally be brought under the headship of Christ. There is nothing else that will determine our future. The zodiac, astral houses, and fate of any form mean nothing in the light of the overwhelming power of our God, who unfolds history according to his purposes.

Yet this awesome God, who has plans for the future of the universe, is at the same time tenderly and lovingly interested in his people. We are his own inheritance! He cherishes us as his own people whom he desires to enjoy for eternity.
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CHAPTER 4
Ephesians 2:1–10
 


Literary Context
 

In the previous paragraph, Paul elaborated on and extolled the remarkable power of God, which he displayed when he raised Christ from the dead and exalted him to his right hand (1:20–23). Paul expressed this after praying that the readers of this letter would be able to understand and appreciate the magnitude of God’s power that he manifested for them and made available to them (1:19). Now in 2:1–10, Paul explains specifically how God has exerted his power for their benefit. It is nothing less than making them alive from their state of death. This has happened through their participation in the resurrection and exaltation of Christ. What Paul has said of Christ in 1:20–21 is now applied to the church, that is, to all who are “in Christ.” Paul speaks of this whole experience of co-resurrection and co-exaltation as “having been saved,” using the perfect tense of the verb. This definition of “salvation” informs how one should understand the “helmet of salvation” in 6:17.

This eloquent and informative portrayal of what it means to participate with Christ is central to an understanding of the “spiritual blessings” (1:3) that believers have received and gives clarity to what it means to be “in Christ.” Paul’s “participationist Christology” of 2:4–6 is thus foundational to all that he says in the letter regarding the new identity of believers, offering it as the basis for living their lives in a way pleasing to God and in conformity with all the moral exhortation of the second half of the letter.

The identification of the enemies that once held believers in bondage (2:1–3) serves to prepare the readers for Paul’s discussion of the ongoing struggle they will have with these forces, especially the demonic powers (4:27; 6:10–20), throughout their lives. But by virtue of their participation with Christ, believers not only have authority over these enemies, but they can receive divine empowerment through the risen Christ (6:10). Paul’s reminder of the extraordinary love they have received and experienced from God (2:4a) serves as the basis for his call to “walk in love” (5:2) in imitation of God and to follow the self-sacrificial example of Christ. Whereas Paul makes it clear that “good works” play no role in soliciting favor from God in a way that would result in salvation, he does affirm that “good works” play an important role in their subsequent lives as believers. Paul here associates “good works” with “walking” ([image: ]) in accordance with God’s design—a prominent theme in the remainder of the letter (4:1, 17; 5:2, 8, 15).


III. A Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession (1:15–23)


A. The Occasion for the Prayer (1:15)


B. The Thanksgiving and Prayer (1:16–19)


C. A Description of the Magnitude of God’s Power (1:20–23)


[image: ]IV. New Life in Christ (2:1–10)


A. The Former Bondage (2:1–3)


B. The New Life (2:4–7)


C. The Nature of Salvation by Grace through Faith (2:8–10)


V. Nearness to God in a New Community (2:11–22)


A. The Former Exclusion from God and His People (2:11–12)


B. The New Closeness to God and Inclusion in His People (2:13–18)


C. Characteristics of the New Humanity (2:19–22)




 


Main Idea
 

This passage contrasts the horrible plight of believers before their experience of Christ with their new life in Christ now. This experience can only be described as passing from death to life by virtue of their participation with Christ in his resurrection and exaltation. This salvation experience is a gift from God and enables them to live the lives God has called them to live.


Translation
 

[image: ]


Structure
 

We have grown accustomed to seeing long sentences in Ephesians, and this passage is no exception. This section consists of three sentences. The first (2:1–7) covers the span of seven verses and includes 124 words. The final two sentences are both introduced with the conjunction “for” ([image: ]) and provide further explanation of some of the content of the initial sentence.

The passage could be organized around the contrast of life before Christ (2:1–3) and new life in Christ (2:4–9). Paul twice uses the adverb “once” ([image: ]) in the first section (2:2a, 3a) and implies the presence of “now” ([image: ]) in the section beginning with 2:4a, which is introduced with the adversative “but” ([image: ]).

Grammatically, the structural center of the entire passage is at 2:5b where Paul says, “he [God] made us alive with ([image: ]) Christ,” thus giving expression to the controlling verb of 2:1–10. The two subsequent finite verbs ([image: ] and [image: ]) have the semantic function of clarifying what he means by “made us alive.”

The initial clause of the section (2:1), “you were dead” ([image: ]), functions as the direct object of the main verb ([image: ]) and not as an accusative absolute. This means that Paul does not express the main verb until 2:5b, which gives him the opportunity to elaborate on the horrible plight of believers in their pre-Christian experience as a suspenseful prelude to the resolution that is finally achieved. In this section, he identifies three forms of evil influence that once controlled their lives, resulting in their condition of spiritual deadness and bondage to sin. They can be summarized as the world, the devil, and the flesh.

The first two of these (the world and the devil) come to expression within a relative clause where Paul describes the controlling influences on their conduct ([image: ]). Paul identifies them in parallel prepositional phrases (both using [image: ], which in this context conveys the idea of “under the control of”). The third influence (the flesh) is named within a parallel relative clause that further identifies the controlling influences on their former conduct ([image: ]). He concludes this section by indicating their liability to God’s wrath because of the character of their former lives.

After painting this horribly bleak picture of sin, death, bondage, and God’s impending wrath, a bright ray of hope shines through in 2:4a when he says, “but God.” God is the subject of the principal verb, “he made alive.” Yet before he gets to the verb, Paul elaborates on the merciful and loving character of God and then repeats the plight faced by all, although this time changing the person from second person plural to first person plural to include himself and all other Christians in the indictment (“we were dead”; [image: ]). Paul then expresses the purpose behind God’s action of making us alive in 2:7 (using [image: ] with a subjunctive), which involves the display of God’s grace.

In the final two sentences of the passage (2:8–10), Paul picks up on the concept of grace (already touched on in 2:5c and 2:7b) and explains the nature of this salvation by grace through faith. This section (2:8–9) serves to clarify ([image: ]) that God’s action in saving us will display his grace in the ages to come. Similarly, his ongoing work in the lives of his people, which issues in their good works, will also ([image: ]) bring him glory (2:10).


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]IV. New Life in Christ (2:1–10)


A. The Former Bondage (2:1–3)


1. The plight: humanity is dead (2:1)


2. The enslaving powers (2:2–3b)


a. The world (2:2a-b)


b. The devil (2:2c-d)


c. The flesh (2:3a-b)


3. The outcome of this bondage: the wrath of God (2:3c)


B. The New Life (2:4–7)


1. A description of God in his mercy and love (2:4)


2. God’s saving action in making us alive (2:5–6)


a. A reminder of the plight and the declaration of God’s saving action (2:5)


b. Co-resurrection (2:6a)


c. Co-exaltation (2:6b)


3. God’s purpose: to display his grace (2:7)


C. The Nature of Salvation by Grace through Faith (2:8–10)


1. Salvation as a gift (2:8–9)


2. The repudiation of works as the basis for salvation (2:8–9)


3. The reaffirmation of works as the product of the new creation (2:10)






Explanation of the Text
 

2:1  You were dead in your transgressions and sins ([image: ][image: ]). After describing the wondrous display of God’s power in raising Christ from the dead (1:20–21), Paul begins the next section by describing his readers’ pre-Christian status as “dead.”

The “you” ([image: ]) is in the accusative case and serves as the direct object of the verb “he made you alive with” ([image: ]), which he holds in abeyance until verse 5, some 87 words later. This has the effect of creating suspense until the resolution is finally achieved. This suspense is heightened by Paul’s bleak portrait of the bondage his readers faced under various kinds of powerful spiritual influences. In order to clarify the grammar, some of the early English translations repeated the verb at the outset of v. 1: “and you hath he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins” (KJV; Geneva; Tyndale).

“Dead” ([image: ]) is here understood not as literal physical death, but in the metaphorical sense of alienation from the one who gives life. Paul expressed the same idea in Col 2:13, where he says that “you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature.” Paul had earlier told the Romans that this condition of death was due to the sin of Adam (Rom 5:17), in which all of humanity participated and suffered the consequences. He summed up the plight by stating tersely, “the wages of sin is death” (Rom 6:23). This connection between sin and death can be seen in the narrative of Genesis 2–3.

The word “transgressions” ([image: ]) ties this passage with the introductory blessing, where Paul has already indicated that this was part of the problem that God had to overcome to establish a relationship with us (see 1:7). Here he now adds “sins” ([image: ]) to the mix. It would be inappropriate to search for some distinction between the two words. They form a hendiadys (one concept through two words) here and correspond with Paul’s teaching in Romans 5–6. The dative case should be taken as both causal (“dead because of your sins”) and as sphere (“dead in your sins”).1

2:2a-b  In which you once walked under the control of the age of this world ([image: ][image: ]). By utilizing the preposition “in” with the feminine relative pronoun ([image: ]), Paul elaborates on “the sins” by explaining how they exercised such a compelling force determining the readers’ patterns of behavior in their daily lives. The word “walk” ([image: ]) is a common metaphor in Jewish circles for one’s conduct in everyday life, especially in terms of obedience or disobedience to covenant standards. When God gave the Sinai covenant to the people of Israel, he warned them to “not do [lit., walk] as they do in the land of Canaan,” that is, like the nations whose land they were to inhabit (Lev 18:3). The lifestyle he commended to them would be one free from idolatry, impurity, and sins.

A key passage in the Dead Sea Scrolls that expresses some of the central convictions of that community speaks of two different paths that one can “walk”—one consisting of evil deeds and the other consisting of righteous deeds (1 QS 3:14–4:1). Historically, we know that according to the testimony of the OT, Israel was not able to live by God’s standards. Paul indicts all of Judaism through the time of Christ as not being able to “walk” completely in the ways God had established. His condemnation extends to the entire Gentile world as well (Rom 1:19–3:20). He sums up this predicament well when he says, “all have sinned” (3:23).

Paul then gives in Ephesians three reasons for this bondage to sinful practices that once ([image: ]) characterized the lifestyle of the readers. The first two of these he introduces with a preposition that has here been translated “under the control of” ([image: ]). Although most translations render it with the expression “according to,” the use of the preposition in this context includes, but goes beyond, the idea of conformity to a norm, especially in relationship to the second phrase, which speaks of the influence of the devil. Thus, Ernest Best rightly comments, “the preposition rather implies that in some way they have come under the control of the devil.”2 Similarly, Paul can speak of walking under the control of the Spirit ([image: ]; Rom 8:4), under the control of the flesh ([image: ]; 2 Cor 10:2), or even under the control of elemental spirits ([image: ]; Col 2:8).

The readers formerly came under the controlling influence of “the age of this world.” Both “age” ([image: ]) and “world” ([image: ]) are Pauline and Jewish expressions for the characteristics of life in the present evil age. Paul also uses both terms in the same context in 1 Cor 1:20, where he speaks of the debater “of this age” and the wisdom “of the world.” Some interpreters, however, have suggested that aiōn should be taken here as an expression for a demonic power (“under the control of the evil spirit/aiōn of this world”).3 This is understandable, especially in a letter where Paul has placed a significant emphasis on the role of the principalities and powers, but it is better to retain the Pauline sense of “age” in this context for the following reasons:


1. This is the way he uses the term in the immediately preceding context when he refers to “this age, but also in the coming one” (1:21). This is especially significant because in 2:1–10, Paul is drawing out the ecclesiological significance of the Christology of 1:19–23.


2. He uses “age” in a temporal sense once again as he develops this passage (2:7).


3. It is highly doubtful that Paul would use the name of a deity, something he never does in any of his letters. This is rendered even less likely because “Aion” is not attested among the deities venerated in western Asia Minor.


4. There would be an awkward redundancy because Paul refers to a satanic component to the former bondage in the very next line, where he elaborates on this (2:2c-d). Thus, the best commentary on Paul’s usage of “age” here is Gal 1:4, where he extols Jesus as the one who “gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age ([image: ]).”




 

The genitive expression that follows, “of this world” ([image: ]), should probably be taken as a genitive of apposition since the two terms “age” and “world” are near equivalents in the way Paul uses them. Here he uses “world” not in the literal sense of creation as in Eph 1:4, but in the theological sense of people organized in their opposition against God (see, e.g., John 15:18–19; 1 Cor 3:19). This could be interpreted to refer to the various non-Christian religions, ideologies, philosophies, values, and economic systems as well as to the more mundane but the equally powerful influence of peer pressure, fashion, and the media. These influences provide a script for living day-to-day life apart from God and his values.

2:2c-d  Under the control of the ruler of the realm of the air, the spirit who is now powerfully working in the sons of disobedience ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The second powerful influence that formerly held the readers in bondage to sin was the devil. Far from simply stating this fact, Paul elaborates on this being and his work with a descriptive series of expressions. In characterizing him as “the ruler” ([image: ]), Paul uses the primary title given to Satan in John’s gospel (“the ruler of this world,” [image: ]; John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). Satan is also referred to as “the ruler of the demons” ([image: ]) in the Synoptic Gospels (Matt 9:34; 12:24; Mark 3:22; Luke 11:15). This usage can be traced back to apocalyptic, especially the book of Daniel, where the Theodotian text (a second-century AD form of the Greek OT text) uses the term in reference to the angelic powers over the nations (e.g., “the ruler of the Persians” and “the ruler of the Greeks”; cf. Dan 10:13, 20). On one other occasion Paul uses the term to refer to demonic powers (1 Cor 2:6, 8).

This evil angelic ruler wields control over a realm ([image: ]), which Paul describes as “the air” ([image: ]). This is a different usage of the term [image: ] than the way it is used elsewhere in the letter (Eph 1:21; 3:10: 6:12), where it is used in the plural and denotes demonic beings. Here it refers to the sphere of the ruler’s influence. It has this sense also in Col 1:13. By analogy with earthly political power, it is used to refer to Herod’s jurisdiction (Luke 23:7).

This is the only time, however, that Paul (or for that matter, any other biblical author) speaks of “the air” ([image: ]) as the domain of Satan. The idea of “the air” as a place where demons were active is well-known in Judaism. This can be seen in a first-century Jewish document: “For the person who fears God and loves his neighbor cannot be plagued by the aerial spirit of Beliar since he is sheltered by the fear of God” (T. Benj. 3:4). Similarly, Philo speaks of demons as hovering in the air (Philo, On Giants 1.6, 8) and 1 Enoch as dwelling in the clouds (1 En. 15:10–11).

This was also a common conception for any of Paul’s readers who had participated in magical practices, where the notion of “aerial spirits” and “aerial powers” was common. One magical text has the petition, “protect me from every demon in the air” (PGM IV.2699). Another one says, “I conjure you by the one who is in charge of the air ([image: ])” (PGM CI.39). Air is a particularly apt metaphor for the realm of spirits because they are invisible. In fact, the very word “spirit” ([image: ]) could also be used for “wind.”

Paul goes on to describe the devil as “the spirit” who is now “powerfully working” ([image: ]) in non-Christians. The English adverb “powerfully” was chosen to help translate this word because it is a power-denoting term that implies more than the idea of simply “working in” (e.g., [image: ]), especially in this context. The word is present in a Jewish text describing the influence of evil spirits on people: “As you forsake the Lord, you will live in every evil deed … and the spirits of deception will be powerfully working ([image: ]) in you to accomplish every evil act” (T. Dan 5:5; translation mine). The same concept is dramatically present in a first-century Jewish text that reflects on the reign of Manasseh, king of Judah:


Manasseh did not remember the commands of his father … and served Satan and his angels and his powers ([image: ])… . And he turned the house of his father away from the service of God and served the devil … and he [the devil] strengthened ([image: ]) him in the apostasy and in the lawlessness which he sowed in Jerusalem. And he multiplied the sorcery and the magic and the divination. (Martyrdom of Isaiah 2:1–5; translation mine)



 

Here the leadership of Israel is seen as corrupt because of the direct influence of a hostile angel on the human political leader.

The expression “sons of disobedience,” although a strange expression to contemporary ears, is a Semitic way of referring to disobedient people. “Sons of …” can be seen regularly throughout the OT and NT as a way of characterizing people by the genitive expression that follows, which should be understood as an attributive genitive (e.g., [lit.], “sons of the covenant,” Ezek 30:5; “sons of the light,” Luke 16:8; “sons of this age,” Luke 20:34).

2:3a-b  Among whom we all once lived in the lusts of our flesh, doing the desires of our flesh and of our minds ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul now indicates the third form of evil influence that holds unbelieving humanity in bondage to sin and from which they need deliverance. Grammatically, this clause is an expansion on “the sons of disobedience,” which Paul picks up by the use of the masculine plural relative pronoun ([image: ]). He also changes persons here, from “you” (2:1–2) to “we.” As we have suggested earlier, this is not to be construed as a change from “you Gentiles” to “we Jews” (or, more specifically, Jewish Christians). It is not until we reach 2:11 that Paul uses “we” and “you” in this ethnic sense. Rather, the “we” here is simply Paul’s inclusion of himself and his coworkers with “you” as the readers of the letter, which includes Jews and Gentiles. It would be rather groundless for Paul to speak of the “world” and the “devil” as influencing the Gentiles, but only the “flesh” influencing Jews and holding them in bondage. The world, the devil, and the flesh operate in Jews and Gentiles alike.

He again uses the term “once” ([image: ]) to clarify that these were the evil influences that held them in bondage in their pre-Christian experience (see also in 2:1). When Paul comes to the resolution of the problem in 2:4–10, there will be an implied “now” ([image: ]) contrasting their present experience and status as believers. Formerly, however, they conducted their lives under the control of the flesh. The term translated “lived” ([image: ]) is a metaphorical extension of a word that is commonly used with the literal sense of “return” (e.g., “the messengers returned to Jacob”; Gen 32:6). Here, like “walked” in 2:2, it is used for conduct in daily life, a usage that has some precedent in the OT (e.g., Prov 20:7; Ezek 22:30).

Paul twice speaks of the “flesh” ([image: ]) as an overwhelming influence that ordered our lives before Christ and thus completes his description of the triad of powers that formerly held us in slavery. Paul says plenty about the role of the flesh in his other letters, especially in Romans and Galatians, where he explains the Christian life in terms of a conflict between the flesh and the Spirit (see Rom 7:5–6, 14–25; 8:3–23; Gal 5:13–19, 24). In Gal 5:16 and 24 he uses the same language as here in speaking of the “lusts” ([image: ]) in conjunction with “flesh” ([image: ]).

Although Paul derives much of his anthropology from the OT, it is difficult to find the background for his dualistic and metaphorical use of “flesh” there. In most of the relevant OT texts, “flesh” (bās ār) is simply seen as humanity in its inherent weakness, frailty, and dependency (see, e.g., Job 34:15; Ps 78:39 [77:39]; Isa 31:3; 40:6; Jer 17:5). Paul implies something more when he nearly personifies it by attributing to it thoughts and desires, by portraying it as a power holding humanity in bondage, and by contrasting it with the Spirit of God.

Many scholars have seen the Jewish concept of the “evil inclination” (yēs≥er hārā<) behind Paul’s view of the flesh.4 The idea that every person struggles with an inner propensity toward evil was central to Jewish thinking among the rabbis at the time of Paul. This impulse resulted in a struggle with each individual’s good impulse, the yēser
[image: ]. The evil impulse inclined people to engage in every manner of sin. For the rabbis, the only way to battle the evil inclination was to study Torah. For Paul, however, it is the new covenant blessing of the Holy Spirit, which is God’s empowering presence to overcome this tendency.

Recently, Jörg Frey has demonstrated that an ethical usage of “flesh” can be seen in the Dead Sea Scrolls.5 He shows a number of passages where flesh is understood as denoting much more than human weakness, but is spoken of as a power that leads a person to sin (see, e.g., 4QSapiential Work Ac [=4Q 417] frag. 2:16–18; 4Q416 frag. 1:10–16; 4Q418 frag 81:1–2). These texts from Qumran, which have only come to light in recent years, date anywhere from the late fourth century BC to the mid-second century BC.6 In 4Q416 frag. 1:10–16 there is an ethical and eschatological contrast between two groups: one designated “flesh” and characterized by evil and impurity, and the other designated “sons of truth.” Frey argues that this view of the flesh would have been prominent in Jerusalem at the time that the young Saul was receiving his rabbinic training.

The Torah has long condemned the “thoughts” of each individual as inclined toward evil: “every inclination ([image: ]) of his heart is evil from childhood” (Gen 8:21). Here Paul explains that these thoughts are coextensive with the “flesh,” that is, the genitive is in apposition to the “flesh” and thus explicative of it.7

2:3c  And we were by nature children of wrath as also the rest ([image: ]). The consequence of our sins, which have resulted in alienation from God, is the wrath of God. Paul writes in Romans that God is already meting out his wrath on ungodliness (Rom 1:18), but he also points ahead to a future outpouring of wrath when God holds all of humanity accountable to him (1 Thess 1:10). The genitive “of wrath” ([image: ]) is best interpreted as a genitive of purpose (or destination) and should be understood as children who are destined to experience the wrath of God.8

This mention of God’s wrath forms a sharp contrast to his love, which was emphasized in the introductory eulogy (1:4–6). This wrath in no way contradicts his love; rather, it is a manifestation of his character as holy and blameless, which is what he requires of us (1:4). It is also his necessary and appropriate response to the rebellion of his creation against him, which he will ultimately subdue (1:10). His wrath is in no way capricious, unpredictable, and spiteful as the anger evident in the stories of many of the deities in Graeco-Roman paganism.

When Paul says that “by nature” ([image: ]) we were destined for wrath, he probably intends to convey that we inherited this status and condition at birth. He uses the same word in speaking of ethnicity: “we who are Jews by birth [nature] ([image: ])” (Gal 2:15). Because the wrath of God comes as a result of our status as “dead in … transgressions and sins” (2:1), in one sense it can be said that we are all born dead. This is further heightened by the inescapable bondage exerted by the world, the devil, and the flesh. E. Best suggests that Paul may have chosen this expression (“by nature”) to provide a contrast with Stoic teaching, which emphasized the importance of living according to nature as a way of pleasing the gods.9 Paul says precisely the opposite. Living in accordance with nature is a path of bondage that leads to God’s judgment.

The final expression, “as also the rest,” clarifies that this condition is characteristic of the entire human race. Paul makes this case much more extensively in Rom 1:18–3:20.

2:4–5a  But God, who is rich in mercy, because of his great love with which he loved us, and we, who were dead in our transgressions ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In light of the distressing plight humanity faces because of the powerful chains of their slavery, the “but God” of this next paragraph shines a brilliant ray of hope. The God of creation is not only just, but he is merciful—exceedingly so. The introductory blessing has already characterized God as rich in grace (1:7). But God is also rich in mercy ([image: ]).

When God revealed himself to Moses at Sinai, he declared, “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love ([image: ]) for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin” (Exod 34:6–7 ESV). God showed his mercy to Israel by forgiving their sins and rescuing them from their enemies. The Greek term for mercy ([image: ]) often translated the Hebrew word used to refer to God’s covenant love and faithfulness ([image: ]esed; see comments on 1:2).

As such, there is a significant semantic overlap between grace, mercy, and love in Paul’s writings. The coming of Jesus to earth was a significant display of the tender mercy of God (Luke 1:78). As he engaged in his ministry on earth, Jesus repeatedly demonstrated God’s love to those who called out for him to show mercy by healing them and granting them relief from evil spirits (Matt 9:27; 15:22; 17:15; Mark 5:19). The utmost display of God’s mercy, however, is in the initiative he shows in choosing a sinful person, even one who has persecuted the church, and granting that individual forgiveness and the gift of eternal life (1 Tim 1:16). Paul sums it up well to Titus: “he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy ([image: ])” (Titus 3:5).

Paul says that God’s mercy is “rich” ([image: ]) and that his love is “much” ([image: ]). For those who are painfully aware of their multiple sins and their inability to escape the influence of the world, the devil, and the flesh, this is overwhelmingly good news. Paul’s redundant use of the noun and the verb for love ([image: ]; [image: ]) emphasizes the love of God even more. Before he gets to the main verb, he repeats the horrible plight of humanity from 2:1, “you were dead in your transgressions,” but this time he includes himself and all other Christians in this description by changing the persons from “you” (the readers) to “we.”

2:5b-c  He made us alive with Christ (by grace you have been saved) ([image: ][image: ]). “Made alive” is the first of a series of three aorist tense verbs that summarize the nature of God’s action toward us in procuring our salvation. These are the three principal verbs of the entire passage. “Made alive” is best understood as the main action, with the other two clarifying how the action was accomplished.

In his introductory prayer, Paul extolled the incredible power of God for us who believe (1:19). These three verbs now explain, in large measure, what Paul means. In the latter part of the prayer, Paul describes God’s display of power in making Christ alive by raising him from the dead ([image: ]) and seating him at his right hand ([image: ]; 1:20–21). Now Paul explains how he has powerfully and dramatically changed our status from “dead” to alive by enabling us to participate in Christ’s death and resurrection. He does so by adding the preposition “with” ([image: ]) to the key verbs:

[image: ]–he made us alive together with (him)

[image: ]–he raised us up with (him)

[image: ]–he seated us together with (him)

Paul expresses himself similarly in Colossians, where he says that believers have been buried, raised, and made alive with Christ ([image: ]; Col 2:12–13). The concept of participation with Christ in his death and resurrection is also prominent in Rom 6:3–11, where compounds with the preposition “with” also abound (see Rom 6:4, 5, 6, 8).

Our union with Christ through faith and expressed in baptism entails a solidarity with Christ in his death, which renders us free from our slavery to sin. But it also involves participation with him in his resurrection, which leads to a new life: “just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life” (Rom 6:4). It is difficult to fully comprehend and thus to describe the precise nature of this participation. As Dunn says, “a term like ‘mysticism’ is only an attempt to indicate that profundity and to signal that there are depths and resonances here which we may not be able fully to explore.”10

Paul interrupts the consecutive flow of the three verbs by interjecting the statement, “by grace you have been saved”—a comment he will reiterate in v. 8 and then explain. “By grace” ([image: ]) is a dative of cause that conveys the unmerited nature of our salvation.11 It reinforces Paul’s worshipful declaration that God has lavished his grace on us by providing redemption, forgiving our sins, and revealing the mystery (Eph 1:7–8; see also the comments on 1:2).

Paul describes the resultant state of being made alive with Christ through co-resurrection and co-seating as salvation. Specifically, he uses the perfect tense of the verb “to save” in a periphrastic construction to describe the condition of believers ([image: ]). He uses the aorist tense of this verb on three other occasions to characterize God’s work on our behalf (Rom 8:24; Titus 3:5; 2 Tim 1:9), but this is the only time he uses the perfect tense. By using the perfect tense, Paul stresses his readers’ present experience of salvation, reinforced all the more by the present tense auxiliary verb “you are” ([image: ]), which is part of the periphrastic construction.12

In the biblical horizon, the terms for “salvation” and “save” often have to do with God’s delivering his people from their enemies. Thus, David praises God for “saving” him from all of his enemies (Ps 18:3 [17:4]), and he is grateful to God for his “salvation” on the day of victory in war (2 Sam 22:3). In Paul’s thought, one of the greatest needs of humanity is to be spared from the eschatological wrath of God. God will pour out his wrath in full measure on the future day of judgment (Rom 2:5). The good news of the gospel for Paul is that all who put their faith in Christ and experience justification “shall … be saved from God’s wrath” (Rom 5:9). This wrath is also explicitly in view in this passage insofar as all of humanity is destined to experience this wrath because of their sin (2:3c). Believers are here assured that they already possess this deliverance from God’s wrath not only in the future, but also in the present in light of the fact that God is currently pouring out his wrath on the ungodly (Rom 1:18).

In addition to deliverance from God’s wrath, this passage also speaks of salvation from enemies. In particular, the participation of believers in the resurrection and enthronement of Christ assures deliverance from the enemies that once held us in bondage, that is, a deliverance from the overwhelming power of the world, the devil, and the flesh (Eph 2:2–3). There is nothing we were able to do to conquer these enemies; it was only by God’s extraordinary and lavish grace that we could experience this salvation.

2:6  And he raised us with him and he seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus ([image: ][image: ]). Believers are made alive through a dynamic union with Christ, which has enabled them to participate in the benefits of Christ’s resurrection and exaltation. In this passage, Paul applies to believers what he has said of Christ in Eph 1:20. He uses this verb ([image: ]) elsewhere only in Col 2:12 and 3:1, where he affirms the same truth to the Colossian Christians.

Whereas in Romans and Colossians, Paul affirms the participation of believers in the resurrection, he advances this line of thought a significant step forward by asserting that believers have been enthroned with Christ in the heavenly places. This word appears nowhere else in Paul’s writings or in the NT. Given his strong emphasis on participation with Christ in this section, it does represent a logical application of Paul’s affirmation that God has “seated [Christ] at his right hand in the heavenly places” (1:20).

Both of these statements, however, appear to create tension with Paul’s other statements that seem to reserve resurrection for the future and certainly reigning with him. For instance, he ridicules some of the Corinthians for assuming that they have already begun to reign (1 Cor 4:8). Similarly, he sharply denounces to Timothy those who are asserting that the resurrection has already happened (2 Tim 2:18). This tension, which some interpret as an outright contradiction of Paul’s thought, is one of the reasons that some interpreters argue that Paul could not have been the author of this letter.

This does not represent an inconsistency in Paul’s thought, however, on resurrection and exaltation. The following observations are critical in this regard. (1) Paul has not completely spiritualized eschatology in Ephesians. There are a number of passages that point to the future age, the future redemption, a future inheritance, and the future consummation of the world (see 1:10, 14, 21; 2:7; 4:30).

(2) We have discussed above how Paul, in Romans 6, speaks of a participation with Christ in his resurrection, which leads to a newness of life.

(3) This is not a resurrection of our bodies; that is still future. This is a participation with Christ in his resurrection. This participation is doubly emphasized: in the first instance by the preposition “with” ([image: ]), but also with the expression “in Christ Jesus” (2:6b). These significantly qualify the nature of our resurrection and exaltation.

(4) Paul has elsewhere expressed clearly that believers do have some degree of experience of heavenly life in the present (see 1 Cor 15:47–49; 2 Cor 12:2, 3; Gal 4:26; Phil 3:20). Thus, Paul can urge the Colossians to “set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things” (Col 3:1–2).

Why would Paul go farther than what he has previously said in his letters and stress enthronement with Christ in Ephesians? And what does this mean for the readers of this letter in their daily lives? Part of the answer to this is in the context of Eph 1:20–23. In that section, Paul explains that the enthronement (“seating”) of Christ entails his exaltation to a position of supremacy over all of the demonic powers. This is precisely what he wants to communicate to his readers. By virtue of their union with Christ, they now share in his power and authority over the principalities, powers, authorities, and, indeed, any spiritual power they can think of. This is an enormously comforting and practical truth for people who have lived in a culture where they feared the spirit powers in their pre-Christian existence. They are now linked in a dynamic union to a powerful and loving Lord, who is superior to all of the forces of evil.

2:7  So that he could show the extraordinary riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus throughout the coming ages ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). God’s ultimate purpose in saving a people for himself was to display his grace for all to see forever and ever. This corresponds to his purpose as it was expressed in the introductory eulogy: he chose us and predestined us as a people for himself “to the praise of his glorious grace” (1:4–6) and “to the praise of his glory” (1:11–12). The verb in this clause ([image: ]) is commonly used of directing attention to something or causing something to become known.13 For instance, God raised up Pharaoh so that through Moses God could display ([image: ]) his power “and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth” (Exod 9:16). The NLT brings out this idea well in Eph 2:7 by expressing God’s purpose in saving us: “so God can point to us in all future ages as examples of the incredible wealth of his grace and kindness toward us.”

Once again Paul highlights the abundance of God’s grace. He does so by utilizing three different expressions to extol the amazing beneficence of God to us. He stresses its ample supply through the noun “riches” ([image: ]), which is actually the head noun with “grace” as an attributed genitive. In this construction, the head noun modifies the genitive like an adjective: “abundant grace.” He then modifies “riches” with the adjectival participle “extraordinary” ([image: ]), which could also be translated as “immeasurable” (ESV; NRSV) or “incomparable” (NIV). This is the same word Paul has used to describe the greatness of God’s power (1:19) and the love of Christ, which surpasses knowledge (3:19). Finally, he parallels this display of grace with the fact that he has acted “in kindness” ([image: ]). Paul elsewhere speaks of God’s kindness in providing salvation: “But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy” (Titus 3:4–5; see also Rom 2:4; 11:22).

The marvels of God’s grace will be resounded not only until the parousia of Christ, but in the ages beyond. In a Jewish framework, time was normally divided into two ages, this age and the age to come (see Eph 1:21; see also Heb 1:1–2). Some think the plural of “ages” in this context may simply be another way of referring to the age to come as influenced by the liturgical expression for eternity (literally, “to the ages of the ages” [image: ]; e.g., Phil 4:20).14 It is probably better to take it as a more general reference to the countless and unending periods of time that will comprise all of eternity.15 This explanation does justice to the plural expression.

2:8  For by grace you have been saved through faith and this [salvation by grace] is not from yourselves, it is a gift from God ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The heart of Paul’s message to his readers up to this point in the passage has been: you were dead, but God is full of mercy and has made you alive (and has thereby saved you). His purpose for doing this was to display his grace. He now reiterates that God’s grace is the basis for salvation. He does so by repeating his parenthetical comment from 2:5c (“by grace you have been saved”). The conjunction “for” ([image: ]) signals that this clause serves as an explanation for Paul’s immediately preceding claim that God saved his people to display his grace.16 The article before the term “grace” ([image: ]) does not affect its meaning; it is simply inserted to denote the previous reference in 2:5 and 2:7 (the “anaphoric” use).

Although the sole basis for the salvation is God’s grace, Paul clarifies that it is received by people “through faith” ([image: ]). The readers knew this from their own experience of hearing the gospel and “believing” ([image: ]) the message (1:13). In his summary of the gospel to the Romans, Paul explained that the “righteousness from God comes through faith ([image: ]) in Jesus Christ to all who believe” (Rom 3:22). Paul uses this preposition ([image: ]) elsewhere in connection with faith (2 Cor 5:7; Gal 2:16; Phil 3:9; 2 Tim 3:15). In other places, Paul uses another preposition ([image: ]) to convey precisely the same idea (e.g., Rom 1:17; 3:26, 30; 5:1; Gal 2:16; 3:8, 22).17

What is the nature of this faith that Paul speaks of in connection with salvation? In Rom 10:9, Paul makes it clear that it is a heart response to hearing the content of the message of the gospel: “If you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” In this respect, it is an accepting response to God’s revelation about himself through Jesus Christ. This includes an acknowledgment of who Jesus is, an admission of one’s sinfulness, and a recognition of Jesus’ work on the cross (his atoning death and resurrection).18 This “acceptance of the kerygma” is at the center of the early Christian understanding of faith.19

When Paul then says, “this is not from yourselves” ([image: ]), some interpreters have thought that Paul is referring to faith as the gift from God,20 but that is clearly not the case. He is referring to the entire preceding clause as the gift, that is, salvation by grace.21 If Paul were referring to faith ([image: ]), the demonstrative pronoun would need to agree with its antecedent in gender and number; it would have needed to be [image: ] (feminine singular) and not [image: ] (neuter singular). It is not unusual for the neuter demonstrative pronoun to have an entire clause (or even more) as its antecedent. The same pronoun in 1:15 refers back to the entirety of 1:3–14 (see also 3:1 and 3:14). In Rom 6:6 the pronoun refers forward to the entire clause (lit.): “knowing this ([image: ]) that our old self was crucified with [Christ].” While a number of Calvinistic interpreters have understood the pronoun to refer to faith, it is interesting that Calvin himself did not: “He [Paul] does not mean that faith is the gift of God, but that salvation is given to us by God.”22

Salvation is a gift from God’s abundant kindness and his lavish grace. There is nothing at all within us ([image: ]) that has inclined God to choose us. There is absolutely nothing we have done to catch God’s attention and earn his favor. It is entirely a “gift” ([image: ]), with God expressed as the genitive of source (“from God”).

2:9  It is not from works so that no one can boast ([image: ]). Paul could have put a period after “this is not from yourselves, it is a gift from God,” and his point would have been adequately made. To emphasize even more the gracious nature of salvation as a gift, he appropriates the language he has used throughout his ministry in his polemic with law-observant Jews. For instance, Paul told the Galatians that “we know that a person is not justified by works of the law ([image: ]) but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law ([image: ]), because by works of the law ([image: ]) no one will be justified” (Gal 2:16 ESV). Similarly, he tells the Romans, “by the works of the Law ([image: ]) no flesh will be justified in His sight” (Rom 3:20 NASB). In these contexts, Paul is challenging the common Jewish opinion that God’s end-time verdict will be based both on election and obedience to the Torah.23

Ephesians is situated in a different historical context, however, than Galatians and Romans. There is no controversy looming in the background with Jewish Christians asserting the importance of observing the law. Consequently, Paul does not say “works of the law” here, but simply “works.” His comments to the Ephesians come closer to what he says to Titus (lit.): “he saved us—not by works of righteousness ([image: ]) that we had done, but according to his mercy” (Titus 3:5). Paul thus generalizes to his predominantly Gentile readers that there will never be an adequate amount of good deeds to warrant a favorable verdict from God on the day of judgment.

This fact, then, leaves no room for any pride of accomplishment to be expressed before God by Jew or Greek. Paul has spoken of “boasting” ([image: ]) a number of times in his other letters. In Romans 1–5, for instance, he is concerned to repudiate Jewish reliance on the law and obedience to it as the basis for confidence in their final vindication before God.24 Thus, after his summary of the gospel of God’s grace (Rom 3:21–26), Paul concludes, “Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded” (Rom 3:27). But this principle holds true for Gentiles as well in spite of the fact that they do not possess the law. In whatever way they may believe that they can impress God with their good deeds and curry some level of favor with him, Paul makes it clear that this is to no avail. Salvation is a gift.

Many interpreters have noticed that it is somewhat striking, in a passage where Paul speaks about the heart of the gospel and uses his typical terminology of salvation, grace, and faith as well as the more negative “not by works” and the exclusion of boasting, that the apostle fails to mention “justification” ([image: ]). In point of fact, “justification” is never mentioned in Ephesians. Contrary to the assumptions of some that this is a clue that Paul did not write the letter, it is better to recognize that Paul spoke of justification the most when he was in conflict with the so-called “Judaizers.” It was important for Paul to emphasize in those contexts that God’s end-time verdict had already been made and that it had not been rendered on their comprehensive obedience to the Torah, but by faith in Christ and his atoning work on the cross.

By contrast, there is no sign of a judaizing threat in Ephesians. Paul’s more immediate concern is to explain the nature of salvation in a way that is relevant to his predominantly Gentile readers on the west coast of Asia Minor. This entails especially an emphasis on their participation in Christ’s resurrection and ascension, but also a concern to stress that salvation is a gift of God’s grace devoid of any claim people could make upon it, based on any form of human merit.

2:10a-c  For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul extends his emphasis on God’s initiative and ultimate responsibility for our salvation by asserting that believers are a new creation by God. “For” ([image: ]) connects to the verb of 2:8a and introduces a further reason why salvation has nothing to do with human effort.

Just as the creation of heaven and earth (Gen 1:1) was accomplished by God apart from human intervention, Paul asserts that all who are in Christ are God’s creation. He uses two different terms to speak of this new creation. The term here translated “workmanship” ([image: ]) could just as easily be translated “creation” (as the HCSB does). The term appears a handful of times in the LXX to simply speak of God’s material creation (e.g., Ps 92:4 [91:5]; Eccl 3:11). Paul uses it this way in Rom 1:20. In some contexts, however, there is more of an emphasis on the craftsmanship or design of the creator, such as the potter’s skill in creating a jar (Isa 29:16) or the literary skill of a writer in composing poetry or prose (Philo, Moses 1.3; Planting 1.131). This usage has led some translations to render the word with terms like “masterpiece” (NLT), “handiwork” (NAB), or “work of art” (NJB). It is possible that Paul chose this word to emphasize God’s skillful and intelligent design.

The second word he uses is the more common word for God’s act of creation ([image: ]). This corresponds with his teaching elsewhere that anyone who is in Christ is “a new creation” ([image: ]; 2 Cor 5:17; cf. Gal 6:15). In fact, later in this letter, Paul will say that the new person has been created in true righteousness and holiness (Eph 4:24). The adverbial participial form of this verb in this passage should be taken as causal and explains the reason we are his workmanship, so that we can display his grace by performing good works. The function of the preposition here ([image: ]) is to convey purpose.

Paul has just repudiated the role of good works for earning salvation (2:8–9), but he now extols their role as a necessary outgrowth of that salvation. These “works” should be understood broadly and not in the more narrow sense of “works of the law” (e.g., circumcision, Sabbath observance, maintaining Jewish purity regulations, et al.). The works he is commending here are those that would be equivalent to “the fruit of the Spirit” in Galatians 5 and include the tangible manifestation of Christian virtues such as love, patience, kindness, goodness, and self-control. Paul commends the Thessalonians for these kinds of works when he thanks God for their (lit.) “work of faith” and “labor of love”—a passage where the genitives are subjective and perform the action, that is, faith produces works and love performs labor (1 Thess 1:3).

2:10d-e  Which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them ([image: ][image: ]). In eternity past, God not only chose a people to be in a relationship with himself, but he marked out a path for them to walk. This is a path of good works, which would characterize their lives throughout their Christian journey and would bring glory to God.

The dative plural masculine relative pronoun ([image: ]) is not a reference to people (“among whom”) or to a goal (“to which ends”). It refers back to the “works” and reflects the common phenomenon of the case of the relative pronoun being attracted to the case of its antecedent and not, as it usually is, by its function in the sentence (as the direct object of [image: ] and should thus be [image: ]).

In making the claim that God prepared these works beforehand ([image: ]), Paul uses a verb that occurs only rarely in biblical literature—in fact, only once in the OT (Isa 28:24) and once in the NT (Rom 9:23). Josephus uses it on one occasion to describe witnesses planning in advance what their testimony would be before a government official (Jos., Ant. 17.121). When Paul uses the verb in Romans, he uses it in the same way he has used the verb “predestine” ([image: ]; Rom 8:29; Eph 1:5, 11), that is, of God’s sovereign choice to show his mercy on certain individuals.25
Here he focuses on the activities of the elect that flow out of God’s work in their lives as his “new creation.”

Paul’s thought here in Ephesians corresponds to his statement on the purpose of election in 1:4, where he says that God “chose us … so that we would be holy and blameless.” Presumably, Paul understands this happening through God’s dynamic work in planting thoughts and desires in the hearts of his people that lead to performing “good works” (Phil 2:12–13). This is a process in which the Spirit of God assumes an important role (Eph 3:16; 5:18). Markus Barth rightly observes, “The Spirit of God who produces all good works and attitudes (Gal 5:22–25), does not take control over man in such a fashion that men are manipulated like puppets on strings, but he activates man and makes him a responsive partner of God’s covenant.”26

Paul’s mention of believers “walking” in these good works ties the conclusion of this passage back to the beginning (“in which you once walked”) and forms an inclusio. Whereas before coming into a relationship with Christ, believers were controlled by powerful evil forces, now they have been set free and empowered to live in the way God has designed for them. There is not only the hope of breaking out of sinful patterns of behavior (e.g., anger, sexual immorality, greed; Eph 4:31; 5:3, 5); there is also the expectation that we will do so because this is the purpose for which God has created us for the sake of his glory.


Theology in Application
 

It is difficult to conceive of a set of sharper contrasts than those Paul presents in this passage. From death to life, from the sentence of God’s intense anger to an experience of his incomparable love, from a life controlled by various forces of evil to a life sustained by the grace of God—this is the wonderful message of Eph 2:1–10.

This passage is at the heart of Paul’s purpose in Ephesians to help the multitude of believers on the west coast of Asia Minor, which likely includes droves of new Gentile believers, to understand their identity in Christ. Paul has already done this in part through his introductory praise of God for all that he has done in choosing and redeeming us (1:3–14) and through his introductory prayer, where he asks God to give the readers an expanded awareness of their new status in relationship to God (1:15–23). Paul now teaches the readers the central truth of what has happened to them now that they have entered a relationship with Jesus Christ.

The central point of this message is that God has made them alive. This can be appreciated and fully understood only if the readers first know the full extent of their predicament prior to God’s gracious action toward them. But Paul also wants them to know why God has done this and what he now wants to accomplish in their lives.

The theology of this passage and its relevance for the Ephesian believers as well as for us today can best be expressed in a series of five observations.

Humanity Trapped in Bondage

All of humanity is inescapably trapped in a threefold form of bondage. Paul uses the word “dead” to characterize this bondage. One who is dead has lost all ability to function, reason, or sense. Ironically, Paul’s portrait of the dead in this passage maintains the ability for the dead to walk and act. They have simply been cut off from the Author of Life and have no desire and no ability to please him or live in fellowship with him, their Maker. Paul teaches in this passage that there is nothing the dead can do to earn God’s favor and especially his salvation. There is no sign that they would even want to because the entire course of their lives is under the control of three powerful forces that determine their everyday conduct and thoughts.

The world, the devil, and the flesh have proven to be compelling powers that have led all of humanity into acts of deviance against the holy and righteous character of God. There is a consistent NT witness about these three enslaving powers that can be seen in the teaching of Jesus, John, Luke, Peter, and James, although the vocabulary may vary. These three forces together form an inescapable bond, or death trap, that keeps humanity from God and on a daily path of sin in thought and conduct.

We might say that one of these forces is external to us, the other is internal, and the final is powerfully operative in and through the other two as well as more directly. The “age of this world” is the unhealthy and ungodly social, cultural, economic, and political environment in which we live. It represents organized evil in the form of peer pressure, ideologies, systems, and structures that provide us with a script for living life totally apart from God and his purposes. The “flesh” is the inner propensity and inclination to do evil. It is our creatureliness, infected by the implications of the fall of Adam, that propels us to act in ways contrary to what God would have us do. It represents a bent toward ourselves and away from God. “The ruler of the realm of the air,” the devil, is an intelligent and powerful spirit being who is thoroughly evil and intent on perpetrating as much evil in the lives of individuals and through individuals to society as he possibly can.

Gentiles and Jews living in the world of Paul’s day would not have had trouble grasping and accepting Paul’s diagnosis of the human dilemma. Some of the Gentiles, however, may have had difficulty understanding the inner inclination to evil that Paul calls the “flesh,” especially if they had been influenced by any form of Stoicism. They may have more readily accepted the “world” and the idea of evil spirit beings. Contemporary Westerners, by contrast, often have much greater difficulty accepting the notion of a personal being called the devil that influences humanity through a realm of evil spirits. Some academics have spoken of this as mythological language reflective of the outmoded worldview of Paul’s day, but irrelevant to us in modern society. Paul, however, viewed the devil and evil spirits as a reality that had to be dealt with; so have believers throughout the centuries, spanning every culture and people group of the world.

Whatever the difficulty one may have in accepting Paul’s diagnosis, he presents a balanced worldview that accords with the rest of biblical revelation and needs to be integrated into any contemporary Christian worldview regardless of culture.

God, Full of Mercy, Love, and Grace

The God of all creation is full of mercy, love, and grace. Given the pervasiveness of sin and the prevalence of evil among all of the peoples of the world, one could not blame God for wiping out the entirety of his creation in a furious display of his powerful wrath at sin. But this is not the full picture of the character of our God. Although angry at sin and transgression, he is also rich in mercy, full of love, abounding in grace, and possessing a heart of kindness. In Christ Jesus, he made a way of escape from the compelling influence of the forces of evil and has bestowed new life upon us. This is entirely a gift of his grace rooted in his kindness. Because of our deadness and bondage to sin, there is no initiative, merit, or effort on our part to acquire this precious gift. It is simply received by faith.

Although many religious systems throughout the world maintain the importance of good deeds for meriting some form of favor with the deity, Paul repudiates any attempt to merit God’s favor. He attributes salvation completely to the love, mercy, and grace of God. Surprisingly, even within the church, there is a latent assumption in the hearts of some that God will ultimately be pleased with us and grant us salvation if we do enough. Leon Morris expresses this well:


It can scarcely be denied that in the modern church we often encounter the idea that salvation depends on what we do. It may or may not be articulated, but for many who profess to be Christians what matters is the ceaseless round of church activities. Being a Christian for them means attending church services and playing a full part in church organizations… . Or perhaps it means being sacramentalists; the prime duty then is to partake of the blessed sacrament, and those who follow this way look to find salvation because of their merit in diligent preparation for it and faithful reception.27



 

Paul would call us all back to the recognition that salvation is rooted entirely in the grace of God and is a free gift stemming from his love and mercy.

Participating in Christ’s Power and Authority

Salvation is more than forgiveness of sins; it entails a participation in Christ’s power and authority over the forces of evil. Although salvation involves forgiveness of sins (1:7), Paul here emphasizes that it also involves liberation from the powers that once determined our lives. He brings this out by emphasizing our real participation in the resurrection and exaltation of Christ. Being “in Christ” means that we have experienced a relationship of solidarity “with Christ” in these key events.

This does not diminish Paul’s teaching in his previous letters about our future resurrection reign with Christ. Rather, it involves an affirmation of the closeness of our unity with him in his resurrection to a newness of life and in his present power and authority over the forces of evil that would seek to continue their influence and reenslave us. Although these three powers still exist, their dominating and irresistible grip on us has been broken. Believers are now free and empowered to live according to the way they have been designed by their Creator.

The readers of this letter had an acute concern about the ongoing influence of evil spirits. Paul’s teaching here about the full significance of what it means to be saved in terms of being united with Christ in his resurrection and exaltation would have been significant to these Christians. This passage thus serves as an important basis for Paul’s extensive comments about standing firm in the face of attacks from the evil one in 6:10–20. To “be strong in the Lord” (6:10) means understanding who we are in Christ Jesus and acting on that basis.

Living a Virtuous Life

God has made it possible, and indeed expects us, to live a virtuous life. Because he has broken the power of the various forces inclining us to do evil, God has called us to live out our daily lives in a manner consistent with his holy and righteous character. In fact, he designed us to live a lifestyle of “good works.” This includes demonstrating love to others in the same way that he has loved us. It entails eradicating shameful and impure practices in our lives and appropriating all of the virtues of Christ. This passage thus lays the groundwork for the numerous ethical admonitions of Ephesians 4–6.

This purpose of God’s redemption and empowerment of believers stands in strong contrast to many of the religions of Paul’s day, especially as represented in the common folk belief. The orientation of many of the adherents tended to look more self-serving, that is, through approaching the deity with such goals as: “How can I benefit from this god?” or “How can I get this god to make my cattle fertile or my crops productive?” or “What can I do to keep the god from striking me with some punishment?” The orientation of the gospel is different because it is not predicated on a “you do this for me and I will do this for you” foundation. It is based on a self-sacrificial gift of God. Now he expects his people to give, and love, and do good deeds while expecting nothing in return.

On Display to the Glory of God

Our redeemed lives are now on display to the glory of God. Just as Paul already declared that God’s choosing and redeeming work was ultimately for the praise of the glory and grace of God (1:6, 12, 14), he expresses the same end for our salvation here (2:7). His salvation puts on display the wonders of his grace forever. Just as he told the Roman Christians a few years earlier, “For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen” (Rom 11:36). Just as the lives and conduct of children reflect on their parents, our lives are a living canvas portraying the glory of our Creator and Redeemer.
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CHAPTER 5
Ephesians 2:11–22
 


Literary Context
 

In this passage, Paul continues with his plan of helping these believers appreciate their new identity in Christ Jesus. Whereas in 2:1–10 he described the situation of all believers, here he focuses on Gentile believers alone and explains their new status with respect to God and in relationship to the privileges that Jews once experienced under the old covenant. Paul stresses the salvation-historical change that has occurred and God’s creation of a new covenant people.

He utilizes a common literary form called anamnesis (“remembering”),1 whereby the readers are encouraged to appreciate their present status by recollecting their disadvantaged position in the past. To do this, he makes use of the “once … now” form, contrasting their pre-Christian past with the new state of affairs in Christ. As Andrew Lincoln notes, “The past lack of privilege in comparison with Israel is not depicted for its own sake, but to assure the readers of the greatness and reality of their salvation by highlighting their privileged present situation as members of such a community as the Church is shown to be.”2

The passage is composed of five long sentences (according to the interpretation of the structure in NA27), with the longest being 59 words (2:14–16) and the shortest being 17 (2:13). Although Paul does make use of inclusio and parallelism within the passage, there is no overall chiastic structure that can be discerned.

Some interpreters have suggested that Paul has cited a portion of an early Christian hymn in 2:14–18,3 but this speculative proposal is doubtful in this instance. The passage fits the context quite well as an explanation (see the [image: ] of 2:14a) for how the Gentiles could experience access to God and peace with Jews within the context of the Christian community. The series of aorist participles does not necessarily signal the presence of a hymn since Paul often strings together participles in this manner. Nor does the fact that Paul begins 2:14 with the term “he” ([image: ]) suggest the use of traditional material; the pronoun may simply be emphasizing Christ as the source of peace. Paul employs the intensive use of this pronoun four other times in this letter (see 4:10, 11; 5:23, 27).

Paul’s mention of the blood of Christ as the basis for the new and marvelous experience of closeness to God (2:13) links this passage closely with the introductory blessing, where he affirms that believers have received redemption and forgiveness as a result of Christ’s blood (1:7). This passage also has substantial connections to three subsequent passages in the letter.


1. Paul’s teaching here serves as the basis for his subsequent appeal to unity in 4:1–3. The peace that Christ brings (2:14, 15, 17) not only results in personal peace with God, but results in peace and reconciliation between members of the community, especially between Jews and Gentiles.


2. Paul’s discussion of the former separation of the Gentile members of the community from God (2:11–12) not only highlights the blessing of their present nearness (2:13), but also serves as a reminder that they are now called to a lifestyle that sharply differs from the practices of the world around them (see 4:17–19).


3. The metaphor that Paul develops of the church as a temple that God now inhabits by his Spirit (2:19–22) is important in helping his readers understand his subsequent appeals to “be filled to all the fullness of God” (3:19) and to “be filled with the Spirit” (5:18).




 


III. A Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession (1:15–23)


IV. New Life in Christ (2:1–10)


A. The Former Bondage (2:1–3)


B. The New Life (2:4–7)


C. The Nature of Salvation by Grace through Faith (2:8–10)


[image: ]V. Nearness to God in a New Community (2:11–22)


A. The Former Exclusion from God and His People (2:11–12)


B. The New Closeness to God and Inclusion in His People (2:13–18)


C. Characteristics of the New Humanity (2:19–22)


VI. Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:1–13)


A. The Revelation of the Mystery to Paul (3:1–7)


B. The Nature of Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:8–12)


C. Paul’s Concern for the Readers (3:13)


VII. A Second Prayer of Intercession (3:14–21)




 


Main Idea
 

This passage contrasts the former godlessness of the Gentiles and their exclusion from the people of God with their new experience of closeness to God and inclusion in his people. This change has taken place on the basis of Jesus’ death on the cross, which resulted in the abrogation of the Mosaic covenant and the creation of a new people of God. This new humanity enjoys a relationship of peace with God and peace with one another, especially between Jews and Gentiles.


Translation
 

[image: ]

[image: ]


Structure
 

This entire passage coheres around the declaration made in 2:13: “But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far have become near by the blood of Christ.” The idea of nearness to God is the central idea of the text. The prior section (2:11–12) illustrates the metaphorical distance between the Gentiles and God. The following verses (2:14–16) explain how this new status was made possible and what its implications are for Jew-Gentile relationships in the body of Christ.

The passage begins with the conjunction “therefore” ([image: ]), which connects this section to 2:1–10 by drawing out what it means for the community to be joined with Christ. Before explaining the positive benefits, Paul begins with a call for these Gentile believers to remember their horrible plight before Christ (2:11–12). The specific content of what Paul wants them to recall is introduced by “that” ([image: ]), which Paul repeats in 2:12a after his long description of “you Gentiles” in 2:11. The first two sections of the passage (2:11–12 and 2:13) are organized around the adverbs “once … now” ([image: ] … [image: ]), which indicate the salvation-historical change that has taken place with the coming of Christ.

The third section (2:14–18) begins with the conjunction “for” ([image: ]) and thus indicates the reason why this new closeness to God could happen. Paul makes the simple yet profound pronouncement that “Christ is our peace”; that is, Jesus is the source for the peace his Gentile readers now enjoy with God and with Jews in the new community. He first describes the horizontal dimension (Gentile and Jewish relationships in the church; 2:14b–15) and then the vertical dimension (the close relationship of the one unified community to God; 2:16). Paul describes Christ and his work with two adjectival participial clauses in the aorist tense ([image: ] and [image: ] [note that the force of the first article carries to the second]). The third aorist participle ([image: ]; 2:15a) is a participle of means subordinate to the previous participle. The resulting structure could be simplified as follows:


He made both groups one

He destroyed the dividing wall

by abolishing the law.



 

Paul then indicates two purposes for nullifying the Mosaic covenant, which he introduces with “so that” ([image: ] followed by subjunctive verbs). The first is to create one new man, that is, a new corporate entity that constitutes the new covenant people of God. The second parallels the first, but stresses that this new community experiences a reconciled relationship to God. Paul ends this section by repeating the emphasis with which he began, that is, by highlighting Christ as the source of peace. Structurally, this forms an inclusio that stresses the new covenant blessing of peace. This is heightened all the more with an emphasis on peace in the center of the text:


He is our peace (v. 14a)

He makes peace (v. 15c)

He proclaims peace (v. 17b)



 

Beyond this, there does not appear to be a sufficient degree of formal parallelism to argue for any form of a chiastic structure in 2:14–18.

The final section (2:19–22) begins with “so then” (the combination of two inferential conjunctions, [image: ]), by which Paul reaches back to what he has just said regarding the new closeness to God in this new unified corporate entity and draws out some significant implications. Paul uses the metaphors of kingdom, family, and temple to describe the new status of these Gentile believers.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]V. Nearness to God in a New Community (2:11–22)


A. The Former Exclusion from God and His People (Once) (2:11–12)


1. A call for Gentiles to remember their former plight (2:11)


2. Five characteristics of their plight before the coming of Christ (2:12)


B. The New Closeness to God (Now) (2:13)


C. The Basis for This New Closeness and Inclusion in His People (2:14–18)


1. Christ as the basis for peace (2:14–16)


a. The unification of Jews and Gentiles (2:14a-b)


b. The nullification of the Mosaic code (2:14c–15a)


(1) The creation of a new humanity (2:15b-c)


(2) Reconciliation to God (2:16)


2. Christ’s proclamation of the good news of peace (2:17–18)


D. Characteristics of the New Humanity (2:19–22)


1. Fellow citizens and members of God’s household (2:19)


2. The new temple (2:20–22)






Explanation of the Text
 

2:11  Therefore remember that once you were Gentiles in the flesh, those called “uncircumcision” by the so-called “circumcision” (in the flesh done by hand) ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). As part of his effort to help the Gentile readers understand their new identity in Christ, Paul calls on them to remember their situation before Christ and then contrasts it with the blessings they now experience in Christ. This is similar to what he does in 2:1–10, except that now he emphasizes the remarkable change of status in their relationship with Jewish believers and the closeness that they now experience in their relationship with God.

“Therefore” ([image: ]) grounds this passage in 2:1–10 and draws out some of the significant implications of their salvation for unity in the church and closeness to God. He directs his comments specifically to the Gentile members of the church. Whereas previously in the letter whenever Paul used the second person plural “you” ([image: ]), he addressed all the readers of the letter (consisting of both Jews and Gentiles), here he specifically signals that he is narrowing the focus to Gentiles by saying, “you Gentiles” ([image: ]).

The call to “remember” ([image: ]) is reminiscent of the numerous times that the people of Israel were called to remember the mighty deliverance God had secured for them following years of painful slavery in Egypt. Moses told the Israelites, “Remember ([image: ] NIV ‘commemorate’) this day, the day you came out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery, because the LORD brought you out of it with a mighty hand” (Exod 13:3). Israel’s failure to remember God’s wondrous works and his powerful acts of deliverance often resulted in a failure to appreciate God, to obey him in their present situation, and to keep themselves pure (see, e.g., Pss 78:42; 106:7). Because God has now granted Gentile Christians redemption and a new hope, Paul wants them to recall their former plight—especially how distant they were from the one true God, the God of Israel, and the nature of their exclusion from their only source of hope.

These Gentiles “in the flesh” ([image: ]) were called “uncircumcised” because they had never received this surgical procedure. In fact, for most Romans and Greeks, such a surgery was not only unnecessary, but abhorrent. Josephus speaks of Gentiles laughing at the circumcision of Jewish men (Jos., Ant. 2.137), and Philo writes that Jews were often ridiculed because of it (Philo, Spec. Laws 1.2).4 Yet for Jews, circumcision was an institution established by God as a symbol of his covenant with Israel. Jews performed this ritual removal of the male foreskin in obedience to the command of God as it was delivered to Abraham (Gen 17:2, 10–14). Circumcision came to be understood in Israel as representing their salvation and their ethnic identity as Jews, the chosen people of God. “Uncircumcision” ([image: ]), which literally means “foreskin,” apparently became a derogatory way for Jews to refer to the Gentiles, who stood apart from the covenant of God because they did not bear the principal sign of the covenant (see Gal 2:7 [cf. NIV note]; Col 3:11). Conversely, “circumcision” ([image: ]) was used by Jews as a self-designation (see Rom 15:8; Acts 11:2).

In a somewhat shocking turn, Paul denigrates the practice of circumcision by labeling it a practice “done by hand” ([image: ]). This was a term well-known among Jews familiar with the Greek OT, where it was used in conjunction with the making of idols. They were figures “made by hand” ([image: ]; see Lev 26:1, 30; Isa 2:18; 10:11; 19:1; Dan 5:4, 23; see also Jdt 8:18; Wis 14:8). In an unparalleled way, Paul applies the term to the Jewish practice of circumcision in a way that implies the utter worthlessness of this practice now that the era of Christ has begun. As one who once boasted in the fact that he was an Israelite who had been circumcised on the eighth day of his life (Phil 3:5), as the Torah commanded (Lev 12:3), Paul’s radical new outlook on circumcision can only be explained by understanding the irrelevance of this rite from the vantage point of the new covenant and new life in Christ. His subsequent comments about the abolition of the law help us understand Paul’s changed perspective.

2:12a-d  [Remember] that you were at that time apart from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul enumerates five different, but related, circumstances that at one time kept these Gentile readers (and, by extension, numerous other Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, Parthians, Anatolians, and all other Gentile groups) out of the sphere of God’s blessings and salvation. This passage is the inverse of Rom 9:3–5, which lists all of the blessings and advantages of the Jews.

Because they did not participate in the covenant life of Israel and did not know the Scriptures, the Gentiles formerly had no knowledge of, and thus no hope in, the Messiah of Israel. As Ernest Best rightly notes, before they became Christians, “Gentiles would probably not have known the term Christ.”5 There were exceptions to this, of course, among Gentiles who had attached themselves to synagogues, repudiated their former gods, and became God-fearers and proselytes of Judaism. But in general, Gentiles knew nothing of the anticipated Messiah nor did they care to learn. Although there were slightly different forms of Messianism in the Judaism of the first century, there was a widespread and firm hope in a coming future king who would restore Israel and usher in a glorious age that was based on biblical revelation (see Gen 49:10; Deut 18:15; Ps 2; Isa 7:14; 9:1–7; Mic 5:1–4; Dan 7:13–14).

Because they did not belong to the people of God, Gentiles were also excluded from citizenship ([image: ]) in the people of Israel and thus were outside of the sphere of God’s blessings. They did not benefit from “the privileged position of Israel as the recipient of the promise” and were simply not a part of the people on whom God showed his favor.6 This view is well put in the NAB, which translates the expression, “alienated from the community of Israel” (see also the NIV; NET; NLT; HCSB; NJB; JB).7

Other interpreters have seen political connotations in the word and contend that it has reference to the state (or nation) of Israel, especially because the word was used widely with this sense in many Graeco-Roman texts.8 The word has thus been translated “commonwealth” in some of the English versions (e.g., ESV; NASB; NRSV; KJV). The nation of Israel, however, ceased to exist in 63 BC, when the Roman general Pompey captured the country and it came under Roman rule. Yet it is not the political entity that Paul is concerned about here, but Israel as the people of God regardless of their status as a nation. In the first century AD, this would refer to a group of people bound together by their ethnicity (they were descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), their belief in one God, their commitment to living under the governance of the Torah, and their status as being God’s elect, wherever they may have lived throughout the Mediterranean world.9

This “exclusion” or “estrangement” ([image: ]) should not necessarily be perceived as going against the heart desires of the Gentiles. They did not want to be a part of Israel and willfully chose to live apart from the one true God. Elsewhere Paul notes that they were hostile to God in their thoughts, which resulted in this alienation (Col 1:21). This is consistent with what Paul said in Eph 2:2–3, when he observed that they willingly lived under the control of three forms of evil that rendered them dead to God and liable for his wrath. “Exclusion” ([image: ]) twice appears in the prophet Ezekiel, who warns the Israelites of the danger of alienating themselves from God by taking idols into their hearts (Ezek 14:5–7).

The third phrase is closely linked with the previous phrase because of the conjunction ([image: ]) and gives expression to the fact that the Gentiles were outsiders, and thus not beneficiaries, of the various covenant promises God gave to Israel. The plural “covenants” ([image: ]) should be taken in its most expansive sense as referring to the Abrahamic covenant (Gen 12:1–4; 15:8–18; 17:1–14), the Mosaic covenant (Exod 24:1–8), the Davidic covenant (2 Sam 7:12–17; 23:5; Pss 89:3–4, 26–37; 132:11–12), and the new covenant (Jer 31:31–34; 32:38–40; Ezek 36:23–36). All of these are covenants “of promise” ([image: ]; attributive genitive), including the Mosaic covenant, and speak of God’s future blessings on his people.

Hoehner excludes the Mosaic covenant from this list, arguing it was conditional and coextensive with the law, and it has been abolished.10 Nevertheless, the sacrificial system that was such a significant part of the Mosaic covenant prefigured the future ultimate sacrifice of the Messiah and thus extends, typologically, a significant promise. In Jewish literature close to the time of the NT, the plural “covenants” refers to all of the covenants that God made with Israel (see Sir 44:12, 18; Wis 18:22; 2 Macc 8:15). This is the same way that Paul used the term in Rom 9:4, when he spoke of the blessings and advantages of being an Israelite.11

2:12e-f  Not having hope and godless in the world ([image: ]). Paul concludes his summary of the Gentiles’ plight by affirming that they had no objective hope and that they lived apart from a knowledge of the one true God. In making this claim, Paul means that the Gentiles did not have the hope that comes from anticipating the Messiah, God’s anointed King, who would come and reign over the world in righteousness and with divine authority. Neither did they have hope of a bodily resurrection and a future life in the messianic kingdom.

In their various religious traditions, Gentiles did have some semblance of hope in an afterlife. Thus some believed that after death, they would cross the river Styx (the boundary separating earth from the underworld) and enjoy an afterlife. Others, however, were not sure. Seneca expresses uncertainty in his comments to a person mourning the death of a loved one: “Why do I waste away with fond regret for one who either is happy or does not exist at all? It is envy to bewail him if he is happy, and madness if he does not exist” (Ad. Polyb. 9). Paul, however, viewed all forms of hope of a joyous afterlife in the Graeco-Roman religions as empty and devoid of truth.

On the surface, it may seem strange that Paul indicts the polytheistic Gentiles for being “godless” ([image: ]), the word from which is derived the English “atheist.” The Greeks and Romans surely were not atheists. In fact, their own writers use this term to criticize people who did not believe in the existence of certain gods or who lived impious lives before these gods.12 Some even turned the tables and charged the Jews with being “godless” ([image: ]) because of their lack of reverence for the traditional gods.13 What Paul means here, however, is that the Gentiles were alienated from the one true God, who is the source of life (see 4:18).14 Paul has no concern about the degree of their devotion to Artemis, Hekate, Isis, Zeus, or any of the local deities; his concern is that they did not know the one God who made the heavens and the earth. Although this is the only time the term appears in either the LXX or the NT, Paul’s use of this expression influenced the subsequent generation of Christians who could refer to pagans as “godless” ([image: ]; see Mart. Pol. 9.2; Clement of Alexandria, Paed. 3.11.80).

2:13  But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far have become near by the blood of Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Just as Paul resolved the horrible plight of unredeemed humanity in 2:4 with the resounding “But God …,” he does the same here with the exclamation, “But now in Christ Jesus….” The extraordinary news is that Gentiles who have been chosen by God and put their faith in Christ now experience a closeness to God and a reversal of their plight because of their participation in the benefits of the death of the Messiah. This sentence serves as a banner over the entire passage.

The language of “near” ([image: ]) and “far” ([image: ]) echoes Isa 57:19: “ ‘Peace, peace, to those far and near,’ says the LORD.” In that context, however, the reference is principally to Jews who are exiled far away and Jews who have remained in the homeland. In the Judaism closer to the time of Christ, the terms are applied to Gentiles who once were “far” from God, but have now become proselytes to Judaism and are now “near.” One rabbinic text reads:15


R. Eliezer says: This was said to Moses by God: “I, I who said the word by which the world came into being, I am the One who welcomes, not One who repels.” As it is said, “Behold, I am a God that brings near, saith the Lord, and not a God that repels” (Jer 23:23). “I am He that brought Jethro near, not keeping him at a distance. So also though, when a man comes to you wishing to become a convert to Judaism, as long as he comes in the name of God for the sake of heaven, do thou, likewise, befriend him and do not repel him.” (Mekilta on Exod. 18:5)



 

Gentile proselytes thus “came near” by joining the community of Israel and coming under the blessing of God. As Lincoln correctly observes, “The difference is that now because of Christ’s work such a statement can be made to Gentiles as a whole, not simply proselytes to Judaism, and no longer do any special conditions have to be fulfilled.”16

Thorsten Moritz, however, has successfully demonstrated that Paul may have relied directly on Isa 57:19 rather than depending solely on the Jewish proselyte tradition with its “near/far” terminology (as Lincoln assumes). First, he observes that the larger context of the statement in Isaiah includes the offer of redemption to Gentiles. This comes out most clearly in Isa 56:6–8, which speaks of foreigners binding themselves to the Lord, whom God will bring to his holy mountain to worship him. This passage culminates with the well-known statement, “my house will be called a house of prayer for all nations” (Isa 56:7), implying that these Gentiles have actually come near.

Second, the problem Isaiah addresses is not primarily the distance separating Israelites from the homeland, but the problem of sin. There are wicked people in the community of Israel (Isa 57:20–21) and wicked practices are found in their midst (Isa 57:8, 11–13, 16).

Finally, there is a future orientation to the events envisioned in Isa 49, 56, and 57. For Moritz, this means that the proselyte tradition is essentially irrelevant to the interpretation of Eph 2:13 because Paul is appropriating the language of Isaiah into his argument and seeing its fulfillment in the new covenant in Christ.17 This is essentially the view of Peter Stuhlmacher as well, who has argued that the larger passage (Eph 2:13–18) represents a christological exegesis of Isa 9:6–7; 52:7; and 57:19.18

These two sources for understanding Paul’s line of thinking in this text are not mutually exclusive. Paul was likely familiar with the rabbinic tradition employing the “far/near” language in application to Gentile proselytes. But it must be remembered that this language echoed the language and intention of Isaiah. Also, in light of Paul’s direct citation of Isa 52:7 in Eph 2:17, it is clear that Paul has the text of Isaiah directly in his mind as he writes.19 In view of the coming of Christ, Paul now further unpacks the significance of this crucial prophetic text for understanding the purposes of God with respect to his Gentile readers.

“In Christ Jesus” once again stands as a crucial theological expression in a pivotal text in Ephesians. Although some have taken this in an instrumental sense (i.e., “by Christ Jesus”), it is best to take it in the sense that predominates throughout its abundant usage in Ephesians, that is, in a local, incorporational significance. Paul uses it to speak of being united with Christ in a profound, dynamic relationship that not only extends to a present experience of the risen Christ, but reaches back to an objective participation with him in his death, resurrection, and exaltation (see 2:6).

The “blood of Christ” ([image: ]) is the means by which this nearness to God and relationship with Christ is possible. Paul has already extolled the blood of Christ in the introductory blessing as the means by which redemption is procured (1:7). The expression makes reference to the entire set of events associated with the cross of Christ and calls us to remember that Jesus suffered and poured out his life blood in a sacrificial death to pay for our redemption. Jesus’ blood reminds us of the numerous animal sacrifices under the Mosaic covenant, which all foreshadowed the death of Christ.

2:14a-b  For he is our peace, who made both groups one ([image: ][image: ]). After painting a bleak picture of the Gentiles’ distance from God, alienation from the sphere of his blessings, and separation from God’s chosen people, Paul now declares that Jesus Christ is their peace. With an emphatic “he” ([image: ]), Paul points to Jesus as the one who brings peace; his coming reverses their hopeless situation.

His understanding of Jesus as the fulfillment of key messianic texts in Isaiah continues here and throughout this passage. Paul sees Jesus as the one who has brought the Gentiles near to God and has thus created a relationship of peace (Isa 57:19; see Eph 2:17). His statement here is also dependent on his christological interpretation of Isa 9:6 [9:5] (“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace”) and Isa 52:7 (“How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say to Zion, ‘Your God reigns!’ ”).

With the coming of Christ, the anticipated eschatological era of the Messiah has arrived and brought with it an entirely new situation for Gentiles who put their faith in Jesus Christ. In his farewell address, Jesus himself announced the bestowal of this peace when he said, “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you” (John 14:27).

All who lived in the Roman world would have been appreciative of Octavian’s (Caesar Augustus’s) endeavors to create a peace that spanned the entire Mediterranean region. This Pax Romana resulted in a cessation of hostilities in many of the Roman provinces and ushered in a time of unparalleled economic growth, prosperity, and relaxation of tensions. In this passage, however, Paul is not attempting to portray a contrast between the Pax Romana and the peace that Christ, the Messiah, brings.20 He is simply helping the Gentile readers understand and appreciate their new situation in Christ, which has resulted in peace with God and peace with the Jews. Now the blessings that once belonged to Israel belong also to them, including the priestly blessing of peace: “The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face shine upon you and be gracious to you; the LORD turn his face toward you and give you peace” (Num 6:24–26). The blessings these Christian Gentiles now experience go far beyond this because they live in the messianic era of peace. Paul will now unpack what this means for them.

After declaring Christ to be our peace, he then gives two defining characteristics of the Messiah (through the use of two adjectival participles modifying [image: ]) that help to explain the outcome and means by which he was able to achieve this peace. As the Prince of Peace, Christ has made both groups—Jews and Gentiles—into one new entity. It is important to clarify, as Paul does throughout this chapter and the entirety of Ephesians, that this does not happen universally for all Jews and Gentiles, but only for those who are “in him” (see 2:13, 15, 16, 21). Paul’s use of the neuter “both” ([image: ]) and “one” ([image: ]) indicates that he is thinking of Jews and Gentiles in terms of classes, or ethnic groups.21 By making the two groups one, Christ has brought unity to them, but Paul has something even more profound in mind that he reveals a few lines later in 2:15b: he has made the two into an entirely new entity.

2:14c-e  And who destroyed the dividing wall, the fence, the enmity, by his flesh ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). One of the key ways that Christ has created unity between Jews and Gentiles is by abrogating perhaps the greatest obstacle to unity, that is, the Torah. The law was like a fence that separated the Jewish people from their Gentile neighbors. This fence, or dividing wall, was symbolically represented by a literal wall that separated the court of the Gentiles from the inner courts reserved for the Jews in the sanctuary of Jerusalem, the holy place where God mediated his presence to the people.

An essential part of how Christ made peace is by destroying the “dividing wall” ([image: ])—a metaphor that ultimately relates to the Torah. This dividing wall is further described by an appositional genitive, “the fence” ([image: ]), and still further by “the enmity” ([image: ]), an accusative in apposition to “the dividing wall.” This combination of descriptive terms and metaphors strongly emphasizes the source of division between Jews and Gentiles.

Interpreters have been evenly divided over what this metaphorical dividing wall represents. Some have seen it as a metaphor directly referring to the law.22 They argue that the metaphor of the dividing wall is interpreted by the next participial clause that speaks of Christ abolishing the law. They also note the role that the law has played in separating Jews and Gentiles, especially through the purity regulations and the law of circumcision. Some advocates of this view also note how the rabbis viewed the oral traditions associated with the Torah as a fence (m., Abot 1:1) to keep them from violating any of the tenets of the Torah.

While there is a relationship between the “dividing wall” and the Torah, Paul likely has a literal wall in mind that served as a fence to separate the Gentiles from the Jews in the one place where God mediated his presence to the people—the temple of Jerusalem. The entire temple complex was large, covering an area slightly smaller than one-quarter of a mile square (or nearly forty acres). The perimeter of this area was enclosed by a double colonnade of pillars standing thirty-seven feet high. Within this paved area was a series of courts that included the court of the Gentiles and then the interior courts of the temple, which led to the sanctuary.

Surrounding the inner courts was a four and one-half-foot-high wall, called the soreg, that separated the court of the Gentiles from the court of the Israelites and the court of the women and kept Gentiles from ever coming near the sanctuary. Josephus says that there were thirteen stone inscriptions erected at various points on this balustrade that warned Gentiles not to enter under penalty of death.23 Two of these inscriptions have been discovered. The text of the inscription reads: “No foreigner is to enter within the forecourt and the balustrade around the sanctuary. Whoever is caught will have himself to blame for his subsequent death.”24

This “dividing wall” or “fence” that surrounded the inner courts of the temple was an important symbol of the extraordinary division between Jew and Gentile. Paul was intimately and recently familiar with this fence because he was falsely accused of taking a Gentile into the inner courts of the temple (Acts 21:28–29). In fact, this accusation was the catalyst that led to his nearly four years of imprisonment and his current Roman custody as he is writing this letter. As Paul writes this passage, he clearly has the temple in his mind. As noted above, his citations from Isaiah that include the language of “near” and “far” are in a larger context that speaks of the temple and Gentiles coming to the temple (e.g., Isa 56:7).

In addition to this, one of the principal images he will soon use for the new entity Christ has created is a “holy temple” (Eph 2:21). In this new temple, there is no fence or wall that separates Jews from Gentiles and limits the access of the latter. Although the vast number of Gentile readers of this letter in western Asia Minor have never been to the Jerusalem temple, it is not unreasonable to believe that they would have heard of this wall, especially if they had been part of this new community of believers for any time and listened to the accounts of the temple from the many Jews who had taken a pilgrimage to Jerusalem for one of the festivals.

The precise word “dividing wall” ([image: ]) is rare, nowhere else in the NT, the LXX, Josephus, Philo, nor in the inscriptions of Ephesus.25 The term does appear, however, in a handful of inscriptions in two cities roughly fifty miles south of Ephesus. In three of these inscriptions, which are dated to the late third century BC, it is used of a wall erected in a temple ([image: ]).26 Although Paul could have selected the common word for wall ([image: ]), he probably chose this compound form prefixed with the adjective “middle” ([image: ]) to help convey the separation between the two groups. Just as a partition divides a room into two halves, so were Gentiles separated from the Jews.

Paul reinforces this separation by further defining the wall as a fence. The terms “wall” and “fence” appear together in Ps 62:3 [61:4]: “like a leaning wall ([image: ]), a tottering fence ([image: ])” (see also the Odes of Solomon 10:5). The term “fence” is well-known in Israel for the fence or hedge that protected a vineyard (see, e.g., Isa 5:2, 5; Matt 21:33; Mark 12:1).

In Jewish tradition prior to the era of the NT, one writer described the Mosaic code as a wall that separated Jews from Gentiles:


In his wisdom the legislator … surrounded us with unbroken palisades ([image: ]) and iron walls ([image: ]) to prevent our mixing with any of the other peoples in any matter, being thus kept pure in body and soul, preserved from false beliefs, and worshiping the only God omnipotent over all creation…. So, to prevent our being perverted by contact with others or by mixing with bad influences, he hedged us in on all sides with strict observances connected with meat and drink and touch and hearing and sight, after the manner of the Law. (Letter of Aristeas, 139–42)



 

This passage illustrates how the law was perceived by Jews as functioning as a protective hedge that kept out the Gentiles. It certainly led to an ethnocentrism and elitism that only exacerbated hostilities between Jews and Gentiles, leading to additional walls.

2:15a  By abolishing the law consisting of commandments in regulations
([image: ][image: ]). This “dividing wall, the fence,” which points to the temple balustrade, symbolizes the “enmity” ([image: ]) between Jews and Gentiles.27 There were many causes for this enmity, but the Torah itself surfaces as one of the principal causes. This next participial clause ([image: ] … [image: ]) is subordinate to “[he] destroyed the dividing wall,” not parallel to it (note the absence of [image: ]) and should be interpreted as a participle of means: he “destroyed the dividing wall … by abolishing the law.” Thus, even if the law is not the direct referent of the metaphor “dividing wall,” there is a close connection.

The accusative expression “the enmity” ([image: ]) and the prepositional phrase “by his flesh” ([image: ]) stand awkwardly between the two clauses: (1) “he destroyed the dividing wall,” and (2) “he abolished the law.” Their position renders them emphatic, but there is a dispute over which of the two clauses they go with. Do both go with the first clause? Do both go with the second clause? Or is there some variation of these two options? The alternatives could be presented in the following way as they are reflected in the English translations:

(1) Both expressions go with the preceding clause. “Enmity” is taken in apposition to “the dividing wall”; “by his flesh” goes with “he destroyed.” This view can be seen in the NRSV translation: “in his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. He has abolished the law …” (so also ESV; NLT; TEV; NAB; Douay-Rheims).28

(2) Both expressions go with the following clause. “Enmity” is taken in apposition to “the law”; “by his flesh” goes with “he abolished.” This view can be seen in the KJV translation: “and hath broken down the middle wall of partition between us; having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the law …” (so also NKJV; NASB; NJB; Geneva; Tyndale).29

(3) The first expression goes with what precedes, the second with what follows. “Enmity” is taken in apposition to “the dividing wall”; “by his flesh” goes with “he abolished.” This view can be seen in the RSV translation: “and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law …” (so also HCSV; NET; TNIV; NIV; Amplified).30

What is striking is how evenly divided interpreters are with regard to each of these views. This may suggest that there is a strong argument for each as well as an element of correctness in each. I would contend that each of the views is correct in what it affirms, but wrong in what it denies. The two expressions (“the enmity” and “by his flesh”) are perfectly positioned between the two clauses, which has made it possible for interpreters to argue in favor of taking them with either of the clauses. This positioning may very well have been a rhetorical way on Paul’s part of focusing the reader’s attention on both the problem (“enmity”) and the solution (“by his flesh”) while expecting the reader to see their significance and relevance to both clauses (see the graphical display of the text and my translation). Although no English translation reflects this view (it is difficult to express in English), there are other interpreters who have suggested similar solutions to the problem. Markus Barth, for instance, takes “enmity” with both clauses to avoid an arbitrary decision between two equal alternatives.31 Both Ernest Best and Tet-Lim Yee take “in the flesh” as “parenthetical” and modifying both clauses.32

Paul states rather starkly that Christ was able to destroy the enmity, represented by the dividing wall, by abolishing the law. The participle “abolishing” ([image: ]) should be interpreted as a participle of means, occurring simultaneous to the action of destroying ([image: ]) the dividing wall. For Paul, the work of Christ marked the end of the Mosaic covenant because Christ had inaugurated a new covenant. The best way to understand this remark is to recognize that Christ has abolished the law entirely, specifically with regard to its function of regulating the covenant relationship.33 The era of the law has come to an end; a new era has begun.

In light of Paul’s statement in Rom 3:31, “Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law,” some have suggested that only the “ceremonial” portion of the law has been abolished. The appended expression, “of commandments in regulations” ([image: ]), is then taken as confirmation of this view that partitions the law into ceremonial (esp. circumcision, food laws, and festival laws) and moral components.34 In making this distinction, Calvin notes on Eph 2:15: “From this we may infer that Paul is here treating exclusively of the ceremonial law; for the moral law is not a wall of partition separating us from the Jews, but it includes teaching which concerns us no less than the Jews.”35

The difficulty with this view is that it is impossible to find such a clear distinction between the ceremonial and moral law within the pages of Scripture itself, especially in Paul’s writings. It is more precise to say that the law in its entirety has been abolished insofar as it functions as the basis of the covenant relationship between God and his people. The so-called “ceremonial” aspects were indeed a barrier separating Jews from Gentiles, but Paul is thinking in much larger terms. The old Sinai covenant rooted in Torah in its entirety has come to an end. Jesus Christ has established a new covenant that is regulated on a different basis, the presence of the Spirit.

“The commandments in regulations” ([image: ]) is thus not a part of the law that has been nullified while another part remains valid. The genitive case should be understood as a genitive of content, expressing the idea that the law is “full of,” “contains,” or “consists of” various commandments.36 The term “commandments” ([image: ]) is common in the LXX to describe the various laws that the Lord gave on Sinai; for example, “All the commandments ([image: ]) that I am commanding you today you shall be careful to do” (Deut 8:1 NASB).

It is more difficult to understand the precise function of the prepositional phrase “in ordinances” ([image: ]). The LXX of the Torah uses a variety of synonymous expressions to speak of the law. For example, Moses told Israel that “these are the commands ([image: ]), decrees ([image: ]) and laws ([image: ]) the LORD your God directed me to teach you” (Deut 6:1), but the word translated “decrees” ([image: ]) in Eph 2:15 never appears in these summaries. It is most often used for the issuance of a kingly decree, such as that issued by Darius in the book of Daniel (Theod. Dan 6:9, 10, 11, 13, 14, 16) or the decree of Caesar Augustus (Luke 2:1).

In Jewish writings contemporaneous with the NT, however, this term is used of the various doctrines and laws in the Scriptures of Israel. Josephus, for instance, speaks of the commitment of the Jews to the Bible when he says, “it becomes natural to all Jews, immediately and from their very birth, to esteem these books to contain divine doctrines ([image: ]), and to persist in them, and, if occasion be, willingly to die for them” (Ant. 1.42; see also 3 Macc 1:3).37 It seems best, then, to interpret “the law consisting of commandments in regulations” as a full description of the Torah. This manner of expression is consistent with Paul’s style of full expression, almost to the point of redundancy, throughout Ephesians.

The term that Paul uses here for “abolish” ([image: ]) can have the strong meaning of “destroy” (e.g., 2 Thess 2:8; 2 Tim 1:10), but in the context of a covenant or a promise, it expresses the idea of “cancelling,” “voiding,” or “nullifying.” Paul uses this term in a handful of places in his other letters with reference to bringing the Mosaic covenant to an end. The clearest expression of this is found in 2 Cor 3:7–13, where Paul contrasts “the letter” (the Mosaic covenant) with “the Spirit” (the new covenant) and uses the term three times in speaking of the cancellation of the old covenant (2 Cor 3:7, 11, 13).38 “The letter” in this text refers to the various commands and ordinances that are in the law39 and, as such, corresponds to the “commandments in regulations” of Eph 2:15. In a variety of other contexts, Paul speaks of the freedom believers now have from the law. They have been “released/set free” from the law (Rom 7:6), they have “died” to the law (Rom 7:4, 6; Gal 2:19), they are “redeemed” from the law (Gal 4:5), and they are no longer “under the law” (Rom 6:14–15).40

Thus, Paul is saying that the Mosaic covenant (represented by the Torah and all of its laws) has been voided. The presence of the Spirit (Eph 2:18, 22; see also 1:13–14) signals that the era of the new covenant (Ezek 36) has begun. The elements of the Mosaic covenant that functioned as a barrier to the Gentiles have now been removed. As Westerholm observes, “the law of Moses contains ordinances binding only on Jews; their observance has marked Jews off from the other nations as God’s people.”41 Because the Mosaic covenant is no longer in force, these are no longer an obstacle. Gentiles have free and equal access to the Father on the basis of the work of Christ and the presence of the Spirit.

We must be careful, however, not to go too far and assume that the moral content of the Mosaic code is now irrelevant. To this extent, the older interpreters who made the ceremonial/moral distinction in the law were not too far off the mark.42 The Mosaic code was filled with commands that reflected the holiness of God and his expectation that his people would display that holiness in their lives (Lev 11:44–45). To the degree that the Mosaic laws give expression to this, they are to be obeyed. This is why we find much of the moral teaching in Eph 4–6 corresponding to laws in the Torah.

2:15b-c  So that he might create the two into one new man in him, thus making peace ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Christ’s purpose went beyond creating a climate where Jews and Gentiles could get along. He exerted his divine creative power to form an entirely new class of humanity in which race means nothing. In essence, he created a new society. “One new man” ([image: ]) refers to a new corporate entity, which he subsequently refers to as “one body” ([image: ]; 2:16). This new class of humanity is set apart from all other corporate entities because it is “in him” ([image: ]); that is, it was created by Christ, is dynamically related to the risen Christ and empowered by his Spirit, and will be the special people of God in the age to come. So important is this conception in Ephesians that John Stott titled his commentary on the book, God’s New Society. He explains:


Alongside his destruction of these two enmities Jesus has succeeded in creating a new society, in fact a new humanity, in which alienation has given way to reconciliation, and hostility to peace. And this new human unity in Christ is the pledge and foretaste of that final unity under Christ’s headship to which Paul has already looked forward in 1:10.43



 

This new entity is formed by the creative work of God. It is striking that Paul uses the language of “new creation” ([image: ]) here. Just as God once exercised his power to form humanity out of the dust of the earth (Gen 2:7), he now exerts his power to re-create humanity and shape it into a body of people redeemed from the power of sin and in union with himself. This new humanity has been made by God as a classless society with no divisions and with a perfect unity. Only when a member succumbs to the influence of sin do factions and divisions develop. It will be up to the individual members of this society “to keep the unity of the Spirit” (4:3).

Paul’s teaching here builds on what he expressed earlier to the Corinthians when he said, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” (2 Cor 5:17), and to the Galatians, “Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a new creation” (Gal 6:15). In both of those contexts, Paul stresses the work of the Holy Spirit in imparting new life to sin-dead individuals, especially in his declaration, “The Spirit gives life” (2 Cor 3:6; see also Rom 8:2, 6, 10; 1 Cor 15:45; Gal 5:25).44 The role of the Spirit as the means by which we are constituted into the one body is stressed here as well (see Eph 2:18, 22).

Paul’s overt emphasis in this context, however, is on how Jews and Gentiles have been brought together into this one unified body where there is peace. The result of Christ’s work is that he has established peace ([image: ]). The participle is here best understood as one of result,45 which fits well with the present tense of the participle. This thought thus takes us back to the introductory statement where Paul declares that “he [Jesus] is our peace” (2:14a) and further reinforces Christ’s peacemaking role. It is reminiscent, perhaps intentionally so, of Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, where he instructs his disciples to “love your enemies” (Matt 5:44). Because of the work of Christ, however, the sources of enmity between Jew and Gentile have been destroyed and unity in love can now be achieved.

This teaching has implications that extend far beyond Jews and Gentiles. For all who are in Christ, there are no fences, walls, or barriers that should prevent a unity that surpasses any form of cultural or ethnic distinctiveness.

2:16  And so that he might reconcile both in one body to God through the cross by killing the enmity in him ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The second expressed purpose of Christ’s work in destroying the dividing wall and annulling the law was to bring together Jewish and Gentile believers into one corporate entity. This closely parallels the first purpose (2:15b-c) but with new accents.

The concept of “reconciliation” ([image: ][image: ]) fits well in a context that brings out the hostility between two different groups. Reconciliation involves the bringing together of two estranged parties, such as a husband and wife whose relationship has been torn by strife (see 1 Cor 7:11). In Paul’s theology, it is an important metaphor to describe the relationship that believers now have with God. The substance of what Paul says here is also found in Rom 5:10 (“when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son”), 2 Cor 5:19 (“God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them”), as well as in Col 1:20, 22. Each of these passages speaks of the alienation from God that has resulted because of sin and the benefit of Christ’s death in bringing us into a reconciled relationship with God.

Whereas in 1 Corinthians and Romans Paul uses a simple form of the verb that was commonly used to express the idea of reconciliation ([image: ]), here (and in Col 1:20, 22) he uses a compound form with an additional preposition prefixed to the verb ([image: ]). Interestingly, this is the first time this word is attested in the Greek language, which suggests that Paul himself coined the term.46 Although it might be tempting to find some nuance of meaning attached to the preposition in composition with this verb, it probably does nothing more than intensify the meaning.47 This tendency we already observed in Ephesians with the use of the preposition [image: ] (see on Eph 1:12). Here Paul develops his earlier usage by stating that the reconciliation occurs not only with respect to sinful humans and God, but between Jews and Gentiles.

When he speaks of “both” ([image: ]) groups Christ has reconciled, Paul switches to the masculine gender in contrast to the neuter ([image: ]) that he used in 2:14b. Whereas the neuter is appropriate for thinking of two different groups or classes, he employs the masculine to stress the people. This reconciliation that Jews and Gentiles enjoy is based on the cross of Christ and is available only in the new entity that Christ has created, the “one body” or “the one new man” (see on Eph 1:23 and 2:15). The reference to the cross ([image: ]) is a shorthand way of referring to the set of events associated with Jesus’ passion—his suffering, his shed blood, and his death (see 1 Cor 1:17–18; Gal 6:14; Phil 2:8). In Colossians, Paul specifically refers to “his blood shed on the cross” (Col 1:20).

Ironically, it is by Jesus’ being killed on the cross that he is able to kill the enmity separating people from God and from one another. As Robinson notes, “the slain was a slayer too.”48 The participle “killing” ([image: ]), best interpreted as a participle of means,49 is in the aorist tense and thus portrays the action in summary fashion as having taken place on the cross. The final “in him” ([image: ]) refers to Christ himself and not to the cross (i.e., “in it”).50 The person of Christ is thus the source and place of our peace and reconciliation.51 His shed blood is the means by which God forgives the trespasses that resulted in the enmity between them and God. It is also the means by which Christ can create a new unified humanity that is reconciled to God.

2:17  And when he came he proclaimed the good news of peace to you who were far and peace to those who were near ([image: ][image: ]). The result of Christ’s work on the cross means that the new covenant blessing of peace can now be proclaimed to Jews and Gentiles on an equal basis. This verse is coordinate with 2:14c. Christ is our peace and he proclaims peace.

A variety of opinions have been expressed over “when he came” ([image: ]). Scholars have argued for various options: Christ’s earthly ministry, his death on the cross, his entire earthly ministry culminating in his death on the cross,52 his resurrection, the whole of his saving work,53 or his proclamation to the disciples in the forty days after the resurrection. The most likely scenario is that it refers to Christ speaking through the apostles by his Spirit.54 The passage goes on to speak of the church’s being built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets, emphasizing the work of the Spirit in its construction (2:19–22). Similarly, Paul speaks of God’s revealing the mystery of the Christ to the apostles and prophets by the Spirit (3:5), which is then proclaimed to the Gentiles (3:8). This also fits with the notion that Christ has given to the church those who proclaim this good news (4:11). In his earthly ministry, Jesus’ itinerant ministry and preaching was focused almost exclusively on the house of Israel. It is only after the Spirit’s coming that the gospel is actively proclaimed among Jews and Gentiles alike.

The wording of this passage echoes the language of Isa 52:7 and 57:19. In the former passage, the prophet declares, “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace.” The LXX of Isaiah uses the same verb that appears here for proclaiming good news ([image: ]). Although this term can have the sense of proclaiming the gospel of Christ in Christian usage, here it carries its basic meaning of “bringing good news.”

The proclamation of peace is in both of the Isaianic texts, whereas the language of “near” and “far” is only in Isa 57:19. Paul applies this proclamation of peace not solely to the people of Israel who are both in the land and in exile, far from the land, but to Jews (“the near”) and to Gentiles (“the far”). This is in keeping with the expectation that Gentiles would be recipients of God’s salvation (Isa 49:6; 56:6–8). Later in this letter, Paul will speak of this message as “the gospel of peace,” which all believers are called to proclaim (Eph 6:15).

2:18  For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Jesus can now proclaim the good news of peace because his work on the cross has given Jews and Gentiles alike the possibility of a relationship with the Father. The “for” ([image: ]) thus provides the reason why this good news can be announced.

Both Jews and Gentiles now have “access” ([image: ]) to the Father. The bleak backdrop to this new situation is the fact that both Jew and Gentile alike were alienated from God because of their transgressions and sins and were consequently destined to be the recipients of his wrath (2:1–3). Through Christ’s blood shed on the cross (2:13, 16), the penalty for sin has now been alleviated and we can approach God as our loving and caring Father, who has made a way for us to enter a close relationship with him. Paul expressed a similar idea to the Romans when he said that through Christ, “we have gained access ([image: ]) by faith into this grace in which we now stand” (Rom 5:2). Here Paul uses the same term to stress access to the Father himself.

There has been debate over whether the term should be understood as intransitive (“access”) or transitively (“introduction to” someone). This is too fine a distinction, however; both facets are true. Christ is the mediator between humanity and God and we now enjoy this constant access to the Father.55

There has also been debate over the conceptual background of this term and whether Paul derived it from the OT or the social-political sphere. Once again, this may be an unnecessary distinction. One important fact to observe is that the word never appears in the LXX (or even elsewhere in the NT beyond here, 3:12; and Rom 5:2). The verbal form ([image: ]), however, is used regularly in the OT, especially with reference to bringing an offering to the priests (see, e.g., Lev 1:2, 3, 10; 3:1, 3, 7, 12). These offerings enabled God’s people to enter his presence as his children.56 The context of this passage affirms that an offering has already been made, the blood of Jesus (2:13), which makes us acceptable to God.

The readers would also have been familiar with this term through secular usage. For instance, the historian Xenophon describes how so many people sought an audience ([image: ]) with the Persian king Cyrus while he was in Babylon on one occasion that he stationed Persian lancers around him (Xenophon, Cyropaedia 7.5.46). Pheme Perkins is no doubt correct in observing that “readers in the cities of Asia Minor would be familiar with efforts to gain access to the governor as he made his rounds of the province.”57 Local inscriptions, however, only use the term “access” with reference to a machine and to an area of land, not to a ruler.58

Both Jews and Greeks have access to God “in one Spirit” ([image: ]). This is reminiscent of Paul’s teaching to the Corinthians along the same lines: “For we were all baptized by one Spirit ([image: ]) into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink” (1 Cor 12:13). It is difficult to decide whether the dative should be taken as locative (“in”) or instrumental (“by”), but there is probably a sense in which it is both. Gordon Fee rightly notes that it is “probably to be understood as locative, but an instrumental idea does not trail far behind.”59 As a locative, the “one Spirit” is understood as the place of access into the presence of God. Greg Beale notes, “If they are part of Christ and a new creation in him, they are also part of the ‘one Spirit’ and have open ‘access’ to the Father (2:18). This open access in the Spirit is interpreted in verses 19–22 to be the temple of God and of the Spirit, the ‘cornerstone’ being Christ.”60

2:19  So then, no longer are you strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In 2:19–22, Paul draws out the implications of all that he has said in this section (2:11–18). His beginning combination of conjunctions ([image: ]) is an expression he uses on a number of occasions to draw an inference from what he has previously said (see, e.g., Rom 5:18; 7:3, 25; 8:12; 9:16, 18; 14:12, 19). The sheer frequency of its use in Paul suggests that it is not emphatic.61

The fact that the Gentile readers are no longer “strangers” ([image: ]) provides a resolution to 2:12, where they were described as “strangers of the covenants of promise.” Paul says they are also no longer “aliens” ([image: ]). This was a common OT expression for Gentiles who would come and live in the land of Israel (e.g., Exod 12:45; Lev 22:10; 25:23, 35, 40, 45, 47). The new status that Gentiles enjoy is that of “fellow citizens” ([image: ]) with the saints. This affirmation also resolves their former plight of being “excluded from citizenship in Israel” (2:12). But Paul does not say that they are now fellow citizens “with the Jews” ([image: ]), but “with the saints” ([image: ]), the genitive here best understood as a genitive of association.62

There has been much discussion about whom Paul intends to refer to when he uses the word “saints” in this context. Some have suggested that he is referring to the Jewish people (Israel),63 others that he is referring to the redeemed of all ages,64 others to Jewish Christians,65 and still others that he is speaking of angels,66 or even angels in addition to the redeemed of all ages.67 Because Paul consistently uses “saints” to refer to both Jewish and Gentile Christians throughout this letter (see on 1:1), it is best to take it as a reference to Christians.68

Note that throughout this section, Paul has been careful not to teach that the Gentiles have been added to Israel, but that they together now form a new entity—“one new man” (2:15) or “one body” (2:16), which he now terms the “household of God” ([image: ]). This effectively rules out the redeemed of all ages because they are not a part of this new entity. It is also unlikely that he is referring to angels with this expression, although the language was used this way in Judaism (especially at Qumran), because the emphasis in this overall context is on people—Jews and Gentiles—composing the new people of God.

“The household of God” is coextensive with the “household of faith” ([image: ]; Gal 6:10). The term is a metaphor for family and expresses the sense of belonging and closeness that is experienced within the bonds of a family. This image was anticipated in the introductory eulogy by Paul’s use of the metaphor of adoption (1:5).

2:20a  Having been built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets ([image: ][image: ]). Jews and Gentiles become fellow citizens when they are incorporated into this dynamic and growing structure that God is building. Christ has demolished one structure (the dividing wall; 2:14) and now serves as the foundation for a new edifice. The architectural imagery anticipates the revelation that God is constructing a new temple (2:21). The aorist passive participle “built upon” ([image: ]) suggests that when people put their faith in the Messiah and his atoning work, they are added to this new temple. The participle should be interpreted as causal69 (or possibly as temporal), indicating the basis for the new citizenship and membership in the household of God. Paul thus creatively combines three different kinds of images—kingdom, family, and temple—to describe this new entity that Christ has created.

The foundation of the new temple is “the apostles and the prophets.” The genitive should be understood as one of apposition, indicating that the foundation consists of the apostles and the prophets.70 The vast majority of interpreters correctly understand Paul to be referring to the apostles and prophets of the first-century church.71 The fact that the apostles are mentioned before the prophets rules out the suggestion that Paul is saying here that the church is built on the foundation of the testimony of the OT prophets and the NT apostles (i.e., the doctrine derived from the Word of God).72 Neither has Wayne Grudem’s suggestion that the phrase should be interpreted as “apostles who are prophets” proven persuasive.73 This view interprets the [image: ] as epexegetical and as providing a clarification of who the apostles are.

Both of the preceding views are rendered unlikely by the fact that apostles and prophets are listed in 4:11 as distinct groups of gifted people whom God is currently giving to the church. They are also kept distinct in 3:5, where Paul says that the mystery “is now revealed to [God’s] holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit.” The nonrepetition of the article before “prophets” in 2:20 does not necessitate seeing them as the same group (“apostles who are prophets”), but ties them closely to the apostles as the foundation of the church.74 Dan Wallace has argued against the “identical view” on syntactical grounds, stating that there are no examples of what he calls a TSKS construction (article-substantive-[image: ]-substantive) with plural nouns anywhere else in the NT.75 Thus, the early church apostles and prophets were in some sense foundational to the church.

When Paul speaks of “the apostles,” at the minimum he has in mind the Twelve. They clearly served a foundational role in the Jerusalem church when Luke says that the first believers “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42). Their testimony was crucial to the expansion of the church, as Luke notes: “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all” (Acts 4:33). The rest of the narrative of Acts clearly points to the foundational role of the apostle Peter, but Luke does not tell us of the church-founding activities of the other eleven. He does, however, ascribe a prominent place to the apostle Paul, narrating how he established churches in Cyprus, Galatia, Asia, Macedonia, and Achaia. Paul’s own understanding of his ministry was that he was “the apostle to the Gentiles” (Rom 11:13).

But beyond the Twelve and Paul, there appear to have been apostles who functioned in a foundational role in every church. Paul lists them as first in the list of gifts in 1 Cor 12:28. Similarly, he uses the term “apostles” in his list of gifted people God was giving to the church (Eph 4:11). That list presupposes that God was still giving apostles and prophets to the churches in Ephesus and western Asia Minor. This would suggest that Paul is also using the word in the broader sense of those who have been called by God to establish churches wherever he calls them. This usage is then similar to the way Luke uses the term of Barnabas (see Acts 14:14), who was not one of the Twelve but had an important role alongside Paul in planting churches.

Paul closely associates “prophets” ([image: ]) with the apostles as forming the foundation of the church. This is consistent with their appearance following apostles in two of his lists of gifted people whom God gives the church (1 Cor 12:28; Eph 4:11). Paul’s most extensive discussion of the function of prophets is in 1 Cor 14. There we learn that one of the key roles of the prophet is to “edify/build up the church” ([image: ]; 1 Cor 14:4)—an expression that corresponds to Paul’s comments here that the church is built upon ([image: ]) the foundation of the apostles and prophets. They hear from the Lord and speak what they hear. Thus, they bring revelation and speak mysteries (14:6, 30), which function to comfort, encourage, and build up the church (14:3, 31).

Because of the immediate and profound significance of the statements of someone claiming to hear from the Lord, Paul sought to ensure that there was always a careful evaluation of what was said (1 Cor 14:29; 1 Thess 5:20–21), most likely to discern the source of the words (were they truly from the Lord?) and to interpret their significance (what does this mean for our body?). Luke provides a glimpse of the significant role the prophets played in the church of Antioch (on the Orontes) (Acts 13:1–3). The Didache reveals that prophets continued to function in an important role in the churches of the late first century and early second century (see Did. 11, 13).

2:20b  Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone ([image: ]). It is not just the apostles and prophets who form the foundation of the new temple, but Jesus himself. In fact, Paul refers to him as the “cornerstone” ([image: ]) of the temple. Switching the subject from “you” to Christ by means of the genitive absolute construction, Paul emphasizes the role of Christ as cornerstone by employing the intensive use of the pronoun ([image: ], which is brought out in the translation by “himself.”

Most interpreters correctly translate the Greek expression ([image: ]) as “cornerstone,”76 but some have understood it to be referring to the crowning stone or capstone. This latter view was stimulated by Joachim Jeremias’s conclusions published in an entry in the widely used TDNT.77 Jeremias’s view depends largely on the use of the word in the Testament of Solomon 22:7 (cf. 22:8; 23:2–3), where the term refers to the final stone placed in the construction of Solomon’s temple—the keystone of an arch. In other words, Christ is at the top, functioning as the most conspicuous part of the temple, rather than at the bottom functioning as the solid foundation. Jeremias then concludes with regard to Ephesians that “Christ is the corner-stone who binds the whole building together and completes it.”78

Although it seems clear that the term does refer to a capstone (or, keystone) in the Testament of Solomon, the context of Ephesians and the usage of the word in Isa 28:16 would preclude that meaning here. (1) It is important to recognize that the new spiritual temple is not complete; it is expanding and growing as more and more people are added to it. Because the capstone is not installed until the construction is finished, it would be inappropriate to see Jesus fulfilling that role at the time Paul wrote. (2) Paul is here alluding to Isa 28:16, the only other passage in the LXX where the term appears. In that context, the term is explicitly used in the sense of a cornerstone and is correlated with the foundation: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a tested stone, a precious cornerstone ([image: ]) for a sure foundation ([image: ]); the one who trusts will never be dismayed” (Isa 28:16). Paul interprets this cornerstone to be Christ as does Peter, who quotes this text (1 Pet 2:6). (3) Finally, in earlier correspondence, Paul stressed Christ’s role as the foundation to the new temple (1 Cor 3:10–17, esp. v. 11): “For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.”

