
At the start of 2022, the Rt. Rev. David Reed introduced the annual diocesan scripture theme 

from First Thessalonians 5:11, “Encourage one another and build one another up,” “Animaros y 

edificarnos unos a otros.” Linked with this theme is his call to study Ephesians and Philippians in 

2022.  

During Pre-Council meetings, Bishop Reed shared the following reflection about these two 

letters: 

“Paul’s beautiful descriptions of the essential nature of the church renews hope and calls 

on us to look higher, to remember God’s purposes in the midst of our daily work. The 

letters also speak to churches that are threatened by outside forces, by things beyond their 

control. They recall us to trust in the living Christ who gives us strength to resist despair. 

Both letters echo our theme of building up.” 

In light of Bishop Reed’s recommendation to read the books of Ephesians and Philippians, the 

Christian Formation Committee is re-releasing two lesson plans for adult study, written by the 

Rev. Dr. Jane Lancaster Patterson and the Rev. Dr. John G. Lewis to help formation classes 

study these texts. These studies were originally written in 2011 and 2013 for congregations in the 

Diocese of West Texas.  

For assistance with these lessons or more Ephesians and Philippians resources for all ages email 

Suzanna Green at formation@dwtx.org or visit the diocesan Adult Formation webpage and the 

Children & Youth Formation webpage, online at www.dwtx.org/resources.   

For even more content and resources follow Christian Formation on Facebook, at 

www.fb.com/DWTXChristianFormation. 

The Diocese thanks Christ Church, Laredo for providing a Spanish translation for this study, 
which is available online, at dwtx.org.

mailto:formation@dwtx.org
http://www.dwtx.org/resources
https://www.facebook.com/DWTXChristianFormation
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�“Rooted and Grounded in Love�”
A Study of the Letter to the Ephesians

Diocese of West Texas
Spring & Fall 2011

General Introduction

OVER THE PAST TWO YEARS, Bishop Lillibridge has invited us to study three
letters authored by the apostle Paul (Romans, Galatians, and First
Thessalonians) that addressed concrete issues arising in some of
Christianity�’s oldest identifiable churches. During these studies, we
discovered the many different ways that Paul reflected theologically on
some of the most difficult issues in daily life among the members of
fledgling congregations in the early decades after the death and
resurrection of Jesus.

For 2011, Bishop Lillibridge has invited the Diocese of West Texas to read
and study the Letter to the Ephesians. This letter offers us an opportunity
to read, study, and reflect on a different kind of letter in the New
Testament canon. As we will discover, Ephesians does not address specific
issues arising in a particular church. Instead, the letter offers important
insights into what God has accomplished for the entire world in the person
of Christ and what it means for us to grow into the full stature of Christ in
the midst of a culture that tempts us to worship many idols and ideologies
that are not of God. The letter invites us to reflect together on the ways that
Jesus Christ unites all humanity and the part each of us plays in that
divinely ordained process. Ephesians beckons us to consider our role as
Christians in the global community that God loves and for which Christ
died.
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In our prior studies, we have also noted repeatedly that, for Paul, �“church�”
refers to a particular congregation of men and women who follow Jesus in
a specific city in the Roman Empire. Ephesians, on the other hand, provides
us with a universal view of the church that transcends any particular local
group. Consequently, during our study, we will also seek concrete ways to
imagine what it means to be part of a cosmic rather than local church.

In addition to this general introduction, our study will consist of a
historical introduction to Ephesians and eleven reflection sessions on the
letter. The following is an outline of the specific sessions:

SESSION ONE
The Mystery of God Revealed in Christ: Characterizing �“God�’s Plan�”

Ephesians 1:1 14

SESSION TWO
A Prayer and the �“Message�” of the Letter

Ephesians 1:15 23

SESSION THREE
Being Created in Christ Jesus

Ephesians 2:1 10

SESSION FOUR
All Humanity Reconciled Through the Cross

Ephesians 2:11 22

SESSION FIVE
Paul�’s Gospel: The Mystery of Gentile Inclusion

Ephesians 3:1 13
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SESSION SIX
A Prayer for the Ephesians: Being Rooted and Grounded in Love