Paul is here referring to the cornerstone—the most significant part of the foundation of the temple. This large stone bore much of the weight of the building and tied the walls firmly together. In the early 1990s, archaeologists discovered five enormous stones that helped form the foundation of the Jerusalem temple. The largest stone measures 55 ft. long, 11 ft. high, 14 ft. wide and is estimated to weigh 570 tons.79

There is no inconsistency in Paul’s thought regarding the foundation as consisting of the apostles and the prophets, on one hand, and Christ, on the other. The ultimate foundation is Christ, but the apostles and prophets lay that foundation through their proclamation of Christ and through building people up in their knowledge of Christ and his Word. First Corinthians 3:10–17 simultaneously speaks of Paul’s laying the foundation (through his apostolic testimony about Christ) and of the foundation consisting of Christ himself. Both 1 Corinthians and Ephesians speak of the temple as constantly expanding and being indwelt by the Spirit.

2:21  In whom the whole building, being fitted together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The unusual aspect of this new temple is that it has never been finished. It is a structure that continues to increase in size. Paul’s temple imagery is derived from the Jerusalem temple, not the Artemis temple of Ephesus or any other pagan temple. This is consistent with his use of temple imagery in his other letters to characterize the church. The term he uses for temple ([image: ]) refers to the sanctuary in Jerusalem and not to the entire temple complex, which would include the various courts surrounding the sanctuary. For that he would have used another term ([image: ]

As people hear the gospel and put their faith in its message of truth (1:13), they become part of this living and dynamic spiritual temple. God incorporates them into this growing structure. Once again, Paul uses his creativity to coin a word that appears here for the first time in the Greek language:80 they are “fitted together” ([image: ]; see also at 4:16). The prefixed preposition “with/together” ([image: ]) is what makes the word unique and is consistent with Paul’s abundant use of this preposition throughout Ephesians to create compounds stressing corporate unity (e.g., [image: ][image: ][image: ]). The uncompounded form of the verb ([image: ]) is rare in Greek literature (never appearing in the Bible) and means simply to “join together.”81

Paul does, however, use the common cognate verb ([image: ]) in 2 Cor 11:2, where he speaks of a man and woman being joined together in marriage. The related noun forms also convey the idea of a close union. One noun ([image: ]) is used with the sense of “fitting together,” such as the use of sutures to bind a wound.82 Similarly, another noun ([image: ]) is used by the author of Hebrews for “joints” in the human body, which only the word of God can separate from the marrow. There are a few examples of the cognate verbs used in the context of building and construction. Moulton-Milligan report a fourth-century BC inscription that uses an Attic form of the verb (compounded with the preposition [image: ]) that refers to “fitting together ([image: ]) stones with each other within the whole.”83 Liddell-Scott also cite a first-century text that speaks of joining stones together in the construction of a tomb.84

Paul may have chosen this word over the more common “build” ([image: ]) to stress God’s role of carefully fitting and joining each individual person into the building with a craftsman’s skill. The word also conveys a more intense sense of closeness and union, which fits well with Paul’s use of the preposition “with” ([image: ]). Peter builds a similar analogy of God’s work in constructing a spiritual temple when he says, “You also, like living stones, are being built ([image: ]) into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood” (1 Pet 2:5).

This spiritual temple is “in the Lord”; that is, it exists only in the corporate unity that Christ has created by bringing individuals into a dynamic union with himself. As people enter a relationship with Christ, the building increases ([image: ]) in size. Here the emphasis is on increase in numbers (church growth) rather than on a development in spiritual maturity.85 Paul will give expression to the importance of the spiritual development in the second half of the letter and especially at 4:16. Nevertheless, this is a “holy temple” ([image: ]), an expression that anticipates the growth in holiness, but here implies the cleansing work of Christ and his gift of righteousness (Eph 1:4; 5:26; 6:14).

2:22  In whom also you are being built together into a home for God by the Spirit ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul concludes this section about the nature of the church by affirming that God dwells in their midst. The “nearness” ([image: ]) to God Paul describes in the central statement of this passage is now expressed in different terms. Paul says that by union with Christ, redeemed people form a corporate body that is the dwelling place of God.

“Built together” ([image: ]) is parallel with “fitted together” ([image: ]) and continues the temple imagery although in more general terms. Believing Jews and Gentiles are together incorporated into the church and form a home for God. Whereas under the old covenant, God filled the literal temple with his presence (e.g., Isa 6:1; Ezek 43:5), under the new covenant he fills the corporate body of believers with his presence. Thus, under the new covenant, there is a higher degree of closeness to God that characterizes the daily existence of God’s people. The imagery Paul uses here corresponds with the “fullness” ([image: ]/[image: ]) language that permeates this letter (see on 1:23). God is seeking to fill all things by extending his presence through the world by increasing the size and scope of the spiritual temple.

God’s86 home ([image: ]) is frequently described throughout the OT, where the LXX uses this term, as heaven: e.g., “for their prayer reached heaven, his holy dwelling place ([image: ])” (2 Chr 30:27; see also 1 Kings 8:39, 43, 49; 2 Chr 6:30, 33, 39). In the new covenant, God has drawn closer to his people by actually dwelling with them, that is, by making the corporate body of believers his holy habitation.

God dwells with his people “by the Spirit” ([image: ]). The Spirit is the manner or means by which God inhabits this corporate body of believers (see also 1 Cor 3:16–17; 2 Cor 6:16).87 Fee rightly notes that “by the indwelling of the Spirit, both in the individual and in the community, God (or Christ) indwells his people.”88 Because the Spirit is the Spirit of power, “this lends a dynamic aspect to God’s presence in the temple”89 and thus lays the foundation for the lifestyle admonitions of the second half of this letter.


Theology in Application
 

Ephesians 2 provides a moving and instructive portrayal of the salvation that God has provided through Jesus Christ. Both passages are highly significant in helping the believers along the west coast of Asia Minor to understand the depth of their former predicament, God’s merciful and costly intervention, and the nature of their new status as the people of God.

The Gospel from Two Perspectives: Relationship of 2:1–10 and 2:11–22

Both passages portray the desperate plight of humanity prior to God’s gracious provision. Whereas 2:1–10 describes the universal sinfulness of humanity, which has rendered all people dead to God and subject to his wrath, 2:11–22 narrows the focus to Gentiles and their estrangement from the one true God and exclusion from his people.

Both sections describe the intervention of God through Christ to rescue people from this plight. Whereas 2:1–10 emphasizes a participation with Christ in his resurrection, ascension, and enthronement as the means of deliverance from the bondage of sin, 2:11–22 stresses the cross of Christ and the blood of Jesus as the means by which Gentiles could experience a relational closeness to God and Jewish believers.

Both passages portray facets of the new identity that God’s people possess. Whereas 2:1–10 stresses that all who are believers are now alive and saved, and are God’s ongoing workmanship, 2:11–22 stresses that Gentiles are now fellow members with Jewish believers in a new humanity that can be described in terms of kingdom, family, and a new temple.

Although some have characterized 2:11–22 as the main theological section of Ephesians,90 it cannot be severed from its close connection to 2:1–10. Furthermore, the entirety of 2:1–22 must also be seen in light of all that is revealed about God and Christ in 1:3–23.

Because Ephesians is a letter written to a group of people in and around Ephesus, it is reasonable to ask what may have prompted Paul to present these wonderful truths about the nature of salvation to these believers. I have suggested, however, that the unique emphasis on participation in the resurrection, ascension, and enthronement of Christ that Paul describes in 2:1–10 may very well have been called forth by the pastoral need to help these believers grow in an understanding of their participation in Christ’s authority and power over the forces of evil. If this is the case, perhaps the needs of the readers prompted Paul to emphasize certain aspects of the nature of salvation for the general situation of the readers in Asia Minor as he penned 2:11–22.

If this is the case, the most likely explanation is that there was some degree of tension between Jewish and Gentile believers within the churches (or between the house churches if some were predominantly Jewish and others predominantly Gentile) of western Asia Minor. This view has a considerable amount of support from a variety of interpreters.91 The potential that Paul is addressing a problem of disunity may be suggested by a handful of indicators within this passage. For example, Paul begins the passage by referring to what Gentiles “call” Jews and vice versa; there is an overt emphasis on peace and a stress on unity that especially comes to expression with the term “one” ([image: ]); and Paul highlights Christ’s removal of enmity ([image: ]). Furthermore, the theme of unity is not limited to this one passage but can be seen throughout the letter, especially as it comes to expression in 4:2–3: “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (NIV).

Although some have suggested that there is little evidence for Jewish and Gentile conflict in the cities of western Asia Minor, Josephus tells us otherwise. He unequivocally refers to anti-Semitism in Roman Asia when he notes that the Gentiles “feel a hatred for our religion which is undeserved and unauthorized” (Josephus, Ant. 16.45).92 This was an empire-wide problem of hostility toward the Jews, and we would be naïve to suppose that the Gentiles of Ephesus (and elsewhere in Asia Minor) were somehow insulated from that hostility. Newer converts presumably carried ethnic animosity into the church and fueled tensions. And if the churches continued to evangelize the Gentile inhabitants of the city in the seven years or so since Paul was there, such believers needed help to understand both the Jewish/OT heritage of their faith and God’s design of obliterating the distinctions and uniting them both into one body in Christ.

Although Paul does not explicitly say so in this passage, the rest of Ephesians points to the fact that the powers of evil will attack the unity of the church. Therefore, Paul counsels them not to give a place to the devil by allowing the sun to go down on their wrath (4:27) and to fight against the powers of darkness by putting on the gospel of peace (like boots on their feet; 6:15). It is precisely here that two of the principle themes of Ephesians come together, namely, the stress on the unity of the church and the believers’ struggle against the powers of darkness.93

The Nearness of God

Paul gives expression to four crucial theological themes that are significant for the application of this text then and now.

God is near. The pivotal assertion of this text is that the Gentiles have come near to God. This does not mean that the Gentiles now have a privileged position with respect to the Jews. Both groups have been reconciled to God and now have equal access to the Father. At the heart of this passage, then, is a theology of “nearness.” One of the privileges and blessings Israel enjoyed under the old covenant was an experience of nearness to the Father. In Ps 148:14, the people of Israel are called “the people close ([image: ]) to his heart” (see also Ps 119:151 [118:151]). Because of this, “the Lord is near ([image: ]) to all who call on him” (Ps 145:18 [144:18]), “his salvation is near ([image: ]) those who fear him” (Ps 85:9 [84:10]), and “the Lord is close ([image: ]) to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit” (Ps 34:18 [33:19]).

Gentiles now participate in this nearness to the Father because they have been brought near by the work of Christ. There is a much greater nearness under the new covenant, however, because of the presence of the Spirit and the work of Christ, who brings peace. Because Christ has shed his blood and taken care of the problem of sin, which separates people from God, Jews too experience a greater closeness to the Father because they benefit from the blood of the cross and Christ reconciles them to God as well. As the new temple, the church is now a “home” for God, which he inhabits. This closeness to God is a major blessing of the new covenant. Paul’s introductory blessing and prayer anticipated the closeness to the Father that he develops here when he says that God chose us for himself (1:4–5), that we are his “possession” (1:14), and that we are his glorious inheritance (1:18).

What this means is that the common contemporary Christian definition of what it means to be a Christian corresponds significantly with what Paul says in Ephesians; that is, becoming a Christian means having a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. To be more precise, according to 2:13, entering a dynamic relationship with Christ is what gives a person access to the Father and a closeness to him.

The New Community

Jesus has created a new community. Jesus came not only to die on the cross for our sin, but also to form a new community of people bought by his blood. Paul speaks of this new community as the body of Christ (2:16a) or as “one new man” (2:15b). He also refers to believers as fellow citizens of a new kingdom (2:19c), as members of the household of God (2:19c), and as living stones that comprise the new temple where God dwells (2:21–22). This new community has the potential for being perfectly unified because Christ has taken away the principal source of enmity and has created the conditions for peaceful coexistence.

The division between Jews and Gentiles in the first century was deep. One has only to read Philo’s account of the Gentile uprising against the Jewish people in the city of Alexandria in the mid-first century to witness the extent to which the enmity could spill over into outright violence (Philo, Embassy 120–139). This is the same ill-feeling that eventually led Claudius to banish all Jews from Rome just a few years before Paul spent his three-year ministry in Ephesus (cf. Acts 18:2). For Paul to create integrated communities of Jewish and Gentile believers devoted to the worship of the one true God, the God of the Jews, within this cultural context of tension and hostility is nothing short of miraculous. He was able to do so, however, because it was God’s design. Christ has reconciled both Jews and Gentiles in one unified body. Jesus himself is the source of their peace.

As we see throughout Ephesians, new Christians need time to grow, and thus Paul has to help them understand the nature of their new identity, their new community, and the new source of power for their growth and then challenge them to rid themselves of vices and appropriate the virtues of Christ. It is natural, then, to expect that there would be tension and disunity within the new community at various levels. But this is not to be the norm. Paul expects the new community to strive for unity because this is the foundation and hallmark of the new community.

The call to unity within the first-century church went beyond the Jew-Gentile divide. Ephesus was a multicultural city with a variety of indigenous peoples from Anatolia, Romans from Italy (many of whom were more at home in Latin than in Greek), Egyptians, Persians, settlers from Greece, and many others. In addition to this was the extraordinary economic divide that separated many of the peoples. They ranged from the wealthy urban elites to the many slaves (some say as much as one-third of the population of the empire were slaves) and probably numerous peasants. The challenges to unity in the first century were no less than they are today.

The contemporary church is built on the same foundation and worships the same Prince of Peace. It is the heart and passion of Jesus Christ for his church to transcend the cultural and economic barriers that separate and divide. Jesus longs for his church to overcome the cultural barriers of racism, nationalism, and economic pride and to embody in a practical way what he created it to be: an attractive, yet countercultural, family of people very different from one another who love each other deeply and display the presence of the God who is near.

Reconciliation Made Possible by the Blood of Christ

The blood of Christ is the basis for reconciliation to God and the source of peace for the new community. Paul firmly roots peace with God and peace with one another in the work of Jesus Christ: “by the blood of Christ” (2:13), “by his flesh” (2:14e), and “through the cross” (2:16a). Christ is the one who created the new humanity, who reconciled us to God (and to one another), and who serves as the foundation stone of the new temple. And now Jesus is actively engaged in proclaiming this good news of peace with God through his messengers with a view to building the temple into an even greater structure.

Because of his great work, Jesus deserves our praise and devotion. The cost to him was so significant that we should not hesitate in the least to make sacrifices in joining with him in his endeavor to build the church—not only through proclamation of the good news (and thereby adding stones), but also in expending great effort in peacemaking within the body of Christ.

The Transition from Old to New Covenant

The era of the new covenant has dawned and the era of the Mosaic covenant is over. Under the old covenant, Israel enjoyed a distinct set of advantages: God chose them, poured his affection on them, gave them his law, and revealed himself to them through the prophets. Although God called Israel to be a light to the Gentiles, the Gentiles were still significantly disadvantaged (as Paul reveals in 2:12). Not least in this regard is the fact that the Mosaic law separated Jews from Gentiles and created an enmity between the two groups.

Paul declares in 2:15, however, that Christ’s death on the cross has resulted in the abolition of the law. This means that the Torah no longer governs the way God relates to his people—a whole new age has dawned. Through Christ, God has created a new temple comprised of redeemed people (not stones and mortar), which is worldwide (it is not limited to the spatial constraints of Jerusalem), where no animal sacrifices are offered (Christ himself has given his blood), and where there are no walls of separation (Gentiles have access to God on equal terms as the Jews). The long-anticipated messianic peace has arrived and the promised Spirit has come.

This reality has multiple points of significance for the church. Because the Mosaic code no longer governs the covenant relationship with God, a law orientation must give way to a Spirit orientation. The role of works (see 2:8–10), ritual purity, the festivals and calendar of Judaism, and circumcision as a former sign of the covenant no longer have significance in the new community. The cross of Christ is now the focus, and the unifying and empowering presence of the Spirit has become the central points of emphasis.

Whereas under the old covenant, Gentiles were reached in a centripetal fashion —that is, they were attracted to the one true God through his people and through the temple in Jerusalem—under the new covenant, there is a centrifugal movement. Just as after the cross Jesus came and proclaimed the gospel of peace (through the apostles and prophets), God’s people today are called to go and proclaim the gospel of peace. Jesus expects us to participate with him in reaching the lost. The church is thus a dynamic temple that is on the move to mediate the presence of God and his message of mercy and love to a lost world.
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CHAPTER 6
Ephesians 3:1–13
 


Literary Context
 

After describing the new status and privileges of the Gentiles as part of the new people of God, Paul appears to begin a second intercessory prayer for the readers (3:1), but he suddenly breaks off to explain his divinely commissioned role “as a steward of the grace of God.” It is possible that his self-description as a prisoner of Christ Jesus prompts him to digress and describe his apostolic role and the wonders of the mystery with which he has been entrusted.

The nature and content of his digression does not appear to follow any contemporaneous rhetorical forms of digressio as known through the rhetorical handbooks of antiquity. The form of this digression is unique to Paul’s concern to communicate the nature of the mystery and his responsibility as a steward of it.

One recent study has rightly stressed that this is far from a pointless digression, but integral to the argument of the book: “the purpose of the digression is to explain Paul’s description of himself as a prisoner in Eph 3:1. It answers an objection that might arise in the minds of the readers regarding Paul’s being a prisoner.”1 The author contends that this passage “epitomizes the triumph of God in Christ.”2 Paul’s imprisonment, then, in no way hinders the ministry but actually serves to magnify the triumph of God because God accomplishes his purposes in weakness.

The existence of the church, which Paul has helped to create through the preaching of the gospel, serves as a witness to the hostile principalities and powers of the triumph of God. Paradoxically, the church is established by weak people (“the least of all the saints”; 3:8) who suffer and find themselves facing seemingly insurmountable constraints (3:1, 13). Just as God used David to fight the giant (1 Sam 17), the Lord continues “to use utterly unqualified agents (in the eyes of the world) to accomplish his purposes.”3

A key function of this passage is to give Paul’s readers a broader, divine perspective on his imprisonment and suffering, which he alludes to again at later intervals in the letter (4:1; 6:20).4 This divine purpose is fulfilled in Christ’s work in creating the church, but the implications of his work extend through all of creation, reaching to the heavenly places and the hostile principalities and powers (3:10).

The function of this passage appears to go beyond a divine perspective on the role of Paul’s suffering, however, to incorporate the fulfillment of his apostolic role of illuminating his readers’ understanding about the nature of God’s plan, which he calls “the mystery” in this passage (see 3:9). In other words, by writing this letter, praying for his readers’ eyes to be illuminated (1:18), and explaining the nature of the mystery, Paul is fulfilling his divine commission. Paul’s life also serves as an inspirational example to his readers on the all-important task of proclaiming the riches of Christ (3:8; see also 6:15, 17; 4:10–11).


IV. New Life in Christ (2:1–10)


V. Nearness to God in a New Community (2:11–22)


A. The Former Exclusion from God and His People (2:11–12)


B. The New Closeness to God and Inclusion in His People (2:13–18)


C. Characteristics of the New Humanity (2:19–22)


[image: ]VI. Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:1–13)


A. The Revelation of the Mystery to Paul (3:1–7)


B. The Nature of Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:8–12)


C. Paul’s Concern for the Readers (3:13)


VII. A Second Prayer of Intercession (3:14–21)


A. The Address to the Father (3:14–15)


B. A Request for Power and Love (3:16–17)


C. A Request for an Increasing Awareness of God’s Power and Love (3:18–19)


D. Doxology (3:20–21)




 


Main Idea
 

God has revealed a new and definitive stage in his eternal plan that involves creating a people for himself consisting of Jews and Gentiles united to Christ and joined to one another. All who have faith in Jesus Christ become a part of this new community and have direct and immediate access to the Father. This new plan, which Paul calls a “mystery,” reflects the infinite wisdom of God and is a message of defeat to the evil supernatural realm. Paul explains that God has given him the ministry of proclaiming and explaining this marvelous plan.


Translation
 

[image: ]

[image: ]


Structure
 

If we follow the punctuation of NA27, this passage consists of two long sentences (3:1–7 and 3:8–12) and one short sentence (3:13). This corresponds to the overall structure of the passage (also reflected in the exegetical outline).

The initial line of this section is actually the beginning of Paul’s intercessory prayer for the readers. He digresses from the prayer report to describe his divine commission to be a steward of God’s mystery (3:2–13). In 3:14 he resumes the prayer by repeating the opening phrase of the present passage, “for this reason” ([image: ]). In this first line, Paul describes himself as a “prisoner … on behalf of you” ([image: ] … [image: ]). This corresponds with the final line of the passage, where he speaks of “my suffering for you” ([image: ]). This forms an inclusio that brackets the entire text and provides a stress on his weakness, suffering, and constraints facing his ministry.

Another inclusio brackets the first major section of the passage. Paul begins this section by saying that he assumes that they have heard of his responsibility to serve as a steward “of the grace of God, which was given to me for you” ([image: ][image: ], 3:2). He concludes the section in like fashion by reaffirming that he is a servant who has been entrusted with “the gift of the grace of God that was given to me” ([image: ], 3:7b). This functions to highlight Paul’s role as a steward of the mystery.

The first line of 3:2 also has formal correspondence with the last verse of the section. Paul introduces his remarks by using the first part of a first-class conditional sentence ([image: ]). The second part of the sentence (formally, the apodosis) does not actually appear until 3:13: “If indeed you have heard about my responsibility … [then] I ask you not to lose heart.” This is awkward because of the amount of intervening material, but it is the best explanation for the conditional statement that is otherwise never resolved.

In 3:3 Paul begins to speak in earnest about “the mystery” ([image: ]), which is the central theological concept of the passage. The term appears three times throughout the course of the passage (3:3, 4, 9). In the first section, repeated reference is made to it through the threefold repetition of the neuter relative pronoun ([image: ]). The final relative pronoun may refer to the immediately preceding reference to “the gospel” ([image: ]), but it could just as easily continue the ongoing reference to “the mystery.” The final verse of the section also serves as a transition to the next section as it changes the focus of the topic away from the content of the mystery to Paul’s apostolic service of delivering it.

The next major section begins by repeating the key word that Paul has used to characterize his apostolic commission: “this grace” ([image: ], 3:8a; see also 3:2 and 3:7b). Paul states that this ministry was given to him for two specific purposes, expressed with coordinate infinitival clauses: “to proclaim the good news” ([image: ] 3:8b) and “to illuminate” ([image: ], 3:9a). Paul’s activity of proclaiming and illuminating, resulting in the establishment of the church, also leads to an additional purpose ([image: ], 3:10) of revealing God’s mystery to the principalities and powers.

The final sentence of the section draws an inference ([image: ]) from all that Paul has explained regarding the mystery. His request is that the perspective he has just given them about God’s purposes will keep them from becoming disheartened about his imprisonment.


Exegetical Outline
 


VI. Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:1–13)


A. The Revelation of the Mystery to Paul (3:1–7)


1. The beginning of the prayer (prior to the digression) (3:1)


2. Paul as a steward of the mystery (3:2–3)


3. Assurance of the readers’ ability to understand the mystery (3:4)


4. The time of the disclosure of the mystery (once—now) (3:5a)


5. The content of the mystery as revealed to the apostles and prophets (3:5b–6)


6. Reiteration of Paul’s role as a servant of the mystery (3:7)


B. The Nature of Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:8–12)


1. The ministry involves proclaiming the good news of Christ (3:8)


2. The ministry involves helping converts understand the mystery (3:9)


3. The impact of Paul’s ministry on the supernatural realm: The existence of the church as a revelation of God’s wisdom (3:10)


4. Additional characteristics of God’s plan (3:11–12)


a. God’s plan is part of his eternal purpose (3:11)


b. The result of God’s plan is freedom of access to the Father (3:12)


C. Paul’s Concern for the Readers (3:13)






Explanation of the Text
 

3:1 For this reason, I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Structurally, Paul begins this passage as though he is beginning his prayer of intercession for his readers, but then suddenly breaks off to write about his divinely commissioned role to proclaim the gospel to the Gentiles. The expression “for this reason” ([image: ][image: ]) connects the prayer to the previous passage (2:11–22) and technically serves as the basis for the prayer, which he resumes in 3:14 with the repetition of “for this reason ([image: ]) … I bow my knees before the Father [in prayer].”

There are a number of ways that the content of 2:11–22 serves as a basis for Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians. The central idea of the nearness of God (2:13), the notion of peace with God (2:14, 15, 17), the fact that Jews and Gentiles together have been reconciled to God (2:16), and the truth that through Christ we all have access to the Father through the Spirit (2:18) underscore Paul’s right to approach God in prayer and to appeal to him on behalf of these believers. But the fact that Jews and Gentiles together form a spiritual temple that constitutes a home for God through the Spirit (2:19–22) may help explain why Paul prays to God to strengthen them by his Spirit and why he prays for Christ to inhabit this dwelling fully (3:16–17). Why Paul chooses to use the relatively uncommon construction ([image: ] rather than his more common way of expressing “for this reason” ([image: ][image: ] see 1:15; 5:17; 6:13) is not immediately clear, but he does use it on one other occasion (Titus 1:5), and it does appear in Jewish literature of this time (e.g., 1 Macc 13:4; Jos., Ant. 4.197; Philo, Leg. 1.59; 2.56; 3.27, 32).

Rather than beginning the prayer with the simple first person singular of the verb, Paul begins with the emphatic, “I, Paul” ([image: ] see also 2 Cor 10:1; Gal 5:2; Col 1:23; Phlm 19). This emphasizes his personal concern and active care for these believers, many of whom he has never seen.

Paul’s present situation is that of a “prisoner” ([image: ]). But whereas the readers might expect him to say that he is a prisoner of Caesar, he clarifies that he is a prisoner “of Christ Jesus” ([image: ]). This is probably best interpreted as a simple genitive of possession and thus indicates that Paul is a prisoner ultimately belonging to Christ and not to Caesar. Hoehner perhaps overinterprets at this point by calling it a genitive of cause (“because of Christ”), a category not specified in many of the common grammars (e.g., BDF, Robertson, Wallace).5 On Paul’s situation as a prisoner, see comments on 3:13.

The reason for Paul’s incarceration has nothing to do with a moral lapse, God’s displeasure, or anything that should cause the readers’ concern. It is possible that some of the Gentile readers were concerned about Paul’s imprisonment and thereby questioned his authority over the churches and their lives. In point of fact, Paul is in Roman custody precisely because of his unswerving and sacrificial commitment to fulfill his divine commission to make the gospel known to the Gentiles (see Acts 26:19–23). The Gentile readers of this letter are among those who owe their salvation to Paul’s obedient fulfillment of his apostolic call.

3:2 If indeed you have heard about my responsibility to serve as a steward of the grace of God, which was given to me for you ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul now breaks off from the introduction to his intercessory prayer to make a few remarks about his call from God to administrate the mystery. The precise wording here suggests that his pastoral concerns for these Gentile believers in and around Ephesus have prompted him to make these comments.

He could have begun with the observation, “you know about my responsibility … ,” but instead he begins with a conditional sentence (first class), “if you have heard… .” He holds back on expressing the apodosis (the “then” statement), however, until 3:13. The end result is, in effect: “if you have heard about my stewardship of God’s grace … then don’t lose heart in my suffering.” In other words, what prompts Paul’s digression and his discussion of the unique call of God on his life is a concern for the spiritual health and well-being of his Gentile readers. The nature of the first class condition ([image: ] with an indicative verb) is such that the first part of the sentence (protasis) is assumed to be true for the sake of the discussion. The additional particle ([image: ]) further underlines the reality of the statement in the experience of the readers in this context. This certainty that the condition has already been fulfilled is brought out in some of the English versions by translating the clause, “surely you have heard” (NIV; NRSV) or, “assuming that you have heard” (ESV).

It may seem somewhat strange that Paul appeals only to the fact that they “have heard” about his ministry insofar as he is writing to Christians in a city where he spent nearly three years. The most likely explanation for this is that many Gentiles have become Christians in the years since he was there and only had an acquaintance with Paul through what they heard from the first wave of people who became Christians during Paul’s stay in Ephesus. At any rate, they are sufficiently familiar with him that they are profoundly concerned about his condition (3:13).

Paul refers to his ministry as a responsibility to serve as a “steward” of the grace of God. The term he uses ([image: ]) is the same word used in 1:10 to refer to the comprehensive plan of God in connection to the revelation of the mystery of his will. In this context the word assumes the existence of the divine plan, but it emphasizes Paul’s divinely ordained role as a steward of the plan (see the similar emphasis in 1 Cor 4:1, 9:17; Col 1:25).6 As noted in the commentary on Eph 1:10, the term gives expression to the metaphor of God as a divine householder ([image: ]) who has a plan ([image: ]) for his household ([image: ]), which encompasses heaven and earth. At the center of this plan is God’s intent to create a special household of people who actually form a home that he indwells—a corporate body of both Jews and Greeks, whom he has redeemed with his own blood. Paul used an extensive amount of household ([image: ]) imagery in 2:18–22 as he described this new entity that God has created: believers are members of “the household” ([image: ]) of God (2:19c), they are “built upon” ([image: ]) a solid foundation (2:20a), they are now a “building” ([image: ] 2:21), God is “building them together” ([image: ] 2:22), and they now form a “home” for God ([image: ] 2:22).

As apostle to the Gentiles ([image: ]), God has bestowed on Paul the responsibility of proclaiming and explaining this wondrous divine message. It is a stewardship of the grace of God ([image: ][image: ] objective genitive), that is, a commission to make known the good news of the gospel of Christ. When Paul spoke to the Ephesian elders, he referred to this as the task of testifying to “the gospel of God’s grace” ([image: ][image: ] Acts 20:24). Up to this point in Ephesians, whenever Paul has used the term “grace,” it has referred to God’s plan of salvation rooted in his merciful favor to sinners (see esp. Eph 2:5–8; see also the comments on 1:2). The content of this gracious plan he now further elaborates with respect to the church, defined as the “one new man” (2:15) comprised of Jews and Gentiles, who are together reconciled to God on the same basis—the blood of Christ. The gospel of grace has implications that extend to heaven and the whole of creation (see 3:10).

There is an added sense now in which Paul uses the term “grace” to refer not only to the gift of salvation, but also to his call to apostleship and God’s empowerment to carry it out. This is similar to the way Paul speaks of grace in Gal 1:15–16, when he says that God “set me apart from birth and called me by his grace, [and] was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles.” Paul frequently associates his experience of God’s grace with his apostleship (see Rom 1:5; 12:3; 15:15; 1 Cor 3:10; 15:10; Gal 2:9).7

3:3 That the mystery was made known to me by revelation as I briefly wrote about earlier [in this letter] ([image: ][image: ]). Paul now explains the source and nature of this stewardship that God has entrusted to him. It is clearly not an insight or a plan that Paul himself has conceived. It has come directly to him by revelation from God ([image: ]). The language Paul uses here is the same as he used in Gal 1:12, 16 ([image: ]) to describe his experience on the road to Damascus, where God revealed his Son to Paul so that he might proclaim him among the Gentiles (see also Rom 16:25).

Most interpreters agree that Paul has in mind here the Damascus road encounter with Christ,8 but Ernest Best suggests that it may have taken time for the full implications of this to have dawned on Paul.9 This may be true to some degree, but it can easily be overstated. Saul of Tarsus’s experience in becoming a Christian and grasping the nature of the gospel was different from that of most people today. As a zealous Pharisee, he already knew his Hebrew Bible well and would have been intimately familiar with early Christian teaching and proclamation (he had to know it well enough to be so motivated to persecute the Jewish Christians). Jesus’ appearance to him on the way to Damascus was the catalyst for a monumental change in his convictions and the spark that probably quickly led to a new array of theological convictions in light of his recognition that Jesus of Nazareth was the resurrected and living Messiah of Israel. Since he knew the relevant scriptural texts, it would not have taken him long to grasp the significance of what God was now doing through Christ.

Paul describes the revelation God made known to him at that time as “the mystery” ([image: ][image: ]). The content of this mystery is that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ (see Eph 3:4), but as such, it also involves an understanding of Jesus’ role in God’s redemptive plan and a recognition that this plan extends to the Gentiles.

Paul has already spoken of this mystery previously in this letter, not only when he mentioned that God has made known “the mystery of his will” (see 1:9 and comments), but also in his description of the plan of salvation (esp. in 2:11–22). This is a more natural explanation of the words than assuming that Paul is referring to another letter with which the readers would have been familiar,10 or that he is speaking of the letter to the Colossians.11 The latter view assumes that Ephesians was written to Christians in the Lycus Valley and that there would have been an interchange of letters—a view that is unlikely (see the introduction). Nevertheless, Paul does express his divine stewardship in similar terms in Colossians (Col 1:25–26).

It is somewhat surprising that Paul does not avoid using the term [image: ] altogether since it was so common among the false religions of the day. Many religions in Asia Minor had rituals of initiation that they referred to as “mysteries” ([image: ]), including the cult of the Ephesian Artemis.12 Although this term was also the property of Judaism (see esp. the book of Daniel), which is the most likely source for Paul’s understanding of the term, he probably also had a contextualizing strategy in using it. Because Christ is the mystery, the definitive revelation of the one true God, the readers can forsake all of their inferior and pseudo-mysteries—the rituals of the gods and goddesses they may have worshiped all their lives—and give their allegiance to Christ alone.

3:4 Regarding which, as you read, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery, which is Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul earnestly endeavors to impart to these Gentile believers a full understanding of the outworking of God’s plan through the Messiah. God has specifically called him to illuminate their understanding into “the mystery” (3:9a).

The neuter relative pronoun ([image: ]) refers back to the neuter noun “mystery,” which Paul will now explain in more detail. When Paul speaks of “reading” ([image: ]), it is easy for contemporary Christians to think of their own experience of opening up a copy of the Bible and having a quiet time. Yet one must keep in mind that because of the expense of hiring a scribe and purchasing papyri, there were likely few copies of Paul’s letters (or any other Scriptures) in the churches. In addition to that, there was a significant percentage of people in the Roman world who were illiterate. Paul is therefore referring to the public reading of the Scripture when the various communities of believers assembled on the Lord’s day or for special occasions. The public reading of Scripture as well as apostolic documents undoubtedly played an important role in the lives of the early Christian churches.

As his audience reads and hears the contents of this letter, Paul assures them that he is faithfully passing along what God has revealed to him. One of these insights is that the mystery is Christ. The genitive ([image: ]) should be taken as a genitive of apposition, which thereby specifies that the mystery consists of Christ. In the following verses, Paul explains further what this means in terms of how Jesus is creating a newly defined people of God.

Paul does not here set himself up as a shaman-type figure who alone knows the secrets of God. His sincere desire is for everyone in his churches to understand fully ([image: ]) the nature of God’s new covenant plan. The verb Paul uses here ([image: ]) is also used in the Olivet Discourse of Jesus, where he challenges the disciples to understand the signs of the times (“let the reader understand”; [image: ] Matt 24:15; Mark 13:14). In Col 2:2, Paul says he prays and labors for the Colossians to similarly come to a full assurance of understanding ([image: ]), that is, a true knowledge ([image: ]) of the mystery of God, which is Christ. In these contexts there is probably little difference between the terms “insight” ([image: ]) and “knowledge” ([image: ]).

Paul’s comments here should probably be linked to his prayer in 1:17 that the Spirit of God might bring to all of his readers “revelation to know” ([image: ]) the Messiah. Paul labors to help believers understand the mystery, but it is actually the Spirit of God that must impress it on their hearts.

3:5a Which, in previous generations, was not made known to the sons of men ([image: ][image: ]). Paul clarifies here that there was no generation among God’s people who could have anticipated the full extent of what God would accomplish through his Messiah.

As in the previous verse, the initial neuter relative pronoun ([image: ]) picks up the term “mystery” and prepares the way for Paul to make additional comments about this pivotal expression. Although Paul does not use the term “once” ([image: ]), the expression “previous generations” ([image: ]) functions as such in setting up a “once … now” contrast with the “now” ([image: ]) in 3:5b. As in 2:1–10 and 2:11–22, this sets up a salvation-historical contrast and highlights the significance of the coming and work of Christ for God’s plan of redemption and reconciliation.

In referring to the prior generations of people (Jews as well as Gentiles) as “the sons of men” ([image: ][image: ]), Paul uses a Semitic expression that Gentiles unfamiliar with the Scriptures of Israel would be hard pressed to understand. The expression itself simply means human beings (see, e.g., Pss 107 [106]:8, 15, 21, 31; 144:12; Mark 3:28; the prophet Ezekiel refers to himself repeatedly as a “son of man,” e.g., Ezek 2:1, 3, 6, 8).

3:5b As it is now revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul divides history in half: the time before the coming of Jesus Christ and the time after his incarnation, death, and resurrection, when the full significance of his life and work on earth is revealed to God’s chosen emissaries.

The conjunction “as” ([image: ]) is critical to the interpretation of this passage. Does the term indicate an absolute disjunction between the past and the present so that nothing about the mystery was known prior to the coming of Christ?13 Or does the conjunction take on comparative significance and indicate that some of the content of the mystery was known previously, but not to the degree that it is now?14 In support of the latter view, Robinson speaks of the “half light” of revelation in the OT and says that this passage “seems to leave room for those glimpses of the Divine purpose.”15 The difficulty with this view is that the once/now language and conceptuality of this passage suggest an absolute distinction between the two ages. The introductory blessing of 1:3–14 also suggests this disjunction by making the coming of Christ the radical turning point of history.

It is also important to note that the fact that this mystery required divine revelation for it to be seen and understood also supports the notion that this plan of God was unknown prior to Christ. Just as Nebuchadnezzar could not understand and interpret his dream because God revealed it to no one but Daniel, so God’s plan of uniting Jews and Gentiles into one body on an equal basis through the work of Christ was beyond the apprehension of anyone in the OT era.

In affirming this distinction, however, one needs to be cautious not to overstate the discontinuity. It is clear in the OT that God planned to extend his blessings to the Gentile nations (see Gen 12:3; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14). There are also many prophetic texts that speak of Gentiles coming to worship God as well as references to Israel’s vocation to be a light to the Gentiles (see Isa 2:1–4; 11:10; 49:6; 60:1–3; Jer 3:17; Zech 8:20–23; 14:16–19). There was also the expectation of a descendant of David who would come and reign as an anointed King (2 Sam 7:11–16; Ps 89:20–29). So, in what sense is this plan of God previously unknown, thus requiring divine revelation and insight to grasp its significance? There are at least four ways.


1. The means by which God’s purpose would be realized was new and unexpected. The fact that the Messiah would pour out his blood (2:13, 14, 15) to accomplish God’s redemptive purposes was unanticipated. Rather than coming as a shattering stone to destroy the human kingdoms, Jesus came to demolish the dividing wall by offering his flesh on the cross. His blood was the means by which he conquered the greatest enemy of all—the power of sin (1:7; 2:1–3).


2. A second unforeseen way by which God accomplished his redemptive purpose was through the abrogation of the Mosaic law.16 No one could have anticipated that God would lay aside the conditions imposed by the Mosaic law for entering a relationship with him and being counted as his people. Because the Mosaic code separated Gentiles from the Jews and required a Gentile essentially to become a Jew to be saved, it could not serve as the basis for a plan that gave Jew and Gentile access to God on an equal footing.


3. The manner in which God’s purpose would be realized was new and unexpected.17 The incorporation of Jews and Gentiles into one body with equal access to God on an equal footing is entirely new (2:14–18). On the basis of OT revelation, one would not have been able to discern this way that God would create a new people for himself.


4. Finally, the new covenant “entails a degree of nearness to the Lord that exceeds the expectations of the old covenant.”18 The concept of nearness is brought out strongly in Paul’s discussion of this new dispensation in 2:11–22, especially in the theologically central text of the passage: “but now in Christ Jesus you who once were far have become near by the blood of Christ” (2:13).




 

Paul states that the contents of this mystery were first revealed to the apostles and prophets. There is some confusion over whether the adjective “holy” ([image: ]) qualifies both apostles and prophets19 or only the apostles.20 This is further complicated by the fact that the preposition “his” ([image: ]) follows apostles and does not occur at the end of the phrase after prophets. It is common for an adjective to carry its force to a second noun in the context. There is also no apparent reason in the context that the apostles would be regarded as holy (or, “set apart”) and the prophets would not be. Because the apostles and prophets are linked by a common article in 2:20, it is more likely that they are both qualified by the same adjective and pronoun here. The following prepositional phrase ([image: ]) may have necessitated the placement after apostles (instead of prophets) to avoid the impression that it is only modifying the prophets.21

The reference to the apostles and prophets as “holy” ([image: ]) may be a continuation of the concept that the living temple God is creating is holy (2:21). Since the apostles and prophets form the foundation of this structure, they are holy and they also belong to God. One should not read into the expression “holy apostles and prophets” a title of veneration. “Holy” is one of Paul’s favorite words (occurring fifteen times in Ephesians) to describe Christians on the basis of what Christ has done for them in forgiving and sanctifying them as well as in characterizing them as people now set apart for God (on the term “holy,” see comments on 1:1).

The Spirit is the responsible agent for revealing this mystery to the apostles and prophets. The prepositional phrase should be seen in conjunction with the verb and not as qualifying the term “prophets” (i.e., prophets in the Spirit).22 This means that Paul is not the only one to receive this revelation into the mystery involving God’s manner of redeeming the Gentiles.

Luke provides us with a glimpse of how God revealed this mystery to some of the other apostles and prophets in the church. A few years after the resurrection of Christ, Peter received a vision from the Lord in which God revealed to him that he should no longer concern himself with the purity laws of Judaism that separated him from Gentiles. He then instructed Peter to freely proclaim Christ to a Gentile family in Caesarea without concerning himself with ritual impurity. Peter obeyed the voice of the Lord, and an entire Gentile family responded to the gospel without having to fulfill any of the ritual laws of the Mosaic code (Acts 10:9–48). After the outbreak of persecution in connection with Stephen, some Jewish believers (from Cyprus and Cyrene) traveled to Antioch on the Orontes and proclaimed the gospel to Greeks (11:19–21). There is no credible way of explaining their actions apart from God’s revealing to them the mystery that Paul is speaking about here.

3:6 That the Gentiles are fellow heirs, and fellow members of the body, and fellow sharers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In a rhetorically powerful fashion, Paul reveals that at the heart of the mystery God has revealed is the fact that Gentiles now share equally with Jews in the blessings of the new covenant life with God. Paul brings this out with the threefold repetition of the preposition ([image: ]) as a prefix attached to the key nouns of the verse.23 This threefold stress on “together” emphasizes the obliteration of any distinctions in God’s way of bringing salvation to his people. God’s people will now be identified by their togetherness in a multiethnic loving group endowed by the Spirit of God rather than by circumcision, ritual purity, and bloody sacrifices.

Paul indicates that he is expressing the content of the mystery by introducing his remarks with the explanatory (or, epexegetical) use of the verb “to be” ([image: ]). He first indicates that the Gentiles are coheirs with the Jews, although he does not express the content of the inheritance at this point. He has already said that the Gentiles have been made heirs of the Holy Spirit (1:14), who guarantees an even greater inheritance in the future. Later in the letter, he will speak of the inheritance in the kingdom of God (5:5). Paul has used the same word ([image: ]) elsewhere to speak of believers being fellow heirs with Christ (Rom 8:17), but here the stress is on the fact that Gentile believers now share equally with Jews in the inheritance God is bestowing on his people now and will bestow in the future.

To maintain assonance and the repetition of the same preposition, Paul creates an entirely new word by prefixing to the word “body” ([image: ]) the preposition “with” ([image: ]). The resulting expression ([image: ]), never occurring before this in the Greek language, assures the Gentiles that they, too, are part of the “one new man” (2:15)—the one body of Christ (2:16) that God has created. Paul speaks of the church as the body of Christ repeatedly throughout this letter (e.g., 1:23; 4:4, 12, 16; 5:23, 30).

Finally, he affirms that Gentile believers are also fellow participants in the promise of God. First and foremost, Paul has in mind the presence of the Holy Spirit, which he has already referred to as “the Holy Spirit of promise” (1:13). The coming of the Spirit is one of the principal blessings of the new covenant (see Ezek 36:26–27; 37:14; Joel 2:28–30). Although the term Paul uses here ([image: ]) is unique in the Bible (it appears only here and in Eph 5:7), the unprefixed term is common and can refer to a business partner (such as partners in the fishing business; see Luke 5:7) and more generally to a person who shares in or participates in something (such as participating in the worship of idols; Hos 4:17). The author of Hebrews uses the term extensively to refer to sharing in the heavenly calling (Heb 3:1), sharing in Christ (3:14), sharing in the Holy Spirit (6:4), and even sharing in the discipline that God provides for his children (12:8).

The promise that this new people of God share in goes beyond the gift of the Spirit to encompass all of what God promised in the OT in relation to salvation.24 As Hoehner indicates, this would not extend to the land promises made to Israel because the church is not the new Israel, but a distinct body of believers comprised of Jews and Gentiles.25

Gentiles come to participate in these blessings when they hear and respond to the gospel ([image: ][image: ] see 1:13–14) and enter into a dynamic union with the living Christ ([image: ]). By entering a relationship with Jesus Christ, the Gentiles become children of Abraham and become heirs of the promised blessings made to him (Gal 3:7, 26–29). Union with Christ reverses the curse of exclusion that Paul spoke of in Eph 2:12.

3:7 Of which I became a servant according to the gift of the grace of God that was given to me according to the mighty working of his power ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). With this transitional verse, Paul brings his discussion of the content of the mystery to a conclusion and begins to explain his divinely commissioned role as a steward of the mystery. The repetition of “the grace of God that was given to me” ([image: ][image: ]) ties this verse closely to v. 2 and forms a bracket (or inclusio) around the section. Paul deflects any attention away from himself and points to God, who made him a servant and empowered him to carry out this ministry.

God had called Paul to become a servant of the gospel in the revelation on the Damascus road (Acts 9:1–19; 22:1–21; 26:1–32). The neuter relative pronoun ([image: ] refers to the immediately preceding word, “the gospel” ([image: ], but the “good news” that Paul proclaims encompasses the mystery as its content. It is precisely on the Damascus road that God bestowed this commission, “this grace,” on Paul.26 The aorist verbs ([image: ] and [image: ]) are suggestive of an event more than a process. This passage corresponds significantly with Luke’s record of the Lord’s words to Paul when he encountered him in the dazzling light: “I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant ([image: ]) and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you” (Acts 26:16).

Rather than describe himself as an apostle at this point, Paul uses the more humble expression “servant” ([image: ]), which may be reminiscent of Jesus’ call for his followers to devote themselves to a life of humble service (Mark 10:42–45; note the words used in this passage: [image: ] and [image: ] [2x]). Paul regularly referred to himself as a servant of the gospel (1 Cor 3:5; 2 Cor 3:6; 6:4; 11:23; cf. Phil 1:1) and also classified his coworkers with the same term (e.g., Tychicus, Eph 6:21 and Col 4:7; Phoebe, Rom 16:1; Apollos, 1 Cor 3:5; Timothy, Phil 1:1 and 1 Tim 4:6; Epaphras, Col 1:7).

Paul speaks of this calling and ministry as a gift ([image: ]), which consists of God’s grace (this is a genitive of apposition); that is, Paul became a servant by God’s kind and merciful choice of Paul. Later, Paul will affirm that every believer receives a gift, in the sense of a divine enablement for service, from Christ (Eph 4:7). Although he uses this noun elsewhere to refer to the gift of salvation (Rom 5:15, 17; 2 Cor 9:15), here it refers to God’s call on Paul to serve as a minister of the gift of salvation through the proclamation of the gospel. At this point, Paul’s use of the word grace ([image: ]) now speaks more of Paul’s call to be an apostle, which he subsequently develops in 3:8–12, than the gift of salvation (see comments on 3:2). Thus, Paul is saying that in the Damascus road encounter with the risen Christ, he became a servant on the basis of God’s kind and unmerited gift.

The grace of God bestowed on Paul also represents a manifestation of God’s power. God called Paul on the Damascus road in a manifestation of his power, and he sustains Paul in his apostolic ministry by the effectual display of his power in his life. The second prepositional phrase is not coordinate with the first but rather subordinate, modifying “that was given” ([image: ]). In effect, this means that grace is here described as a demonstration of the power of God.

Paul frequently spoke of the grace God granted him to sustain his ministry (Rom 1:5; 12:3; 15:15; 1 Cor 3:10; Gal 2:9). Here he uses two power-denoting terms to give expression to the divine enablement. The two terms are not synonymous. “Mighty working” ([image: ]) normally expresses the operation of power, whereas the term “power” ([image: ]) underlines the fact and presence of power, which in this case is divine.27 By the time Paul writes this letter, he has had abundant experience of God’s empowering hand upon his life and ministry in spite of the most difficult of circumstances, including sickness. The risen Lord once declared to him, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9; see also Rom 15:19; 1 Cor 2:4–5; 2 Cor 4:7; 6:7). In a similar way and at about the same time, Paul told the Colossians, “To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me” ([image: ][image: ], Col 1:29).

Paul’s example serves as an inspirational model and an instructive pattern to his readers. The grace of God they have experienced in their call to be his children and engage in a life of service will also be sufficient for them as it was for Paul.

3:8 This grace was given to me, the least of all the saints, to proclaim the good news of the incomprehensible riches of Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul here begins a new section where he explains his apostolic ministry of the proclamation of God’s extraordinary good news to the Gentiles.

“This grace” ([image: ]) ties this section closely to the reference to Paul’s reception of the gift of God’s grace (3:2, 7) that frames the entire preceding section. In Paul’s mind, there is a profound irony in the fact that he would receive this divine gift because there was nothing about him that rendered him worthy of such a kind bestowal. In describing himself as “the least” ([image: ]) of all the saints, he creates an unusual form of a word—a comparative form of a superlative adjective (the positive form of this adjective is [image: ]), which is logically impossible; a comparable English example would be “leaster,” which one will not find in the dictionary. The end result is an emphatic pronouncement of his unworthiness to be a recipient of God’s favor.

Such a self-abasing description does not stem from a preoccupation with sin or from an egotistical projection of humility. Paul never forgot his past and maintained a strong consciousness of his sin. Foremost in his recollection is the fact that he once persecuted the church of God. This rendered him “the least” ([image: ]) of all the apostles (1 Cor 15:9; see also 1 Tim 1:15). Paul displays a sense of amazement at his great privilege.28 The juxtaposition of “the least of all the saints” to “the grace of God” magnifies the wonder of God’s grace.

It is striking as well that Paul does not refer to himself as “the least of all sinners.” His emphasis always tends to fall on the result of God’s grace: he is now a “saint” ([image: ]), that is, one who has been consecrated and purified by God (see comments on 1:1).

His divine commission was to proclaim the good news ([image: ]) to the Gentiles. Normally when Paul uses this verb, no object is expressed (e.g., Rom 1:15; 15:20; 1 Cor 1:17) and the content of “the gospel” is understood. In this instance, however, Paul explicitly says that he is proclaiming the riches ([image: ]) of Christ ([image: ], which is probably best understood as a possessive genitive29). He has already used this noun to speak of the riches of God’s grace (1:7; 2:7) and will use it in his prayer to refer to the riches of God’s glory (3:16).

As if this descriptive term were not enough to characterize the plan, person, and work of the Messiah, Paul modifies it with the adjective “incomprehensible” ([image: ])—a word that nowhere appears outside of biblical Greek. It is built on the word “footprint” ([image: ]). The verbal form ([image: ] or [image: ]) was used literally in Greek literature for a tracker, that is, someone who pursues another by tracing their footprints. The term came to be used metaphorically for the notion of searching (such as the spies searching out the land; Judg 18:2). The form that appears here, which includes the alpha negative to give it the sense of “unsearchable,” was used in the book of Job to describe the inscrutable and unfathomable ways of God (Job 5:9; 9:10). Paul uses it in his exclamation of praise to God in the book of Romans: “Oh, the depth of the riches ([image: ]) of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out ([image: ])!” (Rom 11:33). In Colossians, Paul expresses a similar idea when he prays that his readers might come to know the riches ([image: ]) of God’s mystery, which is Christ, “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col 2:2–3).

The contrast between the two halves of Paul’s life—from one who violently opposed Christ to one who extolled Christ—is remarkable. This zealous, Pharisaic Jew is awestruck as he reflects on the fact that Jesus was with the Father before the creation of the world, that Jesus was the divinely preordained center point of God’s plan of redemption, that Jesus was the promised and beloved Son of God, that God sacrificed Jesus to provide redemption, that God has brought the redeemed into a close relationship to himself through Jesus, that the redeemed now include the Gentiles who come near to God on the same basis as the Jews, that this new people of God has been incorporated into a body of believers through which they experience a dynamic relationship with the risen Christ, that Jesus is God’s agent to restore all things at the end of time, and many other marvels.

3:9 And to illuminate for all people the plan of the mystery, which has been hidden from the ages in God, who is the creator of all things ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). God’s second purpose in entrusting this ministry to Paul was to explain the nature of his plan of salvation to all who put their faith in Jesus by responding to the message of good news.

The presence of “and” ([image: ]) coordinates this clause with the first-stated purpose. This clause is not an explanation of the first, but is the second in a progression of actions. Once people are saved, Paul has the additional responsibility of imparting insight into the nature of God’s plan as it has been revealed to him. The “all” ([image: ]) refers to all who are evangelized, not all people in the Roman world.30

In his earlier prayer for the readers, Paul asked God for his Spirit to illuminate their minds (1:18). He now uses the same word to describe his own role of illuminating God’s plan to his converts. Because Paul depends on the power of God to carry out his ministry (3:8), it is not surprising that he prays for the help of the Spirit to impress these truths on the minds and hearts of his readers. John’s gospel teaches that Jesus himself is the true light who illuminates ([image: ]) every person (John 1:9). This term often stands in contrast to and presupposes darkness, which only divine revelation and light can illuminate. As the psalmist says, “My God, you illumine ([image: ]) my darkness” (Ps 18:28 [17:29 LXX]).

This “plan” ([image: ]) takes us back to 3:2, where Paul used the same word to speak of his responsibility to serve as a steward of the grace of God (see comments on this word there). Here the word does not refer to Paul’s stewardship of the mystery but of the plan itself. God has commissioned Paul to help Jewish and Gentile converts understand how God has chosen to accomplish his purpose.31 A significant part of this mystery, as Paul has explained it in 2:11–22 and in 3:2–7, is that God has incorporated Jews and Greeks into the body of Christ and that he has done so on the basis of the blood of Christ, not on the basis of ethnic descent or good works.

The full nature of God’s plan was unknown to all previous generations; that is, it was “hidden from the ages” ([image: ][image: ]). Although a few scholars have interpreted “ages” ([image: ]) to be spiritual forces equivalent to the principalities and powers,32 it is better understood in a temporal sense. Nowhere else in his writings does Paul use this term as part of his vocabulary for demonic powers. In a passage that closely parallels this, Paul says that the mystery was “hidden for the ages and generations” ([image: ]), the latter phrase making it clear that this is a temporal reference (Col 1:26; see also 1 Cor 2:7). The hiddenness of God’s plan for the ages is consistent with the apocalyptic worldview of Judaism, as expressed, for instance, in the book of Daniel. It is a mystery that cannot be known apart from the revelation of God. Thus, according to Daniel, it is God alone who “reveals deep and hidden ([image: ]) things” (Theod. Dan 2:22).

In describing God as “the creator of all things,” Paul highlights the sovereignty and power of the one true God. Part of his intention in doing this may be to affirm that this plan, now being revealed, “was no afterthought but part of God’s intention from the beginning.”33 As Markus Barth notes, there may be a “supralapsarian hint” in this text; that is, this plan was in the mind of God before he made the heavens and the earth.34 This reference to the omnipotence of God as Creator may also provide a bridge into 3:10, where God’s plan is made known to the hostile powers in heaven.

3:10 To make known now the multifaceted wisdom of God through the church to the principalities and authorities in the heavenly places ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The existence and growth of the church has implications that resound throughout heaven and the entire spiritual realm. All of the hostile principalities and authorities have become aware of the profound wisdom of God.

This is the third purpose clause in a row, but since it is not connected to the others by “and” ([image: ]) and because the form is different (it is not an infinitive), it should be seen as dependent on the verbs of the previous two clauses. In the flow of thought, this means that the revelation of God’s wisdom to the powers is one of the consequent purposes of Paul’s evangelization of the Gentiles and of helping them grow in the knowledge of God’s plan. This is consistent with Paul’s emphasis throughout the letter that God has a plan that encompasses the entire heavenly sphere (see 1:10).

The revelation of God’s wisdom to the powers in the heavenly places35 happens “through the church.” This does not mean, as some have argued, that the church has a responsibility to proclaim a message to the principalities and powers. Walter Wink, for instance, claims that “the church’s task is articulated here as preaching to the Powers.”36 There is nothing in this passage to suggest that the church is called to take an active role in proclaiming a message to the powers. When Paul elaborates on the proper response of believers to the principalities and powers (Eph 6:10–20), he says nothing about proclaiming a message to them, raising a prophetic voice against them, or rebuking them.

It is also important to observe that the verb Paul uses is not “preach,” but the passive voice of “to make known” ([image: ]). God is the implied direct agent of the verb, and the church is represented as the intermediate agent ([image: ]). God is thus revealing his plan, and the outworking of this plan is a witness to the powers. This means that the very existence of the church, the one body of Christ composed of Jews and Gentiles, reveals God’s wisdom to the powers.37

Paul made similar remarks to the Corinthians when he described to them the nature of his preaching:


We do, however, speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. No, we speak of God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. (1 Cor 2:6–8)



 

In concert with Eph 3:1–13, this passage refers to Paul’s apostolic ministry of proclamation, the content of the message as “wisdom,” the hiddenness of God’s plan, the existence of this plan before creation, and the ignorance of the principalities and powers about this plan prior to the death of Christ.

E. F. Scott has provided a helpful and eloquent explanation of the drama of God’s unfolding plan of salvation as a display of his wisdom:


The hostile powers had sought to frustrate the work of God, and believed they had succeeded when they conspired against Christ and brought about his Crucifixion. But unwittingly they had been mere instruments in God’s hands. The death of Christ had been the very means He had devised for the accomplishment of His plan. So it is here declared that the hostile powers, after their brief apparent triumph, had now become aware of a divine wisdom they had never dreamed of. They saw the Church arising as the result of Christ’s death and giving effect to what they could now perceive to have been the hidden purpose of God.38



 

Paul speaks of this wisdom as profound, or “multifaceted” ([image: ]). He does so by creating a compound word out of two adjectives to help give expression to the marvels of God’s plan. This term never appears elsewhere in the Bible, but it can be found a few times in Greek literature in writings Paul was probably not even familiar with.39 Paul has already shown his resourcefulness of creating new words that would be readily understandable to his readers. This term is a combination of the adjective “much” ([image: ]) and an adjective that means “various kinds,” “diversified,” or “manifold” ([image: ]). The latter is frequent in the Bible and is used to speak of Joseph’s multicolored robe (Gen 37:3, 23), various kinds of diseases that Jesus healed (Matt 4:24; Mark 1:34; Luke 4:40), and the variety of lusts and pleasures that sinners indulge in (2 Tim 3:6; Titus 3:3). This compound adjective stresses the depth and profundity of God’s wisdom. No person or supernatural power could have figured out how God would unfold his plan. But now that it has been revealed and set in motion, one can only stand back and marvel at its extraordinary design.

The wisdom Paul speaks of here is not to be confused with expressions of personified wisdom known in various OT and Jewish texts (e.g., Prov 8:27–30; Wis 8:4, 6; 9:9). Although Paul sometimes uses the language of personified wisdom to refer to Christ and explain his role, this wisdom has to do with the divine economy for the ages and, thus, corresponds to the divine “plan” ([image: ][image: ]) in 3:9.

The fact that this wisdom is being revealed “now” ([image: ]) suggests that the death and resurrection of Christ followed by the creation of the church ushers in a new age. Once again, this is a salvation-historical reference point that sets up a contrast to an implied “once” ([image: ]) representing life under the old covenant.

3:11 According to the eternal purpose that God accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). God has now accomplished his eternal purpose in Christ. The plural “of the ages” ([image: ]) is an idiomatic Hebrew expression that simply means “eternal” and would thus be similar in use to the adjective ([image: ]).40 It modifies the word “purpose” ([image: ]) to once again bring out that this is a plan God had before he made the heavens and the earth.

The overt emphasis in this context on fulfillment indicates that we should take the principal verb ([image: ]) in the sense of “accomplished,” “realized,” or “achieved” (so most of the contemporary translations, e.g., ESV, TNIV, NIV, NLT, NASB, NRSV) rather than in the sense of “conceived” or “purposed” (so most of the older versions, e.g., KJV, ERV, ASV, Tyndale). The idea here is not that God thought up this plan, but that he had this plan in mind before he created humanity and is now bringing it to realization. Jesus Christ is the central figure in the fulfillment of God’s plan. He has been exalted to the right hand of God, a position of power and authority, and will completely realize God’s plan that will lead to the summing up of everything in heaven and on earth (1:10). For the hostile principalities and powers, this will entail their ultimate subjugation.

3:12 In whom we have freedom of access in confidence through faith in him ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). For all who put their faith in Jesus Christ, both Jews and Gentiles alike, there is a freedom of access to the Father that exceeds what was possible under the old covenant.

The two nouns, “freedom” ([image: ]) and “access” ([image: ]), together form one concept (i.e., they function as a hendiadys), which is here translated “freedom of access.” There is a long history in the English versions of translating the first noun with “boldness.” This is fine as long as we do not carry into our understanding of the term the idea of presumptuousness or arrogance. The basic idea in this context is that we now have access to speak to the Father freely, openly, and without any constraint. In the ancient Greek democracy, a citizen had the right to say anything publicly when the population was gathered for an assembly.41 The word also came to be used for frankness of speech in the context of friendships. The word denoted a certain “candidness” that friends could have with one another.

Combined with “access” (see the comments on this term in 2:18), this expression explicates the new “nearness” (2:13) with God. Because of his kindness, love, and mercy coupled with the reconciliation that has taken place by the blood of Jesus Christ, believers can experience a closeness to God. As part of this relationship, God’s people need feel no restraint in approaching God in prayer or worship. They can pray at any time with no fear of being turned away because of ritual impurity or some form of unworthiness. Because of the work of Christ, which constitutes the means of their reconciliation, there are no ritual performances of any kind that are necessary to approach God. Because of what Christ has accomplished, they can approach God with full confidence ([image: ]). This term simply reinforces the idea of freedom of access to the Father with no fear of recrimination or rejection.

The only condition is the prior establishment of a relationship with him through appropriating the work of Christ on the basis of faith ([image: ][image: ]). The genitive ([image: ]), translated here as “in him,” should be taken as an objective genitive (Jesus is the object of faith, thus, “faith in him”), not as a subjective genitive (“through his faith/faithfulness”).42 The latter view, which is finding an increasing number of supporters, would leave us with an entirely different sense; the phrase refers to the basis of our access to the Father (Christ’s faithfulness) rather than our response to the work of Christ.43 The comparable expressions in Paul’s other writings all omit the article before “faith” (Rom 3:22, 26; Gal 2:16, 20; 3:22; Phil 3:9), but this should not be taken as an argument in favor of a subjective genitive interpretation.44 The context is the critical arbitrator in this dispute, and it appears to argue in favor of the objective genitive rendering, thus supporting the vast array of English Bible translations over the years.

This can be seen especially in the development of thought in the immediate context (3:8–12). Paul explains that God has given to him the ministry of proclaiming the gospel to the Gentiles, which leads to their freedom of access to the Father. This development parallels what he says in the introductory eulogy when he says that they heard the gospel, put their faith in Christ ([image: ]), and were then sealed by the Spirit (Eph 1:13). Thus, Paul’s comments in the introductory eulogy about the role of faith as the appropriate response to the hearing of the gospel, resulting in access to the Father, would lead the reader to anticipate the same usage of faith here. This is reinforced by the fact that Paul has earlier used similar language ([image: ]) to establish that it was their response to God’s grace that has resulted in their salvation (Eph 2:8).

3:13 Therefore, I ask you not to lose heart in my suffering for you, which is for your glory ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In drawing this section to a close, Paul makes an appeal directly to his readers that they not become excessively discouraged by the suffering he faces as a result of his detention in Rome. His suffering hastens the second coming of Christ, which will lead to their glorification.

The introductory “therefore” ([image: ]) indicates that Paul is drawing an inference based on the remarks he has made throughout this section about his apostolic ministry. In light of this ministry God has given to him, he appeals to them not to lose heart. One should be careful not to read significance into the middle voice of “I ask” ([image: ]). The difference between the active and middle of this particular word are “without any real distinction.”45

By the time Paul writes this letter, he has been in Roman custody for up to three years and possibly going on four. There is no explicit information in his letters about how difficult this detention was for him and how much physical suffering and deprivation he was facing. He does speak of being “in chains” (Phil 1:7, 13, 14, 17; Col 4:18). If Philippians was written during the same imprisonment, there are indications in that letter that Paul was not sure whether he would live or die (1:19–26); he speaks of his life as “being poured out like a drink offering” (2:17). Rapske suggests that Paul “probably occupied an economical third floor apartment in one of the thousands of tenement buildings in the capital”46 since he had to rent a property at his own expense (Acts 28:30). Although Paul’s custody was one of the lighter forms of incarceration, his wrist was still constantly chained to that of a soldier guard (Acts 28:20). He was provided with some level of freedom for people to come and meet with him, but his opportunities to work and travel were curtailed. Of course, we do not know what kind of rough treatment he may have endured by the soldier guards.

In speaking of his suffering “for you” ([image: ][image: ]), Paul is not ascribing any atoning value to his sufferings, nor does he see himself as suffering in his readers’ place. He is reflecting here his conviction, rooted in Jewish apocalyptic and the teaching of Jesus, that there is an allotted amount of suffering that needs to take place before the end of the age and God’s apocalyptic intervention into human history.47 This is similar to what he expressed to the Colossians when he said, “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church” (Col 1:24 ESV).

Suffering is a necessary prelude to the glory ([image: ]) that all believers will experience when Christ returns (Rom 8:17, 18; 2 Cor 4:17). The same thought appears in 2 Tim 2:10: “Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they too may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus, with eternal glory.”

The fact that Paul fears that these readers might become disheartened because of his sufferings reveals that they have a sufficient personal knowledge of him and a bond of affection toward him so that his adversity could have an emotional impact on them. This strongly personal tone reflected here needs to balance the often-heard remarks by some commentators that this letter is impersonal. This statement of concern also needs to be factored into the array of reasons that has prompted Paul to write this letter.


Theology in Application
 

Before Paul explains how he is regularly praying for his readers, he abruptly changes course and endeavors to give them a deeper understanding of the eternal plan of God. The full nature of this plan, which Paul terms a “mystery” (in dependence on the language of Daniel), has only recently been revealed by God to Paul and the other apostles and prophets.

At the heart of this plan is Jesus Christ and how he has created a new people for God by bringing Jew and Gentile together into a unified body—a people with direct and equal access to the Father. Paul explains that God has commissioned him to be a steward of this message, which involves proclaiming the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ and then helping converts understand the full nature of God’s plan. The church stands at the center of this plan:


	He planned the church before he made the heavens and the earth.

	He abrogated the old covenant to inaugurate a new era in which the church functions as the new temple.

	He sent Jesus to give his life so that the problem of sin could be dealt with and thus Jews and Gentiles could be reconciled to himself on an equal basis.

	He revealed his plan for the church to the apostles and the prophets, whom he commissioned to build this living structure.

	The church now stands as a witness against the hostile schemes of the fallen powers who actively oppose God.



John Stott is thus correct when he says that this passage speaks of “the biblical centrality of the church.”48 The church—the redeemed body of Jews and Gentiles in union with Christ who together form God’s holy habitation—is at the heart of “the mystery” in this passage.

The witness of the entire New Testament points to the creation of this new community of God’s people. The inclusion of the Gentiles together with the Jews as “fellow-heirs” in a unified body on the basis of Christ’s work distinguishes the new covenant from the old and is foundational to this new community.

In teaching the passage, it is important to observe five additional points flowing out of and further explaining the central teaching of this passage.


The Sovereign Plan of God
 

God’s sovereignty is expressed in the unfolding of his comprehensive design for his creation. The book of Daniel reveals that God has strategically and precisely measured out the times for world empires and for his own saving intervention into human history. Human kingdoms will come and go according to God’s design, but the Creator does not stand aloof from the world. He has intervened according to his marvelous saving purposes. In Ephesians Paul proclaims the fulfillment of this “mystery” of God’s saving plan, and God has commissioned Paul as a steward of this plan.

The readers of this letter had many reasons to wonder about God’s sovereignty. The fledgling community of Christians in western Asia Minor, existing in a networked connection of house churches dotting the city of Ephesus and scattered through a variety of villages and cities, was small and insignificant in the large and powerful Roman empire. How did this new movement compare to the might of the Roman imperium and the increasing power of Nero? Paul’s readers may also have wondered about the claims of the Ephesian goddess Artemis, who was worshiped throughout the world, was revered as “queen of heaven,” and claimed power over underworld spirits and astral spirits. Is the God they now worship sovereign over the rival claims of this goddess? Many of the readers also likely worried about the competing power that the stars, fate, astral spirits, and terrestrial (including chthonic) spirits could manifest in having a controlling influence on their lives and destiny.

The message of this passage is that God is in control and is sovereignly and powerfully fulfilling his plan of redemption just as he intended it from the beginning. This is an encouraging message for our day as well when we consider the potential impact of every geopolitical force as well as the ongoing work of the powers of evil. God is sovereign and will bring his plans to completion.


Christ as the Center of the Plan
 

Jesus Christ is the apex of God’s plan. Christ himself is the mystery. He is the basis, means, goal, and incorporational center of all that the one true God has set out to accomplish. For people living in a religiously pluralistic environment, this is extraordinarily significant. Jesus simply cannot be ignored. The claim that he is the center point of God’s plan for history is enormous and, indeed, scandalous. The claim of Christ entails that the claims of the other deities are false.

Such a message is not unique. For many centuries, this had been one of the hallmark features of Judaism with its confession of monotheism. Now with the coming of Christ and the high Christology of the early Christians, this monotheism was finding a new expression with the understanding that Jesus was God.

Another Christian writer in Asia Minor also later proclaimed the same uncompromising and undiluted message about Jesus when he wrote that Jesus is “the true light that gives light to every man” (John 1:9) and that Jesus is “the way and the truth and the life,” who provides the only means of access to the one true God (John 14:6).


Good News for All
 

There is good news for all people. One of the core elements of the disclosure of this mystery is that Gentiles now have freedom of access in full assurance to the Father. They enter a relationship with God in the same way as Jews. No longer are they outsiders, constrained by the requirements of the Mosaic code. By putting their faith in Jesus Christ, Gentiles can enjoy a relationship with the Father by virtue of their union with Christ. They are equal participants together with Jews who exercise faith in Christ. The church exists as a multiracial and multicultural community. No ethnicity is disadvantaged in the body of Christ. No one, whatever that person’s background might be, is barred from membership and participation in this new community.


God Is Wiser Than the Evil One
 

Believers should fear no evil—God is wiser than the powers of evil. The readers of this letter have spent their lives living with a fear of the spiritual realm. Paul never denies the existence of this realm, but he emphasizes how their primary concern is to thwart the redemptive activity of God in history. In the drama of salvation, the principalities and powers conspired to derail God’s plan of redemption by putting to death the Son of God. They drastically underestimated the infinite wisdom of God because it was precisely through the blood of the cross that God was able to redeem a new people for himself. Now the body of Christ exists in the church and is a constant testimony to the powers of evil that God is wise and powerful and will accomplish his purposes.

This provides an informative and comforting example to all Christians. Whenever the kingdom of evil seems to have won a great victory, one only needs to wait and see the wisdom of God at work. God has an amazing way of turning evil intent on its head and using it for far greater purposes.


The Role of Suffering
 

Suffering can accomplish God’s purposes. One illustrious example of this is Paul’s circumstances as he writes this letter. In spite of suffering the constraints, pain, and indignities of his Roman imprisonment, Paul is confident of a far greater good that can come from it. Consequently he urges the readers not to lose heart by his sufferings. Paul has a transcendent perspective on his suffering, seeing himself not as a prisoner of Rome, but as a “prisoner of Christ Jesus.” He also sees his suffering as hastening the coming of Christ, which will lead to their experience of future glory.

Suffering can make God feel far away from us. The suffering of those we know, love, and respect can cause deep discouragement. It is important for us to realize that suffering is encompassed within the plan of God. This is apparent in the life of Jesus and the life of Paul.

Many Christians throughout the world continue to suffer because of their testimony for Jesus Christ. Many Christians in China, for instance, have suffered immensely. Yet we can never underestimate God’s closeness during the suffering and the wisdom of his sovereign care. What is meant for evil can turn into extraordinary good.
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CHAPTER 7
Ephesians 3:14–21
 


Literary Context
 

This is Paul’s second intercessory prayer report in the letter. This one differs from the first in that it ends with a stirring doxology, which also serves as a fitting conclusion to the contents of the first half of the letter. The introductory “for this reason” ([image: ]) is a repetition of the same expression in 3:1, where Paul had begun the prayer report, but then he digressed to describe the wonders of God’s plan of salvation and his responsibility as a divinely commissioned steward of this good news. This expression thus links the prayer closely to the content of 2:11–22 and especially the nearness that believers now experience with God. Paul concluded that section by affirming that believers now constitute the new covenant temple—a holy habitation for God. Paul resumes this thought here by this prayer that Christ will dwell in their lives (3:17).

This prayer also has significant continuity with the first prayer (1:15–23) in that they both contain requests for God to reveal the vastness of his power to the readers. This prayer goes beyond the first, however, by appealing to God to actually impart his power to the readers. This second prayer also picks up on the theme of the love of God and seeks divine revelation into the magnitude of Christ’s love; Paul prays that his readers will experience such love in a way that will provide a firm foundation for their lives.

This prayer also prepares the way for what follows in the rest of the letter. Paul’s request for divine enabling power is precisely what the readers will need so they can live in accordance with the many ethical demands of the letter (chs. 4–6)—not only in terms of getting rid of unhealthy, sinful practices, but also in displaying the virtues commended. He especially appeals to us to exercise love in the same unselfish and self-giving way that Christ showed love (5:1–2).

This supernatural empowerment is also essential because of the supernaturally powerful opposition that believers face (4:27; 6:10–20). Paul’s additional petition that Christ may extend his reign in their lives (3:17) is particularly relevant for summarizing this transforming work that Christ undertakes within every member of the church and within the church as a corporate community (4:11–16 and 4:17–24).

Paul continues in his pattern of writing long sentences. This entire prayer consists of one sentence containing 86 words; he concludes with a doxology that contains 37 words.


V. Nearness to God in a New Community (2:11–22)


VI. Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:1–13)


A. The Revelation of the Mystery to Paul (3:1–7)


B. The Nature of Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:8–12)


C. Paul’s Concern for the Readers (3:13)


[image: ]VII. A Second Prayer of Intercession (3:14–21)


A. The Address to the Father (3:14–15)


B. A Request for Power and Love (3:16–17)


C. A Request for an Increasing Awareness of God’s Power and Love (3:18–19a)


D. Doxology (3:20–21)


VIII. Exhortation to Maintain Unity in the Church (4:1–6)


A. The Means for Maintaining Unity (4:1–3)


B. The Basis for Unity (4:4–6)


IX. The Christian Community as the Context for Growth to Maturity (4:7–16)




 


Main Idea
 

In this second prayer of intercession, Paul prays that God will impart his power to these believers and touch their hearts deeply with a greater awareness of the divine love for them. Paul directs his prayer to the Father and seeks the Spirit’s help in pouring out the divine power and love to the people. At the same time, Paul earnestly desires that the resurrected Christ will be close to them, imparting his power and love to them and reigning in every area of their lives.


Translation
 

[image: ]


Structure
 

This passage can be clearly divided into two sections: the prayer (3:14–19) and the doxology (3:20–21). The prayer begins with the functional equivalent of the expression, “I pray that …” when Paul says, “I bow my knees before the Father” (3:14b). This is followed by three principal prayer requests, each beginning with the word “that” (ἵ[image: ]) and containing the content of each request. This can simply be displayed as follows:

I bow my knees before the Father [i.e., I pray] … (3:14b)

1. that … (3:16–17)


2. that … (3:18–19a)


3. that … (3:19b)


The first request contains three parallel elements that provide the content of what he desires the Father to give ([image: ]) them. The first two elements are parallel infinitival clauses, each followed by two prepositional phrases. The third element breaks this pattern and is expressed with two perfect participles in the nominative case. Although there is much discussion about how to interpret these participles (see comments on 3:17d), they are best understood as the third element to the first request: “[I pray] that God may grant you to be rooted and established in love.”

The second request is similar to the first in that two elements of the content of the request are expressed with two infinitival clauses. As with the first request, the infinitival clauses are coordinate. The final request of the prayer simply summarizes the heart of the first two requests.

The prayer concludes with a moving doxology that extols God in terms of his great power. This doxology follows the typical threefold form of doxologies in the NT: (1) the dative case is used to indicate God as the recipient of the praise; (2) there is an ascription of praise; and (3) the doxology is concluded with an expression of the eternality of the praise. This doxology differs from others in that it significantly expands on God as all-powerful in the first element.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]VII. A Second Prayer of Intercession (3:14–21)


A. The Address to the Father (3:14–15)


B. A Request for Power and Love (3:16–17)


1. A request for divine strengthening (3:16)


2. A request for Christ to indwell their lives in deeper measure (3:17a-c)


3. A request for establishment in the love of Christ (3:17d)


C. A Request for an Increasing Awareness of God’s Power and Love (3:18–19a)


1. A request for a greater knowledge of God’s vast power (3:18)


2. A request for a greater knowledge of Christ’s vast love (3:19a)


3. A summarizing request (3:19b)


D. Doxology (3:20–21)


1. Addressed to God as the omnipotent Father (3:20)


2. Ascription of praise (3:21)






Explanation of the Text
 

3:14–15  For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and upon earth receives its name ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). After interrupting himself to extol God’s plan of redemption and his own God-given role to proclaim it, Paul resumes his intercessory prayer for the readers. “For this reason” ([image: ]) repeats the same expression in 3:1, but this time he does not digress. The prayer flows out of Paul’s comments in 2:11–22, especially the central idea of the passage that God is near (2:13), but also the fact that believers now have peace with God (2:14, 15, 17) and access to the Father through the Spirit (2:18; see comments on 3:1). As a result, Paul can pray to the Father on their behalf and model for them how to approach God in intercession for others.

When Paul intercedes for them, he bows his knees in a posture of humility before the Father. Since this is a report of how he regularly intercedes for them, it is likely that Paul commonly kneels as he engages in intercessory prayer. Kneeling represents submission, respect, and humility before God (see Isa 45:23; Rom 14:11; Phil 2:10). It was a common posture for prayer as attested in the OT (e.g., 1 Chr 29:20; Ps 95:6) and in Judaism (see 3 Macc 2:1; 1 Esdras 8:73 [70]). Daniel’s habit was to approach God three times daily in prayer, and when he did so, he bowed his knees (Dan 6:10). This is not the only posture attested in the Bible for prayer. Jews often stood when they prayed (1 Sam 1:26; 1 Kings 8:22; Matt 6:5; Mark 11:25; Luke 18:11, 13). On one occasion, Jesus raised his eyes to heaven as he prayed, presumably while standing (John 11:41). Sometimes people fell on their faces before God, that is, touching their foreheads to the ground while kneeling (Gen 17:3; Matt 26:39).

Following the instruction that Jesus gave in the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6:9), Paul directs his prayer to the Father. He describes the Father in unique terms when he says that God is the one who names every family grouping. In expressing this, he uses a wordplay between “Father” ([image: ]) and “family” ([image: ]), two related terms with similar sound, which is not detectable in the English text. The term translated here as “family” ([image: ]) was often used to refer to the family subdivisions of a particular tribe (see Tob 5:12; Jdt 8:2).1

Whereas it is easy to understand what Paul means by every earthly family, it is more difficult to discern what he has in mind when he speaks here of “every family in heaven.” He is no doubt thinking of angels and spirits, but it would be inappropriate to regard them as having literal physical kinship ties. In line with the fact that his language for the powers in heaven assumes various groupings and classifications of spirits (such as principalities, powers, authorities, dominions, world rulers, and spiritual forces), it is probably best to see this term as referring to social groupings.2 The later rabbinic literature spoke of “the family above” with reference to the angelic realm.3

The “naming” ([image: ]) of every family (or grouping) of humans and angels is a way of stressing God’s might and sovereignty. As the one who created the powers in heaven and gave them their classification and identity, God is shown to be supreme. He is their Creator, who gave them their life and strength. Lincoln rightly notes that the term “evokes some of the OT connotations of ‘naming’ in terms of exercising dominion over or even bringing into existence.”4 This is well illustrated in Isa 40:26:



Lift your eyes and look to the heavens:

Who created all these?


He who brings out the starry host one by one,

and calls them each by name.


Because of his great power and mighty strength,

not one of them is missing.


Paul therefore bows his knees to the one true God, who is omnipotent over all of his creation—including all of the rebellious powers. There is no force in heaven or on earth that can sever this line of communication Paul has with the almighty God. Nor can any principality or authority keep God from supernaturally strengthening his people through the indwelling Spirit and through their relationship to the exalted Christ.

3:16  [I pray] that he may grant you out of the riches of his glory to be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner self ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Whereas in the prayer of 1:15–23 Paul prays that the readers will gain an expanded awareness of God’s power, here he prays that God will actually strengthen them. He asks that this be done through the agency of the Spirit and that it will touch the core of their being.

The source of the power that Paul asks the readers be strengthened with is “the riches of his glory” ([image: ]). The glory of God is a manifestation of who he is in his brilliance, majesty, holiness, and power (see comments on 1:12). In this context, the emphasis lies more on glory as a representation of God in all of his might. The superabundance of God’s power is heightened by the use of the term “riches” ([image: ]) in connection with glory. The genitive may best be interpreted as a genitive of content, that is, God’s wealth consisting of his glory. The idea here is that God possesses extraordinary might, which he is able and willing to impart to his people.

The heart of Paul’s request is that the readers “be strengthened with power” ([image: ]). The verb Paul uses here simply means “to strengthen” and is a cognate to the noun “power” ([image: ]), which he uses twice in this letter (1:19; 6:10). The word is frequently used in the LXX and appears in many contexts where God’s people call on him seeking his power. Both Jonathan and David strengthened their hands in the Lord (1 Sam 23:16; 30:6), and Saul and Jonathan were stronger than lions (2 Sam 1:23). Ezra said, “I was strengthened ([image: ]) because the good hand of the Lord was upon me” (Ezra 7:28 LXX).

Some of the contexts speak of God’s empowering his people to face their enemies. The psalmist praises God because he “made them stronger than their enemies” (Ps 105:24 [104:24] LXX, KJV). As a matter of daily life, the psalmist urges, “Look to the LORD and his strength ([image: ]), seek his face always” (Ps 105:4 [104:4]). In his concluding admonitions to the Corinthians in his first letter, Paul says, “Be men of courage; be strong ([image: ]). Do everything in love” (1 Cor 16:13–14). This bears a striking similarity to our passage in the way the apostle blends power and love. The passive voice of the verb in 1 Corinthians is a divine passive; that is, God is the source of the strengthening, especially in view of God as the explicit source of power throughout that letter (see 1 Cor 1:18, 24; 2:5).

The addition of the word “power” ([image: ]) in the dative case (a dative of content) is redundant, but it reflects Paul’s style throughout the letter. For the sake of emphasis, he often combines synonyms (see comments on 1:19).

One of the principal blessings of the new covenant is the pouring out of the Spirit in much fuller measure than the old covenant people of God experienced (e.g., Ezek 36:26–27). Paul is keenly aware of the empowerment available through the Spirit in his own life and the availability of the Spirit’s strengthening for his readers. In the NT and especially in Paul’s writings, the Spirit is made the explicit agent in the dispensing of divine power (Acts 1:8; Rom 1:4; 15:19; 1 Cor 2:4; 1 Thess 1:5). Paul thus prays that God will strengthen his readers “through his Spirit.”

Paul qualifies the kind of power he is asking for on behalf of these believers. He is not asking for them to be physically strengthened for military warfare in the same way that God strengthened David. Rather, he prays that God will strengthen them in “the inner self” ([image: ]). The preposition should be interpreted here in the local sense of “in” as opposed to a directional, motional sense of “into” or “toward.”5 In this context, “the inner man” is the functional equivalent of the heart.

This is made explicit in the following, parallel request, where Paul asks Christ to dwell in their hearts (3:17). Paul has used the adverb “inner” ([image: ]) on an earlier occasion to provide a point of contrast with the physical body: “Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly [lit., our outer man ([image: ])] we are wasting away, yet inwardly [lit., our inner man ([image: ])] we are being renewed day by day” (2 Cor 4:16; see also Rom 7:22).

It is not necessary to posit any particular background to the concept of the inner self. It was common in Greek thought as well as in Hellenistic Judaism (although the precise metaphor was not used in the OT). Ernest Best characterizes the expression as “a current and indeed natural term to express the moral and spiritual side in people.”6 This “inner self” requires renewal, which it undergoes day by day, and is thus not synonymous with the “new self” (Eph 4:24; Col 3:9–10). The relationship between these two is best understood by seeing the “inner self” strengthened so that it more closely approximates the “new self” (see comment on 4:24).

3:17a-c  For
Christ to dwell through faith in your hearts ([image: ][image: ]). This second element of Paul’s intercessory request is closely related to the first by providing further clarification of the personal mode of God’s strengthening. But this element goes beyond a simple restatement of the request for divine power to include a prayer for a greater realization of one of the key features of the new covenant: the nearness of the Lord (cf. 2:13).

The syntactical relationship of the two infinitival clauses is critical to the proper interpretation of this portion of the prayer. Two different views have been expressed on how “for Christ to dwell through faith in your hearts” relates to the previous request:

(1) It is the second prayer request. Although conceptually related to the first, it is syntactically the second in the series and dependent on the subjunctive verb. Thus, one should supply a comma after the first or translate with a conjunction, e.g., “I pray that he may grant you to be strengthened and for Christ to dwell in your hearts” (see HCSB; NRSV; NAB; KJV [which supplies a semi-colon]).7

(2) It is the result of the first infinitive. The infinitive is dependent on the previous infinitive and functions as a result clause. This could be translated, “I pray that he may grant you to be strengthened with power so that Christ may dwell in your hearts” (see ESV; NASB; TNIV; NIV; NLT).8

A number of contextual factors point to the first view as the best explanation. Contrary to an observation made by those who hold the second view, it is incorrect to assume that because there is no connective ([image: ]) between the two infinitives that the second infinitive must be subordinate to the first. Asyndeton is common in the LXX and Greek NT. A morphological search of this specific construction (a subjunctive verb in a [image: ] followed by two infinitives), which is actually not common, turns up some examples of infinitives connected by “and ([image: ])” in a parallel construction (e.g., Mark 3:14–15) and some that are not (e.g., Deut 17:19; 30:19–20).

The parallelism of content between the two infinitival clauses suggests that they are in a coordinate relationship. The real question is the degree to which the first is an explanation of the second. Contextually, there is no doubt that a major theme of this letter is the participation of believers in the resurrection and enthronement of Christ (2:6). The fact that they are “in Christ” is an assurance that they share in his power and authority.

Paul’s language here also evokes a recollection of the terminology he has used earlier in describing believers as forming the new temple. They form a building ([image: ], 2:21) that is a home for God ([image: ], 2:22). Now he uses a cognate term ([image: ]) to speak of Christ’s dwelling in their lives. This suggests that Paul’s purpose in this prayer is not only to say that the indwelling Christ is a source of strength, as true as that is. It is to say that Paul’s prayer is for much more. He prays that his readers will experience more of the nearness of God (through the indwelling Christ).

Why would Paul pray for Christ to live in their hearts since they are already Christians? It is clear that the readers have already put their faith in the identity and work of Christ by hearing the gospel, accepting its truth, and putting their trust in him (1:13). Paul has also repeatedly stressed that they are “in Christ” and that they have participated “with” him in his new life, resurrection, and exaltation. Yet here he prays that Christ may dwell in their hearts.

In spite of the usual understanding of an aorist verb, which in this context should not be erroneously interpreted as a onetime event, Paul is thinking of the entire process of growth in faith. He may have chosen the aorist because he is representing the process as a whole without differentiating any particular intervals along the way. Because the context is a prayer request and because he uses an unaugmented subjunctive form, the time of this action is the future. Paul is representing the action as a whole—from beginning to end—and praying for the complete indwelling of Christ.

He indicates that the means of Christ’s dwelling in their hearts is through the exercise of faith ([image: ]). The passage seems to suggest a growing experience of nearness to the Lord, but more than that, a growing experience of Christ’s exercising his lordship and reign over every area of their lives. Prior to coming to know Christ, the hearts of Paul’s readers were darkened, hard, and alienated from God (4:19). Paul has already prayed that their hearts might become enlightened (1:18). Now he prays that Christ will dwell in their hearts in a fuller measure. This prayer is thus an important prelude to the ethical admonitions of Eph 4–6. Paul prays for a deeper experience of the empowering Christ so that the lordship of Christ may be exhibited in their lives in ever-increasing ways.

Paul follows the general significance of the metaphorical use of “heart” ([image: ]) as reflected throughout the NT. J. Behm summarizes the NT use of “heart” as “supremely the one centre in man to which God turns, in which the religious life is rooted, which determines moral conduct.”9 This corresponds precisely with Paul’s use of “inner self” in the previous clause. This is the sphere of strengthening by God’s Spirit and the place where Christ seeks to exert his reign in the lives of his people. The inner self stands in need of strengthening in view of its struggle against the power of sin (Rom 7:22) and for its daily renewing (2 Cor 4:16).

3:17d  To
be rooted and established in love ([image: ]). The final element in the first request of Paul’s intercessory prayer is that they will know and deeply experience God’s love.

The syntax is substantially different than the previous two requests insofar as Paul has shifted from aorist infinitives to the use of two perfect participles in the nominative case. This change of form has led some interpreters to regard this as something other than an additional prayer request. It may be helpful to list the various views, especially since most of the English versions leave the interpretation of the syntax somewhat ambiguous.

(1) It is a third prayer request: “that God may grant you to be rooted and established in love” (TEV; Amplified).10

(2) They are imperatival participles: “be firmly rooted and established in love” (cf. CEV).11

(3) They form a parenthetical expression: “you are rooted and established in love.”12

(4) They are the intended result of the two previous infinitives: “… with the result that you are rooted and established in love.”13

(5) They are causal participles introducing the next request: “because you are rooted and established in love, I pray that …” (NIV, TNIV).14

For any view, the nominative case of the participles is a problem. There is a similarity in form to the purpose clause construction ([image: ], followed by a perfect participle) that Paul used in the first intercessory prayer report when he says, “[I pray] that … God … would give … the eyes of your heart illumination” (1:17–18). But in that instance the participle is in the accusative case, modifying a noun in the accusative case that serves as the direct object of the verb “give” ([image: ]). Because God is the grammatical subject of the principal verb in the preceding verses (3:16–17c), these plural nominative participles do not introduce an adverbial clause related to the main verb.

Some have argued that they are adverbial participles modifying the plural verb ([image: ]) in the following clause (view 5). But nowhere else in the NT (or in the LXX) do we find a similar construction—that is, a nominative participle (in an adverbial relationship to the following verb) followed by a [image: ] with a subjunctive verb. This makes view 5 unlikely. It also suggests that since the participles are not grammatically tied to the preceding or following principal verbs, they should be regarded as independent verbal participles. This could make the imperatival interpretation attractive, but this type of participle normally occurs in contexts of exhortation.

Since the context of this passage is prayer, it is best to accept the first view and regard these participles as forming an additional prayer request as reflected in the translation (above): “[I pray] that he may grant you out of the riches of his glory … to be rooted and established in love.” This construction could appropriately be called an anacoluthon since it reflects an abrupt change to a different grammatical form for rhetorical impact. This interpretation also provides balance with the following prayer request insofar as both represent a request for power and for love.

Because God is the subject throughout the first prayer request, it is in his love that Paul prays for the readers to be established. He is thus asking God to bestow a far deeper measure of his love on these believers (see also Rom 5:5) and not, at this point in the letter, asking the readers to cultivate love as a virtue.15

By choosing to use the perfect tense of these two verbs, Paul is praying for a deeper experience of God’s love that will result in an abiding sense of that experience and knowledge. This will prepare the readers well for living out the ethical demands of the second half of the letter—the foremost of which is the call to live a life of love in imitation of God (5:1–2). The desire on Paul’s part for his readers to have a deeper spiritual experience, based on what they have already experienced, is a key concern of Paul in the two prayers.

Paul has already used both of these metaphors in the same grammatical form (perfect participles in the nominative case) in his letter to the Colossians (Col 1:23; 2:7). In that context, they were not used particularly of the love of God, but of an establishment of the Colossians in the faith and a rooting in what they were taught about Christ. This would also include an experiential understanding of the love of God, but here Paul’s sole focus is on God’s love.

The apostle uses both an agricultural metaphor and a metaphor from building construction. Each of these would be readily understandable to Gentile readers, but both have links to the Old Testament and the teaching of Jesus. The importance of being firmly “rooted” ([image: ]) is reminiscent of what Isaiah says regarding the rulers of this world: “No sooner are they planted, no sooner are they sown, no sooner do they take root in the ground ([image: ]), than he blows on them and they wither, and a whirlwind sweeps them away like chaff” (Isa 40:24). In his parable of the sower, Jesus also spoke about the dangers of not being rooted: “But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root ([image: ])” (Matt 13:6, 21; Mark 4:6, 17; Luke 8:13). By contrast, therefore, Paul prays that these believers will have their roots sunk deep in the abundant love of God.

The second metaphor is an appeal to God that the foundations of the lives of these believers be established on God’s love.16 The perfect tense of this participle can be found in the LXX with reference to the foundation of Solomon’s palace (1 Kings 7:10). Jesus gave a parable in which he contrasted wise and foolish builders (Matt 7:24–27). The foolish man built his house on sand, but the wise man’s house “had its foundation ([image: ]) on the rock.”

Both of these metaphors and the content of the prayer may anticipate Paul’s concern that his readers be sufficiently well established so that when the storm of trials and testing comes, they will not be “tossed around by the waves and carried about by every wind of teaching” (4:14). Being rooted and established in this love goes beyond the emotional experience and assurance that comes from being near to God, although this is an integral part of what it entails.

Paul’s message also, and perhaps more importantly, has to do with the objective knowledge and experience that stem from God’s love for us (“because of his great love” for us, 2:4) in making us alive with Christ, uniting us with him in such a way that we have participated in his resurrection and enthronement (2:5–6), incorporating us into Christ’s body (2:15–16), experiencing forgiveness of sin based on Christ’s loving sacrifice (5:2), choosing us in love before the foundation of the world (1:4–5), and a host of other blessings that represent the outflow of God’s extraordinary love for us.

3:18  [I pray] that you would be strengthened to grasp together with all the saints what is the width and length and height and depth ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In this second part of the prayer, Paul begins by asking that God will strengthen the readers to understand the full extent of God’s power manifested toward them.

This request is closely related to the first insofar as it is one of the consequences of divine strengthening. Believers need to be strengthened by God so they can comprehend the magnitude of his power and his love. The verb Paul chooses here ([image: ]) is unique, appearing nowhere else in the NT or the LXX, although the uncompounded form ([image: ]) is frequent (e.g., Phil 4:13). Paul has already demonstrated a tendency to prefix verbs with prepositions in Ephesians in order to intensify their meaning (e.g., 1:12; 2:16).

The verb that Paul chooses for “grasp” ([image: ]) is a more colorful way of expressing the idea of knowing or comprehending something. In its literal sense, the verb was used for the Israelites capturing a city (e.g., Josh 8:19; 11:10; 19:47) or an enemy army (e.g., Josh 10:19) during the conquest. The verb came to have a metaphorical sense of grasping (or, understanding) an idea or concept. For instance, after God gave Peter the dream about the sheet full of unclean animals lowered from heaven in which he was instructed to kill and eat, Peter said, “I now realize ([image: ]) how true it is that God does not show favoritism” (Acts 10:34). In this context, the new understanding came as a result of divine revelation.

Here Paul prays that his readers will understand “what is the width and length and height.” These are the typical dimensional terms used to describe any three-dimensional object, such as the ark of the covenant (Exod 37:1–2) or Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 6:2–3). What is unusual here is that Paul adds a fourth dimension of “depth” ([image: ]), which contrasts with its opposite, “height” ([image: ]). Complicating matters further is the fact that Paul does not give an object in the genitive case to which the dimensional terms refer. Modern readers are simply left hanging wondering what the width, length, height, and depth refer to.

Because of this ambiguity in expression, interpreters over the centuries have suggested a variety of potential objects to which the four dimensional terms may refer. Among the most plausible suggestions are the following:

(1) The vastness of God’s power.17 Paul prays that his readers may have a deeper appreciation and understanding of the immense power of God manifested toward them. The dimensional terms are then a metaphorical way of expressing the magnitude of God’s power. As I will argue below, this view has slightly more evidence to commend it than the others.

(2) The love of Christ.18 This has been the most popular view, especially in recent years, and it has influenced some of the contemporary English translations (e.g., TNIV; NIV; NEB; GNV). This view depends on seeing the infinitival clause of 3:19 as explanatory of 3:18b, which is questionable (see below). One variation of this view does not see the dimensional terms referring directly to the love of Christ, but argues that the expression is a rhetorical preamble to the next line (3:19), which refers to the love of Christ.19 Still others have argued that it is more precisely the love of God that is in view (NLT).20

(3) The “mystery” of God’s plan.21 Paul has explicitly stated that part of his stewardship of the mystery was to illuminate its meaning to his converts (3:9). In fact, one of Paul’s goals in this letter is to provide deeper insight into the mystery (1:9 and 3:4). Yet dimensional terminology is never used with reference to the mystery elsewhere in the Bible, and there is nothing to suggest this view within the context of this prayer.

4. The manifold wisdom of God.22 Part of the content of the mystery that Paul explains to the readers is how the church now stands as testimony to the multifaceted wisdom of God (3:10). The OT does use dimensional terminology to refer to the wisdom of God (see Job 11:8–9). The difficulty is that there are no examples of the four dimensions used of wisdom and, as with the previous view, there is nothing in the immediate context of the prayer that suggests that the terms refer to divine wisdom.

(5) The new temple.23 Since the prayer is introduced with “for this reason” (1[image: ]) in 3:14 (and 3:1), the immediate antecedent is 2:11–22. This is the passage where Paul speaks of the church as the new temple. The Solomonic temple can be described in terms of its width, length, and height. Yet interpreting the terms to refer to an actual object, such as the temple, cannot account for the fourth dimension, “depth,” and what this might mean.

(6) The heavenly inheritance, the new Jerusalem, thought of like a cube.24 The book of Revelation uses dimensional terminology (length, width, and height) to describe the size of the new Jerusalem (Rev 21:16). But once again, this view cannot explain the fourth dimension nor can it clarify how the readers of Ephesians would have been able to infer this explanation based on the contents of the book.

(7) The four arms of the cross of Christ, which embraces the world in all its dimensions.25 Many church fathers explained this as the mystical meaning of the words, yet there is nothing in the context to suggest it.

This is a difficult problem to resolve, and any solution to it must be held somewhat tentatively. Because of the influence of contemporary Bible translations, many people assume that the four dimensions refer to the love of Christ. Yet there are some reasons to question whether that view best explains the evidence. I maintain that the view that best accounts for all of the relevant information is that Paul is praying for his readers to have an expanded awareness of God’s power available to them.

In praying this, Paul is reiterating in a rhetorical fashion what he has already prayed in Eph 1:19: “that you come to know … what is the incredible greatness of his power for us who believe.” This view in no way diminishes the distinct emphasis on knowing the love of Christ in the prayer because that is what Paul prays for in his next breath (3:19a). Paul wants them to know both the power of God and the love of God. In other words, Paul wants them to be confident that God has the ability to carry out his loving plan of redemption (particularly in light of the supernaturally powerful enemies who oppose it). I would suggest four reasons that this view is the most compelling.


1. The only other place in ancient literature where the four dimensional terms appear together is in a papyrus text where they refer to supernatural power. These four terms appear in succession on two occasions in a magical papyrus (PGM IV.964–74, 979–85) in a context where a magician is seeking illumination into all aspects of a deity’s power.26 In fact, the prefatory words represent an invocation to the deity to “give your strength … show me your might.” Given the fact that many of the readers of this letter come from a background of involvement in magical practices, they would have likely been familiar with the kind of language used in such documents to refer to spirits and supernatural power. Insofar as this text is reflective of traditional language in the practice of magic, the use of the four dimensions to refer to supernatural power may have been known in Ephesus and by the readers.


 2. The close correspondence between the content of the intercessory prayers of 1:15–23 and 3:14–21 suggests that this is a reference to the power of God. In fact, the second prayer reiterates and develops some of the themes of the first. These themes include a request for knowledge, the role of the Spirit, the fullness of God, and even the love of God (expressed conceptually in the first prayer: “that you may come to know … the wealth of his glorious inheritance in the saints,” namely, that God loves them deeply). A request for knowledge of divine power forms a significant part of the first prayer. In fact, Paul describes this power in extravagant terms: “the incredible greatness of his power for us who believe” (1:19). Now in the second prayer he prays for their actual strengthening through the agency of the Spirit, but then reiterates the first prayer in a contextually significant way by utilizing the dimensional terminology to stress the vastness of the power of the one true God, which he wants them to know.


3. The second element of this prayer request—“and to know the love of Christ”—is not explanatory of the preceding infinitival clause (and, thus, an epexegetical infinitive), but a second, coordinate expression. This is evident through the use of the particle (τε) that connects both clauses. This observation was made over a century ago by John Eadie in his commentary, where he ruled out the possibility that the four dimensions could refer to the love of Christ.27 His argument is supported by more careful study of the Greek text, especially now that we are capable of doing a computer search of this precise construction (i.e., a verb followed by two infinitives connected by the particle τε). Such a search reveals that this precise construction appears only three other times in the NT (Acts 15:5; 20:35; 23:10). In each of these examples, the second infinitive never functions in an explanatory (epexegetical) way. This grammatical observation also rules out the suggestion that the first infinitival clause functions as a rhetorical preamble to the second.


4. This passage is both conceptually and formally parallel with Phil 3:10, where Paul expresses his heart’s desire of wanting “to know Christ and the power of his resurrection.” This is, in fact, the only other passage in Paul’s writings where he coordinates the two verbs “to know” ([image: ], 3:10) and “to grasp” ([image: ], 3:12). The object of knowledge is the immense power of God.




 

Living in an environment where the readers have heard all of their lives about the power of Artemis and her ability to control cosmic fate and protect her worshipers, it is only natural that many of the new Gentile believers would wonder about the ability of the new God they are worshiping to do what he has promised to do. He is a merciful and loving God who has blessed his people with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (1:3). But can he really do it? Paul prays that God himself will strengthen them to grasp, together with all believers everywhere, the magnitude of his incomparably great power. He can do far more than they can even imagine (3:20–21).

3:19a  And to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge ([image: ][image: ]). Paul prays that these believers will not only have a profound understanding of the vastness of God’s power, but that they will also develop a much deeper understanding of Christ’s love. In saying this, however, he lets them know that the love of Christ is so great that they will never comprehend the full extent of it.

Paul has extolled the tremendous love of the Father in the letter up to this point (1:4, 6; 2:4), but here he focuses upon the love of Christ. Lincoln rightly observes, however, that “in Paul’s thought God’s love and Christ’s love are two sides of the same coin.”28 Later in this letter, Paul stresses the abundant love of Christ that led him to give his life for us: “Christ also loved us and gave himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God” (5:2; see also 5:25). Years later, when John wrote his letter to believers in the same area, he wrote, “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us” (1 John 3:16). In Paul’s view, this love is so great that there are no forces of any kind that can separate believers from it (Rom 8:35–39).

Paul prays that the readers will know this love in a much greater measure, but he employs an oxymoronic expression to highlight the immensity of Christ’s love, saying in effect: I want you to know that which cannot be known, that the love of Christ surpasses knowledge (genitive of comparison). He has used this adjectival participle ([image: ]) twice already in the letter to describe the vastness of God’s power toward us (1:19) and the magnitude of his grace (2:7). Paul is not implying that they cannot grow in their knowledge of this love. Quite the contrary. He wants them to know it, to be rooted in it, and to be established in it, but they will never be able to understand the full extent of it.

Paul thus prays that the readers will be able to grow in their comprehension of the divine power and love. He wants them to know that they now serve an omnipotent God, who is sufficiently capable of keeping all of his people under the umbrella of his vast love regardless of the strength and number of supernatural powers working to sever believers from that love. The tremendous love of Christ will also provide incentive and motivation for the readers to manifest love toward one another.

3:19b  [I pray] that you would be filled to all the fullness of God ([image: ]). The final clause of the intercessory prayer functions as a summarizing request. Paul thus reiterates his prayer that Christ may dwell in ever greater measure in their hearts and that they will have a deeper realization and experience of God’s power and love.

Paul has used the expression “all the fullness” ([image: ]) on two other occasions, both in his letter to the Colossians. In his poetic praise to Christ, Paul declares that “all the fullness” was pleased to dwell in Christ (Col 1:19). The “fullness” ([image: ]) refers to the glory and presence of God analogous to the way that God filled the temple with his presence in the Old Testament (see comment on 1:23). Under the new covenant, the “fullness” becomes coextensive with the presence and power of the Holy Spirit because this is the principal way that God manifests his presence. Paul elsewhere connects the ministry of the Spirit with glory (e.g., 2 Cor 3:8, 18; see also 1 Pet 4:14).

In Col 2:9, Paul reiterates that “all the fullness” dwells in Christ, but there stresses that it was manifest in Christ in his incarnation and bodily existence. In the subsequent verse, Paul then says that believers have already “been given fullness” ([image: ]), which at first glance seems to be contradictory to this passage in which Paul prays that believers may be filled with all of the fullness. The key to resolving this problem is the phrase “in him” ([image: ]) in Col 2:10. Only by virtue of their union with Christ do believers share in the fullness, that is, in the divine presence and the power of the Spirit in their lives.

Paul has clearly not adopted a fully realized eschatology, evidenced by the fact that he leaves room for growth in their relationship to Christ and growth in Christian virtue (Col 1:28). Whenever believers do not hold tight to the head (cf. Col 2:19), they do not reflect the presence and power of the divine presence in their lives. This passage also reflects the eschatological tension between the “already” and the “not yet” that is so characteristic of Pauline thought. This can be seen, for instance, in the fact that believers retain characteristics of the “old self” (Eph 4:22), but they are urged to put on the things of the “new self” (4:23–24), the new life they already possess but not to its full degree.

By praying for the readers to be filled with the fullness of God, Paul is asking that they experience a greater measure of the divine presence in their lives. This is conceptually consistent with his central affirmation of 2:11–22: “the Lord is near” (cf. 2:13), which is alluded to when Paul begins the prayer with “for this reason.” Paul prays that they may experience that nearness to a far greater degree. Later, Paul will use “filling” language with respect to the Holy Spirit when he appeals to them to “be filled ([image: ]) with the Spirit” (5:18). We have already observed that when Paul speaks of “fullness” ([image: ]), he has in mind the presence and work of the Spirit as mediating the divine presence to God’s people.

Paul thus wants Christ to dwell in their lives to a greater degree. He wants the Spirit to impart divine strength to them and desires for them to know and be rooted in the love of Christ (which the Spirit pours into the hearts of believers, Rom 5:5). Paul’s characterization of the church as the new temple (Eph 2:19–22) may have prompted him to use the language of fullness/filling here. Just as the glory of the Lord filled the temple under the old covenant, he earnestly prays that the divine glory will fill the new covenant temple.

3:20  Now to the one who has the power to do exceedingly more than all we ask or think according to the power which mightily works in us ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul concludes his prayer with a doxology—a beautiful ascription of praise to God. This doxology appropriately praises God for his matchless power—a prominent theme in the prayer and throughout the letter. The doxology also marks the end of the first half of the letter in which Paul has stressed the extraordinary spiritual blessings showered on us in Christ. The emphasis on God’s power mightily working in us will prepare the readers for the ethical admonitions of the second half of the letter.

The power of God is the central theme of Paul’s praise in this doxology. This is seen especially in the fact that Paul coordinates three terms for power ([image: ] and [image: ]). Most translations begin the doxology by translating the adjectival participle as “the one who is able” ([image: ]). This translation does not do adequate justice to the fact that Paul is using the verb here not as a simple auxiliary verb (in the sense of “I can”), but with its full power-denoting sense (as a cognate of [image: ]). This use of the verb can be seen in a variety of passages describing the might of the God of Israel, e.g., “the Hebrews were invincible because the mighty God ([image: ]) fought on their side” (2 Macc 11:13; see also Heb 5:7; Jas 4:12; Jude 24).

To heighten their perspective on the active power of God toward the readers, Paul says that God can accomplish more than they ever ask him in prayer. He then takes it a step far beyond that by asserting that God can do more than they can even imagine. This rhetorical stress on God’s power to intervene and act on behalf of his people receives yet a further emphasis by Paul’s use of the adverb “exceedingly” ([image: ]). This rare adverb, which in biblical literature is used only twice elsewhere (1 Thess 3:10; 5:13), is a doubly compounded word with two prepositions prefixed to it ([image: ] and [image: ]). The simple adjective form ([image: ]) is common and means “abundant.” Adverbial forms with one preposition attached to it to intensify the meaning appear elsewhere in the NT (e.g., [image: ] “extraordinarily”; Mark 14:31; [image: ], “quite beyond all measure”). The double prefix stresses “the highest form of comparison imaginable” and could be translated “quite beyond all measure” or “infinitely more than.”29 This is fitting praise to the God whom Paul has already described in his prayers as possessing incomparably great power (1:19)—power that is infinite in scope (in its “width, length, height, and depth”; 3:18).

What is even more amazing is that God uses his power for the benefit of his people. Paul says that God works “according to the power which mightily works in us” ([image: ]). He has already displayed ([image: ] 1:20) this power by raising Jesus from the dead and exalting him to his right hand in a position of authority over all the forces of evil (1:19–23). He also continues to manifest his power throughout the universe and on earth by working everything out ([image: ]) according to the design of his will (1:11). This assures the readers that what he has promised—especially to bless them with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ (1:3)—he is able to fulfill.

3:21  To him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus forever and ever.
Amen. ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The Son has brought and will continue to bring glory and honor to the Father. But this is also the principal goal of the church—to bring glory to God for all that he is and all that he has done.

A number of the doxologies in the NT speak of Jesus Christ bringing glory to the Father (Rom 16:27; Heb 13:21; 1 Pet 4:11), but this is the only doxology that explicitly refers to the church as the medium of his glory. The focus here on the church is consistent with Paul’s emphasis on the church throughout the first three chapters of this letter. As Peter O’Brien said, “the church is the masterpiece of his grace,”30 and its very existence brings glory to God.

The church is at the heart of “the mystery,” a new creation by God, and is so valued by the Father that he offered the blood of his Son to create it. As the church maintains its vital unity with Christ, becomes more like the Father in holiness, defeats the influence of the power of the supernatural enemies, fills the world with the good news of the Son resulting in its numerical growth, and offers continual praise to the Father, the church brings glory to God.

Both the church and Christ will bring glory to God forever. The expression Paul uses here is unique and could be literally translated, “for all the generations of the age of the ages” ([image: ]). The most common phrase for “forever” is the use of two plural forms of “age” ([image: ]; see Ps 84:4 [83:5]; Gal 1:5; Phil 4:20; 1 Tim 1:17; 2 Tim 4:18; Heb 13:21; 1 Pet 4:11; Rev 1:6, 18; 4:9). There is probably no exegetical significance to the fact that Paul inserts the word “generations” and uses the singular form of “age” in its first occurrence. This construction is known in other Jewish writings (e.g., Tob 1:4; 13:12; 14:5) and simply means “forever.” The most that can be said is that Paul’s more expansive use of the formula, combined with the use of “all” ([image: ]), is a strong rhetorical emphasis on the fact that the response of the church to God’s power, love, and saving grace will be to bring him glory for millions of years to come.

Paul concludes the prayer and the doxology with “amen” ([image: ]), the transliteration of a Hebrew word ([image: ]), which is often translated by the optative form of “become” ([image: ]: “may it be so”) in the LXX. The Hebrew word was commonly used as the proper response (“a solemn formula”) someone would utter in announcing their agreement with the validity of a declaration (or a curse).31 As such, “Surely!” could be a possible translation. The word also came to be used “to attest the praise of God in response to a doxology (1 Chr 16:36; Neh 8:6)” and can be seen used in this sense in the book of Psalms (Pss 41:13; 72:19; 89:52).32 Throughout the NT, most prayers and doxologies end with this word.


Theology in Application
 

Paul began this letter by praising God and praying for his readers; now he concludes the first half of the letter by praying once again for these believers and extolling the glory of God in praise. The first half of Ephesians is often described as the “doctrinal” portion of the letter, which it is. But so much of this doctrine is expressed in the language of prayer and worship.33 For Paul, theology stirs his passions deeply and leads him to praise the glory of the one true God he serves with all of his heart. Because he is thoroughly convinced that this God is intimately concerned with the people he has gathered to be close to him, Paul prays for them.

He appeals to God to grant them power and love. More specifically, he wants them to have an increased sense of the vastness of God’s power available to them and working in their lives and to have God strengthen them with this power. At the same time, he wants God to help them understand the incredible extent of Christ’s love for them and that this amazing love will provide for them a firm basis for life.

God’s power and love are not impersonal forces operating in the world that one needs to discover. Our God is a personal God, who has brought us near to himself. He has bestowed on us his Spirit, who imparts his power and shows us his love. This Spirit is closely related to the risen Christ, who now dwells in the lives of all believers and seeks to reign over the enemies—the power of sin and the forces of evil. In fact, it is God himself who has made the corporate community of new covenant people his holy habitation and fills us with his presence and the benefits of his presence—his power and his love. This Trinitarian portrayal of God’s present work in the lives of believers is unmistakable in this prayer.

In considering the implications of this text for the contemporary church, there are three important ways that it informs how we can engage in intercessory prayer for fellow believers and for ourselves.

Pray for the Power of God

Pray for God to strengthen our lives with his power. As a prelude, however, it is important to pray that God will expand our awareness of his ability to intervene and help. This is part of Paul’s burden in the doxology when he praises God as the one who is so mighty that he can accomplish things in our lives far beyond what we can even imagine by virtue of his incredible power (3:20). This is also his prayer in the second request, when he uses the four dimensional terms to describe the vastness of God’s power and asks God to strengthen the readers in order to grasp the extent of his power. Because this was also the central concern of the first intercessory prayer, Paul regards this knowledge of God’s incredible power as a foundational part of the Christian life.

Why is this the case? Because there is supernaturally powerful opposition struggling against all that God is endeavoring to accomplish in and through his people (6:10–12). This is the reason it is important that we entertain no doubt that God is infinitely more powerful than these malicious foes. It is also the reason why it is of paramount importance that we depend on the power of God and not on our own sense of strength.

Paul thus prays that God will strengthen these believers with his mighty power. We need his power to resist the evil one, to rid ourselves of sinful patterns of behavior, to appropriate the virtues of Christ, to build up the community of believers, and to fill the world with the good news of the gospel.

Those believers who lived in Ephesus and along the west coast of Asia Minor would have had a keen sense of their need for divine power. Having turned to Christ from a background of experiences in knowing the power of spirits to cause harm and wreak havoc, they needed reassurance about the vastly superior power of the new God they now served. They would have been aware of their need for God’s power to live the life that God has called them to live.

The cultural situation of people living in the West is substantially different. There is not the intuitive awareness of the power of the devil and the working of evil spirits. In fact, the Enlightenment influence has created widespread doubt as to whether, in fact, the powers of evil even exist. Because of this, it may be appropriate also to pray that fellow believers will become increasingly aware of the evil supernatural realm, the threat it presents, and how it works.

In the rugged individualism of the West, our temptation is to think that we can live the Christian life in our own strength. Thus, the proliferation of “self-help” books, seminars, and media presentations appeals to our sense that inner resolve and determined effort are all that really matter. This approach, however, lacks the biblical and real perspective that there is a uniquely spiritual dimension to life that must be acknowledged and taken into account.

Paul’s message for the Ephesians and for us is that we are weak, vulnerable people who were once dominated by the power of sin and the power of the evil one, but now have been rescued from these overwhelming influences by the powerful, redemptive hand of God. Yet we remain weak and vulnerable people in and of ourselves. We desperately need the power of God to repulse the influence of sin and the devil in order to live as the sons and daughters of God in the midst of a perverse generation.

Pray for the Love of God

Pray for God to show us the extent of his love and to establish our lives securely in the experience of this amazing love. God is not only immensely powerful; he is altogether loving. Paul reveals that before God created the heavens and the earth, he had us as his future people in his mind and he loved us and chose us to be his own (1:4–5). In the depths of our unloveliness, ruined by sin and stained by all kinds of practices and attitudes deplorable to God, he demonstrated this unbelievable love toward us by redeeming us from sin and making us alive with Christ (2:4–5). God did this at a great cost—the sacrifice of his Son on the cross (5:1–2), which Jesus willingly endured for the sake of creating for himself a purified “bride” (5:25–26). Paul says that the magnitude of this love surpasses our ability to comprehend it, but nevertheless he prays that his readers will have a more profound grasp of its extent and that it will serve as a bedrock of security for them.

For the Gentile readers of this letter, this kind of divine love was far from their experience with the local gods and goddesses. Although many of the deities were lauded as benevolent, they also had dark and capricious sides that were not to be ignored. This was true even of Artemis Ephesia, who was worshiped as a compassionate and magnanimous deity, but could also be called upon by someone utilizing the right formulas and rituals to perform a curse. None of the local deities displayed any kind of sacrificial love for their adherents.

To discover that the God of the universe is a perfectly loving God does defy our comprehension. Because our experience in life with many people (including family members) shows that no one is perfectly loving, it is difficult for us to conceive of a God characterized by such a vast love unclouded by selfish motives. Yet this loving God has already demonstrated his selfless love to us by his painful act of redemption (see Rom 5:8).

The kind of love that God shows us is far more than a deep stirring feeling in his heart. The love of God is expressed in his loving actions toward us—choosing us, redeeming us, sacrificing himself for us, purifying us, being near to us, and preparing us for an eternity with him. This all-encompassing love brings a sense of inner security and peace. Recognition of the full extent of this love for us does provide a groundedness to our lives. It can lift us out of depression, flood us with serenity, and enable us to worship him with joy. In spite of our weakness, sinfulness, and woundedness, we can move forward and serve God with zeal because of his great love for us.

God’s love is always sustained by his power. God’s power assures us that everything that he has planned for us will come to fruition. There is nothing that can deter God from completing what he has planned. There is no form of evil—whether it be a natural disaster, a disease, demonic attack, or the betrayal of friends—that can prevent God from fulfilling his purposes in our lives.

Pray that Christ Will Rule in Us

Pray for Christ to reign in every area of our lives. A hallmark feature of Paul’s teaching about the new covenant is that the corporate body of believers constitutes the new temple—God’s holy habitation and the place of his divine presence (1 Cor 3:16–17; 6:19; 2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:19–22). Because God dwells in us and with us, we have immediate access to his presence and do not need to go to a holy place or shrine to commune with him. Because he is present, he can directly infuse us with his strength and pour out his love in our hearts.

As individual members of this temple, we each represent a holy place where God dwells and where he fills with his presence and grace. The same consecrated space, however, can be occupied by sinful thoughts and behaviors. Because God has called us to be holy and blameless before him (1:4; 5:27), living a life of good works (2:10), the process of growth and maturity involves allowing Christ to reign in every area of our lives (4:15–16). This involves ridding ourselves of sinful practices and cultivating the virtues of Christ (4:20–24).

Paul’s teaching in this prayer extends the temple imagery by speaking of Christ’s “dwelling” in our hearts (3:17) and God’s “filling” us with all of his fullness (3:19). In spite of the fact that we are the temple of the living God, we have a tendency to bring unholy things into that place. This is similar to what happened in the first temple, when God’s people brought idolatry into the holy place and defiled it. One need only to glance through the biblical accounts of the kings of Judah in 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles to see the leaders of Israel bringing all kinds of idolatry into the temple.

This was especially pronounced in the years leading up to the reign of Josiah. When he renewed the covenant with the Lord, he undertook a massive temple-cleansing project. This was necessary because he found within the temple an Asherah pole, rooms for male shrine prostitutes, places where women did weaving for Asherah, horses dedicated to the sun, articles made for Baal, and pagan altars (2 Kings 23; 2 Chr 34).

When Paul wrote to the Corinthian believers, he assured them of their new identity as “the temple of the living God” (2 Cor 6:16). There is no room for idolatry because there is no agreement between the temple of God and idols. Paul understood, however, the human penchant toward sin and the tendency of the people of God to bring “idolatry” into the new temple. He appealed to the Corinthians to remove the idolatry from the temple: “Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God” (2 Cor 7:1). Just as Josiah purified the temple under the old covenant by removing the idolatry that had been carted into it, so new covenant believers are called to remove every contaminating influence from their bodies and souls.

This new covenant temple is the dwelling place of Christ. He wants to dwell in every area of our lives and exert his reign over every spiritual enemy. The indwelling Christ wants to help us clean out the garbage that soils our temples. He is moved by love for us and he has the power to help us purify his holy habitation.

Robert Munger has written a delightful booklet entitled My Heart, Christ’s Home, which captures this aspect of the passage.34 The book is an extensive allegory of Christ entering a believer’s heart (at conversion) and then systematically going through each room of the house, cleaning and redecorating. Munger brings out the struggle that believers face in allowing Christ to penetrate certain secret areas of their lives where there are sinful attitudes and practices that need to be dealt with. As Christ exercises his power to clean up even the foulest and most rancid rooms, the believer finds greater peace and encouragement in allowing Christ to reign.
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CHAPTER 8
Ephesians 4:1–6
 


Literary Context
 

“Therefore” ([image: ]) formally begins the second half of the letter, but Paul does so in explicit dependence on all he has said up to this point. He has extolled the great and marvelous God, who devised a plan of salvation for his people. The heart of this plan is the person of Christ, through whom God has secured the redemption of his people and created a new community that is in a dynamic relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ. By virtue of this relationship, these people have a new identity, having participated with Christ in his resurrection and exaltation, and now form a temple that God indwells with his Spirit. On the basis of their new identity, Paul begins a series of exhortations that extend throughout the second half of the letter.

The first is an exhortation to maintain unity within this newly constituted body of believers. Preserving this unity is possible through appropriating social virtues that will quell tensions that could surface in any set of human relationships. This unity is essential and possible because of the common faith that believers share. These social virtues are exceedingly important because Paul calls the various members of the body into a mutually interdependent set of relationships according to giftedness with the goal that they build up one another in love (4:11–16). He expands this listing of social virtues with still others in 4:25–5:2.

In support of his appeal to unity, Paul composes a confession of faith utilizing elements from the oral tradition of the faith that believers already commonly confessed in their churches. Paul emphasizes the unity of the faith through a sevenfold use of the term “one” that qualifies each of the confessional statements. A firm foundation in this common faith not only facilitates unity, but enables the church to avoid every erroneous and unhealthy “wind of teaching” (4:14).


 VI. Paul’s Stewardship of the Mystery (3:1–13)


 VII. A Second Prayer of Intercession (3:14–21)


 A. The Address to the Father (3:14–15)


 B. A Request for Power and Love (3:16–17)


 C. A Request for an Increasing Awareness of God’s Power and Love (3:18–19)


 D. Doxology (3:20–21)


[image: ]VIII.
Exhortation to Maintain Unity in the Church (4:1–6)


A. The Means for Maintaining Unity (4:1–3)


B. The Basis for Unity (4:4–6)


 IX. The Christian Community as the Context for Growth to Maturity (4:7–16)


 A. Christ Gives Grace to Every Member (4:7–10)


 B. Gifted Leaders Equip the Entire Body for Mutual Ministry (4:11–16)




 


Main Idea
 

As a consequence of God’s great plan of salvation and the believers’ new identity in Christ, Paul begins a series of admonitions for the readers. He appeals to them to maintain the unity that already exists in the one body God has created. This unity is an essential and natural by-product of the common faith they confess, but it must also be maintained through developing the social virtues associated with selfless love.


Translation
 

[image: ]


Structure
 

One principal verbal expression governs the thought of this entire passage: “I appeal to you … to walk worthily ([image: ]).” This exhortation is immediately followed by four parallel expressions indicating the means by which the unity is to be maintained. The first two are prepositional phrases introduced by the preposition “with” ([image: ]), and the second two are clauses introduced by present participles.

Following this is a brief confession of faith that provides a theological basis for the unity while at the same time serving as a bridge to the following discussion about diversity within the body of Christ. There is no conjunctive connection between the two sections (vv. 1–3 and 4–6).


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]VIII.
Exhortation to Maintain Unity in the Church (4:1–6)


A. The Means for Maintaining Unity (4:1–3)


B. The Basis for Unity (4:4–6)






Explanation of the Text
 

4:1  Therefore, I, the prisoner in the Lord, appeal to you to walk worthily of the calling to which you were called ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Having spent the first half of the letter establishing his readers’ new identity in Christ, Paul now exhorts them to live their lives in a manner that reflects this new identity.

Paul roots his appeal on everything that he has said in the first three chapters. The force of the inferential conjunction “therefore” ([image: ]) reaches all the way back to the introductory blessing and all that Paul has said in between. This includes such identity-forming truths as the fact that they have been brought near to God by the blood of Jesus Christ, that they (Jews and Gentiles) together form one new person in Christ, that they are the new covenant temple that God fills with his presence, that they have been made alive with Christ and are joined to him in his resurrection and exaltation, that they have been saved and redeemed from every form of evil, and many more. On this basis, then, Paul appeals to them about changing their behavior and patterns of conduct. In Paul’s thought, and especially in Ephesians, a changed life comes before good behavior. The new identity in Christ is what produces the good works.

Paul does not command them ([image: ] or [image: ]), but rather he appeals ([image: ]) to them. Although this verb is often used in the sense of “comfort” (e.g., Matt 2:18; 2 Cor 1:4; Eph 6:22; Col 2:2), here the meaning is clearly “exhort” in the sense of appealing to them to adopt a certain set of behaviors consistent with their new identity in Christ. Paul also used this combination of words ([image: ] and [image: ]) in Romans and 1 Thessalonians when he transitioned to the more admonitory portion of both of those letters (see Rom 12:1; 1 Thess 4:1).

Paul once again refers to himself as a prisoner belonging to Christ. Whereas in 3:1, he used the genitive “a prisoner of Christ,” here he uses the preposition ([image: ]) with the dative case, “in the Lord.” This is best understood in the incorporational sense of being united with Christ, a use consistent with all other uses of “in the Lord” or “in Christ” throughout the letter. Paul is thus saying that in spite of the fact that he is a prisoner in Roman custody, he belongs to the Lord and is presently united with him. This is more than a transcendent perspective on his suffering; Paul experiences the nearness and enabling power of the Lord Jesus in his life despite the physical constraints. It also roots Paul’s exhortations in the will of the Lord and not simply his own desires for them.

“To walk worthily” is a comprehensive expression that encompasses how people live in every aspect of their daily lives. “Walking” is an OT and Jewish metaphor for conduct (see comment on 2:2). Paul used the same expression in his exhortations to the Colossians and the Thessalonians (Col 1:10; 1 Thess 2:12).

Whereas we might expect Paul to say that he wants them to walk worthy of Christ (see Phil 1:27), here the warrant for his appeal is on the basis of their calling. The redundancy—“the calling to which you were called” ([image: ])—emphasizes the importance of this call. He then repeats the notion of calling in the middle of the confession of faith that follows (4:4). This calling is God’s invitation or summons to enter a relationship with him. In the same way that God called Abraham (Isa 51:2) and Israel (Isa 48:12, 15) to be his people, so he continues to call people into a relationship of nearness.

God’s calling is closely related to the idea of his predestination and election. Lincoln rightly observes that it is “God’s activity in making believers’ predestination effective.”1 This is clear in the sequence Paul lays out in Rom 8:30: “those he predestined, he also called ([image: ]); those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.”

This calling is to a relationship with God through Christ in which he bestows an abundance of blessings on us (Eph 1:3)—all of which he has extolled in the first half of his letter. Prominent among these are redemption from bondage to sin, participation with Christ in his resurrection and exaltation, a newness of life, nearness to God, incorporation into a body of the co-redeemed, and a mission to fill the world with the good news of God’s grace. People respond to God’s calling by believing (1:13) and by living a life of obedience and service to God.

4:2a-b  With all humility and gentleness, with patience ([image: ][image: ]). Because God’s calling is not to a private relationship with him but to a life in community with other believers, it is essential for Christians to display the kind of qualities that enhance this life together (see also Col 3:12).

Few things are more destructive to community life than pride and arrogance. God has always despised these disgraceful traits and actively opposes them (Prov 11:2; Isa 2:11; Luke 1:52). When Peter wrote to believers in Asia Minor, he said, “All of you, clothe yourselves with humility ([image: ]) toward one another, because, ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble ([image: ])’ ” (1 Pet 5:5, citing Prov 3:34). Speaking through Isaiah the prophet, God revealed to his people, “This is the one I esteem: he who is humble ([image: ]) and contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word” (Isa 66:2). Jesus himself exemplified this virtue in his earthly life. He urged his disciples to “take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble ([image: ]) in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Matt 11:29). Paul encouraged the Philippians to look to the example of humble Jesus as their model (Phil 2:1–11, esp. 2:3).

“Gentleness” ([image: ]) is a virtue similar to humility. Many of the older translations rendered this with the word “meek.” But this should be avoided (as it is in the NLT) because in contemporary English, the word can be used to speak of a person lacking in spirit and courage or a person who is easily imposed on.2 The term in this context, however, does not imply weakness, but self-control and a tempered spirit. As with humility, gentleness has always been commended by God. He leads the gentle and teaches them (Ps 25:9 [24:9]), bestows on them an abundance of peace (37:11 [36:11]), and grants them deliverance (149:4). Gentleness was and continues to be a characteristic of Christ in his relationships with his people (Matt 11:29; 2 Cor 10:1). Jesus highly commended it in his Sermon on the Mount when he calls them “blessed” (Matt 5:5). It is an aspect of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:23) and a virtue that is precious to God (1 Pet 3:4). Gentleness is an important trait for all the members of the community to develop for living together and working together in harmony. When there are difficulties, gentleness is essential for restoring someone (Gal 6:1) or correcting someone who is in error (2 Tim 2:25).

Anger is damaging to relationships within the Christian community. It is all the more so when it intensifies to rage, bitterness, slander, and a spirit of vengeance. Paul repeatedly warns the readers against these (4:26, 31; 6:4). The antidote and corrective to this danger is the cultivation of “patience” ([image: ]). The term itself is a compound form built on the word “anger/rage” ([image: ]) and an adjective meaning “a long time” ([image: ]). Although etymology is not a safe guide to meaning, this particular word bears a close association to its etymology. God is repeatedly shown in the OT to be “long-suffering” or “slow to anger.”

God revealed himself to Moses as: “The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger ([image: ]), abounding in love and faithfulness” (Exod 34:6; see also Num 14:18; Neh 9:17; Ps 86:15 [85:15]; Joel 2:13; Jon 4:2; Nah 1:3). God displays his patience to us as sinful people (Rom 2:4), as he did with Paul (1 Tim 1:16), and continues to be patient, not wishing for anyone to perish (2 Pet 3:9). As the people of God, Paul calls his readers to emulate this characteristic of their Father. It is an aspect of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22), a defining feature of love (1 Cor 13:4), and something that God can empower us to exhibit (Col 1:11). Paul repeatedly calls for Christians to have patience with one another in the church (Col 3:12; 1 Thess 5:14; 2 Tim 4:2) as he himself endeavors to model this virtue (2 Cor 6:6; 2 Tim 3:10).

4:2c  By putting up with one another in love ([image: ]). Paul varies the form of the appeal in the next two clauses by shifting from the use of the preposition ([image: ]) with a noun to the use of two present tense participles in the nominative case. These are best interpreted as participles of means and are semantically parallel with the first two prepositional phrases. Many commentators have taken them as independent participles with an imperatival sense,3 thus, “put up with one another.” Wallace is correct, however, in arguing that they should be seen as dependent on the principal verbal expression, “I appeal to you to walk worthily …” (4:1).4 This expression has a similar semantic force to an imperative (e.g., [image: ]), after which it is common to have present participles in the nominative case clarifying how the action is to be carried out.

“Putting up with” ([image: ]) can also be translated “enduring” or “bearing with.” It is a term that is sometimes used for enduring persecution (1 Cor 4:12). In the Synoptics, Jesus uses it to express his exercise of tolerance for the lack of faith among his disciples, “How long shall I put up with ([image: ]) you?” (Matt 17:17, NASB; Mark 9:19; Luke 9:41). Paul here urges his readers to have an attitude of love ([image: ]) in tolerating the faults and the sometimes grating personality quirks of others in the church. Ernest Best explains it well when he says, “No one ever finds it easy to see and allow for the point of view and the actions of others; within the community Christians do not escape this but have regularly to deal with what they regard as the faults of their fellow-Christians and for this love is essential.”5 The church of the second century used the same language of “bearing with” each other in admonitions to unity (see Ign., Pol. 1:2; 1 Clem. 49:5).

4:3  By making every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). God has formed the church into a unified body and indwells it by his Spirit. The unity and peace it enjoys is a precious gift from the Spirit that can be easily wrecked. The individual members of the church need to work hard at preserving this unity.

Paul often uses the word translated here as “making every effort” ([image: ]) for the effort and work involved in making a journey. He tells the Thessalonians that he has tried hard to make a return visit to them after his forced departure (1 Thess 2:17). On two different occasions he asks Timothy and Titus to do their best to come to him (2 Tim 4:9, 21; Titus 3:12). With a similar level of intent, effort, and diligence, he here asks his readers to work hard at keeping the unity of the Spirit. Peter uses the word in a similar way when he appeals to his readers to make every effort to make their calling and election sure (2 Pet 1:10) and to be found spotless and blameless before God (2 Pet 3:14).

Although we might expect Paul to encourage his readers to strive to attain unity in the church, he actually implores them to maintain ([image: ]) a unity that already exists. That unity is from the Spirit ([image: ]; genitive of source). Unity and “peace” ([image: ]) are two of the central achievements of Christ through the blood he shed on the cross (2:11–22). God has created “one new man” in Christ, “thus making peace” (2:15). Christ “is our peace, who made both groups one” (2:14). God thus dwells in this new humanity by his Spirit and gives us access to the Father (2:17–18, 21–22).

Because of the work of the Spirit who incorporates us into this new body (1 Cor 12:13), believers experience the reality of a new community where there are no racial divisions or schisms of any kind. It is incumbent on believers to preserve this unity that has been attained at a great cost. The peace that Christ has given is like a rope that ties believers from diverse backgrounds together into a unified whole. The word Paul uses here for “bond” ([image: ]) is related to the term at the beginning of the passage that describes his imprisonment: Paul is a prisoner ([image: ] [4:1 and 3:1], a cognate of [image: ] [“chains”] and of [image: ], which means “to bind”). Just as Paul is bound to his guard by his chain, Paul wants these believers in Asia Minor to be bound together in peace and in love.

4:4  [There is] one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in the one hope of your calling ([image: ][image: ]). As a basis for his appeal to unity and as a transition to his discussion of the diversity of the body, Paul makes a series of declaratory statements of common conviction among Christians of his day (4:4–6).

This is not a formal creed that Paul is citing, although it may contain elements of an oral creedal tradition. Although some scholars think that this is strictly an ad hoc creation by Paul,6 most think that these three verses contain statements that would have been widely confessed by the early church.7 It is too speculative to probe further into their background, that is, to conjecture whether the statements come from a baptismal confession or from catechetical tradition. The readers were probably already familiar with these acclamations because of their use in their own churches.

Paul moves right into this confession without clarifying its relationship to the previous context through a conjunction (such as [image: ] or [image: ]) or some kind of introductory formula (such as [image: ]). The asyndeton (lack of connection) here may be for rhetorical impact, thereby placing a stronger formal emphasis on unity.8 The appeal to unity is immediately followed by a confession of faith that demonstrates the existing unity of believers in the body. Each of these statements also lacks a verb. Because they are confessional statements, it is best to supply the expression “there is” ([image: ]).

The stress on unity also comes to expression in the sevenfold appearance of “one” in these three verses. Ernest Best thus rightly notes, “the effect of the repeated use of ‘one’ is to drive home his central theme, unity.”9 Although it is tempting to think that the seven references to oneness may have symbolic value (e.g., the perfection of unity),10 because Paul nowhere else uses numeric symbolism, such a conclusion is doubtful. The repetition of “one” in a context stressing unity is reminiscent of Jesus’ high priestly prayer in John’s gospel, where he prays four times that God will make his followers “one” after his departure (John 17:11, 21, 22).

Later creeds typically begin with a statement about God the Father, followed by a confession of the person and work of the Son, and then a statement about the Holy Spirit and the church. The present set of declarations is sequenced in precisely the opposite manner: it begins with the church and ends with a statement about the Father. This suggests that Paul is not quoting one particular creed, but that he is selecting lines from an oral confession, arranging them for his purpose as well as freely composing his own statements into a literary whole.

In this context, the focus is on the church as the unified body of Christ. It is not surprising, then, that he begins with the confession, “there is one body” ([image: ]). Paul has already made this affirmation in 2:16: “that he might reconcile both in one body ([image: ]) to God through the cross.” Paul himself is the originator of the specific metaphor of the church as the “body” of Christ, and he regularly spoke of it as “one body” (see Rom 12:4, 5; 1 Cor 10:17; 12:12, 13, 20; Col 3:15). The church as the body of Christ is a major part of his teaching in this letter (Eph 1:22–23; 4:15–16; 5:29–30). The simple declaration that the church is “one body” stops short of the second-century references by Ignatius to the church as “catholic” ([image: ]), that is, universal (Ign. Smyrn. 8.2; Mart. Pol. 1.1; 8.1; 16.2; 19.2), which may reflect the earlier date of this letter.

The confession of “one body” leads Paul to the declaration that there is “one Spirit” ([image: ]). It is the Spirit who incorporates believers into the one body (1 Cor 12:13). Earlier in the letter, Paul explained that it was in and by the one Spirit that believers now have open access to the Father (Eph 2:18). This Spirit now fills the church as the new covenant temple (2:22). For the Gentile readers of this letter, this confession of allegiance to one Spirit represents a significant departure from their former beliefs and practices. In the common folk belief of the area, they would have believed in and sought the help of numerous spirits.

In the magical texts, there was a category of helper spirits that were popularly known as paredroi, who could be summoned to aid the suppliants in anything they desired. The paredroi were spirits who were subordinate to the gods but accessible to people and functioned as familiar spirits.11 For example, one magical text explains the benefits of having a familiar spirit, which it describes as “an assistant who will reveal everything to you clearly and will be your companion and will eat and sleep with you” (PGM I.1–2). The text goes on to describe the power, abilities, and gifts this spirit brings and then reveals that if one summons this spirit, it will bring many other spirits.12 For the Ephesians, becoming a Christian and being a part of the one body entailed a renunciation of these spirits and confessing one’s allegiance to this one Spirit alone.

This Holy Spirit marks believers as God’s property and is a deposit on their future eschatological inheritance (1:13). Thus Paul speaks of the “one hope” ([image: ]) believers eagerly anticipate. The form of this clause deviates from the declaratory statement of a confession in that it is introduced with “just as also” ([image: ]), making it dependent on the previous statement. Throughout the letter, this expression consistently introduces a comparative clause (4:17, 32; 5:2, 25, 29).

It is more difficult to discern the nature of the comparison here, but the point of comparison may be an implied calling to one body and one Spirit, namely, “just like you were called in one body and one Spirit, so also you were called in one hope.” This puts the focus on their calling as providing the basis for their incorporation into one body, their experience of the one Spirit, as well as their future hope. Paul began this section, in fact, with a stress on their calling (4:1), where he also, as here, used both the verb ([image: ]) and the noun ([image: ]). The genitive in the expression “the one hope of your calling” ([image: ]) is a subjective genitive and indicates that the calling is what produces the hope.13 The emphasis on the calling throughout this passage stresses God’s sovereignty and gracious initiative.

Paul reports in the first part of this letter that he has been praying that the Ephesians will come to a deeper understanding of the hope of God’s calling ([image: ] 1:18b). This hope involves a present assurance rooted in God’s provision of salvation but, even more importantly, a certain expectation that they will inherit the kingdom of God (5:5) and that God will ultimately bring all parts of the rebellious creation under the headship of his Son (1:9–10). Their believing response to God’s call has resulted in their sealing with his Spirit (1:13–14) and their incorporation into the one body. Whereas once they were without hope (2:12), they now possess hope because God has graciously reached down to them and called them to be his own. Because the Gentile readers once saw themselves as subject to the vagaries of fate, this conviction that there is one hope rooted in the call of the one omnipotent and true God would have brought tremendous encouragement.

4:5  [There is] one Lord, one faith, one baptism ([image: ]). Paul continues his series of declarative statements of faith with three additional confessions, all qualified with the word “one.” For rhetorical impact, he varies the gender of each of the three by using a masculine, a feminine, and then a neuter—all requiring him to use a different form of the word “one” ([image: ] and [image: ]).

Paul confesses that Jesus Christ is the “one Lord” ([image: ]). Throughout this letter he repeatedly refers to Jesus Christ as Lord (1:2, 3, 15, 17; 3:11; 5:20; 6:23, 24). Because he refers to the Spirit in the previous verse (4:4) and the Father in the next (4:5), there is no question that he is referring to Christ here.

For Diaspora Jews accustomed to reading and hearing the LXX, the confession of “one Lord” would echo their daily confession of the Shema, where Yahweh is acknowledged and worshiped as the one Lord in precisely the same language ([image: ], Deut 6:4). Because of his encounter with the resurrected and exalted Christ, Paul became convinced that Jesus of Nazareth shares this identity, title, and authority with the Father. He thus writes to the Corinthians, “for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord ([image: ]), Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live” (1 Cor 8:6). For Jews who had become Christians, confessing Jesus as the “one Lord” entailed a recognition that Jesus of Nazareth was far more than a man, a prophet, or an angel. He was, in fact, God. While Jesus’ preexistent role as Creator does not receive prominence in Ephesians as it does in Colossians and 1 Corinthians, his exalted position of being “head over everything” (1:22b), together with his role of summing up all things (1:9–10), points to his deity.

Gentiles in the churches confessing Jesus as the one Lord would recognize that Artemis of Ephesus was not Lord regardless of the fact that she was acclaimed as such. An abundance of literary, epigraphic, and numismatic evidence points to the fact that Artemis was widely worshiped as lord over the entire cosmos—heaven, earth, and the underworld.14 The title “Lord” ([image: ]) is used often of her in the inscriptions.15 But there were many other deities who claimed this title also; over against all of them, Paul confesses that Jesus is the one and only Lord (see also Rom 10:9; Phil 2:11; 1 Cor 12:3).16

The fifth in the series of confessional statements is that there is “one faith” ([image: ]). Paul normally uses the term “faith” in the sense of active belief, as he does earlier in this letter (1:15; 2:8; 3:12, 17). Here he uses it to refer to the set of convictions that are commonly confessed among Christians in Israel, Syria, Greece, Rome, and elsewhere in the first-century Mediterranean world.17 Paul uses the term this way later in the chapter (4:13) to refer to the content of belief. This is not an unusual use of the term for Paul. In his earliest letter, he spoke of his ministry of proclaiming the faith (Gal 1:23; see also Rom 1:5; 10:8; Gal 3:23). This usage does, however, become more frequent in his later letters (see also Col 1:23; 1 Tim 3:9; 4:1, 6; Paul can also speak of this as “the deposit,” which is to be guarded: 1 Tim 6:20; 2 Tim 1:12, 14).

Paul’s statement implies that there are more elements to this common faith than what he has enumerated in this context. These seven statements here say nothing about Jesus’ death on the cross, his resurrection, the forgiveness of sin, and a variety of other convictions that are central to the Christian faith, many of which he has discussed earlier in this letter.

This statement is clear testimony to the fact that there was a common faith, characterized by a set of core convictions, that Christians confessed everywhere the gospel had spread. A number of modern critical scholars deny this notion and argue that there was a variety of Christianities with diverse theologies at the time this letter was written.18 Such an assumption flies in the face of this statement and others in the NT that refer to a common faith.

This verse suggests that there were not competing forms of Christianity in the churches of western Asia Minor. It has become popular among some scholars to suggest that there were different schools of thought within the Christianity of this region, especially toward the end of the century (e.g., a form relying on John the Baptist, a Pauline Christianity, a mystical branch, and, later, a Johannine branch). Paul’s statement here assumes that there is one form of Christianity—commonly confessed as the “one faith”—and that there were deviant teachings that surfaced from time to time (4:14).

The next to last statement is that there is “one baptism” ([image: ]). This probably refers to the practice of water baptism and not solely to the experience of baptism in the Spirit.19 Water baptism was the common practice of the early church following a person’s confession of faith in Christ (see Acts 2:38, 41; 8:12, 13, 36, 38; 10:47–48; 16:15, 33; 18:8; 19:5), which Paul himself experienced (Acts 9:18; 22:16). In Paul’s teaching, the ritual symbolized identification with Jesus in his death and resurrection (Rom 6:1–11; Col 2:12). Paul also uses the term baptism to refer to the work of the Spirit in joining every individual believer to the body of Christ (1 Cor 12:13). Paul’s confession of “one baptism” here probably indicates the rite as well as all that it symbolizes.20

Paul does not speak of one baptism here simply to maintain symmetry with each of the other “one” statements.21 Nor does Paul refer to it this way to distinguish it from other competing baptismal rites. The term and the ritual are never used of the initiation ritual in any of the local religions. It is also unlikely that Paul is distinguishing it from practices in the local synagogue. Although synagogues had installations for ritual purification, “baptism” was not an initiatory rite for a proselyte. And, finally, one should not look to the band of disciples who had experienced only the ritual associated with John the Baptist (Acts 19:1–7) as an example of a competing rite. Members of this unique group were all baptized into the Lord Jesus after they heard the full story as explained by Paul. The “one baptism” probably has more to do with the unifying experience of the solitary rite that all the believers in Asia Minor participated in after putting their faith in Jesus Christ and becoming a part of the one body. The one baptism is a sign of their unity with Christ and with one another.

4:6  [There is] one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul now ends his series with a declaration of belief in the one God. He describes the Father in a unique way, stressing his sovereignty, omnipotence, and presence in his creation.

His confession of the one God reflects the central Jewish conviction of monotheism as set forth in the Shema (Deut 6:4) and confessed by Jews throughout the Second Temple period (e.g., Josephus, Ant. 3.91; 4.201; 5.97; 8.343). The OT also spoke of God as the Father of his people (e.g., Deut 32:6; Isa. 63:16), but not to the degree that characterizes the NT. This is due largely to the distinctive teaching of the new covenant that God is near, accessible, and with his people (Eph 2:13). Jesus himself presented this truth when he taught his followers to begin their prayers with, “Our Father in heaven” (Matt 6:9).

God is confessed here not simply as the Father of his people, the church, but as Father over everything. Some scholars, however, have sought to limit the fourfold reference to “all” ([image: ] three times; [image: ] once) to believers.22 This would result in a confession that God is the Father of all believers in the church and that he reigns over them, works through them, and lives in all of them. Grammatically this is possible because the genitive and dative plurals of this adjective could be masculine or neuter. This would also fit the overall context because there has been a stress on the church as God’s dwelling place and God working through the church to fulfill his purposes.

This view can also be seen in two textual variants that surfaced, which attempt to clarify the ambiguity of the gender of “all” by making it explicitly refer to Christians. Some manuscripts have added the word “us” ([image: ]) at the end of the last prepositional phrase: “in us all” ([image: ]; Douay-Rheims).23 Others have added the word “you”: “in you all” ([image: ]; KJV; NKJV; Geneva; Bishop’s Tyndale).24 The omission of the personal pronoun is the best reading since it has the strongest manuscript support; moreover, there would have been a scribal motivation to clarify the referent of “all” that led to the variants.

It is best to interpret the repeated use of “all” in this passage as a neuter and to view it as a confession of God’s sovereignty, his omnipotence, and his presence in all of his creation.25 This fits well with the overall context of Ephesians, where Paul has used the neuter plural of “all” ([image: ]) to stress God’s omnipotence in exalting Christ to a position of authority “over everything” (1:22), his sovereign plan to bring everything in heaven and on earth under the headship of Christ (1:9–10), and his current activity in filling all things through the church (1:23; 4:10). It is also consistent with Paul’s monotheistic confession in 1 Cor 8:6, where the sovereign power of God over “all things” (neuter) is also in view: “for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things ([image: ]) came and for whom we live.” Paul makes a similar statement leading up to his doxology in Rom 11:36: “For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen.”

The precise way that Paul has formulated this description of God—“over all and through all and in all”—is without parallel. While similar kinds of statements are found in Stoicism, Paul clearly avoids the pantheism of identifying God with “the all.” The Jewish philosopher Philo, however, made similar statements about the one true God, referring to him as “the ruler of all things ([image: ])” (Creation 1.75), near to us in all things ([image: ]; Migration 1.56), and penetrating all things ([image: ]; Alleg. Interp. 3.4), although he never says God is “over” ([image: ]) all things.

Paul has probably coined this expression himself on the basis of general OT teaching about God’s creating the world, exercising kingship over his creation, and filling the world with his presence (see, e.g., Pss 47:8 [46:9]; 103:22 [102:22]; 139:8–10 [138:8–10]; Isa 66:1; Jer 23:24; Zech 14:9). The language of Philo suggests that similar acclamations about God may have been made in the Hellenistic synagogue.

This confession of God in his great power, sovereignty, and presence throughout his creation would have been particularly important for Gentiles living in western Asia Minor. Although the high god Zeus did not play a great role in the worship of the people in Ephesus and the nearby villages, Artemis, Serapis, and Isis were widely venerated.26 They were worshiped as cosmic deities having power over heaven, earth, and the underworld. Those who practiced magic would also have been accustomed to invoking deities who claimed to rule over all. For instance, Hekate, Artemis, and Selene are thus invoked: “Beginning and end you are, and you alone rule all. For all things are from you, and in you do. All things, Eternal one, come to their end” (PGM IV.2835–40). Against the claims of all other so-called gods and goddesses, Paul confesses with the readers of his letter the sovereignty of the one true God.


Theology in Application
 

The unity of the church was something dear to our Savior’s heart. In his high priestly prayer for his disciples shortly before his death and resurrection, Jesus prayed repeatedly that the Father would make them “one” ([image: ]). This unity is possible and essential because it represents an extension of Jesus’ own unity with the Father. Thus he prays:


• “Protect them by the power of your name … so that they may be one ([image: ]) as we are one” (John 17:11).


• “I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one ([image: ]), Father, just as you are in me and I am in you” (John 17:20–21).


• “I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one ([image: ]) as we are one ([image: ]): I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity ([image: ]) to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me” (John 17:22–23).




 

Reflecting this priority and passion of our Lord, Paul urges these believers in Ephesus and among the churches of western Asia Minor to give abundant attention to the pursuit of unity. Three factors essential to this pursuit of unity are just as important for believers today.

Developing Virtues to Enhance Unity

It is essential to work on developing Christlike virtues that enhance unity. In this passage Paul speaks of the importance of cultivating humility, gentleness, patience, tolerance, love, and peace. Developing these virtues is an important aspect of what it means to “make every effort” to maintain unity within the church. Conversely, we must rid ourselves of those characteristics that hurt our brothers and sisters, make them defensive, or create a spirit of tension within the community. Practically, we should carefully examine our lives in light of the following considerations:


• If we are quick to get angry, we need to work on patience.


• If we have a tendency to be proud, arrogant, egocentric, and boastful (and who doesn’t struggle with these?), we need to work on humility.


• If we are insensitive, bullish at times, rough, bossy, or quick to impose on others, we need to work on gentleness.


• If we struggle with being intolerant with the shortcomings of other people, we need to work on bearing with one another in love.


• If unity among fellow believers in our own local churches is not a priority for us, we need to make it a priority.


• If the ardent pursuit of unity between churches in our cities is not a priority, we also need to make this a priority.




 

Carnality is the problem that drives most situations of dissension and leads to church splits. Our own egos and immaturity can easily inflame a situation and make it much worse. What may begin as a resolvable issue can become an enormous and seemingly irresolvable conflict simply because of the ego investments of the participants in the dispute.

Sharing a Commitment to a Common Faith

Unity begins by sharing a commitment to a common faith. As an integral and central part of his appeal to unity, Paul places a confession of faith. These creedal statements are some of the core truths on which all these believers on the west coast of Asia Minor agreed. They were truths about God that informed how they worshiped him, how they taught new believers, and what they celebrated when they met.

The reality is that the non-Christian community in Ephesus would have viewed these statements as myopic, intolerant, and even scandalous. For a group of people to abandon the worship of the traditional gods and now proclaim the God of Israel as the one and only true God was outright defamatory. The hard truth is that Paul’s intent for these believers is that there would be no one in the congregations of believers in this area who still worshiped Artemis, trafficked in spirits and magic, or visited the local shamans for spiritual help and insight. The confession of one God, one Lord, and one Spirit implies the renunciation of other gods or spirits who once held the allegiance and attention of these believers.

The kind of unity that Paul envisions for the new humanity far transcends the kind of unity achieved in other human networks united around a common cause. People living in Ephesus, for instance, surely experienced a certain level of unity in their relationships with members of the same trade guilds, in their civic pride, or in their participation with fellow soldiers in the Roman military. Paul is here casting a vision for something deeper that comes from God and is created by his Spirit.

People in the church today run the risk of diluting this vision for the church when they diminish the importance of the common faith as the foundation for unity. There can be a temptation to overlook essential differences in the core elements of the faith in a quest for simply getting along with one another. This leaves only a veneer of unity, not a true unity in the way the Lord has intended it.

Paul is not comprehensive here in specifying precisely what theology constitutes the essential basis for unity. However, he says much here that we cannot ignore. This passage reveals the elements of a Trinitarian theology although without defining it in the precision of the later creeds. The deity of Christ is explicitly affirmed in the confession of him as Lord. What remains undeveloped here is what is encompassed by the expression “one faith.” This clearly points to additional elements that comprise the core and essential beliefs of the early church.

A Common Calling from God

The unity of believers stems from a common calling by God. Unity is also based on a relationship with the one true God, who has called us into a bond with himself. Four different times in this passage, Paul uses the word “call” as part of the basis of his appeal. This calling is God’s invitation to each of us to respond in faith to his offer of salvation and to become part of the people he is gathering to be his very own. Based on his choosing us, this calling is our opportunity to experience God’s grace, mercy, and love because he has redeemed us, forgiven our sin, and united us with Christ in his resurrection and exaltation. It is our privilege to experience peace with God, a closeness and intimacy with him, by virtue of our identification with Christ.

This calling is our new identity. Because we share this profound experience of redemption, salvation, union with the Lord, and a common glorious future with other people, this is a powerful bond of unity. It leads us to worship the glory of our great God and Savior.

Recognition of our calling by God diminishes our sense of self-importance and enables us to cultivate the humility that is so foundational to unity. God did not choose us and call us because we were so awesome. Our calling represents God’s initiative and his unmerited grace upon us. As Peter O’Brien has noted, we are “a society of pardoned rebels”27 on whom God has showered his favor.
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CHAPTER 9
Ephesians 4:7–16
 


Literary Context
 

This section is closely tied to the previous section and the appeal “to walk worthily of the calling to which you were called” (4:1), which stands as an introduction to the entire second half of the letter. This passage serves as a bridge to the moral exhortation Paul will begin in earnest in 4:17. His burden here is to explain how it is possible to live the kind of life that God calls his people to live. Part of the answer to this question is found in considering the present ministry of the resurrected Lord in the community of believers. It is within that community that believers receive grace to grow and mature.

Paul continues in his mode of writing long, elaborate sentences. This section consists of two sentences—one of 55 words (4:7–10) and another of 124 words (4:11–16). The first sentence consists of a statement, which Paul supports by a citation from Scripture (Ps 68:18), followed by an interpretive explanation of its meaning. Part of the scriptural citation is based on an alternative textual tradition (not the MT or LXX) that Paul regards as bringing out the relevant meaning of the text. The second sentence is simple prose but is elongated by numerous prepositional phrases and a series of three purpose clauses.


 VII. A Second Prayer of Intercession (3:14–21)


VIII. Exhortation to Maintain Unity in the Church (4:1–6)


 A. The Means for Maintaining Unity (4:1–3)


 B. The Basis for Unity (4:4–6)


[image: ]IX. The Christian Community as the Context for Growth to Maturity
(4:7–16)


A. Christ Gives Grace to Every Member (4:7–10)


B. Gifted Leaders Equip the Entire Body for Mutual Ministry (4:11–16)


X. Living Out the New Identity in Christ (4:17–24)


A. Exhortation to Live Differently than Non-Christians (4:17)


B. Description of the Condition and Lifestyle of Non-Christian Gentiles (4:18–19)


C. The New Identity in Christ and Exhortation to the New Lifestyle (4:20–24)


XI. Living Out the New Identity in the Community of Believers (4:25–5:2)




 


Main Idea
 

The Christian community is essential for growth to maturity because Christ has sovereignly endowed every individual with special abilities to minister to all the other members. It is the responsibility of the divinely gifted leaders to equip the members for a life of mutual service. The goal of ministry is to help all believers grow in a knowledge of Christ and of the core doctrines of the faith, to mature to a greater Christlikeness, and to manifest love for one another in the life of the community.


Translation
 

[image: ]

[image: ]


Structure
 

The literary coherence of this section is indicated by an inclusio that frames the text. The expression “each one” ([image: ]) begins (4:7) and ends (4:16) the passage. It points to an emphasis on individual gifting, but for the benefit of the corporate community.

This text can be clearly divided into two parts corresponding to the two long sentences. The first sentence (4:7–10) makes the simple assertion that Christ has given grace to every individual believer (4:7). This is supported by a scriptural citation introduced by the formula, “therefore it says” ([image: ]). Paul then engages in a brief interpretive explanation of a citation from Psalm 68, which he organizes in terms of a simple (a b b’ a’) chiasm (4:9–10).1

The second sentence (4:11–16) makes the assertion that Christ has given gifted people to the church (4:11). He explains their purpose and role within the body by means of a prepositional phrase (“for the equipping of the saints …”), which is completed by another prepositional phrase (“… for the work of service”). This objective is clarified by yet another prepositional phrase (“for the building up of the body of Christ”). The three prepositional phrases are therefore not coordinate; the latter two are subordinate to the first (see comments for a more detailed discussion).

The last prepositional phrase—“for the building up” ([image: ] 4:12c)—corresponds exactly to the final phrase of this section (4:16g) and thus forms another inclusio, which expresses the ultimate goal of ministry. This inclusio brackets Paul’s more extended discussion of this goal, which he develops in a series of three purpose statements. The first is introduced by a conjunction ([image: ], 4:13) and gives a positive expression of purpose with a controlling verb expressing attainment. The objectives to be attained are indicated in a series of three coordinate prepositional phrases (all introduced with [image: ] 4:13).

The second purpose statement is introduced by a conjunction ([image: ] and gives a negative expression of purpose (“that we should no longer be like children”) by clarifying the dangers to be avoided (4:14). It elaborates on the dangers of infancy (immaturity) by utilizing two result participles that shift the metaphor to a boat adrift in a tempestuous sea.

The force of the previous use of the conjunction ([image: ] is carried over to the third statement of purpose that is once again positive—to “grow into him” (4:15–16). Through the use of two relative clauses, Paul elaborates on the role of Christ as head over the church.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]IX. The Christian Community as the Context for Growth to Maturity (4:7–16)



A. Christ Gives Grace to Every Member (4:7–10)


 1. A biblical precedent of the victorious King distributing gifts (4:7–8)


 2. Christ as the victorious King (4:9–10)



B. Gifted Leaders Equip the Entire Body for Mutual Ministry (4:11–16)


 1. Christ’s sovereign distribution of gifted people to the church (4:11)


 2. The function of the gifted leaders: equipping individuals for service (4:12)


 3. Three goals of Christian ministry (4:13–16)


 a. Growth in a knowledge of Christ and Christlikeness (4:13)


 b. Avoidance of dangerous and deceitful teaching (4:14)


 c. Development of maturity in Christ (4:15–16)






Explanation of the Text
 

4:7  Grace is given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul now transitions from speaking of the unity of the body to describing it in terms of its diversity. But this diversity has nothing to do with the various ethnicities, backgrounds, and natural talents of the individual members. It has to do with Christ’s sovereign distribution of divine gifts and abilities among the different members. The purpose of this varied distribution is not to differentiate the individuals, but for each to contribute to the overall unity and growth of the body.

The introductory conjunction ([image: ]; left untranslated here) simply marks the transition to a new facet of the overall topic of unity. The term “one” ([image: ]) ties this new section closely to the preceding (note the seven occurrences of “one” in 4:4–6), but “oneness” is now presented in terms of individuality. This focus on individuals is strengthened by the addition of “each” ([image: ]).

To each individual God has given a gift to contribute to the growth of the body. Paul is not anticipating his discussion of gifted leaders in 4:11 and suggesting that divine gifting is granted only to these leaders. Rather, every individual member receives grace from God to use in the building up of others in the body (4:16). This is consistent with Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts in two other passages (1 Cor 12:12–31; Rom 12:3–8), where he emphasizes the comprehensiveness of God’s bestowal of gifts on every member of the body. God is the implicit subject of “is given” here ([image: ], a divine passive), which should also be understood as a gnomic aorist; that is, the bestowal of a spiritual gift is a customary event for all who become Christians.2

The shift to the first person plural ([image: ]) indicates that Paul includes himself among all believers as he speaks of the reception of gifts. He, too, has received a special manifestation of God’s grace for service, which he spoke about earlier when he used “grace” ([image: ]) to refer to his commission and enablement from God to take the gospel to the Gentiles (3:2, 7, 8). Now he uses the term “grace” to speak of specific divine giftings ([image: ]; see 3:7; [image: ] in 4:8) for service that God bestows on every believer.

In writing to the Romans and the Corinthians, Paul used a cognate term that is often translated “spiritual gift” ([image: ]; see, e.g., Rom 12:6; 1 Cor 12:4), but essentially means “a manifestation of grace” (the -[image: ] suffix indicates a result of the action3). Paul was the likely originator of this term, which he built on the basis of the word “grace” ([image: ]/[image: ]). As he has used it here, the term “grace” ([image: ]) is a close equivalent of “spiritual gift” ([image: ]).4

In the last part of this verse, Paul indicates that Christ is the one who actually gives the gift ([image: ] is a genitive of source, “from Christ”). Christ does not apportion gifts in a random way, but according to his plan.5 He is the one who chooses who will receive what gift and determines the amount of the gift that each person will receive. This is the most natural explanation of “according to the measure” ([image: ]). The emphasis here is on Christ’s sovereign distribution and apportionment. There is no room left for good works and merit to earn a better gift or a greater portion of a gift.

4:8  Therefore it says:
When he ascended on high, he captured a host of captives and he gave gifts to [his]
people ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In support of his assertion that Christ bestows spiritual gifts on his people, Paul cites Ps 68:18 [67:19 LXX; 68:19 MT], which refers to God as the Divine Warrior who achieves a great victory over his enemies and ascends his holy mountain. Paul interprets the psalm christologically and sees Christ as the one who has vanquished his enemies and has ascended to heaven. This sets the stage for him to distribute divine gifts for service to every member of his body.

Paul introduces the citation with the formula, “Therefore it says …” ([image: ]). This is the only time Paul uses this expression to introduce an OT citation, although he uses it later in this letter to quote a three-line exhortation from early Christian tradition (Eph 5:14). This formula is used, however, one other time in the NT to introduce a citation from the OT (Jas 4:6, citing Prov 3:34) and three times in Philo for the same purpose (Philo, Confusion 1.182 citing Gen 11:7; Drunkenness 1.138, citing Lev 10:9; Agriculture 1.100, citing Gen 49:17).

The quotation of this psalm, followed by Paul’s explanation of it in 4:9–10, has raised a handful of difficult issues. Among these are: (1) Who are the captives whom Christ has taken prisoner (4:8)? (2) Why has Paul apparently changed the wording of the psalm from “you received gifts from men” (Ps 68:19 in the MT; 67:19 in the LXX) to “he gave gifts to [men]” in this passage? (3) What does it mean that Christ “descended to the lower parts of the earth” (4:9)? A closer look at the content of the psalm as a whole provides a helpful perspective on these issues and why Paul quotes it. Each issue will be handled in the actual exegesis of the phrases.


In Depth: Psalm 68 as a Prayer That God Would Defeat His Enemies
 

Psalm 68 corresponds significantly to one of Paul’s central concerns in Ephesians. He wants his readers to grasp the incomparably great power of God, who strengthens his people to stand against their enemies. This is precisely the concern of Psalm 68. It is a prayer that the Divine Warrior will manifest his power, strengthen his people, and defeat the enemies of Israel.

The threat posed by the enemies of God’s people pervades the entire psalm. The psalm begins with the prayer that God will arise, scatter his enemies, and make his foes flee before him (68:1). The Divine Warrior will cause kings and armies to “flee in haste” (68:12; see additional references to the enemies in 68:2, 6, 14, 18, 20, 23, 30, 31). When David proclaims, “Surely God will crush the heads of his enemies, the hairy crowns of those who go on in their sins” (68:21), he may even have looked beyond the physical enemies to the spiritual foes that stood behind these earthly rulers. The term “hairy” (Heb. [image: ]), if different vowel points are understood, could refer to a “goat demon” or simply a “demon” ([image: ]; see Lev 17:7; 2 Chr 11:15; Isa 13:21; 34:14).6 Of course, Paul’s concern in Ephesians transcends physical enemies and focuses on the principalities and powers who pose the real threat to people (Eph 6:12).

Psalm 68 extols and blesses God’s majestic and overwhelming power to save his people from their enemies. The psalmist exclaims, “Our God is a God who saves; from the Sovereign LORD comes escape from death” (68:20). David calls on God to manifest his power as he has done before: “Summon your power, O God, show us your strength, O God ([image: ][image: ]), as you have done before” (68:28 [67:29]). The psalm ends with the declaration that God gives his power and strength to his people (68:35 [67:36]):


“The God of Israel gives his power and strength to his people.”
[image: ][image: ]



 

This thought corresponds significantly with Paul’s prayerful concern for his readers of this letter. He prays for God to strengthen them and then concludes the letter with the admonition to receive strength from the Lord in order to stand against the enemies (Eph 6:10–17). It is also significant to note that this psalm ends with the victorious Divine Warrior giving ([image: ]) of his power and resources to help his people in the battle. He has received his gifts and booty from the vanquished armies, but the overriding concern is his ability to give and equip his people to stand firm against the enemies.

There are additional points of correspondence between the language and thought of this psalm that lead one to wonder if the entirety of this psalm may have been on Paul’s mind as he penned Ephesians. God is praised throughout this psalm with the same language that we find in the introductory eulogy of Ephesians. Three different times God is blessed; in fact, the final line of the psalm is, “Blessed be God” ([image: ]), the same expression that Paul uses in Eph 1:3 (68:35 [67:36]; see also LXX 67:19, 20). God is also referred to as “the heavenly one” ([image: ]; LXX 67:15), using the same unique expression for heaven that is prominent throughout Ephesians.

The same language of praise for God that Paul uses in Eph 5:19 is found in the LXX of Psalm 67 ([image: ], v. 1; [image: ], v. 1; [image: ], vv. 5, 33; [image: ], vv. 5, 26, 33, 34). More important is the fact that God is praised by his people for his power and mighty acts of deliverance. God is also portrayed as having cosmic power (“[your] power is in the skies”; 68:34) and being served by tens of thousands of angels (68:17). In spite of his majesty and grandeur, he loves his people and cherishes them as his “inheritance” ([image: ]; 68:9 [67:10])—the very status Paul wants his readers to recognize as characterizing their new relationship with God (Eph 1:18).

This psalm is therefore a celebration of God’s power to save his people from the clear and present threat of their enemies. Paul has interpreted this psalm christologically, seeing within it Christ’s power to save his people from the ultimate enemies—the power of sin, the power of death, and the principalities, powers, and authorities.

There is another group of interpreters, however, who have observed that there was a segment of Aramaic-speaking Judaism who interpreted significant portions of this psalm as referring to Moses. This can be seen in the translation and interpretation represented in the Targum of the Psalms (Tg Pss).7 The reference to the Lord’s giving the word or command in 68:11 is interpreted to refer to his giving the words of the law to his people and then Moses’ proclaiming it to Israel. The reference to the majesty of the mountains of Bashan (68:15) is expanded to include Mount Sinai, where the law was given and where the Shekinah of the Lord dwells. And most importantly, instead of the victorious Divine Warrior ascending the mountains in his victory procession and receiving gifts from the conquered armies, the Targum speaks of the prophet Moses ascending to the firmament and returning to teach the words of the law and giving them as gifts to “the sons of man” (Tg Pss 68:19).

A number scholars have viewed this Targum rendering of Psalm 68 as the textual basis for Paul’s citation of the psalm as “he gave” instead of the MT and LXX textual tradition of “he received.”8 Some of these scholars have even suggested that Paul cited this psalm tradition to serve an anti-Moses polemic in the sense that the new covenant has dawned in Christ and the Mosaic code no longer has a covenant-regulating role to play (see Eph 2:15). G. B. Caird, later followed by J. C. Kirby, took this a step further by contending that the psalm was part of a regular calendar cycle of readings in the synagogue and that this particular psalm was read on the day of Pentecost.9 On this basis, they argued that in Paul’s christological adaptation of the psalm, Christ takes the place of Moses as ascending on high and then descends in the presence of the Spirit to distribute gifts to the church on the day of Pentecost. This view has now received further support in a monograph by W. Hall Harris.10

This view is unlikely, however, for a number of reasons. (1) The text of the Targum of Psalms dates roughly to the period of the fourth to the sixth century AD.11 The tradition of the interpretation and rendering of Psalm 68 that it contains assuredly dates earlier, but it is difficult to know how much earlier it can be pressed.

(2) There is a similar problem in dating the tradition associating Pentecost with the giving of the Torah on Sinai. The evidence and argumentation put forward by Harris has not proved convincing.12 As Bruce Chilton notes, “the specific association with the giving of the Torah cannot be established as a controlling sense by the time of the NT.”13

(3) Even more problematic is the evidence for inferring that Exodus 19 and Psalm 68 were part of a lectionary tradition within Judaism that was read on Pentecost. This was true in certain rabbinic traditions (see b. Šabb. 86b), but by no means all, especially in NT times.

(4) Since no Jewish Aramaic inscriptions of any kind have been found in Asia Minor, it casts doubt as to whether Jews living there would have had any familiarity with the Aramaic targums. The nuances of Paul’s polemic would be lost if his readers did not make the connection between Ps 68:18, Pentecost, and the giving of the law.

(5) Timothy Gombis has rightly observed that there is no textual evidence of the use of Psalm 68 in Acts 2 (Luke’s narrative of the day of Pentecost, in which the Spirit was given to the disciples).14

(6) Gombis also argues that “there is no hint of an anti-Moses polemic in Ephesians, nor an attempt to understand the movements of Christ in light of Moses.”15 Paul does make a sharp statement about Christ’s abolishing the law (2:15), but this statement is made not in the context of polemic against those who would uphold the ongoing validity of the law, but in the context of a positive and encouraging explanation of the new nearness to God and the joining of Jew and Gentile together into one body based on the blood of Christ inaugurating a new covenant. The point that there is no polemic against the Torah in Ephesians thus stands.

Psalm 68 fits Paul’s purpose here exceptionally well. The psalm depicts God as mighty to empower and save his people in their struggle with their enemies. In the past, God has demonstrated his power by defeating and scattering his enemies. This has resulted in receiving gifts and booty from the captured foes. Now the psalmist prays that God will once again give his people the requisite gifts, power, and strength to overcome their enemies. But for Paul, these enemies are no longer people, but hostile supernatural powers.



 

In its original context in Psalm 68:18, “when you ascended on high” ([image: ]) refers to God as the triumphant Divine Warrior ascending to his throne after defeating the enemies of Israel. Paul now interprets this as speaking of Christ, who has emerged victoriously from battle with his enemies and has ascended to his heavenly throne, where he sits at the right hand of the Father (see Eph 1:20–21).

Just as the Divine Warrior led his vanquished foes in procession, so also Christ has “captured a host of captives” ([image: ]). The best explanation for the identity of these hostile warriors that Christ has defeated is the principalities, powers, and authorities.16 They hold a prominent place in Ephesians as the enemies of Christ and the people of God. They are the foes that Paul names as defeated and put into subjection by his resurrection in 1:20–22. In Col 2:15, Paul specifically says that by the cross and resurrection, Christ stripped them of their power and authority, publicly exposed them, and led them in a triumphal procession.

After defeating his enemies and ascending to his throne, Christ “gave gifts to his people” ([image: ]). The well-known difficulty here is that the text of the MT and LXX has precisely the opposite, that is, “you received ([image: ]) gifts from men.”

On the surface, it could appear that Paul has intentionally altered the wording of Psalm 68 to better suit his purpose of introducing Christ as the exalted Lord who distributes gifts to his followers. But neither here nor elsewhere does Paul ever force the Scripture to say what he wants it to say with no sensitivity to its meaning in its original context. Several considerations must be taken into account for properly interpreting what the apostle is doing in this context.

First, there were other forms of the text current in Paul’s day that read “you/he gave gifts” instead of “you received gifts.” One is the Aramaic Targum of Psalm 68:18, which reads, “You ascended to the firmament, O prophet Moses, you took captives, you taught the words of the law, you gave them as gifts to the sons of man.”17 Although it is doubtful that Paul is depending on the entire Targum paraphrase of this psalm (see the “In Depth” section for analysis), the Targum does represent an alternative form of the text, namely, “he gave gifts,” that Paul may have been familiar with when he was writing Ephesians.

The Aramaic was not the only form of the Psalms text that spoke of the giving of gifts. The Syriac translation of the Psalms also agrees with the text form of Ephesians: “You ascended on high; and you led captivity captive; and you gave gifts to the sons of men.”18 This is a far less interpretive translation than the Targum and, apart from the Septuagint, is one of the oldest translations of the OT. It is likely that this text form of Psalm 68 existed in the first century before Ephesians was written and was thus not influenced by Eph 4:8.19 In addition to this, most manuscripts in the Sahidic and Bohairic dialects of Coptic also have “he gave.” Furthermore, one Old Latin manuscript contains the same third person singular reading.

Richard Taylor discounts the testimony of the Coptic and Old Latin, claiming that both of these text forms were likely influenced by the text of Eph 4:8 with the result that Christian scribes harmonized the two texts. Nevertheless, because there was an extant text form that reads “he gave” during Paul’s time (which Taylor affirms), we should at least leave open the possibility that the Coptic and Old Latin forms could also have reflected this known text form.

In summary, it is likely that the apostle Paul would have been familiar with a form of the OT text of the Psalms that actually read “he gave.” But the question remains why Paul would choose this form of the text over the LXX (which was widely known and used in Asia Minor) and the MT (which Paul assuredly knew). The answer to this is that he was probably seeking to bring out the full meaning of the text of Psalm 68 by not simply citing it verbatim from the MT (or LXX), but by explaining the sense of it.20

The resultant meaning is as follows: By analogy to God as the triumphant Divine Warrior who, after he ascended his throne, received gifts of homage from his captives, Paul “depicts Christ as the triumphant Divine Warrior who, after he ascended to his throne, blesses his people with gifts.”21 Seeking to express the true christological meaning of the text, Paul depends on a variant textual tradition (attested by the Aramaic Targum and the Syriac Peshitta) that, for him, accurately brings out the meaning of Psalm 68.22

4:9  What is the significance of the ascent unless he also descended to the lower parts of the earth? ([image: ][image: ]). In his explanation of Psalm 68:18, Paul infers from Christ’s ascent that he also made a descent. This descent was to the underworld, where Christ proclaimed his victory over the hostile principalities and powers.

The neuter article ([image: ]) points out the word that Paul wishes to comment on from the psalm citation, namely, the aorist indicative verb “he ascended” ([image: ]). Paul claims that Christ’s ascent implies a descent, which he identifies with a prepositional phrase, the meaning of which has been greatly debated.

The Byzantine form of the text along with Codex Vaticanus insert the adverb “first” ([image: ]) after the verb “he descended.” This is most likely a scribal addition to clarify the sequence of the descending and ascending.23 An additional textual problem also surrounds the word “parts” ([image: ]). This inclusion of this term receives strong support from the Alexandrian and Byzantine textual families, but it is missing from an early papyrus text ([image: ]46) and the Western form of the text (including Codex D and many Old Latin manuscripts). Because the external evidence is strong, the editors of the UBS4 Greek text decided to include it, but placed it within brackets, although they gave it one of their lowest confidence ratings (“C”). As with “first” ([image: ]), the most natural explanation for the origin of this variant is that it was added very early by a scribe who sought to clarify its referent.24 Yet we should observe that whenever the neuter form of the superlative adjective ([image: ]) is used in the LXX (note that the comparative, [image: ], is never used elsewhere in the LXX or NT), “parts” is assumed (see, e.g., Neh 4:13 [4:7]; Pss 63:9 [62:10]; 139:15 [138:15]). Nevertheless, we conclude that neither the adverb ([image: ]) nor the noun ([image: ]) was original.

The most significant interpretational difficulty in this verse is in deciding what “the lower parts of the earth” refers to. The view of the early church fathers and the consensus view through the centuries has been that it refers to a descent of Christ to the underworld (or, Hades). Although a difficult issue, this view appears to have the greatest amount of evidence to support it. Many theologians refer to it as the decensus ad infernos. There are, however, three other prominent views that have received support from a number of contemporary interpreters: (1) the phrase refers to the incarnation and death of Christ, that is, he descended to earth;25 (2) it refers to Christ’s burial following his death;26 and (3) it refers to the coming of the Spirit on the day of Pentecost.27

One of the difficulties in making a decision among these four views based on the specific language that Paul uses here is that the comparative adjective ([image: ]) is never used elsewhere in the LXX or NT, nor is it ever used by Josephus or Philo. The superlative adjective ([image: ]), however, does appear a handful of times in the LXX, and its usage there does provide some helpful perspective for this passage. On three of the seven occasions of its use in the LXX, the genitive expression “of the earth” ([image: ]) modifies it. For instance, Ps 63:9 [62:10] reads, “those who seek my life … will go down to the depths of the earth ([image: ])” (see also Ps 139:15 [138:15]; Odes 12:13 [= Prayer of Mannaseh 1:13]). In none of these passages can the genitive be taken in apposition to “the lowest parts” as in views (1) and (3), “the lower parts, that is, the earth”; it can be viewed only as possessive or partitive, “the lower parts of the earth.

The only place in Jewish literature where the comparative adjective ([image: ]) does appear is in the Greek Apocalypse of Ezra, a document that may be a Christian composition incorporating earlier Jewish apocalyptic traditions. In this document, Ezra asks God to see “the lower parts of Tartarus” ([image: ], 4:5).28 A retinue of angels then leads Ezra into lower and lower parts of the Abyss. There is no sign that this document has been influenced by the words of Ephesians. The document suggests that the language of “lower parts” would be readily understood in Jewish circles familiar with an apocalyptic worldview as referring to Hades, Tartarus, or the Abyss.

One of the key difficulties with understanding “the lower parts” as the earth is explaining why Paul would have used the comparative adjective ([image: ]) rather than simply say that Jesus “descended to the earth” ([image: ] or [image: ] ). Such a manner of expression does occur in the NT and Jewish literature. Revelation 13:13 speaks of rain descending “to the earth” ([image: ]). Also, in a Greek fragment of the Oratio Joseph 190, the angel Ouriel is reported to have said, “I descended to the earth” ([image: ]; see also Jonah 2:6 [7]; Odes 6:7). There would thus be no reason for Paul to use the comparative adjective, especially when he would run the risk of confusing many people who would be led to think he is making a reference to the underworld.

The “lower parts of the earth” makes the most sense in its first-century religious context if it is interpreted as an expression for the underworld or Hades.29 Underworld themes were prominent in Ephesus and western Asia Minor, where a variety of underworld deities were worshiped.30 Most prominent was the goddess Hekate, the goddess of witchcraft and sorcery. Revered as the goddess of the underworld, Hekate wielded “the keys of Hades.”31 In fact, the priestess at her cult sanctuary in Asia Minor was called “the key bearer” ([image: ]). Statues of Hekate sometimes depict her carrying keys. As Sarah Johnston notes, “the success of traditional magic depended on the aid of the daemonic souls that Hekate could release by unlocking the gates of Hades.”32 It is striking, then, that in another NT document addressed to churches in western Asia Minor that Christ is praised as the one who bears “the keys of death and Hades” (Rev 1:18). With language that converts from the local religions would have quickly grasped, Paul speaks powerfully to affirm Jesus’ lordship over the powers of darkness.

In popular belief, veneration of the underworld deities Artemis, Hekate, Selene, and Ereschigal (as well as Demeter and Kore and Hades himself) was the only way to gain protection from evil spirits and have their fears partially alleviated. The proclamation that Christ has not only descended to the underworld but has ascended victoriously to his heavenly throne would have brought tremendous comfort to the readers. This passage thus functions to underline the cosmic supremacy of Christ in much the same way as 1:19–23.

Some interpreters, especially in the early history of interpretation of this passage, explained the purpose of the decensus ad infernos as a time when Christ proclaimed to the departed Old Testament saints that their salvation was now secure by his work on the cross and that they were now freed from their captivity.33 Yet the language of the psalm cited here—“he captured a host of captives”—is more naturally interpreted as a reference to hostile forces who are conquered (such as the Jewish captives carried into exile by Nebuchadnezzar; see Jer 15:2; Esther 2:6).34

This passage thus has significant lines of correspondence with 1 Pet 3:19, where Peter says that Christ “went and preached to the spirits in prison” following his death and resurrection. Although the meaning of this passage is highly debated, I would follow Selwyn in affirming that the text speaks of Christ’s descending to the underworld and proclaiming a message of victory over the rebellious demonic powers.35

4:10  The one who descended,
he is the one who ascended high above all the heavens, so that he might fill all things ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul assures the readers that Christ did not remain in the underworld or find himself overwhelmed by it. He ascended victorious over the hostile principalities and powers to a position of authority, from where he will fulfill his plans for the universe.

By using the intensive pronoun ([image: ]) with “he is” ([image: ]), Paul stresses the identity of the one who descended with the one who ascended. 36 His wording also makes it clear that the sequence is first descent followed by ascent. Both of these observations render it further unlikely that the descent has to do with the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost (view 3 above), which would require a sequence of ascending and then descending (at Pentecost).37 Although Christ descended to the underworld, this realm had no power to retain him in its grasp. He rose in victory.

Paul’s wording here corresponds to his earlier declaration of Christ’s victorious ascent when he proclaimed that God raised him from the dead, “high above every principality and authority and power and dominion and every name that is named” (1:21). It also reaffirms the same purpose for the ascension, that is, so Christ can fill all things (1:23). The fact that the word for heaven is here in the plural is not surprising; the Hebrew word for heaven is always plural. This may imply that there are various levels of heaven in a biblical worldview. Paul speaks, for example, of a “third heaven” (2 Cor 12:2). In this letter, Paul envisions the heavens as a place where evil spiritual powers are active (Eph 1:20; 3:10; 6:12). By asserting that Christ has been raised high above all the heavens, Paul stresses the supremacy of Christ over all things, including the hostile principalities and powers.38

In the exercise of his ruling sovereignty at the right hand of God, Christ is now unfolding a comprehensive plan for the universe. As Paul has already indicated in 1:10, that plan involves bringing all of creation under his lordship. Thus, “filling all things” has to do with extending his reign over all of his enemies (which, again, is the vision of Psalm 68 that Paul has cited earlier). At the present time, this “filling” involves the extension of the church through its evangelistic ministry (thus, the role of “evangelists,” e.g., in 4:11). It also involves helping people defeat the power of the enemy in their lives and growing to stature of Christ’s fullness (4:13). But in the future, it will involve Christ’s bringing all of the rebellious creation under his headship.

4:11a-c  And he gave apostles, prophets ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The resurrected Christ has bestowed his grace on every member of his body, but he has especially gifted certain individuals within the community to establish churches, minister the Word of God, and equip others for service in the church. Christ gives these gifted leaders to the church not to do the ministry for the various members of the body while they passively receive, but to help prepare each one of them to actively serve in the ways he has gifted them.

By using the intensifying pronoun ([image: ]), Paul emphasizes that Christ is the one who sovereignly works to raise up and supply gifted leaders to the church. These are not elected officials, nor are they distinguished offices that one achieves after serving in a series of lower roles (such as in the Roman political system). They are roles fulfilled by people whom Jesus himself sovereignly chooses and enables for their service.

The fivefold list of gifted people whom Paul mentions here is not a complete enumeration of all the leadership roles within the church. The churches of Ephesus and Asia Minor would also have had overseers/elders ([image: ]; see Acts 20:17, 28) and deacons ([image: ]). Paul highlights the five listed here because they were foundational to the establishment of local churches (2:20) and because they are the principal ministers responsible for the proclamation and application of the Word to peoples’ lives. This latter function is highly significant in this context because Paul stresses that the church is rooted in a common confession of faith (4:4–6). An accurate and proper understanding of “the faith” is essential to their growth to maturity (4:13) and for the avoidance of every kind of deceitful and dangerous teaching (4:14). In various ways, all five leadership roles help build into peoples’ lives a sound and growing knowledge of Jesus Christ, the Son of God (4:13).

The grammatical construction Paul uses ([image: ] … [image: ]) differentiates each of the categories of gifted leaders. Although many versions translate with “some … others,” it is unnecessary because commas do an adequate job of differentiating the respective groups (one must remember that there were no punctuation marks available to first-century Greek writers). Apostles are therefore distinct from prophets,39 and both groups are distinct from evangelists.

Paul has already noted that “apostles” ([image: ]) served a foundational function in the early church (2:20; see comments). This passage is different than 2:20, however, in that Paul is not reflecting back on the beginnings of the church but is speaking about its present and ongoing structure. Christ is continuing to give these leaders to the church for the equipping of the individual members and facilitating their growth to maturity (see also 1 Cor 12:28, where Paul uses the aorist [image: ] [“appoint”] for the same purpose). Markus Barth rightly notes, “Ephesians distinctly presupposes that living apostles and prophets are essential to the church’s life.”40

The “apostles” he mentions here likely extend beyond the Twelve and Paul to include others whom the Lord Jesus has called to go, establish churches, and ground these new believers in the common faith. Their authority would be differentiated from the Twelve and Paul, who had “seen the Lord” (1 Cor 9:1; Acts 1:21–22). Nevertheless, they are authorized by the risen Lord Jesus himself, who has called them to this role, and by the authoritative message of the gospel itself, which they impart. Their function is closely tied up with their name, “one who is sent.”

The background to this expression is in the OT and Jewish understanding of a messenger authorized by God, which is represented by the verbs “to send” (šālah≥; [image: ]). Jesus understood his own mission in terms of being sovereignly commissioned and sent by God, as seen in his important exclamation (citing Isa 61:1): “The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, because the Lord has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted …” (see also Isa 48:16; 66:19 for similar uses of the Hebrew verb). Jesus commissioned the Twelve to carry on this mission and, thus, called them “apostles,” which reflected their function as his authorized delegates (Matt 10:2; Luke 6:13; see also John 20:21). The church continues the mission of Jesus and the Twelve when the sovereign Lord commissions and empowers individuals to go and proclaim the good news, establish churches, and teach them to observe all that the Lord commands (Matt 28:19–20).

Some of those who fall into this more extended category of apostles include Barnabas (Acts 14:4; 1 Cor 9:6), Andronicus, and Junia(s) (Rom 16:7). There were likely many others. We can only speculate what this may have looked like in Asia Minor at the time that Paul wrote this letter. Paul himself was the founding apostle of the church(es) in Ephesus and, as such, maintained a deep concern about their well-being. During Paul’s ministry in the city, Luke tells us that “all … who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord” (Acts 19:10). It is certainly possible that the Lord Jesus raised up many apostles during this period who took the word of the Lord, which they heard from Paul, to many other cities and villages throughout the Roman province of Asia. This certainly helps explain Peter’s reference to “your apostles” when he speaks of how the inhabitants of Asia and northern Anatolia received the word of the Lord (see 2 Pet 3:2).41

The second set of gifted people whom Christ provides to the church is “prophets” ([image: ]). This does not refer to the Old Testament prophets or the prophetic texts they wrote (e.g., Rom 1:2; 3:21), but to new covenant people through whom God speaks. Paul lists this gift in the three other passages where he enumerates spiritual gifts (Rom 12:6–8; 1 Cor 12:8–10, 28–30). He told the Corinthians that a person who prophesies speaks to people “for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort” (1 Cor 14:3) and builds up the church (14:4, 5). It is thus easy to see how the operation of this gift was vital as churches were being planted, especially where there was intense opposition that could lead to profound discouragement.

Prophecy sometimes also included an element of foretelling, as can be seen in the case of the prophet Agabus (Acts 11:28; 21:10–11), who predicted the Judean famine as well as Paul’s arrest in Jerusalem. Although Paul says that prophecy is primarily for the benefit of believers (1 Cor 14:22), he does explain how God can reveal the secrets of the heart of a unbeliever to a prophet, which results in the person turning his heart to God (14:24–25). In spite of the danger of false prophecy (see, e.g., 2 Pet 2:1; 1 John 4:1), Paul warns the Thessalonian church not to set aside this gift (1 Thess 5:20–22). Rather, they should exercise discernment to see what is good and what is evil (presumably what is from the Lord and what is not). In Paul’s view, prophecy is a gift that should be eagerly sought (1 Cor 14:1) because it edifies the community of believers.


In Depth: Additional Thoughts on 
Apostles and Prophets
 

Some interpreters would draw a line between the first two gifts on the list and the latter three and argue that the gifts of apostle and prophet ceased in the late first century or early second, but that evangelists, pastors, and teachers continue to function in the church. This cannot be argued exegetically in Ephesians as Markus Barth correctly asserts, “Eph 4 does not contain the faintest hint that the charismatic character of all church ministries was restricted to a certain period of church history and was later to die out.”42 A cornerstone of the old argument—that the “perfection” of 1 Cor 13:10 is the completion of the biblical canon (or spiritual maturity)—has been shown to be without merit because “the perfect” refers to the consummation of the age when Christ returns.43 It is also clear, especially with respect to prophecy, that it did not progressively die out in the century after the death of the twelve apostles. There is abundant church historical evidence of a continued prophetic ministry within the church.44 Any argument for the cessation of these gifts would need to be constructed on theological or historical grounds since it cannot be demonstrated exegetically in Eph 4 or elsewhere.

When one compares prophecy under the old covenant with prophecy under the new, it is apparent that God has not given new covenant prophets the kind of visions that he gave to Daniel, Isaiah, and Jeremiah that led to inscripturated revelation. These visions pertained to the larger movements in the unfolding of God’s plan of salvation. A finality has been achieved in the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the vision he gave to John regarding the consummation of the ages. Prophecy under the new covenant is on a smaller scale and relates directly to the establishment and edification of local churches.

Although it has been suggested that NT prophets differed from OT prophets in the level of accuracy, this is probably not the correct way of viewing the situation. Agabus, for instance, was not in error when he prophesied the binding of Paul in Jerusalem (Acts 21:11). It was those who heard him who erred by inferring that Paul should therefore not go to Jerusalem. If God speaks a message to a person for the benefit of others, God is accurate 100 percent of the time. It is people who can err in providing wrong interpretations of the vision or message. It is also possible that people mistake their own longings and imaginations for a revelatory insight from God. Settings where there is a high level of expectation can be particularly conducive to this.

Because of the human factor, Paul was wise in counseling the Thessalonians to “test everything,” including prophecies, before embracing them (1 Thess 5:20–22). To suspend judgment to allow for a time of discernment is not a sign of a lack of spirituality, but is a recognition that people can allow their flesh to interfere with the process of properly hearing a message from God.

Some segments of the church have been reticent to use the term “apostle.” Part of the reason for this not only has to do with a cessationist hermeneutic employed by some groups, but also a legitimate fear of potential spiritual abuse by those who claim an apostolic authority.45 It is important to be exceedingly clear that no one today possesses the same level of authority as the Twelve or Paul. They were unique in the history of the church as those who had walked with the Lord during his earthly ministry and learned at his feet. The apostle Paul also had a unique calling and role that he filled in salvation history as God’s uniquely appointed delegate to reach Gentiles with the gospel. No one else compares to them nor does anyone else write words that attain scriptural authority.

Nevertheless, this does not mean that there are no longer any apostles.46 The key is in recognizing that there were apostles other than the Twelve and Paul (see commentary on 4:11). These would be closer to what many Christian groups might call church planters or church-planting missionaries. Gordon Fee refers to them as fulfilling itinerant ministries among the early churches. He notes, “Itinerant workers founded churches by evangelizing and built them up through prophetic utterances. There can be little question that this is the understanding of the term ‘apostle’ in Paul’s letters.”47



 

4:11d-e  Evangelists, and pastors and teachers ([image: ][image: ]). “Evangelists” ([image: ]) were those individuals within the churches whom the ascended Christ had especially gifted to make known the redemptive message of “the gospel” ([image: ]). Luke referred to Philip as one who was gifted in this fashion (Acts 21:8), and Paul appeals to Timothy to “do the work of an evangelist” (2 Tim 4:5). Since the apostles are gifted to go and proclaim the gospel in new areas where they would establish churches, the evangelists were probably those who remained in the local churches and continued to make known the gospel to those in the city or region who still had not heard.

Barth plausibly suggests that the evangelists may have been the ones responsible for the people who had been converted in Ephesus and its environs who were not personally known to Paul as he wrote this letter (cf. 1:15).48 The context makes it clear that the evangelists not only proclaimed the gospel, but also helped equip other believers in the church to share their faith and to grow in a knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ (4:12).

The fourth named group on the list are “pastors” ([image: ]). The grammatical construction suggests that they are in some way closely related to the “teachers” ([image: ]). When he mentions teachers, Paul drops the masculine plural article and the conjunction [image: ] and then connects teachers closely to pastors with the simple conjunction [image: ]. It is doubtful that Paul has altered this grammatical construction just for rhetorical variation. What needs to be assessed is the precise nature of the connection between pastors and teachers.

Some interpreters suggest that Paul is identifying pastors and teachers and thereby presenting them as one and the same ministry function in the local church.49 Thus, Barth translates the two as “teaching shepherds.”50 Some contemporary churches, convinced of this identification, designate their senior leader as “pastor/teacher” and appeal to Eph 4:11 as the basis for this title.

It is doubtful, however, that the two ministry roles are to be identified. First, uniting two nouns under one article does not always convey identity. We have observed this earlier in Ephesians in noting that “apostles and prophets” are two different groups even though they are united under one article ([image: ]). Second, the Granville Sharp rule, sometimes invoked for supporting the identity of pastors and teachers, does not apply to this construction. Dan Wallace, who wrote his doctoral dissertation on the function of the Greek article when it appears with multiple substantives,51 has pointed out that the rule does not apply when the article appears with plural substantives.52 The pastors and teachers are therefore not to be identified as referring to one group of gifted ministers in the church.

Nevertheless, because the two nouns are united under the one article, they are not to be regarded as entirely distinct groups. Paul probably expressed himself in this way because he wanted to convey that pastors are to be gifted to teach (thus, the latter is a subset of the former), but he stops short of saying that all teachers are gifted to be pastors.53

In spite of its popularity as a title for ministers in contemporary Protestant churches, the term “pastor” ([image: ]) is actually rare in the NT. This is, in fact, the only time that it is used for a class of church leaders. Both Peter and the writer of Hebrews use it as a title for Jesus himself (Heb 13:20; 1 Pet 2:25), but neither writer uses it to refer to ministers. Paul did, however, use the imagery of shepherding one other time—when he addressed the elders of the Ephesian church: “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock ([image: ]) of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds ([image: ]) of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock ([image: ])” (Acts 20:28–29; see also 1 Pet 5:2).

The usage of the term in this context in Luke’s account suggests that the role involves a great deal of care, concern, and godly leadership. It also points to a close connection with the office of overseer/elder since Paul in Acts 20 charged these Ephesian elders/overseers (v. 17, [image: ]; v. 28, [image: ]) with the task of pastoring. Teaching sound doctrine is an integral part of this ministry so that the flock can discern and avoid the dangerous teaching that comes by way of the wolves.

This image probably stems from Jesus himself, who taught that he was “the good shepherd” (John 10:1–18), but then commissioned Peter (and by extension, others in leadership in the church) to “feed my sheep” and “take care of my sheep” (John 21:15–17). From Jesus’ example in his Good Shepherd Discourse, we know that this involves knowing people intimately (John 10:3, 14), leading them (10:4), protecting them from “wolves” (10:7–10, 11–13), and loving them enough to sacrifice one’s life for them (10:11–13, 15). As the good shepherd, Jesus’ leadership contrasted sharply with the many bad shepherds Israel had throughout her history (Ezek 34; Jer 23:1–3). Jeremiah prophesied a time when God would “give you shepherds after my own heart, who will lead you with knowledge and understanding” (Jer 3:15).

The last named group is “teachers” ([image: ]). Paul mentions them third in his list of gifts in 1 Cor 12:28 after apostles and prophets (see also Rom 12:7). Teaching was a responsibility of the pastors (see above) and was a qualification for someone who serves as an overseer/elder (1 Tim 3:2; 2:12; 5:17; 2 Tim 2:24; Titus 1:9). The apostles, mentioned first on the list, also exercised a teaching responsibility as they planted churches and fulfilled their ministry in imitation of the example of the Twelve (see Acts 4:2, 18; 5:21, 25, 28, 42). Since what we know as the New Testament was not yet written and completed, the teachers undoubtedly based their instruction and exhortation on three sources:


1. The Old Testament. The churches in western Asia Minor had access to the Greek Old Testament (the LXX), which they now appropriated as their own Scripture. The teachers explained the story of Israel, the promises God made to the Gentiles, and how the mission and message of Jesus can be seen in the OT (just as Jesus himself explained it to Cleopas and his partner after the resurrection, “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets”; Luke 24:27).


2. The oral Jesus tradition. The stories of Jesus’ life and ministry as well as summaries of his teaching were also important sources for the teachers of the early church.


3. The confessional and ethical traditions passed on in the early church. An important responsibility of the gifted teachers in the church was passing on “the faith”—the traditions circulating in the early church. A great deal of this material no doubt included what the Twelve originally taught in the first days and weeks of the church. This constituted the material that Luke speaks of when he says that the early Christians devoted themselves to “the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42). This is the content of what Paul refers to when he speaks of them being “strengthened in the faith as you were taught” (Col 2:7).54




 

The teachers not only passed on content and explained it, but they also exhorted the hearers to live in conformity with what they were learning. As the churches in Asia Minor continued to reach many Gentiles with the gospel of Christ, the need for many gifted teachers was great. The Gentiles, in particular, had much to learn when they became Christians.55

4:12  For the equipping of the saints for the work of service, for the building up of the body of Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Christ has given gifted leaders to the church not merely to do the ministry, but to invest their time heavily in developing and preparing fellow believers to engage in ministry to the body. The model Paul presents is therefore one of mutual service in the community and not one of professionals serving a group of consumers.

There has been much debate over how to interpret the relationship between the three prepositional phrases in this verse. The implications are profound, with one view leading to a strong clergy/laity distinction and the other view pointing the direction toward the concept of the priesthood of all believers. The first view contends that all three prepositional phrases are coordinate and describe the ministry responsibilities of the five gifted leaders. This view is expressed in the KJV and is held by Roman Catholic scholars as well as many high church leaders.56 The alternative view argues that the second and third prepositional phrases are dependent on the first and that it is the entire church that is responsible for the work of the ministry. This view is expressed in most contemporary English language translations and is held by Protestants in a wide variety of denominations.57

The different views could be graphically represented in the following way:

View 1:
Full Clergy/Laity Distinction

Christ gave gifted leaders to the church [image: ] …


 for the perfecting of the saints, [image: ] …


 for the work of service, and [image: ] …


 for the building up of the body of Christ [image: ] …


View 2:
The Ministry of All Believers

Christ gave gifted leaders to the church [image: ] …


 for the equipping of the saints, [image: ] …


 for the work of service, and [image: ] …


 for the building up of the body of Christ [image: ] …


The evidence appears to lean strongly in favor of the second view. (1) The second view takes better account of the change of prepositions (from [image: ] to [image: ]). Many scholars have noted that the change in preposition between the first phrase and the second two phrases may signal the fact that the three are not coordinate.58 This is the only time this particular series of prepositions appears in the NT with no intervening verb, but the same series is found on a number of occasions in the LXX. In each of those instances, the first prepositional phrase ([image: ]) is not coordinate with the other two phrases (headed by [image: ]). In most of the occurrences, the first object is a person whereas the object of the next two prepositions are place-names (see, e.g., the LXX of Gen 32:3 [32:4]; 35:27; Josh 9:6; 10:6; Jer 40:12 [47:12]). Although these are not strictly parallel to the nature of the construction here, they do underline the fact that the three phrases should not be interpreted as coordinate in this type of construction.

(2) The object of the first preposition has the article whereas the objects of the second two prepositions do not. This variation further stresses the distinctiveness of the first phrase.

(3) Ernest Best has correctly observed that if the three phrases were parallel, it would have made more sense for Paul to begin with the more general (v. 12b: “for the work of service”) and then to develop it with the other two phrases (v. 12a: “for equipping of the saints”; v. 12c: “for the building up of the body of Christ”).59

(4) The first view depends on an unlikely meaning for the noun “equipping” ([image: ]; see the more complete discussion of the word below).

(5) Finally, the first prepositional phrase (beginning with [image: ]) provides the most natural completion to the idea of equipping (see below).

The first prepositional phrase thus sets the agenda for the work of the gifted leaders. They are to equip the saints ([image: ]) to do the work of the ministry. This is the only time that the noun ([image: ]) appears in the NT or the LXX, so one needs to rely on the verbal form ([image: ]) to discern the nuances of its usage. While it can mean “to repair” something (such as a fisherman his nets; e.g., Matt 4:21), it is widely used with the sense of “to prepare,” “outfit,” or “equip” (such as in Jesus’ statement, “everyone who is fully trained ([image: ]) will be like his teacher”; Luke 6:40).60 Perhaps the closest conceptual and cognate lexical parallel is the statement made by Paul in 2 Tim 3:16–17:


All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped ([image: ]) for every good work ([image: ]).



 

This passage provides a particularly significant point of comparison with our passage not only because of the cognate verb used with the sense of “equip,” but because a prepositional phrase beginning with [image: ] supplies the completion of the equipping idea.61

The second prepositional phrase, “for the work of service,” is then dependent on the first. The preposition ([image: ]) indicates the goal of the equipping. The saints are the ones who are prepared by the gifted leaders to carry out much of the ministry of the church (the genitive [image: ] is an objective genitive attached to the noun of action). They engage in a “work” ([image: ]) that is defined by the genitive of apposition, “that is, ministry” ([image: ]); in other words, they are prepared to labor in the task of ministry. Ministry should here be understood in its broadest sense and not just what apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers (or “deacons”) do.62 The larger context makes it clear that ministry is carried out by all the saints—“each one of us” (4:7), that is, “each individual part” (4:16). Paul also brings this out clearly in 1 Cor 12:7, when he says that the manifestation of the Spirit is given “to each one” for the common good. This results in different forms of “service” ([image: ]; 1 Cor 12:5).

The final prepositional phrase is coordinate with the previous phrase and provides a further explanation of the goal of ministry, that is, “the building up of the body of Christ.” The term “building up” ([image: ]) also provides a bridge to the next section that further explicates the goals of ministry. Paul concludes the section with the same word and thus frames it, forming an inclusio that brackets this entire section of vv. 13–16. Paul reiterates the building metaphor that he used in 2:20–22, where he described the church as a temple that God is constructing. Here the emphasis is less on the extensive growth of the building, but more on its internal development. This development among the individual members of the community will be defined by vv. 14–16.

4:13a-b  Until we all attain to the unity of the faith and knowledge of the Son of God ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul states the anticipated outcome and goal of Christ’s work of imparting gifts to his people for the edification of the corporate body. He expects all to reach a full level of maturity.

Paul expresses this goal with the conjunction “until” ([image: ]), a word that more commonly serves as a preposition used with the genitive. Here it indicates both a temporal end as well as a goal toward which believers are to strive. Both of these senses are also present with the verb “attain” ([image: ]), which can be used of arriving at a destination after a long trip (e.g., “[they] arrived at Caesarea,” Acts 25:13; see also 16:1; 18:19, 24; 21:7; 28:13) as well as the pursuit of a goal (e.g., “the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to [attain],” Acts 26:7; see also Phil 3:11).

This combination ([image: ] … [image: ]) also appears in 2 Macc 6:14, where it speaks of a negative eschatological end and goal upon sinful peoples: “For in the case of the other nations the Lord waits patiently to punish them until they have reached ([image: ]) the full measure of their sins.” Had Paul only used the conjunction “that” ([image: ]) here instead of the conjunction that he chose ([image: ]), he would not have been able to express his certainty of their attainment of this final goal, which this conjunction implies.

Paul uses three phrases all beginning with the same preposition ([image: ]) to give further expression to this heavenly call. The three phrases should be interpreted as three different aspects of one goal63 and thus coordinate with one another and not as each one building on the other.64 This is a goal all believers should pursue (thus, [image: ]) and will reach. It is not something reserved for the clergy or a gifted elite.

The first aspect of this goal is to achieve a unified understanding of the faith. As in 4:5, “faith” should here be understood in the objective sense of that which is believed. The fact that Paul views this as a goal and stresses there is “one faith” in 4:5 implies that not all of the readers completely understood all of the core convictions of the faith yet. This would not be surprising if there were many new Christians in the various house communities of believers in western Asia Minor. Paul’s words here are a strong reminder for all believers to devote themselves to the apostles’ teaching through the ministry of the pastors and teachers in the church (see Acts 2:42).

One key area on which they should share a common set of convictions is what they believe to be true about Christ—“the Son of God” ([image: ]). It is curious why Paul has chosen to refer to Jesus here by the use of this title since he never uses it elsewhere in this letter (or in any of the other Prison Epistles). Because some of his other uses of the title stress Jesus in his role as the exalted and empowered Lord (e.g., Rom 1:4; Gal 2:20), it could be that Paul is here stressing a knowledge of Jesus as risen from the dead, ascended to heaven, seated at the right hand of God, and currently functioning as “head” and Lord. This “exaltation Christology” is a major theme in the letter (1:20–23; 2:4–6).

Although there may be an emphasis on this in the use of this title, there is no doubt that Paul wants his readers to have a comprehensive understanding of Christ and his work and its relevance for their lives. Since he begins the letter by referring to the unique relationship Jesus has with the Father before the creation of the heavens and the earth (1:3–4), the use of the title here may also have some connotations of his eternal sonship.

Once again, this passage teaches that there is one unified and proper understanding of Christ and the core elements of the faith. An important part of the ministry of the gifted leaders in the church is to help impart this correct knowledge, which is essential to the unity of the church and its growth to maturity.

4:13c-d  To a mature corporate body, to the measure of the stature of Christ’s fullness ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul wants the church, as a unified whole, to grow to maturity. Another way of expressing this is for the church to become more like Christ himself in all of his completeness.

In the second prepositional phrase, Paul expresses his passion for the church to become a “perfect man” (KJV; NKJV; [image: ]), here translated as “a mature corporate body.” This use of “man” ([image: ]) to indicate the corporate body of believers, the church, is unique in Paul. The reason for this innovation is probably due to the contrast that Paul is setting up with “infants” ([image: ]) in the following verse. He made a similar ([image: ] … [image: ]) contrast in 1 Cor 13:11 to distinguish an immature understanding from a mature perspective occasioned by the coming of Christ. Here he uses the singular form of “man” to refer to the church as a unified whole, the corporate body of believers,65 although the sharpness of the contrast is diminished slightly when he switches to the plural form of “infants.”

The goal of becoming “mature” or “perfect” ([image: ]) is reminiscent of the teaching of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount when he said, “Be perfect ([image: ]), therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt 5:48). This was also a command of the Torah: “you must be blameless ([image: ]) before the LORD your God” (Deut 18:13). The term itself was used in the OT to describe an unblemished animal required for sacrifice (e.g., Exod 12:5, “without defect”), but it was also used to describe a person of excellent moral quality, such as Noah (Gen 6:9; Sir 44:17). David appealed to his son Solomon to know God, to pursue him with a willing mind, and to have a (lit.) “perfect heart” ([image: ]) before him (1 Chr 28:9), but Solomon’s wives turned his heart away from the Lord to serve other gods “and his heart was not fully devoted ([image: ]) to the LORD his God” as the heart of his father David’s had been (1 Kings 11:4). Although David did not lead a life of sinless perfection, he gave his full allegiance to the Lord, did not give his devotion to other gods, was profoundly grieved over his sinfulness, and allowed God to work in his life.

In his eloquent praise of God at the outset of this letter, Paul stated that God chose us “so that we would be holy and blameless in his presence” (1:4). This is a reiteration of the same goal in different terms. Paul wants all believers to be on a path of spiritual formation leading to Christian maturity (Col 1:28). The goal is daunting indeed because God wants us to become like him in blamelessness, holiness, and perfection. Although this transformation will not completely take place until Christ returns and presents himself with the church as his holy and spotless bride (Eph 5:27), the church is called to pursue this goal relentlessly. It is thus the responsibility of the gifted leaders of the church to do all that they can to facilitate this growth to maturity.

The third goal Paul commends is for the attainment of Christlikeness. He points to Christ in all of his “fullness” as the standard that believers are to seek to attain. The NLT captures this sense of the expression well: “measuring up to the full and complete standard of Christ.” This interpretation depends on interpreting “of Christ” ([image: ]) as a possessive genitive in relationship to “the fullness” ([image: ]) and not as a subjective genitive. The latter view would see Christ as the active agent of filling the church and thereby causing the growth.66 While this view is correct theologically, it is not precisely what Paul is saying here. Paul has already referred to Christ as the fullness earlier in Ephesians (1:23; see the discussion of the term there) as well as in his hymnic praise of Christ in Col 1:19. Paul is pointing to Christ, in all of his fullness, as the perfect standard, which is more in line with the goal he states in the previous line—that all believers may attain the goal of becoming a perfect man. Nevertheless, this growth depends on receiving from Christ all that is necessary for growth. This includes the spiritual gifting that he supplies (4:7) as well as every provision that he imparts to the body to facilitate its growth (4:16).

O’Brien notes that the term “fullness” ([image: ]) is naturally suited to spatial categories,67 which is probably why Paul begins this phrase with “the measure of the stature” ([image: ]). The term here translated “stature” ([image: ]) could be taken as referring to age (e.g., Douay-Rheims; Geneva; Tyndale) since it is used widely in this sense (e.g., Heb 11:11; 2 Macc 4:40; 6:18), but it was also used to refer to physical size (e.g., Luke 19:3 of Zacchaeus, who was little in “stature”). The genitive case is probably best explained as a genitive of apposition, explaining “measure.” The genitive “of the fullness” would then function as an epexegetical genitive to interpret the metaphor “measure of the stature.” Thus, Paul could have said, “until we all attain … the fullness of Christ.” But the expression “measure of the stature” functions as a metaphor of spiritual advancement. Paul wants all believers not only to grow, but to attain the “size” of Christ, that is, to reflect his virtues and likeness in their lives. The gifted leaders are to follow Paul’s example in his ministry to the Galatians when he said, “I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you” (Gal 4:19).

In summary, Paul here affirms that Christ gave gifted leaders to the church to help all achieve a high level of spiritual growth. The three aspects of this growth that he emphasizes are a unified set of convictions (especially about Christ), full maturity, and complete Christlikeness.

4:14a-c  That we should no longer be like children, tossed around by the waves and carried about by every wind of teaching ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Maturity is essential because it results in stability. Paul is constantly vigilant and concerned about threatening and unhealthy teachings that will surface within the Christian communities.

His reference to “children” ([image: ]) here provides a sharp contrast with the “mature man” ([image: ]) of the previous verse. The term thus does not convey “innocence” (as Paul describes himself and his companions in 1 Thess 2:7) as much as “immaturity” (1 Cor 13:11). The young and immature are much more vulnerable and can be easily taken advantage of.

The conjunction “that” ([image: ]) marks this clause as indicating the second purpose or goal that Jesus has in providing gifted leaders to the church to equip all believers to minister and build up the body of Christ. Whereas the first and third clauses are stated positively (4:13: “until we all attain …”; 4:15b: “we should grow into him …”), this one is stated negatively as a warning against being stunted in growth to maturity.

Without the firmness and stability that comes from growth stimulated by the ministry of the various members of the Christian community, believers are as vulnerable as a boat adrift on a stormy and tempestuous sea. They are totally at the mercy of the waves ([image: ]) and the wind ([image: ]), which can carry ([image: ]) them far off course. Paul’s teaching here is reminiscent of what the leader of the Jerusalem church told believers about the dangers of doubting: “he who doubts is like a wave ([image: ]) of the sea, blown and tossed by the wind” (James 1:6).

The threat that concerns Paul is teaching ([image: ]) that is at variance with the faith, which is at the foundation of all the Christian communities (4:4–6, 13b). Paul regards it as of utmost importance to have a clear and correct knowledge of who Jesus is (“the Son of God”; 4:13c) and of the core convictions shared by all the churches. This places a significant stress on the importance of the gifted “teachers” ([image: ]) to give serious and devoted attention to their role. It also emphasizes an ongoing foundation-buttressing role of all the other gifted leaders in the church—the apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastors. Helping all believers in the church sink their roots deep in the central doctrines of the faith is a primary concern for all leaders.

Paul does not indicate whether there is a specific dangerous teaching that he is aware of and thinking about as he pens this. He probably wants these churches to know that it is simply inevitable for new and varied forms of unhealthy teaching to surface.68 He had warned the Ephesian elders of this previously when he met with them five or six years earlier in Miletus (Acts 20:29). Throughout his ministry he has seen an array of challenges to the heart of the gospel. Most recently, he has just confronted a threatening teaching that has afflicted the community of believers at Colossae that he calls “hollow and deceptive,” which can take them captive (Col 2:8). Although it is possible that this same teaching may threaten the Ephesian churches, that does not appear to be the case yet since this letter lacks the kind of polemic we find in Colossians. Yoder Neufeld is no doubt correct when he says that the church situation prompting these remarks is the constant influx of new Gentile believers who would be particularly vulnerable to deviant teachings.69

4:14d-e  By the trickery of people, by craftiness in a strategy of deception ([image: ]). In Paul’s view, the variant teachings are not innocent errors on the part of their propagators, but are part of a strategy that is designed to lead people astray from the truth of the gospel. Behind it, the fingerprints of the evil one are present.

Paul accuses the purveyors of false teaching of “trickery” ([image: ]). This is a rare word that never appears in the LXX or Jewish literature. In Greek literature it commonly refers to dice playing70 and, consequently, the forms of trickery that often accompanied gambling. In a parallel phrase that further elucidates “the trickery of people,” Paul also indicts the false teachers as practicing “craftiness” ([image: ]). Louw and Nida characterize this word as conveying “trickery involving evil cunning.”71 Paul certainly used it in this sense when he spoke of Eve as “deceived by the serpent’s cunning” ([image: ]; 2 Cor 11:3). This craftiness and cunning is focused on developing a strategy ([image: ]) of deception. This word does not have an inherently negative meaning, but is here qualified by “deceit” ([image: ]). The word itself can simply be used for planning or strategizing as, for instance, in developing a method of collecting taxes or debts.72 This word appears only here and in Eph 6:11 in the NT (it is never used in the LXX).

At the end of the clause, codex Alexandrinus adds “of the devil” ([image: ]). Although this reading is too poorly attested to be regarded as original, it does reflect an early Christian interpretation of this passage as having demonic overtones. This interpretation fits well with Paul’s view of false teaching. Paul often sees the powers of darkness as actively inspiring various forms of dangerous teaching (Gal 4:8–10; 2 Cor 11:13–15; Col 2:8).73 He will return to this theme in Eph 6:10–20.

4:15a-b  But confessing the truth in love we should grow into him in every way ([image: ][image: ]). In contrast to the instability and immaturity to which wrong beliefs lead, Paul wants these Christians to reach a maturity that comes with a full knowledge of Christ. This involves maintaining a corporate confession of the faith, but doing so with a heart of love for brothers and sisters within the believing community.

“Confessing the truth” ([image: ]) is a participle that is often translated “speaking the truth” (so the TNIV; NIV, NASB, ESV, KJV, et al). A small strain of interpreters, however, have suggested that the idea present in this participle should not be limited to speaking, but extends to the practice of truthful living.74 Thus, the NET Bible translates “practicing the truth,” and the NJB renders it “living the truth” (see also NAB, Douay-Rheims). Some of the earliest English versions interpreted it to mean “following the truth” (Bishop’s Bible; see also Geneva, Tyndale).

When we examine the usage and the context, the idea of speaking (or confessing) the truth clearly appears to be Paul’s emphasis.75 The only other time the word appears in the NT is when Paul tells the Galatians in a rhetorical question, “Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth? ([image: ] Gal 4:16). This usage stressing the verbal testimony to the truth is also found in the LXX (see Gen 20:16; 42:16).76 Paul has already affirmed the importance of a corporate confession of the truth in 4:4–6. He has also just informed his readers that one of the principal functions of the gifted leaders is to help all “attain to the unity of the faith and knowledge of the Son of God” (4:13). Without this common confession of faith, they will be susceptible to various kinds of false and unhealthy teaching (4:14). The heart of the gospel message is “the truth” that he refers to. This is the way he has used the term earlier in this letter (1:13) and in the succeeding context (4:24) as well as elsewhere in his writings (e.g., Gal 2:5, 14; Col 1:5).

“Confessing the truth” is a better translation than “speaking the truth” since the latter can be read as simply an exhortation to truthfulness in speech. In this context, however, it conveys the more specific sense of accepting the truth of the gospel, speaking it out loud in the corporate gatherings of worship, talking about it with fellow believers, and upholding it firmly. O’Brien is thus correct in observing, “He [Paul] wants all of them to be members of a ‘confessing’ church, with the content of their testimony to be ‘the word of truth,’ the gospel of their salvation (Eph 1:13).”77 Eadie rightly concludes, “So far from being children tossed, wandering, and deluded with error, let us be possessing and professing the truth.”78

Paul is aware of a tendency among some Christians to hold the truth and defend it in ways that are not loving. Thus, he qualifies “confessing the truth” with “in love.” Although, grammatically, “in love” could be taken with the verb that follows (“we should grow”), it is preferable to take it with the participle (“speaking the truth”). This is the translation of all the English versions, but some of the older commentators took it with the following verb.79 There is a similar structure at the beginning of the passage in which a present participle is followed by the prepositional phrase, namely, “putting up with one another in love” (4:2). Here Paul gives a specific instance of how this is to be carried out—by confessing the truth to one another in love.

Paul’s emphasis on love for one another in the community will also be the note on which he ends the passage as well (4:16, “the building up of itself in love”). Stott perceptively comments, “Thank God there are those in the contemporary church who are determined at all costs to defend and uphold God’s revealed truth. But sometimes they are conspicuously lacking in love. When they think they smell heresy, their nose begins to twitch, their muscles ripple, and the light of battle enters their eye. They seem to enjoy nothing more than a fight.”80 The truth of the gospel needs to be proclaimed and upheld within the community of believers. But it needs to be done with a heart that is tender and concerned about the feelings, growth, and well-being of fellow believers.

The goal is for all believers to “grow into him in every way.” The verb ([image: ]) is expressed in the subjunctive mood because it is determined by the conjunction ([image: ]) in 4:14, which carries its force now to a second verb. In v. 14, Paul expressed the purpose negatively, “that we would no longer be like children”; here he expresses it positively, “that we would grow up.” Whereas in 2:21 Paul used the same verb to express an increase in the number of people to the church, here he uses it more qualitatively to convey the notion of growth in maturity (for this use, see Luke 1:80; 2:40). “Into him” ([image: ]) should be defined by the four expressions using the same preposition in 4:13. This is a growth to maturity in a knowledge of the Son of God. It is a growth that should touch every area of their lives.81

4:15c  Who is the head, Christ ([image: ]). Through the use of the relative pronoun ([image: ]), Paul now elaborates on the identity and function of the one into whom ([image: ]; 4:15b) Christians will grow. Paul will stress that he is the ultimate source of their growth and the one who coordinates and directs this corporate entity.

As “head” ([image: ]), Christ is both the leader of the church and the one who nourishes and supplies all that the body needs for its growth.82 Christ is not simply the originator of the church (i.e., the “source” of the church absolutely). He is actively involved in stimulating and directing the ministry of the church as well as providing the church all that it needs to develop and reach maturity.

4:16a-c  From whom the whole body—being joined together and held together through every joint that brings supply ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The “from whom” ([image: ]) provides a sharp contrast with the “into him” ([image: ]) of the previous verse. The church not only grows into a Christlikeness, but also derives its ability to do so from the resurrected and ascended Christ himself.

Yet the church is not a passive recipient of God’s work; the entire body actively participates in facilitating its own growth. “The whole body” serves as the subject of a verb that does not appear until twenty words later ([image: ] … [image: ]). Paul is saying that the body causes its own growth, but this whole clause is a relative clause stressing that the growth is ultimately “from him.” The end result is a dynamic image of the individual members of the body receiving nourishment from Christ, and they, in turn, serve other parts of the body with the strength and grace they have received from Christ.

With two adjectival participles Paul describes the nature of this body. The first, “being joined together” ([image: ]), picks up on the similar usage of the same word that Paul applied to the church as the new covenant temple in 2:21. The passive voice suggests that God is the one who is fitting together the various new members to this edifice just as a stone mason fits bricks together in the construction of a building.

The second participle, “being held together” ([image: ]), is nearly synonymous with the first and may be more appropriate to the body metaphor that Paul will develop. He uses the same word in Col 2:19 for the same purpose. Although the idea of holding together fits well with the metaphor of joints and ligaments, Paul may have chosen this word because it also is widely used for instruction. In fact, this is the only way the term is used throughout the LXX. Paul reflects his knowledge of this usage of the term when he cites Isa 40:3 in 1 Cor 2:16: “For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him?” Given the emphasis in this passage on confessing a common faith (Eph 4:4–6, 15), growing in a knowledge of the faith (4:13), and the role of gifted leaders (including teachers) to pass on this faith, it would not be surprising if Paul did not intend to convey some notion of instruction in choosing this verb. This then means that part of what holds believers together is their shared faith.

The prepositional phrase “through every joint that brings supply” ([image: ]) modifies the two participles and gives expression to the idea that the corporate community of believers grows and matures through the active participation of every individual member. “Every joint” ([image: ]) serves as a metaphor for all Christians, not just the gifted leaders of the church.83 This is consistent with his development of the body image in 1 Cor 12, where Paul emphasizes that every member of the body contributes to its edification. This is also Paul’s emphasis in this section where he says that the role of the gifted leaders is to equip the saints to serve and to build up the body (4:11–12).

Rather than use the more general term “member” ([image: ]) for individual Christians, Paul has here employed the word “joint” ([image: ]). There has been some dispute over the precise meaning of the term in this context, with some contending that it should be understood as a ligament or tendon (CSV; NET; NIV; NRSV)84 and others arguing that it should be understood as “contact.”85 The latter view is correct in bringing out the basic sense of the word, which is a noun form of the verb “touch” ([image: ]). J. B. Lightfoot convincingly demonstrated many years ago, however, that the word was widely used for the contact points of the parts of the human body (where they touch one another) and thereby functions as a near equivalent to the more common word for joints ([image: ]).86 “Ligaments” is also an unlikely interpretation since this seems to be better expressed by a different word ([image: ]), which Paul actually uses in conjunction with “joints” in Col 2:19.87 Lightfoot was also correct in stressing the importance of interpreting “joints” ([image: ]) as the relationship between contiguous limbs and not limit it to the contact points themselves.

Therefore, the idea is that the body is comprised of a variety of limbs that are closely connected to one another. Each of these individual members becomes a source of supply ([image: ]) for the well-being of all the other members with which it comes into contact. Although this word and its cognates were not common in the medical writings of the era, it does appear frequently in Koine Greek to describe a husband’s responsibility in providing for his wife.88

4:16d-e  In accordance with the powerful working by the measure of each individual part ([image: ]). The source of supply by which each member of the body serves the others ultimately comes from Christ himself, who powerfully works in and through the various members.

The language of this phrase is compact, and some of the referents are assumed rather than explicitly stated. The expression “in accordance with the powerful working” ([image: ]) points to divine enablement, not to any inherent power and ability possessed by the individual members. Paul used this word earlier in this letter to refer to the manifestation of God’s power in raising Jesus from the dead (1:19) and God’s powerful call on his life to serve as an apostle (3:7). Here it refers to God’s empowering each member of Christ’s body to serve others within the body.

God empowers each with a certain measure ([image: ]) of his grace and strength. This implies that giftings differ among the various members of the body. It also is suggestive of God’s sovereign distribution of grace to his people.

“Each individual part” ([image: ]) confirms that it is not just the gifted leaders who are beneficiaries of God’s grace for service, but all members of the body of Christ. This expression strongly individualizes the work of God in every member, but God bestows his grace and empowerment so that it is, in turn, used for the benefit of all the other members.

4:16f-g  Produces the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul’s vision for the church is that each member of the group will actively contribute to the growth of the body and thus facilitate its growth to maturity. The ultimate goal far transcends personal spiritual growth because the entire body is in view.

The middle voice of the verb ([image: ]) should be taken as a reflexive middle. Thus, the body is here represented as acting on itself, that is, “the whole body … is producing the increase of the body.” The context makes it clear, however, that the body is able to cause its own growth because the individual members depend on the empowerment, gifting, and direction they receive from the resurrected Christ. This is made clear by the prepositional phrase ([image: ]) modifying “the head, Christ” as well as the overriding emphasis in this section on the resurrected Christ giving gifts of grace to his people (4:7, 8, 11).

Just as he did in 2:20–22, Paul mixes the imagery of biological growth ([image: ]) with a construction metaphor ([image: ]). The growth that Paul envisions is multifaceted. He sees the church growing in numbers, but also in knowledge and in Christian virtue. His principal concern is that it grows in love ([image: ]). Love is the most conducive atmosphere in which the growth takes place,89 but it is also the goal of Christian maturity. Lincoln correctly observes that love is “the ultimate criterion for the assessment of the Church’s growth.”90 As reflected in his other letters, one gets the sense that Paul is always taking the pulse of his churches on the basis of this criterion. For instance, Paul was relieved and full of joy when Timothy returned from Thessalonica with a good report about their love for one another (1 Thess 3:6).

Love ascends to a prominent place in this passage and in the letter as a whole. This passage begins and ends on the note of the importance of loving relationships within the community (see 4:2: “putting up with one another in love”); this forms a structural inclusio and thereby heightens its prominence. Of course this love is only possible because the Christians in Asia Minor have been rooted and established in Christ’s love (3:17), which flows out of the fact that God predestined them long ago in love (1:4–5). The love they exert in the community is modeled on the example of Christ’s love, who gave himself for us as an offering (5:1–2).

It is ever so important to recognize that love is a social virtue and cannot be seen or manifested by living in isolation from other believers. God designed the church so that believers will live together as a family in community. While there has been a strong emphasis in contemporary Christianity on personal, individual spiritual growth, this can be easily overemphasized at the expense of the corporate emphasis of this passage. Many years ago, Calvin astutely commented, “That man is mistaken who desires his own separate spiritual growth. For what would it profit a leg or an arm if it grew to an enormous size?”91 Paul not only envisions a body of proportional growth, but a body that cannot grow properly without all believers receiving gifted input from all other members of the body.


Theology in Application
 

In this passage focused on the life of the church, Christology takes a central place. Knowing the resurrected and ascended Son of God, experiencing his bestowal of grace, looking to him as the goal and example, following his leadership, and receiving his support are all essential to the proper growth and development of the community of believers.

The Victorious Christ Leads His Church

The victorious Christ is actively serving and leading his church. Whereas previous sections of Ephesians have been overtly Trinitarian, this passage is exclusively Christological. No explicit reference is made to the Father or the Spirit. Christ alone is the focus here where Paul explains the work of Christ following his death on the cross. The three aspects that Paul stresses are (1) his descent to the underworld, (2) his ascension to the right hand of God, and (3) his ongoing and present work of serving and leading his church.

This is one of only two places that Christ’s descent to the underworld (the descensus ad infernos) is mentioned in Scripture (see also 1 Pet 3:19–22). Because there is so little information about this, many of the questions we may have about it must remain unanswered. But there is a clear reason why Paul mentions it in this context: he speaks of this descent to emphasize Christ’s victory over the powers of evil.92 These spirits are the “host of captives” that Paul alludes to in his citation of Ps 68:18. Because the many readers of this letter living in Ephesus and western Asia Minor feared the underworld and the various spiritual beings associated with it, Paul’s emphasis on this truth would have proved particularly comforting and freeing. These underworld powers are part of the retinue who will ultimately bow and confess that Jesus is Lord (Phil 2:10–11).

The ascension of Christ “high above” all the heavens to the right hand of the Father is an additional truth that expresses his victory and sovereignty over the principalities and powers (1:21). Christ now occupies a position of supremacy over every conceivable supernatural (or human) enemy. This is an important theme in this context because of the threat the enemies represent to the growth of the body to maturity (4:14; and see below). Christ’s ascension is also significant because it means that he will fulfill his purposes (4:10c), part of which is to provide and care for his body.

Since his resurrection and ascension, Christ has been and continues to be actively involved with his church in a variety of important ways. The metaphor of the church as the body of Christ (4:12, 16) brings out his dynamic and intimate connection with the community of believers. His present function as “head” of the body expresses both his ongoing role of leading his people as well as supplying their needs (4:16). He is the one who provides the requisite resources for the body to increase and grow. He does so in two ways. (1) He bestows grace on each individual member of the church (4:7, 16) so that every member is not only individually strengthened, but has the divinely given ability to serve others and facilitate the growth of the body. (2) He endows leaders for the church with varied giftings, whom he charges with the responsibility of preparing and equipping other believers to serve one another in this close-knit community.

The church thus not only looks retrospectively at Jesus to find inspiration in his example, but it looks directly to Jesus. He is presently leading the church, empowering the church, and facilitating its growth to maturity. He is near.

All Believers: Bestowed with Grace and Called to Ministry

Every individual believer is bestowed with grace from Christ and is called into the ministry. This passage begins and ends with an emphasis on the special ability given to each individual member of the body (4:7, 16) to serve others. In fact, the responsibility of the gifted leaders is to equip the various members of the body of Christ to minister to one another (4:12). The mark of a healthy church is one in which every member is aware of the grace of God upon their lives and is actively ministering.

Although Paul does not use the word “priest” in this passage to characterize every believer, the concept is abundantly present. This passage contributes significantly to the concept of the “priesthood of all believers” (see also 1 Pet 2:9; Rev 1:6; 5:10).93 This is a particularly important doctrine to affirm and teach when there is an increasing trend toward a consumer mentality by church-goers. The body of Christ is not a place to sit and soak, but to serve. It is important to help believers realize that they have all been called into full-time Christian ministry. Giftings may be different, roles may vary, but being a Christian means being a minister.

Role of Leadership

Leaders are called to equip as well as to serve out of their giftedness. Some believers are particularly gifted to serve in leadership roles in the church. Paul mentions five unique giftings here that highlight specific ministry functions within the church. Some of these giftings (such as pastors and teachers) would be essential for those serving in local church offices (such as elders/overseers) that he describes elsewhere. Each of these leaders is to perform certain ministry functions (in line with their gifting), but just as important, each one is commissioned by the resurrected Lord to equip and prepare other believers to minister to one another in the body of Christ. Paul does not specify how this equipping should take place, only that it should be done and that it is the responsibility of these gifted leaders.

It is easy for many contemporary church leaders (especially paid staff) to regard their roles as doing the ministry on behalf of the church members, who passively receive it. Jesus has called the leaders of the church to invest a great deal of time and energy in equipping others to do the work of the ministry. In other words, apostles are not only called to go and establish churches; they are called to raise up others who will carry on that role. Prophets are given to the church not only to speak forth the message that the Spirit gives to them, but to help others grow and develop in their sensitivity to the Spirit’s voice and in the proper function of this ministry. Similarly, pastors are not only responsible for faithfully proclaiming the Word; they are called to identify others who are similarly gifted, mentor them, cultivate their gifting, and give them opportunities to preach the Word.

In an age of “professionalism,” this may be difficult to do, especially in larger churches where there is an expectation of excellence. Yet this is precisely what the Lord has called his leaders to do. Rowland Forman, Jeff Jones, and Bruce Miller give helpful expression to this concept in their book The Leadership Baton.94 They use the imagery of a “baton” to convey the idea that ministry is passed on. They observe:


If we evaluate pastors primarily on how well they are doing ministry as individuals, we are emphasizing the wrong criterion. More important are questions like these:

• How well are our pastors equipping others to do ministry?


• How many people have they empowered to do ministry?


• Are they doing ministry through a team?


• How successful are the people around them?95




 

Threats to Vitality and Growth to Maturity

The church faces a substantial threat to its vitality and growth to maturity. Paul makes it clear that the community of believers does not have a smooth and easy path for growth to Christlikeness. There will be people who engage in trickery and craftiness to persuade people to hold other viewpoints than the truth of the gospel (4:14). Such people engage in a “strategy of deception” (4:14); that is, an intelligent and clever plan lies behind their actions. The language Paul uses is suggestive of evil spiritual forces as the ultimate strategy makers.

This is consistent with the representation of their work throughout the NT as opposing the redemptive plan of God in every way that they can devise. The beginning of the passage (4:7–10) assures us, however, that Christ has defeated them through his resurrection/ascension and has proclaimed his victory over them (see also 1:20–23; Col 2:15). Nevertheless, these powers remain active and hostile. This passage prepares us for the fuller discussion Paul will give us regarding their threat and the method of counteracting it in 6:10–20.

The Goal: Becoming Like Christ

The goal of the Christian community is to become increasingly like Christ. Paul expresses this objective as the attainment of “the measure of the stature of Christ’s fullness” (4:13d). It corresponds with the same goal that he expressed to the Galatians when he said, “I am again in the anguish of childbirth until Christ is formed in you” (Gal 4:19 ESV). The principal goal of ministry is to build up the body of Christ so that every member more closely approximates the image of Christ in their lives. Ultimately, this involves a renewal of the image of God in the lives of all who are in Christ (Col 3:10). This represents a reaffirmation of the original creation purpose for men and women. The goal of becoming Christlike must be at the heart of any definition of spiritual formation.

A deep rooting and commitment to “the faith” combined with a heart of love that touches the members of the community are key components of this goal. Paul carefully blends knowing and believing the truth with demonstrating love to fellow members of the body of Christ. This balance seems to reflect his awareness that Christians can err by overzealously pursuing one of these goals to the detriment of the other. On the one hand, sometimes believers can be so passionate about ensuring fidelity to right doctrine that they develop a critical and mean spirit that is destructive to community life. On the other hand, Christians can sometimes be so committed to loving one another that they forget that the Christian community is founded on a common set of convictions that ardently need to be maintained and confessed.

Paul makes it clear in 4:13b that true unity is predicated on the unity of “the faith.” For Paul to say this implies that the readers of this letter will know precisely what he means when he speaks of this common core of beliefs. Although we face some level of difficulty in knowing what the outer boundaries of this common faith should be, it does not diminish the fact that Christianity is based on a common confession. At the heart of this is a correct understanding and knowledge of “the Son of God” (4:13b). Much of what Paul considers essential is spelled out in Eph 1–3 (as well as in his other letters).

One needs to know this truth both cognitively and affectively (1:17–18). In other words, it needs to be not only a set of ideas that we find completely persuasive; it is a set of truths that percolate into our hearts and transform the way we think about life and how we behave. We confess this truth with love (4:15a), and it prompts us to devote ourselves to a life of loving service to other members of the body of Christ (4:16d-e).
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CHAPTER 10
Ephesians 4:17–24
 


Literary Context
 

Paul began the second half of this letter with an appeal “to walk worthily” (4:1). In the present section he reiterates this call by admonishing the Gentile Christians to make a clean break with the ungodly thinking and behavior that prevails in the surrounding culture.

The introductory “therefore” ties this passage not only to the immediately preceding section, where Paul explained how the grace of God is operative in the body of believers (4:7–16), but to the entire first half of the letter, where he established the full meaning of the Ephesians’ new identity in Christ. Here Paul continues to lay a foundation for explaining how it is possible to change by affirming the importance of gaining a clear understanding of the truth of their new identity in Jesus Christ, which necessitates a change in their conduct.

He develops this in two long sentences of 54 words and 59 words respectively. In the first, he makes an appeal to think and live differently than the Gentiles, but then engages in a long description of their self-seeking and ungodly lifestyle. In the second sentence, Paul calls the Ephesians to remember the apostolic tradition that had been passed on to him—a tradition that included the teaching and example of Jesus himself. This teaching not only establishes their identity in Christ, but demands that they bring their lives into conformity with this new identity. The following sections of moral exhortation unpack the meaning of the “taking off” and “putting on” that Paul calls for here.



VIII. Exhortation to Maintain Unity in the Church (4:1–6)


IX. The Christian Community as the Context for Growth to Maturity (4:7–16)


A. Christ Gives Grace to Every Member (4:7–10)


B. Gifted Leaders Equip the Entire Body for Mutual Ministry (4:11–16)


[image: ]X. Living Out the New Identity in Christ (4:17–24)


A. Exhortation to Live Differently than Non-Christians (4:17)


B. Description of the Condition and Lifestyle of Non-Christian Gentiles (4:18–19)


C. The New Identity in Christ and Exhortation to the New Lifestyle (4:20–24)


XI. Living Out the New Identity in the Community of Believers (4:25–5:2)


A. Four Vices to Take Off and Four Virtues to Appropriate (4:25–30)


B. More Vices to Remove and More Virtues to Cultivate (4:31–32)


C. Love as the Ultimate Virtue (5:1–2)


XII. Living as People of the Light (5:3–14)




 


Main Idea
 

Christians are called to live their daily lives in a way that is sharply differentiated from the world around them and from the lifestyle that characterized their pre-Christian past. Paul wants the Ephesians’ lives to be determined by their relationship with Jesus Christ and the new identity they have in him. This will involve allowing the Holy Spirit to change their way of thinking and to bring their lifestyles into conformity with their new identity.


Translation
 

[image: ]


Structure
 

This section consists of two long sentences. In the first, Paul makes an appeal that the readers no longer conduct their lives like the Gentiles in the surrounding culture. The rest of the sentence is an extended description of the Gentiles, organized around a series of three Greek perfect participles:



The Gentiles [are]…

1. darkened…


2. excluded…


3. callous…




The next sentence begins with a conditional statement in which the apodosis (the “then” portion) is first and is then followed by the protasis (the “if” portion): “If you heard and were taught … then you did not learn.” This is followed by a series of three infinitives that fill out the content of what they were taught (and have consequently learned). The three infinitives thus have an epexegetical (explanatory) function and, because of the context, carry an imperatival force.



You were taught (and have thus learned)…

1. to take off the old self


2. to be renewed


3. to put on the new self



Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]X. Living Out the New Identity in Christ (4:17–24)


A. Exhortation to Live Differently than Non-Christians (4:17)


B.
Description of the Condition and Lifestyle of Non-Christian Gentiles (4:18–19)


1. Their ungodly way of thinking (4:18)


2. Their immoral lifestyle (4:19)


C.
The New Identity in Christ and Exhortation to the New Lifestyle (4:20–24)


1. Affirmation of their new identity: they have learned Christ (4:20–21)


2. Exhortation to take off the old self (4:22)


3. Exhortation to let the Spirit renew their thinking (4:23)


4. Exhortation to put on the new self (4:24)






Explanation of the Text
 

4:17  Therefore, I tell you this and I insist in the Lord that you should no longer walk like the Gentiles walk in the meaninglessness of their thinking ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Because these believers have a new identity and are part of a new community that has been deeply touched by the grace of the one holy God, Paul implores them to separate themselves from the lifestyle they once lived.

The conjunction “therefore” ([image: ]) roots Paul’s appeal both in the immediate context (where he has presented the manifestation of God’s grace in the community of believers) as well as in the first half of the letter (where he establishes the new identity of these believers in Christ). The seriousness of his appeal is intensified by his addition of the verb “I insist” ([image: ]) and the prepositional phrase “in the Lord” ([image: ]). Although the added verb often has the sense of “testify,” here it is used with the meaning “insist” or “implore”1 (see also 1 Thess 2:12). By attaching the phrase “in the Lord” to his appeal, Paul admonishes his readers on the basis of the authority of the Lord Jesus himself (see also 1 Thess 4:1).2

Paul wants their attitudes and conduct to become sharply differentiated from the non-Christian Greeks and Romans with whom they live. Once again Paul uses the Greek word “walk” ([image: ]; see 2:2, 10; 4:1), which comes from Paul’s Jewish background, to characterize the features of their daily lifestyle (see comment on 2:2). In the following lines, Paul will challenge them much more deeply than simply seeking a modification of their behavior.

In a series of hard-hitting comments, Paul makes some strident indictments against the Gentile world. He begins by saying that they live their lives on the basis of meaningless views and perspectives. The term translated here as “meaninglessness” ([image: ]) is used extensively in the LXX of Ecclesiastes to characterize life that is not lived on the basis of the fear of God (see, e.g., Eccl 1:2, 14; 2:1, 11, 15, 17, 19). Life is vain, futile, and without purpose unless it is ordered around God and his purposes. Paul makes the same point, but with a cognate term ([image: ]) in Rom 1:21: “their thinking became futile.”

Paul attaches the genitive of the word “mind” ([image: ]) in an attributed genitive relationship (where the head noun functions like the attributive adjective) to express the idea that it is their way of thinking that is devoid of real meaning. Here the word “mind” refers to more than just the ability to reason. It refers to the capacity to think, plan, and make moral judgments and lifestyle choices (see also Rom 1:28; 12:2).3 This could also be described as the set of worldview assumptions that guide non-Christian Gentiles in their thoughts about life and how they live in light of these convictions.

The portrayal of the mind-set and lifestyle of the Gentiles that Paul delivers in this section is similar to the descriptions found in Jewish writings, such as Wis 12–15 (see also 1QS 3–4), a text that may have influenced Paul’s indictment of the sinfulness of Gentiles in Rom 1:18–32. Paul repeats and develops many of the same ideas here, such as: their meaningless way of thinking (Rom 1:21), their darkened hearts (1:21), their ignorance of God and his mercy (2:4), their impurity (1:24), their greed (1:29), and their giving themselves over to an impure lifestyle (expressed in Romans by the idea of “exchanged”; 1:23, 25, 26).

If this letter were to have got into the hands of non-Christian Gentiles in Ephesus (or elsewhere), it could very well have been the cause of great offense. Most Gentiles would not have viewed themselves in these terms. Many, such as the Stoics, believed that they had a coherent way of viewing the world and a moral lifestyle that displayed many virtues and repudiated numerous vices. Paul’s problem is that their orientation and lifestyles were not ordered around the revealed will of the one true God. Life apart from the one God and his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, is ultimately meaningless.4

4:18  Darkened in their understanding, separated from the life that comes from God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the hardness of their hearts ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul paints a distressing picture of the lives of Gentiles who are not part of the Christian community. They have chosen a lifestyle that is contrary to what God wants for them. Such was the experience of the Gentile readers of this letter before they were touched by the mercy and grace of God.

Paul uses two perfect participles to characterize the ongoing condition of Gentiles who do not know God. The present participle “being” ([image: ]) is unnecessary but forms a periphrastic construction with the two perfect participles to “express more forcibly the persistence” of their condition.5 Their darkened understanding corresponds with how Paul characterized their plight in Romans when he said, “their foolish hearts were darkened” (Rom 1:21). In this passage, Paul uses “understanding/thinking” ([image: ]) instead of “heart” ([image: ]), but the two terms were often used interchangeably (see Isa 57:11; Jer 31:33 [38:33 LXX]) insofar as they both refer to the part of the person responsible for making lifestyle choices.

The precise combination that we have here ([image: ] with [image: ]) appears also in T. Dan. 2:4: “For the spirit of anger ensnares him in the nets of deceit, blinds his eyes literally, darkens his understanding ([image: ]) by means of a lie, and provides him with its own peculiar perspective.” In our passage, however, Paul lays stress on the person’s own culpability. Nevertheless, elsewhere in this letter, Paul recognizes the intermediate agency of demonic spirits (e.g., 2:2), which for him does not alleviate personal human responsibility. The darkened mind of these unbelievers contrasts sharply with the illuminated heart ([image: ]) of those who have come to faith in Christ (1:18).

Not only are the unbelieving Gentiles excluded from ([image: ]) citizenship in Israel (2:12), they are “separated ([image: ]) from the life that comes from God.” This is in part an expansion of Paul’s declaration in 2:12 that Gentiles are “not having hope and godless in the world.” Paul sets this parallel to being enemies of God in Col 1:21. The genitive of separation, “from the life” ([image: ]), describes the nature of the alienation and helps us to understand how Paul could earlier say that before coming to Christ, they were “dead” (2:1). The next noun, “from God” ([image: ]), should be interpreted as a genitive of source and as such characterizes God as the fountainhead of life. In spite of the fact that a Stoic, such as Seneca, could believe himself to be living in conformity with nature and, by implication, the gods (Seneca, Letters from a Stoic 5), Paul claims the contrary. They are separated from the life-giving power of the one true God.

In a series of two prepositional phrases (each headed by [image: ]), Paul explains the reason for their darkened understanding and alienation from the life-giving God. He first attributes their condition to their “ignorance” ([image: ]). At first glance, this might seem to alleviate their culpability, simply because they do not know any better. But Paul clarifies in Romans 1:18ff. that God has indeed left himself a sufficient witness in the world so that they are not entirely ignorant of his existence. In fact, he claims that they “know” God ([image: ]; Rom 1:21; see also Wis 13:1), but they have chosen not to honor him as God or acknowledge his kindness to them, and thus they reject the witness he has given to them. In other words, they are ignorant of God in the sense that they have rejected him and do not know him personally.

This interpretation of the ignorance is confirmed by the reason given in the subordinate prepositional phrase that follows.6 They are ignorant of God precisely because their hearts are hard. The motif of “hardening” is common in the OT. There is a well-known interplay of texts in Exodus that speak both of Pharaoh hardening his own heart (Exod 8:32; 13:15) and God hardening his heart (e.g., Exod 4:21; 7:3; 9:12; 10:1). Yet Paul makes the proper understanding of the sequence clear in Rom 1:21–31. Douglas Moo points out a pattern that Paul develops in which he explains that people “exchange” ([image: ]/[image: ]) the truth of God for idols, lies, and unnatural sexual practices. Consequently, God “hands them over” ([image: ]; Rom 1:24, 26, 28).7 This sequence reflects a hardening of the heart before God, which precedes his handing them over to their own devices; as a result, the Gentiles are responsible and culpable before God.

4:19  People like them, because they are callous, have given themselves over to self-indulgence to accomplish every form of impurity with an insatiable desire for more ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Gentiles who do not know Christ betray an obsessive propensity to live for themselves. This manifests itself in a wide variety of ways but is commonly seen in a lifestyle that God would consider impure.

Paul uses an exceedingly rare word to characterize these people: they are “callous” ([image: ]);8 that is, they have ceased to feel pain9 or become dead to feeling.10 The perfect tense suggests that they have reached this point, presumably after a period of rejecting God and his ways, and now there is a hard, impenetrable shell that renders them insensitive to God and describes their ongoing condition.

Whereas in Rom 1, Paul emphasizes that God gave them over to a lifestyle of impurity (1:24, 26, 28), here he stresses that they gave themselves over to it. The reflexive pronoun ([image: ]) clarifies that this was not a condition thrust on them involuntarily; they became this way on their own volition. God has allowed them to pursue their own course and immerse themselves into a life of self-indulgence ([image: ]). This would include an abandonment of God’s design for sexuality and the pursuit of all kinds of sexual pleasures (thus the translation “promiscuity” by the HCSB; see, e.g., 2 Pet 2:2).

But it would be wrong to limit it to this. The term refers to all kinds of immoral living. Drinking and carousing are suggested by 3 Macc 2:26. T. Jud. 23:1 even links it with the practice of magic and idolatry: “My grief is great, my children, on account of the licentiousness ([image: ]) and witchcraft and idolatry that you practice contrary to the kingship, following ventriloquists, omen dispensers, and demons of deceit” (see also Frag. Jub. 4:15). Jesus described “self-indulgence” as something that proceeds out of the human heart (Mark 7:22). Paul elsewhere lists it as one of the characteristics of life in the flesh (Gal 5:19; see also 2 Cor 12:21). Similar to this passage, Peter discusses this as a characteristic feature of the lifestyle of the Gentiles (1 Pet 4:3).

This self-indulgence manifests itself in the accomplishment of all kinds of impure ([image: ]) actions. This term has a long history of usage in the OT, where it is used to describe anything that is ritually unclean. It is used extensively in the LXX of Leviticus to refer to the various items deemed unclean, such as dead bodies, a variety of different animals (pigs, reptiles, etc.), and menstrual blood. It is parallel to the word “common” ([image: ]), which is used of anything that is ceremonially impure. These ritual laws are no longer valid under the new covenant. Jesus revealed that the real problem lies in the hearts of individuals and that what comes out of the heart is what defiles people (Matt 12:34; Mark 7:20). Thus, Paul speaks of the lusts of the heart as leading to impurity (Rom 1:24). Impurity is also one of the fruits of the evil inclination, that is, the flesh (Gal 5:19; see also Col 3:5). Impurity is the opposite of the holiness that God seeks in the lives of people (1 Thess 4:7).

The final prepositional phrase, “with an insatiable desire for more” ([image: ]), culminates this litany of features characterizing the self-seeking mind-set of the unbelieving Gentiles (see also Rom 1:29). This term, often translated “greed” or “covetousness,” indicates that such people are never satisfied with what they have. Jesus warned against this unrestrained appetite to acquire: “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed ([image: ]); a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:15). He taught that greed is one of the evils that comes out of the heart (Mark 7:22). Paul told the Colossians that it is one of the characteristics of the earthly nature and is something Christians need to fight against (Col 3:5; see also Eph 5:3; Did. 5:1).

4:20–21  But you did not learn Christ in this way, since you heard him and you were taught in him—since there is truth in Jesus ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). In a sharp contrast to the prevailing way of non-Christian thinking and living, Paul reminds his readers that they have learned a different way. Through their personal relationship with Jesus Christ, they have a new identity and an entirely new way to live that is shaped by Christ and his teaching.

The conjunction ([image: ]), the adverb ([image: ]: “in this way”) that refers to the preceding lines, and the personal pronoun ([image: ]), which is unnecessary because the person and number are indicated by the verbal ending, all combine to provide a strong contrast with the manner of life Paul will now commend to the Ephesian believers. The worldviews and lifestyles of the unbelieving Gentiles are utterly opposed to the new life that these believers have in Christ.

Paul makes the rather unusual statement that they “learned Christ.” One normally learns a content (e.g., the law, statues, and ordinances, etc.) or a certain pattern of behavior (e.g., to obey God or to do good), but not a person. This unique expression most likely heightens the element of personal relationship with Christ that is central to the Christian faith and emphasized in Ephesians. Jesus has risen from the dead and has been exalted to the right hand of the Father. He is the living head of the church. Paul expresses a similar idea to “learning him” when he says to the Philippians, “I want to know Christ” (Phil 3:10). The expression should also be understood in light of Col 2:6–7: “just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught.” In addition to the personal dimension, “learning Christ” also means to learn about him by becoming well acquainted with the oral Jesus tradition (now written in the four gospels) and the apostolic teaching about Christ, which is passed on as “the faith.” O’Brien sums it up well when he says: “Learning Christ means welcoming him as a living person and being shaped by his teaching.”11


The translation “since you heard” masks the fact that this is a conditional sentence (“if … then”), but the rendering is justified because the first class condition assumes the reality of the protasis (the “if” portion) from the vantage point of the writer. The particle ([image: ]) is added to heighten the emphasis on the protasis. The apodosis of this conditional sentence is the previous verse (4:20) and leads to the following result: “If, as indeed is the case, you heard Christ … then you did not learn him in this way.”12 The construction conveys no doubt that the readers heard about Christ and were taught in him. Thus, the translations “surely you have heard …” (NIV), “since you have heard …” (NLT), and “assuming you heard …” (HCSB; ESV) are on target.

The readers heard Christ through the preaching of the gospel. They were taught about him when they learned the oral Jesus tradition and the apostolic teaching passed on to them. This tradition contained not only teaching about the identity and work of Jesus, but also ethical teaching, namely, how to “walk” as Christians. This is why Paul can use the language of passing on and receiving oral tradition to the Thessalonians with reference to Christian halakhic material: “Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God…. Now we ask you and urge you in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more” (1 Thess 4:1).

It is unusual for “in him” ([image: ]) to modify “you were taught.” Here again the language probably underlines the relational dimension and stresses the readers’ present connection to the Lord.13

Although most translations take the next clause as comparative (“as” or “just as”), it is best to interpret the beginning word ([image: ]) as a causal conjunction (as the HCSB).14 Paul has already used the term this way in 1:4. Here it is dependent on “you were taught” and supplies the fundamental reason for listening to and receiving the teaching about Jesus—it is true! The fact that Paul uses the name “Jesus” here instead of “Christ” or “Jesus Christ” may be an intentional way of connecting the truth about the resurrected and reigning Christ to the historical Jesus.15 They are one and the same person. It is just as important to learn the truth he taught and embodied during his earthly ministry as it is to learn the truth about him in early Christian preaching and tradition.16 This statement is thus a strong endorsement of the Jesus tradition that is being passed on in the churches.17

Paul affirms that “there is truth in Jesus” not only because this is what Jesus himself taught (John 14:6), but also because deceitfulness ([image: ]) was a hallmark feature of the former manner of life (Eph 4:22). Truth is what the Gentiles gave up when they rejected the one true God and followed a lifestyle of lies and self-pursuits (Rom 1:25; 2:8). By receiving Christ into their lives, the readers have now received the truth (Eph 1:13; see also Col 1:5–6; 2 Thess 2:10).

4:22  To take off the old self that corresponds to your former manner of life that is corrupt in accordance with deceitful desires ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). On the basis of their relationship with Christ and their new identity in him, Paul calls these believers to rid themselves of every corrupt practice that was a part of their former life. In essence, he calls them to an ongoing process of complete repentance.


All three of the following infinitive clauses depend on the verb “you were taught” ([image: ]) and are best described as epexegetical (explanatory) infinitives; that is, they spell out the content of that teaching. In saying that “you were taught … to take off the old self,” there is an implied imperatival force.18 It is going too far, however, to interpret them as essentially imperatival infinitives (see NLT and KJV) because this misses the dependent relationship on “you were taught.”19 Neither is it accurate to interpret the aorist infinitives as only referring to a past act (i.e., conversion) and see no exhortation in this passage. Hoehner, for instance, takes them as infinitives of indirect discourse that function as indicatives in direct discourse—“you were taught, ‘you have taken off the old self.’ ”20 This is possible, as Wallace notes, but in all other cases in the NT when an aorist infinitive is used in indirect discourse, it should be understood as having an imperatival force.21

In a slightly different way, but obtaining the same result, Stott sees the infinitives as originally having an imperatival force, but only when Paul originally proclaimed the gospel to them. In other words, Paul is giving not fresh commands, but old ones that he proclaimed when he was with them. Thus, when they responded to his teaching and were converted, they took off the old self and put on the new.22

Part of the reason for the confusion on how to interpret this passage stems from the fact that Paul uses aorist participles in the parallel passage in Col 3:9–10: “Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self ([image: ]) with its practices and have put on the new self ([image: ]).” In that passage, the aorist participles appear to be serving as the basis for the ethical exhortation in the context23 (although some interpreters do take them as imperatival participles).24 In other words, their new identity in Christ becomes a vital perspective and enabling factor in living the Christian life.

The solution lies in seeing these two texts as accurately displaying the tension between the indicative and imperative in Paul’s writings, or, as some have referred to it, the eschatological tension of the “already” and “not yet.” This is a fundamental structure in Paul’s thought. He balances the “indicative” of the work of Christ on our behalf and the resultant change in our identity with the “imperative” that calls for us to actualize in our day-to-day lives what is already true of us in Christ. Thus, Paul can regularly call believers “saints” ([image: ]), yet admonish them to pursue sanctification ([image: ]; 1 Thess 4:3, 4, 7; cf. Rom 6:19, 22). Similarly, in Colossians, Paul can stress that believers “have been filled” with the fullness of God (2:9–10) and yet pray in Ephesians that the believers might be filled with the fullness of God (Eph 3:19).

The key to interpreting these statements is understanding the proper relationship of what has already happened in Christ with what Christ is yet calling his people to do. A real change has already taken place by virtue of one’s incorporation into Christ and participation in his death, resurrection, and ascension. Yet until Christ returns, these will not be fully realized characteristics in the daily experience of believers.25


Thus, there is no contradiction when Paul says to the Colossians that “you have taken off your old self” (Col 3:9) and then tells the Ephesians that they still need to take off the old self (4:22). Both are true. The former statement affirms the new identity of believers in terms of their participation in the death of Christ. Because of their incorporation into Christ, their old self was crucified with Christ (Rom 6:6). Yet now believers need to align their day-to-day lives with the reality of who they are in Christ. Dunn is correct in saying that “Paul can hardly have intended to imply that ‘the old nature’ (Rom 6:6) had been totally destroyed, that there was nothing in the believer for sin to exert its influence over, that the old age was wholly past.”26 The “old self” still lingers as does “the flesh,” in spite of the fact that Paul says it, too, has been crucified (Gal 5:24). Paul then appeals to the believers in and around Ephesus to rid themselves of everything related to the old self.

But what is “the old self” ([image: ][image: ])? It is more than an old mind-set or lifestyle.27 It is a way of referring to believers in terms of their solidarity with Adam in his sin. He was the representative of humanity in its disobedience, sinfulness, and rebellion against God. Conversely, Christ is now the representative of the new humanity, the new creation “in Christ.”28 “The old self” is an expression of community identity—all were once fallen and dead in their transgressions and sins (Eph 2:1–2), but it also refers to the vestiges of that identity that remain in each individual. These sinful traits need to be stripped off; their influence needs to be defeated.

The background of the metaphor of “taking off” ([image: ]) and “putting on” ([image: ]) comes from the daily experience of taking off and putting on clothing.29 Some, however, believe that it comes from early baptismal practices. By the second century AD, taking off old clothing and putting on a new white garment was associated with baptism, but there is no evidence of this practice in the first century.30 It would also be wrong to overinterpret the aorist tense of these two infinitives and imply that this is a onetime event (and thereby refer this action to conversion or baptism). The action is simply viewed as a complete and undifferentiated process without comment on how it occurs.31 Since Paul is offering a snapshot of the entirety of the action, it could well involve a long process, that is, a daily activity.

The context of exhortation here suggests that this is, in fact, the case. This view is partly reinforced by Paul’s choosing the present tense for the second infinitive clause ([image: ], not by way of contrast to the two aorist infinitives, but for the sake of emphasis on the regularity of the process for the present infinitive. Perhaps the strongest evidence, however, is the fact that Paul repeats the language of taking off—once again using the aorist tense—in 4:25 to begin the series of exhortations.

The “old self” is described as corrupt with a present tense adjectival participle ([image: ]). The tense does not imply that the old self is becoming worse (e.g., “grows corrupt” [NKJV]; “is being corrupted” [TNIV; NIV; NASB]; “waxeth corrupt” [ASV; ERV]);32 it is already dead in sin. Rather, it should be interpreted as either customary or gnomic; that is, it exists in a state of corruption (so, rightly, the KJV: “is corrupt”). This is similar to the situation involving the creation, which is in “bondage to decay” ([image: ]; Rom 8:21). The moral usage of the noun form of this term could be alternatively understood as “depravity” (2 Pet 1:4; 2:19).33

The old self is depraved in accordance with and due to ([image: ]) its own deceitful desires.34 This is the only place that Paul brings these two terms together. He speaks extensively of “lusts” ([image: ]) in the sense of intense desires that are stimulated and influenced by the flesh (Rom 13:14; Gal 5:16, 24) or sin (Rom 6:12) (see comments on 2:3). Here he refers to these evil desires as stemming from deceit ([image: ]; genitive of source). Sin itself is a deceptive power (Rom 7:11). The serpent’s deception of Eve illustrates this well (Gen 3:1–7, 13). The deceitful power of sin stands in opposition to the truth that is in Jesus (4:21b).

4:23  To be renewed by the Spirit in your mind ([image: ]). Paul appeals to them to allow the Holy Spirit to reshape their way of thinking and thereby resist the deceitful desires of sin.

He exhorts them to “be renewed” ([image: ]) in their minds. This is the same thought that he conveyed in the parallel passage in Col 3:10, though using a different word: “have put on the new self, which is being renewed ([image: ]).” The term for renewal used here in Ephesians appears only in this one instance in the NT. It is closely connected to the idea of the “new” ([image: ]) self in Col 3:10 (although he uses [image: ] here). It is best taken as passive since the Spirit is the operative agent, effecting the renewal.

There are two interrelated interpretive issues that need to be resolved to interpret this clause: (1) Is the “spirit” the Holy Spirit or the human spirit? (2) Is “mind” the object of the renewal or a genitive modifier of “the spirit,” i.e., “the spirit of your mind”? The translation above reveals that the preferred solution is to take the Holy Spirit as the agent of renewal and the mind as the object of its renewing work.

The majority of English translations (and many commentators) have taken the spirit ([image: ]) as a reference to the human spirit.35 This is a plausible interpretation because Paul speaks of the human spirit on many occasions (e.g., Rom 1:9; 8:16; 12:11; 1 Cor 5:3; 7:34; 14:15; 2 Cor 2:13; Col 2:5). Although nowhere else does Paul speak of the human spirit being renewed, conceivably he could do so. A number of factors, however, lead us to conclude that Paul is here referring to the Holy Spirit, who is the operative influence in renewing the minds of believers. (1) Paul never refers to the human spirit in Ephesians; every reference is to the Holy Spirit.36 In fact, the theme of the work of the Spirit is a major motif in this letter, occurring thirteen times.

(2) Some of the statements about the Spirit earlier in the letter point toward seeing the operation of the Spirit here. In the prayer of 1:17, Paul prays that the Spirit will bring to them wisdom and revelation in knowing Christ better (an activity of the mind). In the prayer of 3:16, he asks the Father to strengthen them with power through his Spirit in their inner selves (which would include the mind).

(3) The only other time this precise combination of the dative article with the “Spirit” ([image: ]) occurs is in 1:13, where it clearly refers to the Holy Spirit (“you were sealed with the Holy Spirit”).

It is therefore best to interpret this passage as referring to the renewing work of the Holy Spirit in a way similar to the functions Paul ascribes to the Spirit in Rom 8. The Spirit is the dynamic power of God working in the life of a believer, who can break the compelling tendency of believers to still think (and act) in accordance with the flesh (Rom 8:5–11, 13) and to order their lives according to the pattern of the old self.

The mind ([image: ]), then, is the focus of the Spirit’s renewing work. Technically, since the infinitive is in the passive voice, the genitive case of “the mind” should be understood as a subjective genitive; that is, it serves as the subject of the passive verb with the Spirit being understood as the agent of the renewing work: “the mind is being renewed by the Spirit.” The idea is similar to what Paul says in Rom 12:2: “be transformed by the renewing of your mind ([image: ]).”37 This is more appropriate to the context than taking the expression as “the spirit of your mind,” which would be unique in Paul’s writings. It is also difficult to interpret the sense of the latter view. Hoehner, for instance, classifies the grammatical usage as “a genitive of place,” which he concedes is a rare usage, and then interprets it to mean that the human spirit operates in the believer’s mind.38 Such an understanding of the human spirit, however, is not sustained by Paul’s statements about the human spirit, which he distinguishes from the mind (see 1 Cor 14:15).

The term “mind” ([image: ]) has to do with the capacity to understand and reason and thereby to make moral decisions and lifestyle choices.39 It includes the notion of accompanying emotion and thereby overlaps with the meaning of “heart” ([image: ]). In fact, “mind” translates the Hebrew word for “heart” six times in the LXX. Dunn rightly observes that the renewing of the mind “means not a new capacity to discern God’s will by rational means, but the integration of rationality within the total transformation of the person, the recovery of the mind’s proper function from its ‘disqualified’ state” because of the impact of sin.40 The Spirit’s work of renewal in the mind contrasts sharply with the meaningless thinking ([image: ], 4:17) of Gentiles who do not know Christ.

4:24  To put on the new self that was created in the likeness of God in righteousness and holiness of truth ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). As a consequence of ridding themselves of the defining features of their old identity, the Ephesians are to live their lives in conformity with their new identity. This is characterized by traits of God himself—true righteousness and holiness.

This “new self” ([image: ]) is a new identity that these believers have already acquired at the time of their conversion (Col 3:10) when they were sealed with the Spirit (Eph 1:13) and were joined to Christ in his death, resurrection, and ascension (2:5–6). The new self is who believers now are in terms of their solidarity with Christ. Nevertheless, Paul calls them to put on this new identity. This amounts to a daily and growing recognition of the truth of who they are now in Christ Jesus. It also involves an actualization of this identity in their daily experience through a transformed way of thinking (4:23) and bringing their lives into conformity with the defining characteristics of this new identity—righteousness and holiness.

The new self is not simply a renewal of the old self; it is a new creation. The passive participle “created” should probably be taken as a divine passive; that is, God is the creative force behind it. The same God who created the heavens and the earth (Gen 1) is now responsible for the creation of this new identity of believers. He is creating a people for himself who will conform to his own image or likeness.41 This corresponds to the thought of Col 3:10, where the new self is shaped in the likeness of the image of Creator God ([image: ]). This corresponds with Paul’s thought in 2 Cor 5:17, that “if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation” ([image: ]). In that context, Paul clarifies that “the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor 3:6). Similarly here, Paul stresses that the renewal of the mind can be attributed to the work of the Holy Spirit. As Moyer Hubbard explains, new creation should be understood in terms of “pneumatological restoration.”42 Thus, the presence of the Spirit is a key factor in the new identity of believers that constitutes the “new self.”

The distinguishing features of the new self that Paul identifies here are “righteousness and holiness ([image: ] and [image: ]).” These two terms appear together commonly to summarize a virtuous life that is obedient to the commands of God (see, e.g., Deut 9:5; Luke 1:75; see also Philo, Spec. Laws 1.304; 2.12; Virtues 1.47).

The term “holiness” ([image: ]), when used by itself, often has the sense of a proper attitude toward God.43 It is also used in local inscriptions to refer to a proper piety toward the gods.44

“Righteousness” ([image: ]), a far more common term, is an attribute of God (see Ps 35:24; Isa 5:16; 33:5; Rom 3:5) and, as such, is coextensive with the fact that he is “holy” ([image: ]; see the LXX of 1 Sam 2:2, where God is described as both [image: ] and [image: ]). God’s calls to his people to “be holy, because I am holy” (Lev 11:44–45; 19:2) encompasses a summons to be righteous. Paul will appeal to his readers to cultivate righteousness later in this letter (5:9; 6:14).

Whereas the evil desires that typified the old self stemmed from deceit ([image: ]; genitive of source; 4:22), righteousness and holiness stem from the truth ([image: ]; genitive of source). This process ties in with his previous assertion that “there is truth in Jesus” (4:21b). By embracing the gospel of Jesus Christ (1:13), these people have already been connected to the source of the truth. Paul may well have been aware that there was a pair of local deities known as “Hosios” and “Dikaios” (“Holy” and “Just”).45 If so, his insistence on Jesus as the source of truth, as well as true holiness and righteousness, is all the more important.


Theology in Application
 

During Paul’s three-year ministry in Ephesus, spanning the years AD 52–55, a significant number of Jews and a great number of Gentiles turned to Christ. According to Luke, so many Gentiles turned to Christ that it had a negative economic impact on the number of silver idolatrous images of Artemis Ephesia that were sold (Acts 19:23–27). Now that seven or eight years have passed, most likely many more Gentiles have turned their backs to idolatry and become members of the Christian community. So many have given their lives to Christ that Paul can only say that he has “heard” of their faith and love (Eph 1:15).

Although Ephesians is written to both Jewish and Gentile believers in Ephesus and its environs, there was probably a much greater proportion of Gentile believers. It is to this cross-section of the church, and probably to the newer believers, that Paul now addresses his remarks in this section. In essence, Paul calls them to live out their new identity in Christ. Three important theological convictions drive his exhortation in this section.


The Lifestyle of Non-Christians

The way non-Christians think is fully corrupt, which leads them to engage in impure conduct and results in their separation from the life-giving God. Paul places an overt emphasis on the life of the mind in this section and contrasts the thinking of unbelievers with believers (see the references to [image: ] in 4:17 and 4:23). He uses a litany of descriptive terms to characterize the mind-set of unbelievers: their thoughts are meaningless (v. 17b), their minds are darkened (v. 18a), they are ignorant (v. 18c), they have become callous in their thinking (v. 19a), their hearts have become hard (v. 18d), they are oriented to self-indulgence (v. 19a), they are driven by greed (v. 19b), and their minds are deceived (v. 22b). The picture Paul paints is dark and hopeless, but not completely since many Gentiles have been saved from this plight.

The best way to summarize the minds of unbelieving Gentiles is that they are thoroughly corrupt or depraved (v. 22b). This corrupt thinking leads to actions, behaviors, and lifestyles that are impure (v. 19b). The end result is that they are separated from the one true God, the source of life (v. 18b). It can be represented this way:

[image: ]

This portrayal is not hyperbole. Paul is not depicting every unbeliever as an axe-murderer. He is simply making the theological statement that apart from a connection to Christ, all people are self-oriented, not God-oriented. Their lives are devoid of any meaning that really matters because the will of their Creator is intentionally left out of the picture.

Furthermore, in his stress on the role of the thought life, Paul does not intend to imply that what is needed is just a change of thinking. He will go on to affirm that the basis for change lies in a new creation by God and a renewing work by the Holy Spirit. He speaks of the mind because it will play a vital role in the process of growth.

The New Identity of Believers

Believers have a new identity based on their relationship to Christ. The only basis for change is to enter a relationship with Jesus Christ. When people “learn” Christ, God makes them a new creation (see 2 Cor 5:17) and they become entirely new people at the core of their identity. They are no longer “dead” (2:1, 3), for God has made them alive (2:5).

The theme of identity formation reaches a high point in this section of the letter as Paul prepares to deliver a series of moral exhortations. His point here is that change comes only as a result of bringing one’s life into conformity with their new identity in Christ.46

Paul brings out the fact that each member of the Godhead is profoundly involved in this work. God is the one who gives life (v. 18b) and exerts his power to form the new creation (v. 24b). The Holy Spirit is the active agent in renewing the minds of believers (v. 23). And Christ is the one whom God has sent to perform the work of redemption (including his death, resurrection, and ascension), to create a body of believers over whom he serves as head, and then to empower them through his grace. This is all part of the apostolic teaching that the readers have heard, have been taught, and have learned (vv. 20–21). The message about Jesus, as well as the oral accounts of his earthly ministry and teaching, is entirely true (v. 21b).

Growth as Christians is predicated upon learning and apprehending this truth personally. This is one of the reasons why Paul prays that God will open the eyes of their hearts and that the Spirit will reveal these truths to them (1:17–18). Paul has summarized the significant truths of the gospel in the first half of the letter, especially those that they need to hear. These, and the essential teaching they know as “the faith” (4:5, 13), are foundational in helping believers become established in their new identity in Christ.

Paul gives expression to this new identity here by using the language of “old self” and “new self” (lit., “the old man” and “the new man”). The translation “self” for “man” (so also the TNIV; NIV; NASB; NRSV; ESV) helps to convey the idea that Paul is speaking of one’s personal identity here. That is, he is referring to the essential qualities that define who a person is. The language Paul chooses implies that there has been a fundamental change in identity. Thus he can say to the Galatians, “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me” (Gal 2:20 ESV). Who I am is now defined by my relationship to Christ.

The conceptuality here is both individual and corporate. Whenever a person exercises faith in Christ and becomes a Christian, that person receives the Spirit and thereby becomes a new creation. But there is also a corporate dimension. As Paul emphasized in the previous passage and in 2:11–22, each individual believer is joined to the larger body of believers. Together they comprise the new temple that God indwells with his Spirit. Growth is only possible through a vital and regular connection to this body because the individual members become channels of grace to each other.

A Change in Thinking and Behavior

Our new identity in Christ necessitates a change in our thinking and in our behavior. The new identity is not only the basis for change, it requires us to change. The new self is created like God and is thus righteous and holy (v. 24b). To live like unbelievers in unrighteousness and impurity is utterly inconsistent with who we now are in Christ.

Therefore, Paul reminds his readers that from the beginning (when they received Christ and the apostolic tradition about him), they were instructed to take off the old self and put on the new self (vv. 22–24). Because they are united with Christ in his death and resurrection, this change of identities has already taken place. They have already been transformed. Thus, Paul can tell the Colossians that they have already taken off the old self and put on the new (Col 3:10). Yet here Paul tells them that this is something that they must yet do. They must still take off the old self, put on the new, and be renewed in their minds. This reflects the classic tension between the indicative and imperative in Paul’s writings, the “already” and the “not yet.” Paul wants his readers to “become what you are,” that is, to live in accordance with their new identity.

This new identity is real because it is rooted in relationship. Because Christ has died to sin and has been resurrected to a newness of life, the same can be said to be true of us because we are united with him. We live in a relationship of solidarity with our living Lord. We have effectively participated with Christ in the key salvation events. This is why “in Christ” is Paul’s most important descriptive expression of what it means to be a Christian. This is why Paul repeatedly used the pronoun “with” ([image: ]) earlier in the letter: God made us alive with Christ, raised us up with Christ, and seated us with him in the heavenly places (2:5–6). This is the basis of our new identity.

This new identity is very real; it is not a metaphor or a form of literary fiction. It is what some theologians refer to as a participationist Christology. It is an important part of what many Christians refer to as having a “personal relationship” with Jesus Christ.

Nevertheless, we need to bring our lives into conformity with this new identity. The fact that Paul has exhorted believers to do so implies that substantial personal effort will be involved. Yet the way to growth is different than simply trying to change.

It begins with gaining a deeper understanding of the truth. Paul stresses that there is truth in Jesus Christ, which contrasts with the fact that there is an opposing sphere of deceit (v. 22b) that has darkened the minds of unbelievers (v. 18a). Paul has described this earlier (4:14) and has indicated that there is a larger strategy of deception that seeks to deceive believers and prevent them from growing to maturity. This system of rebellion is organized and empowered by Satan and the principalities and powers (6:12). It is little wonder that the first line of defense Paul commends to believers is to grow in the truth (6:14). In particular, this will involve learning the truth of who we are now in Christ—our new identity. One of the principal ways that evil spirits attack is to cause people to question the reality of these truths as they relate to their lives.

This growth also involves cooperating with the Holy Spirit, who works at transforming our thinking. This is consistent with the way that Paul prayed for his readers in 1:17, when he asks the Father to cause the Spirit to bring wisdom and revelation in knowing Christ better. Most Bible teachers recognize that a wide gulf can separate the head and the heart. Cooperating with the Spirit means praying for ourselves and others that the truths about Christ and his work in our lives become profound convictions that pervade every recess of our hearts.

Paul’s conviction is that if we change what we think about ourselves (who am I?) in connection with an understanding of Christ and his work, we will be able to take off the vestiges of the old self and put on the virtues of the new self.
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CHAPTER 11
Ephesians 4:25–5:2
 


Literary Context
 

This section is strongly bound to the previous passage and the introduction to the second half of the letter through the reappearance of the word “walk” ([image: ]). Paul is concerned that believers develop behavior that is worthy of God (4:1), that is sharply differentiated from the non-Christian culture (4:17), but also that reflects the kind of love that God has shown his people in the sacrifice of Christ (5:2).

In this passage he presents love as the one virtue that is foundational to all the others (5:1–2). It is patterned after God’s love for humanity in offering his Son as a sacrifice for sin as well as in Jesus’ own willingness to offer himself as an atoning sacrifice. The emphasis here on love ties in with Paul’s emphasis on love throughout the letter (1:4, 6, 15; 2:4; 3:17, 19; 4:2, 15, 16; 5:25, 28, 33; 6:23, 24).

Paul begins his moral exhortation in earnest in this section. The style is sharply different here with much shorter sentences and numerous exhortations. He uses the present imperative twelve times and the aorist imperative once, and he makes one use of an imperatival participle.

Although the topics of his moral exhortation bear similarity to Stoic moral exhortation, there are four fundamental differences. (1) Paul explicitly roots some of his appeals in the OT. In fact, the first two injunctions are direct citations from OT texts. (2) The reasons Paul gives for some of his appeals are different from those found in Stoicism. For instance, Stoicism did not share the view of a personal Holy Spirit indwelling people, who could be grieved by malicious behaviors. Nor did Stoicism demonstrate a concern about the influence of demonic spirits stimulating evil conduct. (3) Paul’s appeals for virtuous conduct are seen as consequences of one’s new identity in Christ. Paul sees exertion of moral effort as worthless apart from the transforming work of Christ in one’s life that constitutes a new creation. (4) Finally, self-sacrificial love plays no part in Stoic ethics, which is essentially self-centered and not community-centered. In sharp contrast to this, love is foundational to the ethical system here advocated by the apostle Paul.1

This passage anticipates the spiritual warfare theme of 6:10–20 by characterizing excessive anger as something that can give the devil a base of operations (4:27). It also reaffirms the presence of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers (1:13–14; 2:22) through speaking of sin as something that grieves the Spirit; thus, it looks forward to the injunction to be filled to greater measure with the Spirit (5:18), which is God’s enabling presence for the fulfillment of these ethical imperatives.


IX. The Christian Community as the Context for Growth to Maturity (4:7–16)


X. Living Out the New Identity in Christ (4:17–24)


A. Exhortation to Live Differently than Non-Christians (4:17)


B. Description of the Condition and Lifestyle of Non-Christian Gentiles (4:18–19)


C. The New Identity in Christ and Exhortation to the New Lifestyle (4:20–24)


[image: ]XI. Living Out the New Identity in the Community of Believers (4:25–5:2)


A. Four Vices to Take Off and Four Virtues to Appropriate (4:25–30)


B. More Vices to Remove and More Virtues to Cultivate (4:31–32)


C. Love as the Ultimate Virtue (5:1–2)


XII. Living as People of the Light (5:3–14)


A. What Is Not Appropriate and What Is Appropriate for the Lifestyles of Christians (5:3–5)


B. Watching Out for Arguments That Justify Sinful Behavior (5:6)


C. What It Means to Live as People of the Light (5:7–11a)


D. Exposing the Sins of Fellow Believers (5:11b–14)


XIII. Living in Wisdom and the Spirit (5:15–21)




 


Main Idea
 

Because God has created the church to be a community of believers growing together to maturity, the development of social virtues is of paramount importance. Therefore, Paul exhorts believers to rid themselves of vices that are detrimental to community life and to cultivate virtues that build up the community. The most important and summarizing virtue is love—defined by the Father’s love in giving his Son and by Christ’s love in sacrificing himself.



Translation
 

[image: ]



Structure
 

This section consists of a series of moral exhortations that concludes with one final exhortation to love that epitomizes all the rest. Interspersed among the exhortations are reasons for specific appeals.

The first four exhibit the following general pattern: (1) an exhortation to the Ephesians to rid themselves of a particular social vice, (2) an appeal to develop the corresponding social virtue, and (3) a reason for the injunction. The precise form varies with each set of exhortations. The first element is expressed by present imperatives three times, but the imperatival participle in another. The second element is expressed by the second plural present imperative once and the third person singular present imperative three times. The final element, the reason, is introduced with a causal conjunction ([image: ]) in the first, an independent clause with the semantic force of a reason in the second and fourth, and a purpose clause that also has the semantic function of a reason in the third.

The two negative injunctions “do not give a place to the devil” (4:27) and “do not grieve the Holy Spirit” (4:30) are both introduced by the negative with a conjunction ([image: ] and [image: ]) and no causal conjunction, which makes their precise function somewhat ambiguous in the flow of thought. Because of the overall pattern exhibited in the series, they should probably be interpreted in the first instance as giving a reason for the immediately preceding commands. Nevertheless, their function probably transcends this to provide a spiritual reason for all of the exhortations. The consistent practice of ungodly behaviors makes one susceptible to a profound attack by an evil spirit and results in grieving the Holy Spirit.

Following the fourth set of moral exhortations, Paul breaks the pattern somewhat by giving a series of five vices to eliminate and three virtues to acquire. The final virtue, forgiveness, leads him to a consideration of the cross and what it reveals about the Father and the Son.

Paul concludes the section by elaborating on the significance of God’s act of forgiveness in Christ (5:1–2). The inferential conjunction ([image: ]) thus draws out the implications of 4:32b. The injunction to “be imitators” is explained by the parallel clause, “walk in love.” Then Paul points to Christ’s love in giving his life as the paragon example of what it means to love.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]XI. Living Out the New Identity in the Community of Believers (4:25–5:2)


A. Four Vices to Take Off and Four Virtues to Appropriate (4:25–30)


1. Lying–truthfulness (4:25)


2. Uncontrolled anger–controlled anger (4:26–27)



3. Stealing–hard work (4:28)


4. Filthy talk–edifying talk (4:29–30)


B. More Vices to Remove and More Virtues to Cultivate (4:31–32)


1. Eliminating a bitter heart that leads to abusive talk (4:31)


2. Cultivating a tender heart that leads to forgiveness (4:32)


C. Love as the Ultimate Virtue (5:1–2)


1. Love as imitating God (5:1–2a)


2. Christ’s self-sacrifice as the prime example of love (5:2b-c)






Explanation of the Text
 

4:25  Therefore, take off falsehood and speak truth, each one of you, to your neighbor, because we are members of one another ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). As Paul begins this series of moral exhortations to the readers, he starts off with an appeal to speak truthfully. Honesty with one another is essential for mutual trust and is foundational to life in the community of believers.

The inferential conjunction “therefore” ([image: ]) roots this series of exhortations in Paul’s previous discussion about “the new self,” which is a new creation of God (4:24). Putting on the new self involves getting rid of certain evil practices and replacing them with godly virtues. Changed behavior will flow out of one’s new identity in Christ. Calvin puts it well when he says, “from the righteousness of the new man, all godly exhortations flow, like streams from a spring.”2

As he will do throughout this section, Paul begins with a negative exhortation and follows it by its positive counterpart. He first tells the Ephesian believers to quit lying, or more specifically, to “take off falsehood.” The term “take off” ([image: ]) ties this exhortation to the earlier appeal to “take off the old self” (4:22), but here provides a specific way that this should happen in the daily lives of believers. Although it is an aorist participle, it should be understood as having an imperatival force, which some translations accurately bring out (e.g., NIV; NLT; Geneva).3 The parallel passage in Colossians (Col 3:9) actually uses the present imperative. Interpreting this participle as imperatival in force is consistent with the pattern exhibited throughout this passage of a negative command followed by a positive command (4:28, 29, 31–32). Also, on the only other occasion in Paul’s writings when an aorist participle in the nominative case precedes an imperative verb, the participle is commonly interpreted as imperatival (see 2 Tim 4:11).

It is possible, however, that Paul has used the aorist participle here instead of the present imperative because he wishes to retain some of his characteristic tension between the indicative and imperative (see the previous discussion on the use of the infinitives for “take off” and “put on”). If so, the Ephesians have already taken off falsehood and put on truth by receiving the message of truth (1:13) and by entering a relationship with Christ, in whom “there is truth” (4:21b). The greater emphasis here, however, is on the injunction to take off falsehood as part of their growth in developing distinctively Christian conduct.

The apostle then calls for the readers to rid themselves of “the lie” ([image: ]). This could refer to any form of falsehood, but because the following exhortation refers to speaking truth, it probably should be understood in the narrower sense of telling lies.4 The psalmist declares that the Lord destroys “those who tell lies ([image: ]); bloodthirsty and deceitful men the LORD abhors” (Ps 5:6 [5:7]). Later in Ephesians, Paul will list knowing the truth and telling the truth as an essential part of the believer’s struggle against the devil (6:14). This is because Satan does not hold “to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies ([image: ]), he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44).

Paul’s choice of the present tense with the imperative, “speak truth” ([image: ]), stresses that truthful speech should be an ongoing and characteristic pattern of the way believers talk. Whereas the emphasis in 4:15 was more on confessing the truth as the basis for community life in the Lord Jesus Christ, here the stress is more on the absence of telling lies and cultivating the practice of truth-telling as laying the foundation for trust in the community life of the believers.

Although this is a community responsibility, it must begin with each individual member. Thus Paul uses the distributive pronoun ([image: ]) to bring out individual responsibility. He characterizes the members of the community as one’s “neighbor” ([image: ]). This is determined, in part, by the fact that this entire clause is a quotation from Zech 8:16, which calls for the remnant of God’s people to speak the truth “to [one’s] neighbor.” This is a prophetic text that looks forward to the time when God will dwell with the remnant of his people. In this eschatological setting, Jerusalem will be called “the City of Truth” (8:3) after God has saved his people (8:13) and manifests his presence with them (8:23).

In the next clause (beginning with [image: ]), Paul gives his main reason for eliminating lying and developing truthful speech. The way they talk to one another has significant implications for their life in community. They are “members” of one another and belong to the one body of Christ (Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 12:12–27). Paul could have based his appeal not to lie and to tell the truth on the very nature of God (who is truth; John 17:3; 1 Thess 1:9) or the fact that Christ is the truth (Eph 4:21b; cf. John 14:6). However, here he wants them to consider how foundational and indispensible trust is for the unity of the community as it builds itself up in love.

4:26  Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun set on your wrath ([image: ][image: ]). In his second admonition, Paul warns against the dangers of anger. He cautions that it is best to deal with it quickly, because if anger is left unchecked, it can make one susceptible to the attack of the evil one.

Anger is different from the three other vices that Paul warns against in this series. He sees an appropriateness to anger. He regards it as a proper and even essential emotion. At the same time, however, he considers it as highly volatile and dangerous. Instead of prohibiting anger, Paul commands it using the present imperative verb ([image: ]). The tense should be interpreted as iterative, that is, anger should not be an ongoing characteristic of one’s life (customary present), but rather should be felt and expressed on certain occasions (iterative present).

Paul delivers this admonition on good authority; it is actually a citation of the LXX of Psalm 4:4 [4:5], which has precisely the same wording ([image: ]). In the context of this psalm, David expresses his distress over the way the people of God pursue idolatry: “How long will you love delusions and seek false gods?” (Ps 4:2). God’s anger over his people’s idolatry is a prominent theme throughout the OT. The Lord says, “They made me jealous by what is no god and angered me with their worthless idols” (Deut 32:21). God’s anger over idolatry is what led to the exile and the prophetic denunciations of Israel.

Paul does not specify the appropriate occasions for a display of anger here, but one occasion would certainly be a time when a member of the community makes compromises with the pagan idolatry in their environment. The pressure to maintain some level of devotion to the traditional deities would have been strong for the new converts, but would have been entirely at variance with their new allegiance to Christ alone.

Yet it is also important to recognize that Paul worked with an expanded definition of idolatry. Later in this letter he will refer to sexual immorality and greed as idolatry (5:5), but then expands it even further to the Colossians to include “whatever belongs to your earthly nature” (Col 3:5). This suggests that the practice of sin of any kind could and should cause a righteous indignation to flare in one’s heart. The psalmist exclaims, “Hot indignation seizes me because of the wicked, who forsake your law” (Ps 119:53 ESV).

Some interpreters have expressed doubt that Paul is issuing a direct command in this passage. Part of the reason for this is the fact that Paul outrightly condemns anger ([image: ]) in 4:31 and classifies it together with bitterness and rage as wicked traits that need to be eliminated in the life of a believer. Consequently, some have contended that the imperative should be understood as having a conditional or concessive force and thus translated, “if you get angry, do not sin.”5 Lincoln, for instance, paraphrases the meaning of the text, “Anger is to be avoided at all costs, but if, for whatever reason, you do get angry, then refuse to indulge such anger so that you do not sin.”6 As we have already suggested, it is best, however, to interpret this imperative as a command.7 Although the conditional use of an imperative is possible, it is rare in the NT. As Wallace notes, among the few examples of this construction in the NT, the second verb is almost always a future indicative (or its semantic equivalent),8 which is not the case here. He also observes that all of the conditional imperatives in the NT still retain their imperatival force, which would necessitate that we understand this passage as teaching, “If you are angry, and I want you to be, then….”9

It thus appears that Paul is affirming the appropriateness of anger on certain occasions. In doing so, he is validating an emotion that the Lord himself felt when confronted by humans influenced by their sinful passions: “And after looking around at them with anger ([image: ]), grieved at their hardness of heart …” (Mark 3:5, lit. trans.). Stott is correct when he observes, “there is a great need in the contemporary world for more Christian anger…. In the face of blatant evil we should be indignant not tolerant, angry not apathetic. If God hates sin, his people should hate it too. If evil arouses his anger, it should arouse ours also.”10 Yet this must be counterbalanced with James’s advice to his readers that believers should be “slow to become angry” (Jas 1:19–20). In fact, the very idea of “patience” ([image: ]), which Paul commends earlier in this chapter (4:2; see also Col 1:11; 3:12; Gal 5:22), is based on the notion of being slow to anger.

This leads to Paul’s warnings about the danger of anger in the next three imperatives. When he says, “do not sin” ([image: ]), he recognizes that there is both a kind of anger and an intensity that constitutes sinful behavior. Insofar as believers express anger out of sinful motives—such as injured pride, envy, spite—they are engaging in sinful behavior. This kind of anger is never appropriate and is what Paul is referring to in his prohibition of anger in 4:31.

Allowing anger to endure over time, for whatever reason, puts one into a vulnerable situation. Therefore Paul commands that the sun should not set on one’s anger. In the Torah, sunset was the time limit for paying a worker his wages (Deut 24:15). Paul has apparently picked up this saying and said that sunset is the time limit for nursing anger. This should not be interpreted in a literal sense, but needs to be understood as indicating that there is danger in allowing anger to continue beyond a reasonable limit. The word for anger ([image: ]) in this second clause of the set should be seen as expressing the same idea as that expressed in the verb (which does not have the preposition [image: ]).11 It is not specifying unrighteous anger as opposed to a righteous form as some have supposed.

4:27  Do not give a place to the devil ([image: ][image: ]). The danger of persistent anger lies in the fact that the devil will exploit it for his own purposes.

Although the third clause does not begin with a causal conjunction, this is the semantic function of the statement. It provides a compelling reason for bringing anger under control.12 In particular, Paul states that by nursing anger, one can give a “place” ([image: ]) to the devil. Although it is possible to take this term in the metaphorical sense of “chance” or “opportunity,”13 it is best interpreted according to its spatial significance of “place.”14 This is in accord with the fact that spatial language abounds in this letter, especially as illustrated by Paul’s frequent use of the language of “filling” ([image: ]; 3:19; 4:10; 5:18) and indwelling (2:22; 3:17). It is also significant that the term “place” is used elsewhere in the NT to refer to the inhabiting place of an evil spirit. Luke records Jesus as saying, “When an evil spirit comes out of a man, it goes through arid places ([image: ]) seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I left’ ” (Luke 11:24). A similar usage is found in the Apocalypse: “And there was war in heaven. Michael and his angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought back. But he was not strong enough, and they lost their place ([image: ]) in heaven” (Rev 12:7–8).

First-century Judaism saw anger as a magnet that attracted the working of an evil spirit: “Anger and falsehood together are a double-edged evil, and work together to perturb the reason. And when the soul is continually perturbed, the Lord withdraws from it and Beliar rules it” (T. Dan 4:7; see also 5:1). In fact, the same work speaks of a “spirit of anger” that attacks the people of God (T. Dan 1:8; 2:1, 4). The earliest allusions to Eph 4:27 interpret “place” spatially and speak of anger and sinful practices as making one susceptible to the work of a demonic spirit (see Herm.
Mand. 5.1.3; 12.5.1–4; Origen, Princ. 2.3.4).

Paul presents “the devil” as a powerful being that needs to be resisted (6:11). He is the same entity that Paul referred to earlier as “the ruler of the realm of the air, the spirit who is now powerfully working in the sons of disobedience” (2:2). The early Christians also knew him as Satan (Rev 12:9; 20:2). As ruler of a realm of spirits, it is unlikely that he is personally assailing every Christian, but is assigning his spirit emissaries to do this work.

By allowing anger to fester and grow, believers can surrender space to a demonic intruder. This is how Origen understood this passage. He warned believers that by thinking intently about and following the wrong inclinations of the soul, “these assents summon the devil to enter our souls” (citing Judas as an example; John 13:2, 27).15 Similarly, Ambrosiaster notes, “An angry mind will necessarily think evil thoughts, as the devil desires. If the devil finds a mind ready for evil and slipping toward it, he deceives the person who was created for life. The thought, you see, is human. But the devil completes it.”16 Calvin notes, “I have no doubt that Paul was warning us to beware lest Satan should take possession of our minds, like an enemy-occupied fortress, and do whatever he pleases.”17 Similarly, Robinson warned that persisting anger “gives immediate opportunity for the entry of an evil spirit.”18 This does not mean that believers forfeit their new identity in Christ; Paul presents this new creation and new identity as a firmly established fact. It does mean that the Holy Spirit is grieved (4:30) and that the demonic spirit has a new ability to exploit the believer.

O’Brien is probably correct in observing that this warning not only provides a motivation for controlling anger, but is equally applicable to any behavior that is characteristic of the old self.19 The implication of this would be that unchecked sinful behavior will eventually yield a place to the enemy to further his goals of stunting the sanctifying work of God.

4:28  The thief should not steal any longer; instead, he should work, producing with his own hands good things so that he has something to share with the one who has need ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). In this third ethical admonition, Paul addresses the issue of stealing. In place of theft, he commends hard work for the purpose of sharing with one’s brothers and sisters in the Christian community.

Paul reiterates the substance of the eighth commandment, “you shall not steal” ([image: ]; Exod 20:15). This is a law that is repeated in a variety of ways throughout the Torah (see Lev 19:11; Deut 5:19). Paul delivers the same admonition to the Romans (Rom 13:9) and warns the Corinthians that thieves will not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor 6:10). The adjectival participle should simply be read as a substantive, “the thief,” without reading into it progressive action (the kleptomaniac) or past action (the one who used to steal). Paul does not speak in a hypothetical way here. There were apparently many in the various communities of believers in western Asia Minor who continued to steal. Some commentators have speculated that they may have been Christians who were laborers and shopkeepers20 or slaves,21 but this is purely speculation. There were probably a variety of people from all levels and possibly even Jewish Christians to whom this command could apply.

Paul goes beyond the straightforward command of the Decalogue to prescribe an alternative lifestyle. He wants them to work hard. The word he chooses for work ([image: ]) carries with it the sense of laboring to the point of weariness or exhaustion.22 As F. Hauck notes, “In prose it is the proper word for physical tiredness induced by work, exertion or heat.”23 The present imperative suggests that this should now become the regular practice of the one who was accustomed to stealing.

The purpose of the hard work goes beyond just providing food and shelter for one’s own needs, although this was undoubtedly a part of Paul’s overall plan (see 2 Thess 3:6–12). Interestingly, one first-century Jewish writer exhorted his readers to “work hard so that you can live from your own means; for every idle man lives from what his hands can steal” (Pseudo-Phocylides, 153–54). Paul emphasizes that the principal motivation should be to help meet the material needs of those in the Christian community. The purpose participle introduces the initial intent of the work, which is to produce “good things” ([image: ]). This probably does not mean that they make good products (that people in the community can use), but rather that they are “doing something good,” that is, that they are engaged in meaningful labor.24 This corresponds, in part, with the fact that Christians are called to do good works (2:10; see also Gal 6:10).

The ultimate purpose of such labor is that people have something to share with other believers who have real and legitimate needs. With this, Paul takes us back to the practice of the earliest church in Jerusalem, when believers voluntarily brought money and material goods to the apostles so they could distribute it to each person who had a need (Acts 4:35; see also 20:34–35). Such selfless giving and care in the life of the community is what the Lord pointed to when he said, “By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35 ESV). Calvin comments on the importance of this tangible manifestation of love in the community: “No one may live to himself alone, and neglect others. All must devote themselves to supplying other’s necessities.”25

4:29  Do not let any filthy word come out of your mouths, but rather [speak] some good word for building up the need, so that it may provide grace to those who hear ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). In the fourth exhortation of this passage, Paul turns to the topic of how believers talk to one another. Aware of the power of words to hurt or to help, Paul strongly encourages these Christians to strengthen and encourage each other in the way they speak.

Paul uses a rare and colorful word to characterize unwholesome talk, translated here as “filthy” ([image: ]). The basic meaning of the term is “rotten” or “putrid.” It was used to refer to rotted wood, diseased lungs, rancid fish, withered flowers, and rotten fruit.26 Although never used in the LXX, it does appear in the gospels to refer to the kind of fruit a bad tree bears (Matt 7:17–18; Luke 6:43) and the kind of fish that need to be thrown away (Matt 13:48). Here it is used metaphorically to describe an indecent kind of speech that he will elaborate on in 5:4. The image of rottenness suggests that Paul wants believers to develop a kind of “gag reflex” to unhealthy ways of talking that will repulse them and cause them to clean up the way they speak to each other.

Filthy talk should be replaced with good words that can edify ([image: ]). “Good” ([image: ]) is the opposite of “rotten” ([image: ]). The building up of fellow believers has been a principal concern of Paul throughout this chapter (4:12, 16). Ministry to one another includes the practice of speaking encouraging and helpful words. Commentators often point to Col 4:6—“Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt”—as parallel to this passage, but that context has more to do with how believers interact with those outside of the church. Here Paul wants Christians to consider how powerful their words can be in building up one another.

The “need” ([image: ]) should be interpreted as the objective genitive of “build up” ([image: ]), a noun of action.27 The expression suggests that believers should be attentive to the emotional needs and concerns facing their brothers and sisters and then focus comments on encouraging and affirming them.

The final clause specifies even further how believers can minister to one another according to their need. Paul says that they are to provide grace ([image: ]) to one another. The resurrected Christ has bestowed grace on every individual member of the body (4:7). Now the obligation is to pass it on. This takes place not only in utilizing one’s giftedness in service, but also in spoken words. This expression is best interpreted to mean that believers are called to “impart a blessing” to those in need.28 This can happen through timely, well-spoken words that are appropriate to a difficult situation. But it may also extend to praying with and for believers in the midst of their trouble, that is, calling on the one who has the power to intervene with divine resources. This kind of ministry is not reserved only for those with specialized giftings; it is a form of service that Paul expects all believers to practice regularly.

4:30  Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption ([image: ][image: ]). Evil speech—indeed, all forms of unholy behavior—deeply hurts the Spirit, whom God has given to his people to indwell them and empower them to live a holy life. The fact that God has marked believers as belonging to him through this Spirit and that he will be with them until the end of the age should motivate them to live in ways that are consistent with God’s call.

There has been some debate over precisely how this clause functions in the flow of thought in this paragraph because there is no conjunction (such as a [image: ] or [image: ]) to help clarify the nature of the relationship. It is probably not a fifth and independent command in the series. The best explanation is that it applies directly to the evil speech in the previous verse by providing a motivation to eliminate this practice. In other words, rotten talk is not only harmful to the health of the Christian community; it grieves the Spirit of God. This is the same way that 4:27 (“Do not give a place to the devil”) functions in relationship to the warning about anger in 4:26. Nevertheless, this appeal not to grieve the Spirit likely has a secondary application to all the other warnings of the passage29 and should not be limited only to the evil speech.30

Paul echoes the language of Isa 63:10 when he warns his readers not to grieve the Holy Spirit. In that passage, the prophet recalls the exodus event and how God redeemed his people with love and mercy (63:9), yet they rebelled against him in the desert and “grieved31 his Holy Spirit” (63:10). The psalmist likewise laments, “How often they rebelled against him in the desert and grieved him in the wasteland!” (Ps 78:40). Paul recognizes that the new people of God face a similar danger. They, too, have been redeemed by God (Eph 1:7, 14) in an act of his love and mercy (2:4) and run the risk of rebelling against God in their words and actions.32

As many theologians have rightly pointed out over the centuries, the fact that the Spirit grieves over sin demonstrates that the Spirit is a person. This is consistent with other attributes of personhood attested about the Spirit in Paul’s writings, such as the Spirit’s bearing witness (Rom 8:16), speaking (1 Tim 4:1), interceding for believers (Rom 8:26), having thoughts (Rom 8:27), having desires (Gal 5:17), dwelling in the lives of believers as in a temple (Rom 8:9, 11; 1 Cor 3:16; 2 Tim 1:14), searching and investigating (1 Cor 2:10), teaching believers (1 Cor 2:13), leading the people of God (Gal 5:17–18, 25), and giving divine gifts and abilities to people (1 Cor 12:9, 11). The Spirit is therefore not an impersonal force or power.

The genitive expression “of God” ([image: ]) can be understood either as possessive (“God’s Spirit”) or as a genitive of source (the Spirit from God). Either way, the phrase suggests that the Spirit is a manifestation of God’s own presence with his people. This is consistent with the exodus typology Paul draws from in Isaiah 63. That passage stresses the presence of the Spirit with the Israelites as God rescued them from Egypt, brought them through the desert, and gave them rest (Isa 63:10, 11, 14). Yet, in Exod 33:14, the Lord reveals, “My Presence will go with you.” The prophecy of Isaiah thus equates God’s presence with his Holy Spirit.33

The Spirit is the instrument by which believers are sealed; yet at the same time he functions as the seal itself (see comments on 1:13). Believers are sealed at the time of their conversion with the seal marking the new ownership. The “day of redemption” ([image: ]) is an equivalent expression to “the day of the Lord” and refers to Christ’s return to bring judgment on the ungodly and full and final salvation to his people (see Rom 13:11–12; 1 Cor 5:5; 1 Thess 5:1–11; 2 Thess 2:1–2). This is an additional indication that the new identity in Christ involves a seal of ownership and belonging that cannot be broken until Christ comes and claims his people as his own at the end of time.

What is interesting in this context that deals with the problem of ongoing sinful practices in the lives of believers is that Paul does not threaten them with the potential loss of the Spirit if they persist in their sin. Rather, he stresses that they continue to belong to God and bear his mark of ownership until their final redemption. Under the new covenant, the Spirit does not depart when sin is committed. Instead, the Spirit deeply grieves over it. Paul presents this as a truth that should motivate believers not to indulge their sinful desires—whether this might be filthy talk, stealing, uncontrolled anger, lying, or any other vice.

4:31  Every form of bitterness, rage, anger, yelling, and malicious talk should be removed from you together with every vice ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul continues his moral exhortation with the appeal that they rid themselves of feelings of bitterness that will eventually lead to intense anger and abusive speech.

Paul’s admonition here picks up the theme of anger that he introduced in 4:26 and now further develops it. Whereas he concedes and even encourages a righteous anger in that passage as long as it is kept under control and subsides in a short amount of time, here he sternly warns against the danger of unrighteous anger. His appeal that it “should be removed” ([image: ]) is the semantic equivalent of his earlier enjoinder that they should “take off” (4:22a, 25a) the old self. The five terms he chooses show a progression from an inner disposition of bitterness to a display of uncontrolled and hurtful speech.34

It is unknown if Paul emphasized the elimination of anger in his moral exhortation to these readers because he was aware of a problem in their midst. Paul did address the same concerns to the church at Colossae (Col 3:8), and the danger of anger was a common theme addressed in the OT, Judaism, Stoicism (e.g., Arius Didymus; Chrysippus; Seneca), and elsewhere in the NT (e.g., Jas 1:19–20).

“Bitterness” ([image: ]) is a metaphor derived from the description of something that had a bitter taste, such as a plant or water (e.g., the water at Marah; Exod 15:23). The psalmist claims that the wicked person has a mouth that is “full of curses and lies ([image: ]) and threats” (Ps 10:7 [9:28]), a passage that Paul cites in his litany of characteristics of Gentiles as he demonstrates that there are none who are righteous (Rom 3:14). Lincoln is correct in saying that the term refers to “hard heartedness that harbors resentment about the past.”35

“Rage” ([image: ]) and “anger” ([image: ]) are words that frequently appear together throughout the LXX as well as in the NT. Although there is virtually no distinction between the two words in the LXX, Paul tends to use “rage” ([image: ]) to express human anger (with the sole exception of Rom 2:8).36 The LXX of Proverbs uses both terms in its warnings against human anger (see Prov 16:32; 27:4; 29:8). According to Proverbs, “wise men turn away anger ([image: ]),” but “a fool gives full vent to his anger ([image: ])” (Prov 29:8, 11).

The three terms “bitterness” ([image: ]), “rage” ([image: ]), and “anger” ([image: ]) appear together in a number of ancient writers in contexts of moral exhortation. They can be found, for instance, in a passage in the Stoic writer Arius Didymus (Epitome of Stoic Ethics 10b). His list, however, extends to include “vengefulness” ([image: ]), “wrath” ([image: ]), and “ire” ([image: ])—words that never appear in the NT. Likewise, Philo includes all three terms in a passage where he describes the character and behavior of a wicked man who is like a vine “which proves to be the bearer of bitterness ([image: ]) and wickedness and villainy and wrath ([image: ]) and anger ([image: ])” (Philo, Drunkenness 223).


Bitterness and anger can eventually lead to “yelling” ([image: ]), a word that can also be translated “shouting” or “screaming.” The term was used “of people shouting back and forth in a quarrel.”37 All of its uses convey the idea of an intense cry or shout, such as a war cry (Zeph 1:16) or a cry of distress (1 Sam 5:12).

The progression ultimately leads to various forms of “malicious talk” ([image: ])—a word that denotes “any kind of speech that is defamatory or abusive.”38 Jesus claimed that this kind of denigrating speech has its roots in a heart that is corrupt (Matt 15:19; Mark 7:21–22). Paul told Timothy that this is a characteristic way that a false teacher speaks (1 Tim 6:4).

Paul regards all of this as malicious, mean-spirited, or vicious ([image: ]). This term, here translated “vice,” is precisely the opposite of virtue. Believers need to give focused attention to eliminating these ugly attitudes and behaviors from their lives. They are exceedingly destructive to community life.

4:32  But be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another just as God also forgave you in Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Instead of a bitter, angry heart that spews hurtful comments, Paul commends a tender heart that is not only kind to one’s brothers and sisters, but is also forgiving when they offend. Believers should always look to the cross and emulate the way that God has bestowed his forgiveness on us.

Paul’s appeal here closely resembles what he said to the Colossians: “clothe yourselves with compassion ([image: ]), kindness ([image: ]) … and forgive … one another ([image: ]) … as the Lord forgave you ([image: ])” (Col 3:12–13). This suggests that Paul is not addressing a specific situation in the community, but is rather giving foundational teaching for life together as believers.

The present imperative ([image: ]) indicates that Paul wants them to continually strive for the acquisition and display of these virtues. Kindness ([image: ]) is the first of the three traits that he desires to see lived out in their relationships. This is an attribute of God himself. The psalmist exclaims, “Taste and see that the LORD is good ([image: ])” (Ps 34:8 [33:9]; see also 1 Macc 1:24; Wis 15:1). Paul says that it is the kindness ([image: ]) of God that leads people to repentance (Rom 2:4). God not only is morally good, but he actively does good, displaying his love to people. The psalmist declares, “The LORD is good ([image: ]) to all” (Ps 145:9). This is an important virtue of God that Paul wants believers to imitate in living a life of love (5:1). Kindness is utterly inconsistent with abusive talk or rudeness.

Since malicious talk stems from a rotten heart, a change must transpire within before the behavior can be altered. Thus, Paul calls them to cultivate a tenderheartedness ([image: ]). The word literally means to have healthy intestines or bowels; the uncompounded form simply refers to the viscera.39 The term came to have a figurative meaning as a way of expressing an internal feeling. “Tender mercy” is also an attribute of God (Luke 1:78) and of Christ (Phil 1:8). In the same way, Peter encouraged believers to show this virtue: “Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate ([image: ]) and humble” (1 Pet 3:8). Feelings of bitterness, resentment, and a desire for retaliation must give way to a warm and tender heart.

Perhaps most difficult of all, Paul appeals to them to be forgiving to one another. The present tense of the participle ([image: ]) combined with the present tense of the main verb stresses that this is to be a regular practice in the Christian community. Jesus himself strongly emphasized this to Peter when he said that the brother who continually sins against him should be forgiven as much as “seventy-seven times” (Matt 18:22). The reciprocal pronoun ([image: ] can be used in place of [image: ])40 indicates that the practice of forgiveness that Paul implores is directed only toward other members of the Christian community.41 The issue of forgiveness directed toward outsiders is not discussed here because Paul’s overt emphasis is on enhancing the community life of the believers.

The model for Christians forgiving one another is God’s own forgiveness of his people. The conjunction ([image: ]) is probably best taken as expressing both cause and manner,42 and thereby establishes God’s act of forgiveness as both the motivation and the pattern for forgiving others. The aorist tense ([image: ]) combined with “in Christ” refers to God’s act of redemption through the cross (1:7; 5:2). There is no greater example of forgiveness that can be adduced.

5:1–2b  Therefore, be imitators of God as beloved children and walk in love, just as Christ also loved us ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The continuous display of love for one another is the epitome of what it means to be a Christian. Abundant and self-sacrificial love is in the very nature of God himself. Paul thus calls believers to emulate their God and display the likeness of their Father, which Christ himself has already shown us how to do.

“Therefore” ([image: ]) closely links this admonition to the immediately preceding statement that “God … forgave you in Christ,” but also to the whole of 4:32, which speaks of God’s kindness and tenderheartedness.43 Because God forgives, his children should also be forgiving, and thereby imitate their Father.

The present imperative verb ([image: ]), the same verb that introduced 4:32, indicates that the action should be an ongoing and developing quality in the lives of believers. The genitive “of God” ([image: ]) is best interpreted as an objective genitive in relationship to the action-oriented noun “imitator” ([image: ]). Although this is the only time that the injunction to imitate God appears in Scripture, the same idea has been expressed in a variety of different ways. Jesus himself instructed his disciples to “be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Luke 6:36). In fact, just before this, he says that if you “love your enemies, do good to them … you will be sons of the Most High” (Luke 6:35; see also Matt 5:44).

The principal idea expressed in the exhortation to “be imitators of God” in this context is the manifestation of love to fellow believers. One of the most tangible ways of displaying this love is by showing genuine forgiveness each and every time someone offends. There are a variety of additional ways that people can imitate God, but the display of love, especially in self-sacrificial ways, is the lofty example that Paul holds up in this passage. Paul used the same language of imitation to encourage the Corinthians to follow his example insofar as he imitates Christ Jesus (1 Cor 11:1; see also 1 Thess 1:6; 1 Pet 2:21). The word itself does not appear in the OT, but there are numerous admonitions to God’s people to conform their lives to his holiness (Lev 11:44, 45; 19:2; 20:7, 26) and to follow after his ways (Deut 13:4).

The verb “imitate” ([image: ]) simply means to “emulate” or “follow after.”44 First-century Judaism applied the term to following after God and his righteous ways. A person who does good works—abstaining from what God hates and has forbidden by his commandments—is an imitator of God (T. Ash. 4.3). The language of imitating God appears a handful of times in Philo. For instance, in commenting on what Moses says in Deut 8:18 (“for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth”), Philo says, “And in another place also the lawgiver gives this precept, which is most becoming and suitable to a rational nature, that men should imitate God ([image: ]) to the best of their power, omitting nothing which can possibly contribute to such a similarity as the case admits of” (Virtues 168). What Philo means is that since God has empowered people to make wealth, they should follow his example by helping others.

This and other passages in Philo (e.g., Alleg. Interp. 1.48; Sacrifices 1.65, 68) demonstrate that a first-century Jew could use the language of imitation to describe the concept of following the ways of God in the OT. The substantial difference, however, comes in the motivation and pattern that God has given under the new covenant. He calls his people to pattern their lives after not only his holiness, but his love. The kind of love the Father shows in providing his Son as an offering for sin is unexcelled.

The nature of the relationship that believers now enjoy with God through the new covenant also provides a significant motivation for imitating God. Christians are now in a relationship with the Father as his “beloved children” ([image: ]). This is not a status that they work hard at earning and finally attain when God deems them good enough to be accepted as sons and daughters. Believers are adopted as God’s children (Rom 8:15; Gal 4:5) when they put their faith in Jesus Christ and are now God’s own inheritance (Eph 1:18). As a consequence of this new and marvelous relationship, “God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit” (Rom 5:5), thereby giving his people the capacity to love far beyond what they might think they are capable of showing (Eph 3:20–21).

In calling believers to “walk in love” ([image: ]), Paul once again uses the present imperative to stress that this should be a regular and characteristic way of relating to one another. This clause is parallel to and explains what it means to become imitators of God. This is the heart of what it means to “walk worthily of the calling to which you were called” (4:1). Love is also the “most excellent” path that Paul wants all believers to follow (1 Cor 12:31).

Christ’s love for his people is both the reason and the pattern for living a life that is characterized by love. The conjunction ([image: ]) should be taken as having both a causal and a comparative force.45 Paul expresses a similar thought to the Galatians when he says, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20).

“Also” (the conjunction [image: ] interpreted as having an adjunctive force) indicates that the Lord Jesus Christ, in addition to the Father, loves his people dearly. Believers not only look to the Father’s example of self-giving love, they also look to Christ because of his willing participation in the divine plan. John’s gospel emphasizes God’s love in giving his Son as an atoning sacrifice (John 3:16; see also 1 John 4:11). Yet Jesus was not a passive victim in this costly sacrifice (as Isaac was when Abraham prepared to offer him in obedience to God; see Gen 22:1–18). Jesus gave himself up for us (Eph 5:2, 25; Gal 1:4; 1 Tim 2:6; Titus 2:14). This self-giving decision is summed up well in Jesus’ words in the fourth gospel: “My command is this: Love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I command” (John 15:12–14). Love for one another, patterned on his own self-giving love, is the “new command” that Jesus gave to his disciples (John 13:34).

5:2c  And gave himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God for a fragrant aroma ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The ultimate demonstration of love is Jesus’ act of laying down his life for his people to procure their forgiveness of sins and bring them into a relationship with God. His willing sacrifice serves as the hallmark example defining what it truly means to love.

This clause defines what it means that “Christ loved us” by explaining it in terms of his self-giving sacrifice. Paul uses the same terminology ([image: ]) later when he admonishes husbands to love their wives “just as Christ loved the church and gave himself for her” (Eph 5:25). The prepositional phrase “for us” ([image: ]) is frequently used in connection with Christ’s death and has become part of the traditional confession of the early church (see Rom 5:8; 8:32; 2 Cor 5:21; Gal 3:13; 1 Thess 5:10; Titus 2:14; 1 John 3:16; see also, 1 Clem. 21:6; 49:6; Ignatius, Eph. 1.2; Trall. 2.1; Rom. 6.1; Phld. 4.1; Smyrn. 1.2; 2:1; Diogn. 9.2; Pol.
Phil. 8.1; 9:2).

In specifying that Christ gave himself as “an offering and sacrifice” ([image: ]), Paul uses the language of the old covenant sacrificial system. The first term is far less common than the latter and refers to “that which is brought as a voluntary expression.”46 In meaning and usage, it closely approximates its etymology, “to bring [something] to [someone]” ([image: ]). The only other time that Paul uses it is in speaking of his Gentile converts as an “offering” to God (Rom 15:16).

The term “sacrifice” ([image: ]) is the most common term in the LXX to refer to the ritual of animal sacrifice. The cognate verb ([image: ]) means “to slaughter an animal in a ritual manner as a sacrifice to a deity.”47 In fact, the word “altar” is built upon this term for sacrifice (θυσια[image: ]). Both nouns appear together in Ps 40:6 [39:7], where the psalmist says, “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire.” The author of Hebrews cites this psalm in his discussion of the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ (Heb 10:5, 8). It is possible that here the two nouns form a hendiadys—one notion of sacrifice in which we should not see different shades of meaning between the two nouns.48

Paul elaborates still further on this sacrifice by affirming that it was a “fragrant aroma” ([image: ]) to God. This phrase (a translation of the Heb. [image: ]) appears repeatedly throughout the OT in connection with the pleasant smell of the burnt offerings regularly sacrificed on the altar. Such offerings were a “pleasing aroma” to the Lord (see, e.g., Lev 1:9, 13, 17; 2:2). The expression could also be used metaphorically as, for example, in Ezek 20:41, where those who will be gathered from exile will be received by God as a “fragrant incense.” Here the expression should be interpreted as indicating the acceptability of Christ’s sacrifice to God. He willingly gave himself as an offering for sin and God accepted this offering. Christ’s sacrifice was therefore effective for the forgiveness of sins.

Schnackenburg has referred to this expression as “rhetorical padding” to the clause.49 As I have just noted, there is far greater theological significance to it than this because it expresses the acceptability of Christ’s offering to God. It also suggests that his sacrifice was far more than a virtuous moral example to his people. The expression may convey the propitiatory significance of Christ’s death in averting the wrath of God from his people because of the stench of their sin.


Theology in Application
 

This section consists of a series of moral exhortations that unpack what it means to “walk worthily” (4:1), especially in the context of living together in community. These appeals also explain what it means to take off the old self and put on the new (4:22–24). Throughout this section, Paul does far more than simply give moral exhortations. He grounds these exhortations in theology in a way that provides perspective, inspiration, and a pattern to follow. Below are some of the key elements of the way he applies theology to life.

Change Expected on the Basis of Our New Identity in Christ

Change is not only possible, but expected, on the basis of our new identity in Christ. The introductory conjunction ([image: ]) roots this passage in the new identity of the believer that Paul has laid out in the previous passage (4:22–24). This connection makes it clear that this new identity—a new self created in the likeness of God in righteousness and holiness of truth—is the basis for the transformation that should take place in the lives of believers.

Interspersed throughout this passage are a number of additional reasons explaining how and why believers should change their attitudes and behaviors. These reasons all express various aspects of this new identity. They also reveal the Trinitarian dimensions of the new identity. There are five aspects that the passage touches on:


1. We are dearly loved. Paul stresses that believers are dearly loved by the Father and by the Son (5:1–2). God demonstrated his love by giving his Son (see also Rom 5:8) and Christ has shown us his love by his willing self-sacrifice on our behalf. This fact should be a significant motivation for us to love one another.


2. We are forgiven. Paul declares that God has forgiven us in Christ (4:32b; see also 1:7). This truth will motivate us to forgive one another.



3. The Holy Spirit lives in us. Because of the presence of the Spirit in our lives, a truth that Paul has emphasized earlier (1:13, 17; 2:18, 22; 3:16; 4:3, 4, 23), we are divinely assisted in the process of renewal. Nevertheless, if we choose not to cooperate with the Spirit, the Spirit does not leave us but is deeply grieved (4:30). The reality of the personhood of the Spirit and his presence with us should motivate us and empower us to develop holy lives.


4. We have a future with God. The Spirit is a seal guaranteeing our future redemption in the consummation of the ages (4:30; see also 1:10, 13–14). This fact should not only give us a feeling of profound security, but motivate us to align ourselves with the purposes of God.


5. We are joined to one another in the body of Christ. Paul here reiterates the fact that every believer is an integral part of the community of believers (4:25c). The body of Christ imagery has been prominent in this letter (see 1:23; 2:16; 3:6; 4:4, 12, 16; 5:23, 30). This truth not only should help us to correct wrong attitudes, but should motivate us to exercise the utmost of caution in how we talk to each other. Paul encourages the expression of words that build up and give grace (4:29). He likewise urges believers to work hard so that they can help brothers and sisters who have material needs.




 

Love as the Epitome of Virtues

Love—defined by the example of Christ—is the epitome of all the virtues. The most significant virtue Paul commends is love (5:2). If believers truly love one another, none of the vices he mentions will be a problem and all of the other virtues will naturally be practiced.

Many Bible teachers over the years have tried to show the distinctiveness of the Christian form of love by contrasting three Greek words—eros, philia, and agapē—and elevating agapē as the highest form of love known in the Greek language. Although there is some measure of truth to this (except for the fact that the verbs phileō and agapaō are sometimes used interchangeably), it diminishes the true and most important expression of what love is all about in Christianity. It is not so much the word but the example. The willingness of Christ to sacrifice his own life for us on the cross is the definition of what Christian love is all about. At the same time, the Father’s affection for us that prompted him to give up his own Son defines what it means to love.

Corruption Needs to be Rooted Out

There is extensive corruption in our hearts that needs to be rooted out. In the various vices Paul mentions, many reflect aspects of the inner corruption that needs to be eliminated and replaced with Godlike attitudes. Some of these feelings and dispositions include bitterness, anger, and rage (4:26, 31). Covetousness and greed are present among those who face the temptation to steal (4:28), and deceit is in the hearts of those who struggle with lying (4:25). Since “filthy” talk (4:29) likely includes sexual innuendo, this suggests the presence of lust.

All of these rotten and corrupt tendencies, present to one degree or another in the hearts of Christians, need to be progressively eradicated. Paul wants these base attitudes to be replaced by attributes that are characteristic of their new family identity. This includes the development of tenderheartedness (4:32), kindness (4:32), and an ability to control one’s anger—both in terms of not letting anger persist and avoiding anger for the wrong reasons (such as an injured pride). Above all, love is the most important virtue to emulate.

How We Talk Is Important for Community Life

Giving attention to how we talk to each other is important for community life. Paul places an overt emphasis on speech ethics in this passage. This is consistent with his emphasis on living in unity with which he began the chapter: “making every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (4:3). Consequently, he urges believers to dispense with such harmful practices as lying, inappropriate anger, filthy talk, yelling, and saying anything at all that could be hurtful to another person.

The Spiritual Dimension to Life

There is a strongly spiritual dimension to life. In this passage, Paul contrasts the work of an evil spirit with the role of the Holy Spirit. He has already indicated that the Holy Spirit is God’s empowering presence who is the transforming agent of renewal (3:16; 4:23). Now he clarifies that willfully choosing to live corruptly grieves the person of the Spirit, who indwells our lives.

But there is an additional dangerous spiritual implication to willfully continuing to practice sinful behaviors and not cooperating with the Spirit in the process of renewal. Paul warns that such a choice combined with its attendant behavior makes a person susceptible to a greater degree of influence by the devil, or perhaps more precisely, one of his spirit emissaries (4:27). The context speaks specifically of allowing anger to persist too long as putting one in a place of vulnerability of an intensified attack. But the same principle likely holds true with the practice of other kinds of vices.

In saying this, Paul is not saying that the believer will now need an exorcism or that the person is now no longer responsible for his or her actions. He is merely saying that Satan will exploit a situation whenever he can to gain a stronger level of influence in a person’s life in his efforts to reenslave them in a life of sin. It is tantamount to envisioning Satan as standing ready with a container of gasoline that he wants to pour on the fire of any uncontrolled passion to cause it to flame out of control.
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CHAPTER 12
Ephesians 5:3–14
 


Literary Context
 

The strong thread of connection between the various passages of this second half of the letter continues to be the present imperative verb, “walk” ([image: ]). This verb appears as the central admonition of this passage when Paul says, “Walk as children of light” (5:8c). He continues this theme in the next section when he says, “Watch carefully how you walk” (5:15).

In this passage, Paul introduces the metaphor of “light,” which binds this section together and differentiates it from the previous segment of moral exhortation. Paul teaches that the lifestyle of the Ephesian believers should directly correspond to their new nature as light, but also that they should function as light by shining into the darkness of sin that continues to plague the lives of some of their fellow believers. Paul’s use of the light imagery here is reminiscent of the teaching of Jesus as well as the prophecy of Isaiah (see comments below).

The style of this section has a great deal in common with the previous one. There are much shorter sentences than in 1:1–4:24, introduced with imperative verbs and often followed by statements giving a basis or explanation for each of the admonitions. There are seven present imperatives in this section and one aorist imperative. None of the independent clauses are introduced with an indicative verb.

The unique feature of this passage is the citation of three lines from an early Christian hymn (5:14c-e). Although we have no independent corroboration of the origin of this hymn (such as an extant papyrus hymnal), the introductory formula ([image: ]) and the formal characteristics of the lines strongly suggest that it came from some other hand than Paul’s.



X. Living Out the New Identity in Christ (4:17–24)


XI. Living Out the New Identity in the Community of Believers (4:25–5:2)


A. Four Vices to Take Off and Four Virtues to Appropriate (4:25–30)


B. More Vices to Remove and More Virtues to Cultivate (4:31–32)


C. Love as the Ultimate Virtue (5:1–2)


[image: ]XII. Living as People of the Light (5:3–14)


A. What Is Not Appropriate and What Is Appropriate for the Lifestyles of Christians (5:3–5)


B. Watching Out for Arguments That Justify Sinful Behavior (5:6)


C. What It Means to Live as People of the Light (5:7–11a)


D. Exposing the Sins of Fellow Believers (5:11b–14)


XIII. Living in Wisdom and the Spirit (5:15–21)


A. Living in Wisdom (5:15–17)


B. Being Filled with the Spirit (5:18–21)


XIV. Instructions for Husbands and Wives (5:22–33)




 


Main Idea
 

Becoming a Christian entails the reception of an entirely new identity that Paul identifies as “light.” Believers are here summoned to live in accordance with their new identity, which will involve two important activities: (1) Christians need to entirely dissociate themselves from lifestyles associated with “darkness,” that is, evil, sinful behaviors; and, (2) as members of a new community, believers need to expose the deeds of their sinning brothers and sisters as part of a process of restoration that will result in their growth to maturity in Christ.


Translation
 

[image: ]


Structure
 

This passage coheres around the central admonition, which is positioned roughly midway in the passage: “Walk as children of light” (5:8c). This admonition is the center member of a chiasm that spans 5:7–11a that can be graphically depicted as follows:



a Do not be fellow sharers with them in their evil deeds (5:7)

b You are light … (5:8a-b)


c Walk as children of light (5:8c)




b' The fruit of light is … (5:9–10)


a' Do not have fellowship in the unfruitful works of darkness (5:11a)

The outer members of the chiasm (a and a’) give essentially the same admonition and both share the common formal characteristic of being constructed with compound words using the same preposition ([image: ] and [image: ]). The second members of the chiasm (b and b’) share the term light ([image: ]) while elaborating on the significance of this metaphor for the believers. The first establishes light as the new identity of Christians while the latter elaborates on the characteristics of light that should be exemplified in the lifestyles of Christians. The central member of the chiasm provides the key admonition of the passage while continuing to use the metaphor of light.1

The conjunction ([image: ]) that stands at the outset of the passage simply introduces a new set of moral exhortations. It should not be interpreted in an adversative sense implying a contrast with anything in the preceding context.

The first three verses cohere around one present imperative verb (“should not be characterized,” [image: ]) that carries its force to two additional exhortations—one negative and the other positive (5:4a and c). Each of the admonitions is followed by a reason giving a basis for the intended action.

In 5:6, Paul then provides an independent (fourth) admonition that serves as a warning about people who attempt to justify sinful behaviors on the basis of theological reasoning. The chiastic section of the passage (5:7–11a) is introduced by the inferential conjunction ([image: ]), which draws out an implication from the lifestyles of “the sons of disobedience” that was portrayed in the previous two verses.

The final section of the passage (5:11b–14) is headed by one admonition that sets the theme for this portion: “expose them” (5:11b)—referring to the sinful deeds done by fellow members of the community. After providing the basis for this admonition and explaining what is entailed by the command (5:12–14a), Paul cites a portion of an early Christian hymn that makes a pointed appeal to sinning believers.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]XII. Living as People of the Light (5:3–14)


A. What Is Not Appropriate and What Is Appropriate for the Lifestyles of Christians (5:3–5)


1. Avoiding sexual immorality and greed (5:3)



2. Avoiding shameful behaviors and foul speech (5:4a-b)


3. Developing a heart of gratitude to God (5:4c)


4. Warning against inappropriate lifestyle (5:5)


B. Watching Out for Arguments That Justify Sinful Behavior (5:6)


C. What It Means to Live as People of the Light (5:7–11a)


1. Declining to participate in the activities of non-Christians (5:7–8b)


a. The former identity (5:7–8a)


b. The new identity in Christ (5:8b)


2. The command to live as children of light (5:8c–10)


a. Identifying the virtues associated with this new identity (5:9)


b. Discerning how to act in any given situation (5:10)


3. Declining to share in evil activities (5:11a)


D. Exposing the Sins of Fellow Believers (5:11b–14)


1. The shamefulness of sin (5:12)


2. The importance of exposing sin (5:13–14a)


3. A hymnic appeal to sinning Christians (5:14b-e)


a. An appeal to leave a lifestyle of sin (5:14c-d)


b. The promise of Christ’s presence and help (5:14e)






Explanation of the Text
 

5:3  Your lives should not be characterized by sexual immorality, any form of impurity, or greed, as is fitting for saints ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul continues his moral exhortations by turning his attention to the matters of sexual immorality and the drive to acquire. These attitudes and behaviors are utterly inconsistent with the new identity of believers in Christ.

The conjunction ([image: ]) here simply functions to introduce a new set of moral exhortations. Paul begins with an appeal for the readers to eliminate sexual immorality ([image: ]) from their lives. This is similar to the exhortation he gives to the new Gentile believers of Thessalonica when he calls them to abstain from sexual immorality as he explains to them what it means to be sanctified (1 Thess 4:3). The term has a long history of being translated “fornication” (see NRSV; RSV; NKJV; KJV; Geneva; Tyndale), which was commonly used to refer to two unmarried people having consensual sex. The term clearly encompasses this, but should be understood in the broadest possible sense of any kind of sexual activity outside of a committed marriage relationship. This would include premarital sex, adultery (Matt 19:9), sex with a prostitute (1 Cor 6:12–20; see also Hos 1:2; Nah 3:4), homosexual liaisons (Rom 1:29),2 and incestuous relationships (1 Cor 5:1). Jesus spoke of “sexual immorality” as one of the evils that flows from a corrupt heart (Matt 15:19; Mark 7:21). Elsewhere, Paul lists it as one of the deeds of the flesh (Gal 5:19), and it is proscribed by the “apostolic decree,” where it is also closely associated with idolatry (Acts 15:20)

Illicit sexual activity was an enormous problem for new Gentile Christians to overcome in the early church. Adulterous relationships, men sleeping with their slave girls, incest, prostitution, “sacred” sexual encounters in the local temples, and homosexuality were all a part of everyday life. There was not an accepted social standard with regard to sexual relations, although some Stoics (esp. Epictetus and Musonius Rufus) spoke against the prevailing practices in Roman society because they represented a lack of control over the passions.3 Rampant sexual immorality in Graeco-Roman society was why the Jews had long been appalled at the behavior of the Gentiles in this regard and considered them “impure.” The Mishnah even prohibits a Jewish woman from ever being left alone with a Gentile because he cannot be trusted sexually (m.
[image: ]Zar. 2.1).

Later in this chapter in his instructions to husbands and wives, Paul indicates the appropriate context for sexual relations to occur: “a man shall leave his father and mother and shall be bonded to his wife, and the two will become one flesh” (5:31, citing Gen 2:24). Outside of this relationship, any sexual activity is “sexual immorality” ([image: ]). Consequently, there is an abundance of Jewish literature that contains admonitions to “flee sexual immorality” (see, e.g., CD 7:1; 1QS 4:10; Tob 4:12; Sir 23:23; T. Reu. 5:5; 6:1; T. Sim. 5:3; T. Jud. 18:2).

The second term in Paul’s list of things to avoid is “impurity” ([image: ]), which was discussed at 4:19. Although under the old covenant it was used to refer to various kinds of ritual impurity, Jesus pointed to the deeper issue of the corruption in the hearts of individuals, which renders them impure (Matt 12:34; Mark 7:20). There are a variety of thoughts and behaviors that constitute impurity under the new covenant, but sexual immorality is one of the most prominent. Paul explicitly links them in several contexts (Rom 1:24; 2 Cor 12:21; 1 Thess 4:7), and the connection may be implicit in Gal 5:19 and Col 3:5. The term was already used in contemporary Jewish texts for sexual impurity (see 1 En. 10:11; T. Jud. 14:5; T. Jos. 4:6). Paul uses the adjective “every” ([image: ]) to emphasize every form of sexual impropriety.

The final term ([image: ]), translated “greed,” is connected to the other two by the use of the disjunctive particle ([image: ]). This does not necessarily mean that it belongs to a different class of vices than the two just mentioned4 since the particle can be used in a series of like objects (e.g., “a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal,” 1 Cor 13:1).5 Paul spoke about the vice of greed earlier in his description of the lifestyle of the Gentiles (see comments on 4:19). Here he warns against the residual and powerful impact of the ungodly desire to acquire more and more.

Because the first two terms (“sexual immorality” and “impurity”) refer to sins of a sexual nature, some interpreters contend that “greed” should be understood in this context as sexual greed. Thus, Lincoln interprets it as “unrestrained sexual greed whereby a person assumes that others exist for his or her own gratification.”6 This view is clearly encompassed in the meaning of greed, but there is no adequate reason for limiting it to sexual greed here.7 It simply refers to the insatiable desire to acquire more and more, whatever the object. God’s people are constantly warned about the dangers of the love of money, coveting, and every form of greed throughout the OT and Jewish literature.

Sexual immorality and greed are distinguished in many of the Jewish texts listing vices to avoid as, for example, in T. Jud. 18:2: “Guard yourselves therefore, my children, against sexual promiscuity and love of money.” Similarly, in the Dead Sea Scrolls, fornication and wealth are listed as two of the three nets of Beliar that one should avoid (CD 4:17–18). Paul told Timothy that “the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil” (1 Tim 6:10). In a book-length treatment of the theme of greed, Brian Rosner reaches the following helpful definition of the meaning of greed in Jewish and Christian moral teaching: “the greedy are those with a strong desire to acquire for themselves more and more money and possessions, because they love, trust, and obey wealth rather than God.”8

When Paul says that these practices should not even (lit.) “be named” ([image: ]) among God’s people, he is saying something much more than that they should not be talked about or discussed.9 He is saying that an outsider who observes the daily behavior of Christians should never have an opportunity “to name” one of these vices as characterizing the lifestyle of any member of the community. Or, similarly, that an insider may never see any fellow believer committing one of these sinful practices. This is an unusual usage of this verb ([image: ]), which normally refers to giving someone a name or calling someone by name (see 1:21; 3:15). Here it seems best to understand Paul as using the verb in the sense of characterizing someone’s lifestyle or behavior, that is, naming a trait as a hallmark feature of who they are.

The conjunction ([image: ]) supplies the reason why these practices should be resisted and done away with. “It is fitting” ([image: ]) for believers not to engage in them. This was a common term in Stoic ethics to mark certain behaviors as acceptable or suitable (see, e.g., Epictetus, Diatr. 3.2.16, 18; 3.21.4; 3.22.6; 4.1.8; Arius Didymus, Epitome 5b2). The word was not limited to Stoic ethics, however. It is used to characterize actions in many Jewish texts (Sir 32:3; 33:29; 1 Macc 12:11). The key difference here is that Paul says that such behavior is fitting “to saints” ([image: ]; see discussion of the word at 1:1). Paul stresses that such conduct is utterly inconsistent with their new identity as God’s chosen people. They are no longer Gentile sinners, but a new creation that is like God in righteousness and holiness (4:24).

5:4a-b  Nor should there be any hint of obscene behavior, foolish talk, or dirty jokes, which are not appropriate ([image: ][image: ]). Paul wants these believers also to eliminate any kind of indecent behavior from their lives and every form of filthy talk. These evils are blemishes to their new identity in Christ.

The force of the previous verb ([image: ]) carries over to this clause. Once again, Paul does not want there to be any evidence of these kinds of attitudes and behaviors in the Christian community. The first noun, “obscene behavior” ([image: ]), has a long history of being translated “filthiness” (Tyndale; Bishop’s; Geneva; KJV; NKJV; ASV; NASB; ESV). Most of the older commentators rightly understood it to refer to conduct that is shameful, disgraceful, and debased.10 Some of the more recent commentators have seen this term as a shortened equivalent of “filthy talk” ([image: ]; Col 3:8; Did. 5:1). But the fact that Paul does not use the compound form that includes a reference to speech may indicate that he does not want to limit it to the way people talk.

This conclusion is supported by the fact that Paul can compound the word “shame” ([image: ]) with other nouns to limit the referent ([image: ] [“shameful gain”]; see 1 Tim 3:8; Titus 1:7), and other compounds were available (e.g., [image: ] [“teacher of shameful things”]; [image: ] [“shameful appearance”]; et al.), but does not do so here. In spite of the fact that the following two nouns refer to speech, the first noun should be understood as referring to various forms of shameful and obscene conduct (as well as speech).11 The specific kinds of behaviors that Paul has in mind are difficult to know, but certainly could extend to lewd gestures, inappropriate touching, disgusting kinds of practical jokes, and a wide variety of other behaviors.

The latter two terms narrow the focus to evil and sinful speech. Although the first term is rare (it never appears elsewhere in the NT or in the LXX), it clearly refers to “foolish talk” ([image: ]) of various sorts. This translation of the term has a long history (e.g., Tyndale; KJV; ASV; TNIV; NIV; NLT; ESV). Other versions translate it as “silly talk” (NASB; NRSV; NAB), “stupid talk” (REB; NEB), or, because the context deals with sexual themes, “salacious talk” (NJB). It is built on the adjective “foolish” ([image: ]), which is often combined with other nouns, such as “foolish thief” ([image: ]), “silly tale” ([image: ]), and to “deal foolishly with” ([image: ]). Although dirty talk of a sexual nature is encompassed by this term, it should not be limited to this.

The final term, translated here as “dirty jokes” ([image: ]), is also a hapax legomenon in the NT and LXX. In an article-length study of this term, Pieter van der Horst has pointed out that this term was actually understood by Aristotle as a virtue (Ethica eudemia 3.7.1234a.4–23), a witty way of talking that made for good conversation.12 Nevertheless, he also recognized that there were negative connotations to the term (ibid., 4.8.1128a.14–15). The word itself is derived from a Greek word that means “to turn” ([image: ]) and closely corresponds to our own idiomatic expression, “to turn a phrase.” It was rarely used in a bad sense in ancient literature and commonly had the sense of “wittiness” or “facetiousness.”13 Both of its occurrences in Josephus and its one use in Philo have this positive sense (Josephus, Ant. 12.173, 214; Philo, Embassy 1.361).

Nevertheless, the term could be used in a bad sense as indicating “some kind of inhumane or degrading jesting … often at somebody else’s expense.”14 Paul’s use of the term here is clearly in a negative sense, which has occasioned the use of various adjectives to help convey its meaning: “crude joking” (ESV; HCSB), “coarse jesting” (NASB; NET; NKJV), “coarse joking” (TNIV; NIV), and “vulgar talk” (NRSV). Since the basic idea of the term has to do with a turn of phrase, Eadie may be correct in concluding that it “seems to refer to wit in connection with lewdness—double entendre.”15

There is no indication here that Paul is a prude who is advocating an unreasonable moratorium on all forms of humor. He seems to be saying that humor is like anger—it may be appropriate on certain occasions, but it needs to be carefully controlled because it can easily degenerate into sin.16


As with his first triad of vices, Paul likewise rejects these as “not appropriate,” although here he uses a different word ([image: ]) to express suitability. As with the previous word ([image: ]), this term was also used frequently in Stoicism to refer to lifestyle choices and practices that were deemed consistent with nature. Once again, this is where Paul differs sharply from the Stoics. His concern is that believers order their lives in ways that are consistent with their new identity in Christ as followers of the one true and holy God. Although the world may find a lewd “turn of phrase” humorous and acceptable, it should have no place in the daily talk of God’s people.

5:4c–5  Rather, you should be characterized by thanksgiving, for you know very well that anyone who is sexually immoral, impure, or greedy, who is an idolater, does not have an inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). In sharp contrast to impure, self-centered behavior and filthy talk, Paul claims that Christians should be recognized by their thankfulness to God. This is because they are the beneficiaries of a divine inheritance.

The expression “rather” ([image: ]) marks a major distinction between the six characteristics that Paul wishes his readers to repudiate and the one hallmark feature that should be a part of the life of every believer. The imperative verb in the first exhortation ([image: ]) carries its force down to this third exhortation. “Thanksgiving” ([image: ]) should thus be a characteristic of all believers. At first glance this may seem a rather odd way of summing up the Christian life in contrast to such behaviors as sexual immorality, obscene behavior, and dirty jokes. A word like “purity” or “holiness” ([image: ]) might seem a better fit. Yet Paul understands gratitude to God not only as an appropriate response to the Father for his merciful and free gift of redemption, but also as a fundamental motivating force for aligning one’s life around his purposes and ethical demands.17

As Paul reflects on God’s grace to the Corinthians, he suddenly exclaims, “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!” (2 Cor 9:15). Later on in the present letter Paul appeals to his readers to “give thanks for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to our God and Father” (Eph 5:20; see also Col 3:16–17). He sums it up well to the Colossians when he says, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness” (Col 2:6–7; see also 1 Thess 3:9).

With the conjunction ([image: ]), Paul gives one of the immediate reasons for living life with a heart of thanksgiving. Believers are unlike those still trapped in a lifestyle characterized by sin; the redeemed now have an inheritance in the kingdom. This is something they undoubtedly learned in the teaching they received after their conversion and that Paul has reaffirmed for them in the first part of this letter (esp. in chs. 1–3).

Paul here combines two words for knowing (the second person plural indicative of [image: ] and the present participle of [image: ]). This is an unparalleled construction, perhaps reflecting Paul’s own creativity and rhetorical skill to emphasize the importance of this knowledge through redundancy, “you know this because18 you know that….” Rather than translate the redundancy, it is better to express it with something like, “you know very well that….” Although some have taken the first verb ([image: ]) as imperative (“know this”),19 it is contextually more appropriate to understand it as an indicative (“you already know this”).20 Nowhere else does Paul give a reason for something with the causal conjunction ([image: ]) that he then expresses with an imperative. Nevertheless, the knowledge Paul commends should become an even deeper conviction for his readers that will bring forth ever new expressions of gratitude to God.

Introducing the content of what they know with the conjunction “that” ([image: ]), Paul repeats the triad of vices that he mentioned in 5:3a but here in a personal form (e.g., a sexually immoral person) and not in their abstract form (e.g., sexual immorality). This probably serves to indicate that Paul is now commenting on the identity of these individuals and not referring to believers who lapse into sinful behavior. In other words, for Paul, a Christian is no longer an “impure person” ([image: ]; 5:5b), but a “saint” ([image: ]; 5:3b). Nevertheless, he knows that believers can and do engage in impure behaviors. But the point of this entire passage is that evil attitudes and conduct should be rooted out and eliminated.

In a parenthetic comment, Paul describes the greedy person as an idolater ([image: ]). Some commentators believe that Paul is applying the term “idolater” to all three nouns,21 but the singular of the relative pronoun means that it should be applied only to the final noun, “greedy person.”22 Paul consistently uses the singular neuter relative pronoun and the verb “to be” ([image: ]) with reference to one item in the previous context (e.g., 6:17). Conversely, when he is describing a series of nouns, he will use the plural of the neuter pronoun ([image: ]; see Col 2:17, 22). The fact that he is limiting his reference here to the greedy person is confirmed by Col 3:5, where he uses a singular relative pronoun (in this instance [image: ]) to single out greed as a form of idolatry.

The description of a greedy person as an idolater is not surprising in spite of the fact that Ephesus and its environs abounded with the images of gods and goddesses. Paul was not the first to make this connection; it was common in Judaism. One Jewish writer says, “My children, love of money leads to idolatry, because once they are led astray by money, they designate as gods those who are not gods” (T. Jud. 19:1). Philo of Alexandria sharply criticized the “money lovers” who would “procure gold and silver coins from every side and treasure their hoard like a divine image in a sanctuary, believing it to be a source of blessing and happiness of every kind” (Philo, Spec. Laws 1.23). In fact, Jesus himself personified money with the word “Mammon” and warned, “No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money” (Matt 6:24; see also Luke 16:13). This characterization of greed as idolatry strongly underlines how serious a problem and how grave a sin greed actually is, since “the prohibition of idolatry is so central to biblical religion and that it is the unspeakable sin that alone arouses God’s powerful jealousy.”23

Paul claims that those whose lives are characterized by these vices will not have a share in the kingdom. Paul has already made it clear, however, that believers will have an inheritance with God because they have been sealed by the Spirit (1:13). He, in fact, prays that they will become increasingly aware of their identity as heirs (1:18). This clause (4:5b) does not, then, function as a warning to believers that they should beware of their actions lest they forfeit their inheritance. It has the exact opposite force. Paul wants them to be assured that they are heirs of the eternal kingdom. Because of that, they should now live like kingdom people and serve their loving and merciful God with a heart full of gratitude.

In a unique twist, Paul describes the kingdom as “the kingdom of Christ and God.” The “kingdom of God” was the central theme of the teaching of Jesus in his earthly ministry and held a prominent place in the proclamation of the early church as represented in the book of Acts. It is noteworthy that Acts begins with Jesus explaining the kingdom of God to his disciples after his resurrection (Acts 1:3) and ends with Paul boldly proclaiming the kingdom of God in Rome (28:31). Throughout these passages there is a dual emphasis on the present realization of the kingdom, but also the anticipation of a full manifestation of the kingdom in the future.

When Paul explains the nature of the kingdom to the Corinthians (1 Cor 15:20–28, esp. 24), he suggests that there are two stages. (1) The present reign of Christ, in which he redeems a people for himself and empowers them in their struggle against the supernatural enemies (sin, flesh, the world, the evil spiritual powers, and death). At the end of Christ’s present reign, he will completely and finally defeat the rebellious principalities and powers and present his kingdom to the Father. (2) This act will usher in the future and final manifestation of the kingdom of God, when believers receive their full inheritance (Eph 1:14) and enjoy living in the presence of the Father and the Son.

By coining the expression “the kingdom of Christ and God,” Paul can stress both the present and future aspects of the kingdom.24 He has already shown a tendency to speak of the kingdom of Christ as a way of stressing the present aspect of the kingdom (see Col 1:13). He has spoken elsewhere of certain lifestyles as disqualifying one from participation in the kingdom (1 Cor 6:9–10; 15:50; Gal 5:21).

It would be inappropriate to conclude that the grammar of this passage makes an equation between Christ and God and thus provides an argument for the deity of Christ. Although the passage unites Christ and God under one article ([image: ]), it does not necessarily assert identity. Hoehner rightly observes that “God” ([image: ]) occurs frequently without the article, and Paul sometimes speaks of “the kingdom of God” without using the article before “God” ([image: ]; see 1 Cor 6:9, 10; 15:50; Gal 5:21). Wallace argues that the Granville Sharp rule does not apply to this construction because one of the nouns is a proper name.25


In summary, the flow of thought for 5:3–5 proceeds something like this:

Don’t let these bad traits characterize your lives.

Rather, thanksgiving should characterize your lives,

because you know that bad people will not inherit the kingdom of God.

[implied premise: because you know that saints (3b) will inherit the kingdom
of God (and that is what you are)]

[additional implied premise: therefore, live in accord with your new identity
and thank God for choosing you and redeeming you.]

In the first instance, this passage is not a warning to believers but a reaffirmation of their new identity as a basis for the exhortation to godly living. Neither does the passage enjoin thanksgiving because there will be certain impure people who do not inherit the kingdom. The basis for the thanksgiving lies precisely in the fact that believers will inherit the kingdom. Nevertheless, there is a secondary implication to the passage, as O’Brien rightly observes, “Those who have given themselves over to immorality, impurity, and greed, even if they call themselves Christian, show that they are excluded from eternal life.”26

5:6  Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these the wrath of God is coming upon the sons of disobedience ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Ever aware of the pressing dangers to the health and purity of his Christian communities, Paul warns against those who attempt to justify ungodly behaviors—such as sexual immorality, filthy talk, and a lifestyle of greed—on the basis of theological reasoning.

There is no conjunction that clarifies the nature of the relationship between this exhortation and the previous set of appeals. This should be understood as a new exhortation, but with a conceptual connection to what he has just said. Paul is concerned that influential teachers may surface within the church who will deceive ([image: ]) believers by saying that certain behaviors (which Paul deems impure) should really cause no concern. The language Paul uses here ([image: ]) is reminiscent of his warnings to the Colossians, where he also warns believers of dangerous teaching that is already threatening the church (see Col 2:8, [image: ]).27 Earlier in this letter Paul encourages their growth to maturity as believers so they will not be tossed around like waves on the sea by “every wind of teaching” (4:14).

In contrast to Colossians, there does not seem to be a specific and identifiable group of teachers who are propagating their harmful beliefs and practices. Paul’s approach here appears to be more of an immunization than a prescription. Because there is a demonic “strategy of deception” that is being played out ([image: ]; 4:14; 6:11), it is inevitable that deluded and deluding teachers will surface from within the church and lead believers astray from the purity of the gospel and its ethical demands on their lives. Paul already warned the Ephesian elders of this (Acts 20:28–30). Calvin showed an awareness of this when he wrote:


In all ages, indeed, Satan employs sorcerers like this, who by unholy scoffs run away from God’s judgment, and who lull as if with a charm consciences not grounded in the fear of God. “This is a trivial fault,” they say, “Fornication is a mere game to God. Under the law of grace God is not so cruel. He has not formed us to be our own executioners. The frailty of nature excuses us.” And so on.28



 

Paul supports his warning ([image: ]) against those who justify sexual immorality, various forms of impurity, and greed by stating that people whose lifestyles are characterized by these practices will face God’s certain and stern judgment. The expression “because of these” ([image: ]) does not refer to the “empty words,” but to the vices mentioned in 5:5b.29 Paul spoke earlier about how the unredeemed are dead in their transgressions and sins and face the coming “wrath” ([image: ]) of God (see comments on 2:3). The verb “coming” ([image: ]) is in the present tense, but should be interpreted as a futuristic present. Although God’s wrath is presently being poured out on the rebellious (Rom 1:18–19), there will be a fearful and final outpouring in the future (see 1 Thess 1:10; 5:9) upon the “sons of disobedience” ([image: ]). This expression does not refer to believers in the community, but to the unredeemed (see comment on Eph 2:2, where the same phrase is used).

5:7–8  Therefore, do not be fellow sharers with them, for you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light ([image: ][image: ]). Paul calls these believers to separate themselves from the lifestyles of those who do not know the Lord and disobey his teaching. Followers of Christ now have a new identity, which they are called to reflect in their daily lives.

The inferential conjunction “therefore” ([image: ]) reaches back into the two preceding verses that speak of “the sons of disobedience” and their sinful practices. Paul wants his readers to repudiate the way they live by not having anything to do with these kinds of behaviors. In admonishing them not to be participants ([image: ]) with these people, Paul picks up the unique compound term that he used in a positive way in 3:6 to characterize the close connection and participation of Christians with one another in the community of believers. By using that term, Paul reminds them that they have a new community with whom they are to fellowship and associate. The genitive expression “with them” ([image: ]) is best interpreted as a genitive of association, which is suggested by the preposition ([image: ]) attached to the noun.

Paul does not specify the degree to which he wants believers to dissociate themselves from the ungodly. He clearly does not mean that they should have no contact with sinful, unbelieving people (1 Cor 5:9–10). His principal concern is that believers do not participate with them in their immoral activities.30

The reason ([image: ]) that Paul gives here for rejecting the ungodly lifestyles of their non-Christian friends and neighbors is that believers have an altogether new identity. Paul expresses this with the “once … now” ([image: ]) form of contrast that he has used earlier in the letter (see 2:1–10 and 2:11–22). Paul uses this language to speak of conversion and the decisive change that takes place in a believer. Whereas earlier in his moral exhortation he described this change of identity in terms of the replacement of “the old self” with “the new self” (4:22, 24), here he switches imagery and speaks of it as a change from “darkness” ([image: ]) to “light” ([image: ]).

It is noteworthy that Paul does not say, “you were in darkness” or “you walked in darkness,” but rather “you were ([image: ]) darkness.” Paul intentionally chooses this language to characterize the core of their being in their pre-Christian state. Their plight was much worse than they may have realized. They were not essentially good people who had stumbled or strayed off the path; they were in their very nature “dark.” This takes us back to the way Paul described their condition earlier in the letter as “dead in your transgressions and sins” (2:1) and “not having hope and godless” (2:12).

Darkness is thus another way of describing the pervasive impact of evil. In Romans, Paul can describe this in terms of the presence of sin that has spread to every person much like a terrible disease (e.g., Rom 5:12). Darkness and sin become the characteristic and defining condition of humanity. Darkness is also a sphere in which the unredeemed live. It is an area or domain in which the power, control, and influence of evil is compellingly felt. Paul unpacks this to some degree in Eph 2:2–3, when he speaks of unbelievers living under the control of “the age of this world,” “the ruler of the realm of the air,” and “the lusts of our flesh”—the threefold form of evil influence that has been classically referred to as the world, the flesh, and the devil.

Satan and his spirits hold sway over this dominion.31 Thus, Paul refers to them as “the world powers of this darkness” (6:12). Note how Paul tells the Colossians that redemption means that Christ has “rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves” (Col 1:13; see also Act 26:18).

As a polar contrast to darkness is the sphere of light ([image: ]). This is the sphere of God’s dominion and is characterized by goodness, righteousness, and truth (5:9). John tells us that the understanding of God as light is at the heart of the gospel message: “This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). God can be described this way because of the utter absence of evil in who he is and how he acts.

Darkness and light were images commonly used in all ancient religions. The image is especially prominent in an entire document of the Dead Sea Scrolls that speaks of an impending end-time battle between “the sons of light” (the faithful covenant people of God) and “the sons of darkness” (the devil, his angels, and all of God’s human enemies) (see 1QM 1:1, 8, 11; 13:5, 15–16; 14:17). Some Jewish documents even use this image with reference to conversion to Judaism (Jos. Asen. 8:10; 15:13).

Paul shows frequent indebtedness to the book of Isaiah, however, and light-darkness imagery is prominent there. Isaiah proclaims a future period of God’s intervention using the metaphor of light: “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death, a light has dawned” (Isa 9:2). Similarly, the Lord says through the prophet: “Arise, shine, for your light has come…. See, darkness covers the earth and thick darkness is over the peoples, but the LORD rises upon you and his glory appears over you … the LORD will be your everlasting light” (Isa 60:1–2, 19).

Paul takes up this imagery elsewhere in his writings to describe the nature of the work of Christ in relationship to conversion. He tells the Corinthians, for instance, that “God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ” (2 Cor 4:6; see also 1 Pet 2:9). He affirms to the Thessalonians that they have experienced a decisive change in their identity, which exempts them from the coming wrath. He announces: “You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness” (1 Thess 5:5). Thus, he can call believers to a way of living that is sharply differentiated from the wickedness that characterizes the rule of Beliar and the ways of the world (Rom 13:12; 2 Cor 6:14).

Paul announces to his readers here that because of their redemption, they are now “light” ([image: ]), but he qualifies this with “in the Lord” ([image: ]). It is only by virtue of their union with Christ that this decisive and monumental change of identity has taken place. They are now in a dynamic connection with the one who said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12).

As followers of Jesus who are now “created in the likeness of God” (4:24), Paul calls believers to reflect their true nature in their daily behaviors. They should “walk” ([image: ]) in a way that is consistent with who they are in Christ (see 4:1, 17; 5:2, 15). Once again, the present tense is best interpreted as progressive and thereby indicates that this new lifestyle should be the regular pattern of their lives. Their new status as “children of light” ([image: ]—an expression that occurs in the Qumran literature, see 1QS 1.9–10; 4Q548) contrasts sharply with their former identity as “sons of disobedience” (5:6b). Although their identity has changed, there has not yet been a complete and corresponding change in their conduct. This is the process of growth to maturity that Paul beckons them to engage in.

5:9–10  For the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness, and truth—by discerning what is acceptable to the Lord ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Reflecting one’s new identity in Christ means demonstrating virtuous traits that are characteristic of God himself. The exercise of goodness, righteousness, and truth is pleasing to God, but how to demonstrate these in an appropriate way for each situation needs to be discerned.

The conjunction “for” ([image: ]) connects this clause to the preceding and functions as a parenthetical explanation of what it means to conduct one’s life in accordance with the light. The expression “fruit of the light” ([image: ]) is unique, but “fruit” is an expression that Paul uses to describe the outworking of one’s new life in Christ. In Gal 5:22, he lists a series of virtues that he classifies as the fruit of the Spirit’s presence and work in one’s life. Similarly, he wants to see “the fruit of righteousness” produced in the lives of the Philippians (Phil 1:11). The fact that these three virtues are fruit clarifies that they are by-products of being Christians and not a set of prerequisites for finding acceptance with God.

The adjective “all” ([image: ]) carries its force to each of the three virtues mentioned in this list. Nowhere else in the Bible do we find this precise list of three, but Micah 6:8 comes closest, where the prophet says, “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” A similar triad appears in the community charter of Qumran, where the members of this group are implored to seek God with all their heart and soul and “to do what is good and just in his presence,” “to keep oneself at a distance from all evil,” and “to bring about truth, justice, and uprightness on earth” (1QS 1.1–6).

“Goodness” ([image: ]) is a trait that the Spirit endeavors to produce in the life of every believer (Gal 5:22). This is because God himself is good—all of the time—to his people. The psalmist exhorts the people of God, “Give thanks to the LORD, for he is good ([image: ]); his love endures forever” (118:1, 29 [117:1, 29]; see also Ps 73:1 [72:1]).

“Righteousness” ([image: ]) is an attribute of God that Paul has already mentioned as a characteristic of the new self (4:24; see comments). This attribute sets God apart from all other gods: “And there is no God apart from me, a righteous God and a Savior; there is none but me” (Isa 45:21). He is “the Rock, his works are perfect, and all his ways are just. A faithful God who does no wrong ([image: ]), upright and just ([image: ]) is he” (Deut 32:4). In fact, he does not rest in his righteousness, but promises to uphold his people with his “righteous ([image: ]) right hand” (Isa 41:10). One of the eschatological objectives of God is for all of his people to be righteous (Isa 60:21). Thus, Paul understands the believer’s growth to maturity as entailing a progressive transformation from unrighteous behavior to righteous conduct (Rom 6:13).

“Truth” ([image: ]) is an additional attribute of God that should characterize the speech and lifestyle of every believer. This understanding of God was an essential part of the monotheistic confession and commitment of the people of Israel. They worshiped the one living and true God (see Jer 10:10; 1 Thess 1:9; Philo, Alleg.
Interp. 3.177, 181; Cherubim 1.27). Consequently, God expects his new covenant people to live in accordance with truth and display it in their lives because they were created like God in truth (4:24).

How these traits are to be lived out in the specific pressures and circumstances of everyday life is Paul’s next concern. He uses a present participle of means, “by discerning” ([image: ]), dependent on the main verb “walk,” to convey part of the process of understanding how to live in an appropriate, God-oriented way in every situation. The verb has the dual idea of “testing” and “approving” and was applied to a wide variety of situations. Silver or gold, for instance, could be tested in a crucible and then approved as pure (e.g., Prov 17:3; 27:21). Paul told the Romans that the renewal of their minds would enable them to “test and approve what God’s will is” (Rom 12:2). Here it has a similar idea of testing and approving, but probably more in terms of practical wisdom. The readers already know that the exercise of goodness, righteousness, and truth are the will of God and are pleasing to him. What they do not know is what that may look like in such things as their family relationships and how they treat members of the extended household, in the way they conduct themselves at work, and in how they choose to navigate living in a society where pagan religion is all pervasive.

The principal criterion for them is to discern and live in a way that is “acceptable” ([image: ]) to the Lord. Paul told the Corinthians, “we make it our goal to please ([image: ]) him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it” (2 Cor 5:9). This is also the kind of sacrifice that Paul wants believers to make when they offer themselves up to the Lord for his service (Rom 12:2). Because of the rich array of blessings that God has showered on his people (1:3–14), there should be a strong motivation for believers to identify what would please him in every situation in how they live their daily lives.

5:11  Do not have fellowship with the unfruitful works of the darkness; rather, expose them ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Christians have a twofold duty as responsible members of the community. They are not to participate in evil behaviors, but they are also to help their brothers and sisters who continue to engage in these behaviors by exposing their sin so that they may ultimately be helped and restored by the risen Christ.


The conjunction ([image: ]) connects this imperative with the similar and parallel admonition in 5:7: “do not be fellow sharers ([image: ]) with them.” This correspondence is heightened by the fact that Paul uses another compound with the preposition ([image: ]). The verb that Paul uses here, “have fellowship with” ([image: ]), occurs in one other place in Paul (Phil 4:14), but is built on one of his favorite words for social relationships and partnerships ([image: ]/[image: ]). The warning here is not to avoid relationships with unbelievers (as in 2 Cor 6:14), but to avoid participating in the kinds of behaviors they do that are not pleasing to God. It is similar to what Paul tells Timothy when he says, “do not share ([image: ]) in the sins of others” (1 Tim 5:22).

“Unfruitful works” ([image: ]) provides a sharp contrast with “the fruit of the light” ([image: ]) in 5:9 and with “the fruit of the Spirit” in Gal 5:22. These deeds are further defined as works of “darkness” ([image: ]), a metaphor Paul has already used twice to characterize their pre-Christian identity (4:18; 5:8). Paul uses the same metaphor to deliver a similar appeal to the Romans: “The night is nearly over; the day is almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light” (Rom 13:12). These works of darkness should be understood in a broad way of any kind of behavior that is displeasing to God. This would especially include the evil activities mentioned earlier, such as sexual immorality, greed, and filthy talk of various sorts (Eph 5:3–5).

Because of the subsequent reference to shameful deeds done in secrecy (5:12), there may be an emphasis on sexual sins, which would have been carried out in privacy and darkness. There could also be a reference here to some of the readers’ ongoing participation in the dark and secret arts of magic. The first wave of believers in Ephesus demonstrated the difficulty of giving these up shortly after their conversion. It was only after great conviction came upon them after the extraordinary incident involving Sceva and his sons that they confessed their evil deeds and burned their magical books (see Acts 19:13–20).

In the next clause, which stands at the head of the next section (5:11b–14), Paul advises a particular course of action to follow when one encounters a fellow believer participating in evil behavior. The actions of the erring brother or sister should be “exposed” ([image: ]). The purpose of bringing the inappropriate conduct to light is not punitive but restorative, as the following lines will show. The verb is probably best translated as “expose” here since this is the function of light when it penetrates darkness (see also John 3:19–20), but the term was also commonly used with the sense of “rebuke” and “convict.” In this context, the purpose of the exposure is to bring conviction and correction.

One of the difficult issues facing the interpreter in this passage (5:11b–14) is whether Christians are called to expose the evil deeds of fellow Christians or whether this kind of aggressive action should be directed to non-Christians in the surrounding community. Although a substantial number of interpreters have argued for the non-Christian interpretation,32 the evidence seems to point strongly in favor of this activity taking place within the Christian community.33 Several reasons support this interpretation. (1) The overall flow of this context is moral exhortation to believers. Paul is appealing to believers to live in ways that please God and are consistent with their new identity in Christ. This entails repudiating a lifestyle taken up with sexual immorality (5:3, 5), greed (5:3), filthy talk (5:4), and shameful behaviors (5:4).

(2) Paul uses the main imperative of this section ([image: ]) on a number of occasions to specify the appropriate response to sinning members of the community (see 1 Tim 5:20; 2 Tim 4:2; Titus 1:9, 13). In fact, this was what Jesus himself prescribed when a brother sins against another: “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault ([image: ]), just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over” (Matt 18:15). Paul describes the process in more detail to the Galatians where he advises gentleness: “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted” (Gal 6:1). This practice was taken up by the second-century church in dealing with sinful members of the community as illustrated in the Didache: “Furthermore, correct one another ([image: ]), not in anger but in peace, as you find in the Gospel” (Did. 15:3).

(3) Seeing the focus of the passage as directed to exposing sin in the community of believers also makes better sense of the various elements of the subsequent context (5:12–14). These statements and exhortations are not laying out an evangelistic goal, but the goal of helping fellow believers grow to maturity in Christ (see comments below on each of the lines).

5:12–14a  For the things done in secret by them are shameful even to talk about. But everything exposed by the light is made visible, for light makes everything visible ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). As believers grow in Christ, the process of renewal and taking off the old self involves eliminating lifestyles and behaviors that were typical of their pre-Christian lives but are shameful and inappropriate for their new life in Christ. Paul calls believers to help the less mature members of the community by exposing their evil deeds to the light so they can reflect their new and true nature as children of light.

“The things done in secret” ([image: ]) is another way of referring to “the unfruitful works of the darkness” (5:11a). They are the opposite of deeds carried out in the light (or day) as Paul notes to the Romans: “Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy” (Rom 13:13). This clause makes it unlikely that Paul is appealing to believers to expose the evil deeds of unbelievers. They would not feel the need to be secret about their activities since they operate by a different moral standard than the Christian community (see 4:19). “By them” ([image: ]) thus refers to Christians who are secretly engaging in immoral behavior.

Because they are now “light,” such behavior is “shameful” ([image: ]). In fact, Paul finds it distasteful even to mention the details of what they continue to do under the cloak of darkness. Although the word “shameful” is not common in the LXX, it is common in Graeco-Roman moral exhortation. This is not surprising given the integral role that honor and shame played in the ethics of first-century cultural life, especially in a Roman context. The pagan moralists often categorized behavior under “good and bad” ([image: ]) and “excellent and shameful” ([image: ]) (see, e.g., Epictetus, Diatr. 2.2.14; 2.17.2; 2.24.19). The first-century Jewish writer Philo took up many of the same distinctions and could categorize “shameful” ([image: ]) as the opposite of virtue ([image: ]) (see Philo, Creation 1.73, 153). He could also speak of “shameful things” as the kind of activities Greeks performed in their festive assemblies (Cherubim 1.91).

Because Paul does not want to discuss in any detail what these shameful activities are that immature Christians are doing in the darkness of night, we can only speculate. We can be certain that some were engaging in various forms of sexual immorality since this was the first concern that Paul mentions in this section (5:3a) and was a common problem for most new Christians coming from a Gentile background (see 1 Thess 4:3–8). In the following passage he will admonish the readers to refrain from drunkenness (Eph 5:18). This may be only the tip of the iceberg of the kinds of behaviors that Paul is concerned about. Because many of the readers have come from a background of practicing magic, the occultic arts are probably also among the practices Paul wants exposed and eliminated from their lives. In fact, the English word “occult” comes from the Latin word for “secret.” The Vulgate translation of 5:12a, “the things done in secret” is in occulto. Magical practices were not done openly, but were kept secret.

In the next clause, Paul explains the purpose of the exposure. These secret practices that Christians should not engage in are made visible ([image: ]) by the light. The prepositional phrase “by the light” ([image: ]) goes with the main verb and thus stands in an emphatic position. The final clause explains the function of the light: the “light makes everything visible.”

These two clauses have created a great deal of confusion for interpreters. Some have taken the voice of the participle in the last clause ([image: ]) to be passive and contend that it should be understood, “everything that is visible is light” (see, e.g., TNIV; NRSV; ESV).34 The flow of the context, however, suggests that the participle should be interpreted as middle, thus giving an active sense to the verb and throwing an emphasis on the subject, the light.35 This view was adopted long ago by the translators of the Geneva Bible (“for it is light that maketh all things manifest”) and is now seen in the NLT (“for the light makes everything visible”; cf. also HCSB).

Some would object that we should expect the second occurrence of the verb could not be middle since the first was passive and there should be consistency. The shift in voice, however, is not a problem if there is a reason for the change. The emphasis on the role of light as the medium for exposing the unfruitful deeds of darkness is precisely that reason. Because of their new nature as “light” ([image: ]), believers have a responsibility not only to live in accordance with their new identity, but also to help their fellow believers deal with the dark and sinful tendencies in their lives. Exposing these dark practices and behaviors is the first step in helping fellow members of the community grow to maturity in Christ.

The alternative view, which understands the verb as passive, leads many interpreters to see an evangelistic thrust here. Thus, the TNIV translates, “everything that is illuminated becomes a light.” Yoder Neufeld speaks of “evangelistic exposing,”36 and John Stott refers to this as the “positive evangelistic power” of “the light of one soul making another light.”37 One of the difficulties of this view is that Paul uses the verb “is” ([image: ]) and not “become” ([image: ]), which makes it difficult to see transformation (i.e., conversion) as the idea here. It should also be observed that many non-Christians whose deeds are exposed as evil will not have a positive response and become “light” but will persist in their evil deeds. This would blunt the force of the “everything” ([image: ]) at the beginning of the clause, to the point of making it almost meaningless.

It is thus best to see this clause as an explanation of how more mature believers in the community can respond to other believers who persist in patterns of sinful behavior. This clause also provides a fitting transition to the hymn citation that follows, which represents a strong appeal to Christians stuck in a rut of sin.

5:14b-c  Therefore it says: “Get up, O sleeper! Rise from the dead! And Christ will shine upon you!” ([image: ][image: ]). Paul concludes this section with a strong and urgent admonition to all believers continuing to participate in a lifestyle of sinful behaviors. Citing three lines from an early Christian hymn (or some other form of liturgy), Paul implores them to leave the quagmire of dark and disobedient conduct. He reassures them that Christ will be present with them to help with his strength and direction.

This citation is introduced with the same formula ([image: ]) that Paul used earlier to introduce his quotation of Psalm 68:18. This would naturally lead us to assume that he is once again citing an OT passage, but the content of the citation does not match any known OT text. There are elements of the wording of the citation, however, that can be seen in two passages from the LXX of Isaiah: “The dead shall rise ([image: ]) and those in the tombs shall be resurrected ([image: ])” (Isa 26:19), and “Be enlightened! Be enlightened! O Jerusalem. For your light ([image: ]) has come and the glory of the Lord is risen ([image: ]) upon you. Behold, gloom and darkness will cover the land over the Gentiles. But the Lord will shine ([image: ]) upon you and his glory will be seen upon you” (Isa 60:1–2; pers. trans.). The best interpretation is that Paul is here citing an early Christian hymn, which in turn had been deeply influenced by a christological interpretation of the two passages from Isaiah.38 The fact that Paul is citing a hymn from the worship of the early church is the consensus view and has had a long history in the interpretation of this passage.

An issue frequently discussed among scholars is the original life setting of the hymn in the worship of the church. Many have thought it was a hymn that was composed for the occasion of baptism;39 E. Best describes it as a “spiritual hymn” (5:19) spoken by a Spirit-inspired prophet;40 H. Hoehner regards it simply as a hymn of repentance and encouragement;41 and a number of interpreters influenced by the old “history of religions” school of interpretation speculated that it was originally a Gnostic hymn that spoke of the soul awakening from the sleep of darkness by a spark from the world of light.42 The prehistory of the use of this hymn in the early church is a matter of sheer speculation and is not relevant to our concerns here. How Paul is using it to support his appeal to believers to “walk as children of light” (5:8c) should be our principal focus.

The person addressed in this summons is “the sleeper” ([image: ]). The only other place where Paul uses this verb for “sleep” in a metaphorical way is in 1 Thess 5:6–7, 10, where the verb appears four times. In that passage Paul calls on believers to differentiate themselves from unbelievers in their conduct. Similar to this passage, Paul roots the basis for this change in their new identity in Christ; that is, they are “sons of the light and sons of the day” (5:5). He therefore admonishes them, “So then let us not sleep ([image: ]) as others do, but let us be alert and sober” (5:6 NASB).

The verb translated here as “get up” ([image: ]) is the common word used in connection with waking someone from their sleep (see Prov 6:22; Mark 4:27, 38; Sir 22:9). Here it would have the same idea as the verbs in 1 Thess 5:6, that is, rousing a fellow believer to vigilance ([image: ]) and sobriety ([image: ]). They are words that speak of life on the path of discipleship in contrast to a life oriented to worldly pursuits and the deeds of the flesh.

It is entirely possible that this clause echoes the teaching of Jesus to his three trusted disciples when he called on them to watch and pray in the Garden of Gethsemane while he went to pray (Matt 26:36–46). After instructing them to “keep watch” ([image: ]; Matt 26:38), Jesus returns on three different occasions to find them fast asleep. After returning the first time to find them asleep, Jesus said, “Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the body is weak” (Matt 26:41). On the surface this passage refers to the temptation the disciples would face in falling asleep when their eyes were heavy during a time that they should be supporting Jesus in his moment of trial. But there is a deeper meaning here about the path of discipleship. M. Wilkins notes, “Spiritual disciplines of watching and praying enable the spiritual heart to direct all aspects of a person’s human nature so that the entire person is obedient to God’s will.”43

The second line of the hymn contains a parallel exhortation to the first. “Rise from the dead” ([image: ]) recalls the readers’ former status as “dead ([image: ]) in your transgressions and sins” (2:1). Because of their participation in Christ’s death and resurrection, however, believers have already been made alive (2:5–6; see also Col 2:13). Nevertheless, the powers that formerly enslaved them—the age of this world, the ruler of the realm of the air, and the lusts of the flesh (Eph 2:2–3)—continue to operate and attempt to pull believers into a functional state of being dead. As in Romans, Paul is here calling believers to consider themselves as dead to the power of sin (the world, the flesh, and the devil), but alive to God in Christ Jesus (Rom 6:11).

Paul’s appeal here to the Ephesians is therefore equivalent to what he urges the Roman Christians to do: “Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness” (Rom 6:13). Believers have died to the compelling influence of the law (Rom 7:6; Gal 2:19), to sin (Rom 6:2), and to evil spirits (Col 2:20) because they have participated in Christ’s death (Rom 6:4). Because they have also participated in Christ’s resurrection, they can now live in newness of life (Rom 6:4; Col 2:12).

Paul’s heart in making this two-line appeal on the basis of a hymn that the readers were probably already familiar with is that those who persist in patterns of sinful behavior will change—that they will gain a greater realization of their new identity in Christ, that they will recognize how their current lifestyle choices are at total variance with this new identity, and that they will take the appropriate steps to leave these dark, sinful, and disobedient behaviors behind.

If they do so, Paul promises that the resurrected and ascended Christ “will shine upon” ([image: ]) them. The verb Paul uses here is rare, appearing only here in the NT (and only in few other ancient texts), which may point to the fact that it comes from traditional material. Two of its three appearances in the LXX, all in Job, are used of the shining of the sun or the moon (Job 25:5; 31:26). Conceptually, the promise probably reflects the messianic prophecy of Isaiah 9:2: “The people walking in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned (LXX: “light will shine”; [image: ]; 9:1).” During his earthly ministry, Jesus announced, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12). Jesus thus bestows on his disciples not only new life, but light for the journey as his disciples (see John 11:10).

The psalmist uses the metaphor of light in this sense when he says, “Send forth your light and your truth, let them guide me; let them bring me to your holy mountain, to the place where you dwell” (Ps 43:3 [42:3]). There may even be an echo of the exodus in this passage. After God redeemed his people from their bondage in Egypt, he led them by shining his light on them at night in a pillar of fire: “By day the LORD went ahead of them in a pillar of cloud to guide them on their way and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light, so that they could travel by day or night” (Exod 13:21). The light of the Messiah that shines on believers is perhaps best understood to be the empowering presence of the Lord that directs, encourages, sustains, and helps them in their journey of discipleship. It may well be another way of referring to the presence of the Holy Spirit, who is grieved when believers sin (4:30) but powerfully enables them when they are willing to turn from sin and pursue a life of holiness.


Theology in Application
 

As in the previous section, Paul here delivers a series of moral exhortations explaining that they are necessary entailments of their new identity in Christ. Here, however, he uses the dualistic imagery of “darkness” and “light” to characterize the extreme differences between the two ways of living. Paul not only uses the image of light to signify distinctively Christian virtues that are good, true, and righteous, but he also uses the imagery in a more active way by applying light’s function of exposing the darkness to the believer’s responsibility to expose sinful practices within the community. The heart of the teaching of this passage can be summarized in four ways.

A Concerted Effort

Believers must make a concerted effort to eliminate every form of sexual immorality from their lives, to develop a proper attitude toward money that involves curbing the appetite to acquire more and more, and to clean up all forms of crude, sexual humor from their daily talk. These are the three key areas of moral development that Paul focuses on in this section of the letter. They are relevant to Gentiles coming to Christ from anywhere in the Roman world. One does not need to read long in the Roman writers of that era (e.g., Suetonius’s biographies of the twelve Caesars from Julius Caesar to Domitian) to see how these were lifestyle problems in every strata of ancient society. Each of these three areas receives attention elsewhere in the NT as well as in the OT and Jewish literature.

I am writing this in a city that is less than thirty miles away from Hollywood, California. I cannot think of three exhortations that could be given to the contemporary church of southern California (and perhaps the entirety of the USA and beyond) that could possibly be more relevant than these. The influence of the media—from movies to sitcoms to talk shows—has profoundly impacted the practices of believers in each of these areas.

Developing New Lifestyles

Our new identity in Christ demands that we renounce these practices and develop lifestyles that are consistent with who we now are in the Lord. In this passage, Paul characterizes believers as “light.” He uses this same imagery elsewhere in his writings to describe the new identity of believers. For example, he appeals to the Corinthians not to be yoked together with unbelievers, for “what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?” (2 Cor 6:14). And just as he tells the Thessalonians, “you are sons of light” (1 Thess 5:5), he affirms the same truth to the readers of Ephesians (Eph 5:8). Peter, too, understood conversion as God calling believers out of darkness “into his wonderful light” (1 Pet 2:9).

John’s gospel and his first letter are filled with light imagery. Because God is perfectly holy, John can declare: “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). Because he is God in the flesh, Jesus shares this attribute with the Father. Therefore, he declares of himself, “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12; 9:5). Since believers are called to become like their Father in heaven, John therefore appeals to his readers by saying, “but if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin” (1 John 1:7).

Believers are no longer to regard themselves as dark and depraved people, but as possessors of an entirely new nature. They are light. This new identity is predicated on their union with the Lord Jesus Christ; that is, “you are light in the Lord” (5:8). Here and throughout the letter, Paul knows the crucial connection between how believers think about themselves and how they behave. But this new identity is not a rhetorical fiction. They really have become new people in the core of their identity. They now need to actualize who they really are in Christ.

Paul thus urges them to behave in accordance with their nature, that is, to “walk as children of light” (5:8). The kind of behavior that characterized their lives as nonbelievers is “not appropriate” (5:4), so they must adopt lifestyle patterns that are “fitting for saints” (5:3). This will involve not only getting rid of the sexual immorality, greed, and inappropriate humor, but appropriating “goodness, righteousness, and truth” into every area of their lives (5:9). God’s tremendous gift of this new identity (light and saints) should drive them to a regular, heartfelt attitude of thanksgiving to the Lord.

In but Not of the World

Although Christians are not called to isolate themselves from the world, they are called to live differently than their non-Christian friends and acquaintances. Throughout this letter, Paul never advocates an escapism, but he repeatedly commends a countercultural lifestyle. Christians need to be with non-Christians (especially for the sake of the mission), but they simply cannot live like them, especially when it comes to matters such as sexual standards, attitudes toward money, and the way non-Christians joke, tell stories, and engage in verbal innuendo. Paul warns these believers, “do not be fellow sharers with them” (5:7). This kind of behavior is inconsistent with their new identity as light.

Paul also warns that there are some believers who will attempt to justify their inappropriate behavior and seek to persuade fellow Christians to join in with them. This is likely what stands behind Paul’s admonition, “Let no one deceive you with empty words” (5:6).

Unfortunately, the moral practices of Christians today sometimes tend to mirror the inappropriate behaviors of the prevailing non-Christian culture. While it is important for Christians to identify with unbelievers as a means of reaching them with the good news of redemption in Christ, we need to be cautious of allowing their impure practices to influence our own behavior. God calls us to be different from the world. This inevitably means that we will sometimes make unbelievers feel uncomfortable because we decline to join them in their practices. Yet God specifically and directly calls us to the higher standard of living our lives in ways that reflect his purity and holiness.

Helping Fellow Believers

We are responsible for helping fellow believers get rid of sinful and inappropriate practices. At the end of the passage (5:11–14), Paul enjoins the members of the community to “expose” the sinful practices of erring believers (see comments for the arguments supporting my interpretation of this section). An additional function of light is to illuminate darkness. Paul here applies it to admonishing fellow believers who are slipping into sinful patterns of behavior.

Paul frequently encourages believers to “reprove” ([image: ]; e.g., 2 Tim 4:2; Titus 1:9, 13; 2:15) or to admonish ([image: ]; Acts 20:31; Rom 15:14; Col 1:28; 3:16; 1 Thess 5:12, 14; 2 Thess 3:15) those believers who are sinning. This is something Paul himself practiced with his churches that serves as an instructive example. He told the Corinthians, “I am not writing this to shame you, but to warn you, as my dear children” (1 Cor 4:14). He further models this principle to the Corinthians when he exposes a situation of sexual immorality in which a Christian man at Corinth was having sexual relations with his stepmother (5:1–13).

This kind of public exposure of sin should not come, however, until a process of private exposure and admonishment has taken place. Thus, Paul tells Timothy, “As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the rest may stand in fear” (1 Tim 5:20 ESV). No doubt, Paul is following the teaching of Jesus in taking this approach: “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses’ ” (Matt 18:15–16).

Popular evangelical culture is often rather “hands off” these days when it comes to admonishing fellow believers regarding sinful practices. This is possibly less so when it comes to sexual sin, but it is certainly the case when it comes to matters such as confronting an avaricious lifestyle or speaking to fellow believers who have a tendency to tell off-color jokes or inappropriate stories. There are a variety of reasons for this. For some, there may be a hesitancy because they are aware of sinful patterns in their own life that need to be changed before they admonish a brother or a sister. For them, the teaching of Jesus about removing first the plank in their own eye applies (Matt 7:5; Luke 6:42).

Others may fear some form of reprisal or push back from the person they confront. This may be a legitimate fear, especially if the person is immature in the faith. The book of Proverbs speaks of reprisals from “the wicked” if one confronts them: “Whoever corrects a mocker invites insult; whoever rebukes a wicked man incurs abuse” (Prov 9:7; see also 9:8; 15:12). Nevertheless, Proverbs commends rebuke as wisdom because of the positive impact it will have on the person who is willing to hear it: “He who rebukes a man will in the end gain more favor than he who has a flattering tongue” (Prov 28:23).

Still other Christians may never take the risk to speak to someone about their sin because they are convinced that it is a form of “judging,” and Jesus warns against that (Matt 7:1; Luke 6:37). Yet the kind of judgment Jesus speaks of here relates more to an absolute judgment of their fate before God; otherwise, Jesus’ instructions to reprove one’s sinning brother (Matt 18:15–16) would be inconsistent and nonsensical when compared to his earlier teaching.

The point here is that God has placed believers into a community, and he wants them to feel a certain level of responsibility toward their fellow brothers and sisters. Every believer needs to come to an inner conviction that he or she will talk to an erring friend if they fall into a pattern of sinful behavior. Of course, this needs to be done with a great deal of wisdom and the right kind of sensitivity. This is precisely how Paul advises the Galatians when he says, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted” (Gal 6:1).

The good news for the erring believer is that if he or she responds to the rebuke, they will receive grace and strength from the Lord. The third line of the hymnic citation promises, “and Christ will shine upon you!” (5:14).
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CHAPTER 13
Ephesians 5:15–21
 


Literary Context
 

In this section, Paul continues to express his deep concern about the lifestyles of his readers. This is now the sixth occurrence of the verb “walk” ([image: ]) in the second half of the letter—clearly his favorite term for expressing moral exhortation in Ephesians (see 4:1, 17 [2x]; 5:2, 8).

The introductory inferential conjunction ([image: ]) connects this passage not only to the previous passage, but also to the central idea informing the second half of the letter that the readers now possess a new identity in Christ and they are called to live in accordance with this new identity. They have been called into a relationship with Christ (4:1–6), received a special gifting from the resurrected Christ (4:7–16), have been taught the truth in Christ (4:20–21), have put on the new self (4:24), and have become light in the Lord (5:8). In view of this amazing array of profound blessings, they are obligated to give careful attention to how they live (5:15).

Paul shifts from the metaphor of light (5:8–14) to the themes of wisdom and the Spirit. He presents these as two complementary and essential features of the Christian life that believers need if they are to conduct their lives in ways that are pleasing to God. Paul’s exhortation in this text gives further expression to his prayer in 1:17 that the Father will provide them with the Spirit, who will impart wisdom to them.

Throughout the letter, Paul frequently refers to the ministry of the Holy Spirit in their lives (1:3, 13, 14, 17; 2:18, 22; 3:16; 4:30; 6:17–18). In the previous chapter he spoke of how the Spirit is involved in the process of renewing the minds of each believer (4:23). Now he gives some insight as to how believers can receive the Spirit’s work in full measure.

In a continuation of his language related to the temple, Paul speaks of believers “be[ing] filled” with the Spirit. He associates this infilling with the corporate community of believers coming together for worship. As they sing, worship, and give thanks, God responds with his empowering touch. But Paul also asserts that an attitude of humility in service to one’s brothers and sisters in the body is essential within the community to prevent any obstruction to the Spirit’s coming in power.

The language of this passage continues the sharp contrast between the lifestyles that should characterize the lives of Christians compared to those of non-Christians. Whereas the previous passage represented the contrast as light to darkness, this passage stresses a comparison between the wise and the foolish—reminiscent of the book of Proverbs (see Prov 10:1, 14; 14:1, 3; 15:20; 21:20; 29:9).

The themes of this passage bear striking similarities to the themes and wording of Col 3:16–17 and 4:5. This should be interpreted not as some form of literary dependence, but as an author who shares similar concerns and similar solutions to different readers.

This passage lays the foundation for the household code that follows (5:21–6:9), both grammatically and conceptually. In terms of grammar, the first line of the household code, instructing wives to submit to their husbands (5:22), infers the verb from the last line of 5:21. Conceptually, the household code provides a further specification of what it looks like for believers to walk wisely in their primary relationships of day-to-day life. Furthermore, having rightly ordered relationships according to God’s design for the household is indispensible for the Spirit to do his full and complete work.


 XI. Living Out the New Identity in the Community of Believers (4:25–5:2)


XII. Living as People of the Light (5:3–14)


A. What Is Not Appropriate and What Is Appropriate for the Lifestyles of Christians (5:3–5)


B. Watching Out for Arguments That Justify Sinful Behavior (5:6)


C. What It Means to Live as People of the Light (5:7–11a)


D. Exposing the Sins of Fellow Believers (5:11b–14)


[image: ]XIII. Living in Wisdom and the Spirit (5:15–21)


A. Living in Wisdom (5:15–17)


B. Being Filled with the Spirit (5:18–21)


XIV. Instructions for Husbands and Wives (5:22–33)


A. Submission and Headship (5:22–24)


B. An Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:25–27)


C. Reiteration of the Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:28–32)


D. Conclusion (5:33)


 XV. Instructions to Other Members of the Household (6:1–9)




 


Main Idea
 

Both wisdom and the Spirit are essential for knowing the will of the Lord and living the Christian life. God imparts his Spirit to believers in greater measure through their gathering as a community to worship him.


Translation
 


[image: ]


 


Structure
 

The conjunction ([image: ]) provides the transition to a new section in the development of the moral exhortation that extends well beyond 5:21 to the conclusion of the household code in 6:9. The household code (5:22–6:9) is closely tied to the latter part of this passage and represents a development of “be filled with the Spirit … by submitting” (5:18, 21).

The exhortations of this section are expressed with a series of five present imperatives and six present participles, all of which state the means by which the action of the imperatives should be fulfilled. The first exhortation (5:15) serves as a warning to the readers to give attention to their moral conduct and lifestyle. It is followed by the first of three contrasts ([image: ]) that give first a negative and then a positive exhortation. The verbal idea “how you walk,” serving as the content of the warning to “watch carefully,” is modified by a present participle expressing the means by which the action should be accomplished.

The phrase “because of this” ([image: ]; 5:17) draws out an inference based on 5:15–16 and the central exhortation, “give attention to walk wisely.” Paul develops it with the second contrastive ([image: ]) set of sentences, here containing a negative command (“don’t!”) and a positive command. The core of the summons is to avoid foolishness by knowing the will of the Lord. These two imperatives serve as a bridge and are both semantically dependent on the acquisition of divine wisdom and the divine Spirit.

The final two imperatives of this section (5:18a, c) are also expressed as contrastive exhortations ([image: ]). The second, positive exhortation, “be filled with the Spirit,” is followed by a series of five present participles that explain how the action of the verb should be fulfilled.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]XIII. Living in Wisdom and the Spirit (5:15–21)


A. Living in Wisdom (5:15–17)


1. Becoming wise (5:15)


2. Making most of the time (5:16)


3. Discerning the will of the Lord (5:17)


B. Being Filled with the Spirit (5:18–21)


1. Avoiding drunkenness (5:18a-b)


2. How to be filled with the Spirit (5:18c–21)


a. By worshiping with the people of God (5:19a–20)


b. By self-denial and humble service (5:21)






Explanation of the Text
 

5:15a  Therefore, watch carefully how you walk ([image: ]). Paul begins this new section of exhortations by appealing to his readers to give careful attention to how they conduct their day-to-day lives. He is eager for the transformation process to continue in their lives so that they will reflect their new nature in Christ.

The conjunction “therefore” ([image: ]) does more than simply introduce a new section.1 It links the present set of exhortations to the immediately preceding paragraph, where Paul has warned against the dangers of a lack of moral vigilance. “Watch carefully” contrasts sharply with the state of believers who are “sleeping” and need to “get up” (5:14). It may also reach further back to the many ways that Paul has sought to establish their new identity in Christ as the basis for their Christian conduct. Just a few lines earlier he exhorted them to “walk as children of light” (5:8).

There is some dispute as to whether the adverb should modify the first or second verb; that is, should believers “watch carefully” or “walk carefully”? This problem is not simply an interpretational difference, but a different word order in the manuscript tradition ([image: ] versus [image: ]). The second reading, “walk carefully,” is supported by most of the Byzantine and Western witnesses and is reflected in the KJV, NKJV, the Vulgate, and Douay-Rheims. The first reading has the support of the Alexandrian witnesses (including [image: ]46, [image: ], and B) and is followed by all other English translations.

Hoehner prefers the second reading (“walk carefully”) on internal grounds, arguing that nowhere else in the NT is “watch” ([image: ]) ever modified by an adverb.2 Yet a similar observation can be made for the imperative “walk” ([image: ]), which is never modified by an adverb in the NT. It is not unreasonable to think of Paul modifying “walk” with the adverb “carefully,” especially since similar expressions appear in early Christian literature (e.g., “pay careful attention” [[image: ]]; Barn. 7:4). This latter interpretation better fits the immediate context, where Paul is urging his readers to give careful attention to their conduct so that they are not lulled into a moral complacency defined by the surrounding Gentile culture.

The imperative “watch” ([image: ]) appears repeatedly in Jesus’ Olivet Discourse, where he prepares his followers for a life of discipleship in the context of the difficulties of the last days (Matt 24:4; Mark 13:5, 9, 23, 33; Luke 21:8). This provides a point of connection with Paul’s admonition, which he sets in the context of “evil days” (5:16b). The adverb “carefully” ([image: ]) strongly underlines the importance of engaging in intentional and focused moral introspection. It compares to the kind of care a judge would take in investigating a case (Deut 19:18).

5:15b-c  Not as unwise but as wise ([image: ]). The conduct of all believers should be characterized by wisdom. This is consistent with Paul’s prayer for his readers that God will impart wisdom to them through the Spirit (1:17).

It is important, however, to distinguish culturally defined wisdom from God’s wisdom. Paul repudiates a wisdom that is “worldly” ([image: ]; 2 Cor 1:12) and “of this world” ([image: ]; 1 Cor 3:19). Such wisdom is “foolishness in God’s sight.” God promises to “destroy the wisdom of the wise” (1 Cor 1:19, citing Isa 29:14). It was precisely this kind of “wisdom” that led the rulers of this world to crucify the Lord (1 Cor 2:6–8). By contrast, there is a wisdom from God that guides his people to order their lives and conduct themselves in ways that please him.

In commending this wisdom, Paul draws on the understanding of wisdom reflected in the OT, particularly in the book of Proverbs as well as Job, Ecclesiastes, and some of the psalms. This practical guidance on day-to-day life was appropriated and elaborated on in Judaism leading up to the time of Paul and can be seen in texts like Baruch, Sirach, Wisdom, Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, and many passages in the Qumran and apocalyptic literature. Foundational to this proper understanding of wisdom is a recognition of the one true God and a humble submission to his revealed will, especially as seen in the Scriptures (Ps 111:10 [110:10]; Prov 1:7; Jer 8:9). Much of the moral exhortation that Paul has already given—from sexual ethics to controlling the passions—is a significant part of the Jewish wisdom literature. The precise contrast here between “unwise” and “wise” is reminiscent of the Jewish “two ways” tradition (1QS 3–4; T. Ash. 1:3–5; Matt 7:13–14; Did. 1) that contrasts two distinct paths God’s people can choose to follow.

In Col 4:5, Paul says something similar, “be wise in the way you act” ([image: ]), but in that context the emphasis is more on how believers behave in the presence of nonbelievers (“toward outsiders”). This concern is not absent from our passage, which, as we will see below, also implies a concern for reaching the lost world.

5:16  Making the most of the time because the days are evil ([image: ]). Part of the motivation for ordering one’s life around God’s ways is due to the characteristics of the time in which believers live. Paul reminds his readers that they are living in the midst of the present evil age, which is not only full of enticements to sin, but is an age that will come to an end.

“Making the most of the time” (see also Col 4:5) can equally be translated “buying [or, redeeming] the time.” The simple form of the verb was commonly used in the literal sense of buying a field (Matt 13:44) or purchasing food (Mark 6:36). Yet there is nothing in this context suggestive of a transaction with another party. Because of the presence of the preposition ([image: ]; “out of”), some interpreters have thought this was the case, however, and contended for a more literal idea of purchasing time from someone else who possesses it (such as the devil, as Calvin thought).3 Although the metaphorical idea of purchasing time is not common, it does appear one other time in biblical literature (Dan 2:8 LXX). In his use of the metaphorical expression, Paul is advocating that his readers utilize every hour in a productive way. The participial form of the verb renders it dependent on the verb “walk” and thereby expresses the manner of how believers should conduct their lives. The middle voice is not deponent and should be interpreted as reflexive, “purchase for yourselves.”

When Paul says that the days are evil, he reflects a deep conviction shared with much of Judaism that God’s people presently live in an age characterized by an abundance of evil and dominated by powerful supernatural forces (Gal 1:4; Eph 2:2). The present evil era will continue until the Messiah comes and subdues the widespread rebellion against the authority and reign of God. This apocalyptic worldview has its roots in Daniel, became widespread, and was characteristic of Judaism by the first century.

In this era, every day can potentially abound with evil. This is one of the reasons why Paul will later implore the Ephesians to outfit themselves with the armor of God—so that when they face a time of intense evil (an “evil day”), they will be able to stand firm (6:13).

Nevertheless, Paul does not advise them to passively find a safe place to wait until Christ returns, but to participate with the risen Christ in a mission to “fill the world” with the good news of redemption (1:23; 4:10; see also 2 Pet 3:9).4 He also calls them to devote their lives to performing good works (2:10; see also Gal 6:10). Thus, walking wisely means not only living with ethical purity and integrity before God, but aggressively doing good and sharing the gospel.

5:17  Because of this, do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is ([image: ][image: ]). Part of what it means to live wisely is to discern how God would want believers to think and live in every unique situation that confronts them and in every opportunity that presents itself.

“Because of this” ([image: ]) connects this appeal with the central idea of 5:15–16: “give careful attention to walk wisely.” This is more likely than seeing it refer to the immediately preceding phrase, “because the days are evil” (5:16b), in light of the contrast in thought between “wise” and “unwise” (5:15–16). Wisdom and foolishness are frequently contrasted in the Jewish wisdom literature. The term “foolish” ([image: ]) appears 74 times in the LXX of Proverbs to contrast “the fool” with the one who walks in the ways of the Lord and follows the path of wisdom. For instance, Prov 10:23 states, “A fool finds pleasure in evil conduct, but a man of understanding delights in wisdom” (cf. Prov 23:9; 24:7; Sir 19:23; 21:18). A few of the characteristics that Proverbs reveals about “fools” are that they are lazy (24:30); they have uncontrolled tongues (18:6–7; 29:20) and thus lie (6:12), slander (10:18), quarrel (20:3), and are quick-tempered (14:29; 29:11; see also Eccl 7:9); they are proud (13:16), hate knowledge (1:22), and despise advice or correction (12:1, 15; 15:5); and they are reckless and careless (14:16). Much of this list corresponds with the kind of moral exhortation Paul has given in Eph 4:25–5:14.

The negative ([image: ]) followed by the strong adversative conjunction [image: ]) introduces the second major contrast of this passage. Rather than acting foolishly, Paul advises his readers to discern the Lord’s will. As with many of the terms in this passage, “understand” ([image: ]) has its roots in Jewish wisdom. It goes beyond simple cognitive awareness to applied knowledge. Louw and Nida explain that the term entails employing “one’s capacity for understanding and thus to arrive at insight.”5 Best rightly says that the term “emphasises the need for intellectual effort in discerning the Lord’s will … believers need to reason out for themselves what they should do.”6

Yet this reasoning process is predicated on hearing from the Lord and giving heed to his words as revealed in Scripture, as illustrated in the book of Proverbs: “My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you … applying your heart to understanding ([image: ]) … then you will understand ([image: ]) the fear of the LORD…. For the LORD gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding ([image: ])…. Then you will understand ([image: ]) what is right and just and fair—every good path” (Prov 2:1–9). Under the new covenant, the Spirit of God is now closely involved in this process (Eph 1:17; 6:17).

Because “Lord” ([image: ]) consistently refers to the Lord Jesus Christ throughout Ephesians, it is likely that it is the will of Jesus himself that is in view here. In this context of moral exhortation, discerning Jesus’ will probably entails discerning how the resurrected Lord would want his people to respond to every moral choice they are confronted with in day-to-day life. It may go beyond this, however, to discerning Jesus’ will for important decisions and direction in life.

5:18  Do not get drunk with wine, which is a senseless waste, but be filled with the Spirit ([image: ][image: ]). The hallmark gift of the new covenant is the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. Paul calls believers to yield their lives completely to the Spirit’s influence and to resist coming under the pull of other mind-altering and numbing substances.

In this third major contrast ([image: ]) in the passage, Paul juxtaposes the state of drunkenness with the condition of being filled and influenced by God’s Spirit. In spite of the fact that the distillation process for alcohol had not yet been invented, there was an enormous problem with drunkenness through overindulgence of naturally fermented beverages. Because of this problem, the first-century Jewish philosopher Philo wrote an entire treatise addressing the issue, entitled On Drunkenness. He does not mount a case for total abstention, but rather addresses the problem of indiscipline, which results in people taking too much to drink and acting foolishly (Drunkenness 6, 11–12). In one passage of this essay, Philo actually contrasts prophetic inspiration with drunkenness. He observes that one who is divinely inspired experiences an ecstasy and mania. This person finds his body “flushed and fiery, warmed by the overflowing joy within which passes on the sensation to the outer man, and thus many of the foolish are deceived and suppose that the sober are drunk ([image: ])” (ibid., 147).

In some of the Graeco-Roman religions, drunkenness was even seen as the means by which one could experience ecstasy and union with a god. This was most notable in the cult of Dionysus (or Bacchus), whose cultic symbol was the vine.7 The presence of this cult is well attested for Ephesus in literary accounts, on Ephesian coins, and many inscriptions.8 The first-century writer Plutarch even narrates an account of Mark Anthony arriving in Ephesus when the city was celebrating a festival in honor of the god (Plutarch, Ant. 24.3–4). Part of the celebration included the music of harps, flutes, and pipes.

Because of this evidence, some interpreters have concluded that Paul’s injunction warning against drunkenness prior to his command to be filled with the Spirit was needed because some of the believers in Ephesus may have been attempting to increase their unity with God by the practice of cultic inebriation (which they may have learned in the Dionysiac cult).9 Similarly, Martin Hengel has suggested that Paul’s warning “may be connected with a defence against the festive practices of Dionysian thiasoi and the drinking customs of pagan cultic associations.”10 Another interpreter has suggested, however, that the background of Paul’s admonition should be located in the mealtime practices of the Romans. During these social gatherings, much wine was consumed throughout the evening, and discussion was seriously hindered if the guests imbibed too much.11

Both of these backgrounds are plausible for Paul’s warning, but both are probably too specific and do not adequately acknowledge the fact that drunkenness was a widespread problem that was not isolated to a particular cult or to the practices of the urban elite in the empire. Furthermore, there is nothing in the text itself to suggest that Paul is warning against a particular and specific kind of abuse.

Paul has shown a tendency in this passage to draw on motifs from Jewish wisdom literature. The warning against drunkenness most likely stems from his continued use of wisdom themes. Proverbs 20:1, for instance, warns, “Wine is a mocker and beer a brawler (LXX = “drunkenness [[image: ]] leads to outrageous behavior”); whoever is led astray by them is not wise.” Another Proverb gives a more picturesque description of the dangers of too much wine:


Who has woe? Who has sorrow?
 Who has strife? Who has complaints?
 Who has needless bruises? Who has
 bloodshot eyes?


Those who linger over wine,
 who go to sample bowls of mixed wine.


Do not gaze at wine when it is red,
 when it sparkles in the cup,
 when it goes down smoothly!


In the end it bites like a snake
 and poisons like a viper.


Your eyes will see strange sights
 and your mind imagine confusing things.


You will be like one sleeping on the high seas,
 lying on top of the rigging. (Prov 23:29–34)




 

Sirach cautions, “Wine drunk to excess leads to bitterness of spirit, to quarrels and stumbling” (Sir 31:29). Perhaps most significant for our passage is the fact that Paul may be directly citing a proverb. The only place in Scripture where the expression, “do not get drunk with wine” appears is in the LXX of Prov 23:31 ([image: ]).

Paul condemns drunkenness as an utter and senseless waste ([image: ]). The term is often translated as “dissipation” or “debauchery.” The basic idea of the word is wastefulness and is often used in contexts of moral exhortation to describe a life that is devoid of virtue and representing a waste of time (contrasted to one who “redeems the time”). Once again, the only time this term appears in the LXX is in Prov 28:7, where it is said that “the one who tends to debauchery ([image: ]) dishonors his father.” Paul uses the term on one other occasion when he says that an elder should be free from the charge of debauchery ([image: ]; Titus 1:6).

Both verbs used here, “do not get drunk” and “be filled,” are present tense and imply a regular condition that should characterize believers. The content of the filling is the Holy Spirit, which is here expressed with a prepositional phrase ([image: ]) that should be translated, “with the Holy Spirit” (as found in most English versions). This manner of expression has led to some confusion and dispute because the preposition ([image: ]) could be interpreted as means (“by the Holy Spirit”) or as indicating the realm of the filling (“in the Spirit,” i.e., “in the realm of the Spirit”).12

An additional complicating factor is that the content after a verb of filling is usually expressed in the genitive case, as in Acts 2:4: “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit” ([image: ]; so also Acts 4:8, 31; 9:17; 13:9). Consequently, many commentators have argued that the popular way of interpreting this text is wrong and that it should be more accurately interpreted as, “be filled by the Spirit”; they understand Christ as the one who does the filling and the content as the fullness of God (see 3:19).13 There is a variation of this view in which the Spirit is simultaneously seen as the implicit content of the filling as well as the agent or means of the filling.14

There are far better reasons, however, for reaffirming that popular view that the Holy Spirit is the content of the filling. The background of the “filling” and “fullness” language in Ephesians is the temple (see comments on 1:23). Under the old covenant, the temple was filled with the glory of God (Isa 6:1; Ezek 43:5; 44:4). The Shekinah glory of God (as it was known by the later rabbis) is coextensive with God’s Spirit. Under the new covenant, believers have replaced the physical structure of the temple as the dwelling place of God’s Spirit (Eph 2:22; cf. 1 Cor 3:16–17; 2 Cor 6:16). The Spirit of God thus inhabits the lives of believers, and Paul wants this to happen in ever-increasing measure. The previous context (Eph 4:30) suggests that sinful behavior grieves the Spirit and by implication hinders the full reception of the Spirit. The context that follows (5:19–21) points to means by which the Spirit can fill the lives of believers.

Although it is sometimes claimed that a verb of “filling” must be followed by a genitive if the writer wants to express the content of the filling,15 this is not invariably true. There are many examples of a verb of “filling” (both [image: ] and [image: ]) followed by a dative case or the preposition ([image: ]) with a dative case to express the content. Here are a few examples:


• “filled with wisdom” ([image: ]; Luke 2:40)


• “filled with faith and love” ([image: ]; Ign. Smyrn. 1.1)


• “we will be filled with good things” ([image: ]; Ps 65:4 [LXX 64:5)


• “he filled them [the baskets] with oil” ([image: ]; 3 Bar. 15.2)


• “filled with much blood” ([image: ]; Sib. Or. 5.201)


• “filled with joy” ([image: ]; Let. Aris. 261.6)


• “filled with evil spirits” ([image: ]; Herm. Mand. 5.2.7)


• “(the devil) fills him with his own spirit” ([image: ]; Herm. Mand. 11.1.9)


• “filled with the Holy Spirit” ([image: ]; Herm. Mand. 11.1.9)




 

These latter three examples are particularly apropos because they involve filling with a spirit and, in the last case, with the Holy Spirit.

Finally, we can observe that taking “with the Spirit” as the content of the filling fits better with the parallel line, “do not get drunk with wine.” Wine is the content (the beverage) that is consumed and that renders one drunk. By analogy, the Spirit is the content that the believer takes in and with which he or she is filled. This overall conclusion then makes Paul’s statement thoroughly consistent with Luke’s repeated references to believers being filled with the Spirit in the book of Acts.

There is one Second Temple Jewish text where the themes of temple, filling, and debauchery come together. In 2 Macc 6:4, the author laments the condition of the Jerusalem temple: “For the temple was filled with debauchery ([image: ]) and reveling by the Gentiles, who dallied with prostitutes and had intercourse with women within the sacred precincts, and besides brought in things for sacrifice that were unfit” (2 Macc 6:4). With the coming of Christ, the need for a physical temple in Jerusalem has been rendered obsolete. Believers now constitute the new temple. Nevertheless, there is a strong tendency in the hearts of all believers (because of the presence of sin) to “fill” this temple with idolatry and sinful practices—all of which are a “senseless waste” ([image: ]). By contrast, Paul appeals to believers to be filled with the Holy Spirit.

The passive voice of the verb is suggestive of yielding to the Spirit and cooperating with the Spirit, who desires to fill the lives of believers in increasing measure. It is God who gives his Spirit to all believers (2 Cor 5:5; 1 Thess 4:8).

5:19a  By speaking to one another with spiritual psalms, hymns, and songs ([image: ][image: ]). The regular act of gathering together with other believers to worship God and sing praise to his name is one of the means by which believers are filled with the Spirit.

At this juncture, Paul employs a series of five present participles to clarify the means by which believers can be filled with the Spirit. These do not exhaust the various means of being filled with the Spirit, but Paul presents them as crucially important. Because of the ambiguity of participles, which are capable of a variety of interpretations, there have been four different ways scholars have interpreted their functions in this context:


1. The most common interpretation has been to understand the participles as indicating result, that is, “be filled with the Spirit and the result will be that you worship….”16


2. Another less common view is to interpret the participles as having an imperatival sense. In other words, “be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another … sing …” (NIV; NJB; TNIV [translates all but the first participle as imperative]).17


3. Still others have taken the participles as attendant circumstance. This interpretation takes the participles as not dependent on the imperative “be filled,” but as actions that occur in conjunction with the main verb. The translation would be something like, “be filled with the Spirit as you worship …” (NRSV).18


4. The final possibility is to take the participles as expressive of means, that is, “be filled with the Spirit by means of worshiping….”19




 

It is this last view, the participles taken as the means of being filled by the Spirit, that makes the best sense in this context.

Interpreting the participles as means fits well with the grammar of the passage, as Wallace concedes, because a participle of means often follows a present imperative to explain how the action will be carried out.20 The other three suggested uses are comparatively rarer, although they are plausible. The only option that might be ruled out on grammatical grounds would be the third interpretation, attendant circumstance. Wallace correctly notes that these are usually aorist participles used in conjunction with an aorist main verb and normally preceding the main verb.21 Here we have a present tense participle used with a present tense main verb with the participle following the verb.

The final decision then needs to be based on the most appropriate fit for this context. Some reject the means interpretation because, as one interpreter puts it, “it would be almost inconceivable to see this text suggesting that the way in which one is to be Spirit-filled is by a five-step, partially mechanical formula.”22 But that is not what Paul would be saying in this view. Rather, the text is simply asserting a connection between being filled with the Spirit and the church gathering together for corporate worship. This is not a mechanistic approach, but rather a recognition that God meets his people and strengthens them by his Spirit as they corporately worship him and praise his name.

There is some level of precedence that can be seen for this in the OT. Saul, for example, is filled with the Holy Spirit as he joins in the worship of a procession of prophets (1 Sam 10:5–6, 10). Perhaps even more significant, in light of the “filling” language of this text, is a passage that describes the temple of the Lord being filled with the glory of God during a time of worship:


The trumpeters and singers joined in unison, as with one voice, to give praise and thanks to the LORD. Accompanied by trumpets, cymbals and other instruments, they raised their voices in praise to the LORD and sang:

“He is good;
his love endures forever.”


Then the temple of the LORD was filled with a cloud, and the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the glory of the LORD filled the temple of God. (2 Chr 5:13–14)



 

In the new covenant era, we often see the Spirit active in the hearts and lives of God’s people during times of worship. It was during a time of worship that the Spirit gave key direction to the church at Antioch: “While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them’” (Acts 13:2).

The first participle, “speaking” ([image: ]), may seem somewhat odd to English speakers to use with reference to music since music is sung, not spoken. But this manner of expression is used throughout the Bible. Moses “spoke” ([image: ]) the words of his song to the entire assembly of Israel (Deut 31:30). Deborah likewise “spoke” her song to Israel, as did David his song to the Lord (2 Sam 22:1; Ps 18:1 [LXX 17:1]).

The audience of the singing is “one another” ([image: ]). Although this is the reflexive pronoun, it should not be translated that way. Here it has a reciprocal function—a usage that is not uncommon for this pronoun (see 4:32; Col 3:13; 1 Thess 5:13; 1 Pet 4:8).23 The singing of praise is always directed to God as the primary audience and recipient, but there is also a horizontal dimension. The people of God hear one another singing praise to God, and their hearts are encouraged and strengthened. In Col 3:16, Paul even ascribes a teaching function to the worship: “Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” (NASB).

The form of the music covers a wide range and represents significant diversity. Paul may have deliberately chosen words that convey different cultural forms. There has been a great deal of discussion—and disagreement—among commentators on whether the terms here are essentially synonymous and represent a rhetorical way of expressing variety without being precise,24 or whether the readers would recognize certain kinds of musical forms based on the words chosen. Either way, the terms suggest a variety of musical forms should be used. Nevertheless, there does appear to be a discernible difference between the terms, especially the first two, that can be identified.

The term “psalm” ([image: ]) was used primarily in the context of Judaism. This term serves as the title for the LXX version of the 150 songs of the Hebrew Tehillim, the book of “praises,” and appears 72 times throughout the collection. One can find the term in a number of Second Temple Jewish texts, such as in the first-century Psalms of Solomon. By contrast, “psalm” is far less frequent in Gentile texts of Graeco-Roman paganism. For instance, the term never appears in the numerous inscriptions of Ephesus.

The term “hymn” ([image: ]), on the other hand, was commonly used of poetic ascriptions of praise to the various gods and goddesses throughout antiquity.25 Some of the best known are the “Homeric Hymns”—an anonymous collection of thirty-four different hymns of praise to various deities composed in the same style that Homer used in writing the Iliad and the Odyssey.26 Numerous other poets wrote hymns of praise to the Greek deities. Many of these were sung in the cultic praise of the gods at their various temples. During the NT era, there were guilds of hymn writers who employed their skills at crafting hymns. In fact, an inscription discovered at Ephesus refers to a guild of hymn writers ([image: ]) who wrote their hymns in honor of “the most holy goddess Artemis.”27 Another Ephesian inscription lists the members of a religious society and refers to one as a “hymn writer” ([image: ]).28 Although the term “hymn” appears occasionally in Jewish texts (including thirteen times in the LXX), it was more common in Greek religious circles.

The final expression Paul uses here, “songs” ([image: ]), was a more general term and was equally at home in Jewish or Gentile circles. It appears numerous times in the LXX (although only seven times in the NT) and is frequent in Graeco-Roman literature. This is the noun form of the verb for “singing” ([image: ]) that Paul uses in the next line. A funerary inscription found in Ephesus refers to a group of mourners who honored the deceased “with tears and songs ([image: ]).”29 The book of Revelation, where the noun appears five times, refers to the twenty-four elders who “sang a new song” ([image: ]) before the Lamb (Rev 5:9).

Paul probably used the combination of the three terms to commend a variety of forms and musical styles in his multicultural churches, which were comprised of Jews and Greeks. He affirms Jewish forms (psalms) as well as Greek forms (hymns) in the worship of these communities.

The one common denominator of all is that they should be “spiritual” ([image: ] The adjective should be understood as qualifying all three nouns.30 There is no grammatical or contextual reason to limit it to the last word (“songs”).31 They are “spiritual” in that the Holy Spirit is viewed as actively inspiring the composers as they write their songs of praise to the risen Christ and what he has accomplished by his work on the cross.32 This, of course, is not the same sense as inspired revelation that would become part of Scripture, but it does stress the work of the Spirit in leading people to worship. Then it is in this context of corporate worship that the Spirit fills and strengthens God’s people.

5:19b  By singing and expressing psalms in your hearts to the Lord ([image: ][image: ]). This next line repeats some of the same elements of the first, but adds the importance of heartfelt expression and points to the Lord Jesus Christ as the ultimate recipient of this praise.

The two participles ([image: ]) represent the verbal forms of two of the three nouns and are functionally equivalent expressions to “speaking with songs and psalms” ([image: ]). While the first term clearly means “singing,” some have argued that the second term implies the use of stringed instruments. It is true that the original meaning of the verb ([image: ]) referred to the plucking of strings, but it certainly does not carry that meaning into all of its usages. Barth tries to support this view by contending that the Jerusalem temple worship would have been accompanied by instruments (e.g., Ps 150),33 but that is not something required by this verb. Hoehner rightly concludes, “the main point is the verbalizing of praise through singing.”34

The singing of praise includes profound heart involvement ([image: ]). Modern readers may be tempted to think only in terms of an emotional response, which is clearly included in this expression, but it is not limited to that. As we noted at 3:17, the heart is the center of the person, equivalent to the idea of the “inner self.” It includes one’s intellect and ability to reason and choose.

Paul declares that all of this praise should be directed to the Lord ([image: ]). Since every occurrence of “Lord” in Ephesians has reference to Jesus and not the Father, it is likely that this singing and praise is focused on Christ. It is relevant to observe that the passages in Paul’s letters that have been identified as “hymns” on formal grounds (e.g., Phil 2:6–11; Col 1:15–20; 1 Tim 3:16) are all intensely christological, praising Christ for who he is in his preexistence, for his work on the cross, and for what he will accomplish. This focus on the praise of Christ in early Christian worship did not escape the notice of Pliny, the governor of Bithynia in Asia Minor, when he observed in a letter to the Emperor Trajan in AD 109 that the Christians “met regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately amongst themselves in honor of Christ as if to a god.”35

5:20  By always giving thanks for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to our God and Father ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Constant gratitude to the Father for all that he has done for his people in and through the Lord Jesus Christ should be a defining characteristic of the lives of all believers.

Paul began this letter modeling what he is here commending to these believers. God is worthy of incessant praise because of the many blessings he has bestowed on his people through Christ. This leads him to punctuate his recitation of these blessings with the threefold refrain, “to the praise of his glorious grace” (1:6; cf. 1:12, 14). This is the refrain of the twenty-four elders in heaven as they fall on their faces and worship God, “We give thanks ([image: ]) to you, Lord God Almighty, the One who is and who was, because you have taken your great power and have begun to reign” (Rev 11:17).

“For everything” ([image: ]) is all-encompassing in recognizing everything that God has done—great and small. Paul not only gave thanks for God’s great plan of salvation (see also Col 1:12), but he regularly expressed thanks to God for people. Most of his letters begin with a note of thanksgiving to God for the people to whom he was writing (see Rom 1:8; 1 Cor 1:4; Phil 1:3; Col 1:3; 1 Thess 1:2; 2:13; 2 Thess 1:3; 2:13; Phlm 1:4). The adverb “always” ([image: ]) suggests that this heartfelt thanksgiving and gratitude to God should characterize the lives of his people on every day of the week, not just when the church is gathered as a corporate community.

Just as Jesus taught his disciples to pray to the Father in his name (John 14:13, 14; 15:16; 16:23, 24, 26), so Paul here instructs his readers to utter their expressions of praise and gratitude to the Father in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. Thanksgiving should be rendered to “our God and Father” ([image: ]). It is grammatically significant that there is only one article governing both nouns. This construction is best explained by the so-called Granville Sharp Rule, which states that whenever two nouns are connected by “and” ([image: ]) and the article precedes only the first noun, then the two nouns indicate unity, equality, or identity.36 In this case, Paul is referring to God, who is also the Father. His addition of the term Father here suggests the closeness and nearness that God has with his people.

5:21  By submitting to one another in the fear of Christ ([image: ][image: ]). Paul commends an attitude of self-denial and concern for the needs of others as essential within the Christian community. The absence of the practice of this Christian virtue hinders the work of the Spirit in the community.

With this admonition, Paul takes the reader back to the beginning of the ethical section of the letter, where he enjoins the community to “make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (4:3). Humility, gentleness, patience, and tolerance (4:2) are all vital community attitudes and practices that preserve the unity brought by the one Spirit. Thus, Paul can say, “be filled with the Spirit … by submitting to one another.” Mutual submission is not just the result of Spirit-filling; it is prerequisite to the reception of grace from the Spirit-endowed members of the body. Thus, it is easy to see from Paul’s perspective that attitudes and behavior reflecting arrogance, harshness, impatience, and intolerance will not only adversely impact the unity of the community, but will also keep believers from effectively ministering to one another. The work of the Spirit is thus effectively hindered.

Although the English term “submit” is viewed in a pejorative way today and is often seen as a sign of weakness or as something one should resist at all costs, it should not be seen in such negative terms here. In general, the verb ([image: ]) is widely used for the proper social ordering of people, as, for example, warriors giving their allegiance to their commander (e.g., 1 Chr 29:24). Similarly, people living in a certain political jurisdiction are obliged to respect the authority of ([image: ]) their local governor. This carries with it the responsibility to live in an orderly manner and not to be seditious or rebellious (Josephus, Ant. 17.314).

As within the social, political, and military spheres that have a leadership structure, Paul will elaborate on his expectation that “submission” should characterize the response of the wife to the husband in the divinely ordered marriage roles (Eph 5:22–33). His appeal here, however, takes an unexpected twist. He calls for all believers to submit “to one another” ([image: ]), not just to those in leadership roles. By expressing himself this way, Paul subverts the normal usage of the term to convey the idea that all believers should defer to one another in the life of the Christian community.

This is the same countercultural attitude that Jesus commended to his disciples when they sought positions of preeminence in the coming kingdom. Jesus condemned the mind-set of the Gentile leaders who sought to “lord it over” ([image: ]) people and taught that members of his new community need to become servants of one another, following his own example (Mark 10:42–45). Paul’s desire for these believers is similar to what he longs for in the Philippian community, that they “do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit,” that they humbly consider one another in the community as more important than themselves, and that they look not only to their own interests, but also to the interests of others (Phil 2:3–4; see also Rom 12:10).

Although the majority of interpreters see a principle of mutual submission present in this passage,37 some deny this and argue that this verse functions only as a heading for the next section, which describes ordered relationships within the household.38 There are four problems with this view: (1) It fails to recognize that this participle is dependent on the main verb of this section, “be filled with the Spirit,” which is addressed to all believers; (2) it also fails to recognize how this admonition provides a fitting conclusion to the previous section by calling all believers to the radical form of self-denial and love that Christ has modeled for the church; (3) it unduly restricts the unqualified reciprocal pronoun ([image: ]) to members of the household addressed in the next section; and (4) it does not take into account that the primary verbal element in the household code shifts from “submit” ([image: ]) to “obey” ([image: ]) when Paul moves his focus away from wives to children and slaves. Richard Hays summarizes the meaning of this verse in context well when he notes, “the hierarchical structure of the relations described is tempered by a comprehensive vision of the church as a people living in humility and mutual submission.”39 Over four hundred years ago, Calvin summed it up well:


God has so bound us to each other, that no man ought to avoid subjection. And where love reigns, there is mutual servitude. I do not except even kings and governors, for they rule that they may serve. Therefore it is very right that he should exhort all to be subject to each other.40



 

As Calvin and many other interpreters have noted, the mere fact that Paul calls every believer to an attitude of submission to others does not obviate the truth that we live these relationships out in a set of socially structured relationships—and this by God’s design.

The voice of the participle ([image: ]) can be either middle (“submit yourselves”) or passive (“be submissive”); the active voice is not possible here since it would communicate the idea of subjugating others. Although there is not a great difference between the meaning of the middle and the passive in this instance, the context suggests that the middle is more appropriate.41 The middle emphasizes that the Christians addressed here need to actively deny themselves and focus their attention on the needs of others in the body.

The primary motivating factor for believers to defer to others and show them deep love and care is “the fear of Christ” ([image: ]). Although fear could be understood in the sense of terror these believers may face from potential discipline by the Lord or by having to give an account of their actions at the end-time judgment, it is doubtful that this kind of negative motivation is what Paul is using here. Paul is more likely referring to the example of Christ and suggesting that believers not ignore the lofty pattern and standard of love that he has set for the community. This view is brought out in the more interpretive renderings, “out of reverence for Christ” (thus, TNIV; NIV; NASB; ESV; NRSV; NLT).42 Earlier in the chapter, Paul appealed to his readers to “walk in love, just as Christ also loved us and gave himself for us” (5:2). Following Christ’s example of self-abasing service is also part of what it means to “grow into him in every way” as he enables the body to work at “the building up of itself in love” (4:15–16).

In the following passage (5:22–33), Paul will develop the specific duties and responsibilities the wife has in relationship to the husband in the Christian household, but this is redefined by a new standard. The example of Christ—not Graeco-Roman traditional patriarchy—will define the leadership role of the husband.


Theology in Application
 

Although the second half of Ephesians is often referred to as the ethical section of the letter, Paul continues to weave into his moral exhortation reminders of their new identity in Christ and instructions on how his readers can live out this high moral calling. In this brief section, Paul speaks of the importance of wisdom and the Spirit. His new covenant experience of the Spirit has not caused him to leave the moorings of the old covenant wisdom tradition. Believers must combine wisdom and the Spirit in a way that will help them order their day-to-day lives and give them the enabling power to conduct their lives in a way that honors Christ.

Then, as now, it is possible for believers to neglect one or the other. Some churches can be so oriented around the Word and wise living that they minimize or marginalize the work of the Holy Spirit. At the other extreme, some churches can be so enthused about the Spirit and the gifts that they neglect the Word and wisdom in living.

The apostle Paul rightly commends a balance of wisdom and Spirit for walking in a way that will please God and effectively serve his kingdom purposes. The following are some further reflections on what Paul establishes in this passage.

Lifestyle Choices and Conduct Influenced by Wisdom

Lifestyle choices and conduct should be profoundly influenced by wisdom. When the apostle Paul speaks of living as “wise” people and “not as unwise,” he is referring not to the Greek and Roman standards of wisdom, but to the kind of wisdom that God has revealed in his Word. The psalmist proclaims, “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom; all who follow his precepts have good understanding” (Ps 111:10). When he spoke through the prophet Jeremiah, the Lord, in fact, points out the severe limitations of human wisdom:


This is what the LORD says:

“Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom
 or the strong man boast of his strength
 or the rich man boast of his riches,


but let him who boasts boast about this:
 that he understands and knows me,


that I am the LORD, who exercises kindness,
 justice and righteousness on earth,
 for in these I delight,”


declares the LORD. (Jer 9:23–24)



 

Paul reflects this dim view of human wisdom that devalues and neglects God’s wisdom when he cites Isa 29:14 to the Corinthians: “For it is written: ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate’” (1 Cor 1:19).

As the psalmist has said and the book of Proverbs reiterates, ultimate wisdom begins with a knowledge of the one living and true God and a deep respect for all that he reveals about himself and his creation (Prov 1:7; 9:10; 15:33). The prophet Isaiah reaffirms this by declaring, “He will be the sure foundation for your times, a rich store of salvation and wisdom and knowledge; the fear of the LORD is the key to this treasure” (Isa 33:6). Wise people fear God and earnestly want to structure their lives around his priorities.

Under the new covenant, wisdom is predicated on knowing Christ. He is wisdom personified (1 Cor 1:24). But acquiring wisdom also continues to be dependent on knowing and learning God’s revealed Word and ordering one’s life by it. Jesus told his disciples, “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock” (Matt 7:24). Paul told this to the Colossians when he urged them to “let the word of Christ [or the teaching about Christ] dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom” (Col 3:16).

In the present context, Paul warns that part of wise living is learning not to waste time (5:16). He values time as a precious gift from God. One of the practical outworkings of wisdom is denying ourselves the pleasures of wasteful uses of our time. Calvin gave some helpful advice in his commentary on Ephesians on how to “redeem the time”: “To withdraw from the endless allurements which would easily pervert us; to extricate ourselves from the caress and delights of the world; and, in a word, to renounce every hindrance.”43 If there were endless enticements to misuse time four hundred years ago, there are many more today. Never before in history have so many potential distractions been offered to Christians. We all need to take a careful assessment of how we spend our time and prioritize how we use our time according to kingdom values.

Paul also associates wisdom with knowing the will of God (5:17). Many Christians think of finding God’s will as discerning his specific desires for us regarding a particular decision, such as the choice of a spouse or a career path, of making a particular purchase, or of what to do in a given situation. Throughout Ephesians, Paul’s references to the will of God have had to do primarily with his grand design for all of creation—from the day he made the heavens and the earth until the end when he sums up everything in Christ (1:10). It includes his plan of salvation, which he has revealed in the person of Jesus Christ; Paul speaks of that here as “the mystery of his will” (1:9). Walking in wisdom means learning and knowing God’s master plan and, especially, his kingdom purposes in and through Christ. But understanding the will of the Lord also extends to the smaller and more personal matters. A thorough acquaintance with the wisdom literature of the Bible and a sensitivity to the leading of the indwelling Holy Spirit are essential for this aspect of knowing God’s will.

The Indispensability of the Holy Spirit

The work of the Holy Spirit is foundational and indispensible for living the Christian life. The ethical demands that Paul makes are impossible to attain. How can anyone love other people to the extent that Christ has loved them? Yet the good news of the new life that Paul reveals in Ephesians is that far more is possible now because of the empowering presence of the Holy Spirit (see 3:20). It is therefore not surprising that Paul positions his imperative, “be filled with the Spirit” (5:18), at the end of the various moral exhortations and just before he gives his household instructions. This placement makes the filling with the Spirit foundational to both sections.

A significant facet of the ministry of the Spirit in Paul’s writings is his work in enabling God’s people to rid themselves of sinful practices and to appropriate Christian virtue. Paul tells the Romans that they need to put to death the deeds of the body “by the Spirit” (Rom 8:13). Similarly, he encourages the Galatians to “live by the Spirit” so they will not succumb to the sinful impulses of the flesh (Gal 5:16). The Spirit knows the will of God (see Eph 5:17) and will implant the desire and impart the power to believers to live in accordance with God’s will (see Rom 8:4, 14; Gal 5:18, 25).

One sure part of God’s will is for his people to become holy, as he is holy (Lev 11:44–45; Eph 1:4). We can count on the fact that the indwelling Spirit’s major concern in our lives will be to impel us to holiness (Eph 4:30; 5:3, 26–27). This is consistent with the Spirit’s title as the Holy Spirit.

God wants his people to be completely under the influence of his Spirit. Anything that overwhelms or replaces the influence of the Spirit needs to be resisted and rejected. Coming under the influence of alcohol is one such activity that one needs to stay away from completely. Being under the influence of alcohol means that we cannot be under the influence of the Spirit. Naturally this would extend to various forms of drugs that dull one’s senses or, even worse, lead to an altered state of consciousness. It is important to note that Paul does not completely forbid the consumption of alcohol, but as Calvin wisely notes, “he forbids all excessive and immoderate drinking.”44

One of the difficulties here is that people are not often a good judge of how much alcohol they can handle before it begins to impair their senses. It is crucial to be exceedingly sensitive to the judgments and opinions of those one is close to in this regard. Better yet, if one does consume alcohol, it should be done in such moderation that there is no question about the impairment of one’s senses.

It should be noted that one difference between the ancient world and now is that there were no high-proof alcoholic beverages in the Graeco-Roman world. In other words, there were no 100-proof (50 percent alcohol by volume) or 86-proof whiskeys at the time that Paul was writing this. Pure distillation was invented only in the eighth century AD. What this means for us is that the possibility for drunkenness increases dramatically with the consumption of distilled alcoholic beverages.

The Spirit and Worship

Believers receive the Spirit in greater measure as they engage in worshiping and glorifying God.45 Just as the Spirit of God filled the temple under the old covenant, the Spirit fills the temple under the new covenant. The profound difference is that we are now the temple of the living God, not a building. Paul says, “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?” (1 Cor 3:16).

This passage reveals that one of the ways that believers are filled with the Spirit is by meaningfully participating with fellow believers in worship. Heartfelt and heart-expressed singing, thanksgiving, and worship thrill the heart of God, and he responds by stirring the work of the Spirit in our lives to a greater extent. This is something that many worship leaders know intuitively and that most Christians experience week by week.

This perspective, of course, depends on the interpretation of the five participles as participles of means. Although the more common interpretation over the years has taken them as result, there are more convincing exegetical reasons for taking them as means (see the explanation section).

The precedent for this can be found under the old covenant. During the dedication of the temple, the Levitical musicians and the priests joined their instruments and voices together in unison to praise and glorify the Lord. “Then the temple of the LORD was filled with a cloud, and the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the glory of the LORD filled the temple of God” (2 Chr 5:13–14).

This passage in Ephesians thus underlines the fact that our faith is not privatistic but experienced and lived in community. As important as solitude may be on some occasions, being together with God’s people in worship is vitally important to our spiritual health.

Some may object to this experience because it may be perceived as lending itself to emotionalism or a series of “charismatic experiences.” One simply needs to read carefully what the passage says. The heart and the emotions are an integral part of our worship and response to God, but they are certainly not the only part. The fact that Paul ascribes a strong teaching function to the lyrics of early Christian hymnody in Col 3:16 stresses that there was also a strong cognitive dimension to the singing in worship.

With regard to worship, this passage also teaches three important things:


1. There are two audiences. Worship is directed to God (5:20), but it is also directed to “one another” (5:19). This is how it can have a teaching function as well.


2. Paul commends a diversity of musical styles and forms. One may legitimately infer from the expression “psalms, hymns, and songs” that a diversity of forms and styles is in view (see the explanation section). Paul does not answer some of the questions that we may bring in terms of how this should be structured into the services, but it does represent a nudge away from a homogeneity of forms. In Paul’s day, the forms used in a particular house church may have been reflective of the diversity of cultural backgrounds of the people present.


3. The songs sung in worship should have the earmarks of being “Spirit-inspired.” The adjective “spiritual” most likely applies to all three terms for songs. By “Spirit-inspired,” I do not mean in the inscripturated sense, but that the songs give evidence of leading people to a right view of Christ and ascribing to him all of the glory and renown that is due to him. The Holy Spirit is just as active today in moving people to write God-glorifying and Christ-honoring lyrics as he was in Paul’s day.
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CHAPTER 14
Ephesians 5:21–33
 


Literary Context
 

The thirteen verses of Ephesians 5:21–33 contain the longest discussion in the New Testament on the role relationships of husbands and wives in marriage. This section of Scripture has traditionally been the most popular and significant passage among believers for developing a “Christian” view of marriage.

In a general sense, this section—as well as the rest of instructions to the various members of the household (6:1–9)—is tied to the command of 5:15, “therefore, watch carefully how you walk ([image: ]).” Paul began the second half of the letter with the appeal “to walk worthily of the calling to which you were called” (4:1). This is a summons he repeats in 4:17 (“you should no longer walk like the Gentiles walk”), 5:2 (“walk in love, just as Christ also loved us”), and 5:8 (“walk as children of light”). Paul is deeply concerned that these believers develop conduct that is thoroughly consistent with their call to live in a relationship with the one true and holy God. In 5:17, Paul urges them to “understand what the will of the Lord is.” By addressing each member of the Christian household, Paul will help them discern what God’s will is for their lives in their respective roles.

More immediately, this passage is directly dependent on the exhortation of 5:18, “be filled with the Spirit.” One of the means of being filled with the Spirit is “submitting to one another in the fear of Christ” (5:21). This indicates that an attitude of self-denial and a concern for the needs of others is an essential part of what it means to live as a Christian within the community of believers. At the same time, Paul affirms that the filling of the Spirit is also predicated upon fulfilling a set of distinctive role obligations for each social grouping within the Christian household. In other words, the work of the Spirit can be hindered by individual self-centeredness that is displayed by rejecting a proper Christian role in relationships and an attitude of giving of oneself to others.

His instructions to the first pair—wives and husbands—is substantially longer than what he says to the Colossians (Col 3:18–19). The 9 words he directs to the wives in Colossians become 47 in Ephesians and the 10 words to the husbands become 143. He does not repeat everything he tells the Colossians, however, leaving off “as is fitting” from his command to the wives to submit to their husbands (Col 3:18) and the appeal to the husbands to “not be harsh with” their wives (Col 3:19).

The most striking part of this present section, however, is how Paul establishes the Christ-church relationship as a pattern for how husbands and wives should relate to one another in marriage. In fact, Paul’s christological teaching here almost overwhelms the fact that he is giving instructions to two members of the Christian household on how to properly relate to one another. Just before the conclusion of the discourse, Paul says, “This mystery is great, but I am speaking about Christ and the church” (Eph 5:32). The christological focus, however, is consistent with the emphasis on Christology throughout the letter, especially Paul’s exploration of the nature of the relationship of believers to Christ.

The juxtaposition of the household code to the passage on spiritual warfare (6:10–20) likely suggests that this is one of the spheres of Satan’s attack. It is crucial for the various members of the Christian household to be filled with the Spirit (5:18) and to appropriate the enabling power of God (6:10–18) to resist the attacks of the evil one directed at these important and foundational relationships.


 XII. Living as People of the Light (5:3–14)


XIII. Living in Wisdom and the Spirit (5:15–21)


A. Living in Wisdom (5:15–17)


B. Being Filled with the Spirit (5:18–21)


[image: ]XIV. Instructions for Husbands and Wives (5:22–33)


A. Submission and Headship (5:22–24)


B. An Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:25–27)


C. Reiteration of the Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:28–32)


D. Conclusion (5:33)


 XV. Instructions to Other Members of the Household (6:1–9)


A. To Children (6:1–3)


B. To Fathers (6:4)


C. To Slaves: An Exhortation to Obey Their Masters as They Would Obey the Lord Himself 
(6:5–8)


D. To Masters: An Exhortation to Have the Same Attitudes as the Slaves (6:9)


XVI. Appropriating the Power of God to Stand against the Powers of Darkness (6:10–20)




 


Main Idea
 

Paul projects a vision in this passage for a distinctively Christian marriage. He bases his instructions for each spouse not on what is appropriate in Roman culture, but on lessons that can be derived from the nature of the relationship between the church and Christ. Husbands are called to love their wives in the way Christ loved the church, and wives are called to recognize and follow the leadership their husbands provide.


Translation
 


[image: ]

[image: ]


 


Structure
 

A surprising feature at the beginning of 5:22 is that it lacks a finite verb. This is due to the fact that the force of the preceding participle (“submit” in 5:21) is carried over into the next verse, where it functions as the principal verbal idea. This grammatical approach has the effect of closely tying this section to the preceding one, which has as its main assertion, “be filled with the Spirit.” We could graphically depict the progression in the following way:


Be filled with the Spirit … (5:18)
 by submitting to one another (5:21)
 and, specifically, by wives submitting to their husbands (5:22)




The entire passage (5:22–33) can be divided into four sections. The first section (5:22–24) is organized chiastically with the outer members (a, a’) calling on wives to submit to their husbands (5:22a, 24b), the second members (b, b’) defining the pattern for the wife’s submission (5:22b, 24a), and the central members (c, c’) giving the reason why the wife is called to submit to her husband (5:23a, b). When Paul mentions that Christ is the head of the church (5:23b), it leads him to make a parenthetic remark about Christ, that he is the Savior of the body (5:23c). The parallelism of lines can be seen clearly in the following simplified diagram of the passage:


[image: ]


 

The second section (5:25–27) is one long sentence of 49 words addressed to the husbands. It begins with the present imperative, “love your wives,” which controls the whole section. The comparative adverb ([image: ]) then introduces two clauses that establish the pattern for the manner of the husband’s love, namely, the self-sacrificial love of Christ. The purpose clause (5:26a) expresses the sanctifying intent behind Christ’s self-sacrifice for his people. The aorist participle “cleansing” ([image: ]), best interpreted as a participle of means, is dependent on the aorist verb “sanctify” ([image: ]) in a [image: ] clause and further clarifies how the purification is accomplished. The next purpose clause “that he might present” ([image: ]), also dependent on “sanctify,” expresses the ultimate purpose for Christ’s sanctifying and cleansing work on behalf of the church.

In the third section (5:28–32), Paul repeats his admonition for husbands to love their wives, but does so in different terms (”husbands ought to love”). In this section, however, Paul gives a different point of comparison for how men should love their wives, which he expresses in a comparative clause, “like their own bodies” (5:28a). The next clause provides an explanation (5:28b), which he further supports in 5:29–32. His principal line of support is introduced by the explanatory conjunction “for” ([image: ]) and represents how men tend to take care of their own bodies (5:29a-b). This is followed by a comparison, “just as” ([image: ]), with how Christ cares for the church, which is his own body (5:29c–30). This then prompts Paul to cite the most relevant passage from the OT that explains God’s design for marriage (5:31; Gen 2:24). The fact that two people become one flesh is for Paul a profound mystery that is relevant not only for urging men to love their wives, but perhaps even more importantly, for expressing the union between Christ and the church (Eph 5:32).

The final section of two lines (5:33) begins with an adversative conjunction, translated “in conclusion” ([image: ]), that has the function of refocusing the discussion back onto the role responsibilities of husbands and wives. The language of this verse strongly emphasizes individual responsibility.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]XIV. Instructions for Husbands and Wives (5:22–33)


A. Submission and Headship (5:22–24)


1. The wife’s obligation to follow the leadership of her husband and her pattern (5:22)


2. The husband’s leadership role and his pattern (5:23)


3. Reiteration of the wife’s obligation to submit (5:24)


B. An Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:25–27)


1. The husband’s pattern for love: Christ (5:25)


2. The purpose of Christ’s love for the church (5:26–27)


C. Reiteration of the Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:28–32)


1. The pattern for the new appeal: a man’s care for his own body (5:28–29b)


2. The parallel with Christ’s care for the church (5:29c–32)


D. Conclusion (5:33)


1. Appeal to husbands to love their wives (5:33a)


2. Appeal to wives to respect their husbands (5:33b)







In Depth: The Instructions to Family Members in Ephesians in Light of Ancient Household Codes
 

Since the time of the Reformation, Bible scholars have referred to the instructions Paul gives to wives and husbands, children and fathers, and slaves and masters as a “household code.” The expression was first coined by Martin Luther, who referred to it as a Haustafel (a table of instructions for the household).

There is a consensus among scholars that the overall theme of proper household management ([image: ]) was widely discussed from the time of Plato and Aristotle. In his Politics, which was written nearly four centuries before Ephesians, Aristotle states:


Now that it is clear what are the component parts of the state, we have first of all to discuss household management ([image: ]); for every state is composed of households ([image: ]). Household management falls into departments corresponding to the parts of which the household in its turn is composed; and the household in its perfect form consists of slaves and freemen. The investigation of everything should begin with its smallest parts, and the primary and smallest parts of the household are master and slave, husband and wife, father and children; we ought therefore to examine the proper constitution and character of each of these three relationships. (Aristotle, Politics 1.1235b.1–14)1



 

The six social groups he identifies in the three pairs are precisely those addressed by the household codes in Colossians 3:18–4:1 and Ephesians 5:21–6:9. The theme of household management is found elsewhere in the NT letters. First Peter has an address to husbands and wives (1 Pet 3:1–7) and slaves (2:18–25), but not slave masters or children and fathers. The Pastoral Epistles also contain instructions to various members of the household, but not in the sequence of pairings that we have in Colossians and Ephesians (see 1 Tim 2:8–15 [men/women]; 5:1–2 [older men/younger men; older women/younger women]; 6:1–2 [slaves]; Titus 2:1–10 [older men/younger men; older women/younger women; slaves]).

It is important to note that there was no identifiable literary form that we can call a “household code” in ancient literature.2 Although Aristotle mentions the same social groups addressed in Colossians and Ephesians, nowhere else in Hellenistic or Jewish literature do we see each of these groups addressed in succession as we do here. Some interpreters have attempted to argue that there was an identifiable source for the tradition of the household codes in Stoicism (e.g., Epictetus, Diogenes Laertius, and Hierocles).3 But this has ultimately failed since there are no precise parallels in form, and key features of the content of the Stoic exhortation to family members is decidedly different than what is found in Colossians and Ephesians.4 Perhaps the most that we can say is that “the classical topoi [literary themes or motifs] as they appear in Plato and Aristotle were available in the Roman age” (e.g., as seen in the Middle Platonists, Peripatetics, Epicureans, Hellenistic Jews, and Neopythagoreans).5

But this is really not to say very much. It is not at all surprising to see discussions about “household management” ([image: ]) in Hellenistic and Hellenistic Jewish texts. What is more important for us to discuss is Paul’s purpose in devoting a section of his letter to household management and the similarities and differences with contemporary discussions of household role expectations and responsibilities as reflected in the ancient literature.

Some scholars have argued that it was essential for Paul to include such a discussion for apologetic purposes, that is, to demonstrate that the social structures of Christianity pose no threat to the stability of the Roman empire. Thus, Muddiman observes, “the adoption and adaptation of the household code offered reassurance that the Christian movement posed no immediate practical threat to the status quo.”6 There is nothing, however, within the text of Ephesians itself that suggests this motive. In fact, Paul explicitly says that believers “should no longer walk like the Gentiles walk” (4:17). While the content of the household code does share some similarities with contemporary Greek and Roman household values, there is much that is strikingly different and, indeed, countercultural. For instance, whereas in the Graeco-Roman tradition it is the male authority figure (the paterfamilias) that is addressed, in the Ephesian code wives, children, and slaves are all directly addressed as independent moral agents. Even more than that, Paul addresses them first and thus accords to them a social dignity that is unparalleled in the ancient world.

Although some have argued that there is a missionary purpose motivating the inclusion of certain household instructions in 1 Peter and the Pastoral Epistles, there is no explicit evidence of that in Ephesians. In other words, in those other books, one of the reasons for the members of the Christian household to live with integrity is to adorn the gospel and not to hurt the cause of outreach in the community (see, e.g., 1 Pet 2:12; Titus 2:5). The purpose of the household instructions in Ephesians is much more closely tied to the development of conduct that is consistent with their new identity in Christ.

In an insightful article, Timothy Gombis has argued that Paul’s purpose for the household code in Ephesians is to set forth a vision and a plan for “how believers ought to conduct themselves in new creation communities, thus epitomizing the triumph of God in Christ.”7 There are two important parts to his argument. First, he contends that the household code is similar to Hellenistic discussions of household management (the oikonomia tradition) by associating the proper functioning of the household with the proper functioning of society.8 In other words, the Hellenistic philosophers argued that the household was a microcosm of society (politeia) and that social order can only be maintained by ensuring the right ordering of life in the household. For Paul, the church is a new society.9 Thus, the purpose of the household codes is to help the church effectively actualize its new identity in Christ. The church as a whole can function well as a unified society of believers only if each household is functioning properly.

Second, Gombis connects the purpose of the household codes with the larger theme of the conflict between the church and the powers of evil. He contends that the powers have exerted a devastating impact on human relationships and that part of the purpose of the household codes is to counteract that influence by transforming the nature of the relationships within the household.10 This is a valid and insightful observation that is appropriate to Paul’s emphasis on the theme of spiritual conflict throughout the letter.

In fact, this observation can be developed even more than Gombis has explained it. In the structure of Ephesians, Paul has placed the household code (5:21–6:9) just prior to his discussion of “spiritual warfare” (6:10–20), which forces the reader to inquire about the nature of the relationship between these two topics. Gombis has rightly explained that the powers of darkness have conspired to devastate the network of family relationships in every household prior to their becoming part of the family of God. It should also be said, however, that the family continues to be a target of attack by the powers, such that the transformed relationships that Paul calls for can only happen as a result of the power of God enabling every household member. Thus, the call to “be strong in the Lord” (6:10) is the basis for living out the specific role obligations that Paul has instructed.

In light of the expansive and unique discussion of household roles in Ephesians, especially regarding husband and wife relationships, we are still warranted in asking whether there was something about the setting of this letter that prompted Paul to say the specific things that he does. This is addressed in the “In Depth” essay on “The Role of Wives in Roman-Era Ephesus and Western Asia Minor.”





In Depth: The Role of Wives in Roman-Era Ephesus and Western Asia Minor
 

As modern interpreters of Ephesians, we can easily read the text in light of our own social structures and, in particular, our own understanding of socially prescribed roles for wives in our own culture. This, of course, can vary significantly depending on one’s social context. A two-career couple living in Manhattan will live with a different set of cultural expectations and opportunities than a poor couple trying to make ends meet in rural Mississippi. There was similar diversity in the ancient world that corresponded to one’s wealth, social status, and location.

It is also important for us to reassess some of the assumptions about the plight of women that we may bring with us to the text.11 Many commentators of the past have assumed that women in the Roman world faced a horrible life. Some of the most chauvinistic and harsh attitudes toward women in Greek and Jewish literature are often cited at this juncture in commentaries on Ephesians. The reality is that the plight of women is often overstated, that there was much more diversity in attitudes toward women than is often brought out, that a change was taking place in Roman society in the first century for women’s roles, and that the situation for women in Ephesus and Asia Minor was different than elsewhere in the Mediterranean world.

We begin our discussion by observing that one of the major differences between then and now is the absence of a middle class in the ancient world. Roman-era Ephesus would have had a rather small wealthy class of high status. This would have included a few Romans of the Equestrian order (the “Asiarchs” of Acts 19:31 could have been part of this urban elite), some from Decurion order (municipal rulers, local wealthy landowners, and merchants), and free people, who were small landowners, craftsmen, and shop owners.12 The combined numbers of this social elite would probably have amounted to no more than 10 to 20 percent of the population. The rest of the population would have consisted of the poor and the slaves. The number of slaves in a city like Ephesus could have approached as high as a third of the population. This means that the vast majority of the people were poor or peasant laborers. Some of these (perhaps many) lived in a dependent relationship with wealthier clients.

The culturally prescribed role expectations for wives varied somewhat, depending on one’s social class. Those women who were privileged to be part of the wealthier elite classes found more freedom and opportunity than women who were peasants or slaves. This was especially true in the Roman era and particularly in western Asia Minor. Three important cultural factors must be discussed as we consider the role of wives during this time and in this location.

(1) The Roman man as possessing patria potestas. Throughout the Hellenistic and Roman eras, the husband/father had legal and social power over his wife, children, and slaves. The Romans referred to this legal authority as the patria potestas; that is, he possessed legal authority (in potestate) as the head of the household (paterfamilias).13 Traditionally, the male head of the household received the dowry from the wife’s parents when they married, controlled the finances, made all of the key decisions affecting his wife and his household, and had ruling authority over all matters.

In his volume entitled Advice to Bride and Groom, the first-century writer Plutarch explains his understanding of the nature of the husband’s authority and control in the home:


So is it with women also; if they subordinate themselves ([image: ]) to their husbands, they are commended, but if they want to have control, they cut a sorrier figure than the subjects of their control. And control ought to be exercised ([image: ]) by a man over the woman, not as the owner ([image: ]) has control of a piece of property, but, as the soul controls the body, by entering into her feelings and being knit to her through goodwill. (Plutarch, Conj. Praec. 142E)14



 

The husband wielded great control over his wife and every member of the household, but it goes beyond the evidence to characterize this as typically insensitive and tyrannical.

(2) The new Roman women. In recent years, historians of classical antiquity have called attention to a change that was taking place in the Roman empire as early as the mid-first century BC. Bruce Winter has described this well in an important book entitled Roman Wives, Roman Widows. He surveys the ancient literary, epigraphic, and statuary evidence pointing to a “new type” of woman emerging in Roman circles, who was breaking cultural mores by exhibiting far greater freedom, displaying independence from the rule of her husband, and asserting herself in Roman society.15 In documenting this change, the Roman historian Michael Grant summarized the evidence by noting that “the Roman women of the late Republic possessed a freedom and independence almost unparalleled until the present century.”16

Wealthy women of high social standing had begun to enter public life in new ways. They were seeking education (including the fields of politics and law),17 obtaining jobs in the workplace, and even attaining important positions in city government. Winter has documented well how some of these women even discarded their veils (a traditional Roman symbol of the husband’s authority over his wife) and began carrying on illicit relationships with both single and married men.18 These women often dressed immodestly, wore lavish jewelry, overused cosmetics, and used contraceptives (and, if not successful, aborted the unwanted child).19 This was by no means an isolated phenomenon in the empire. Many wealthy women were caught up in this new, trendy lifestyle. The famous Stoic philosopher Seneca wrote a letter to his mother during her exile from Rome (AD 41–49) in which he expressed deep appreciation that she had not taken up this new lifestyle:


Unlike the great majority of women you never succumbed to immorality, the worst evil of our time; jewels and pearls have not moved you; you never thought of wealth as the greatest gift to the human race … you have not crushed the hope of children that were being nurtured in your body; you have not defiled your face with paints and cosmetics; never have you fancied the kind of dress that exposed no greater nakedness by being removed. (Seneca, Helv., 16:3–4)20



 

Because of these new freedoms being exercised by Roman women, Caesar Augustus enacted a new set of marriage laws (the lex Julia de maritandis ordinibus and the lex Julia de adulteriis coercendis) intending to curb the promiscuity of the Roman women, to strengthen the traditional family unit, and to provide incentives to married women to have children.21

Of course, since the “new Roman women” were wealthy, they constituted a small percentage of the women in society. But Michael Grant has noted that some of this newfound power and freedom “percolated down the social scale” not only in Rome, but elsewhere in the empire.22 Winter has called attention to the fact that the lifestyles of the new Roman women were portrayed in comedy in the theater. He notes, “Theatre-going was common among all classes in Rome and through New Comedy had a moulding influence on social mores.”23 Furthermore, even the statuary of the married women of the imperial family would have had a powerful impact on many other women by providing examples of how they should wear their hair, how they should dress, and how they can now behave.24 The Roman writer Juvenal asks, “What woman will not follow when an empress leads the way.” (Juvenal, Satires, 6.617)25

(3) Prominent women in the cities of western Asia Minor. One can easily see the impact of this trend on the political, religious, and social fabric of the cities of western Asia Minor. In an important monograph, Paul Trebilco has summarized the inscriptional evidence attesting to the role of women in civic positions in western Asia Minor.26 These documents show that women served in a variety of important civic positions. Perhaps most significant is the fact that there are many inscriptions attesting to women holding the highest civic office in some of the cities of Asia Minor. We now know of twenty-eight different women who served in the office of prytanis in eight cities in Asia Minor ranging from the first century AD to the third.27 This office was similar to a mayor of a city, and the officeholder presided over the town council. Some cities called their chief magistrate a “crown bearer.” The inscriptions point to thirty-seven women who held this office in seventeen cities in Asia Minor throughout the Roman era.28

Another significant office that women held in Asia Minor was the position of gymnasiarch. The “gymnasium” was the center for education in a Greek city as well as being a facility for exercise and athletic events. The gymnasiarch was a state official who ran the gymnasium and supervised all aspects of the educational process.29 Inscriptions dating from the first to the third centuries attest to forty-eight women who served as gymnasiarchs in twenty-three cities of Asia Minor and the coastal islands. This suggests not only that many women had access to education, but also that in many places they were leading the educational system.

In addition to these offices, there is inscriptional evidence of women holding other prominent civic offices (such as dekaprotos, demiourgos, panegyriarch, hipparchos) and presiding over athletic contests and games. There is even one example of a woman who served as an Asiarch, the foremost title in Roman Asia (see Acts 19:31).30

In spite of the fact that women were participating broadly in prominent positions of leadership throughout western Asia Minor, one must still recognize the overwhelming male leadership in the culture. There was still a far greater proportion of men in civic leadership than women. But it is important to see that women were involved in public positions of leadership at all levels.

(4) The impact of the goddess cults on the role of women in western Asia Minor. There is more evidence for women participating in civic life in western Asia Minor than anywhere else in the empire. This not only may be due to the broader cultural trend of the new Roman women, but may in part be attributed to the religious traditions and practices of Asia Minor.

There were many goddess cults in Ephesus and western Asia Minor; in most of these cults, women held significant positions of leadership. In her volume Portrait of a Priestess, Joan Breton Connelly observes that “it is from the great sanctuaries of Asia Minor that we have our earliest and most abundant evidence for the commemoration of Hellenistic priestesses with portrait statues…. Images of priestesses were erected in sanctuaries all across Asia Minor.”31

One of the more popular goddesses of Ephesus was Isis. Archaeologists have discovered the foundation of her temple in the middle of the State Agora in the city. Although many of the official Greek cults were closed to women, this was certainly not the case with the cult of Isis. In an important monograph entitled The Cult of Isis among Women in the Graeco-Roman World, Sharon Kelly Heyob suggested that the Isis cult was an important advocate for freedom and opportunity for women.32 This is well illustrated in an ascription of praise (an aretology) to Isis in which she is lauded for giving women power equal to that of men (P. Oxy. 1380.214–16). While the Isis cult generated many female devotees and female cult societies, women actually started becoming priestesses of the cult during the Roman imperial period.33

Of course, the most important deity of the city of Ephesus was a female goddess—Artemis Ephesia. She was extolled by her worshipers as “queen” ([image: ]), “lord” ([image: ]), “master” ([image: ]), “ruler” ([image: ]), “savior” ([image: ]), “chief priestess” ([image: ]), and “mother of the gods” ([image: ]).34 Her far-reaching powers helped her to tend to the needs of her devotees, especially women. She is said to be the one who controls the destiny of women35 and is the ultimate source of fertility of women—all life proceeds from her.36 Women were given the opportunity to serve Artemis as priestesses. In fact, three classes of priestesses have been discerned: the mellierai, the hierai, and the parierai.37

Also prominent in Ephesus and Asia Minor was the female deity known as “the Great Mother” ([image: ] or Mater Magna), or Cybele.38 References to priestesses serving in the sanctuaries of the goddess appear often in the literature.39 One of the most notable features of her cult that had some degree of impact on the social order and male-female relationships was the fact that she was served by castrated and effeminate male servants called the Galli. Roller notes, “The Galli not only castrated themselves but emphasized their artificial femininity through feminine dress and manners, so their high-pitched voices, long wild hair, and garish costume made them instantly recognizable.”40

The origin of this group grew out of the mythology of the cult recounted in many ancient sources.41 In the myth (as recounted by Ovid, Pausanias, and Arnobius), the goddess falls madly in love with a handsome young man named Attis. Because Attis is unfaithful to the goddess, Cybele drives him mad and he castrates himself under a tree with a sharp rock. Because of this event, the male priests of the cult were required to undergo a rite of self-castration. Roller comments on one of the societal implications of this cult: “The Magna Mater was … a seducer and destroyer of men. As a goddess surrounded by effeminate castrati, she came to represent the male’s uncertainty and ambivalence about, even fear of, his own sexuality.”42 For some women, the Galli had an irresistible charm and were their choice for an extramarital relationship because they were sterile and safe.43

Still other forms of goddess worship in Ephesus and western Asia Minor could be mentioned (such as the Demeter and Kore, Aphrodite, Hekate, and others), where women served as priestesses and in other forms of leadership and service. Asia Minor, in fact, appears unique in the ancient world for the predominance of various forms of goddess worship. These cults not only fit well with the deeper cultural trends of the new Roman women, but themselves served as symbols of freedom from the constraints placed on women in traditional Graeco-Roman society.

Both of these societal factors began to have their impact on Jewish understandings of women’s roles in the local synagogues.44 By the second century AD, some synagogues in Asia Minor were placing women in positions of leadership, including some who functioned as the “ruler of the synagogue.” This surprising phenomenon, reflecting a radical shift from the tradition of the rabbis, is attested in a handful of inscriptions from Asia Minor.45

Implications for the Ephesian household code. Ephesians was thus written to a place and at a time where traditional Greek and Roman roles for women and wives were in a dynamic flux. It is no longer accurate to portray the social-cultural environment as oppressive for women, denying them opportunities for leadership in religious and civic institutions, and extending to them no places of involvement outside of the domestic sphere. Of course, these opportunities would not have been available to most of the peasant and slave populations. But the same opportunities would have been closed to peasant and slave men as well since their primary focus was on survival.

Few interpreters of Ephesians have sought to make a case that Paul’s instructions to husbands and wives in Eph 5:21–33 should be interpreted as reflective of any particular situation that Paul was aware of in the churches of western Asia Minor. Markus Barth has been a notable exception, arguing that Paul’s comments in this passage are written with the intention of obviating a women’s emancipation trend of the time.46 Although it is perhaps overstating the evidence to speak of a women’s emancipation trend, there were many changes in the air, and it is fair to ask whether Paul may have addressed these in his instructions to men and women. There are a few observations we can make:

(1) There was a variety of ungodly cultural pressures that husbands and wives would have felt in the environment of western Asia Minor. These would have ranged from the traditional roles of the heavy-handed dominance asserted by the paterfamilias and the unquestioning obedience of the wife to the societal trends seen in the new Roman women, who exhibited a defiance of their husbands and the traditional roles.

(2) There is no doubt that women in western Asia Minor were finding more opportunities in the civic and religious life of the communities. Some were finding a new degree of freedom from the restraint, control, and dominance of men in society, politics, religion, and the household.

(3) There were also some fairly radical trends in gender identity, where some men were repudiating their masculinity, appropriating a feminine identity, serving a female goddess, and engaging in sexual relations with both men and women.

(4) In light of this diversity of trends in society, Paul writes to many Christians in Ephesus and western Asia Minor to give biblical and christological perspective on what it means to live as husband and wife. His readers come from all segments of society—they are slaves, peasants, and probably many from the urban elite. Some will have held to the traditional Greek and Roman understanding of roles, but others would probably be living the lifestyle of the new Roman women. It would not at all be surprising to find that there were some women who became Christians who once served as priestesses in the local goddess cults.

(5) Paul’s remarks to husbands and wives are counter to every cultural pattern represented in that society. His vision for marriage is not a concession to any cultural pattern, but substantially challenges them all. His plan is rooted in the creation design and profoundly informed by the relationship that Christ has with his church.




Explanation of the Text
 

5:18, 21  Be filled with the Spirit … by submitting to one another in the fear of Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). This verse has already received comment in the previous section. It is included here to show the close grammatical and literary connection between 5:18, 21 and 5:22.

5:22  Wives, [submit] to your husbands as [you submit] to the Lord ([image: ][image: ]). Paul calls on Christian wives to follow the leadership of their husbands in their marriage relationships. He does not foist on them a demand for blind servitude, but appeals to them to comply willingly with the leadership their husbands provide.

The finite verb “submit” is inferred from the present participle of the previous verse (see the discussion under “Structure”). The absence of the verb led some scribes to assume that the verb had somehow been lost in the copying process, which resulted in different forms of the verb “submit” being inserted into some manuscripts (e.g., [image: ]).47 As we have already observed, the absence of the finite verb more directly ties this portion of the household instructions to the previous section and the command to be filled with the Spirit. Improperly ordered family relationships hinder the work of the Spirit in the community.

The meaning of “submit” ([image: ]) was discussed under 5:21. It is enough here to repeat that (1) the verb was commonly used of ordered relationships in a social structure; (2) it is to be distinguished from “obey” ([image: ]); and (3) the middle voice suggests that Paul is appealing to the women to make a voluntary choice. The basic idea presented here and repeated in 5:24b is that women should not seek to assert themselves in the home in a way that could be viewed as ruling, controlling, or dominating. Rather, they must acknowledge the God-given role assigned to the husband and respect the leadership he endeavors to provide for the family.

It is crucial to recognize that this passage does not represent a cultural concession to the prevailing forms of patriarchy in Roman households (as a number of modern commentators assume). This passage is countercultural at its core. Paul sets Christ as the example for both wives and husbands, but in particular the husband, as he seeks to understand how he is to exert his leadership and authority in the home. The pattern Paul provides completely redefines what every first-century man in the churches would have assumed as important in their role as husbands. They are no longer to look at the heavy-handed, oppressive ways that their fathers and grandfathers ruled in their homes. Rather, they must now look to Christ to see what it truly means to be a leader.

Paul instructs the women to consider how they respond to the leadership that the risen Christ provides to the church. The way they respond to Christ should then inform the way they respond to their husbands. Of course, no first-century man perfectly embodied the tender shepherding love and care that Christ provides the church. Thus, it is important to see that Paul does not condition the woman’s response on the perfect obedience of her husband to Christ (as in, “insofar as your husband exemplifies Christ’s leadership and love, then submit to him.”). It should be said, however, that Paul would certainly not have envisioned Christian wives following their husband’s lead into sinful practice or unlawful behavior, or subjecting themselves to horrible abuse. At this point, the teaching of the apostles, “we must obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29), would apply. There were undoubtedly some Christian women in the churches of Ephesus who were married to unbelieving husbands. Paul’s appeal to them to order themselves under the leadership of their husbands would still surely apply.

5:23  Because the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church (he is the Savior of the body) ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The reason Paul instructs wives to submit to their husbands is due to the fact that the husband-wife relationship in the Christian household is modeled on the relationship of Christ to the church. These role distinctions are therefore not based on something out of the old covenant now abolished in Christ, nor are they based on some kind of concession to the Graeco-Roman or Jewish cultures. The pattern for role relationships in marriage is rooted deeply in the new covenant.

The metaphor “head” ([image: ]) has been extensively discussed and debated by scholars in recent years. Until the 1970s and 1980s, virtually every writer on this passage understood “head” to carry some sense of leadership and authority. A handful of interpreters then began to contend that the word did not convey any notion of authority—a position they argued based on a reassessment of a variety of passages in ancient literature. Rather, they argued that “head” was a metaphor that commonly expressed the idea of “source.”48 In other words, as a spring is the source of a stream, so the husband is the source of his wife. They understood this to mean that, historically, God created Eve from the side of Adam and, thus, Adam is the source of Eve.

The implication of this view is that Eph 5:23 does not entail any God-ordained leadership that husbands have in relationship to their wives.49 This novel view of “head” as “source” was countered by a variety of studies that questioned whether the term “head” ever conveyed the notion of source in Greek literature prior to the time of the NT.50 These studies were effective in casting doubt on the alleged use of “head” ([image: ]) to convey the meaning “source” in an absolute sense.51 For instance, Greek writers never used this word to make statements like, “cows are the source of milk” or “Egypt is the source of papyri.”52 The absence of such usage explains why the most recent NT Greek lexicons do not even list “source” as part of the semantic range of the term “head” ([image: ]).53

One of the weaknesses of much of the discussion about the meaning of “head” in this context is that it has been carried out with little sensitivity to the fact that it is part of a larger metaphor—head in connection to a body. In fact, head-body imagery is a metaphor that Paul has already used twice earlier in the letter (1:22; 4:15–16; see also Col 2:19). Since Paul here says that the husband is the head of the wife “as Christ is the head of the church,” these earlier uses of the imagery are decisive for how he intends it to be understood here.

In our discussion of each of those contexts, we established that there is a dual notion of leadership and provision. Christ not only gives guidance, direction, and inspiration for his body, but he also provides strength, help, and sustenance for his people. This usage is consistent with how head-body imagery was used and understood in the ancient world (as illustrated in the medical writers, philosophers, and Jewish texts; see discussion of the earlier passages).54 It is therefore inappropriate to eliminate any notion of authority from the use of “head” ([image: ]) in this passage.55

The discussion of Christ’s role in relationship to the church prompts Paul to make an exclamatory statement regarding Christ’s work on behalf of the church: “he ([image: ]) is the Savior of the body.” Because the declaration is not introduced with a conjunction (it represents asyndeton) and does not have a parallel member in the chiastic structure of the passage, it is to be closely tied to the preceding statement about Christ. Since the next line begins with the strong adversative conjunction “but” ([image: ]), it reinforces the notion that the statement is entirely christological and should not be read as an additional feature of the husband’s role.56 Those who take “Savior” as part of Christ’s example that husbands should emulate typically argue that it is suggestive of the husband’s role as protector.57 Yet this is not the meaning of “Savior” in this context as it relates to Christ. Jesus is the one who defeated the power of sin and the forces of evil on the cross so that he could form the body (see 2:1–8, 13–16). The husband fulfills no analogous role for his wife.

5:24  But as the church submits to Christ, so should wives [submit] to their husbands in everything ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In these next two lines, Paul reiterates in similar terms what he has said at the outset of this passage. These two lines, in fact, form the outer members (b’ and a’) of the chiastic structure of the passage. The principal difference is that Paul here adds the phrase “in everything.”

“But” ([image: ]) indicates a sharp contrast with what precedes. In the previous line, Paul has made a statement about the saving work of Christ, but to ensure his readers that he is speaking only about Christ and not indicating that it is the responsibility of the husbands to serve as their wives’ saviors, he employs this conjunction.

The comparative adverb “as” ([image: ]) introduces the pattern for the wife’s submission to the husband. She does so in a way that is similar to how the church submits to Christ. This is slightly different from how Paul expressed it earlier (5:22b), where he tells the wife to submit to her husband as she herself submits to the Lord. The repetition of the injunction to submit according to this pattern should not escape the reader’s notice since it strongly emphasizes how important it is for the wife to assume this role in the marriage.

“In everything” ([image: ]) indicates that this should be the normal disposition of the wife toward her husband. It means that a wife should cultivate an attitude of affirming, supporting, and respecting her husband’s leadership in the marriage without holding back certain areas where she wants to assert or maintain control. Once again, it must be remembered that Paul is not using the verb “obey” ([image: ]) as he does for the other relationships in the household (see 6:1, 5). Thus, it is inappropriate to argue that a wife should receive orders from her husband, be forced to engage in any kind of sinful activities or behaviors, or be victimized by abuse.

5:25  Husbands, love your wives just as Christ loved the church and gave himself for her ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul now sets a high standard for the kind of love a husband should have for his wife. The example that Christ sets is for a husband to be willing to sacrifice everything for the benefit and well-being of his wife.

The vocative expression, “husbands” ([image: ]), changes the focus of the passage from the wives to the husbands. The responsibilities of the men constitutes Paul’s focus now until the end of the passage. Proportionately, far greater admonition and instruction is given to the husbands than to the wives. This is due, in part, to the fact that Paul’s view of the husband’s role in the Christian marriage is so counter to the prevailing understanding of the man’s role in Graeco-Roman society. It is also due to Paul’s strategy here of using his remarks on marital relationships to elaborate on his understanding of Christ and his relationship to the church.

The present imperative of the verb “love” ([image: ]) indicates that this kind of love should be the regular and hallmark feature of the husband’s affections and behavior toward his wife. It makes no provision for the wife to earn the husband’s favor. The command entails the husband’s responsibility regardless of his wife’s behavior, health condition, appearance, or any other potential deterrent. The fact that Christ loved the church—even in her most unlovely and unbecoming state—defines the love commitment that Christ expects from a Christian husband. His love should be unconditional.

The extent of Christ’s love for the church is expressed in his action of giving his life for the church (5:25c). Paul uses the same expression earlier in the chapter when he speaks of how “Christ also loved us and gave himself ([image: ]) for us” (5:2), which is also how he explained the heart of the gospel to the Galatians (Gal 2:20). This does not mean it will be necessary for every husband to die for his wife, but it most assuredly means that every husband must deny himself of time, resources, and self-gratification to express his love for his wife.

The parallel passage in the Colossian household code also calls on husbands to love their wives (Col 3:19), but it does not expand on Christ as the pattern for the love as this passage does. It does, however, give the practical application of not being “harsh with them.”

Exhortations for men to love their wives are rare in Graeco-Roman literature and in the Second Temple Jewish texts. Men are never exhorted to love their wives in the household codes outside of the New Testament. Yet here, Paul establishes a different foundation for the marriage relationship—one that is predicated on Christ’s love for the church, which entails an incredibly high standard of love that men are called to give to their wives.



In Depth: God’s Covenant Relationship with His People Depicted as a Marriage
 

Throughout the prophetic texts of the OT, God’s love, sanctifying care, and commitment to his people were expressed through the metaphor of marriage. God is the husband and his people are represented as his wife. This is perhaps best known in Hosea, where the prophet’s relationship with his wife portrays God’s relationship with his people. In a beautiful promise reminiscent of a marriage vow, the Lord tells his people through the prophet, “I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you in righteousness and justice, in love and compassion. I will betroth you in faithfulness, and you will acknowledge the LORD” (Hos 2:19–20).

The tragedy that ensues is that in spite of Hosea’s faithfulness and love, his wife betrays him through adulterous relationships. Ironically, this was the way that God had intended things to turn out for Hosea because he was to serve as an object lesson to Israel, for, in a similar manner, they were forsaking their God in favor of giving their devotion to idols. They had a “spirit of prostitution” ([image: ]) in their hearts (Hos 4:12; 5:4) and adulterated themselves with false gods. Nevertheless, God remained faithful to Israel and made the following promise: “I will heal their waywardness and love them freely, for my anger has turned away from them” (Hos 14:4).

The prophet Isaiah also uses the imagery of marriage to convey God’s loving relationship to his people. He declares, “For your Maker is your husband—the LORD Almighty is his name” (Isa 54:5). But the immediate outcome is still the same: Israel is unfaithful to the Lord. Yet God is faithful to his faithless bride. He will heal her (58:8), clothe her with garments of salvation, and bestow his righteousness on her (61:10) as the object of his unfailing love. Then, “as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you” (62:5; see also 54:6–8).

Jeremiah likewise speaks of Israel as the Lord’s bride and then laments over the way she has cheated on her husband. The Lord says through the prophet, “I remember the devotion of your youth, how as a bride you loved me and followed me through the desert” (Jer 2:2). Yet her failure to be faithful is mourned: “She has gone up on every high hill and under every spreading tree and has committed adultery there” (Jer 3:6; see also 3:1–3).

Although the Pentateuch does not develop the image of Israel as a bride, the concept is implicit in the description of Israel’s rebellion as prostitution and adultery (Exod 34:15–16; Lev 20:6; Num 15:39; Deut 31:16). Interestingly, the Torah presents idolatry as cavorting with the demonic realm: “They must no longer offer any of their sacrifices to the goat [demons] to whom they prostitute themselves” (Lev 17:7). This is significant for Ephesians because God has called his people to purity, which means that they need to resist the influence of the evil principalities and powers (Eph 6:10–13).

The most extensive development of the marriage metaphor to portray the relationship of God and his people, however, is found in Ezekiel 16. This passage also contains additional lexical and conceptual similarities to Ephesians 5 that render it likely that the apostle Paul was intentionally echoing the language of Ezekiel in his interpretation of marriage as a symbol of Christ and the church.58 In the extensive allegory the prophet presents, Israel is represented first as an exposed female infant upon whom God had compassion, took in, cleansed, and raised (Ezek 16:1–7). When she reached the age of maturity, the Lord entered into a marriage covenant with her. In language similar to Eph 5:26–27, the Lord says through the prophet:


I bathed you with water ([image: ]) and washed the blood from you and put ointments on you. I clothed you with an embroidered dress and put leather sandals on you. I dressed you in fine linen and covered you with costly garments…. You became very beautiful and rose to be a queen. And your fame spread among the nations on account of your beauty, because the splendor I had given you made your beauty perfect, declares the Sovereign LORD. (Ezek 16:9–10, 13–14; italics mine)



 

As in the other prophetic texts, Israel is unfaithful to her husband and repeatedly engages in acts of adultery and prostitution (symbolic references to their repeated forays into idolatrous behavior). In fact, in the LXX of Ezek 16, the various words for sexual immorality ([image: ]) appear twenty-four times. Yet once again, God is faithful to his covenant (his marriage commitment), and in spite of the great difficulty of demonstrating love to someone who has betrayed him time and again, God does. He has been jealous, angry, and full of wrath (Ezek 16:38, 42), but his love and faithfulness to his bride persist. He promises to “remember the covenant I made with you in the days of your youth” (Ezek 16:60) and to renew this covenant. God will also “make atonement for you for all you have done” (Ezek 16:63), and his bride will “remember and be ashamed” (Ezek 16:63).

There are five distinct ways that Paul develops this theme in Ephesians in light of the advent of Christ. (1) The covenant relationship between God and his people is still expressed in terms of a marriage bond. This marriage is now between Christ and his church (God’s Son and his new covenant people, who are comprised of Jews and Gentiles in one body in Christ).

(2) This is still a marriage initiated by God with a people who are filthy and undeserving. Just as there was nothing that Israel did to merit God’s attention and favor (in fact, Israel was like an exposed child that lay in a field kicking about in its own blood; Ezek 16:6), so also the new covenant people were once “dead in [their] transgressions and sins” (Eph 2:1).

(3) God continues a work of cleansing his dirty and unlovely bride. In fact, Ezek 16:9 explicitly says that God “bathed you with water” ([image: ])—an equivalent expression to what Paul says that Christ has done for the church ([image: ]).

(4) There is a similar two-stage cleansing and sanctifying work that God does for his people under both covenants. Under the old covenant, God initially cleanses Israel when he makes her his bride, but because of her sin and waywardness, God needs to perform an additional cleansing and atoning work on his bride in the future. This corresponds to the new covenant relationship between Christ and the church insofar as Christ sanctifies and cleanses his bride when he initially makes her his own, but this is a process that will ultimately be completed only in the future when he restores all things (Eph 1:10; 4:30).

(5) Finally, under both covenants, God is faithful to the end and makes his bride glorious and beautiful (Ezek 16:13–14; Eph 5:27).

Eph 5:25–27 thus becomes Paul’s christological interpretation of the prominent metaphor in the OT of the covenant between Yahweh and his people expressed through the marriage relationship. There are some significant differences, however, that will be brought out in the exegesis of the text.



5:26  To sanctify her by cleansing her through the washing of water by the word ([image: ][image: ]). In another christological aside, Paul explains how the church has been set apart for Christ and purified by the proclamation of the gospel, which they have received by faith. The resultant cleansing and forgiveness of sins was anticipated by the prophet Ezekiel when he spoke of a future time of being sprinkled with clean water and having all of our impurities cleansed.

The purpose behind Christ’s self-sacrifice was to sanctify for himself a people (the purpose clause, [image: ], is dependent on [image: ]). The aorist tense of the verb “sanctify” ([image: ]) refers in the first instance to the event that is the basis for the creation of the people of God: the death of Christ on the cross. Yet it refers not just to the past but to the future and the present as well. It anticipates the future consummation when the sanctification of God’s people reaches its goal (see 1:10; Col 1:28). But it also speaks of the ongoing process of sanctification and can be seen in the emphasis of this letter on the resurrected Christ empowering the body to grow and mature (Eph 4:11–16).

This understanding of sanctification is consistent with how Paul develops it elsewhere in his letters. On the one hand, he describes it as a completed action (see Rom 15:16; 1 Cor 1:2), such that it can be said that Christians are already sanctified. This understanding forms the basis for why he often refers to believers as “saints” ([image: ]), that is, “those who are sanctified.” Yet on the other hand, Paul also speaks of sanctification as a process that is not completed until Christ returns (see, e.g., Rom 6:19, 22; 1 Thess 4:3–8; 5:23).

There are thus two senses in which Paul is using the term “sanctify” here: (1) the basic idea of the term is “to consecrate” or “to set apart.” This term refers to any person or object dedicated to God for his purposes. The image of the church as a bride corresponds to this understanding of “sanctify” quite well. The church has been taken by Christ to be his bride and, consequently, she belongs to him alone. (2) Sanctification also conveys the idea of purification from sin. The lines that follow explicate this aspect of the meaning of the term as Paul speaks of the cleansing of the church and the fact that she will be presented to Christ as not having any blemish. Thus, sanctification is here presented as both “already” and “not yet.”

The means by which Christ sanctifies his church is by cleansing or purifying ([image: ]) her. This aorist participle should be interpreted as coincident with the action of sanctifying and as expressing means.59 Like sanctification, purification is here presented both as an act that Christ has already accomplished and as a process of transformation that he is accomplishing in the lives of believers. The verb Paul uses here ([image: ]) was widely used in the OT and Judaism to refer to the various forms of ritual purification prescribed by the law and carried out by the Jewish people. The entire sacrificial system was based on the need of the people for purification from various transgressions.

But beyond this, purification rites were done to cleanse lepers, Nazirites, the temple (including the altar and the utensils), women after giving birth or following their menstrual cycle, and many other things. In the first century, the Pharisees influenced the Jewish people to exercise scrupulous care in discerning clean and unclean foods, in eating with clean hands, and in engaging in various forms of ritual cleansing involving the use of water. Thus, ritual bathing pools (miqwôt) were common, as were cleaning installations near synagogues.

Jesus’ inauguration of the new covenant changed this. No longer was the focus to be on outward cleansing but on inward purity. Thus, Jesus criticizes the Pharisees for not giving adequate attention to the inner self: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee! First clean the inside of the cup and dish, and then the outside also will be clean” (Matt 23:25–26).

The prophet Ezekiel spoke of a future time of cleansing from impurities that would be a hallmark feature of the new covenant:


I will sprinkle clean water ([image: ]) on you, and you will be clean ([image: ]); I will cleanse ([image: ]) you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. (Ezek 36:25–27)



 

This future cleansing with pure water was symbolic of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on God’s new covenant people (see also John 3:5). The Spirit is God’s agent of cleansing, as Paul told the Corinthian believers: “you were washed ([image: ]), you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor 6:11). Similarly, Paul wrote to Titus, “he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth ([image: ]) and renewal by the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:5).

Therefore, when Paul says that Christians are purified “through the washing of water,” he is not referring to a literal form of ritual cleansing involving the use of water (as under the old covenant). Rather, he is referring to an inward form of cleansing that has been applied by the Holy Spirit (and will continue to be applied through the process of sanctification). This cleansing is truly effective for the forgiveness of sins.

Paul further clarifies the nature of this cleansing process with the expression “by the word” ([image: ]). This prepositional phrase modifies the participle ([image: ]) and is parallel to the preceding instrumental phrase, “through the washing of water” ([image: ]). “By the word” thus interprets and explains the meaning of the metaphorical expression, “cleansing … through the washing of water.” What formerly took place through ritual cleansing with water now happens through the proclamation of the Word of God.

The “word” ([image: ]) refers primarily to the proclamation of the gospel.60 This corresponds to Paul’s usage of the term in Romans where he says, “Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word ([image: ]) of Christ” (Rom 10:17; see also 10:8). Paul expressed the same idea in the first part of Ephesians (although there using the equivalent expression [image: ]) when he said that his readers were included in Christ “when you heard the word ([image: ]) of truth, the gospel of your salvation” (Eph 1:13).

Yet because sanctification and cleansing are not only onetime events but represent an ongoing process, the Word of God also has a significant role to play in the growth to maturity of every believer.61 Paul uses “the word” in this sense when he speaks of the word of God ([image: ]) as “the sword of the Spirit” (Eph 6:17). The “word of God” is vital for believers in their lifelong battle against sin and the powers of darkness. The psalmist knew this well when he declared, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you” (Ps 119:11).

It is too simplistic, then, to interpret “the washing of water” as a reference to baptism without seeing the richness of the new covenant promise of washing from Ezekiel and Paul’s interpretation of washing as “by the word.” Nevertheless, many interpreters through the centuries have seen the expression as a reference to baptism.62 They typically take “by the word” as the baptismal confession pronounced over the candidate during the performance of the ritual63 or as the candidate’s own baptismal confession.64

Although on the surface, this may seem a plausible interpretation since baptism was one of the principal signs of the new covenant experienced by every believer, it is not the primary referent of the “washing with water” in this passage, nor does it do justice to “by the word.” This view fails to recognize the ongoing process of sanctification and cleansing that takes place in the life of the believer by focusing only on the event of initiation. It also misses seeing the dynamic of God’s Word both in the initial sanctification as well as in the ongoing process.

Furthermore, the idea of “by the word” as referring to a baptismal confession is without precedent in the NT. Nor can advocates of this view produce examples of this expression’s use in connection with baptism in the writings of the early church. More important is the fact that Paul himself uses this term ([image: ]) to refer both to the gospel and the use of the Word of God in the sanctification process of the believer.

Some have argued for a “both-and” solution that combines a reference to the work of the Spirit (through the word) and water baptism,65 but Paul’s unequivocal emphasis in this passage is not on water baptism but on the fact that God has set the church apart for himself and purified this community of believers. While it is true that early believers may have immediately thought of water baptism when they heard the words “washing” and “cleansing,”66 baptism is clearly secondary in a close contextual reading of this passage (if it is present at all).

5:27  That he might present to himself the glorious church not having a spot or wrinkle or any such thing but that she might be holy and blameless ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Christ’s ultimate goal is to be fully united with his purified church on the day he returns.

Christ’s purpose in sanctifying the church is so that he can present his bride to himself at the end of time. Some have taken his presentation of the bride as an event that has happened in the present,67 but the grammar suggests a sequence: Christ dies on the cross; his death enables him to sanctify the church as his bride, whom he cleanses by his blood and by his ongoing purifying work throughout the present age; then he will present his bride to himself when he sums up all things (1:10).68 Because there is no coordinating conjunction (such as [image: ]), this purpose clause is subordinate to the previous purpose clause (“to sanctify her”) and does not form a second, coordinate purpose dependent on the finite verb of 5:25c (“[he] gave himself for her”). This future eschatological fulfillment is consistent with his use of the language of presentation in Colossians (Col 1:22, 28).69

Paul used the image of the church as a purified bride who will be presented to Christ in his correspondence to the Corinthians (2 Cor 11:2), but there he speaks of his own apostolic role of presenting the Corinthian church to Christ. Paul zooms out to the larger perspective of seeing Christ as actively engaged in purifying the universal church, which he will one day present to himself as his bride.

Paul stresses that on that day, the church will be “glorious” ([image: ]). This word highlights the beauty and splendidness of the church in her moral purity. In Judaism, this word was often used to describe God himself in his greatness, holiness, and magnificence (see Jdt 16:13; Tob 8:5; Pr Azar 1:22; Pss. Sol. 18:10). The word was also used to characterize God’s great and awesome wonders (Deut 10:21), the beauty of the temple (2 Chr 2:8; Isa 64:11 [10 LXX]), as well as Solomon at the height of his glory (Jos., Ant. 8.190). Because of the blood of Christ and the ongoing sanctifying work of the risen Christ, believers will appear before their Lord as completely holy and pure.

The thought here is reminiscent of Solomon’s song of love for his bride where he movingly declares, “All beautiful you are, my darling; there is no flaw in you” (Song 4:7). It also evokes the imagery of Israel as the beautiful and purified bride of Ezekiel’s prophecy: “Your fame spread among the nations on account of your beauty, because the splendor I had given you made your beauty perfect, declares the Sovereign LORD” (Ezek 16:14).

Paul emphasizes the purity of the bride by declaring that believers will not have any “spot or wrinkle.” Although one might expect Paul to chose words from the language of purity/impurity from the OT (the LXX in particular), these terms never appear there and are actually rare in Greek. “Spot” ([image: ]), which can also be translated “stain,” does appear one other time in the NT, where Peter uses it of the sinful false prophets in northern Asia Minor who are stains on the Christian community (2 Pet 2:13). Josephus twice uses it of stains left by blood (Jos., Ant. 13.314; J.W. 1.82). Perhaps most illuminating is this term as used in an inscription found in western Asia Minor (in a region less than fifty miles northeast of Ephesus). This inscription is a confessional stele erected to appease the lunar god Men and the “Great Mother” of Asia Minor when a young man violated the purity requirements of these deities by wearing a robe with stains ([image: ]).70 This inscription attests to local familiarity with the word.

“Wrinkle” ([image: ]) never appears elsewhere in the Bible (or even in Philo or Josephus; but see Plutarch, Mor. 789D; Dioscorides, Mat.
med. 1.39). The idea here is that Christ’s bride will be extraordinarily beautiful, with no wrinkles of age or blemishes of any kind. This appearance is, of course, metaphorical of moral excellence and purity. The strong adversative “but” ([image: ]) introduces a clause that provides the contrast and explanation to this metaphor when Paul says that the church will be “holy and blameless.” This takes us back to the beginning of the letter, where Paul praises God that the purpose of his election was “so that we would be holy and blameless ([image: ]) in his presence” (1:4; see also Col 1:22).

Markus Barth observes that “this Bridegroom’s love is characterized by the will and power to effect a total transformation. He attributes qualities to the bride which she does not possess of her own.”71 This, of course, far transcends what any other husband is able to accomplish for his bride and further confirms that this portion of the passage is solely a lesson on Christology. It is also distinguished from the human analogy insofar as Christ not only receives the bride to be his own, but he is also the one who presents the bride he has purified to himself.

5:28  So, husbands ought to love their wives like their own bodies. The one who loves his own wife loves himself ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul now reinforces his exhortation for husbands to love their wives by calling on them to take care of their wives as they naturally do their own bodies.

The introductory adverbial conjunction “so” ([image: ]) ties this admonition closely to the preceding section in a way that continues and develops the line of thought. Specifically, it correlates to the previous comparative adverbial conjunction in 5:25b ([image: ]): “Just as Christ loved the church … so, husbands ought [also]72 to love their [own] wives.”73 This follows a similar pattern to the use of the adverbial conjunction ([image: ]) in 5:24b, which correlates to the preceding comparative conjunction of 5:22b ([image: ]): “as [wives] submit to the Lord … so should wives submit to their husbands.”

Paul stresses the husband’s duty to love his wife by using a verb that implies a moral obligation ([image: ]). But this is not simply an obligation to a societal standard; it is an obligation to Christ himself. The new thought Paul adds in this verse is that husbands should treat their wives as they do their own bodies ([image: ]). Men naturally care for themselves in every conceivable way (sometimes to an excess). Paul’s thought here is that husbands should carefully consider all of the ways that they care for themselves and make sure that they provide the same level of care for their wives. This is not a degradation in the argument (from the lofty example of Christ’s self-sacrificial love), but a way of making the implications of this high standard of love concrete and practical in the marriage relationship.

The next line, which lacks any form of connection to the previous clause (asyndeton), functions as a parenthetical explanation. Paul is here making a conscious allusion to Lev 19:18, which states, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”74 Paul cites this command in Gal 5:14, where he declares that the whole law is fulfilled in this command. This kind of love that God demands begins in the home with men loving their wives.

5:29–30  For no one ever hates his own flesh but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church because we are members of his body ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul supports the idea that men take care of their bodies by asserting the truism that people do not despise their bodies, but they tend to take good care of their needs. The implied inference is that husbands should similarly be attuned to the needs of their wives and endeavor to attend to them.

The aorist tense of the verb “hates” ([image: ]) should be understood as a gnomic aorist, indicating that Paul is stating a general principle. Although exceptions to this general rule can certainly be found among ascetics and people with pathologies leading to self-abuse, the principle still stands. This is how the vast majority of people conduct their day-to-day lives.

Paul here switches from the word “body” ([image: ]; see 5:28a) to the word “flesh” ([image: ]). He can use these words interchangeably (e.g., 1 Cor 6:16; 15:39–40; 2 Cor 4:10–11), and he does so here. The change is probably prompted by the anticipation of his citation of Gen 2:24 in 5:31, which makes use of the term “flesh” ([image: ]).

In stark contrast ([image: ]) to hating one’s body is caring for it, and Paul expresses the manner of this care with two colorful verbs. “Nourishes” ([image: ]) is a word that appears throughout the Bible for the kind of care parents provide for their children. In fact, Paul uses it in the next passage to instruct fathers on the care they should give (6:4; see also 1 Kings 11:20; Job 31:18; Hos 9:12; 1 Macc 6:15, 17). The second verb (“cherishes”; [image: ] originally had the idea of providing heat and was used, for instance, of a mother bird brooding over her nest (Deut 22:6). It was also used in a metaphorical sense of giving nurturing care and cherishing someone.75 Paul uses forms of both terms when he describes his compassionate care for the Thessalonians while he was ministering to them during his first visit: “But we were gentle among you, like a nursing mother ([image: ]; a noun cognate of [image: ]) taking care ([image: ]) of her own children” (1 Thess 2:7).

Once again, the pattern and example that husbands are to follow is that of Christ. Husbands are to consider how Christ presently cares for his church and follow his lead in tenderly caring and providing for their wives. It is through the ascended Christ that the whole body receives all it needs for building up itself in love (4:16; see also 1:23; 4:7–12; 5:14; 6:10).

The reason ([image: ]) that Christ takes care of the church is because every person is individually a member of his corporate body. Thus, Paul here invokes the imagery of the church as the body of Christ to reinforce his overall argument that husbands should care for their wives as their own bodies. The first person plural in “we are,” a change from the third person of the previous clauses, most likely personalizes this argument for the readers and invites them to consider their own belonging to Christ, their relationship to him, and his constant care and provision for them.

At this point, the KJV adds, “of his flesh, and of his bones,” reflecting a variant manuscript tradition found in the Textus Receptus and the Vulgate. Although this reading is in the major witnesses of the Byzantine and Western textual families, it lacks the support of many of the Alexandrian witnesses and an early papyrus ([image: ]46). The editors of the UBS4 text are likely correct in explaining its origin as a scribal insertion based on Gen 2:23 (“the man said, ‘This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh’”) that anticipates the quotation of Gen 2:24 in the next verse.76 Nearly all modern English translations thus correctly omit this phrase.77

5:31  For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and shall be bonded to his wife, and the two will become one flesh ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). With his citation of Gen 2:24, the basis for marriage established by God from the very beginning, Paul reaches the climax of the paragraph. The husband should love his wife because she has become an integral part of him—the two have become one flesh. This is also illustrative of Christ’s intimate bond of union with the church.

With no introductory formula (such as [image: ]; 4:8), Paul cites Gen 2:24. It could be that he saw the first two words of the citation “for this reason” ([image: ])78 as an appropriate transition to the OT passage since it provides support to his extended comparison between husbands-wives and Christ-the church. Just as the church is joined to Christ, so also are wives joined to their husbands. This closeness and belonging impels Christ to love his bride and, similarly, should prompt husbands to love their wives.

The command for a man to “leave” ([image: ]) his father and mother is not a command to forsake them. It must be understood in terms of degree.79 Both spouses will relinquish their primary allegiance to each set of parents and transfer it to their mates. They remain obligated to honor their parents (6:2; Exod 20:12; Deut 5:16), care for them in their old age (1 Tim 5:3–4), and listen to their advice (Prov 23:22; 6:20), but their principal focus will now be on their spouses. The future tense of this verb and the next should not be taken as imperatival but as gnomic; that is, this is an event that will customarily happen in people’s lives.80

The term translated here as “shall be bonded” ([image: ]) has the literal sense of gluing two objects together. The noun cognate ([image: ]) is the Greek word for glue. The Greek writer Pindar, for instance, uses the verb to describe the adherence of the gold and ivory inlays on a crown (Pindar, Nemean Odes 7.78). In Nebuchadnezzar’s vision, he sees two substances (iron and clay) that cannot be glued together (Dan 2:43, Theod.). The Hebrew term that stands behind it can also have the sense of gluing, such as when it is used of the craftsman who glues the components of an idol together (Isa 41:7). The Greek term was also used to call on the people of God to hold tight to the Lord their God (e.g., Josh 23:8; Ps 73:28 [72:28]) and to cleave to him (e.g., Deut 11:22).

The verse has the idea of a man and woman coming together in a close and intimate relationship that encompasses every aspect of their beings—emotional, physical, and spiritual. It certainly includes the physical relationship since Paul uses a cognate verb to speak of the bonding that occurs between a man and a prostitute when they engage in sexual intercourse (1 Cor 6:16), but the bonding in marriage goes far beyond a physical union. Hoehner pushes the imagery further and asserts that two items glued together are not the same as an alloy (a mixture of metals), “because in that case the distinctiveness of each person would be lost.”81 He is correct in asserting that each object maintains its distinctive features; thus, husbands and wives do not surrender their personalities or unique traits when they marry.

The final line of the citation is a key affirmation that applies both to the Christ-church relationship and to the husband-wife relationship. Whereas in the last line before the citation (5:30) Paul said that “we are members of [Christ’s] body,” here he declares through the testimony of Torah that “the two will become one flesh.” In the original Genesis context, this applied specifically to husband-wife relationships, but here Paul points to the fact that it transcends the institution of marriage and points to the closeness and unity between Christ and his church.

Some interpreters have suggested that part of the purpose of this passage was to polemicize against the impact Gnostic views of male and female relationships were having on the church.82 Specifically, in many Gnostic circles (as well as Encratite communities), the differentiation of sexes was held in disdain in favor of the restoration of an androgynous ideal (e.g., Gospel of Philip 70; Gospel of Thomas 22). It is unlikely, however, that any such polemic stands behind Paul’s presentation here. First of all, there is no evidence of Gnostic teaching circulating in western Asia Minor in the mid-first century AD. Moreover, there is nothing about the composition or rhetoric of this passage to suggest that it is countering a specific false teaching of this nature. The most that can be said is that the passage provides a Christian vision for marriage that stands against the larger cultural trends of Roman society and the social impact of the many goddess cults that loomed so large in western Asia Minor.

5:32  This mystery is great, but I am speaking about Christ and the church ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The union between husband and wife provides a glimpse into understanding the nature of Christ’s relationship to the church. The closeness of the union between Messiah and his church is a distinctive trait of the new covenant.

The essence of this mystery and the importance of what Paul is here affirming have been a matter of significant debate for centuries. The heart of the debate hinges on whether Paul is presenting marriage as a typology of the relationship of Christ to the church or whether the union of Christ and the church serves as an analogy or model for the relationship between Christian husbands and wives. To answer this question and thereby understand the meaning and significance of this verse, two related issues need to be resolved.

(1) The first has to do with the meaning of “this mystery” ([image: ]). (a) Does it have the same meaning as all of the other occurrences of “mystery” in this letter and thereby speak of the hidden purpose of God now revealed in Christ? Or (b) does it have a different meaning in this context and refer to the “hidden” or “secret” meaning of Gen 2:24; or (c) does it refer to marriage as a divine “sacrament,” that is, a means of divine grace for every couple?

(2) The second issue pertains to the specific referent of “this mystery.” (a) Does it refer to the preceding clause, “the two will become one flesh,” so that it speaks of the close connection between man and woman in marriage? Or (b) does it refer to the following clause, “but I am speaking about Christ and the church,” and thus describe the intimacy between the living Christ and his people? Or (c) does it refer to both clauses and thereby point simultaneously to the marriage relationship and the union between Christ and the church?

Regarding the first issue (the meaning of “this mystery”), it is important to observe that Paul has already used the term “mystery” five times elsewhere in Ephesians (1:9; 3:3, 4, 9; 6:19), all of which convey the same meaning—that is, that God’s hidden purpose has now been revealed in Christ. It is doubtful that Paul would use the same term that he has used repeatedly with reference to Christ and his people and now shift the meaning to something different, such as the “hidden” or “deeper” meaning or “the allegorical sense” of a passage of Scripture, which in this case is Gen 2:24.83 The latter is possible and could fit the context, but nowhere else does Paul (or any of the NT writers) use “mystery” in this sense.

Even less plausible is the historic Roman Catholic interpretation of this text from which they derive a sacramental understanding of marriage. They interpret the word “mystery” as having the theological sense of “sacrament,” that is, a means of divine grace imparted to a couple who enter into marriage relationship.84 This interpretation is facilitated, in part, by the fact that the Latin Vulgate translates the Greek word [image: ] with sacramentum. The difficulty with this is that the Latin term sacramentum only later developed the technical theological sense of an imparted divine grace.85 The Vulgate thus represents a late fourth-century interpretation of the meaning of the term. Also, this view ignores Paul’s apparent explanation of “this mystery” in the clause that follows. Rudolf Schnackenburg (himself a Roman Catholic scholar) has rightly made the fatal observation: “If the ‘great mystery’ has to do with the connection of Christ and Church, a direct sacramental interpretation of marriage is prohibited.”86

When it comes to the second issue (the referent of “this mystery”), it is difficult to escape the impression that Paul is explaining “this mystery” in the following clause when he says, “but I am speaking about ([image: ]) Christ and the church.”87 This clause would be unnecessary and superfluous if “this mystery” referred strictly to the preceding clause (“the two will become one flesh”). In the flow of thought in the passage, the readers would be naturally inclined to interpret “this mystery” as referring to 5:31c (“the two will become one flesh”). Thus, Paul deems it necessary to clarify that he is speaking about the Christ-church relationship,88 which some interpreters have seen as the sole referent.89 But it still remains for us to ask whether “this mystery” is referring to both the previous and following clauses simultaneously and thus functioning as a double referent.

Ironically, the explicit reason Paul gives for citing Gen 2:24 is not to illustrate the union of a husband and wife in marriage, but to provide support for the contention that “we are members of his body” (5:30).90 In other words, Paul sees in the divine institution of marriage and the pronouncement that “the two will become one flesh” (5:31c) support for his understanding of the closeness of Christ and the church. In fact, his introduction of the text with “for this reason” ([image: ]), which represents a change from the LXX form ([image: ]), helps to weave this passage more tightly into his argument that this verse supports the idea of the union between Christ and his people. This strongly suggests that Paul sees a typology present in the divine institution of marriage that finds its antitype in the relationship between Christ and the church. The nature of the union between husband and wife goes beyond a simple comparison or illustration.

Throughout the passage, Paul has made use of analogy (note the prevalence of the comparative particles [image: ] and [image: ]) to express how Christ serves as a model for the husband’s love (5:25), how the church’s submission to the leadership of Christ should serve as a pattern for the wife to align herself with the leadership provided by her husband (5:22, 24), how a man’s care for his own body should spur him to care for his wife just as he takes care of himself (5:28), and how Christ’s care for the church should similarly be a model for how men should care for their wives (5:29).91 It is significant to observe, however, that in the sequence of thought from 5:30–32 Paul never uses a comparative particle. In other words, Paul does not say, “we are members of his body just as the husband and wife are one flesh in marriage.” Paul’s line of argument goes beyond analogy or comparison into an affirmation of reality. Paul states that “we are ([image: ]) members of [Christ’s] body” (5:30) and then supports this with the citation of Gen 2:24 that states that in the bonded relationship of marriage, “the two will become ([image: ]) one flesh” (both words are from the Greek verb [image: ]). The implication of this is that there is something more profound about the Genesis text than providing a simple illustration, model, or analogy for the union of Christ and the church.92 There is a new reality that takes place.

Lincoln has therefore rightly argued that Paul is engaging here in a form of “typological exegesis” that rests on a correspondence between creation (Gen 2:24) and redemption (Christ and the church)—an interpretation of the Genesis text that is unique to Paul.93 Why would Paul do this? The very term “mystery” (see Dan 2:18–19, 30) implies something about the plan of God that cannot be known apart from God’s own gracious revelation. Paul has already indicated that God had revealed “the mystery” to him by revelation (3:3). Thielman thus suggests that Paul “believed that God had revealed to him an allegorical application of the statement in Genesis in a manner similar to the way God revealed to Daniel the allegorical interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream.”94 He goes on to conclude that “Paul calls this interpretation of Gen. 2:24 a great mystery because no one could have understood that the text should be read this way apart from God’s gracious revelation of this truth to Paul.”95

It would probably be going too far, however, to interpret every element of the Genesis passage typologically, as some have done.96 The main point of commonality that Paul is stressing here is the bond of union between husband and wife that prefigures the closeness and intimacy that would characterize the church’s relationship to Christ under the new covenant.

“This mystery” thus refers to the union of husband and wife in marriage as a divinely instituted illustration of the close and intimate union between Christ and the church. It is “great” ([image: ]) because it is so profound and significant.97

5:33  In conclusion, you also, each one of you, should love his wife as himself, and the wife should respect her husband ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul concludes this set of instructions to husbands and wives by summarizing two of the central admonitions, that each husband should love his wife in a vigilant and caring way and that each wife should be responsive to the leadership her husband provides.

“In conclusion” translates a rarely used conjunction in Paul ([image: ]) that normally functions as an adversative (“but” or “however”), but here is used to summarize his discussion and draw out the important conclusions.98 The personal pronoun ([image: ]) shifts the focus back to the husband-wife relationships and away from the christological discussion.

What stands out in this verse is the emphatic way Paul individualizes the discussion. He does this through the phrase “each one of you” ([image: ]), in combination with distributive pronoun ([image: ]). Only on one other occasion does Paul use the preposition with the cardinal “one”—1 Cor 14:31, where he instructs the Corinthians to “prophesy in turn.” This emphatic individualization strongly drives home the point that Paul expects every married couple in the Christian community to live by these standards in their marriage relationships. No one is exempt for any special circumstances.

Paul’s first summarizing instruction is directed toward husbands, which continues and concludes the focus on men found in the latter two-thirds of the passage. The summons to love their wives as their own bodies reiterates what he has already said in 5:28a (where he also uses a [image: ] construction). But it is also an apt summary for husbands to love their wives as Christ loves the church (5:25) because Paul has argued in this passage that just as the church is the body of Christ, so wives in some way represent the body of their husbands because they are “one flesh” with them (5:30–32); thus, they are following the example of Christ’s love for the church by loving their wives.

Paul’s summarizing instruction to the wives varies both in form and in terminology from his earlier admonition to them in 5:22–24. His initial appeal to the women was with a present participle expressing means that tied back to the governing imperative “be filled with the Spirit.” Here Paul uses a present subjunctive verb with a particle that typically introduces a purpose clause or the content of a verb ([image: ]), but here functions as an imperative.99 Thus, the semantic value of this clause matches that of the previous clause with both representing imperatival instructions to each partner in a Christian marriage.

Instead of summarizing his earlier appeal to the wives by repeating the verb “submit” ([image: ]), Paul reaches back further to the introductory admonition to this section, “submitting to one another in the fear of Christ” ([image: ], 5:21) and draws on the concept of “fear” or “respect” to sum up his appeal to the wives. This term, then, forms a literary bracket (or inclusio) around this section, with Paul beginning and ending on this note. It strongly underlines the importance of this concept in how all believers approach Christ and how wives should respond to their husbands.

Most of the versions translate this term with either “fear” (ERV; ASV; Geneva) or “respect” (TNIV; NIV; NASB; NRSV; RSV; NEB; TEV; NJB; JB) in this passage.100 The problem with translating the term with “fear” is that it often is associated with terror (i.e., the potential presence of someone or something that could cause harm).101 This is clearly not what Paul intends. This form of fear is not good and Scripture repeatedly instructs the people of God, “do not fear” (see, e.g., Isa 41:10; 1 Pet 3:14; Rev 2:10). “Respect” more closely approximates what Paul has in mind here,102 but Paul is not thinking of the kind of respect that is earned, but a respect based on one’s position.

This fits well with Paul’s use of this term to summarize the summons to “submit,” since “submit” has to do with a voluntary alignment with the leadership provided by the husband in the household structure that Paul prescribes. The wife’s proper response to the husband that Paul so strongly emphasizes in this passage is to recognize that she is part of an authority structure that God has established for the home (it is not culturally derived) and that she should be responsive to her husband’s duty to fulfill his role as the leader of the home. The wife finds direction and inspiration for doing this based on the analogy of her own (and the church’s) responsiveness to the leadership that Christ provides for the church (5:22–24).

It is important to observe that Paul completes his admonitions to husbands and wives without qualifying them with any form of conditions. In other words, he does not say, “Husbands, love your wives, if they properly submit (or any other form of condition).” Similarly, to the wives he does not say, “Wives, submit to/respect your husbands, if they love you in the same manner as Christ loved the church.” The injunctions are delivered as our proper obedience to God in the marriage structure he has designed. The love and the submission will always be imperfect because of the ongoing influence of evil (the world, the flesh, and the devil),103 but it does not mean we abdicate our individual responsibilities to our spouses.


Theology in Application
 

Ephesians 5:22–33 provides the most detailed teaching on Christian marriage that can be found in Scripture. Every married couple (and every couple anticipating marriage) should work through this passage in detail while asking the Lord for help to live out the vision it presents.

These verses also represent an extraordinary picture of the loving and intimate relationship between Christ and the church. The christological teaching of this passage takes us from the passion of Christ to his present work, and, finally, to the eschatological goal. Underlying all of it is the incredible love of Christ, who gave up his life to obtain his bride and make her his own.

This Christology serves as the basis for the instructions given to each marriage partner. Paul skillfully and eloquently weaves his perspective on the relevance of Christ’s work for the marriage relationship through the passage from beginning to end. It is vitally important for us to recognize that Paul was not delivering a set of instructions on the role relationships for marriage based on Roman culture (or Jewish or Greek culture, for that matter). Never do we find him supporting a certain exhortation here on the basis of “it is fitting (in this society)” or “so we do not bring the church into disrepute.” His marriage ethic is thoroughly rooted in Christology.

This does not mean that some of his instructions do not overlap with ideas about marriage prevalent in Roman or Jewish culture. They do. But Paul’s overall vision for each marriage partner is countercultural to the core. The reader must be sensitive to this new vision for marriage that would have been difficult for couples in the Roman world to live out apart from the enabling grace of God.

The passage remains countercultural to this day regardless of where one lives. There are two enormous hermeneutical dangers contemporary readers face in approaching this passage. The first is in assuming that we know what the words mean at face value. It is far too easy to read culturally determined images and stereotypes into the words, phrases, and concepts presented in this passage (“submission” and “head” are two cases in point). This is why careful exegesis in light of the cultural context is so important in retrieving the meaning of this text.

The second danger is in not reading all of the words of this passage. We can fall into grave error by not seeing certain words, exhortations, or ideas in light of the passage as a whole. One important illustration of this is the statement that “the husband is the head of the wife” (5:23a). Some have unconsciously put a period at the end of this statement rather than reading it in light of the next clause, “as Christ is the head of the church.” This means that “headship” is defined not in terms of the Roman view of headship in marriage, but rather in terms of Christ’s relationship to the church. There are enormous implications to this that render the passage countercultural and not defined by the Roman notion of in manu (“in marital submission”).

Foundational to Paul’s discussion of marriage are a number of assumptions that he had about husbands and wives derived from Scripture and informed by the implications of the new covenant in Christ. The Torah taught that both male and female were created in the image of God (Gen 1:27). In this passage, he cites Gen 2:24 and God’s design for marriage, which is a fundamental plank in his overall presentation. In light of the new creation in Christ, Paul is also convinced that men and women are equal before God and that class and role distinctions ultimately give one gender no favor or priority with God (Gal 3:28).

The primary lines of teaching of this passage can be summarized as follows.

Christ’s Activities on Our Behalf

Christ loves us, sacrificed himself for us, saves us, sanctifies us, makes us his own, and will present us to himself to be his own at the end of time. We begin with the Christology of the passage because it is foundational to Paul’s presentation of the distinct role relationships of husbands and wives and because he reveals so much about the past, present, and future work of Christ. In contrast to other passages in Ephesians that are overtly Trinitarian, the spotlight in the text is exclusively christological.

Motivated by self-denying love, Christ gave himself up to a bloody, humiliating, and painful death for the sake of redeeming a people for himself (5:25; see also 5:2; 3:19; 2 Cor 5:14). This incredible love is what he shares in common with the Father, who is the ultimate architect of this plan of redemption (Eph 1:4; 2:4; see also Rom 5:8). Because of Christ’s work on the cross, we are saved (Eph 2:5, 8) and Christ is our Savior (5:23).

We experience this salvation and enter a relational bond with Christ by putting our faith in him and in what he has accomplished for us (2:8; 1:13). As a result, we are set apart for him (5:26), and he unites us with himself in a union that can be approximated by the metaphor of becoming members his body (5:29–30). The closeness of this intimacy is also suggested by the nature of marriage in the way that God established it at the beginning (Gen 2:24). Paul reveals that whenever a man and woman come together in marriage and “the two become one flesh,” it is a “mystery” that points to the close connection between Christ and the church (Eph 5:31–32).

Because we now belong to Christ and are part of his body, he tenderly cares for us and cherishes us, just as a mother does for her infant son or daughter (5:29). Christ bestows on us gifts for service, love, enabling power, and all that we need for our personal growth and for contributing to the growth of others (see 4:15–16). A significant part of this growth is becoming purified from sin. Christ has already done this by his death on the cross whereby our sins have been forgiven (1:7; see also Col 1:14; 2:13–14; Rom 4:7), but he continues his work of purification throughout our lives and until he returns. His goal is to create a people who perfectly bear his image and have no moral fault (Eph 5:27). The Word of God (now encapsulated in Scripture) plays an important role in this process of moral transformation (5:26).

Christ’s ultimate goal is to present the church to himself as a pure and undefiled bride (5:27) when he returns. As Paul assured the Thessalonians about this future time, “and so we will be with the Lord forever” (1 Thess 4:17).

The scope of Paul’s teaching in this passage about Christ is astonishing, especially in a passage that marks the beginning of his moral exhortation to various members of the Christian household. This intensive teaching about Christology in a passage about the role relationship between husbands and wives underlines how important it is to look to Christ and his relationship to the church as the model for healthy Christian marriages.

Responsibilities of Wives

Wives are called to submit to their husbands (as they do to Christ). The first admonition of the text is directed to the wives and advises them on how to respond to their husbands. This exhortation is important to Paul since he begins the passage with it (5:22a), repeats it (as the outer member of a chiastic structure; 5:24b), and then summarizes the passage with the same idea in different terms (5:33b). This is also a teaching he gives to other groups of believers on other occasions (Col 3:18; Titus 2:5), as does the apostle Peter (1 Pet 3:1, 5).

Nevertheless, many Christians have found Paul’s teaching on submission difficult and out of sync with the realities of our time. This has resulted in this passage becoming an increasingly marginalized part of the Bible in many churches. In some ways, this is not a surprise. This passage has a long history of abuse by men who have quoted one line of the text as a weapon against their wives to force them to subservience and obedience. This passage also stands in significant conflict with our prevailing culture that has been on a decades-long course of leveling any role distinctions between men and women—including in the home.

Yet for those who want to structure their marriages according to the counsel of the Scripture, the teaching of this passage is of paramount importance. It is crucial, however, to interpret Paul’s comments about submission in terms of what this passage actually says in its linguistic and cultural context. At the outset, we can rule out many things that the passage does not say:


• It does not call for “obedience.”104


• It does not make the husband the boss and the wife the servant.


• It does not lead to the wife’s loss of her self (or her identity).


• It does not mean that the wife loses her voice and decisions are made unilaterally.


• It does not set the wife up for emotional, verbal, or physical abuse.




 

As many have observed, the passage begins not in v. 22, but in v. 21 (“submitting to one another in the fear of Christ”). Technically, the passage actually begins with the main imperative verb of 5:18: “be filled with the Spirit … by submitting to one another in the fear of Christ … wives [submitting] to your husbands.”

The passage teaches that every member of the body of Christ—male and female alike—is called to mutual submission. This means that we are called to deny ourselves and put the interests of others at a higher priority than our own. This was and is culturally subversive because at the deepest level it calls on leaders to be servants (Mark 10:43–45). Some err at this point, however, by assuming that this renders meaningless any role distinctions in the household. But this does not mitigate the social structuring that God has created for the family, just as it does not provide a basis for the subversion of government. Children are still called to obey their parents and wives are called to submit to their husbands.

In the context of 5:22–33, Paul clearly maintains a differentiation of roles between husbands and wives in the Christian marriage. Once again, it is important to point out that he does so on the basis of Christology and not as a concession to culture. In this context, “submission” ([image: ]) is a term that calls for the proper role response in a socially structured set of relationships. It is a term that implies that there is someone else in a leadership role (i.e., the husband) and elicits from the wife a recognition of that leadership role and a willingness to align herself with the leadership initiatives coming from her husband. It would also imply that she should not tend to subvert that role or undermine it in some fashion. Note especially that Paul has not chosen the word “obey” ([image: ]) to characterize the wife’s role. The middle voice form of “submission” implies a voluntary choice on her part to order her life in this arrangement that God has designed.

The basis for Paul’s remarks is rooted in a comparison with the relationship of the church to Christ. This, too, is a structured relationship, and the consideration of how the church responds to Christ’s leadership should motivate and inform how the wife responds to the leadership of her husband.

There are numerous ways to describe what this might look like in application to a Christian marriage, but here are a few ideas:


• to receive her husband’s love, care, and provision


• to provide encouragement, support, and input to her husband’s initiatives to give vision and direction to the family


• to resist the temptation to “take control”


• to resist the impulse to undermine or complain about the leadership her husband provides


• to align her spending habits with the priorities she agreed upon with her husband for the vision and direction of the household




 

The greatest difficulty in living this out is that neither partner will perfectly exemplify the vision for each of the roles that Paul has prescribed. The woman may find it difficult to respond to the leadership of her husband if he offers little leadership to the family. And insofar as the husband’s perception of his role leads him to abuse his wife or lead the family into sin, his leadership should be resisted.

Might there be times when a wife should not yield to the leadership of her husband? Steven Tracy enumerates a set of six principles for determining when a wife should resist her husband’s leadership.105 He suggests a wife may actually need to resist her husband if acceding to him would (1) violate a biblical principle (not just a direct biblical statement), (2) compromise her relationship with Christ, (3) violate her conscience, (4) compromise the care, nurture, and protection of her children, (5) enable (facilitate) her husband’s sin, and (6) subject her to physical, sexual, or emotional abuse. Each of the principles Tracy outlines, however, is predicated on a relationship where a husband is wrongly seeking servile obedience from his wife, such as forbidding her from spending time with a friend, demanding a certain kind of cosmetic surgery (such as breast implants), or an alcoholic husband ordering his wife to go to the liquor store and purchase more alcohol.

Once again, the Ephesian passage does not call on women to obey, but to voluntarily yield to their husband’s leadership. Self-centered demands by a husband are not leadership, and thus Tracy is correct in urging women not to feel a particular biblical constraint to obey everything a husband commands. Nevertheless, a wife may need to carefully evaluate her own heart and motives if she determines that she needs to resist her husband on an issue. What she determines to be “a violation of her conscience” may be a matter of her own personal preference or even a manifestation of her own self-centeredness.

Responsibilities of Husbands

Husbands are called to love their wives (as Christ loves the church). Paul reserves the bulk of his instructions for the husbands (his words to them are over three times as long). The heart of his appeal to the men is that they should love their wives. Three times he exhorts the husbands to this goal that should characterize their daily attitudes and behavior toward their wives (5:25a, 28a, 33a).

He gives two models to inspire their hearts and to set a standard for their love. The first is the example of Christ himself. Husbands are to love their wives “just as Christ loved the church” (5:25b). No loftier example of love can be given. Yet this was the standard Paul had earlier set for the entire church when he said, “Be imitators of God as beloved children and walk in love, just as Christ also loved us and gave himself for us” (5:1–2). Just as men and women are called to mutual submission, they are also called to mutual love following the pattern of Christ. Yet men are singled out here and specifically enjoined to demonstrate love for their wives.

The second model Paul gives is the love and care one naturally provides for his own body (5:28). Every man has a natural tendency to give attention to every aspect of his body to satisfy its needs—to keep it fed, to give it sleep, to provide it with shelter, to develop knowledge and skills, to exercise it, to comfort it, to treat its wounds, and the like. Paul summarizes this array with the expression that he “nourishes and cherishes it” (5:29b). Although this is not the same motivation as the noble standard of Christ’s dying love for the church, it helps men to see that there are many practical and daily ways of demonstrating love for their wives. Many husbands would claim a readiness to die for their wives if some violent intruder threatened her, but it becomes much more difficult for men in the grind of daily life to deny themselves, put their wives first, and demonstrate love in tangible ways that may interfere with other conflicting desires of a lesser priority.

Yet Paul’s simple analogy of a man’s love and care for his own body is only part of this example. Paul takes the analogy a step further by advancing the additional comparison of the manner in which Christ presently loves his church and takes care of it (5:29–30). He does this by reminding the readers of the metaphor that he has used earlier in this letter of the church as the body that belongs to Christ (1:22–23; 2:16; 4:4, 12, 15–16). Thus, “nourishing” and “cherishing” is not only descriptive of the way a man cares for his physical body, but it also characterizes the way that Christ takes care of the church, his body. In practical terms, then, husbands are called to consider both (1) how they take care of their own bodies, and (2) how Christ demonstrates his love and care for the church.

The fact that Paul so strongly emphasizes how important it is for husbands to love their wives may reflect a besetting weakness in men as a result of the presence of sin that bends them toward self-centeredness in marriage. It is probably also due to Paul’s awareness of the prevailing cultural tendencies of husbands in Roman households. It is significant that this injunction never appears as part of the husband’s duties in the Greek and Roman household codes. Even in Second Temple Jewish literature, husbands are rarely exhorted to love their wives. As Ernest Best notes, “in accordance with the contemporary patriarchal nature of society, the husband might have been expected to be told to instruct, advise and control his wife, and if he were told to love her it would be sexual love that would have been in view.”106 So Paul’s extensive appeal to husbands to love their wives would have stood out to all his readers and certainly would have been in conflict with the societal patterns of husband-wife relationships. Yet Paul is thoroughly convinced that the example of Christ and his relationship to the church must thoroughly inform and transform the faulty and unhealthy patterns of the prevailing culture.

But what might this kind of self-denying love look like in Christian marriages today? It is clear that the same sinful impulses—such as laziness and self-centeredness—that influenced husbands in antiquity continue to afflict them today. Men can overcome this evil bent only by drawing on the enabling power of the Lord Jesus Christ to love their wives in the way that God has called them to. Here are just a handful of examples of how this kind of love can be actualized in contemporary Christian marriages:


• to grow in a willingness to deny himself to ensure his wife’s well-being and care


• to care for her in a compassionate and loving way when she is sick


• to be willing to lovingly care for his wife as long as she would need it if she were to become disabled or terminally ill and could provide nothing to him in return107


• to resist the impulse to spend money on things that are outside of the priorities that the two have established for the household


• to be vigilant to guard against tones and language that could wound his wife


• to spend regular quality time with his wife and consistently make her feel precious to him


• to take every precaution not to demean his wife by looking at other women in inappropriate ways and desiring them in his heart


• to deny himself of the desire to relax when his wife needs to talk or engage (e.g., turning off the sports channel when his wife has an emotional need he should attend to).




 

Husbands as Leaders

Husbands are the leaders in the marital relationship. In this biblical vision for marriage, Paul affirms that the husbands have a distinct leadership role to fulfill.108 He does not elaborate on the details of what this leadership role looks in the daily life of a married couple, but he does give it a christological grounding that informs both the reason for this structure and the pattern husbands are to follow.

Although husbands are not commanded or exhorted to lead in this passage, this role function is nevertheless expressly affirmed in Paul’s statement, “the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church” (5:23). The fact that the husband (and not the wife) is named as “head” implies that he should be living out this role in the marriage relationship. It is comparable to Paul’s statement to all believers earlier in this letter that “you are light” (5:8). The implication is that you should “walk as children of light.”

Some have questioned, however, whether “leadership” is the proper way to understand the metaphor “head” in relationship to body.109 I contend that it is, in fact, the best English term to capture the meaning of headship in the way that Paul presents it. The verb “lead” is often used in the sense of taking a person by the hand and bringing them along. It contrasts sharply with the idea of “boss” or “rule.” The Oxford English Dictionary reports that the term “leadership” is used “in opposition to drive,” that is, it means “to guide by persuasion as contrasted with commands and threats.”110 Similarly, it notes that “leading” is often used with the sense of “to guide with reference to action or opinion; to bring by persuasion or counsel.”111 These ideas do not give expression to all that is conveyed in Paul’s understanding of a christologically informed headship, but they do encapsulate a substantial part of it.

It is crucial to the understanding of this metaphor to observe that Paul does not appeal to a culturally constructed idea of headship. He defines the nature of the husband’s leadership on the basis of how Christ serves as head of the church (5:23). It is entirely inappropriate, then, for interpreters to suggest that Paul is making a cultural concession at this juncture and defining his understanding of marriage on the basis of prevailing tendencies in the Roman household (or the Greek or the Jewish). Paul is constructing a new vision for the husband’s role based on Christ’s leadership of the church.

He does not unpack what this means in the passage, but his remark invites us to consider what he has said earlier in the letter about Christ’s role as head of the church in his present work. When we do so, we find that Christ not only provides leadership and direction to the church, but also provides all that the church needs (see esp. 4:15–16; Col 2:19). As head, Jesus also stands up against the enemies of the church by providing power and protection for his body (Eph 1:22–23). In the same way, husbands have a responsibility to protect their wives (against not only physical assault, but emotional assaults as well). They also bear a responsibility to support and resource their wives so they can grow and flourish in the home and in the exercise of their gifts in the ministry of the church.

Ultimately, the principal vision for leadership that Christ presents in the gospels is servant leadership. In contrast to the prevalent cultural tendency for men to rule with tyranny ([image: ]), Jesus modeled a caring and self-denying form of leadership. He told his disciples, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).

What would this kind of leadership look like in Christian marriages today? Here are a few suggestive ways for the husband to exercise true leadership:


• to lead and not boss or rule


• to resist the temptation to any form of self-centered demanding


• to learn to discern his wife’s needs and strive to meet them


• to recognize his wife’s giftedness and identify ways to support her and give her opportunity to express her gifts


• to be responsible for seeking his wife’s input on casting vision and direction for the family oriented around God’s kingdom purposes


• to take the initiative in conflict resolution


• to concentrate on doing what this passage speaks about his role rather than to insist that his wife fulfill her role




 

The apostle Paul has given us an important and helpful perspective on Christian marriage. This discourse may not answer all the questions we may bring to it with regard to marriage, but it does lay an indispensable foundation for understanding the proper role relationships and provides the basis on which husbands and wives can make decisions about their lives together.



In Depth: Why It Is Legitimate to Apply the Teaching of This Passage to Marriages Today
 

In recent years some Christians have challenged the traditional understanding of this text and have argued that Ephesians does not present a timeless definition of role relationships for husbands and wives. Some have argued that Paul’s articulation of the household is locked away in a primitive (Roman and/or Jewish) understanding of role relationships and does not represent the legitimate implications of his gospel (esp. Gal 3:28) for the life of the church through the ages.

One approach dismisses the contemporary relevance of Paul’s teaching on role relationships in marriage by setting these instructions against other moral teaching that is deemed to have a higher value. Andrew Lincoln, for instance, contends that 5:22–33 can best be applied in a modern church context when love and justice are properly recognized as the central thrust of the Bible’s ethical teaching and when a view of marriage is worked out “where both partners are held in equal regard, where justice will require that traditional male dominance cannot be tolerated, and where love will ensure that the relationship does not degenerate into a sterile battle over each partner’s rights to his or her own fulfillment.”112 For Lincoln, this process will involve deciding which elements of the text “are now outmoded” and which remain of value.113 His own conclusion is that we might well “reject the hierarchical elements in the exhortation about roles.”114

Another approach contends that the teaching on marriage in Ephesians 5 is simply a provisional ethic that is preliminary to more ultimate ethical values that God would have his people live by. For example, William J. Webb has attempted to develop a hermeneutic of cultural analysis to provide Christians with a coherent approach for making these kinds of interpretive decisions, especially in discerning what biblical teaching is culture bound and what is transcultural.115 Webb calls his approach a “redemptive movement hermeneutic” because the heart of his method involves plotting a trajectory from God’s original revelation within a particular culture to his subsequent revelations in time and culture and extrapolating from that to the ultimate ethic that God would have for his people.116 It is the inference of an “ultimate ethic” that is particularly unique to his approach since it does not regard specific ethical instruction in the NT as necessarily ultimate.

There is an inherent danger to any hermeneutical strategy that is prepared to dismiss the teaching of one passage in favor of another (or the supposed “spirit” of the text). Lincoln moves in this direction when he is prepared to set aside the role distinctions between husbands and wives in favor of the priority he gives to his own understanding of the overall teaching of the Bible on justice and love. Webb does this by suggesting that we need to infer an ultimate ethic by which we should order our lives.117 Such approaches are highly subjective and will ultimately lead to many different opinions on how the “redemptive spirit” of the text can best be described. Furthermore, the redemptive movement we see in the text can best be described as a decisive movement from the Mosaic code to the new covenant (what most interpreters refer to as “redemptive history”).118

More important, the kingdom ethics that Jesus gives to his disciples and the ethical teaching given by the other NT authors (that builds on Jesus’ kingdom teaching and assumes an inaugurated kingdom) is the final ethic that God has provided us until the parousia. The command for believers to love according to the pattern of Christ’s sacrifice of himself for us is an ultimate ethic (Eph 5:1–2). Similarly, the exhortation to forgive one another just as God has forgiven us in Christ will never be excelled (4:32). The appeal to “speak truth to one another” for believers living in community (4:25) is an ethic that cannot be improved upon. So it is with all of the ethical exhortation throughout Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.

After the return of Christ, our future life will reflect drastically changed conditions. Jesus said, “At the resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven” (Matt 22:30; Mark 12:25; Luke 20:35). Given this fact, Christians are not called to move to a better or different ethic, but to discern a fresh and relevant application of this ethic in their respective cultures.

Since the moral exhortation of the NT is the final ethic until the consummation of the ages, it is important for interpreters to engage in a careful cultural analysis of the background of the text to determine the nature and manner of the contextualization of theology (including ethics), that is, the application of a principle or value to a particular cultural setting or form.119 Some interpreters have failed to differentiate the value from the contingent application and then assume that the value itself is changing and developing.

Part of the task of the biblical interpreter is to discern the ways that the gospel is challenging the prevailing cultural patterns as expressed through the moral exhortation. It is also important to explore the manner in which the biblical authors tolerate a particular social structure, seek to transform it, or attempt to subvert it altogether.

There is often a tacit assumption that Paul accommodates himself to the cultural patterns of the day when it comes to the role relationships of husbands and wives. That is clearly not the case in 5:21–33, where Paul provides not only a theological justification for male leadership, but also the paradigm for how it should be carried out in a Christian marriage. Almost everything about this vision of Christian marriage is counter to prevailing Roman cultural practices.

It is also important to recognize that marriage itself points to the union, closeness, and intimacy of Christ and the church. But the relationship clearly works the other way as well in terms of setting the pattern for how husbands and wives understand and carry out their respective roles. The christological perspective is deeply woven through every aspect of this passage.

Wives are to…


• submit to their husbands as they do to Christ (5:22a-b, 24a-b)


• submit to their husbands because the husband is like Christ in that he serves in the role of “head” (5:23a)




 

Husbands are…


• the “head” of their wives as Christ is head of the church (5:23a-b)


• to love their wives like Christ loved the church and gave himself for her (5:25)


• to nourish and cherish their wives as Christ does for the church (5:29b-c)




 

This christological motivation and pattern cannot be relativized or dismissed because it is paradigmatic, not simply an analogy. The way the church responds to Christ serves as an informing example to the wives, and the manner in which Christ leads, loves, and cares for his church is the example par excellence for husbands.120 The example is as significant as the model of Christ’s love presented in 5:2: “walk in love just as Christ also loved us and gave himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God.” Just as Christ is the defining example of love for the church, so also is Christ the ultimate example of leadership, love, and care for the husbands.
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CHAPTER 15
Ephesians 6:1–9
 


Literary Context
 

This section continues the instructions Paul gives on how to live as a Christian in a variety of domestic relationships. In 5:22–33, Paul gave extensive remarks to husbands and wives on the traits of a distinctively Christian marriage. Now he turns his attention to other members of the household: children, parents (esp. fathers), slaves, and masters (see 5:22–33 for more extensive comments on “household codes” in general).

As with the passage on marriage, this section is ultimately tied to Paul’s exhortation to “watch carefully how you walk” (5:15). These household instructions are directly dependent on Paul’s subsequent command to “be filled with the Spirit … by submitting to one another in the fear of Christ” (5:18, 21). Paul is convinced that properly ordered domestic relationships lived out under the lordship of Christ are foundational to the free and unhindered work of the Spirit in the lives of believers in the community. An attitude of self-denial and a deep concern for the needs of others is essential to living as a Christian in the household and in the larger community of faith. On this basis Paul delivers his instructions to each social grouping within the Christian household, based on their respective role obligations.

It is striking that in this passage as well as in the marriage passage, Paul addresses the subordinate members of each of the three pairs first. In other words, here he first addresses the children, then the fathers. Similarly, he first addresses the slaves, then the masters. This underlines the fact that he not only treats them as responsible members of the various households and the Christian community, but also accords them a degree of preference and honor. This may have been somewhat surprising to readers steeped in traditional Roman culture.

There is a great deal of correspondence between Paul’s instructions here and what he says to the Colossians (see Col 3:20–4:1). The degree of correspondence in wording has even led some scholars to posit literary dependence by the author of Ephesians on Colossians (see the discussion of this issue in the introduction).1 Of course, if Paul is the author of both Colossians and Ephesians (as this commentary asserts), the similarities in wording are easily explained as stemming from the same author addressing two different groups of people. When one examines the differences in content between the two passages, it is difficult to infer any particular motive that Paul may have had for adding certain statements in the Ephesians passage that he does not include in Colossians (and vice versa).

There is nothing in the life setting of either of these letters that would have led him to construe his teaching in a certain way. Because of the more general nature of Ephesians, most scholars have not imputed any motive for Paul for the specific content of this passage. It is general teaching on what it means to live like a Christian in any of these socially structured relationships. Paul’s comments here for the churches of western Asia Minor are equally applicable in Antioch, Corinth, or Rome.


XIII. Living in Wisdom and the Spirit (5:15–21)


XIV. Instructions for Husbands and Wives (5:22–33)


A. Submission and Headship (5:22–24)


B. An Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:25–27)


C. Reiteration of the Appeal to Husbands to Love Their Wives (5:28–32)


D. Conclusion (5:33)


[image: ]XV. Instructions to Other Members of the Household (6:1–9)


A. To Children (6:1–3)


B. To Fathers (6:4)


C. To Slaves: An Exhortation to Obey Their Masters as They Would Obey the 
Lord Himself (6:5–8)


D. To Masters: An Exhortation to Have the Same Attitudes as the Slaves (6:9)


XVI. Appropriating the Power of God to Stand against the Powers of Darkness (6:10–20)


A. Introductory Exhortation (6:10)


B. Exhortation to Appropriate God’s Power because of the Supernatural Nature of the Battle (6:11–13)


C. Resisting the Powers of Darkness by Appropriating Armor from God (6:14–17)


D. Prayer as the Foundation and Essence of Spiritual Warfare (6:18–20)


XVII. Concluding Remarks (6:21–22)




 


Main Idea
 

Paul gives a variety of instructions to various members of the Christian household on how to think and conduct themselves as believers in their respective roles. A focus on knowing the Lord and pleasing him is the primary motivation for each member of the household for fulfilling their role obligations.


Translation
 


[image: ]


 


Structure
 

The overall structure of this passage is patterned around the four vocative expressions: children (6:1a), fathers (6:4a), slaves (6:5a), and masters (6:9a). The first two and the last two are pairs, with the second member of each of the pairs linked to the first with a conjunction (i.e., [image: ] and [image: ]).

The first section (6:1–3), in which Paul directs his comments to the children, is structured around two present imperative verbs (“obey” and “honor”; 6:1a, 2a). The second exhortation, which is explained as the first commandment of the Sinai code with a promise connected to it, is backed up with a twofold promise.

The second section (6:4), to the fathers, is similarly structured with two present tense imperative verbs. Whereas Paul gives parallel exhortations in the first section, this section contains two contrasting exhortations marked off with the negative followed by the strong adversative ([image: ]).

The section addressed to the slaves (6:5–8) is substantially longer than the others. It contains 59 words (compared to 35 in the first section), yet it has only one verb and consists of one long sentence. The verb “obey” ([image: ]; 6:5a) controls the entire section and is modified by a series of prepositional phrases and three participles, all expressing the idea of manner. There is an additional set of contrasting clauses ([image: ]) in the middle of the section. The last participial clause ([image: ]; 6:8), while still directly dependent on “obey,” should be interpreted as causal and thus gives an important reason for obedience.

The fourth and final section (6:9), addressed to believing slave masters, is also controlled by one present imperative verb ([image: ]; 6:9a). This is followed by a participial clause that expresses the manner in which the action should be carried out, which is in turn supported by another participle (interpreted as causal) that gives the basis for the action.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]XV. Instructions to Other Members of the Household (6:1–9)


A. To Children (6:1–3)


1. The call to obey one’s parents (6:1)


2. The duty to honor one’s parents (6:2–3)


B. To Fathers (6:4)


1. The appeal to not provoke (6:4a)


2. The exhortation to bring children up in the ways of the Lord (6:4b)


C. To Slaves: An Exhortation to Obey Their Masters as They Would Obey the Lord Himself (6:5–8)


1. With respect and sincerity (6:5)


2. With a wholehearted desire to please God (6:6)


3. With a great attitude (6:7–8)


D. To Masters: An Exhortation to Have the Same Attitudes as Slaves (6:9)






Explanation of the Text
 

6:1  Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right ([image: ][image: ]). Paul begins his brief section on parent-child relationships by first addressing the children, the subordinate members in the relationship. He enjoins them to obedience because this is their obligation before God.

The “children” ([image: ]) he speaks of are those who are still in the home. They are old enough to understand instructions from their parents and deliberate over whether they should obey or go their own way. They are still being “brought up” ([image: ]), receiving instruction and correction from their fathers (6:4), and have not gotten married and left home (5:31). This would most likely place the age range of the children from early elementary to the late teen years or early twenties. It is significant that Paul addresses them directly and not through their parents. This implies that they are present when the community assembles to worship, to hear the reading of the Word, and to receive teaching.

Instead of using the word “submit” ([image: ]) as he did of the relationship of wives to their husbands, Paul uses the common word for “obey” ([image: ]). “Submit” is not strong enough to express the unquestioning compliance expected from children toward their parents. The Pentateuch warns of the danger of having a “a stubborn and rebellious son who does not obey ([image: ]) his father and mother and will not listen to them when they discipline him” (Deut 21:18). It is the God-given duty of parents to set boundaries for their children and expect them to obey. Failure to do so results in the Lord’s displeasure and leads to children who rebel against the Lord. God revealed to the priest Eli through Samuel the prophet that he would judge Eli’s family because “his sons made themselves contemptible, and he failed to restrain them” (1 Sam 3:13).

“In the Lord” does not modify “parents” and thus indicate “Christian parents,” but refers to the verb “obey.” Paul thus appeals to the children to have an obedience that transcends the parental “because I said so” to a motivation rooted in a respect for the Lord Jesus Christ himself. There may also be an element of divine enablement implicit in this expression as we will also see in the subsequent exhortation, “be strong in the Lord” (6:10). The preposition “in” ([image: ]) indicates the sphere of Christian existence. Obedience then is predicated on and motivated by the budding relationship of these children to the Lord. The NLT approximates this understanding by translating it, “obey your parents because you belong to the Lord.” Although some manuscripts do not have the prepositional phrase ([image: ]), it is likely original.2

Obedience is further motivated by and based on the fact that it is “right” ([image: ]). While it is the expected and appropriate standard in society as a whole (as attested by the popular moral teachers of the day), for Paul it is right because obedience is what the Lord expects.3 The parallel passage in Col 3:20 says that it is “pleasing” to the Lord. Paul also adds in that context that children should obey their parents “in everything” ([image: ]).

6:2  Honor your father and mother, which is the first commandment with a promise ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In a second parallel admonition to children, Paul instructs them to honor their parents. This fifth commandment of the Decalogue is the first law in the entire Sinai code that has a promise connected with it.

Paul quotes this command from the LXX of Exod 20:12 (cf. Deut 5:16). It reinforces his instruction to the children to “obey your parents,” but goes beyond it since it extends to adult children who have left the home. Jesus himself reiterated the importance of this commandment when he criticized the Pharisees for effectively overturning it (Matt 15:4; Mark 7:10) and when he mentioned this in his summary of the commandments to the rich young ruler (Matt 19:19; Mark 10:19; Luke 18:20).

The importance of this injunction was deeply rooted in Jewish tradition at the time of Jesus. Sirach advised, “With all your heart honor your father, and do not forget the birth pangs of your mother” (Sir 7:27), and “Honor your father by word and deed, that his blessing may come upon you” (Sir 3:8). For younger children still in the parental home, honoring their parents would involve obeying their rules and instructions. For adult children who have left the home (or who are married and still a part of the larger household), it would entail showing respect and taking care of the parents in their old age.

This is clearly not the first of the Ten Commandments (Exod 20:1–17), but it is the first commandment in the list associated with a promise for those who fulfill it. Ernest Best, however, has taken “first” ([image: ]) in the sense of significance and contends that it means “a pre-eminent commandment, one of great importance because it is included in the Decalogue and has a promise.”4 This is a difficult view to sustain because “first” could then be ascribed to any of the Ten Commandments. This injunction surely does not have precedence over the prohibition of idolatry or the warning not to give allegiance to any other gods.

The most compelling explanation is to understand “first” as qualified by “with a promise.” In that sense, then, this is the first commandment that has a promise attached to it. The difficulty with this view, however, is that it is the only one of the ten with a promise. This problem is alleviated if we see the Ten Commandments as the beginning of the various commands of the Mosaic code. Thus, as Lincoln explains, “the writer views the Decalogue as but the beginning of the many commandments contained in the Torah.”5

6:3  So that it might be well with you and that you might live long upon the earth ([image: ][image: ]). The twofold promise that Scripture associates with obedience to parents is prosperity and a long life.

Both promises closely follow the wording of the LXX. The promise of prosperity, however, is not in the MT of Exod 20:12, but is found in the parallel passage of Deut 5:16 (“that it may go well with you”). Paul does not include the latter part of Exod 20:12 (LXX), which describes the land as “the good land which the Lord your God gives to you.” This is probably left off to highlight the relevance of the promise to the Gentiles as part of the new covenant people of God for whom there is no land promise.

The two promises are remarkable and highly motivating. It is important not to overspiritualize the promises and see them as referring solely to the inheritance of eternal life; otherwise Paul would not have included the phrase “upon the earth.” These are promises held out to every believing child that obeying one’s parents will lead to their well-being and long life on earth.6 This cannot, of course, be applied in a meticulous way to every single case. Like any proverb, this is to be understood as a general pattern. Exceptions to the rule will take place.

6:4a  Fathers, do not provoke your children to wrath ([image: ]). Turning his attention to the fathers, Paul warns them not to treat their children in such a way that they will become angry or embittered.

Although it is possible for “fathers” ([image: ]) to be understood here in a generic sense with reference to both parents (see Heb 11:23, where the term is used of Moses’ “parents”), as the CEV and TEV translate it, Paul is most likely focusing here on the men.7 If both mothers and fathers were in view, Paul would have probably used the typical word for “parents” ([image: ]), which he used in 6:1. In Jewish as well as in Roman society, fathers were ultimately responsible for the education and discipline of their children.8

This admonition is nowhere found in the OT and does not have any exact parallel in ancient literature. Hence, for both a Jewish father and a Roman father, such a command might come as somewhat of a surprise. Given the heavy-handedness of the cultural patterns for fathers in both of these societies, readers might have expected this command to have been applied to the children, that children should not provoke their fathers to anger through disobedience and rebellion. In fact, the predominant usage of the verb ([image: ]) throughout the LXX is of the children of Israel provoking God to wrath through their idolatry and sinful practices (e.g., Deut 4:25; 31:29; 32:21; 1 Kings 15:30; 16:2; Ps 78:40, 58).

This passage, however, teaches that fathers need to exercise a sensitivity and care in how they interact with their children, and especially in how they discipline them. Fathers should carefully weigh the potential impact of their words and actions before responding to their children. This passage effectively rules out reactionary flare-ups, overly harsh words, insults, sarcasm, nagging, demeaning comments, inappropriate teasing, unreasonable demands, and anything else that can be perceived as provocative. In his instructions to fathers in Colossians, Paul says, “do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged” (Col 3:21).

6:4b  But bring them up in the instruction and admonition of the Lord ([image: ][image: ]). Fathers have the ultimate responsibility of raising their children in such a way that they will be trained in understanding the essence of the Christian faith and that they will be instructed and admonished on how to live this out.

In the marriage passage, Paul used the same verb he uses here ([image: ]) to refer to the tender and nourishing care that believing husbands are responsible for providing to their wives (5:29). Here he uses the verb in the extended, but commonly used, sense of “raising” or “bringing up” children, which includes the idea of nurturing care but goes beyond that to refer to all that goes into raising children to maturity. This word can refer to a nursing mother,9 but it can also be used of the entire training process of child rearing that extended to adulthood. Thus, after the death of Antiochus Epiphanes, one of his friends “brought up” ([image: ]) Antiochus’s son to be king (1 Macc 6:15, 17, 55). Similarly, another Second Temple Jewish document says that “a man leaves his own father, who brought him up ([image: ]), and his own country, and clings to his wife” (1 Esd 4:20). This latter sense best illustrates the usage of the word here.

Paul lays on the shoulder of the fathers not only the responsibility of raising their children to be decent and responsible people (which is likely assumed here as part of the cultural expectation), but of training and instructing them in the ways of the Lord. In other words, fathers are ultimately responsible for their children’s spiritual and religious education. The genitive “of the Lord” ([image: ]) should be taken not as an objective genitive (“instruction about the Lord”; CEV), but as a subjective genitive (or possibly even as a genitive of source). It refers, then, to instruction and admonition that proceed from the Lord and are prescribed by him.10 The NLT captures this well by translating the phrase, “that comes from the Lord.”

“Instruction” ([image: ]) was commonly used in the Graeco-Roman world for the training of children, which is consistent with the fact that it is formed on the basis of the word for “child” ([image: ]). In fact, the common words for “tutor” ([image: ]) and “educator” ([image: ]) are cognates of this term. The word was used extensively in the LXX of Proverbs, where it often has the sense of receiving instruction, but sometimes also includes the notion of being subject to discipline. In this passage, the term probably is used more in the sense of the total education of the child.11 One of the Proverbs warns, “A fool spurns his father’s discipline ([image: ]), but whoever heeds correction shows prudence” (Prov 15:5). Similarly, “Hear, son, the instruction ([image: ]) of your father, that you may gain wisdom for the future” (Prov 19:20 LXX).

The term “admonition” ([image: ]) is more narrowly focused than “instruction” ([image: ]) and refers to verbal counsel, including exhortations to proper behavior, warnings, and even rebukes. The meaning of the term has remained close to its etymology, which combines the word for “mind” ([image: ]) and the verb “to put” ([image: ]). It has accurately been described as “the exertion of influence upon the nous [the mind], implying that there is resistance. By means of admonition, advice, warning, reminding, teaching and spurring on, a person can be redirected from wrong ways and his behaviour corrected.”12

It is not surprising that this word occurs often in Jewish wisdom literature, where the sense is similar to its usage here. For example, Wis 12:2 says: “Therefore you correct ([image: ]) little by little those who trespass, and you remind and warn ([image: ]) them of the things through which they sin, so that they may be freed from wickedness and put their trust in you, O Lord.” Paul uses both the noun and the verb on a number of occasions to describe the responsibility that leaders in the church have for their members (Col 1:28; 1 Thess 5:12, 14; Titus 3:10) and that members have for one another (Rom 15:14; Col 3:16; 2 Thess 3:15).



In Depth: The Distinctive Features of Roman-Era Slavery
 

The institution of slavery was an accepted and deeply established part of Roman society. Before the Roman era, slavery was practiced in Greece and throughout the ancient Near East from the earliest times. In fact, slavery was a part of Judaism in every period of its history. Even the patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—owned slaves (see Gen 12:16; 26:19; 30:43).

The widespread practice of slavery does not give moral justification for its existence. Slavery always involves the ownership of one or more persons by another that constitutes the deprivation of their freedom. When we read Paul’s letters (including Ephesians), we find that he never gives a theological basis for slavery; he assumes its presence in society and helps believers understand what it means to live as a Christian within this socioeconomic institution.

Over one-third of the population of Rome in the first century was slaves. Keith Bradley notes, “The servile proportion of the population of Italy in the time of Augustus can fairly be estimated at 35 per cent, a figure comparable to that for Brazil in 1800 and for the United States in 1820.”13 Although this percentage was probably less by the mid-first century, especially in the provinces, it still suggests that there were a substantial number of slaves in key cities in the empire, especially in a city like Ephesus.

The number of slaves owned by one person could vary considerably. A wealthy landowner with many acres of farmland could own hundreds of slaves. At the other end of the spectrum, a free Roman citizen perhaps owned one or two slaves for domestic help.14

The mention of slavery in a modern context immediately leads people to think of the form of slavery practiced in the New World. Slavery during the Roman Principate, however, was vastly different. It is therefore important that we understand the nature of these differences so that we do not unwittingly import modern ideas of slavery into the biblical context. There are several distinctive characteristics of Roman-era slavery that should be observed.

(1) Racial factors played no role. Whereas slavery in America in the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries principally involved the acquisition of black African slaves forcibly taken from their homeland, Roman-era slavery had nothing to do with race or a particular people group. Roman slaves were of virtually every race of people in the Mediterranean region and involved people from every country. The most common source of slaves in Rome was prisoners of war. When the Roman general Pompey conquered Israel in the first century BC, he brought many thousands of Jewish prisoners to Rome, who became slaves. A smaller number of slaves resulted from the rescue of abandoned infants and from those who sold themselves into slavery because of debt. Some, however, did enter the slave market because they were captured by professional slave traders (see 1 Tim 1:10).

(2) Many slaves could reasonably expect to be emancipated during their lifetime. A great number of slaves could even expect to be released by the time they were thirty years old.15 In fact, so many were being released from their servitude in the early first century AD that Caesar Augustus declared thirty years old to be the minimum age for emancipation and then limited how many were freed each year.16 Owners paid their slaves an occasional sum of money (called a peculium) to reward them for their hard work. This fund was commonly used by the slaves to purchase their freedom.17 By contrast, slaves in the New World had no hope for manumission and freedom.

(3) Many slaves worked in a variety of specialized and responsible positions. Although some slaves were confined to many years of hard labor in agriculture, manufacturing, or domestic duties, many others served as “doctors, teachers, writers, accountants, agents, bailiffs, overseers, secretaries, and sea captains.”18
African slaves, by contrast, were seldom entrusted with responsible positions nor did they have the training for any skilled jobs.

(4) Many slaves received education and training in specialist skills. Few opportunities were provided to slaves in the New World to receive general education or skill development training, yet this was a common practice of slave owners in the Roman world. This charity to the slave was beneficial to the master as well as the slave.19 Goodman notes that masters often viewed it as a wise business strategy to buy and train intelligent slaves and to motivate them to a high quality of workmanship by holding out the prospect of freedom after a specified time.20

(5) Freed slaves often became Roman citizens and developed a client relationship to their former masters.21 It was the common practice for an emancipated slave to gain Roman citizenship.22 Having gained their freedom, life out from under the provisions and protection of their former masters could be difficult. With their former master now becoming their patron, transition to a more independent life was eased.

In spite of these substantive differences between Roman-era slavery and New World slavery, it is important not to construe this ancient form as more humane or as a morally justifiable economic system.23 Although we can point to some features that make it appear better than slavery in the Antebellum South of the United States, it still involved the coercive ownership of another person. Bradley summarizes the overall situation well:


The bare record of fact shows that Roman slaves, like those in the Americas, were bought and sold like animals, were punished indiscriminately and violated sexually; they were compelled to labour as their masters dictated, they were allowed no legal existence, and they were goaded into compliance through cajolery and intimidation. They were the ultimate victims of exploitation.24



 

Although in his moral exhortation, the Stoic author Seneca the Younger urged slave masters to treat their slaves with kindness and in a humane way (Seneca, Ep. 47), this was still a long way from what we might regard as humane and just. Seneca still argued for the need of moderate floggings (Ira 3.32).25 Slaves possessed few legal rights, lacked honor, were subject to whatever punishments their masters deemed appropriate (and were sometimes treated with hideous cruelty), were permitted no legally sanctioned marriage or family bonds, could not keep their own children born to them while in slavery, could be separated from their spouses by the slave master, and were not allowed to own property of any kind. Few, if any, would willingly want to live in this disempowered, exploited, and subservient state. It is in this context that the apostle Paul casts a vision for how slaves and slave owners should live out their Christian lives within the constraints of this prevailing social and economic system.



6:5  Slaves, obey your human masters with respect and fear, in the sincerity of your hearts, as [you would obey] Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Turning his attention to Christian slaves, Paul appeals to them to comply with the orders of their masters. He qualifies this with six different ways that they should live out this relationship, based on their new status as belonging to Christ. Initially, he advises them to obey with an attitude of deep respect and sincerity of heart.

Paul addresses the slaves in the Christian communities of western Asia Minor as free moral agents capable of thinking for themselves and acting with moral responsibility. As others have noted, this was unprecedented in the ancient world.26 Given the context of Roman slavery, it is remarkable that Paul would address them at all. The fact that he does demonstrates that they were accepted members of the Christian community.27

Paul’s remarks here addressing the attitude and motivation of believing slaves provide them with perspective on how to live as Christians in a socioeconomic context that might provoke them to be duplicitous, resentful, and cunning. It is not surprising that Paul enjoins them to obey their masters; this was expected of slaves anytime and anywhere. What is unique in this passage is the manner and motivations that should inform their relationship to their masters. Paul gives the same instructions to believing slaves in Colossians, but in that passage adds that their obedience to their masters should be “in everything” ([image: ]; Col 3:22).

The first attitude Paul commends is that they should obey “with respect and fear” ([image: ]). The combination of these two nouns appears frequently in the LXX and was used, on the one hand, of the dread that would come upon the Canaanites during the conquest: “This very day I will begin to put the terror ([image: ]) and fear ([image: ]) of you on all the nations under heaven. They will hear reports of you and will tremble and be in anguish because of you” (Deut 2:25; see also 11:25). On the other hand, these words are also used in a softer sense to characterize the attitude people should have in serving the Lord (Ps 2:11) and the way they should work out their salvation under the new covenant (Phil 2:12). Paul himself even approached the Corinthians “in weakness and fear, and with much trembling” when he initially preached the gospel to them (1 Cor 2:3). He later commends the Corinthians for how they received Titus “with fear and trembling” (2 Cor 7:15). It is probably going too far to say that the words suggest that slaves should obey their masters with a foreboding terror and dread. It is nearer the mark to accept the idea espoused in the NLT that the Christian slaves should obey out of “deep respect and fear.”

Second, slaves should also respond to their masters with a “sincerity of your hearts” ([image: ]; see also Col 3:22). This means that they should have hearts that are innocent of any kind of improper motivation.28 Paul thus calls on them to have purity in their intentions and not to succumb to guile, scheming, deceit, or any other kind of base motive. This is the kind of heart that King David had before God: “And I knew, Lord, that you are the one who tests hearts, and you love righteousness. In simplicity of heart ([image: ]) I have shown zeal for all these things” (1 Chr 29:17 NETS).

Third, slaves should obey their masters as they would obey Christ. Paul knows that these Christian have given their allegiance to Jesus as their ultimate master. Yet, as a consequence of this relationship, he believes that Christian slaves should be obedient to their human masters. This is certainly not a situation where the slave master represents Christ to the slave, but simply that they are to serve their masters with the same devotion that they serve Christ.29 This is an application of the principle that Paul taught the Colossians: “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Col 3:17).

6:6  Not serving to be seen, as people-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ doing the will of God from the heart ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The fourth and fifth ways that slaves should provide their service as followers of Christ is expressed in terms of contrasting attitudes and behavior—first negatively and then positively. Based on their new identity as slaves belonging to Christ, they should serve their human masters not simply to make a good impression, but with the purest of motives.

This is the third different preposition ([image: ]) that Paul uses to express manner. In his creativity, Paul has likely coined the term that is here translated “serving to be seen” ([image: ]) since it never appears in Greek literature prior to this. The word is a compound of the Greek words for “eye” ([image: ]) and “service” ([image: ]). Paul wants the Christian slaves to know that he repudiates any form of service that is done out of a motive of just being seen. How they behave when the master turns his back or leaves is just as important as the nature of the service they offer when he is present.

Such superficially motivated service is tantamount to being “people-pleasers” ([image: ]), but believers have a higher calling than that. This word is used in some Jewish literature just prior to the time of the NT where this motive is always held in contempt; for example, “may the flesh of those who try to impress people ([image: ]) be scattered by wild animals” (Pss. Sol. 4:19; see also 4:1, 7, 8; Ps 53:5 [52:6]).

By contrast ([image: ]), believing slaves should be motivated to serve their human masters well precisely because their ultimate indenturing is to Christ alone; that is, they are “slaves of Christ” ([image: ]). They belong to someone who has far greater authority and far more honor than any human slave owner or even the emperor himself. As slaves of Christ, they serve someone whom God has exalted high above any earthly or heavenly power (1:20–23) and through whom God will reign over all of creation (1:10). These Christian slaves belong to and serve the greatest master of all. Their status and honor is thus ultimately derived from belonging to Christ and not their human masters. The apostle Paul, in fact, regarded himself as a “servant [slave] of Christ” (see Rom 1:1; Gal 1:10; Phil 1:1; Titus 1:1). Indeed, anyone who becomes a Christian is indentured as a “slave of Christ” (1 Cor 7:22).

The highest priority, then, is to do the will of God ([image: ]). This is the call for all believers, whether they are slaves of humans or free. This does not mean that it is God’s will for them to remain in slavery, but it does mean that as long as they are under this structure of authority, they should serve their human masters as though they were serving Christ himself (see 6:5d) and not attempt to “pull the wool over the eyes” of their masters.

They should serve their masters not grudgingly but “from the heart” ([image: ]), or in modern idiom, “wholeheartedly” (so also the NJB; REB). Literally, the words express “from the soul,” that is, the part of the person that thinks and plans. The Scripture admonishes the people of God “to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul” (Deut 10:12). For believing slaves, part of that service means complying with the orders of their human masters—and doing so with a good attitude, as hard as this might be at times.

6:7  Serving with a good attitude as to the Lord and not for men ([image: ][image: ]). Paul now summarizes his appeal to Christian slaves by asking them to serve with a great attitude. This is defined not only by what he has said in the previous five instructions, but especially by considering their work as a service done directly for the Lord himself.

The present participle “serving” ([image: ]) should be interpreted as one of manner and related once again to the principal imperative that serves as a heading over this entire section, “obey” ([image: ]). The term translated here as “good attitude” ([image: ]) is common in Koine (although this is the only time it appears in the NT) and refers to “a positive attitude exhibited in a relationship.”30 It is often translated “goodwill.”

Paul wants Christian slaves to have an attitude of understanding their service to their human masters as a service done for the Lord himself. Thus he repeats and expands the admonition he gave to them a few lines earlier (6:5d). This way of thinking about their service will enable them to overcome the temptation to judge the motivations of their earthly masters, which might lead them to lose heart and serve begrudgingly.

6:8  Knowing that each person, if he does something good, this he will receive back from the Lord whether he is a slave or a free person ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). One of the motivations for serving with a good attitude and performing good works is the assurance of God’s blessing and reward.

The participle “knowing” ([image: ]) is causal and gives the ground or reason for the immediately preceding clause (“serve in this way because you know that …”). Since the preceding clause, however, is a summary of the entire section (6:5–6), the motivation of receiving blessing is also tied to the main admonition of the section (“obey”) and thereby relates to the whole series of thoughts on how to serve.

Although it is a part of God’s plan for every person who comes into a relationship with Jesus Christ to live out their lives devoted to doing good deeds (2:10), Paul wants Christian slaves to know that their good works are all noticed by the one Master who really cares and that they will be rewarded. The protasis of the third class conditional sentence, “if he does something good” ([image: ] with the subjunctive) points to any and all of the good works that these believing slaves will accomplish. The indefinite “something” ([image: ]) can also be translated “any” and suggests that every single good deed that is done will be taken into account by the Lord.

The apodosis (the “then” clause) begins with the emphatic forward placement of “this” ([image: ]), which refers back to “something good” ([image: ]) and indicates that it is precisely these good works that the Lord will notice and reward. Paul does not use his usual word for “receive” ([image: ]), but a word ([image: ]) that implies receiving something as a recompense or reward. The only other time he uses this verb (outside of the two slavery passages in Ephesians and Colossians), he refers to eschatological judgment, when the works of believers will be evaluated and rewarded by God: “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive ([image: ]) what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad” (2 Cor 5:10). He uses it also in Col 3:25 to refer to the consequences that will be faced by the unrighteous. This suggests that Paul is trying to give believing slaves an eschatological perspective on their present condition. Although they may face arduous days of difficult work and be asked to do thankless tasks that no one would ever want to do, the Lord notices all that they do, and they can be assured of future reward.

6:9a-b  Masters, do the same things to them, giving up the threat ([image: ][image: ]). Paul now argues that many of the same attitudinal traits that should characterize slaves should also characterize the slave owners. These new attitudes, which were not characteristic of typical Roman slave owners, would lead them to quit threatening (and ultimately, abusing) their slaves.

What exactly “the same things” ([image: ]) are that Paul calls them to do has been a matter of dispute. The final line of 6:8—“whether he is a slave or a free person”—provides the clue that the immediately preceding statement is a shared responsibility of both slaves and slave owners. That is, both will be rewarded according to the good works they do throughout their lives. But this promise of reward for good works is closely connected to the preceding clause, “serving with a good attitude as to the Lord and not for men” (6:7).

In his twenty-second homily on Ephesians, Chrysostom limited the referent of “the same things” to the verb “serve” ([image: ]) and noted, “For the master himself is a servant. ‘Not as men-pleasers,’ he means, ‘and with fear and trembling’: that is, toward God, fearing lest He one day accuse you for your negligence toward your slaves.”31 This solution is appealing because it evokes the teaching of our Lord regarding servant leadership (Mark 10:45). However, the plural of the pronoun probably refers to more than one behavior in the previous context and likely encompasses the attitudinal aspects as well. Also, it is doubtful that Paul is directly saying here that masters should serve their slaves since he is instructing both groups on how to live as Christians in the prevailing social and economic structures of society. Nevertheless, the notion of not “lording it over” ([image: ]) and of having a servant’s heart toward the slaves could well be on Paul’s mind. This would be consistent with Paul’s introduction to this section, “submitting to one another in the fear of Christ” (5:21).32

It is probably best to see Paul commending the various virtuous attitudes he has exhorted the Christian slaves to display as having equal applicability in the lives of believing slave owners.33 This would include having a positive attitude and goodwill toward their slaves (6:7),34 wholeheartedly committing themselves to doing the will of God (6:6b), and living under the recognition that they, too, are slaves of an ultimate master, the Lord Jesus Christ (6:7). Although this section on instructions for slave owners is shorter than the previous set of instructions for slaves, not much should be made of this because Paul intends for them to embrace the same attitudes he has just commended to the slaves.

Part of the slave owners’ virtuous attitude toward their servants involves abandoning the use of threats and the related harsh punishments that typically went with the threats. The present participle ([image: ]) should be interpreted as manner and thus operationalizes one of the ways that believing owners should customarily treat their slaves. The word Paul uses here is colorful and is used elsewhere for the releasing of chains (Acts 16:26) or the cutting away of ropes (Acts 27:40). But here it is used for the elimination of “the threat” ([image: ]). The fact that Paul uses an article with the noun may indicate that it is a well-known habit of slave masters35 as, indeed, the accounts of Roman-era slavery verify.

For instance, in AD 61 a Roman lawyer named Gaius Cassius Longinus addressed the Roman senate seeking retribution on the slaves of a former consul named Lucius Pedanius Secundus, who was murdered by one of his slaves in his own home. Longinus cannot believe that the man’s other slaves knew nothing of the plot or did nothing to stop the murder. He pleads, “the only way to keep down this scum is by intimidation” (Tacitus, Annals 14.44). The first-century Roman philosopher Seneca implores slave owners to control their anger, which often led to threats (Seneca, Ira 3.24.1–2; 3.32.1). In the LXX of Proverbs, the same word that Paul uses here appears in the saying, “the threat ([image: ]) of a king does not differ from the rage of a lion” (Prov 20:2).

6:9c-d  Knowing that the Lord in heaven is both their Lord and yours and there is no favoritism with him ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The principal motivating factor for slave owners to treat their slaves with goodwill and not harshness is the fact that the owners, too, are under the authority of a master. Since their master shows no preferential treatment based on socioeconomic status or honor, neither should they.

The participle ([image: ]) should be interpreted as causal and thereby serves as the basis for the slave owners’ refusal to threaten their slaves and for treating them with a respectable attitude. Just as the slaves ultimately belong to Christ and serve him (6:6), so also are the Christian slave owners indentured to a life of servitude to the Lord Jesus Christ.

Paul appeals to the scriptural teaching that God shows no partiality: “For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality ([image: ]) and accepts no bribes” (Deut 10:17). The actual word that Paul uses in Eph 6:9 ([image: ]) appears for the first time in Greek language in James 2:1 in the command to all believers not to show favoritism. It is built on the Hebrew expression “to receive or esteem a face,”36 that is, to prefer someone based on their appearance, position, status, or wealth.

This attribute of God became foundational to Paul’s understanding of the universality of the gospel, that God shows no preference for Jew or Gentile (Rom 2:11). Now Paul invokes this important attribute to argue that since God shows no preference for one’s social or economic status, neither should slave owners. Therefore, they should treat their slaves the way God treats them.


Theology in Application
 

All those living in the Roman empire had a deeply ingrained set of cultural expectations concerning what it meant to live out their respective roles in society. Men, for instance, had an implicit understanding of how they were to think and act as husbands, as fathers, and even as owners of slaves (or, how to live as a male slave under the ownership of another male). These role expectations were defined by the culture and were not to be questioned or changed. Life was more difficult for Jews living under the Roman Imperium since they attempted to order their lives around their confession of the one true and living God and by the ethics and observances prescribed by the Torah. Jewish and Roman culture often came into conflict on matters of daily life and how to live as members of a household.

The recipients of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians share one common trait—they have all received Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord. Nevertheless, they are a diverse group in every other way. They are male and female, rich and poor, children and parents, husbands and wives, and slave owners and slaves. As Christians coming together on a regular basis to worship the Lord and receive teaching about God and his kingdom, they would all have one practical question on their mind: What does it look like to live as a Christian in my role in the home and in society? In other words, how does the lordship of Christ transform how I conduct my day-to-day life in my specific role?

The lordship of Jesus Christ is foundational to this passage and to an understanding of the various attitudes and duties attached to the different roles. This flows out of the Ephesians’ confession of Jesus Christ as their “one Lord” (4:5). Paul has previously urged them to do all they can to discern what is pleasing and acceptable to the Lord in terms of how they live (5:10). This involves identifying sinful practices, removing them, and appropriating the virtues commended and embodied by Christ (4:17–24).

For children, there is already a cultural expectation that they should live in obedience to their parents. Paul, however, gives them motivation and points them to the enabling they need by imploring them to obey on the basis of their new relationship to the Lord (6:1). Fathers not only train and discipline their children, but now they have the responsibility of instructing them in the ways of the Lord (6:4). Because of their relationship to the Lord Jesus Christ, slaves are also called to a new set of attitudes, motivations, and conduct expectations. Paul appeals to them to serve their earthly masters as if they were directly serving Christ himself (6:5, 7). This motivation is so important to Paul that he mentions it twice in his instructions to the slaves.

More important, Paul reaffirms to them an entirely new identity. They may belong to an earthly master as slaves, but ultimately they are owned and responsible to Christ himself (6:6). They are “slaves of Christ” and responsible for doing God’s will. Paul assures them, however, that every good thing they do, whether it is noticed by their earthly masters or not, is noticed by the Lord and he will provide them with a reward (6:8). Slave masters also come under the lordship of Christ. In fact, Paul points out to them that, ironically, they themselves are actually slaves—indentured servants of the one heavenly Lord (6:9). This should cause them to be transformed in their attitudes toward their slaves and in their treatment of them, especially by eliminating threats (and abuse) and showing no favoritism.

There is much that is relevant in Paul’s instructions for believers today. This can best be summarized by addressing each group that Paul speaks to.

For Children

Both the commands and the attached promises in vv. 1–3 are immediately relevant to believing children. Paul states the instructions without making culturally contingent applications, so the teaching is readily transferrable. As children grow closer to adulthood, they must know why they need to respect certain boundaries their parents establish. This passage gives them motivation by providing transcendent reasons for obeying and honoring their parents.

Children need to obey their parents until they leave home (stated in 5:31 as the time that one “leaves his father and mother” to be married). Disobedience to parents is wrong (6:1) and displeases the Lord.

There is seldom a legitimate reason to disobey a parent’s instructions, but this could conceivably happen. A number of years ago, I had a seminary student who was the youth pastor of a local Asian church located in an area not far from a Buddhist temple. The students in the youth group invited a sixteen-year-old boy with whom many were acquainted. As a result of attending the youth group and hearing the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, the boy made a profession of faith in Christ. In his excitement about his new relationship with the Lord, the boy immediately told his Buddhist parents. When they heard, they were angry, kicked their son out of the house, and told him that he could not return home until he repudiated his faith in Christ. Fortunately, a family in the church took him in and a process began of attempting to restore his relationship with his parents. Because one’s commitment to the Lord Jesus takes priority over obedience to one’s parents, this may constitute an exception. But such exceptions are rare.37

Most of the time, children are inclined to disobey their parents for wrong reasons: pressure from friends, a desire not to be different from one’s peers, and the pull of the flesh (felt in a wide variety of ways). Sometimes, however, the demands or instructions of parents can be perceived as unreasonable or unnecessary. Paul’s injunction to obedience does not mean that a child cannot talk to his or her parents, seek to better understand their reasons, and ask for reconsideration or even an exception.

In contrast to the command to obey, honoring one’s parents is not limited to childhood, adolescence, or early adulthood. This is a lifelong responsibility. Honor is brought to parents in many ways, but perhaps in no greater way than living one’s life in accordance with the values and godly instruction of the parents. “A wise son brings joy to his father” (Prov 10:1; 15:20; 29:3), and “the father of a righteous man has great joy” (Prov 23:24). By contrast, Solomon observes, “He who keeps the law is a discerning son, but a companion of gluttons disgraces his father” (Prov 28:7). Seeking advice and counsel from one’s parents throughout life honors their wisdom. Job observed, “Wisdom belongs to the aged, and understanding to the old” (Job 12:12 NLT).

Of course, as parents reach their golden years and need special care, children honor their parents by helping them and caring for them. John Stott notes, “It is a sad reflection on the selfish western tradition of the nuclear family that instead of looking after our elderly relatives ourselves, we consign them to an old people’s home. Thus to isolate, and even symbolically to reject, one’s own parents can seldom be reconciled with the command to honour them.”38

For Fathers

Paul’s direct address to the fathers underlines the leadership role that men have in their families. He puts on them the ultimate responsibility for the education and discipline of the children (a tradition well-rooted in the OT and Judaism). Most notably, Paul makes the fathers responsible for the spiritual grounding of the children. This involves seeing to it that the children become acquainted with Scripture, that the kingdom program of God is explained to them, that fathers discuss and model the mission, teaching, and example of Jesus, and that the children come to understand that their new identity in Christ is foundational to every facet of their lives.

Of course, mothers are deeply involved in this process as well, but, ultimately, God holds fathers responsible. This is a significant and relevant instruction for men in Western culture, where there is a tendency for fathers to disengage from the child-rearing process, especially when it comes to spiritual education and values.

Many parents involve the public school system in the education of their children. This may be fine as long as they remember that they are ultimately the ones responsible for their children’s’ education. Every child needs to be “home schooled” whether they go to a public school (or Christian school) or not. Parents need to engage their children in what they are learning in their school education, discuss this, and correlate it with the biblical worldview.

The “instruction and admonition of the Lord” are vitally important not only for cognitive development in the Christian faith, but for the affective side of education. As children mature, they need higher-level motivations for obedience. “Because I said!” or “because this is our rule!” will not be enough. Legalism will prove to be a bankrupt basis for behavior and ethics. Parents need to help their children transition to intrinsic motivations for good behavior. This can come about only through nurturing their individual relationships with the Lord.

Paul says nothing in this passage about physical discipline, but this can be assumed since it was an integral part of the OT and Jewish understanding of raising children (Prov 23:13–14; 29:15). This can be done in the wrong way and with the wrong motives, which may be one of the reasons that Paul began his instructions to the fathers not to “provoke your children to wrath” (6:4). It is never appropriate to discipline children in reactive anger or without self-control (esp. the temper).



In Depth: Was Paul an Advocate of Slavery?
 

Because Paul gives instructions to believers on how to live within an unjust social structure does not imply an advocacy of that institution. The way that Paul addresses slavery in 6:5–9 is vastly different from the way that he addresses husband-wife role relations in 5:21–33. Paul never provides a theological rationale for the institution of slavery; yet he does establish a theological basis for male headship and female submission in 5:21–33. His only concern is to provide perspective on how to live as Christians within this empire-wide socioeconomic structure. Just as he never tries to subvert the Roman political structure (in spite of its deficiencies and the perversities of its rulers), so he does not engage in social protest and lead a revolt against the evils of the institution of slavery. The question of why he does not has been much discussed in the literature.

As numerous scholars have observed, Paul does, however, lay a foundation affirming human dignity and the value of freedom, and he makes a handful of comments encouraging the freedom of slaves. Foremost among these is 1 Cor 7:21: “Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you—although if you can gain your freedom, do so.” The fact that Paul urges Philemon to receive Onesimus back “no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother” (Phlm 16) not only relativizes slavery to one’s relationship to the Lord, but suggests that Paul is appealing to Philemon for Onesimus’s emancipation.

In all his letters Paul never tries to buttress and support the institution of slavery. He casts a vision for living within this social structure as Christians without ever giving a theological justification for the system itself. Whereas he defines husband-wife relationships on the basis of a theological analogy, he provides no such rationale for slavery (here or elsewhere). He strongly challenges the common tendencies of Roman-era slaves to be lazy, resentful, and working hard only on the occasions when they could make a good impression. He tries to motivate slaves based on their relationship to the Lord. Similarly, with slave masters, Paul encourages them to allow their relationship with the Lord to transform how they treat their slaves. Above all, he challenges the common Roman pattern of slave masters threatening (and abusing) their slaves.

It is therefore inappropriate to compare the institution of slavery to the male leadership in the home and label both as unjust social institutions. Such a conclusion fails to take into account the essential difference between the two social structures and the fact that one is theologically grounded and the other is not.



Employees, Soldiers, Prisoners, and All under Authority Structures

Paul’s instructions to slaves are not immediately and directly applicable to most people living today (especially in the West), because we have abolished the socioeconomic institution of slavery. Nevertheless, by some estimates, there may be as many as 27,000,000 people held as slaves throughout the world today.39 To these people, Paul’s instructions have direct relevance. But it is important for the rest of us not to skip over the slave passages in Scripture and assume that they have nothing to say to us, for they have plenty to say to us.

How to interpret and apply the slavery passages in the Bible to people where slavery no longer exists has been extensively discussed in the commentaries and in volumes on hermeneutics. The problem of relating these texts to nonslavery cultures is often made more difficult than it needs to be. It is important to establish that none of Paul’s instructions or accompanying reasons and motivations to slaves in 6:5–8 are solely contingent on an ownership relationship. In other words, each of his commands can equally be applied to other forms of socioeconomic authority structures in the contemporary world.

For instance, if Paul would have said, “Never leave your master because he owns you,” both the command and the causal statement would have rendered this instruction inapplicable to any situation other than a slave-master relationship. In this context, however, Paul’s instructions—all having to do with attitude, manner of service, and motivation—have equal applicability to a variety of authority relationships.

The recognition that Paul’s comments are relevant to employer-employee relationships has long been understood by Bible commentators, preachers, and teachers in the church.40 What is not sometimes recognized is the relevance of Paul’s instructions to other structures of authority where even less freedom is experienced, thus making them even more comparable to slavery. Prisoners would fit this description the best since they have forfeited their freedom completely for a period of time and are entirely under the authority of their guards and the prison warden. Those who serve in the military have voluntarily put themselves under a command structure that restricts their freedom far more than a typical employer-employee relationship.

There is a strong christological focus that informs this passage. Believers should do their work and serve their employers as if they were doing it directly for Jesus himself (6:5d, 7). This is more than just a hypothetical point that Paul is making because his appeal is rooted in their new identity in Christ. Just as Paul is a “slave of Christ,” believers are now “slaves of Christ” (6:6b) and owe him their ultimate allegiance and full obedience.

Among the other attitudes and work practices that should characterize Christians in their jobs today, especially in relationship to their managers, are a number of principles (note: these can easily be transferred to prison life or military life).

(1) Treat your managers or supervisors with deep respect (see 6:5b). Because of their position of responsibility over you, managers or supervisors should be accorded respect (even if you think they do not deserve it). As soldiers have sometimes said, you may need to “salute the rank and not the person.”

(2) Do your work with a pure heart and a good attitude. There are many possible base or duplicitous motives that do not please God. It is important for workers to check their hearts and periodically engage in self-evaluation.

(3) Don’t perform just to make a good impression. When the boss is gone, how is your job performance? The Lord is aware of all that we do. If in our hearts we are serving him in our jobs, we will always give 100 percent.

(4) Give God’s will top priority in your life and work. Because we are ultimately serving Christ and will answer to him at the end of the age, God’s will should always trump any wrong attitude or behavior we might be tempted by in our work, or if we are asked to do something that is clearly wrong or unethical. In the first century, “doing the will of God” would have prevented Christian slaves from obeying commands from their masters that were contrary to God’s will (such as worshiping an idol or a female domestic having sex with her master).

(5) Remember that the Lord expects us to do good works, notices when we do them, and will reward all that we have done. There are many good things an employee may do that are never properly recognized by his or her supervisor. Remember that they are recognized by the one Supervisor for whom it really makes a difference.

Employers, Supervisors, and All Who Manage

All of the attitudes, motivations, and work behaviors that are commended to those under authority are equally applicable and necessary for those who exercise authority over others. Perhaps most significant continues to be the criterion of doing everything as if one is doing it directly for the Lord himself.

There are two instructions Paul gives, however, that have special application to managers. (1) Paul strongly discourages the use of threats. This certainly does not mean that employees should not be held accountable for their work performance. It has more to do with how not to motivate employees to do their work. It is much better to motivate with positive comments than negative (especially angry reactive threats of demotion or losing the job).

The content of Paul’s letters to the churches embodies this kind of approach. Paul is masterful at affirming the growth of believers in the churches, but then encouraging them to abound still more. For instance, he affirms the love that the Thessalonian believers have for one another (1 Thess 1:3), but then he tells them that he is regularly praying that the Lord will “make your love increase and overflow for each other” (1 Thess 3:12); he repeats this again later (“we urge you, brothers, to do so more and more”; 1 Thess 4:10). At the same time, the apostle Paul never neglects problems within the churches and deals with them directly.

Similarly, supervisors need to hold workers accountable. Many businesses and organizations find that periodic performance evaluations are an effective way of holding workers accountable and giving them feedback on their job performance. These provide occasions for supervisors to provide plenty of affirmation on what is done right and well, yet at the same time to address performance problems that cannot be overlooked.

(2) The other appeal Paul gives is to avoid favoritism. He does this by asserting that there is no favoritism with the Lord himself. Nepotism and every other form of favoritism shown by a manager are not only unjust, but greatly demoralize all of the coworkers of the one shown special favor. Various forms of favoritism were strongly denounced in the OT law (see, e.g., Exod 23:3; Lev 19:5).

For all in authority positions, the crucial thing to remember is that you, too, are under authority. All managers are answerable to the Lord Jesus Christ himself for every decision they make and how they treat their personnel. Every supervisor, boss, manager, warden, and colonel will be called to account at the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor 5:10).
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CHAPTER 16
Ephesians 6:10–20
 


Literary Context
 

In this passage, Paul brings to a conclusion the moral exhortation he began in 4:1, where he appealed to believers “to walk worthily of the calling to which you were called.” This injunction to give careful attention to how they walk is repeated throughout this second half of the letter (4:17; 5:2, 8, 15). Here Paul reveals that it may be more difficult to obey God and advance his kingdom purposes than many believers realize.

The aim of walking worthily of God is actually a profound struggle that goes beyond simply putting forth more effort or overcoming human obstacles. There are extremely powerful spiritual beings that strategize and carry out plans to derail the best intentions of Christians to live out God’s call in their lives. This theme of powerful supernatural opposition to the people of God can be traced throughout the letter. These are the powers who held humanity in bondage before the redemptive work of Christ (2:2) and now threaten to find an inroad and set up a base of operations in the lives of people who have come to know Christ (4:27).

The prominent themes of union with Christ and the new identity of believers come to a climax in 6:10–20 because it is through this relationship and all that it entails that believers are strengthened to resist the powerful attacks from the evil one and his emissaries. The readers are admonished to be strong “in the Lord,” that is, through growing deeper in a present, dynamic relationship of dependence on the one who is powerful enough to do more than they could ask or even imagine (see 3:20). Simultaneously, they are called to grow into a self-awareness of their new identity. This involves becoming profoundly cognizant of the changes that have occurred in their lives now that they have come to a knowledge of the truth, received righteousness, experienced salvation, been endowed with the gift of the Spirit, and are now able to exercise increasing faith in God.

Yet, consistent with his calls to ethical purity throughout this half of the letter, Paul also calls his readers to exhibit this new identity in their day-to-day lives by practicing truthfulness, by becoming more righteous in their behavior, and essentially by becoming increasingly pure in thought and action. The danger of not doing so is that this neglect leaves open a window of vulnerability that the devil and his powers will try to exploit (see 4:27).

Paul uses an extensive set of military metaphors throughout this section to convey the idea of spiritual power, such as the complete armor, breastplate, shield, helmet, sword, strapping [a weapon] around one’s waist, and putting on shoes. Paul shifts metaphors on one occasion when he uses the term for “struggle” ([image: ]; 6:12), a word that comes from the sport of wrestling (but could refer to the kind of wrestling a soldier may engage in).

Many commentators have referred to the armor and weaponry of a Roman soldier as the background and inspiration for Paul’s extended set of metaphors here. The Roman historian Polybius gives the most complete description of the equipment of a legionnaire (see Polybius, Hist. 6.23.2–5, cited below under 6:16). This is not altogether adequate, however, because Paul leaves out some of the important parts of the “complete armor” of a Roman soldier, such as the two pila (javelins) and the greaves (leg armor). More important, most of Paul’s imagery comes directly from Isaiah (see Isa 11:4–5; 59:17; cf. 1 Thess 5:8). Paul may have received some of his inspiration for this from the pervasive phenomenom of Roman soldiers in his world (esp. as he wrote this letter while living in Rome under Roman custody), but the primary background and impetus for it is the OT, especially Isaiah and the image of God as the Divine Warrior.1

Repetition is a literary device Paul uses throughout the passage to stress certain ideas. On four different occasions he uses the verb “stand” ([image: ]) to point to the need for divine enablement and the goal of the struggle (6:11b, 13d, 14a; [image: ] in 6:13b). He also uses a variety of terms and expressions for power to stress the availability of divine power for believers in the midst of the battle ([image: ] and [image: ] in 6:10; [image: ] in 6:11b, 13b, and 16b).

Because prayer is foundational to drawing on God’s power and successfully resisting the demonic assaults, Paul uses an array of terms at the end of the passage to highlight the importance of prayer ([image: ] in 6:18a; [image: ] in 6:18a; [image: ] in 6:18a and 18f; and [image: ] in 6:18e). Prayer receives further stress with the fourfold repetition of the word “all” ([image: ]) in connection with it (see 6:18c, d, f, g).

Finally, Paul brings out the responsibility of believers to grow in their knowledge of their new identity in Christ and to appropriate it by using a variety of terms that convey the notion of “putting on” something, namely, the metaphorical armor ([image: ] in 6:11a and 14c; [image: ] in 6:13a, 16a; [image: ] in 6:14b; [image: ] in 6:15; and [image: ] in 6:17a).


XIV. Instructions for Husbands and Wives (5:22–33)


 XV. Instructions to Other Members of the Household (6:1–9)


A. To Children (6:1–3)


B. To Fathers (6:4)


C. To Slaves: An Exhortation to Obey Their Masters as They Would Obey the Lord Himself 
(6:5–8)


D. To Masters: An Exhortation to Have the Same Attitudes as the Slaves (6:9)


[image: ]XVI. Appropriating the Power of God to Stand against the Powers of Darkness (6:10–20)


A. Introductory Exhortation (6:10)


B. Exhortation to Appropriate God’s Power because of the Supernatural Nature of 
the Battle (6:11–13)


C. Resisting the Powers of Darkness by Appropriating Armor from God (6:14–17)


D. Prayer as the Foundation and Essence of Spiritual Warfare (6:18–20)


XVII. Concluding Remarks (6:21–22)


A. Paul’s Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:21a)


B. The Description of Tychicus (6:21b-d)


C. Paul’s Further Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:22)


XVIII. Benediction (6:23–24)




 


Main Idea
 

Living a life pleasing to the Lord and engaging in the mission of the church is not easy because there are powerful supernatural beings that strategize and attack. Because of this, God makes available his power and divine resources to believers so they can resist the assaults of these hostile spirits and advance God’s kingdom into the world. Believers are called to appropriate these gifts, cultivate their corresponding virtues, and above all, pray in the Spirit as an expression of their dependence on the Lord to receive God’s enabling power.


Translation
 


[image: ]

[image: ]


 


Structure
 

“Finally” ([image: ]) marks Paul’s transition to the final set of exhortations in the letter. Following this, Paul will make his final remarks, give his closing greetings, and bring the letter to a conclusion.

Verse 10, “be strong in the Lord,” serves as a summary exhortation that stands over the entire passage and gets at the heart of what he calls his readers to do. Verse 11 stands parallel to it and introduces a metaphor (the armor from God) that gives expression to the idea of divine enablement and protection throughout the rest of the passage.

The passage can then be divided into three major sections following the introductory appeal: (1) vv. 10–13, which emphasize the need for dependence on God because of hostile principalities and powers, (2) vv. 14–17, which delineate the range of spiritual weapons needed to engage the enemy successfully, and (3) vv. 18–20, which emphasize prayer in accordance with the work of the Spirit as a foundation to preparing and engaging in spiritual struggle.

In the first section (6:10–13), after Paul enjoins believers to put on the armor (6:11), he gives the reason for their need of it with an infinitive purpose phrase stating that the goal is “to stand.” This is surprisingly difficult because the struggle is not against human opponents, but against spiritual beings. Here Paul uses the preposition “against” ([image: ]) six different times to delineate the range of spirit beings that believers must contend with. In 6:13 he reiterates the importance of taking up the armor and repeats the goal of standing.

In the center section (6:14–17), Paul begins with the aorist imperative verb, “stand.” This imperative flows directly out of his three previous purpose clauses (6:11b, 13b, d), declaring that “standing/resisting” is the reason for dependence on God and his armor. He then describes six different weapons/pieces of armor that represent God’s provision to them for the battle. He first mentions the metaphor and then the corresponding spiritual weapon (often by means of a genitive of apposition). The first four pieces of armor are introduced with aorist participles grammatically dependent on the imperative, “stand” (6:14). Although they could be interpreted as temporal with their action preceding the main verb, it is better to see them as expressing the means by which believers are enabled to stand (e.g., “stand by putting on the armor”). As such, the time of the action of these participles is coincident with the action of the main verb.

The fifth and sixth pieces of armor are introduced with an aorist imperative verb, thus breaking the pattern of the previous four participles. Since they are additional pieces of weaponry/armor, it is best to see the aorist verb as semantically parallel to the preceding four participles and dependent on the main verb, “stand” (6:14).2 The “and” ([image: ]) of 6:17a also seems to coordinate this weapon with the previous four.

The present participle “praying” ([image: ]), which introduces the final section (6:18–20), remains grammatically dependent on the main verb, “stand” (6:14), and continues to explain the means by which believers can resist the hostile powers. We distinguish this as a separate section because this passage sets itself apart in a number of other ways. The most obvious distinction is that no physical weapon serving as a metaphor (such as a bow or a spear) is attached to prayer. The participle is also the only present tense verbal item, is paralleled with the present tense participle “watching,” and introduces a 56-word cluster of clauses and phrases elaborating on prayer. The rhetorical stress is also furthered by the fourfold repetition of the word “all” ([image: ]) in this section.

Verse 18 and the call to “pray in the Spirit” functions as an inclusio with 6:10–11, “be strong in the Lord” and “put on the complete armor of God.” As such it continues the Trinitarian emphasis that Paul makes throughout Ephesians. The Father, the Son, and the Spirit all function as the source of strength for believers in their quest to “walk worthily” and to overcome the enemies. The Spirit functions more as the means, or divine agent, for the strengthening. Thus, praying in the Spirit is foundational to the warfare of the believer and is essential to the deployment of the six pieces of armor/weapons that Paul commends in 6:14–17.

Verses 19–20 continue to depend on the two participles, “watching” and “praying,” through the use of the prepositional phrase “for me” ([image: ]). Here Paul turns the direction of the discussion toward himself and his own desperate need for prayer, given his situation in Rome. The particle [image: ] introduces the content of two parallel prayer requests that Paul has for himself.


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]XVI. Appropriating the Power of God to Stand against the Powers of Darkness (6:10–20)


A. Introductory Exhortation (6:10)


B. Exhortation to Appropriate God’s Power because of the Supernatural Nature of the Battle (6:11–13)


1. The comparison of God’s power to weaponry (6:11a)


2. The supernatural nature of the battle (6:11b–12)


a. The strategies of the devil (6:11b)


b. The nonphysical nature of the struggle (6:12a)


c. The range of spirits opposing the church (6:12b-e)


3. The need for God’s power to resist the supernatural enemies (6:13)


a. Reiteration of the need for God’s power (6:13a)


b. The time of the battle (6:13b)


c. The preparation for battle (6:13c)


d. The goal of the battle: to stand (6:13d)


C. Resisting the Powers of Darkness by Appropriating Armor from God (6:14–17)


1. Truth (as a belt) (6:14a-b)


2. Righteousness (as a breastplate) (6:14c)


3. Preparation to share the gospel (as shoes) (6:15)


4. Faith (as a shield) (6:16)


5. Salvation (as a helmet) (6:17a)


6. Word of God (as a sword from the Spirit) (6:17b-c)


D. Prayer as the Foundation and Essence of Spiritual Warfare (6:18–20)


1. Praying in the Spirit (6:18a-c)


2. Vigilance in prayer (6:18d-g)


3. Paul’s own request for prayer (6:19–20)


a. Request for boldness to proclaim the gospel (6:19a–20a)


b. The request repeated (6:20b-c)






Explanation of the Text
 

6:10  Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty strength ([image: ][image: ]). In his concluding admonition, Paul urges his readers to a greater dependence on the Lord for the divine empowerment they will need in order to face their enemies and live the kind of lives God has called them to live.

The Greek expression translated “finally” ([image: ])3 can be interpreted as “from now on,” as it is used in Gal 6:17, the only other place it appears in the NT or LXX. Yet this future use does not fit the context since the readers are already engaged in the battle. The more natural understanding, especially at this juncture of the letter, is to understand the adverb as introducing the last exhortation of the second half of the letter (as the NLT clearly brings out with “a final word”).

“Be strong” ([image: ]) should be interpreted as a passive voice, stressing the idea of receiving strength from an outside source (as most interpreters contend),4 although some have taken it as a middle voice with reflexive significance (“strengthen yourselves”).5 Nevertheless, because it is imperative, it does imply volition and action on the part of the hearers to seek God and present themselves to him for filling with his power. The preposition ([image: ]) attached to the verb may serve simply to intensify it, but it could have the additional function of conveying the notion of inner strengthening.6 Paul used the same verb to appeal to Timothy to “be strong” (2 Tim 2:1). The language here evokes the memory of God’s repeatedly calling Joshua to “be strong” (Josh 1:6, 7, 9; see also Deut 31:6–7) as he was about to lead God’s people into the land of Canaan, where they would face many enemies and fight many battles. The difference now, however, is that God’s people face more powerful enemies than mere human opponents.

Western readers might be conditioned to miss the fact that Paul is calling his readers to a relationship of dependence and not urging them to draw on their own internal fortitude and strength. “In the Lord” ([image: ]) clarifies that believers need to draw on divine power. There is a degree of ambiguity when Paul uses the expression “Lord” ([image: ]) since it could refer to the Father or the Son. Here, as elsewhere in Ephesians where the phrase “in the Lord” occurs (2:21; 4:1, 17; 5:8; 6:1, 21), it does refer to the Lord Jesus Christ (see 1:2, 3, 15, 17; 5:20; 6:23, 24). It is precisely through their relationship with the resurrected and ascended Christ that believers find empowerment. Paul has repeatedly prayed that they gain a heightened awareness of the vastness of God’s power that is presently available through Christ for them (1:19). This power is only available through union with Christ and participation in his resurrection and exaltation (2:6). This power is not mediated through incantations, formulas, or shamanistic or magical rituals.

It would have been sufficient for Paul simply to say, “be strong in the Lord,” but he expands on the magnitude of God’s power by adding the phrase, “and in his mighty strength” ([image: ]). The “and” ([image: ]) does not connect two different sources of strength, but rather elucidates this attribute of the Lord.7 These are the same terms Paul used in 1:19–20 to describe the divine power that brought about the resurrection and exaltation of Christ (see comments there). The repetition of power-denoting terminology has been characteristic of Paul’s style in Ephesians and places rhetorical emphasis on the abundant power of God available to believers.

6:11a  Put on the complete armor of God ([image: ]). Paul now explains how believers are to gain strength and spiritual power from the Lord. In addition to drawing on their present dynamic relationship to the risen Christ, they are also called to appropriate a set of divine gifts and cultivate some important virtues that will assist them in their conflict with the hostile spiritual forces. Paul here introduces an extended set of military metaphors that he epitomizes as the armor of God.

The lack of any conjunction (e.g., [image: ]) connecting this imperative ([image: ]) to the previous imperative verb ([image: ]) probably suggests that the latter is providing an elaboration on the divine strength that he is commending to his readers. There is also a certain assonance (resemblance of sounds) between the two imperatives that may be suggestive of this close connection. Paul thus expands on the nature of the divine provisions he commends to his readers by delineating a full set of armor they should put on.

“Put on” ([image: ]) is the common word for putting on clothing, but it is also used in connection with armor (e.g., 1 Sam 17:38; Jer 26:4; Ezek 38:4). Josephus, in fact, employs the same wording as this passage in describing a Jewish leader who had put on his entire armor (Jos., Ant. 13.309). Paul frequently uses this verb in a metaphorical sense for appropriating the essential virtues associated with the new identity in Christ (“clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility …”; Col 3:10, 12). Sometimes he conveys these virtues with the image of armor (e.g., “so let us … put on the armor of light”; Rom 13:12; see also 1 Thess 5:8). Paul used the verb earlier in this letter to enjoin the readers to “put on the new self that was created in the likeness of God in righteousness and holiness of truth” (4:24).

As we consider the nature of the “armor” that believers are to appropriate and use—truth, righteousness, the gospel, faith, salvation, the word of God, and prayer—we can conclude that there is a significant correspondence between 4:24 and 6:10–17. As O’Brien has said, “Essentially, then, to ‘put on the new self’ is the same as donning the armour of God.”8 In other words, knowing the truth of who we are in union with Christ, cultivating the virtues of this new identity, and using the resources available through this new relationship are at the heart of what it means to put on the armor of God. The aorist tense of the imperative should not be misconstrued to mean that it is a onetime action. The context suggests that arming should occur on a regular basis.

The word translated here as “complete armor” ([image: ]) implies a full set of armor that a soldier would wear into battle. This word is essential to Paul’s development of the full set of metaphors involving weaponry. He endeavors to give his readers the picture of a fully equipped soldier rather than a simple image of a person taking hold of a few weapons.

There has been some dispute over whether the armor is God’s own armor that he himself wears as the Divine Warrior (possessive genitive)9 or whether he is to be seen as the one who furnishes the armor (genitive of source).10 The latter is the better view in this context. The emphasis falls on God’s supplying all the power and strength believers need to stand against the enemy. It stretches the image too far to suppose that we are to inhabit the armor that God once used in fighting his enemies. Such an interpretation may also run the risk of readers viewing God as passive since they are taking up his armor. The larger context of Ephesians points to an image of God as near and powerfully active in fighting for his people. This is also more consistent with Paul’s christological interpretation of Ps 68:18, in which he depicted Christ as the triumphant Divine Warrior who ascends to his throne and from there distributes gifts to his people (4:7–11).

6:11b  So that you are strengthened to stand against the strategies of the devil ([image: ][image: ]). Believers need God’s empowerment because they will face a variety of well-planned attacks by a supernatural opponent.

The infinitive construction ([image: ] + infinitive) conveys purpose and gives the reason why believers need to be strengthened by the Lord.11 Although the verb Paul uses here ([image: ] a derivative of [image: ]) could have the sense of the simple auxiliary “can,” it is better in this context to understand it as carrying the full sense of enablement, strengthening, or power.12 Such a usage of this term is well illustrated in an early Christian text that speaks of the vast power of God: “Listen to me, therefore, and fear him who has the power to do everything ([image: ]), to save and to destroy” (Herm.
Mand. 12.6.3 [49.3]). More appropriate to this context, however, are the occurrences of the verb in conjunction with infinitives related to fighting and making war (e.g., [image: ]: Rev 13:4; cf. 1 Sam 17:33; 1 Macc 9:9; [image: ]: Isa 7:1; [image: ]: Isa 28:20). In those contexts, the verb carries the sense of might and power. This is brought out well in the NRSV translation of 1 Macc 9:8: “Let us get up and go against our enemies. We may have the strength to fight them ([image: ])” (italics mine).

The goal is for believers “to stand” ([image: ]). This term is important to the overall context since Paul uses it in a variety of forms four different times ([image: ] and [image: ] 6:13; [image: ] 6:14). Some interpreters have understood this word to mean that the purpose of the armor is only defensive. In other words, Paul knows that believers are under attack, and they simply need to stand their ground and not fall or retreat.13 This understanding of the term, however, is too restrictive and needs to be expanded to include an offensive dimension to the warfare.

The Greek used here does not necessarily imply only a defensive resistance to attack; it can be used to speak of an aggressive stance against one’s opponents. Psalm 21:11 [20:12], for instance, describes enemies who devise a wicked scheme, but “they are not able to stand ([image: ], lit. trans.)”; that is, they are not able to carry out their hostile plan against David. Similarly, Ps 18:38 [17:39] depicts David at war against a horde of attacking enemies, but aided by God’s strength for battle, he strikes them down so that “they are not able to stand.” In other words, their “standing” implies aggressive attacks against the king. Finally, 1 Chr 21:1 notes that the devil “stood” in Israel to incite David to sin by taking a census. In Ephesians, as we will see, believers are summoned to take both defensive and offensive postures against their supernatural enemies.

Believers need God’s power so they can stand against “the strategies of the devil ([image: ]).” Paul has used the term “strategy” ([image: ]) earlier in the letter (4:14; see comments there), the only other time that it appears in the Bible, where he speaks of people who have strategies of deception that they will use to lead the people of God astray. But even in that context, demonic involvement may be implicit. The related verb ([image: ]) was often used in Paul’s day for handling something according to a plan, such as devising a method for collecting taxes. It could also be used with negative overtones for “cunning” or “scheming.”14 The same thought appears in the Dead Sea Scrolls where there is a reference to the dangers of “the plots of Belial” (1QH 10:18).15

The idea in Ephesians is that the devil ([image: ]; see comment on 4:27) is an intelligent being that carefully strategizes plans against the church, God’s plan of redemption, and individual believers. What Paul does not say in this passage is how these schemes, which he will later refer to as “flaming arrows” (6:16), are discerned and felt. Given the broader context of Paul’s thought, it would seem prudent to see an expansive variety of ways that the devil hatches his attacks. This could come through people who teach things contrary to the “one faith” (4:5), through temptation, difficult physical trials, or overt manifestations, or through any of a limitless array of intelligently designed plots.

6:12a  Because our struggle is not against blood and flesh ([image: ]). The warfare believers experience can also be likened to wrestling, but not an engagement with human enemies.

Because of the reference to armor and weapons in this passage, it comes as somewhat of a surprise that Paul uses “struggle” ([image: ]), an athletic image related to wrestling, to characterize the nature of the battle when words for “warfare” ([image: ][image: ]) might seem more appropriate. Although this noun ([image: ]) never appears elsewhere in the NT, LXX, the Greek Pseudepigrapha, or Josephus, the LXX does employ the verbal cognate ([image: ]) in a handful of passages (e.g., Judg 20:33; Esth 1:1e), including the account of Jacob’s wrestling with God (Gen 32:24–25 [25–26]; see also Philo, Alleg. Interp. 3.190 and Sobriety 1.65, who describes Jacob’s wrestling with the noun [image: ]).

This noun was common, however, in the Graeco-Roman world, and especially in the inscriptions of Asia Minor and Ephesus. Paul has likely taken this image from the context of the sport of wrestling—an event common in the many Olympic-style games held in western Asia Minor (and throughout the Mediterranean world).16 Most of the inscriptions where the word appears are honorific and bestow public recognition on wrestlers who have won their events, such as the following:17


The council and the people [of Ephesus] honor Alexander, son of Menodoros and grandson of Dionysus, an Ephesian who won the wrestling ([image: ]) at the Isthmian games [held near Corinth], the common games of Asia held at Ephesus, the great Epheseia, and the wrestling ([image: ]) in the common games of Asia … in addition to the wrestling ([image: ]) in the common games of Galatia … the wrestling ([image: ]) in the common games of Asia in Sardis, and very many other games.



 

Why Paul has inserted the wrestling metaphor into his set of warfare metaphors is not entirely clear. He often mixes metaphors in close proximity (e.g., “rooted and established in love”—an organic metaphor with a construction metaphor; 3:17). There was a tradition in the ancient world of the advantage a fully armed soldier had if he was also trained as a wrestler (Plutarch, Mor. 2.5.639F–640A).18 If this is what Paul had in mind, then both images combine to express the notion of close, difficult, tiring, hand-to-hand combat.

It is possible that the image of wrestling may also have evoked the readers’ recollection of a widely attested tradition (presumably well-known in Asia Minor) regarding an Ephesian wrestler who used magic to help him defeat his opponents. The Suda relates this proverbial story as part of its entry on the “Ephesian Letters”—six magical names laden with spiritual power that were associated with the Ephesian Artemis and the local magical traditions:19


And at Olympia when a Milesian and an Ephesian were wrestling, the Milesian was not able to wrestle, because the other was holding the Ephesian letters around his ankle. When it was clear and they were taken off him, the Ephesian failed thirty [times] in a row.



 

This allusion may have proved an effective way of communicating to the converts that they should no longer use magical amulets (like the “Ephesian Letters”), but should now “put on the complete armor of God.” Although people living in this region thought that magic was effective and that the loss of it could prove devastating, Paul here presents a different perspective on spiritual power that vilifies the functionaries of magic as evil “rulers” and “authorities” under the leadership of the devil and points to the Lord as the only source of spiritual power for believers.

The fact that the struggle is not “against blood and flesh” ([image: ]) strongly underlines the spiritual nature of the warfare. The order is reversed from Paul’s normal “flesh and blood” (1 Cor 15:50; Gal 1:16). He may have done so to prevent the potential confusion of some readers thinking that they were no longer urged to struggle against “the flesh” (see Gal 5:17). This expression also highlights the fact that the readers should not consider their fight as one against Roman rule or any of the local civic rulers who might oppose them or cause them harm. Paul is here unmasking the ultimate source of many of the evils they experience—the influences behind the Roman Imperium.

6:12b-e  But against the rulers, the authorities, the world powers of this darkness, the evil spiritual beings in the heavenly places ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul clarifies here that the opposition is not one powerful supernatural being, but a whole range of evil spiritual forces of varying rank, authority, and capabilities.

The strong adversative conjunction “but” ([image: ]) heightens the contrast between the physical and spiritual realms. The first two categories of spiritual powers—the “rulers” ([image: ]) and “the authorities” ([image: ])—are Paul’s most common expression for demonic spirits, which he has used twice earlier in the letter (1:21; 3:10; see comments there).

The third expression, “world powers” ([image: ]), is unique, never appearing elsewhere in the NT or LXX. This is, in fact, the earliest appearance of the term in Greek writings. Although it is possible that Paul has coined the term on the analogy of “all powerful” ([image: ]), which is a common title for God in the LXX (see, e.g., 2 Sam 5:10; 1 Kings 19:10; Job 8:5; Zech 1:3), it is far more likely that Paul drew on a word for spirits that was current both in Graeco-Roman and Jewish folk belief and astrology.20 The word appears in second-century AD Anthologies of Vettius Valens, which is a compilation of more ancient works. This text gives evidence of its use by Pseudo-Petosiris in the second-century BC in reference to the planets (thought of as animated by spirits).21

This same term was also used to magnify the omnipotence and universal power of various deities. An inscription found in a bathhouse in Rome reads, “One Zeus, Serapis, Helios, world power ([image: ]), unconquerable.”22 In pagan folk belief, the word appears seven times in the corpus of Greek magical papyri as an epithet for various deities invoked in magical incantations.23 The following text illustrates the use of the title in a set of instructions for the ritual empowerment of a magical amulet:


Spell to Helios: I invoke you, the greatest god, eternal lord, world ruler ([image: ]), who are over the world and under the world, mighty ruler of the sea ([image: ])…. Come to me … I call upon your holy and great and hidden names which you rejoice to hear…. Give glory and honor and favor and fortune and power to this stone which I consecrate today (or to the phylactery being consecrated) for [insert name]. I invoke you, the greatest in heaven [three dozen magical names follow], the shining Helios, giving light throughout the whole world. You are the great Serpent, leader of all the gods…. Give glory and favor to this phylactery. (PGM IV.1599–1650)



 

In Jewish folk belief, the term is found twice in the Testament of Solomon,24 where it is used of demonic spirits associated with the planets (T. Sol. 8:2) and with thirty-six demonic rulers of the heavenly sphere (T. Sol. 18:3). These texts also represent the spirits as directly attacking and influencing people on earth, as illustrated by T. Sol. 8:1–3:


I commanded another demon to appear before me. There came seven spirits ([image: ]) bound up together hand and foot…. When I, Solomon, saw them, I was amazed and asked them, “Who are you?” They replied, “We are heavenly bodies ([image: ]), rulers of this world of darkness ([image: ]). The first said, “I am Deception.” The second said, “I am Strife….”



 

This text demonstrates the interchangeability of the language for the powers within folk Judaism, where the expressions “demons,” “spirits,” stoicheia (see Gal 4:3, 9; Col 2:8, 20), and “world powers” could be used of the same phenomena. It is likely that Paul’s use of the term here is reflective of the language of Jewish demonology, although Gentile readers also would be familiar with the term as an epithet for their gods. Paul, of course, would not understand the term as referring to an actual deity, but he may have seen this term as expressive of the spiritual realities that stood behind the gods (see 1 Cor 10:20–21). In other words, this could be an expression for the spirits that animated Artemis, Cybele, Isis, Serapis, and the fifty other gods and goddesses worshiped in Ephesus and western Asia Minor. In line with Jewish tradition, Paul saw pagan idolatry animated by demonic spirits (1 Cor 8:4; 10:19–21; cf. Deut 32:16–17; Jub. 11:4–5; T. Jud. 23:1; T. Naph. 3:1).

The possessive genitive “of this darkness” ([image: ]) casts these so-called “world powers” as thoroughly evil, for they belong to the realm of darkness. “Darkness” is the sphere in which these believers formerly belonged (5:8)—a realm that constituted a dominion of authority over their lives and from which they were rescued by the Lord (Col 1:13). Insofar as “world powers of this darkness” alludes to the local deities, Paul presents a serious warning about the dangers of the syncretistic impulse many believers faced of dividing their loyalties between Christ and their traditional deities. These “world powers” were in league with the devil and presented a serious threat to their growth and development as Christians.

The fourth and final expression Paul uses in this series, “evil spiritual beings” ([image: ]), should be understood as a comprehensive designation for all classes of hostile spirits. The phrase can also be translated “the spirit-forces of evil.”25 The attributive genitive “of evil” ([image: ]) characterizes these spirits as harmful. This expression “evil spiritual beings” is best seen as summarizing all of these previously mentioned spirits (“the rulers, the authorities, the world powers”) and encompassing all other forms of wicked spirits and denouncing them as evil.26 Dwelling in “the heavenly places” ([image: ]), these spirits inhabit the unseen world of spiritual reality (see comments on 1:3).

6:13  Because of this, take up the complete armor of God so that you are strengthened to withstand on the evil day and once you have prepared everything, to stand ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Since believers continue to live in the present evil age and face the powerful, strategic, and varied attacks of hostile spirits at key intervals throughout their lives, they need to depend completely on the power of God. Successful resistance means drawing on the resources God provides.

The phrase “because of this” ([image: ]) refers to the previous two verses and the array of spirit forces under the leadership of the devil that present a threat to the church. Paul then repeats his appeal from 6:11 to put on the armor of God, but here with a different imperative verb, “take up” ([image: ]). This verb occurs frequently in ancient literature in connection with taking up weapons, as in Jer 46:3 [26:3 LXX], “take up arms and spears” ([image: ]; see also Jdt 6:12; 14:11; 2 Macc 10:27; 11:17).

Once again (see 6:11), the goal is for believers to stand. Here Paul employs a compound form of the verb that he used earlier ([image: ]) to convey the heightened idea of “standing against” or “resisting.” This term was commonly used in the LXX and ancient literature for withstanding attackers and thus frequently occurs in conjunction with the term “enemies.” A similar construction to this passage appears in Lev 26:37: “You will not be able to stand before your enemies” (see also Josh 7:13; Judg 2:14; Wis 11:3).

Paul envisions the potentiality of demonic assault as taking place on “the evil day” ([image: ]). But what does he mean by the singular “day”? Some have associated it with the events immediately preceding “the day of the Lord,” which include the coming of “the man of lawlessness,” a great apostasy, and host of trials expressed by the metaphor of the intensifying messianic birth pangs.27 Others see the evil day as merely one of the many “evil days” (5:16) that are typical of the present age.28 Still other interpreters find no eschatological overtones in the expression and contend that it refers to extraordinary trials or intense periods of temptation in the lives of believers when demonic assault appears to come with unusual force.29 The LXX of Psalms uses the expression in this sense when the psalmist declares, “Blessed is the one who considers the poor and needy; the Lord will rescue him on the evil day” ([image: ]; Ps 41:1 [40:2], LXX trans.; see also 49:5 [48:6]).

These three views, however, are not mutually exclusive.30 There is an element of truth to each of them. Earlier, Paul urged his readers to “make the most of the time because the days are evil” (5:16). Consistent with his apocalyptic Jewish heritage, Paul is convinced that believers live in the present evil age (Gal 1:4; Eph 2:2)—an era characterized by demonic activity and filled with various forms of evil. The difficulties of the present age will only intensify as the coming of the Lord draws close (see 2 Thess 2:1–12; Mark 13:8; Matt 24:8). The final resolution will come only when God intervenes and all of the rebellious powers are brought under the headship of Jesus (1:10). Until that time, Satan and his forces will plot and strategize on how they can oppose God’s redemptive plan, assail the church, and torment the lives of believers.

An “evil day” experience comes at various intervals throughout the lives of God’s people when the powers of darkness execute their strategies ([image: ]) in an effort to cause believers to fall. Eadie referred to this as “a time of resolute Satanic assault,”31 and Ellicott spoke of a period of “violent temptation.”32 The apostle Peter experienced this shortly after Jesus warned him, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat” (Luke 22:31). On that occasion, Jesus modeled the importance of prayer so that Peter’s faith would not fail (22:32), that is, so he could stand firm.

Preparation for the battle does not take place once it begins, but well in advance. With the temporal participle “once you have prepared” ([image: ]), Paul indicates that a significant investment of time and effort is expended in becoming well prepared for the inevitable attacks. Because the verb can mean not only “prepare,” but also “accomplish” or “defeat,” some interpreters have argued that the word in this context indicates that the battle has already been waged and the victory has been accomplished.33 The preceding (6:10–11) and following (6:14–18) context, however, stress how victory is to be achieved, not that it has already been won by believers.

Thus, it is better to side with the majority of commentators on this issue and see the participle as expressing the idea of making all necessary preparations before the struggle ensues.34 In other words, because of the certainty that believers will face concerted demonic attack at various intervals through their lives in the present evil age, it is imperative to grow deeper in a knowledge of God’s gifts and cultivate the practices essential to dependence on the unsurpassed power of God. The goal of the preparation is “to stand” ([image: ])—to keep from falling into sin and to advance on enemy territory to bring the good news of deliverance to those who are oppressed.

6:14a-b  Stand, then, by strapping truth around your waist ([image: ][image: ]). The first of the six weapons Paul commends is “truth.” This refers to both knowing and appropriating the truth of one’s new identity in Christ and developing the practice of speaking and living the truth.

The inferential conjunction “then” ([image: ]), which can also be translated “therefore,” reaches back to the previous four verses and draws out the implications. In effect, since there is powerful supernatural opposition to the church and since God makes his superior power available to his people so they can resist, believers should stand. The imperative verb “stand” ([image: ]) functions as a heading for the remainder of the passage. All of the following participles (and one finite verb) are dependent on this main exhortation.

This is already the fourth occurrence of the verb “stand” in this context (see 6:11b, 13b, d). The repetition of this verb strongly emphasizes the goal of the struggle. God not only makes it possible for believers to stand, but expects them to do so by depending on his divine resources. The verb in this context expresses both a defensive posture believers are to assume as they come under fierce assault by the powers of darkness (illustrated by the inflamed arrows flying at them; 6:16) and an offensive movement into the kingdom of the evil one. The third weapon, the gospel of peace, brings this offensive aspect out most clearly (see below).

The participle here translated “strapping” ([image: ]) is best understood as expressing the means by which believers will be able to stand. Since the following three participles are parallel with the usage here, they should similarly be interpreted as indicating means.35 The time of the action is thus concurrent with the main verb—that is, “stand by strapping….”36 The middle voice indicates that the belt is strapped “to yourselves.”

The image of “strapping around your waist” ([image: ]; translated “girding your loins” in the KJV and NASB) is left incomplete because there is not a metaphorical object or weapon to be fastened. David’s military commander, Joab, strapped a belt with a dagger around his waist over his military tunic (2 Sam 20:8). Josephus speaks of Saul strapping a sword around his waist (Jos., Ant. 6.184) and of a warrior buckling on various weapons (Jos., Ant. 11.177). Sometimes no object is expressed and the idea is simply that one should get dressed and be prepared for action or travel, as God instructed the Israelites after celebrating the Passover (Exod 12:11; see also Jer 1:17; Luke 12:35). Similarly, the prophet Elijah wore a leather belt around his waist as part of his customary dress (2 Kings 1:8).

The most pertinent background to Paul’s image here is the depiction of the coming Messiah in the LXX of Isa 11:5: “He shall be girded with righteousness around the waist ([image: ]) and bound with truth around the sides” (NETS). Although many interpreters have looked to the Roman soldier as Paul’s model here, the messianic warrior is much more likely.37 Moritz notes that “the accumulation of references to Isaiah throughout this passage, and the entire epistle, clearly favours the deliberate use of 11.5 in v14.”38 We have already noted the likelihood that Paul is alluding to an earlier part of this prophecy (Isa 11:2) in his prayer for wisdom and insight from the Spirit (1:17). Part of that prayer was that the readers will come to know God’s unsurpassed strength and power available to them. In Paul’s presentation, many of the traits and virtues that characterized the Messiah will now also characterize his people as they carry on his mission and the battle against the enemies. Believers not only possess the Spirit (along with the wisdom, insight, and power that the Spirit imparts), but they are now also bestowed with the Messiah’s righteousness and truth.

The “truth” ([image: ]) that Paul speaks of here can be interpreted in two ways: in the objective sense of the truth of the gospel or the elements of “the faith” (4:5), that is, the doctrinal truth of the common confession of the early church;39 or in the subjective sense of practicing honesty and living with moral integrity.40 Paul has used “truth” in both ways earlier in the letter, and most likely both senses of the term are intended here.

Paul understands the gospel as “truth” (1:13) and the power of God for salvation (Rom 1:16). By contrast, the devil does “not hold to [lit., stand in] the truth, for there is no truth in him. Whenever he lies, he speaks his native language, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). Paul was deeply concerned about the variety of ways that the devil schemes and strategizes to misrepresent, deceive, and trick believers. Because of that, he wants them to be fully convinced of the truth of the gospel and the truth about their new identity in Jesus Christ (see Eph 2:5–6; see also 4:21).

By extension, believers must also conduct their lives in a manner consistent with the truth of the gospel. Lying and deceitfulness can no longer have any place in the life of a believer. They are an affront to the God of truth, grieve the Holy Spirit (4:30), and thus hinder one’s relationship to God and the reception of divine power. Paul, therefore, appeals to believers both to “take off falsehood and speak truth, each one of you, to your neighbor” (4:25) and to bear the fruit of the light that consists of all “goodness, righteousness, and truth” (5:9). Part of putting on the new self amounts to appropriating righteousness and truth (4:24).

6:14c  Αnd by putting on the breastplate of righteousness ([image: ]). The second weapon Paul delineates is “righteousness,” which refers both to a deepening appreciation of God’s gracious conferral of the gift of righteousness and to the acquisition of moral integrity.

The aorist participle ([image: ]) repeats the earlier use of this verb in 6:11, where it summarized the passage by saying, “put on ([image: ]) the complete armor of God.” This participle, dependent on “stand” ([image: ]), thus provides the second means by which believers receive the ability to resist the enemy and pursue their divine calling.

The “breastplate” ([image: ]) was a piece of armor commonly used by all soldiers throughout antiquity, including the Roman soldier, although it varied significantly in terms of design. Paul is not thinking of a particular kind of breastplate, however, as he writes this (including the Roman form), but is drawing directly on the imagery of God as the Divine Warrior in Isa 59:17: “he put on righteousness as his breastplate” ([image: ]). The Jewish writer of Wis 5:18 also cited this passage, but Paul is probably directly dependent on Isaiah, the principal source of his imagery throughout this passage. The Divine Warrior puts on righteousness to fight against unrighteousness and to bring redemption to his people (Isa 59:20). Yet part of the difficulty is that the old covenant people of God themselves had become deeply marred by sins and offenses against God to the point that “righteousness stands at a distance” (Isa 59:14; see also Rom 3:9–20).

The good news of the gospel Paul proclaims is that now “a righteousness from God … has been made known” (Rom 3:21), a “righteousness from God [that] comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe” (3:22). The believers in Ephesus had experienced this, Paul claims, when they heard the word of truth, put their faith in Christ, and received the Holy Spirit (1:13). The gift of righteousness (Rom 5:17) they received renders them free of all guilt on the day they will eventually stand before God in the end-time judgment, but right now they live in the freedom of that already realized verdict (Rom 5:1). They have been completely forgiven of all their sins on the basis of Christ’s blood (Eph 1:7), been reconciled to God as friends (2:16; Rom 5:10; Col 1:22), and enjoy a new status as sons and daughters (Eph 1:5; Gal 4:6).

Righteousness is the breastplate for believers (the genitive [image: ] should be taken as a genitive of apposition, “the breastplate, which is righteousness”). Putting on righteousness means, in part, that we gain a full knowledge and appreciation of this new identity in Christ, especially as it pertains to Christ as our righteousness (see 1 Cor 1:30; Phil 3:9). One of the strategies of the accuser or slanderer (the meaning of [image: ], often translated “devil”) is to call into question our status before God as righteous. Paul sought to counteract this through his continual reassurance that all who are in Christ are “saints” (see, e.g., Eph 1:1, 4, 15, 18). Eadie expressed well the nature of this form of demonic attack against believers:


To every insinuation that they are so vile, guilty, worthless, and perverse—so beset with sin and under such wrath that God will repulse them—they oppose the free and perfect righteousness of their Redeemer, which is “upon them” (Rom 3.22). So that the dart thrown at them only rings against such a cuirass, and falls blunted to the earth.41



 

Some scholars limit the understanding of breastplate of righteousness to this objective gift of God justifying righteousness,42 but in light of Paul’s earlier statements in this letter about the pursuit of righteousness, it also indicates the importance of cultivating righteous living.43 Thus, Paul admonishes his readers to strip off the old self and put on the new self, which is “created in the likeness of God in righteousness and holiness” (4:24). Similarly, Paul encouraged them to display the fruit of the light, which consists of righteousness (5:9). As one interpreter put it, “The completeness of pardon for past offence and the integrity of character that belong to the justified life, are woven together into an impenetrable mail.”44

Possessing God’s righteousness necessarily leads to a life of holiness. The principle Paul is establishing here is that the practice of sin and the disregard of God’s call to a life of purity and integrity render one vulnerable to successful attacks of the evil one and his emissaries (see 4:27). Righteousness becomes an important weapon to defend against demonic attack (2 Cor 6:7).

6:15  Αnd by putting onto your feet the preparation of the gospel of peace ([image: ][image: ]). The third form of preparation that Paul advises believers to make is to ready themselves to share the gospel, which contains the message of peace with God.

Once again, Paul uses an aorist participle ([image: ]) dependent on the main imperative to convey the means by which believers can stand. The middle voice of the participle should be taken as reflexive, i.e., put on yourself. The only other times the verb appears in the NT, it is used of putting on sandals (Mark 6:9; Acts 12:8). In the broader context of usage, the verb was used for putting on any kind of footwear. As with the first metaphor (“strapping [on] truth”), Paul does not give the complete image by indicating what specific kind of footwear one should put on. Consequently, many commentators have assumed that he is thinking of the Roman soldier and has in mind the kind of leather boots (caliga) with studs on the sole and heel to improve footing that the legionnaire wore in battle.45 Paul’s focal point, however, is not on the metaphor but on what it conveys, and here it is “the gospel of peace.”

Instead of simply saying, “put on the gospel (as boots),” Paul speaks of a preparation ([image: ]) that needs to take place in association with the gospel. The preposition ([image: ]) with the dative indicates the content, “shoe your feet with the preparation.”46 Some interpreters, however, have disputed whether “preparation” (or “readiness”) is the best way to take the noun here and have argued that it means “firmness” or “steadfastness,” with the sense of “to give you firm footing” (NEB; REB).47 This is unlikely because “preparation” is consistent with the verbal form of the word that appears in 6:13 (“once you have prepared everything”; [image: ]). Although there are two instances of the word used of a prepared foundation (of an altar and of a throne; Ezra 3:3 and Ps 89:14 [88:15]), the noun [image: ] is normally used in the LXX (it never appears elsewhere in the NT) of some form of preparation:48


• God preparing the land to grow grain (Ps 65:9 [64:10])


• a man preparing his food to eat (Wis 13:12)


• warriors preparing for battle (Nah 2:3 [4])


• believers preparing to face martyrdom (Mart. Pol. 18:3)




 

Even though the idea of firmness in footing may fit the contextual idea of standing during an attack, the idea of preparation for battle better fits the context here.49

“The gospel” ([image: ]) is connected to “the preparation” in a genitive relationship, which could be interpreted either as a genitive of source (i.e., the gospel is the source of the preparation and thus refers to the steadfastness or readiness that comes from appropriating the message of the gospel)50 or as an objective genitive (i.e, the preparation is for the gospel and speaks of an equipping to share the gospel). The preponderance of evidence favors the latter view with the result that the clause should be understood to read, “the readiness to announce the good news of peace” (TEV) or “ready to proclaim the gospel of peace” (NRSV).51 Oepke articulates it this way: “Paul has in mind the joyful proclamation of the Gospel in the Messianic NT period (cf. Rom 10:15) … [a] readiness for active propagation of the Gospel, which is the most effective means of combating satanic powers.”52

Once again, the prophecy of Isaiah stands behind this passage—in particular, Isa 52:7: “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace, who bring good tidings, who proclaim salvation, who say to Zion, ‘Your God reigns!’” Although this passage does not have the word “preparation,” it does contain forms of the other three words in our passage: feet, the proclamation of good news, and peace (which is the content of the proclamation). Paul cited this passage in Rom 10:15 in connection with the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ: “And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!’” In Eph 6:15 he uses the same language, but puts it into the larger context of the conflict between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan. Members of the body of Christ are called to take the gospel to the ends of the earth, that is, to “fill” the world (1:23; 4:10) with the good news that peace with God is now possible through the shed blood of Jesus Christ (2:14, 15, 17).

Believers are thus called to prepare themselves to share the gospel. This involves becoming well acquainted with the heart of the gospel message, preparing themselves in how to proclaim it and seeking directions from “the head” of the church on where to go to share the message. The proclamation of the gospel represents a major assault on the kingdom of Satan. By his work on the cross, Jesus has bound the strong man so that now God’s people can plunder the possessions of the strong man (Matt 12:29; Mark 3:27), that is, free the captives from Satan’s domain by announcing the good news of God’s salvation.

It is ironic in a context of warfare to find a reference to peace as a weapon. But the content of the gospel is a message of peace ([image: ]; genitive of content). The warfare that believers are called to engage in does not view people as the enemies but as the victims. Unbelievers are in bondage to a threefold form of evil (the ruler of the realm of the air, the flesh, and the age of this world; 2:2–3), which has led them to live sinfully and results in alienation from God and exclusion from his people (2:12). But at the heart of the gospel message is the good news that Jesus Christ can now be “our peace” (2:14) because he has shed his blood (2:13) for the forgiveness of sin. Spreading this good news means opposing the work of the principalities and powers, who endeavor to blind the minds of unbelievers so they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ (2 Cor 4:4).

It is important to remember that spiritual warfare has nothing to do with literal, physical warfare against human enemies. It represents a struggle against the ultimate enemies—the spiritual forces that stand behind and incite acts of literal violence, aggression, strife, hatred, bitterness, and actual flesh and blood warfare. Spiritual warfare is the solution to human warfare.

6:16  Ιn all situations, by taking up the shield of faith, with which you will have power to quench all the flaming arrows from the evil one ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). The fourth weapon Paul delineates is “faith,” that is, trust in God’s power and his assurances about our new identity in Christ. He conveys this with the image of a shield, which works well with the metaphor of Satan shooting fiery arrows—a representation of the power of his many and varied forms of attack on believers.

The KJV translates the prepositional phrase at the outset of the verse as “above all.” This, however, reflects an inferior textual tradition ([image: ] instead of [image: ]) and is not the preferred reading here.53 Furthermore, nothing in the context suggests that more prominence should be given to faith than to the other weapons listed. The majority of scholars have argued that the phrase should be interpreted to mean, “in addition to [these three other weapons].”54 Although such a rendering makes good sense in context, this translation of the phrase is unparalleled in Paul’s writings. It is thus better to take the phrase as consistent with Paul’s other uses (e.g., Phil 4:12; Col 1:18; 1 Tim 3:11; 2 Tim 2:7; 2 Tim 4:5) and see it as expressing, “in all circumstances/situations.”55

“By taking up” ([image: ]) is the fourth participle of means in the series. It differs from the other three, however, in that it is expressed in the active voice rather than the middle. This could be due to the fact that the first three are used with armor metaphors that need to be attached to the soldier, whereas this weapon is simply grasped. This general word repeats the main verb of 6:13a, where Paul summarizes this passage with, “take up ([image: ]) the complete armor of God.”

The “shield” ([image: ]) was an important piece of defensive weaponry used in all armies in antiquity. Throughout the OT, it was commonly used as a metaphor to describe God’s power and protection of his people. When the Lord called Abraham, he told him, “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield” (Gen 15:1). The people of God do not need to fear because the Lord “is a shield for all who take refuge in him” (2 Sam 22:31; Ps 18:30; see also Deut 33:29; Pss 5:12; 18:2; 28:7; 33:20).

Throughout the armor passage, Paul has tended to draw his imagery directly from the OT. But it is possible that he may have the Roman soldier in mind as he develops this metaphor, as most commentators surmise.56 If so, this shield (a Roman scutum) was large and rectangular, about the size of a door, under which a soldier could crouch and be completely protected from enemy arrows. It is to be distinguished from the much smaller, round shield ([image: ] or clipeus). The Roman historian Polybius describes the shield as follows:


The Roman panoply consists firstly of a shield (scutum), the convex surface of which measures two and a half feet in width and four feet in length, the thickness at the rim being a palm’s breadth. It is made of two planks glued together, the outer surface being then covered first with canvas and then with calf-skin. Its upper and lower rims are strengthened by an iron edging which protects it from descending blows and from injury when rested on the ground. It also has an iron boss (umbo) fixed to it which turns aside the most formidable blows of stones, pikes, and heavy missiles in general. (Polybius, Hist. 6.23.2–5)57



 

The protection this large shield afforded was vitally important during an enemy attack when multiple arrows were shot. Josephus portrays just such a situation: “to avoid the multitude of the enemy’s missiles, they should bend down on their knees, and cover themselves with their shields ([image: ]), and that they should retreat a little backward for a while, till the archers should have emptied their quivers” (Jos., J.W. 3.259).

The true spiritual weapon that Paul has in mind here is “faith.” It is attached to the shield as a genitive of apposition ([image: ]; “the shield, which is faith”) to interpret the metaphor. This is the only time in all Scripture or in the literature of Judaism that shield and faith are associated, which gives testimony to Paul’s creativity in this passage. Although some have taken “faith” in the objective sense of what is believed (“the faith”; see 4:5)58 and others have interpreted it as “participating in messianic faithfulness,”59 it should be seen here as the confidence and trust one has in God.60 Paul has spoken of the exercise of faith in God and the Lord Jesus Christ repeatedly in this letter (see 1:13, 15, 19; 2:8; 3:12; 6:23).

The most relevant informing passage, however, for illustrating the dynamic between faith and divine strengthening is 3:16–17. In this prayer for a realization of God’s empowerment, Paul juxtaposes his request that they may “be strengthened with power through his Spirit in your inner self for Christ to dwell through faith ([image: ]) in your hearts.” Faith is thus explained as the medium by which one can gain divine empowerment and experience a greater measure of the exalted and victorious Christ’s presence.

Paul’s stress on faith in God here would speak convictingly to people who had been converted from a background in folk practices. In contrast to magic, the power of God is personal. It is received through faith in a personal God, not by performing a ritual of power or conjuring spirits through the use of animal viscera and chanting magical words and names. Faith points us back to the beginning of the passage, where Paul affirms that believers derive enabling strength from their union with the resurrected Christ (6:10). But faith also points us to the end of the passage, where Paul highlights the importance of prayer as a manifestation of faith (6:18–20).

Varying the pattern of how he presents all the other weapons, Paul makes a statement here about what this weapon can accomplish: with it, believers “will be able to quench all the flaming arrows from the evil one.” In other words, by means of faith, the attacks of the devil and his forces can be thwarted. The preposition ([image: ]) should be understood as conveying means, here translated “with.” The masculine relative pronoun ([image: ]) refers back to the shield (a masculine noun), but ultimately it refers to faith, the interpreted counterpart of the shield. “You will have power” translates the recurring verb ([image: ]), which should be seen here as expressing more than a simple auxiliary (“you can” or “you will be able”; see discussion of the term at 6:11).

The attack strategies of the devil and his powers are here described as “flaming arrows” ([image: ]). This vivid image conveys both the danger and frightfulness of the attacks. The image of fiery arrows would have been well-known to people in the ancient world. Many of the ancient Near Eastern cultures had devised ways of igniting arrows to launch at their enemies. Thus, the psalmist applies this image to God as the Divine Warrior, who has “prepared his deadly weapons” and “makes ready his flaming arrows” (Ps 7:13 [7:14]; see also 144:6 [143:6]). Although the OT never uses “arrows” as a metaphor for demonic attack, the idea does appear in the Dead Sea Scrolls (see 1QH 11:16, which refers to “arrows of the pit”). Herodotus describes how over four hundred years earlier the Persians put tow (the fiber of flax or hemp) on their arrows, lighted them, and shot them at the barricades in their attack on Athens (Herodotus 8.52). Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus, in describing the nature of Roman weaponry, provides a vivid description of how the Roman military constructed arrows capable of being ignited:


But fire-darts (a kind of missile) (malleoli, teli genus) are made in this form: the shaft is of reed, and between this and the point is a covering of bands of iron; it looks like a woman’s distaff for making linen threads. It is skillfully hollowed out on the lower side with many openings, and in the cavity fire and some inflammable matter are placed. And if it is shot slowly from a somewhat loose bow (for it is extinguished by too swift a flight) and has stuck anywhere, it burns persistently, and water poured upon it rouses the fire to still greater heat; and there is no way of extinguishing it except by sprinkling it with dust.61



 

The impact of these flaming arrows could be minimized by making the right preparations. Paul expands the imagery by saying that they could be extinguished. The function of the calfskin on the front of the shield was to prevent the incendiary arrows from igniting the shield and burning it up. The historian Thucydides, for instance, describes how a city under attack covered the wooden walls with skins and hides to protect the timber “against the attacks of burning missiles” (Thucydides 2.75.4). Similarly, Josephus describes the same use of fresh animal hides to protect wooden walls during the Jewish war so that the “missiles would slide off them, and the fire that was thrown would be quenched by the moisture that was in them” (Jos., J.W. 3.173). The drenched hides on the front of the shields had the same function when the fiery arrows landed on them.

The attacks Paul calls believers to resist are not from the Romans or any other human opponent, but from “the evil one” ([image: ]; a genitive of source). Although they may experience hostility and violence from Roman civic officials, Paul wants believers to look behind this to the ultimate enemy. This is a reminder that the real fight is not against “blood and flesh” opponents (6:12), but against spiritual forces.

One of the many ways that the Ephesian readers experienced the attacks of the enemy was through the local pagan cults, particularly the cult of Artemis. The bow and arrow was the preferred weapon of the Greek Artemis, and this was also the main weapon of the Asia Minor goddess.62 There is an important Roman era Ephesian inscription that records the instructions received by an embassy from an area northeast of Sardis who consulted the oracle god, Apollo. In this inscription, Artemis is described as the goddess “with the golden quiver” (line 2), as “the shooter of arrows” (line 11), and as “the straight-shooting one” (line 11).63 When this is combined with the last line (line 18) of the inscription that issues the warning that if they do not fulfill the rites prescribed by Apollo, then they “will pay the penalty of fire,” it is easy to see how Artemis could be seen as one taking vengeance “with fiery arrows” on those who do not live according to her code.

The punishment of the gods on those who did not fulfill their cultic and ritual obligations was well-known in western Asia Minor.64 This would surely create a certain fear for those who forsook Artemis to give their allegiance completely to the Lord Jesus Christ. The assurance of this passage is that they need not fear since the shield of faith supplied by the one true and omnipotent God is adequate to quench any of the flaming arrows sent by spirits associated with the Artemis cult or any other cult.

Both Origen and Jerome are correct in their interpretation of the arrows to be the devil’s interjection of evil thoughts into the minds of believers,65 but there is no reason to limit the metaphor to this one form of attack. In addition to what has just been said, the list could include persecution from political authorities, thoughts of accusation of sin that bring intense feelings of guilt, false teaching by those who claim to be Christians, direct demonic attack through sickness and dreams, and temptations to engage in behaviors displeasing to God (e.g., spontaneous “thoughts of doubt and disobedience, rebellion, lust, malice or fear”).66 There can be no doubt that Paul’s expression conveys “the sense of extreme danger.”67

The reference to the devil as “the evil one” is reminiscent of the Lord’s Prayer, where Jesus instructs his followers to pray for deliverance from the evil one (Matt 6:13). In his final priestly prayer, Jesus asked the Father not to take his people out of the world, but to “protect them from the evil one” (John 17:15).

The readers would have found it deeply encouraging to hear Paul assert that the shield of faith will keep them safe from all the arrows ([image: ]) of the evil one. After healing the demonized boy, Jesus admonished his disciples to realize that if they had faith “as small as a mustard seed,” they could move a mountain (Matt 17:20). Faith in Christ and his Word can oust stubborn demons and repel demonic attacks.

6:17a  Αnd by taking the helmet of salvation ([image: ]). The fifth weapon in Paul’s lineup is salvation—not as much the certainty of deliverance at the end of time as the present dimension of salvation (“you have been saved”; 2:5, 8). As people who have been made alive with Christ, co-resurrected with him and co-exalted with him, believers have been delivered from the domain of the powers and participate with Christ in his power and authority over that realm. This new identity through union with Christ assures believers of their future destiny and provides hope, but it also connects them with the supreme source of power for deliverance.

The imperative “take” ([image: ])68 breaks the pattern of Paul’s series of aorist participles to introduce the armor and weaponry. In spite of the change in form to a finite verb, the imperative does not signal a new section that should be seen as structurally parallel to “stand” in 6:14.69 The imperative simply introduces the fifth piece of armor in the series in spite of the change in form.70 This stylistic change is not unusual for Paul, who can shift grammatical forms in a series.

As with many of the implements in Paul’s imagery in this passage, the helmet ([image: ]) was used by virtually all armies of antiquity, not just the Romans. The source of Paul’s metaphor here, however, comes directly from Isa 59:17, where it is used of God as the Divine Warrior: “he put … the helmet of salvation ([image: ]) on his head.” “In this verse the idea of God’s coming to the defense of his people is fully engaged through the imagery of a warrior preparing for battle.”71 God now not only fights for his people, but he makes available and imparts his divine resources to his people so they can directly engage the supernatural enemies.

Paul appropriated this imagery earlier in 1 Thess 5:8, where he encouraged the Thessalonians to put on “the hope of salvation as a helmet ([image: ]).” The future slant of the imagery in that passage was called for by the setting of the letter in which these new believers needed further instruction about the certainty of the hope regarding the Lord’s return, the future resurrection, and final salvation (see 1 Thess 4:13–5:11). The situation reflected in Ephesians is substantially different in that these eschatological questions are not the burning issues. Rather, Paul wants his readers to come to a greater awareness and experience of the divine power available to them through their relationship with Christ for their struggle with demonic forces. He is thus stressing salvation and deliverance in terms of its present relevance.

The term Paul uses for “salvation” ([image: ]), an adjective used here as a noun, is one that he never uses elsewhere and differs from the feminine noun that he typically uses ([image: ]). This is the same term, however, that appears in Isa 59:17 and thus confirms his usage of that language. The crucial observation to make is that Paul strongly emphasizes salvation in its present dimension throughout Ephesians. This is particularly acute in 2:5–8, where he twice uses the perfect tense of the verb, “you have been saved” ([image: ]), to stress that deliverance from the realm of the powers has been accomplished as well as to highlight the new dynamic connection to Christ, in whom believers have power for ongoing deliverance from the work of the enemy spirits.

This latter facet is brought out through Paul’s explicit teaching that believers have been joined to Christ in both his resurrection ([image: ]) and his exaltation ([image: ]) (2:6). This is particularly striking because Paul had just eloquently expressed how God had raised Christ, seated him at his right hand “high above every principality and authority and power and dominion,” and “subjected everything under his feet” (1:20–22). Believers thus share in Christ’s power and authority over the devil and his domain.

Putting on “salvation”72 thus means to realize and appropriate one’s new identity in Christ, which gives believers power for deliverance from the supernatural enemies on the basis of their union with the resurrected and exalted Lord. The helmet of salvation also conveys assurance of future salvation (as in 1 Thess 5:8) because of this union with Christ,73 but this is here overshadowed by the present dimension of salvation that Paul so strongly emphasizes.74

6:17b-c  And [by taking] the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God ([image: ][image: ]). For the sixth weapon, Paul urges believers to know and make use of the Scriptures as a means of defense against every form of demonic attack. At the same time, this weapon represents an appeal to the church to make known the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ, an action that amounts to a major form of aggression against the kingdom of evil. The Spirit has not only supplied the Scriptures to God’s people, but dynamically empowers the words for maximum defensive and offensive impact.

The force of the imperative “take” ([image: ]) carries over to this clause and does not need to be repeated. Since it is parallel in semantic function to the preceding participles, it has here been translated with the sense of means, “by taking.”

The word that Paul chooses for “sword” ([image: ]) is the most commonly used word for a sword in the ancient Greek-speaking world. This was the sword worn by every Roman infantryman. It often denoted a short sword and could even refer to a knife. This sword should be distinguished from the large broadsword ([image: ]).75

The sword is supplied by the Spirit. The genitive ([image: ]) should be taken as a genitive of source. It cannot be interpreted as a genitive of apposition (“the sword, which is the Spirit”), as many of the previous genitives, because in the next clause Paul will interpret the sword to be “the word of God.” This is the only time that a sword is associated with the Spirit in the Bible. Paul understood the Scripture to be Spirit-inspired ([image: ]; 2 Tim 3:16; see also 2 Pet 1:21).76

The neuter relative pronoun ([image: ]) could easily be misinterpreted as referring to the Spirit (with the result that the Spirit is the word of God) because it is the nearest antecedent and it agrees with Spirit in gender and number. It is much better, however, to interpret it as referring to the sword and explain the neuter gender as an instance of attraction to the following neuter noun, “word” ([image: ]).77

Historically, the term that Paul uses here for “word” ([image: ]) frequently had the sense of a “spoken word” in the Greek language,78 although the alternative ([image: ]) could have this sense as well (as it does in 1:13).79 In the NT, the two nouns were used interchangeably. Louw and Nida comment, “Any difference of meaning between [image: ] and [image: ] would be only a matter of stylistic usage.”80 Yet it does appear to be the case that the latter term ([image: ]) was more frequently used for spoken words in the NT.81 This is the only time that the expression “word of God” with this specific Greek term ([image: ]) appears in Paul, so there is no basis for comparison with other occurrences of the phrase. Given Paul’s penchant to use the LXX of Isaiah in this passage, it is informative to note that the phrase occurs one time in that book—in the well-known promise, “the grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of our God ([image: ]) stands forever” (Isa 40:8). It is difficult, and perhaps even unnecessary here, to make a distinction between the spoken and the written word. In the OT, God spoke his word ([image: ]; see Jer 1:1) to the prophets, but then these words were written down.

It is possible that Paul may have received his inspiration for this weapon from the LXX of Isa 11:4, a messianic text from which he has already drawn for his image of the belt of truth (see comments on 6:14). Isaiah declares that the Messiah will “strike the earth with the rod [the LXX interprets this with [image: ]] of his mouth; with the breath ([image: ]) of his lips he will slay the wicked.” Here we have the conjunction of the two key ideas from our passage ([image: ]/[image: ] and [image: ]). Although a different term for “word” ([image: ], not [image: ]) is used here, the interchangeability of the words renders that insignificant. More important, the concept of Messiah as Divine Warrior supplying his power and weapons to his people for warfare is clearly present. Messiah’s end-time warfare against his enemies has already begun in the present through the church, but will culminate in a decisive defeat at the end (Eph 1:10; see 2 Thess 2:8).

In the few times that Paul uses the less common term for “word” ([image: ]), he often uses it to refer to the oral proclamation of the gospel, as in Rom 10:17, “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word ([image: ]) of Christ” (see also 10:8, 18). But we cannot forget that the content of this word (“the message whose content is the lordship and resurrection of Christ”)82 is foundational to the proclamation and oral utterance.

What, then, is “the word of God” that functions as the sword of the Spirit? There are two main options presented by interpreters. The first stresses the offensive aspect of the warfare by contending that Paul is speaking of the proclamation of the gospel empowered by the dynamic activity of the Holy Spirit.83 This activity represents a major offensive maneuver against the kingdom of evil. O’Brien points this out well when he says that it refers to “the faithful speaking forth of the gospel in the realm of darkness, so that men and women held by Satan might hear this liberating and life-giving word and be freed from his grasp.”84

The second view highlights the defensive position taken against the persistent and varied attacks of the evil one by explaining it as the relevant application of Scripture to every situation of testing or temptation, much as Jesus did when he was tempted in the desert.85 This has been an equally popular way of understanding the weapon and is captured well by Eadie: “The Captain of salvation set the example, and once and again, and a third time, did He repel the assault of the prince of darkness by three brief and simple citations from Scripture.”86

There is really no compelling reason to be forced to choose between these two options.87 Both are simultaneously valid in this context. In any warfare situation, there are both offensive and defensive maneuvers that soldiers must perform. All of the armor needs to be seen in both aspects. Believers will assuredly come under attack and need to take a defensive stance, but this will frequently happen in the context of making offensive inroads into the dominion of darkness by sharing the gospel and freeing the captives.

The language of this verse equally supports both options. As we have seen, Paul uses this particular expression for “word” ([image: ]) for the proclamation of the gospel. Yet we also see that in the temptation narrative (Matt 4:1–11; Luke 4:1–13), Jesus responds to Satan by knowing and speaking relevant Scripture into the situation. A thorough knowledge of Scripture accompanied by careful consideration of its relevance for every situation is crucial for standing against the temptations that come from the evil one. As the psalmist declares, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you” (Ps 119:11).

6:18a-d  And by praying in the Spirit at all times with every kind of prayer and request ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). At the heart of spiritual warfare is prayer. Paul does not present this as an additional weapon, but as a foundational and continuous activity that is crucial to deploying all of the armor and weapons he has just commended to the church.

“By praying” ([image: ]) is a not a finite verb, but a participle dependent on a preceding verb. Although some have seen it as dependent on “take” ([image: ]) in v. 17, it is most likely dependent on the imperative “stand” ([image: ]) in v. 14 and should be interpreted as expressive of the means by which believers stand; thus, “stand … by praying.” As such, it is grammatically parallel with the first four participles in the delineation of the armor of God (6:14–16) and semantically parallel with “take” (6:17). There is no reason in the context to limit its reference to taking up the helmet and the sword. Furthermore, the theme here ties the passage back to 6:10–11, which calls on believers to depend on the power of the Lord, and it thus forms an inclusio bracketing the entire passage. Prayer is the means by which believers depend on the Lord and request his empowerment for themselves and others in the body of Christ.

Paul utilizes a number of stylistic means to highlight prayer and to set it off from the six pieces of armor. (1) He mentions prayer without attaching to it a corresponding metaphor of weaponry or armor (such as a spear or greaves). (2) He changes the tense to the present. All of the previous verbal elements were aorist. (3) He uses the word “all” ([image: ]) four times in connection with it. (4) He makes use of alliteration by the recurring “p” (π) sound that occurs eight times in the verse.

By utilizing a participle, however, Paul ties prayer closely to the previous pieces of armor and uses it to explain how one stands. Therefore, one should not interpret Paul’s comments on prayer (6:18–20) as a new topic. The punctuation at the end of 6:17 should thus be a comma,88 not a period.89

Nevertheless, because of the rhetorical emphasis on prayer in this verse, it should not be seen simply as a seventh weapon.90 Rather, Paul is presenting prayer as foundational for the deployment of all the other weapons.91 As Lincoln observes, “Prayer for strengthening from God can be seen as a major way in which believers appropriate the divine armor and are enabled to stand.”92

This is something that Paul has already modeled to his readers. In his two intercessory prayers, he has prayed that they will gain an expanded awareness of God’s power available to them and know the truth of their new identity in Christ, which is tantamount to strapping on truth (weapon 1), putting on righteousness (weapon 2), and putting on salvation (weapon 4) (1:15–23). In the next intercessory prayer, Paul prays that God will actually strengthen the Ephesians with his mighty power through his Spirit in the depths of their being (3:14–21). Prayer thus epitomizes what Paul has said in Eph 6:10 (“be strong in the Lord”) because it represents calling on God to empower his people to fulfill what he has called them to be and to do.

“With93 every kind of prayer and request” ([image: ]) indicates that Paul is thinking of every conceivable form of prayer. In the normal usage of the terms, the first indicates prayer generally and the second refers to asking God to fulfill various requests. Some commentators think that Paul is retaining this distinction here,94 while others contend that the combination of the two terms is a hendiadys and simply indicates “all kinds of prayers.”95 The conjunction of the two terms does appear elsewhere in Paul’s letters. In Phil 4:6, for example, the context is clearly one of “making requests” to God, which would explain first the more general word for prayer followed by the more specific term for making requests; in other words, “as you pray, make requests.” It does appear that the distinction between the two terms stands, at least in these contexts.

“At all times” ([image: ]) can also be translated “at every opportunity.” This corresponds with Paul’s appeal elsewhere to “pray without ceasing” ([image: ]; e.g., 1 Thess 5:17) and his own habit of praying “always” ([image: ]) for his converts (1 Cor 1:4; Phil 1:4; 2 Thess 1:11; Col 1:3). The expression Paul uses here reminds us of his earlier admonition to “make the most of the time ([image: ]) because the days are evil” (5:16). Believers need to be in a constant state of prayer because they do not know when they will come under a demonic assault and thus need always to be ready. Also, there will always be people in the community who are under attack and desperately need the members of the body to be appealing to God on their behalf.

To pray “in the Spirit” ([image: ]) means to seek the Spirit’s guidance, direction, and help constantly in prayer.96 The dative case with the preposition is often interpreted as a dative of sphere (“in the realm of the Spirit”),97 which leaves us with a rather vague understanding of what the phrase actually means. It is better understood as a dative of means, that is, praying “by the Spirit.” The Spirit stands by the side of believers to prompt them to pray, to direct them whom to pray for and how to pray, as well as to energize them in praying for themselves and others. To limit the meaning of this expression to praying in tongues hinders us from seeing the full range of what Paul is saying here about the work of the Spirit in conjunction with prayer.98 Even when we do not know how we should pray, the Spirit is involved in interceding with God on our behalf (Rom 8:26–27).

6:18e-g  And by watching for this purpose, with all perseverance and making requests for all the saints ([image: ][image: ]). For Paul, prayer is not a perfunctory obligation to be fulfilled before God two or three times a day. Prayer is an extraordinary opportunity to communicate with God and appeal to him for help on behalf of all believers all the time.

“Watching” ([image: ]) was an activity that Jesus himself called his disciples to do in light of his impending return: “Be on guard! Be alert ([image: ])! You do not know when that time will come” (Mark 13:33). This word was used interchangeably with another term for watching ([image: ]), which appears in a similar call to prayer at the end of Colossians (4:2). Jesus also called on his disciples to “watch and pray” ([image: ]) so that they would not fall into temptation (Mark 14:38). Thus, in light of the many difficulties, temptations, and trials that will characterize the age before Christ returns, it is imperative for believers to maintain a deep dependence on the Lord.

This verb “watch” ([image: ]) also implies an ongoing sense of expectancy that the return of the Lord could happen at any moment (Luke 21:36). It likewise enjoins believers not to become lazy about prayer by minimizing its importance, not participating with other believers in prayer, missing opportunities to pray for others in need, or going through any day without devoting much time to prayer.

The prepositional phrase translated “for this purpose” ([image: ]) looks back to the call to prayer and indicates that the reason for the “watching” is to engage in prayer. The conjunction “and” ([image: ]), which begins this clause, links this participle ([image: ]) to the previous participle ([image: ]) in a coordinate manner.99 The present tense of both of these participles in addition to the phrase “at all times” emphasizes how praying and watching should be continuous activities.

This is stressed even more with the phrase “with all perseverance” ([image: ]). Although this is the only time this noun is used in the NT, the cognate verb ([image: ]) appears a handful of times in conjunction with prayer. Paul thus encourages the Roman church to be “faithful in prayer” (Rom 12:12; see also Col 4:2). Luke repeatedly used this verb to characterize the prayer practice of the early church (see Acts 1:14; 2:42; 6:4). The term was often used in Greek literature to express the relentless pursuit of something, or (as a standard lexicon puts it) “to persist obstinately in” something.100

Paul wants the community to engage in this kind of prayer “for all the saints” ([image: ]). This expression underlines the expansive focus of prayer within the community, but it also points to the corporate nature of spiritual warfare. If prayer is foundational to the deployment of all the armor, then it is not simply a matter of individuals praying for themselves privately, but of Christians arming each other through prayer. Paul apparently wants believers to feel a responsibility to pray for each other so that they can stand with purity and integrity before God by resisting the varied attacks of the evil one.

This corporate emphasis is in line with Paul’s overall vision of the functioning of the body (4:7–16). He sums it up there by stressing that the church is “held together through every joint that brings supply in accordance with the powerful working by the measure of each individual part” (4:16). This building up of the body occurs not only through each believer practicing his or her unique gifting in the community, but by everyone praying for the others.

Paul has already modeled for them what to pray (see 1:15–23; 3:14–21). In effect, he has repeatedly sought to “arm” them through his prayers. A significant part of the content of these prayers is that believers will grow in their knowledge of God’s power available to them and that they will be deeply strengthened by the Spirit of God. The purpose of God’s power, in line with the twofold emphasis on the defensive and offensive aspects of the warfare in this passage, is (1) that believers will be able to resist the powerful and varied assaults of the devil and his powers, and (2) that God will strengthen them in their efforts to fulfill the mission of the church and fill the world with the good news of redemption in Jesus Christ.

The vision for prayer that Paul projects in this passage goes far beyond a tendency for Christians to limit most of their praying to prayers for people in crisis (with health problems or in the midst of other kinds of difficulties). While that is important, there is much intercessory prayer that needs to take place “for all the saints” before the crises hit. This is probably the way that Epaphras was praying for the Colossians when Paul commended him in his letter: “Epaphras … is always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may stand firm ([image: ]) in all the will of God, mature and fully assured” (Col 4:12).

6:19–20  And [pray] for me that words may be given to me so that, whenever I open my mouth, I could make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel, for which I am a chained ambassador; [pray] that I may declare it boldly as I should speak [about it] ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Paul ends this section by requesting prayer for himself—that he can resist the temptation to be intimidated by his circumstances and that he will be divinely enabled to declare the gospel with boldness and clarity.

The force of the participle “praying” ([image: ]) in 6:18 continues to this verse and is the inferred verb. With the prepositional phrase “for me” ([image: ]), Paul shifts the focus away from prayer for all believers in the community and uses this opportunity to solicit prayer for himself.

In asking for words to “be given” to him, Paul implies God as the agent who will impart the message. The term translated here as “words” ([image: ]) is actually a singular form. Although this noun can denote an individual word, it is more likely used here in the sense of a discourse or speech.101 The situation is not that Paul does not know what to say; he knows the gospel message extremely well. He wants divine leading and strength to put the words together in a timely and powerful way.

Most likely Paul wants to experience the same kind of direct guidance from God that Moses received when the Lord told him, “Now go and I will open your mouth and teach you what you are to say” (Exod 4:12, lit. trans.). Jesus himself had given instruction to his disciples on how to prepare for standing before government rulers: “Settle it therefore in your minds not to meditate beforehand how to answer, for I will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your adversaries will be able to withstand or contradict” (Luke 21:14–25 ESV).

As Paul pens this letter, he is about to face the greatest opportunity of his Christian ministry: to stand in a tribune in Rome before Emperor Nero and all of the magistrates and defend himself against the charges brought against him.102 Paul’s motivation goes far beyond presenting the best defense possible to escape death or further incarceration; he sees this as an extraordinary opportunity to proclaim the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ to the most influential and powerful people in the world. No doubt this is a profoundly intimidating atmosphere, and most assuredly the evil one is attempting to assail Paul in the most effective ways he can devise to prevent his testimony from being heard. Paul is in the midst of an intense spiritual battle and recognizes his need for prayer from his fellow brothers and sisters.103

Two different times in these verses, Paul asks his readers to pray that God will make him bold in presenting the gospel. He used the noun for “boldness” ([image: ]) in 3:12 (translated “confidence”) to express the idea that believers now have freedom to speak openly, freely, and candidly before God. This is part of what is entailed in its usage here, but it probably also carries the idea of having confidence to speak in an intimidating situation. Thus, “boldness” is the common translation (see the ESV; NRSV; NASB; NLT; KJV) and should not be confused with brashness and insensitivity. This word was also used to describe the boldness of the testimony of one of the seven Maccabean-era brothers who were martyred for their commitment to the law of God (see 4 Macc 10:5).

The very fact that Paul twice asks the readers of this letter to pray for his boldness in presenting the gospel may indicate that he is struggling somewhat with feelings of intimidation and fear (thus the translation “fearlessly” in the NIV and TNIV). But his request probably goes beyond his feelings about the impending trial before the emperor. In spite of his Roman custody, Paul is finding all kinds of opportunities to proclaim the gospel. According to Luke’s account, “For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. Boldly ([image: ]) and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 28:30–31). While Luke suggests that boldness was characteristic of Paul’s proclamation, he no doubt had periods of discouragement, weariness, and fear—perhaps especially as his trial drew near. Yet he knows that his capacity to keep sharing the good news is a matter of God’s empowering touch and not his own internal fortitude.

The fearless attitude Paul seeks to have instilled from the Lord is directed to the revelation of the mystery ([image: ])—an expression he has used twice earlier in Ephesians (1:9; 3:3; see also Col 1:27). As noted in the commentary on those verses, the “mystery” is an apocalyptic expression from the book of Daniel that refers to God’s redemptive plan for the end of the age. In Paul’s understanding, Jesus is the fulfillment of this plan and is thus the content of the mystery (3:3–4). Here Paul explains the mystery as “the gospel” ([image: ]; the genitive is explanatory, i.e., epexegetical). Although Paul could have stated this more simply as a request for boldness “to proclaim the gospel,” the idea of revealing the mystery puts this activity in the broader scope of God’s sovereign plan for the ages and for the nations of the world.

Paul perceives this fearless proclamation as his privilege and duty because he is an ambassador ([image: ]) for the gospel. The relative pronoun “which” ([image: ]) probably refers to the gospel as its nearest antecedent, but it can also refer to the combined “mystery of the gospel.”104 Some have seen the preposition “for” ([image: ]) as introducing the reason Paul is in chains,105 but Paul is just simply saying that he is an ambassador “for” the gospel (cf. NLT, “I am in chains now, still preaching this message as God’s ambassador”). Chains are part of his present circumstance, but his ambassadorship transcends his Roman custody.

He uses the image of ambassador one other time to characterize his role in making known the gospel: “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors ([image: ]), as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God” (2 Cor 5:20). In the NT era, this Greek term was the functional equivalent of the Latin legatus, an imperial “legate.”106 A Roman legate was a representative of the senate (often a senator himself) dispatched to bring official policies and rulings from the senate to a particular province.107 Sometimes a legatus was even appointed directly by the emperor to govern a certain region or province on his behalf (i.e., an imperial province as distinguished from a senatorial province). It is the image of an “ambassador” as a representative of the emperor that Paul is likely using here. The terms emphasize the official character of the gospel that Paul is proclaiming.108 It is a message from the God of the universe, the emperor of all, who is unfolding his plan for the world. At the center of this plan stand Christ and his redemptive work.

The incredible irony is that Paul is fulfilling his high commission while suffering the humiliation, dishonor, and constraints of being chained ([image: ]). It would have been unthinkable for any Roman legatus to face bonds and imprisonment and yet still retain his high standing and duty. The term for “chain” ([image: ]) “unambiguously indicates the actual chain” by which Paul was manacled to a Roman guard109 and signaled why he sought prayer for boldness. The insult and shame of imprisonment should be seen as pertinent background to Paul’s request for God’s empowerment to proclaim the gospel boldly.110 In principle, Paul never wanted to feel shame for the gospel since it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes (Rom 1:16–17). Therefore, close to the end of his life, he urged Timothy to “not be ashamed to testify about our Lord, nor ashamed of me his prisoner. But join with me in suffering for the gospel, by the power of God” (2 Tim 1:8).

In the last line of this section, Paul repeats his request for boldness ([image: ]), but adds a statement indicating his sense of solemn duty before God to make known the gospel. The expression that he uses, “as I should speak” ([image: ]), communicates a sense of divine necessity (see also Col 4:4). Paul expressed this pointedly to the Corinthians when he said, “Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” (1 Cor 9:16).


Theology in Application
 

Paul’s teaching on “spiritual warfare” here has been a well-known and often-cited passage of Scripture by Christians throughout the centuries. His frightening glimpse into the realm of darkness, the elaborate image of a well-armed soldier, and the practical insights on how to overcome spiritual opposition has made this passage popular in the church.

A question that is not often asked by readers of this text is, “Why?” In other words, why has Paul chosen this readership and occasion to communicate his thoughts about the church’s warfare with the dominion of the devil and his forces? Those who see this letter as some form of general theological exposition by Paul are hard-pressed to answer this question. Nowhere else in any of his letters does Paul give so much attention to this issue. So why here?

As I have expressed in the introduction to this commentary and at various intervals in the explanation of the text, I see Ephesians as a genuine letter addressing real-life issues in the extensive network of house churches in Ephesus and the outlying villages and cities. I also regard Luke’s account of several key incidents that occurred in Paul’s Ephesian ministry as authentic and as conveying important information about the background and worldview assumptions of the people from that area who came to Christ (see esp. Acts 19:8–41). This account highlights the fact that many people became Christians from a background of devotion to the famed goddess of the city (Artemis/Diana) and that there were also numerous people who had engaged in various forms of magical practices.

Given the fact that idolatry was widely perceived by Jews to be animated by evil spirits and that magic explicitly represented a form of trafficking in the work of spirits, there is every reason to see why Paul would have felt the need to address the issue of spiritual warfare in an intensive way in this letter. The readers of this letter came from backgrounds of involvement with spirits. They could benefit from additional perspectives from the apostle on how to live in a way pleasing to the one living and true God, to whom they have now given their allegiance. This passage reaffirms that the spirit powers are real, but that they are aligned with the devil in opposition to God’s people. This is why the readers need to know how to depend on the power of God to withstand their attacks and to be able to advance the kingdom into enemy territory.

If you have not come from a background of worshiping other gods and goddesses or an involvement in some form of shamanistic practices—which is true of most Western Christians—the passage is no less relevant to you. In fact, the passage may take on even more relevance because it strongly affirms that there is a uniquely spiritual dimension of life that needs to be taken seriously if you want to “walk worthily of God” and share the gospel of peace with nonbelievers. The following is a brief discussion of some of the primary theological themes that this passage teaches.

Spirit Beings Are Real

There are powerful, invisible, spirit beings that attack believers with the intent of hurting them, causing them to lapse into sin, or making them ineffectual for God’s kingdom purposes. “The devil,” “the evil one,” “rulers,” “authorities,” “world powers of this darkness,” and “evil spiritual beings” represent the language Paul uses in this passage to describe this reality. The first two terms are alternative ways that Jews and the early Christians referred to Satan, a being Paul has earlier described as “the ruler of the realm of the air” (2:2). Satan appears to be the leader of a vast army of spirits that are part of a stratified command and control structure. The terminology he uses here for these spirits is suggestive of hierarchy in the demonic realm since some of these terms were commonly used to refer to various ranks of human leaders in governmental positions of authority. There does not appear to be any way for us to determine what the relative ranks and abilities of these spirits are, but it is probably not important for us to know this anyway.

The language Paul uses for the powers would have been understandable, especially to Jews, since the words were a part of the extensive collection of terms they used for demonic spirits. But many of the terms would also have been comprehensible by Gentiles, who shared many of the words, but would have easily recognized that they referred to various kinds of spirits. The new idea for many Gentiles would have been that the spiritual phenomena in their local religions was animated by demonic spirits under the leadership of the devil and that there were no so-called gods or goddesses that in any way rivaled the one true God (see 1 Cor 8:4–5; 10:19–21; see also Deut 32:16–17). It is possible that Paul may make allusion to this in his usage of the term “world powers” ([image: ]) in 6:12.

None of this, however, may be of any relevance to us if Paul was simply reflecting a primitive, prescientific worldview, as many contemporary scholars believe. Ernest Best, for instance, has noted:


How should those who no longer accept the idea of supernatural evil powers as affecting human life understand what AE [the author of Ephesians] is saying?… Such forces still exist, though we may not term them supernatural. They are the pressures of society, which if not wholly evil are not wholly good.111



 

Some commentators have gone further and argued that there is a great danger in continuing to attribute to these powers a real existence. John Muddiman warns:


One should notice that in the first century, Christians shared the outlook with most of their Jewish and pagan contemporaries. It made them normal. Today it does the opposite; it constitutes a programmatic, even belligerent, abnormality that may be used to reinforce a sectarian divide between those who believe in demon possession, exorcism and so forth, and the majority who do not.112



 

But it is the German scholar Hans Hübner who takes this to an extreme with his comments on this passage: “A belief in the devil has lost its plausibility. Whoever today still feels threatened by the devil or believes in his fangs is probably himself in the fangs of a fanatical sect.”113

A belief in the devil or in spirits has never lost its plausibility outside of the West, however, where such beliefs have persisted in spite of Western influences. An exploration of the beliefs of peoples living throughout Asia, Africa, the Pacific Islands, and many other places reveals that a belief in evil spirits continues to be an integral part of the worldview of many people groups. This alone should cause us to reflect and wonder if Western cultures have been right regarding their skepticism about the real existence of spirits.

There has been a widespread misconception that modern science has utterly disproven the existence of spirits. This is a question that science is incapable of judging. Like questions pertaining to morality, the existence of the soul, or even the existence of God, modern science cannot make a determination on these kinds of issues. It is crucially important to realize that it is not irrational or unscientific to believe in the reality of evil spirits.114 The fields of medicine and psychology, however, have helped us to see that when someone complains of hearing voices, this is not necessarily a spirit manifestation. Schizophrenia, various organic brain disorders, or the psychological phenomena of dissociation could be at the root of the complaint. Nevertheless, these sciences cannot rule out the possibility of spirit manifestation. This is precisely why the international community of mental health professionals recognizes a disorder they label “Trance and Possession Disorder,” a particularly common diagnosis in non-Western cultures.115

There is a distinct danger for Western Christians to discount or minimize the reality of the supernatural opponents. To do so makes us more vulnerable to their attacks by causing us to be less vigilant, less reliant on prayer, less dependent on God, and less dependent on spiritually gifted fellow believers. If a homeowner somehow found out that a burglar was planning a break in on a specific night, he would lock and bolt the doors, shut and secure the windows, have a security system in place and activated, and call the police for help. But if the homeowner did not believe in burglars, he would wake up in the morning with all of his valuables missing.

It is also important here to realize that Paul does not attribute all forms of evil to demons. Earlier in this letter, Paul spoke of the role played by “the flesh” as well as “this present evil age” or “the world” (see 2:1–3). Believers need to keep in mind all three forms of evil influence for understanding the constraints to spiritual growth.

Dependence on God’s Power

The goal of depending on the power of God is to resist the varied attacks of the evil one and to advance the kingdom of God into the world. Paul’s overt emphasis in this passage is on “standing”—a metaphor that he repeats four different times. He twice expresses it as the purpose for receiving God’s enabling power (6:11b, 13b) and once as the purpose behind preparation (6:13d), and then he uses the imperative verb “stand” to govern the entire section of 6:14–20. Paul used the metaphor on a variety of other occasions (see 1 Cor 16:13; Phil 4:1; 1 Thess 3:8; 2 Thess 2:15). Both James (Jas 4:7) and Peter (1 Pet 5:8–9) likewise speak of “resisting” in connection with the struggle against the devil.

The image of fiery arrows launched by the bow of the evil one targeting believers clearly underlines the defensive character of the struggle that Paul portrays. The goal is to repel the attacks and not get knocked down or severely wounded. The armor thus has a protective role to play. What this collection of imagery means is that Satan strategizes with his demonic cohorts to identify effective ways to hurt believers or cause them to fall into sin. How does he go about doing this? We know from the larger testimony of Scripture that the evil one has a wide variety of possibilities (and the range should not be limited to these):


• interjecting an image into our minds of something enticing but sinful (Matt 4:8–10; Luke 4:5–8)


• exploiting a sinful tendency, such as anger, and causing it to flare out of control (Eph 4:27)


• inspiring others to create a principle, teaching, or idea that sounds plausible, but is wrong and dangerous to our souls (2 Cor 11:3, 15)


• afflicting us with a physical illness or condition (2 Cor 12:7)


• sending a horrible dream or demonic manifestation during the night that produces fear (Job 4:13–16; Ps 91:5)


• enticing us to lie (Acts 5:3)


• instigating a series of horrible “natural” calamities, e.g., the death of a loved one, loss of one’s home, or destruction or loss of property (Job 1–2)




 

Any of these kinds of assaults or a combination of them can create fear, hopelessness, depression, or a heart that turns hard toward God. The good news of this passage is that in spite of what happens, God is near and willing to impart his power to help us and protect us.

But the passage also makes it clear that believers are not in a holding pattern until Christ returns. We have a mission to engage in that Paul has stressed earlier in the letter through his “filling” language. Christ is head over his body so that through the church he might “fill everything in all places” (1:23). Similarly, the ascended Christ has gifted the church so that through it, “he might fill all things” (4:10). “Standing” should not be understood simply in the sense of “standing still,” but of “standing up against” the kingdom of darkness in an offensive manner.

Thus, Christian soldiers do not stay in the camp but move out into enemy territory. This is the point of the “preparation of the gospel of peace” (6:15). Believers are called to prepare themselves to share the gospel wherever the commander (the Lord) calls them to go. Likewise, each of the weapons should be seen with this offensive aspect of the battle in mind. Paul himself models this at the end of the passage when he twice asks the readers to pray for him so that he can share the gospel “with boldness” (6:19–20).

Paul’s depiction of this offensive aspect of the warfare fulfills Jesus’ parable of the strong man (Mark 3:27). On the cross, Jesus has defeated the “strong man” (Satan), and now the church can “rob his house” when they enter it “and carry off his possessions.” This parable thus speaks of evangelism as an offensive assault on the domain of Satan.

Paul’s teaching here is also reflective of Jesus’ Great Commission (Matt 28:18–20). In his preface to the actual commission, Jesus announces that “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (28:18), which corresponds with Paul’s appeal in Eph 6:10 that believers can be divinely strengthened through their relationship with the risen Christ. The commission itself calls not only for moving out into the world to evangelize and make the gospel known (the offensive aspect of the warfare), but also for concentrating efforts on helping the new disciples learn “to obey everything I have commanded you” (28:20; the defensive aspect of the warfare).

God’s Power Available

God’s power is truly available to his people. Paul’s admonition to “be strong in the Lord and in his mighty strength” is the culmination of an emphasis on the availability of divine power for all those who are in Christ. The introductory praise prefigured this theme by declaring that God “powerfully works everything out on the basis of the counsel of his will” (1:11). Paul then prays that his readers will gain an expanded awareness of the vastness of God’s power that is available for them (1:19–23). He concludes the first half of the letter with another intercessory prayer in which he prays that these believers will be “strengthened with power through his Spirit” in their innermost beings (3:16). God is then extolled as “the one who has the power to do exceedingly more than all we ask or think according to the power which mightily works in us” (3:20).

Believers need the power of God because we cannot live the Christian life on our own. Not only do we struggle with the influence of sin as felt through “the flesh” and “the world,” but also we must remember that Satan is real and makes careful plans to attack and to bring about our fall. Many of the original readers of this letter may have been tempted to rely on traditional means of protection from spirit attacks by reverting to shamanistic practices, utilizing folk medicine rituals, invoking helper spirits, and applying an assortment of magical practices. The fact that Christians (“those who believed,” Acts 19:18) were the ones who burned the magical texts in the early history of the church demonstrates the attraction of this syncretistic impulse. Although many believers in the non-Western world intuitively understand this, those of us from the West are tempted to rely on our own fortitude and efforts to live according to God’s calling. Dependence on the Lord and receiving his power is, ironically, sometimes difficult.

The emphasis in this passage is that spiritual power comes through relationship and not through techniques or invocations. The source of power is solely through the true and living God. Paul describes how all three persons of this triune God are involved in the process. God as the Divine Warrior makes his weaponry available to believers. It is armor from God (6:11, 13, 14–18). Christ has been exalted to a position of power and authority at the right hand of God. Consequently, believers are called to be strengthened “in the Lord”; that is, they draw strength from their dynamic relationship to Christ as head of the church and as Lord of all (6:10). Finally, the Spirit is God’s agent for strengthening as Paul made clear in 3:16. Here, then, believers are instructed to “pray in the Spirit” and to know and use the Word of God, through which the Spirit mightily works (6:17).

The Role of Prayer

Prayer is the essence of spiritual warfare and the most important means by which believers are strengthened by God. Paul concludes his presentation of the armor of God by commending prayer, but he does so in a way that makes prayer foundational to the entire passage. “Praying in the Spirit” (6:18)—that is, praying in a way that is led, guided, and empowered by the Spirit—is one of the most important ways that we maintain a present, dynamic relationship with the living God. Prayer also represents a manifestation of faith (see 6:16), because it involves a recognition of our helplessness and need for God to fight for us.

What Paul envisions here is expansive—expressed in his comments that one should pray “at all times” and “with every kind of prayer and request” (6:18). This includes, but is not limited to, a regular time of private devotional prayer with God on a daily basis. But it also involves a readiness to pray for and with others at any time. Whenever the opportunity arises, we should be quick to pray with other people.

Since soldiers typically need help in putting on their armor, prayer can be seen as a way that we can help “arm” fellow believers for the struggle. Paul modeled this with his regular intercessory prayers for the people and even gives us an insight into how to pray for others. Since many Christians have a tendency to spend most of their small group prayer times praying for those who are sick or facing a crisis, Paul models here a different approach that stresses ongoing prayer in a way that prepares people to face inevitable struggles. It is therefore important for us to pray regularly for one another that God will so strengthen our fellow believers that they will be able to stand “on the evil day,” that is, when a crisis or attack of some sort hits.

Since it is possible to “grieve the Holy Spirit” (4:30) through unrighteous attitudes and behaviors, it is important to continue cultivating practices that will not hinder the work of the Spirit and the flow of enabling power from the Lord. This is why there are two sides to the armor of God; they represent both gifts from God and virtues to be cultivated. Sinful practices and behaviors can hinder our prayers (see also 1 Pet 3:7).

Our New Identity

It is vital to understand our new identity in Christ at a deep level and to live out of that new identity as a means of overcoming the impact of various forms of demonic assault. One of Paul’s primary concerns in this letter has been to establish these believers firmly in an understanding of their new identity in Christ. Because of the redemptive work of Christ, our adoption as God’s children, his sealing of us with his Holy Spirit, and our future as God’s inheritance, we are entirely new people. We are no longer dead in our sins and alienated from God. We have also been brought into a new community (or new society) and form a spiritual temple that God indwells by his Spirit.

Each of the pieces of armor unpacks some aspect of this new identity and should be interpreted by what Paul says earlier in the letter (and in his other correspondence) on that theme. This is true of each implement—truth, righteousness, the gospel, faith, salvation, and the Word of God. Putting on the armor of God is thus comparable to what Paul has called the readers to do earlier in the letter when he instructed us “to put on the new self that was created in the likeness of God in righteousness and holiness of truth” (4:24; see also Rom 6:1–14; Col 3:10).

Appropriating this new identity is done over time as we apply ourselves to hearing and understanding the Word of God, experience the work of the Spirit in revealing to us these truths (i.e., opening the eyes of our hearts to them; see 1:18), pray for ourselves and receive intercessory prayer from others, and are deeply connected to the Christian community, where we receive the regular ministry of people Christ has gifted to touch our lives.
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CHAPTER 17
Ephesians 6:21–24
 


Literary Context
 

Paul normally closes his letters with a series of personal remarks and greetings. Ephesians contains only one sentence of personal remarks and no greetings. This contrasts sharply with Colossians, a letter he wrote at roughly the same time to a church that he did not establish, where he conveys greetings from five different believers who were with him in Rome and asks the Colossians to greet a few individuals and the entire Laodicean church (Col 4:10–18). This should not be taken to imply any form of indifference, a lack of personal acquaintance with many of the people to whom he is writing, or a lack of awareness on Paul’s part of their situation. In fact, he implies that there is so much he would like to share that it would be impossible to do it at the end of the letter. This is the reason he is sending Tychicus—to represent his personal presence to the Ephesians. Since Paul has asked the Ephesians to pray for him in his confinement and for his ongoing witness in these difficult circumstances (6:19–20), the readers will be keenly interested in all that Tychicus has to share with them.

A further comparison of the ending of Ephesians with Colossians shows a striking similarity. Paul’s personal remarks in 6:21–22 are nearly identical in wording to Col 4:7–8. There are only three minor differences: the placement of one phrase ([image: ]), the addition of “how I am doing” ([image: ]), and the exclusion of “and fellow servant” ([image: ]) to describe Tychicus. There are thirty-two identical words found in the same sequence. Some have taken this as clear and unmistakable evidence that the author of Ephesians (presumed not to be Paul) has used Colossians as an exemplar from which the (pseudepigraphical) author has copied in constructing his letter.1 I have already discussed and dismissed the pseudepigraphical hypothesis in the introduction to this commentary.

I have also suggested that the similarities between Colossians and Ephesians are better explained on the basis of a common author writing at roughly the same time. Even Ernest Best, who sees Ephesians as a pseudepigraphical letter on many other grounds, has remarked that “it is also possible that the two letters had a common author who simply repeated in the second more or less what he had written in the first.”2 The most convincing explanation, then, is that Paul wrote the same closing comments in both letters precisely because Tychicus would be traveling from Rome, carrying both Ephesians and Colossians, and would inform the readers of Paul’s circumstances when he arrived.

In addition to personal comments (or greetings), a closing invocation of God’s grace is Paul’s common way of ending his letters. Most of his letters conclude with the blessing, “the grace of our Lord Jesus [Christ] be with you” (Rom 16:20; 1 Cor 16:23; 1 Thess 5:28; 2 Thess 3:18). He varies from this somewhat by using the simple, “grace be with you” (Col 4:18; 1 Tim 6:21; 2 Tim 4:22), or by expanding it to say, “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit” (Gal 6:18; Phil 4:23; Phlm 25), or even the Trinitarian, “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all” (2 Cor 13:13). This Ephesian benediction varies substantially from any of the others by its twofold form (an invocation of peace and love followed by a second invocation of grace and immortality), the use of the third person plural (describing believers as those who love the Lord Jesus), and by the inclusion of a prayer for “immortality.”


XV. Instructions to Other Members of the Household (6:1–9)


XVI. Appropriating the Power of God to Stand against the Powers of Darkness (6:10–20)


A. Introductory Exhortation (6:10)


B. Exhortation to Appropriate God’s Power because of the Supernatural Nature of the Battle (6:11–13)


C. Resisting the Powers of Darkness by Appropriating Armor from God (6:14–17)


D. Prayer as the Foundation and Essence of Spiritual Warfare (6:18–20)


[image: ]XVII. Concluding Remarks (6:21–22)


A. Paul’s Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:21a)


B. The Description of Tychicus (6:21b-d)


C. Paul’s Further Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:22)


XVIII. Benediction (6:23–24)


A. Prayer for Peace, Love, and Faith (6:23)


B. Prayer for Grace (6:24)




 


Main Idea
 

Paul’s pastoral concern for the readers is expressed through sending a trusted ministry associate to serve and encourage them and by praying that they will experience a greater measure of peace, love, faith, grace, and the immortal life in Christ.


Translation
 

[image: ]


Structure
 

Paul concludes his letter in three sentences. The first one represents his closing personal remarks, whereby he indicates that he will be sending Tychicus to them to convey personal information. This long sentence of thirty-nine words contains three purpose clauses ([image: ] with the subjunctive) to indicate his intent in sending Tychicus.

The next two sentences form a twofold benediction that follows the typical grammatical pattern of benedictions. Neither contains a verb, but both assume the presence of a third person singular present imperative ([image: ]) or an optative form ([image: ]) of the verb “to be” ([image: ]).


Exegetical Outline
 


[image: ]XVII. Concluding Remarks (6:21–22)


A. Paul’s Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:21a)


B. The Description of Tychicus (6:21b-d)


C. Paul’s Further Purpose in Sending Tychicus (6:22)


XVIII. Benediction (6:23–24)


A. Prayer for Peace, Love, and Faith (6:23)


B. Prayer for Grace (6:24)






Explanation of the Text
 

6:21  Now, so that you also can know my circumstances, how I am doing, Tychicus, my beloved brother and faithful servant in the Lord ([image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]). Rather than add a few extra paragraphs of personal remarks and individual greetings (as he did in Colossians, see Col 4:10–18) to this letter, Paul decides to write a concise conclusion and have Tychicus, the bearer of the letter, inform the readers of the details of his situation in Rome. They would be keenly interested in hearing about the status of his appeal, his health and well-being, matters pertaining to the churches, and the advance of the gospel in the imperial city.

The opening conjunction ([image: ]) does not imply a contrast with the preceding section, but here functions as a discourse marker, indicating a transition to the concluding segment of the letter. “You also” ([image: ]) may point to the fact that Tychicus has an additional destination beyond the readers of this letter. This is, of course, most easily explained by the fact that he will be going on to Colossae, thus bearing two letters. The adverbial function of the word [image: ] to express “also” is frequent before personal pronouns (as here).3

“My circumstances” ([image: ]) is an idiomatic expression Paul has used elsewhere to refer to events that have happened in his life (see Phil 1:12; Col 4:7). “How I am doing” ([image: ]), a statement unique to Ephesians, may narrow the focus to how the difficult circumstances of his life have impacted him emotionally and spiritually.

Tychicus is apparently one of Paul’s missionary colleagues with him in Rome as he writes this letter. According to Acts, Tychicus was from the province of Asia, which may very well mean that he was from Ephesus (Acts 20:4). Since he is not mentioned as part of the group that traveled with Paul to Rome and experienced the harrowing sea voyage, he probably journeyed from Ephesus to Rome specifically to assist Paul during the difficulties of his Roman custody. He continued to assist Paul after his release, for Paul deliberated on whether to send Tychicus to the island of Crete to help Titus (Titus 3:12); during his second imprisonment and shortly before his death, Paul once again dispatched Tychicus on an assignment to Ephesus (2 Tim 4:12).

Paul extols Tychicus in the most glowing terms, describing him as Paul’s “beloved brother” and as a “faithful servant in the Lord.” This likely indicates that the Lord has used Tychicus to encourage Paul in his difficult circumstances. Paul also regards Onesimus, Philemon’s runaway slave, as a “dear [beloved] brother” (Col 4:9; Phlm 16). The two of them have together been serving Paul during his confinement and will be traveling together back to Roman province of Asia with three letters (Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon). Paul was assisted throughout his years of ministry by many trusted colleagues, but the only other person he refers to as a “faithful minister” ([image: ]) is Epaphras, the man responsible for planting the church at Colossae (Col 1:7).

6:22  Whom I sent to you for this purpose, will make known everything, so that you can know our situation and so that he can encourage your hearts ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). Out of selfless concern for the Ephesian (and the Colossian) believers, Paul relinquishes the services of Tychicus. He wants to encourage their hearts by the service of this dear brother and through the news he will bring.

The sending of Tychicus (“I sent”; [image: ]) has not yet happened as Paul is writing the letter. This is the use of the epistolary aorist, which means that Paul is viewing the action from the vantage point of the readers of the letter. When the Ephesians read these words, Tychicus will have already been sent.4

Paul expresses two purposes for sending Tychicus. The first is for the readers to gain a firsthand report of all that is happening to Paul and other believers in Rome. The first person plural pronoun (“us”; [image: ]) is somewhat of a surprise since at the beginning of this section Paul has emphasized his motive of giving them news of his own circumstances (6:21). “Us” may indicate the presence of additional coworkers whom he does not name at this juncture. In addition, it may refer to Paul’s solidarity with all Christians in the city of Rome.

Paul’s second concern is to encourage the hearts of his readers. This is an important ministry goal he has for those he has worked with. Paul told the Colossians that he labored in prayer for believers in the Lycus Valley because “I want their hearts to be encouraged” (Col 2:2 NRSV). Ultimately, he knows that it is the Lord himself who provides this deep and profound encouragement as reflected in his prayer for the Thessalonians, “May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father … encourage your hearts and strengthen you in every good deed and word” (2 Thess 2:16–17). The verb “encourage” ([image: ]) can also be translated as “comfort,” but this is less likely here since there is no sign that they are grieving. To provide them with encouragement to grow in their knowledge of Christ and to appropriate the virtues of their new life are Paul’s central concerns.

6:23  Peace to the brothers and love with faith from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ ([image: ][image: ]). Paul brings his letter to a conclusion with a twofold prayer for his readers, a prayer that can be called a benediction (an invocation of God to bring blessing). In the first prayer, Paul asks for the Father and the Son to bestow peace, love, and faith upon these believers.

His prayer for peace ([image: ]) is fitting, given the importance of this concept throughout the letter. The high point of his teaching was the declaration that “[Christ] is our peace,” based on the fact that, through his blood, we have been brought near to God (2:13–14). Paul, in fact, characterizes his gospel as “the gospel of peace” in this letter (6:15). This good news of peace with God is what the apostles proclaim through the empowerment of the Spirit, which results in the establishment of the church (2:14–17). But this peace is not only a gift from God that believers experience and enjoy; it also unites all believers into one body. The gospel of peace unites Jews with Gentiles, slaves and freedmen, people of different social classes, and folks from all different ethnicities. Paul’s prayer is for an ongoing and deeper experience of this peace from God and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Paul also prays for the blessing of God’s “love” ([image: ]) to be poured out in deeper measure on the readers. This was also a major focus of his prayer in 3:14–19. Love is the primary Christian virtue that the apostle wants all believers to demonstrate in their lives (5:1–2). But it can only be displayed to the degree that Christians themselves have been profoundly touched by God’s love in Christ. Thus, Paul wants his readers to grasp the abundance of God’s love for them (2:4).

The third element of his prayer is for “faith” ([image: ]). The Ephesians have entered their relationship with the Lord through faith (1:13; 2:8), and Paul wants them to grow in their relationship to Christ by faith (3:17–19). Faith will be essential in their struggle to stand against powerful and hostile supernatural forces (6:16). Paul has closely attached faith to love by using the preposition “with” ([image: ]) rather than the connective “and” ([image: ]). This is best interpreted as association or accompaniment. Paul regards faith and love as two of the three greatest Christian virtues (1 Cor 13:13), and they are both listed as among the fruit that the Spirit produces (Gal 5:22). They are also two of the evidences that Paul looks for in discerning authentic conversion (see 1 Thess 1:3) as well as in measuring progress and growth as Christians (Col 1:4; 1 Thess 3:6; 2 Thess 1:3). Paul has already heard about the faith and love that his readers exhibit in their lives. Now he prays that this will grow and be strengthened all the more.

It is unusual for Paul to shift from his normal pattern of using the second person plural (see 2 Cor 13:14 [13]; Gal 6:18; Phil 4:23; 1 Thess 5:28; 2 Thess 3:18) in his concluding benedictions to the third person (“to the brothers”). Note that this is carried over into the second benediction (“grace … be with all of those who love the Lord Jesus Christ”; Eph 6:24). Some have detected in this a certain generalizing tendency in the letter5 or even an air of impersonality,6 but we should not make too much of this since Paul uses the second person plural throughout 6:21–22.

The source of peace, love, and faith is God himself. But here Paul associates the risen Lord Jesus Christ with God the Father.

6:24  Grace with immortality be with all of those who love our Lord Jesus Christ ([image: ][image: ][image: ]). In these final words of the letter, Paul prays for the blessing of God’s grace on all who are in a loving and intimate relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ. In a unique twist, he associates this grace “with immortality.” This means that they will not only live forever with Christ, but receive God’s grace in endless supply for ever and ever.

As we have noted earlier (see comments about grace in 1:2), “grace” ([image: ]) is a defining feature of Paul’s theology. It summarizes the heart of what it means to be in the new covenant era and to experience the blessings of the new covenant. Paul begins his letters with an invocation of God’s grace for his readers and ends them with the same prayer of blessing. Asking God for his grace to be poured out on believers is a prayer that they will come into a greater knowledge and experience of the Lord Jesus Christ, that they will grow in a closeness and intimacy with the Father, that they will understand the full meaning and implications of their salvation in Christ, that they will experience God’s peace, and much more.

Rather than stay with his usual “grace be with you,” Paul uses the more expansive, “with all of those who love our Lord Jesus Christ.” The expression highlights the personal relationship believers have with Christ that can be described as a relationship of love. Christ deeply loves his bride (5:25; cf. also 5:2), but they love him in return. Loving Christ is not presented here as a prerequisite to the reception of grace, but is stated simply as a fact characterizing the nature of the relationship. Grace is a gift from God that is not predicated on anything that believers must do or accomplish (see 3:7; Rom 3:24; 5:15).

Paul then concludes his benediction—and the entire letter—with the phrase, “with immortality” ([image: ]). Because this expression never occurs in any other benediction and because it is placed in an emphatic position at the end of the verse (creating some confusion as to what words in the sentence it modifies), there has been a variety of interpretations of the meaning of this phrase in the final benediction that can be described as follows:

(1) It is a description of the kind of love offered to Christ by believers—either an undying love or a sincere love. Some interpreters and many of the modern versions link the phrase with the participle “those who love” ([image: ]). This results in two possible options, depending on how one interprets the meaning of the noun ([image: ]): (a) the term is interpreted as conveying the idea of immortality and, thus, an eternal love for Christ (TNIV; HCSB; NET; NRSV; NIV);7 or, (b) the term is taken to refer to the moral notion of incorruptibility and, thus, to a sincere or pure love (ESV; NASB; KJV).8 This view can claim the advantage of linking the participle “love” to the nearest verbal antecedent, which is the more common referent of a prepositional phrase. It is rendered less plausible, however, by the fact that it seems to place a condition on the reception of grace; that is, one must love the Lord with an “undying love” to qualify for this grace. Furthermore, nowhere else in Paul’s writings (or in the NT for that matter) is the term used to characterize a virtue like love.

(2) It is a description of the Lord Jesus Christ as immortal. Since the immediate antecedent is “the Lord Jesus Christ,” some have taken it to refer to the Lord.9 This would not be surprising because of the high Christology of the letter and since elsewhere Paul describes God as immortal using a cognate of this term (see Rom 1:23; 1 Tim 1:17). The natural objection to this view is to ask why Paul has not used the adjective ([image: ]), which he used in these other passages to describe God as immortal. It is also unlikely for Paul to use a prepositional phrase as an adjectival modifier for Christ when he could more easily use the adjective itself. In addition, it is difficult to identify a contextual reason why he would refer to Christ as immortal.

(3) Paul is praying for the bestowal of grace and a deeper experience of the blessings of their new and immortal life in Christ here in the present. The final view interprets the preposition as signifying a dative of association linked to the term grace.10 This results in the translation, “grace with immortality,” which is similar in structure to the preceding benediction that has faith associated with love, namely, “love with faith.” Grace and immortality are two separate ideas but are closely linked. The Jerusalem Bible captures some of the sense of this with the translation, “May grace and eternal life be with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ.”

This final view is the most convincing. Paul has already used this preposition ([image: ]) to convey the associative sense of “with” earlier in the letter, which demonstrates that he is capable of using the preposition this way.11 In 6:2, he introduced the citation of Exod 20:12/Deut 5:16 with the line, “[this] is the first commandment with a promise” ([image: ]). This view is also consistent with Paul’s usage of this word group ([image: ]) to convey the idea of immortality. In addition to his usage of this adjective to describe God as immortal, Paul uses the noun in a cluster of occurrences in 1 Cor 15 to characterize the immortality of the resurrection body (see 1 Cor 15:42, 50, 53, 54; see also 15:52). Of course, this experience of immortality (a transformed body) is wholly future, but elements of resurrection life—made possible by the believer’s identification with Christ in his resurrection—are presently available.

Paul is thus praying that God will bless his people not only with grace but with the experience of the immortal life (i.e., eternal life) in the present. This is consistent with the emphasis on realized eschatology throughout the letter. Believers will experience a future life beyond the grave (see 1:10; 4:30), but they can have a foretaste of that immortal life here and now through their close personal relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ. Believers have already been made alive with Christ. The goal now is to experience this life in greater measure. Ephesians begins with an eternal perspective (from time immemorial) and now ends with a focus on life immortal.


Theology in Application
 

Although at first glance it may not appear that there is much in the concluding section that contributes to theology or the life of the church, it is actually rich. Part of the value of this section is seeing the heart of service and example of ministry that Paul provides. Given Paul’s dire circumstances—Roman custody in chains, the pressure of an impending trial, an inability to travel—the Ephesian believers may have thought that their needs and concerns were far from Paul’s mind. But this is far from the truth. Paul evinces an ongoing pastoral care and concern for these people. There are at least two valuable lessons that we can draw about theology and life from Paul’s words and example in this brief section.

Ministry Is Relational

Ministry is relational and can be done effectively only through a team approach. Paul is in no sense a “rugged individualist” or a “lone ranger.” He always had a team of people around him. It is sometimes easy for readers to lose a sense of this because of the popular Christian emphasis on the man Paul and his theology. Yet when we probe deeply into his letters and Luke’s narrative of his ministry in the second half of Acts, we get a different picture. Paul never traveled alone and always worked with a team. The first time Tychicus is mentioned in Scripture is in his role as part of the group that traveled and ministered with Paul: “He was accompanied by Sopater son of Pyrrhus from Berea, Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe, Timothy also, and Tychicus and Trophimus from the province of Asia” (Acts 20:4).

But now, even as Paul is constrained by his Roman custody, he is surrounded by a handful of trusted colleagues who are serving the kingdom of God with him. In addition to Tychicus are Aristarchus, Mark, Jesus Justus, Epaphras, Luke, and Demas (Col 4:10–14). Paul’s mentoring and investment in their lives have enabled him to continue his ministry in spite of his severe limitations. As Paul labors in prayer for the churches in Ephesus and western Asia Minor, he maintains contact with them through letters wherein he continues to encourage, instruct, and correct these believers. Although he cannot personally visit any of the churches he has planted or feels a pastoral responsibility for, he can send a trusted representative to serve and encourage.

A couple of questions can help you discern if you are embodying some of the ministry priorities that are evident in Paul’s life:


• Do you have a long-term approach to ministry? Do you still attempt to encourage and help believers in churches where you formerly served?


• Do you have a group of people around you in whom you are investing relationally? Or are you trying to go it alone? Whom in your life would you describe as a “beloved brother (or sister)”?


A Prayer Ministry

Develop a prayer ministry of praying God’s blessing on people. In the previous section, Paul urged his readers to “pray in the Spirit at all times with every kind of prayer and request” (6:18). We can praise God through worshipful prayer, intercede for people with specific requests according to their needs, and invoke God’s blessing on people. It is this latter kind of prayer that Paul is engaging in here. These prayers of blessing at the end of Paul’s letters are much more than a formality or a nice conclusion. Paul understands himself to be calling on God to bring his favor, help, and assistance to these believers. The dual benediction at the end of Ephesians is a demonstration of Paul’s love for them as well.

Paul prays specifically that God will bless them with an increased experience of his peace, love, faith, grace, and immortality. These all recapitulate some of the key themes of God’s new covenant provisions that he has developed throughout the letter. Even the final theme of immortality, in spite of the fact that Paul never uses this word elsewhere in Ephesians, is developed through the concept of identity with the risen Christ.

It is not enough for Paul simply to teach on these themes. These are spiritual gifts that must be spiritually imparted and spiritually received. That is why he prays in 1:16–19 that the Spirit will bring wisdom and revelation to know and experience these marvelous blessings. Paul thus takes the role of prayer seriously. In his absence, he can only pray for them at a distance, but he does so faithfully assuring them that he does not quit praying for them (1:16–17).

As we have the opportunity to pray for people and with people, we should follow Paul’s example of praying God’s blessing over them. This is an especially powerful way to pray with people who are hurting, struggling, or facing spiritual attack. God responds by bringing new experiences of his peace, love, faith, grace, and strength.
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Theology of Ephesians
 

The theology of Ephesians is exceedingly rich. Believers throughout the centuries have deeply appreciated Paul’s magnificent portrayal of God and his great plan of salvation in this letter. In this section, I will provide a summary of the key theological themes that emerge from an in-depth study of Ephesians. They will be presented in more of a logical order rather than in an order of importance or how they are sequentially developed in Ephesians. The description of this theology reflects many interpretive decisions. I refer the reader to the commentary proper for discussion on how these decisions were reached.

It has been commonplace among commentators to choose one of these themes as the most important or as the one around which all of the others cohere. This endeavor has reached no consensus. Some make a case for the church as the central theme, others the anakepahalaiōsis (1:10), and still others the cosmic Christology or the realized eschatology.

I am not convinced by any of the proposals for boiling down the message of Ephesians into one central theme. To do so immediately minimizes the importance of some of the other themes that have an equal claim to this status. I think it is more appropriate to conceptualize the theology of Ephesians as more of a series of interlocking and overlapping themes. Each of the themes I have chosen to describe below was important to Paul in Ephesians.



  
The Greatness and Glory of God
 

Paul is bursting with things to say about the magnificence, glory, and love of God. In fact, he begins the letter using the language of praise and worship of God for his extraordinary plan of salvation that he has brought into effect through the Lord Jesus Christ (1:3–14).

The God Paul proclaims is the one righteous, true, and holy God, who is sovereign over all of creation (4:6, 24). He is preeminent because he existed before creation itself (1:4). He is thus supreme over astral deities and spirits because he created everything that is in the heavens and was there even before they were made.

Paul praises God because of the loving and remarkable plan of redemption he designed long before he made the heaven and earth. Ephesians never addresses the origin of evil that made redemption necessary, but from the beginning of the letter, the pervasive and powerful presence of evil experienced through the world, the flesh, and the demonic powers is a fundamental assumption. Knowing the plight of humanity under this bondage of evil, God fashioned a master plan for how he would redeem a people for himself (1:4–6, 11–12; 3:11). On the basis of this plan (his “will”), God chose, predestined, and called people to himself (1:4, 5, 11). Ephesians never speaks of a predestination or calling to destruction, so the question of a double predestination is left mute. God’s goal was to bring people into a relationship with himself—that is, to give them access or “nearness” to him (2:13, 18; 3:12) from a state of estrangement and alienation (2:12; 4:18)

God’s plan of salvation flows out of two important facets of who he is: he possesses inscrutable love and incomprehensible power. Paul strongly emphasizes both of these attributes in Ephesians. God is full of love (1:4; 2:4; 3:17–18; 5:2) and he is merciful (2:4), kind (2:7), and exceedingly gracious (1:7; 2:7–8). These character traits motivated him to find a way to overcome the seemingly insurmountable problem of human sin that effectively separates him from the people he has created. In his extraordinary wisdom, God was able to design a way to deal with the problem of sin and handle the related issue of powerful demonic opposition (3:10).

But he is also sufficiently powerful to carry out this grand plan of salvation. Paul cannot find enough descriptive words to characterize God’s awesome power. He calls it incredibly great and links nearly every power-denoting term in the Greek language to describe it (1:19–20). The divine power is possibly the object of the four dimensional terms—breadth, length, height, and depth—in 3:18. The most illustrious display of his power, of course, was in raising Jesus from the dead and exalting him to his right hand, where he presently reigns as “head over everything” (1:20–23).

It was important for the Ephesians to know that the God they now worship is supremely powerful because there were many competing claims to this status in their society. Artemis, in particular, was widely worshiped as most powerful, first among thrones, and queen of heaven in this city. Yet they also needed to know that two of the defining characteristics of God were his love and holiness. They could put their trust in him. Whereas Artemis possessed a dark side and could thus be called upon as a functionary in effecting curses, the one true God is altogether pure and holy.

God’s plan encompasses the whole of human history, but its focal point is the Lord Jesus Christ and what he accomplished through his passion and resurrection. Paul thus extols God as the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ (1:17). It was precisely by working in and through the Lord Jesus Christ that God was able to provide redemption and the forgiveness of sins. God applied the work of Christ to his people so they could have forgiveness and a new life (2:5–6, 13). Salvation is thus a free gift from God and is not something that can be earned through any form of work or merit (2:8–9).

God continues to be present with his people in a dynamic relationship through which he imparts his fullness to them (3:19). He bestows on them the gift of his Spirit, through whom they receive power (3:16, 20; 6:10–11), wisdom (1:17), and revelatory insight (1:17). Ephesians characterizes the corporate people of God as a new temple in which God now dwells (2:19–22). God is actively involved with his people since they constitute his workmanship (2:10) through which he displays his grace.

God’s people respond to him by living a life of obedience, by engaging in his mission in the dark and lost world, and by bringing glory to him. Glory is something that already characterizes who he is in his awesome power and grand act of redemption. In fact, Paul calls him “the glorious Father” (1:17). But it is the call of the church to properly recognize God for who he is as glorious (3:21). Paul models this ever so well to the Ephesians by his threefold exclamation in the eulogy of 1:3–14: “to the praise of his glory.”


The Exalted Christ
 

Paul portrays Christ in Ephesians in the most exalted of terms. This has led many interpreters to speak of the “cosmic Christology” of the letter; that is, Christ is depicted far above and superior to every power in heaven and upon the earth.

The distinctive contours of the Christology stem from Paul’s stress on the exaltation of Christ over all his enemies, especially the principalities and powers (1:21–22), which he will ultimately subjugate together with all political powers at the end of time (1:10). Paul therefore prays that the Ephesians will gain an increased awareness of Christ’s exalted position at the right hand of God, where he is “high above every principality and authority and power and dominion and every name that is named not only in this age but also in the coming one” (1:21). Similarly, he wants his readers to know that everything has been subjected to the exalted Christ and that the Father has made him “head over everything” (1:22). As part of the events associated with his resurrection, Christ has “captured a host of captives” (4:8), which probably refers to his defeat of the principalities and powers. His descent to “the lower parts of the earth” likely refers to Christ’s descent to the underworld, where he proclaimed his victory over the hostile supernatural powers that he achieved by means of the cross (4:9).

The theme of the cosmic supremacy of Christ was important to the local believers. They needed reassurance that Christ was not simply another divine figure on par with the others that they formerly worshiped. In contrast to the Asia Minor deities claiming to possess power over the underworld, the spirits of wildlife and nature, and the heavenly powers, Ephesians declares the sole and supreme lordship of Christ.

Another important facet of his exaltation and sovereignty is his supremacy over the Jewish law. He has abolished the law, thereby revoking the claim of the law to regulate God’s covenant with his people (2:14–16). In Christ, the era of the law has come to an end and, along with it, the enmity that it brought by separating Jews and Gentiles. Jesus has ushered in an entirely new era in which he has been installed as Lord. He will reign over his people and extend his kingdom until the end of history, when every sector of the rebellious creation will be forced to recognize and submit to his reign (1:10). For Jewish believers living in Asia Minor—many of whom were law observant, as Josephus attests—Paul’s teaching will assure them that the governing era of the law is over and that Christ and his commands should be their new focus. The aspects of the law that once separated them from Gentiles should no longer do so.

The exalted status of Christ also comes to expression through explicit indications of his preexistence. Paul declares that the preexistent Christ himself was involved with the Father in designing his salvation plan for the ages (1:9). It was also through Christ that God predestined those who would belong to him (1:5). Paul portrays God as uniquely the Father of Christ (1:3) and Jesus as the eternal Son of God (4:13). His closeness and intimacy with the Father is expressed through his title “the beloved” (1:6). His uncreated and pretemporal status underlines the value of his sacrifice and heightens his claim to universal sovereignty.

In spite of the overt emphasis on the power and glory of the resurrected Christ in Ephesians, Paul has not lost sight of the suffering Christ. It was through his blood that redemption was secured (1:7) and, likewise, it was through his blood that believers are brought near to God (2:13). The cross was the means by which reconciliation to God was achieved (2:16). As “cornerstone” of the new living temple, Christ’s death, resurrection, and exaltation are the foundational events that make this new community possible (2:20). No one can become part of this temple without coming through Christ and identifying with him in his death, resurrection, and exaltation.

Before he created the world, the Father placed Christ at the center point of his plan of redemption (1:4). Paul thus speaks of Christ as the content of “the mystery” he has been commissioned by God to proclaim (3:4). This term, which has its origins in Daniel and the apocalyptic tradition, speaks of God’s comprehensive design for how he will establish his reign in the world. This plan is now revealed in Christ, who is the basis, means, and goal of what God has set out to accomplish. Part of the outworking of this divine plan involves uniting Jews and Gentiles into one common community in Christ and making the Gentiles fellow heirs and fellow sharers in the divine promise (3:4–6). It also involves enabling God’s people to enjoy a closeness to Christ that can only be compared to the intimacy of a married couple (5:32).

Like the Father, Jesus is amazingly full of love. Christ’s extraordinary love motivated him to “give himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God” (5:2, 25). The extent of Christ’s love for his people is far beyond the human ability to comprehend (3:19).

By lovingly securing salvation through his atoning death and exaltation to the right hand of God, Jesus has made it possible for his people to experience a present dynamic relationship with him. He remains profoundly involved in the lives of his people. To convey this close connection and constant involvement, Paul uses the metaphor of “head” in relationship to his body. As “head,” Jesus provides leadership, direction, and regular sustenance for all who belong to him (4:15–16).

Paul’s most common way of referring to this dynamic connection and union is the phrase “in Christ” (and its multiple permutations). This simple expression is packed full of meaning. It conveys the idea that Christ is the sphere in which believers dwell and the source of the resources they need to live in a way that pleases and honors God. If a person is not “in Christ,” he or she lives apart from him (2:12) and is far from him (2:13). Ultimately, every spiritual blessing is “in him” (1:3; 2:7).

This relationship can also be viewed from the opposite angle; that is, believers are not only “in Christ,” but Christ dwells in their hearts (3:17). Because the hearts of believers also continue to be influenced by sin and are given over to other things, it is possible (and necessary) for Christ’s indwelling presence to be extended further in their lives. Growth involves relinquishing more and more of one’s heart to Christ for his influence and control.

This relationship is also defined in terms of a participation with Christ in the key salvation events. Paul emphasizes participating with Christ in his resurrection and exaltation. To do so constitutes participating in Christ’s newness of life (2:5–6). It is in large measure on this basis that Christians can be called a new creation (2:10, 15).

It is through this relationship with Christ that believers receive all of the spiritual blessings promised at the outset of the letter. Christ is the source of God’s grace to them (1:6; 6:24), redemption (1:7), forgiveness (1:7), and access to God (3:12). Christ provides gifts to his people for service (4:7–12), supplies all that they need for growth (4:15–16; 5:29), gives illuminating direction for their journey (5:14), and infuses them with his strength (6:10).

Christ is presently engaged in purifying his church that he has already sanctified for himself (5:26–27). The goal of his people should be to put their faith in him (1:13, 15), look to him as the object of their hope (1:12), grow in their knowledge of Christ, and become more like him (4:13, 20–21). Thus, he calls on his people to submit to his leadership (5:22, 24), live in obedience to him (6:5), respect him (5:21), serve him (6:6–7), and respond to his incredible gifts with thanksgiving and praise (5:20). Ultimately, Christ is seeking to bring glory to the Father (3:21), a goal that should likewise be the goal of his people.

In reflecting on the person, plan, and work of Christ, Paul sums it up well when he speaks of the “incomprehensible riches of Christ” (3:8). Paul has dedicated his life to proclaim these riches. Our response should be no less.


The Empowering Spirit
 

Ephesians has much to say about the nature and work of the Holy Spirit, but one of the most important features of the Spirit’s work is that he represents the empowering presence of God in the lives of believers. This is a major emphasis in the two intercessory prayers of the letter. In the first prayer, Paul asks for the Spirit to reveal to them the incredible vastness of God’s power that is available to them (1:16–19). In the second prayer, he then appeals to the Father that these believers may “be strengthened with power through his Spirit” (3:16).

Part of the reason for this emphasis is the fact that the Ephesian believers are in the midst of a struggle against supernatural spirits. They face the ongoing influence of “evil spiritual beings in the heavenly places” (6:12) and the hostility of “the spirit who is now powerfully working in the sons of disobedience” (2:2). The influence of these forces is felt in a wide variety of ways. What is certain is that they are bent on opposing God’s redemptive and renewing work in every way they can.

Twice in Ephesians the Holy Spirit is referred to as the “one Spirit” (2:18; 4:4). This associates the Spirit with the one true God and distinguishes the Spirit from the multitude of spirits that many of the Ephesians formerly relied on or invoked. God’s Spirit makes an exclusive claim on their lives. The Ephesians no longer have any warrant for calling on or possessing “helper spirits” (paredroi) that were well-known in their folk religious practices.

The personhood of the Spirit is an important part of Paul’s presentation of the Spirit in Ephesians. The Holy Spirit is not an invisible force or power, but a person who has feelings and can actually grieve (4:30). The Spirit is closely associated with the Father and the Son throughout the letter and functions as their representative in the lives of believers.

The presence and availability of the Holy Spirit are signs of the arrival of the new covenant. This is the Spirit that was promised in the prophetic texts to Israel (1:13; see also Isa 11:2; Ezek 36:26–27; 37:14; Joel 2:28–30), but is now made equally available to Gentiles. The way to receive this Spirit is to hear the gospel and to put one’s faith in Christ and his atoning work. At that time, the Spirit comes and indwells the new believer, “sealing” him or her as now belonging to God (1:13; 4:30). The Spirit then remains as a permanent possession, functioning as a down payment of future inheritance of a full and complete life with God throughout eternity (1:14). The Spirit then gives immediate access to God to all who receive him (2:18).

Paul gives further expression to this experience of closeness to God and immediacy of access through the image of the church as a spiritual temple (2:19–22). The Spirit helps to build this new covenant temple (2:22) and fills the temple with his presence in a way similar to the glory of God filling the temple under the old covenant. Thus, Paul calls new covenant believers to “be filled with the Spirit” (5:18). This is not an all-or-nothing proposition, but reflects a process of spiritual growth in which more and more of one’s life comes under the influence of the Spirit. Just as God’s people had a tendency to bring idolatry into the old covenant temple (see, e.g., all that Manasseh brought into the temple; 2 Kings 21:1–18), in a similar way the new covenant people of God struggle with the inclination to pollute their lives with various kinds of idolatries (see 5:5) that hinder and grieve the work of the Spirit.

The image of the organic and growing temple of God also speaks to the unity of believers in the new corporate community comprised of all races, including Jews and Gentiles. The Spirit works to stimulate and promote unity among the diverse members of the Christian community (4:3).

Ephesians stresses that corporate worship and praise are one way that believers are filled to a greater measure with the Spirit (5:18–20). God delights in the worship of his people and responds by heightening the work of the Spirit in the lives of the members of the believing community. In contrast to the beliefs about spirits in the surrounding pagan environment, the Holy Spirit is not accessed or mediated through ritual means. The Holy Spirit is not manipulated through the ritual sacrifice of animals, by invoking the right magical names, or by possessing the most effective kinds of incantations or formulas.

Ultimately, the Spirit is the source of all of the blessings that Christians receive from God (1:3). The Spirit is the agent who has the role of bestowing all of God’s blessings on God’s redeemed people. As the divine presence in the lives of believers, the Spirit not only mediates God’s power, but he also encourages, directs, and energizes the prayers of God’s people (6:18). He is also a revelatory presence in the hearts and minds of believers. He takes insight and truths about God and presses them deeply into the understanding of believers so they can become convinced of their reality and order their lives accordingly.

Thus, Paul prays earnestly that God will work through his Spirit to give the Ephesians wisdom and illumination into various facets of a knowledge of God (1:17–18). This is a significant work of the Spirit, given that evil spirits are bent on deceiving the minds of believers. This revelatory work of the Spirit has occurred on a much grander scale, however, through his work in imparting insight and understanding to the apostles and prophets regarding Christ as “the mystery” (3:2–7).

It comes as somewhat of a surprise that the Holy Spirit is never mentioned in Paul’s discourse about spiritual gifts in Ephesians. This is likely due to the fact that Paul has placed such an overt emphasis on the role of the risen and exalted Christ in sovereignly distributing gifts to his people and of functioning as the resourcing and directing head of the body (4:7–16).

Facilitating growth in holiness and purity is one of the key ways that the Spirit works in the individual and corporate experience of Christians. This is thoroughly consistent with the fact that he is the Holy Spirit (1:13; 4:30). The Spirit thus works ardently at renewing believers—that is, transforming them more and more into the image of Christ by helping them to divest themselves of sinful practices and to appropriate the virtues of the Lord Jesus Christ (4:23). Moral lapses and sinful behavior thus bring grief to this personal Spirit (4:30). In stark contrast to the uses of spiritual power in the surrounding culture, the Holy Spirit was not used to further the selfish aims of people. Rather, the Spirit himself is the sovereign God who has his own aims. These relate to the overall mission of the church and the building up of the body of Christ. Thus, spiritual power was to be used not in support of sinful pleasure, but in selfless love.

The Spirit also works in close association with the written and spoken Word of God (6:17). In fact, the Word of God is metaphorically represented as a sword that the Spirit can wield in the believers’ fight with evil spiritual forces.


The Work of God in Trinitarian Perspective
 

Although Paul does not provide a fully articulated doctrine of the Trinity, many of the building blocks of a Trinitarian theology are present in Ephesians. He never engages in philosophical dialogue or speculation as to how the Spirit, the Son, and the Father are all three fully God. Yet, as we have seen, he presents an exalted view of Christ, and his understanding of the Spirit can be spoken of as a high view of the Spirit as both personal and divine.

Throughout Ephesians, all three persons are represented as working closely together with different roles in actualizing the plan of redemption. In fact, there are eleven passages in Ephesians that portray the harmonious yet differentiated work of the Father, Son, and the Spirit.

I begin with the introductory poem of praise to God (1:3–14). Here the Father is praised as the initiator and architect of the plan of redemption; Christ is the central figure of the plan, who effects redemption by his atoning blood and then becomes the sphere in which believers live; and the Spirit is represented as the agent who mediates these blessings to people who believe. There is no ontological discussion of each person, but there is a strong emphasis on the economic relationship here and throughout the letter. Even the short creedal statement that Paul delivers in 4:4–6 says nothing about the essential nature of the Godhead apart from the fact that there is “one God and Father,” “one Lord,” and “one Spirit.”

The two prayer reports of Ephesians also reflect the Trinitarian emphasis. In the first prayer (1:15–23), the Father is addressed as the object of prayer and the one who is petitioned, Christ is the one through whom God has secured redemption through the key salvation events, and the Spirit is the one who indwells believers, imparting wisdom and insight about these salvation realities. Similarly, in the second prayer (3:14–19), the Father is petitioned, Christ is portrayed as loving his people and dwelling in their hearts, and the Spirit is God’s agent to strengthen believers.

The work of each of the three persons is presented in different but complementary terms in securing salvation in 2:11–18. Jesus has made peace and brought believers near to God through his shed blood, the Father is implicitly propitiated (although the language of propitiation is not present), and the Spirit actively imparts the blessing of access to the Father to everyone who participates in the work of Christ. Ephesians 3:1–13 presents this work from an entirely different perspective. The Father in his sovereignty has initiated a master plan for salvation, Jesus is the center point of this plan (termed a “mystery”), and the Spirit is the one who reveals the mystery to the apostles and prophets. For yet another picture, see 4:25–5:2.

Paul weaves this Trinitarian structure into his presentation of the foundation of the church. In 2:19–22, Paul describes the new covenant temple as the dwelling place for God, Jesus forms the key part of the foundation of this growing structure, and the Spirit is the one who actively helps to build the temple while also being present within it.

Each divine person is also directly and intimately involved in the ongoing life of the corporate body of believers (4:17–24; 5:15–20). This applies also to their struggle with the principalities and powers. God is the one who furnishes the weapons, Jesus supplies the power and strength for the battle, and the Spirit helps in appropriating the weapons (such as in energizing God’s Word and prompting and directing the prayers of God’s people; see 6:10–20).


Salvation in its Present Dimension
 

Ephesians places a significant stress on salvation as already present. Many scholars have referred to this as a “realized eschatology.” While this is partly true, it cannot be misconstrued to mean that eschatology has been totally realized. The future aspect of eschatology is not absent (see 1:10, 14; 4:30; 5:6, 27). In fact, there is strong anticipation of the future day when all the rebellious powers will be brought under the sovereign lordship of Christ and God’s people will be finally and ultimately redeemed (see “The Future,” below).

Paul gives unequivocal and powerful expression to the present dimension of salvation in 2:5 and 8 where he declares, “you have been saved” (using the perfect tense of the Greek verb). He also accents this further by announcing that believers have already been “made … alive with Christ,” “raised … with him,” and “seated … with him” (2:5–6). Although Paul implies in Rom 6:4 that believers have been raised with Jesus to a “new life,” here he makes that teaching more explicit. He goes one step beyond that, however, by maintaining that believers have also already been exalted with Christ (2:6). This represents a distinct development on ideas already present in Rom 6:1–14.

There is a clear pastoral reason why Paul emphasizes this dimension of salvation within this letter. As noted in the introduction and throughout the commentary, these readers lived with a profound concern about the ongoing work and hostility of the supernatural powers. They needed strong reassurance about their access to the power of God to stand up against the assaults and influence of the demonic powers. With the sensitive heart of a pastor and a strong understanding of the nature of the salvation that Christ provides, Paul gives them substantive and relevant teaching about their identification with Christ in his resurrection, exaltation, and new life at the right hand of God. The implication of his teaching is that the Ephesians—and by extension, all believers—now share in Christ’s power and authority over the realm of darkness. This means that they can resist demonic attack as well as the ongoing and powerful influence of “the flesh” and “the world.”

When Paul speaks of putting on “the helmet of salvation” (6:17), he means something far more than becoming aware of the forgiveness of their sins. He is speaking of an appropriation of their new identity in Christ through their present union with him at the right hand of God. They stand in solidarity with Christ (their Savior; 5:23), can receive his strengthening touch, and can thereby resist the powers of darkness.

Paul also speaks of redemption as a present and obtained reality (1:7). This redemption is from the compelling grip of the world, the flesh, and the devil and his powers (2:1–2) that once held believers in bondage before they put their faith in Christ. By participating with Christ in the key salvation events (2:5–6), believers now have forgiveness of sin and a new freedom from these evil forces that kept them apart from God and in a life of sin. Yet redemption has a “not yet” dimension. Believers wait a full and complete redemption at the time of the anakephalaiōsis (1:14; 4:30; see also 1:10).

According to Paul, the messianic era of peace is now here (2:14). He attributes this to Christ’s work in destroying the law (2:14–15) and ushering in the new covenant. Because Christ gave his blood on the cross, believers are now brought near to God (2:13). Thus, believers experience reconciliation with God (2:16) and can enjoy a relationship of intimacy and closeness with the God from whom they had once been estranged. They now have equal access to God with Jewish believers and are also reconciled to them as fellow members of one community (2:16–18).

One additional expression that Paul uses in Ephesians to describe the work of Christ is that they are sanctified (5:26). This was the purpose for which he gave himself on behalf of the church. This means that believers are both set apart as now belonging to God and have been purified from their sin. They are cleansed by believing in the proclaimed Word of God. Yet even here, there is also a “not yet” dimension to sanctification. It is also a process that will not be complete until the time when Christ is ready to present the church to himself as his bride (5:27).

One term that is conspicuously absent from Ephesians is “justification” (or, “justify”) to characterize the salvation work of Christ. This is perhaps best explained by the fact that there was no Judaizing controversy in the background of the letter (as there is in Romans and Galatians). Nevertheless, the concept of justification is present through the emphasis on the fact that salvation is attained on the basis of faith alone apart from works (2:8–9). It is also implicit in the bestowal of the “new self,” which has been created according to the likeness of God in true righteousness (4:24). It is something that believers already possess, but is also something that has yet to be fully realized. The overall concept of justification is also touched on through the fact that they have already been sanctified (5:26) and received forgiveness of sins (1:7).


The Struggle with the Powers
 

The theme of conflict with the principalities, powers, and authorities is more pronounced in Ephesians than in any of Paul’s letters. This comes as little surprise when one considers the background of the readers.

In his narrative of the beginnings of the Ephesian church, Luke makes it clear that many believers came from a background of magical practices. In fact, they found it difficult to renounce these spiritist practices until they came under direct conviction from the Lord through the events related to Sceva’s failed exorcism of the demoniac (Acts 19:13–20). The ensuing fear prompted them to bring their magical documents out and burn them. This event illustrates the incredibly powerful pull that these traditional methods of dealing with spirits, curses, the evil eye, and all other forms of spiritual activity had on new believers.

What happened in Ephesus could have taken place in virtually any city of the Roman empire (and beyond) because of the pervasiveness of this kind of magic and folk belief. What made Ephesus unique is that this city had a distinct reputation in antiquity as a place where magical practices flourished. This suggests that believers in the young Christian congregations in and around Ephesus had experience with these sorts of practices. The many new believers who have streamed into the churches since Paul was last there probably also struggled with renouncing these practices and embracing Christ fully.

These practices were reinforced by the renowned Artemis cult and many of the other local cults (such as Hekate worship). Artemis was venerated as a goddess of the underworld with cosmic supremacy. Yet the very goddess they once worshiped, from a Jewish (and now, Christian) perspective, would have been regarded as an idol who was animated by demonic powers (Deut 32:16–17; 1 Cor 10:20; cf. LXX of Pss 96:5 [95:5]; 106:37 [105:37]). All of the means that they had formerly used to protect themselves, their households, their livestock, and their crops from hostile spiritual powers have now been unmasked as evil and contrary to the kingdom of Christ. What could they do to protect themselves against spiritual forces of evil?

Paul eloquently addresses this question in Ephesians. He takes up the theme of the supernatural powers and gives his readers a necessary perspective. As Western readers we must realize that Paul does not deny the existence of these powers or demythologize them. He assumes their reality and gives these believers an alternative way of dealing with them than they were accustomed to through their traditional religions and folk belief practices. There are four essential aspects of Paul’s teaching about the powers:1

(1) The superiority of the power of God and the supremacy of Christ. In contrast to the hostile supernatural realm, Paul eloquently stresses the vastly superior power of the sovereign God and the lordship of Christ over every power in heaven and on earth (see above).

(2) Believers have access to divine power and authority over this realm by virtue of their union with Christ. A major theme in Ephesians is the new identity of believers in Christ (see the next section). Their union and solidarity with Christ enable them to share in his power and authority over evil spirits. This is the basis on which they can fulfill the admonition to “be strong in the Lord … to stand against the strategies of the devil” (6:10–11).

(3) A new perspective on the powers. The Gentile readers had been accustomed to making distinctions between good and evil spirits. They had regarded some spirits as helpful and protective, such as the paredroi spirits called alongside for help and protection. But Paul commends to them only one Spirit (4:4), the Holy Spirit, to dwell in their lives and to empower them. He also depicts the devil as “the ruler of the realm of the air” (2:2), who is powerfully at work in all who have not given their allegiance to Christ. Paul knows that believers will engage in a lifelong struggle with these powers—a struggle that intensifies significantly at certain periods of their lives (i.e., on the “evil day”; 6:13).

Paul uses vocabulary to describe these supernatural powers that associates them with the idolatry that the Ephesians have renounced, such as the worship of Hekate, Artemis, Serapis, and other so-called deities (6:12, esp. “world powers”). He makes it clear that the battle is not against the people associated with these cults or against the physical temples (Paul would have opposed the practices of destroying temples done in subsequent years), but with the supernatural forces that stand behind their worship. Thus, the battle is not against “blood and flesh” (6:12).

(4) A new perspective on the purpose of spiritual power. Believers are called to “be strong in the Lord” and “take up the complete armor of God” so they can stand against the powers of darkness (6:10–18). This is because Satan is ranging his forces against Christians to reassert his dominion over their lives, to destroy the church, and to stop the redemptive mission that Christ is leading in his role as head of the body. The evil one wants to bring believers back under the bondage of sinful behavior and stop their progress toward holy living. Thus, God enables believers so they can resist the supernaturally powerful pull toward unrighteousness and continue in the process of renewal that will lead them “to walk worthily” of their calling (4:1). He likewise gives them grace and strength to build up the church in love (4:16) and to engage in a mission to fill the world with the good news of the gospel of Christ (see below).

(5) God will ultimately subdue all of the rebellious powers through Christ. At the outset of this letter in his poem of praise to God, Paul assures these believers that God will finally subjugate everything in heaven (all the principalities, powers, and authorities) and on earth (all of the ungodly earthly governments and rulers) by asserting Christ’s sovereign reign (1:10).

In spite of the overt emphasis in this letter on the struggle with demonic powers, Paul also reminds his readers that the battle is also with “the flesh” and “the world” (2:2–3). He thus speaks of “flesh” as he does in Gal 5:19 as the inner inclination to evil that is present as a result of indwelling sin. It was a force that once kept them in bondage to sin. Similarly, “the world” once kept humanity imprisoned in culturally and socially dictated patterns of behavior that excluded Christ. Both of these forces remain part of the struggle for believers.


The New Identity of Believers in Christ
 

At the heart of this letter is the message that believers possess an entirely new identity by virtue of their relationship to Jesus Christ. This new identity is the basis for living in a manner that pleases God. Paul is clear that good behavior and the display of Christian virtue are not the basis for acceptance with God; rather, they flow out of the inner transformation that God has already accomplished in the life of every believer. Thus, Paul’s appeal in this letter can be summed up as discover all that you are in Christ Jesus and live your lives on the basis of this new identity.

Paul can aptly summarize this new identity as having been “made … alive with Christ” (2:5). All who put their faith in Jesus Christ effectively participate with him in his resurrection and exaltation (2:6; see above). This participation with Christ in the key salvation events results in a present, vital, and ongoing relationship with him that Paul describes as being “in Christ” (see above). This expression, which Paul uses thirty-four times in Ephesians in its various forms, is Paul’s definition of what it truly means to be a Christian.

Paul therefore calls believers to grow in a new self-understanding based on a new reality permeating every aspect of their lives. By growing in this new self-understanding, believers become aware of the gracious and incredible work of God in their lives, and they are thereby enabled to relinquish destructive patterns of behavior and adopt new ways of thinking and living that reflect the image of their Creator and Savior.

Part of growing in this new self-awareness defined by Christ is taking a sober assessment of where one stood before experiencing God’s merciful redeeming work. Paul paints a bleak picture that leaves no doubt that, left on our own, life is utterly hopeless. Paul says that Gentiles were formerly excluded from citizenship in Israel, which made them unable to participate in God’s covenant arrangement with his people and resulted in living without hope and without God (2:12). The compounding tragedy is that virtually all Gentiles would not have been aware of their plight because they were “darkened in their understanding” and “separated from the life that comes from God” (4:18). The final verdict is that all who are not in Christ—Jew or Gentile—are dead in their transgressions and sins (2:1, 5) and destined to experience the wrath of God (2:3).

But because of God’s mercy and love combined with his power to effect his plan, he has overcome their horrible plight and showered his people with unimaginable blessings (1:3). These benefits are rooted in what God has done for his people in and through Christ and are applied through the Spirit. They reflect the fact that believers are the recipients of God’s grace (1:7–8; 2:5, 7, 8; 4:7), love (1:4; 2:4; 3:17–19; 5:2), mercy (2:4), kindness (2:7), power (1:19; 3:16), and his Spirit (1:14; 4:30). The resulting blessings now define who God’s people are at the core of their identity. They are no longer estranged from God, dead in sin, darkened in their understanding, and objects of God’s wrath, but they are…


• alive with Christ (2:5)


• saved (2:5, 8; 5:23)


• a new creation (2:10; 4:24)


• brought near to God (2:13)


• given access to God (2:18; 3:12)


• profoundly loved (3:17–19; 5:2)


• God’s possession (1:14)


• sealed as God’s property (1:13; 4:30)


• God’s inheritance (1:18)


• God’s heirs (1:14; 3:6; 5:5)


• adopted by God (1:5)


• beloved children (5:1)


• members of God’s kingdom (5:5)


• chosen by God (1:4, 11)


• predestined by God (1:5, 11)


• called by God (1:18; 4:1)


• redeemed (1:7)


• forgiven (1:7; 4:32)


• sanctified (5:26)


• cleansed (5:26)


• saints (1:1, 15, 18; 2:19; 3:8, 18; 4:12; 5:3; 6:18)


• part of the corporate body of Christ (2:15–16; 4:12, 13, 16, 25; 3:6; 5:30)


• members of the household of God (2:19)


• part of the new holy temple that God is building (2:22)


• possessors of the Holy Spirit (1:13–14)


• a dwelling place for Christ (3:17)


• a workmanship of God (2:10)


• light (5:8)


• servants of Christ (6:6)





These blessings are all facets of the new identity believers now possess by virtue of their union and solidarity with Christ. These elements of the new identity are not a form of literary hyperbole to enhance one’s self-concept by positive thinking. They are reality and grounded in the objective work of Christ on our behalf.

The numerous exhortations Paul gives throughout the letter are based on and rooted in the reality of this new identity (see esp. 4:17–24). He not only calls believers to live in conformity with their new identity, but this new identity is what inspires and enables them to live in accordance with God’s call. Paul’s emphasis on the new identity shows that the path to spiritual growth is not simply by exerting moral effort out of one’s own strength. Living the Christian life is a natural outflow of a deep and personal relationship with the risen Christ that drastically changes the way we think, feel, and behave.


The Ethical Obligation of Believers
 

The latter half of the letter is replete with specific ethical guidance for these believers. Paul wants them to rid their lives of vices that characterized their pre-Christian conduct and appropriate the virtues consistent with their new identity in Christ.

In line with his Jewish background, Paul repeatedly uses the term “walk” to characterize their ethical conduct. He begins the second part of the letter with an appeal to them “to walk worthily of the calling to which you were called” (4:1)—a summons that stands like a heading over the latter half of the letter. His reiteration of this appeal in 5:8—“walk as children of light”—reinforces the fact that their motivation and strength for ethical conduct is rooted in their new identity.

For Paul, the goal is to become like God in reflecting his holiness and blamelessness (1:4; 5:27). He expresses the same goal in different terms when he defines Christian growth as a movement toward “the measure of the stature of Christ’s fullness” (4:13) and “grow[ing] into him in every way” (4:15). Not only Christlikeness should be the personal aim of every believer, but every member of the body of Christ should also be working toward helping his or her fellow believers attain the same goal (4:11–16). The corporate dimension of the Christian life demands that we facilitate each other’s growth, even if this means exposing their sin (5:11–14). This growth leads believers to a conformity with “the likeness of God in righteousness and holiness of truth” (4:24).

Paul is explicit about the fact that good deeds and moral excellence do not merit a favor with God that results in his granting salvation (2:8–9). Rather, salvation is an unearned gift, and the new identity that issues from this salvation should prompt believers to become virtuous people. In fact, God created his people for the purpose of doing good works (2:10).

He explains this best in 4:22–24, where he describes Christian growth as a process of taking off “the old self” and putting on “the new self.” On the one hand, this has already happened through identification with the Lord Jesus Christ in his death and resurrection. On the other hand, the actualization of this process still needs to take place in the everyday experience of believers. This is an instance of the “already” and “not yet” tension that is characteristic of Paul’s teaching. Sandwiched between the two metaphors of “taking off” and “putting on” is the appeal for their minds to be renewed by the Spirit (4:23). This underlines that fact that the gift of God’s Spirit is his active and empowering presence to effect an inner change that will result in changed behavior. Once again, this stresses that spiritual growth is not only an exertion of moral effort, but a yielding to the Spirit of God to change us from within.

Paul can also describe this process as learning how to depend on the power of God “to stand” (6:10–13). He uses this image in a context where he teaches that there are hostile supernatural forces at work attempting to thwart the cultivation of moral excellence and the display of Christian virtue. He reassures his readers, however, that they have access to God’s power to enable them to resist temptation, to move forward in a life of good works, and to engage in the mission (6:10–20).

The paramount virtue of the Christian life that Paul calls them to display is love. He expresses this eloquently when he says, “Therefore, be imitators of God as beloved children and walk in love, just as Christ also loved us and gave himself for us as an offering and sacrifice to God for a fragrant aroma” (5:1–2; see also 2:4). This is the ultimate example of love, which should inspire and motivate believers. This virtue should be a defining characteristic of every ministry of the church (4:16).

Beyond this, Paul specifically indicates numerous ungodly and corrupt practices that they should eliminate from their lives. Among these are lying (4:25), excessive anger, bitterness, rage (4:26, 31), sexual immorality (5:3), stealing (4:28), various forms of greed (5:3), drunkenness (5:18), malicious talk (4:31), filthy and coarse talk (4:29; 5:4), and dirty jokes (5:4). This is by no means a comprehensive list; Paul could have pointed out many other areas.

Conversely, he commends to them many virtues that should characterize their lives as Christians who seek to be conformed to the likeness of their holy God. This includes living and speaking the truth (4:15, 24; 5:9; 6:14), righteous behavior (4:24; 6:14), goodness (5:9), kindness (4:32), tenderheartedness (4:32), humility, gentleness, patience, tolerance (4:2), a willingness to forgive (4:32), a thankful spirit (5:4), peacableness that leads toward unity (4:3), a strong work ethic (4:28), and edifying speech (4:29).

In this letter, as he does in Colossians, Paul also includes a set of instructions for the various members of the Christian household, indicating how each person should live within their respective role in a way that pleases God. He thus addresses husbands, wives, children, fathers, slaves, and masters (5:21–6:9).

Thus, Paul affirms that behavioral change is not only possible, but it is part of their divine calling and God’s purpose for them (1:4; 2:10; 4:1). The transformational process begins and continues with a growing realization of their new identity in Christ.


The Church
 

Paul has placed a strong emphasis on teaching about the church in Ephesians. In fact, a number of scholars have thought that this is the main theme of the letter.2

One of the distinctive emphases of Ephesians is his use of “church” ([image: ]) to refer to the totality of local communities of believers (1:22; 3:10, 21; 5:23, 24, 25, 27, 29, 32). This usage is not unusual for Paul; in previous correspondence he used the term “church” to refer to more than one local church (e.g., 1 Cor 1:2; 10:32; Gal 1:13; Phil 3:6). Ephesians differs from his other letters, however, in never using the term “church” to refer to one specific congregation.

This is probably best explained by some of the unique circumstances of the letter. First, there was not one local congregation in Ephesus to whom Paul was writing. There was a multiplicity of house churches scattered throughout this large metropolis. Furthermore, the letter was probably addressed also to a number of churches in villages, towns, and cities within a substantial radius from Ephesus. Second, it is possible that Paul’s emphasis on unity throughout the letter could have led him to prefer using language that helped the readers to conceive the church as a corporate unity, that is, “the church” rather than a group of churches.

This usage of the term “church” is coextensive with Paul’s use of “us” throughout the letter to refer to believers in general, including Paul and the readers. “Church” is thus also closely related to his common way of referring to believers as “saints” and those who are “in Christ.”3 There are four major ways that Paul characterizes the church in Ephesians.

(1) The church is the corporate body of Christ over which he serves as head. “Body” is the most prominent metaphor Paul uses to describe the church throughout this letter. He thus takes up and develops the theme of the church as the body of Christ that he used already in writing to the Romans (Rom 12:3–8) and to the Corinthians (1 Cor 12:12–31). In those letters, he employed this image to give expression to the overall unity of the community of believers while at the same time taking into account their differences. For Paul, the diversity he was concerned about was not ethnic or socioeconomic, but differences in gifting from the Lord.

In Ephesians, he continues to use the metaphor to describe the unity of the diverse members, but here the emphasis is more on the union of Jew and Gentile into the one body (2:15–16; 3:6). Thus, the diversity of the members is seen in terms of their background and ethnic distinctiveness, yet the categories are isolated to Jews and non-Jews because of the salvation-historical importance of Judaism. Nevertheless, part of the importance of Paul’s use of the metaphor is to encourage Jewish and Gentile Christians to live in harmony and unity with one another in the churches of western Asia Minor. Of course, a secondary implication is that the diverse ethnic groups among the Gentiles should also live and minister together in unity (4:3–4).

One of the distinctive developments of Colossians and Ephesians is the representation of Christ as the “head” of the body (see Eph 1:22–23; 4:15; 5:23; Col 1:18a; 2:19). In these passages, Paul stresses that as head of the church, Christ provides the necessary leadership and direction for his people. He is also the supplier, the source of the church’s life energy, for its growth to maturity. The metaphor also points to the intimate connection between Christ and his people, which can only be approximated by the “one flesh” union of husband and wife in marriage (5:30–32).

Paul’s concern in Ephesians is that as a corporate unity, the church might grow and mature. He thus speaks of each member of the body contributing his or her share toward “the building up of the body of Christ” (4:12). The end result he envisions is “a mature corporate body” (4:13).

(2) The church is the new temple and the household of God. In continuity with his earlier letters, Paul describes the church as the new temple of God (1 Cor 3:16–17; 6:19; 2 Cor 6:16). When Paul writes this, the Jerusalem temple is still standing. Yet the salvation-historical importance of the Jerusalem sanctuary has been superseded, and God is constructing a new “holy” temple (2:21). The new covenant temple is a habitation for God that he indwells with his Spirit (2:22).

Just as under the old covenant God filled the temple with his presence (e.g., Isa 6:1; Ezek 43:5; 44:2), he now fills the new covenant temple with his presence. Whereas under the old covenant he filled a structure, under the new he directly fills his people, thus providing them with a greater experience of closeness and empowering. The presence and filling of God under the new covenant come through his Holy Spirit (5:18).

Because the new covenant temple is organic and comprised of people who come into a relationship with God through putting their faith in the work of Christ, the temple is constantly growing and expanding. God is fitting each member into this new temple just as a mason fits a stone into a physical temple (2:21). Christ himself is the “cornerstone” of the temple (2:20) and the apostles and prophets form the foundation (2:20).

Closely related to the temple imagery is Paul’s depiction of the church as “the household of God” (2:19). This term, regularly used to speak of the extended family in Greek and Roman circles, is here used metaphorically to convey a sense of intimacy and closeness that God now experiences with his people in the church. It is consistent with Paul’s description of believers as adopted by God (1:5) and as “beloved children” (5:2).

(3) The church is the bride of Christ. One of the distinctive and touching contributions that Paul makes in Ephesians is the portrayal of the church as the bride of Christ (5:25–27, 28–32). One of the primary meanings that this image conveys is the incredible closeness that exists between Christ and his people. The marriage relationship of a husband and wife is the nearest possible picture that Paul can imagine conveying this intimacy. Thus, after he quotes the final line of Gen 2:24, “the two will become one flesh,” he comments, “this mystery is great, but I am speaking about Christ and the church.”

Paul also uses this image to communicate Christ’s love for the church (5:25) and his active concern to cherish her and provide for her needs (5:29). The church has been set apart just for Christ (5:26) and belongs only to him and no other.

One point of departure from normal husband-wife relationships is that the bridegroom has had to cleanse his own bride and continues to do so until the full consummation of the marriage (5:26–27). His desire to cleanse her required him to give his own life on her behalf so that she could be purified from all of her sin (5:25). His ultimate goal is to present to himself the church as holy and blameless (5:27).

(4) The church is the gifted, empowered, and Spirit-endowed community. Paul begins his letter to the Ephesians by a moving and poetic praise of God, who has blessed his people “with every spiritual blessing” (1:3). The term “spiritual” points to the fact that these blessings are all imparted by the new covenant gift of the Holy Spirit (see Ezek 36:27). God’s gift of the Holy Spirit to every individual who puts their faith in Jesus Christ marks them as God’s property and incorporates them into God’s household (1:13; 4:30; 2:22). It is the work of the Spirit that provides believers with access to God (2:18). As the believing community gathers to worship and praise God and properly orders their lives according to their respective roles, they are filled in greater measure with the Holy Spirit (5:18–21; 3:19). The possession of the Spirit is what marks them as belonging to the church and ultimately as belonging to God.

The church is also the empowered community (6:10). They need to experience supernatural power to resist the influence of the evil one and to live out the imperatives of the gospel of Christ. Thus, through growing in their awareness of their new identity in Christ, by being filled with the Spirit, and by putting on the armor of God, they are divinely strengthened to live out their call to walk worthily of God.

As the gifted community of believers, each member has received from the risen Christ a special manifestation of God’s grace to serve the other members of the community (4:7–16; see also Rom 12:4–8; 1 Cor 12:4–27). The church’s goal is “building up … itself in love” (4:16).

In bringing this discussion of the ecclesiology of Ephesians to a conclusion, we must reflect on Paul’s remarks that touch on the question of the relationship of the church to Israel. One writer has noted that “Ephesians has surrendered the careful distinction between the church and Israel so important to Paul.”4 Others have seen the church represented as a replacement for Israel.5 Both of these solutions overinterpret the evidence. As O’Brien and Hoehner have both stated, the question of the distinction between the church and Israel is neither emphasized nor addressed in Ephesians.6 Paul clearly represents the church as the community of believing Jews and believing Gentiles united into one body in Christ that is distinct from unbelieving Israel. In the limited amount of eschatological teaching Paul gives in Ephesians, he simply does not touch on the role of ethnic Israel in the future or how God may yet fulfill his promises to Israel.

Throughout 2:11–22, Paul is careful to avoid saying that the Gentiles have been added to Israel. What he does teach is that Jews and Gentiles who put their faith in Christ form a new entity that constitutes a “new man” (2:15), “one body” (2:16), and “the household of God.”


The Mission of Paul: Apostle to the Gentiles
 

In a lengthy digression, Paul elaborates on the nature of his apostolic ministry (3:1–13). He stresses that he has been given the special responsibility of administering God’s grace (his saving favor) to the Gentiles (3:2, 7, 8). God revealed to Paul, as he did to all the apostles, his formerly secret plan to extend his favor to the Gentiles through the work of Jesus, the Messiah. This plan involved creating a community consisting of Jews and Gentiles united to Christ and joined to one another. Both groups now have direct and equal access to God through the Lord Jesus Christ.

Because of God’s bestowal of a special grace on Paul to take this message to the Gentiles, he claims special insight into “the mystery,” the saving plan of God disclosed in Christ. Paul finds himself amazed at God’s choice of him to serve in this role since he was formerly a violent persecutor of Christians and thus regards himself as “the least of all the saints” (3:8). Because of this great stewardship, Paul has sought to discharge his duties faithfully and zealously, but he recognizes that he is continuously empowered by God (3:7).

Part of his reason for reflecting on his ministry is that he does not want his readers to be discouraged by his recent imprisonment or see it as the result of some crime; he wants them to know that it was for his service to Christ and his ministry to them, as Gentiles (cf. Acts 21:17–36; Rom 15:14–32).


The Mission of the Church
 

Paul strongly emphasizes in Ephesians taking the good news of God’s redemptive message to a world that has not heard it. He states this imperative in somewhat unusual words in this letter.

At the end of the prayer in Eph 1, Paul says that God has installed Christ as “head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of the one who fills everything in all places” (1:23). Although this verse is notoriously difficult to interpret, it is best understood as expressing the mission of the church. God has filled the church with the power and resources it needs to engage in the worldwide mission.

This mission is described in terms of “filling everything in all places.” The content of the filling is the message of the gospel—the good news that God is rich in mercy and full of love, and that by putting faith in Christ, every sin that once estranged people from God can be forgiven, and that they can now live in a close relationship with God through Christ (2:1–10). Believers live in a relationship of solidarity to Christ who, as head of the church, not only strengthens and empowers the church, but can give guidance and direction to the church as she fulfills her mandate given by the risen Christ (Matt 28:19–20).

Paul reiterates the same teaching using much of the same language in 4:10. There he teaches that Christ ascended on high and gave gifts to people “so that he might fill all things.” Part of the referent of this filling is the proclamation of the gospel throughout the world. One of the gifted people whom Christ gives to his church is the “evangelist” (4:11), who exercises his or her giftedness not only in sharing the gospel, but in “equipping the saints” for this “work of service” in making known the gospel. Similarly, those gifted as “apostles” will not only establish new churches, but will raise up and equip others who are similarly gifted to continue the mission in new areas.

In his delineation of the various pieces of the armor of God, Paul indicates that one of the weapons that every believer needs to put on is a readiness to share the gospel of peace (6:15). The idea here is that every single believer needs to be equipped to share the gospel wherever God may call them. A similar offensive weapon is “the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (6:17). This refers not only to knowing the Word of God to resist temptation and stand firm, but also to aggressively spreading the gospel.

Paul’s goal is for the new covenant temple to increase and grow by seeing more and more living stones added to this organic structure (2:21). The growth of this temple is thus not only intensive (growth in virtue), but extensive (growth in numbers) until it fills the whole world.

Paul’s own reflections on his apostolic ministry and on his own experience awaiting trial in chains are not only informational but inspirational. As a steward of the grace of God, Paul “proclaims the good news of the incomprehensible riches of Christ” (3:2, 8). But this ministry is not his alone. He serves as an example to all believers. Likewise, when he asks the readers to pray for him so that he will have confidence to “make known with boldness the mystery of the gospel” (6:19–20), he establishes an important example for them of how to receive God’s empowering touch when they are intimidated by their circumstances from sharing the awesome news of the gospel.


The Future
 

Because of Paul’s emphasis on the presence of the future in Ephesians through his stress on the present experience of salvation and on the co-resurrection and co-exaltation of believers with Christ, some interpreters have gone so far as to argue that there is no eschatological future in Ephesians,7 or they downplay it to a considerable degree.8 In spite of the emphasis on realized eschatology in Ephesians, there is a substantial amount of eschatological teaching in the letter.

One of the most notable statements that Paul makes is in the introductory blessing, where he declares that in God’s plan for the fullness of times, he will “bring everything under the headship of Christ” (1:10). This includes “everything in heaven” (all spiritual powers) and “everything on earth” (all people and all governments). Some interpreters have even argued that this is Paul’s statement of the main theme of Ephesians.9

This anakephalaiōsis will bring an ultimate resolution to the problem of rebellion against God—a rebellion not only by people, but by the principalities, powers, and authorities. On the day that God accomplishes this, Christ will finally reign supreme and everyone, whether willingly or unwillingly, will have to acknowledge and submit to the lordship of Christ. Although Paul does not explicitly mention the parousia or the day of the Lord, it is conceptually present through his unique accent here on the anakephalaiōsis. This teaching is particularly tailored to assure believers who are concerned about hostile supernatural powers (as well as ungodly governments and rulers) that they will all be called to account and will one day be subservient to the Lord Jesus Christ.

The primary battle has already been fought through the events associated with the cross. God has raised Christ from the dead, seated him at his right hand above all powers, subjected everything under his feet, and appointed him as head over everything (1:20–22). What remains is for this victory to be fully realized in heaven and on earth. Paul assures his readers that Christ has been exalted above every supernatural power not only in the present age, but also in the one to come (1:21). This two-age understanding is typical of Jewish eschatology and the eschatology we find elsewhere in Paul’s teaching. The anakephalaiōsis will mark the end of the present evil age and usher in the new age in all of its fullness and completion.

The subjugation of all powers in the anakephalaiōsis corresponds significantly to “the day of the Lord” teaching in Paul’s other letters (see 1 Thess 5:2–3; 2 Thess 2:2). In the same way that Paul anticipates “the day of God’s wrath” in Rom 2:5, he speaks in Eph 5:6 of “the wrath of God … coming upon the sons of disobedience.” In fact, all who are not in Christ are destined for the coming wrath (2:3).

Another unique and significant feature of the eschatology of Ephesians is the portrayal of the end of the age as the time when Christ will “present to himself the glorious church” as his bride (5:27). This will occur in conjunction with “the redemption of [God’s] possession” (1:14) and the “day of redemption” for which believers have been sealed by the Holy Spirit. This wondrous and glorious relationship with Christ throughout eternity is a significant part of “the inheritance” believers will receive (1:14; 3:6; 5:5). The purified and glorious church—the bride of Christ—will display “the extraordinary riches of his grace … throughout the coming ages” (2:7). This blessed future is the hope of all believers (1:18; 4:4).

Ultimately, Paul looks into the deep future and views it as an unending time in which the Lord Jesus Christ and the church will glorify God (3:21). Because of all that God has planned for us and carried out for us through his Son and his Spirit, he is worthy of all that we can offer to him in service and in praise forever and ever. To the praise of his glory!


1. See my Ephesians: Power and Magic, 167–72.

2. Schnackenburg, Ephesians, 102, makes this claim and explains that “the section 2:11–3:21 holds the whole substance of the author’s theology: an ecclesiology developed from Christology which permeates the whole document theologically.” Many Protestant interpreters have also seen the church as the main theme. For instance, Ellicott, Ephesians, xii, said that Ephesians “was designed to set forth the origin and development of the Church of Christ.” Similarly, Stott, Ephesians, 26, contends that “its central theme is ‘God’s new society’—what it is, how it came into being through Christ, how its origins and nature were revealed to Paul, how it grows through proclamation, how we are to live lives worthy of it, and how one day it will be consummated when Christ presents his bride the church to himself.”

3. Bruce, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians, 238, notes, “the explicit teaching about the church universal in Ephesians is a corollary of Paul’s understanding of the phrase ‘in Christ’ and all that it implies.”

4. Perkins, “Ephesians,” 363.

5. Lincoln, Ephesians, lxiv.

6. O’Brien, Ephesians, 29; Hoehner, Ephesians, 54–55.

7. Most notably, Andreas Lindemann in his monograph, Die Aufhebung der Zeit.

8. See V. Furnish, “Ephesians,” ABD, 2:540, who says, “Of greatest significance, however, is the altered eschatological teaching of Ephesians, which includes no mention of Christ’s expected return.”

9. See, e.g., O’Brien, Ephesians, 58, 219. See also Thielman, Theology, 394–95.
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