Ephesians 3:14 21

SESSION SEVEN
Unity and Variety: Walking Worthily of Our Calling

Ephesians 4:1 16

SESSION EIGHT
Walking Worthily of Christ and Not the World

Ephesians 4:17 32

SESSION NINE
Imitating God by Walking in Love as Christ Loved Us

Ephesians 5:1 21

SESSION TEN
Relationships in the 1st Century Christian Household

Ephesians 5:22 6:9

SESSION ELEVEN
How to Be Strong in Faith

Ephesians 6:10 24

The Study of Ephesians

Our goal in this study is to enable us to read and study Ephesians in ways
that challenge us to imagine new possibilities for our lives. To accomplish
this we will try to experience Ephesians as those first Christians would
have heard it. Instead of assuming we already know the meaning of the
letter or a particular passage, we will try to discover its many layers of
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meaning as we encounter the unfolding argument through a sequential
reading of the letter from start to finish. We will read closely and pay
attention to particular words and phrases that appear at important points
throughout the letter.

Overview of the Sessions

As in past years�’ studies, we will read and reflect on Ephesians in sequence
from start to finish. We will follow the same format for each of the eleven
study and reflection sessions.

FIRST, we will provide a section called �“A Translation for Study, with
Commentary.�”

 This section will offer our own translation of the original Greek text,
followed by any relevant notes on the translations, and short
commentary interpreting the passage.

 As with our studies of the past two years, our translations are not
written for smooth reading in English, but to �“unpack�” the meaning
of each passage as best we can.

 Where we comment on particular Greek terms used, the Greek word
will be included inside brackets in the translation. All technicalities of
Greek grammar will be set aside in this connection, with only the
dictionary form of the relevant Greek word inside the brackets.

 All of these tools are spread out here for you to use in working
toward your own understanding of the letter for your path of
faithfulness in the context where you live. Our translations and
interpretations are the fruit of our own wrestling with the text. But
where you read it, with perhaps a small group of other Christians,
Christ will also be in the midst of you, as he promised.

SECOND, following the translation and commentary, the study provides
some reflection questions to help you focus on how the text might shape
your own life in community and your discipleship in daily life.
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 These study sessions are designed for use by individuals, small
groups, and classes.

 We invite you to compare our translations of the Greek texts with
those in your favorite version of the Bible. This kind of comparison
often raises additional questions your group might like to discuss.

In carrying out the study, we suggest that you use an entire week to

work carefully through the passage for a single session, working on the

questions for reflection toward the end of the week. Then gather with a

small group to share the fruits of your study, to raise questions, to

encourage one another, and to encounter Christ among you in holy

conversation.

This diocesan study does not require the purchase or use of any other
books or written materials. However, our studies are written in
conversation with three books: Pheme Perkins, Ephesians (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1997); Charles H. Talbert, Ephesians and Colossians (Paideia
Commentaries on the New Testament, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic
Press, 2007); and Margaret Y. MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians (Sacra
Pagina Series, Collegeville, MN: 2000). These books are readily available
through Amazon.com or by order through a local bookseller. The Perkins
book is written specifically for use by seminarians and clergy, but we
believe it is also accessible to a wider audience. The books by Talbert and
MacDonald are written for use by seminarians, clergy, and advanced
academicians and may be less beneficial to your study group. Specific
references in this study to quotations from Perkins, Talbert, or MacDonald
will be designated by the author�’s name, followed by the page number (for
example: Perkins, 1).
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Introduction to the Letter to the Ephesians

Historical Background

The location of the letter�’s recipients, its occasion, and dating. The phrase
�“in Ephesus�” (1:1), describing the location of the letter�’s recipients, does not
occur in many of the earliest and most important manuscripts of the letter.

 Since the letter�’s recipients don�’t seem to know Paul (Ephesians
1:15; 3:2), it is unlikely that the letter was written to Christians in
Ephesus, where Paul was present at times during the course of his
ministry (see 1 Corinthians 15:32).

 Because Ephesians bears a close resemblance to what we find in the
letter to the Colossians, and given that letter�’s links to the other cities
of the Lycus River Valley (Laodicea and Hierapolis), most scholars
nevertheless think that the cities of western Asia Minor (modern day
Turkey) provide the setting for the letter�’s composition and influence.

 By the end of the 1st century CE, Ephesians was known, used and
revered in other early Christian literature by authors such as Ignatius
of Antioch and Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna. Consequently,most
scholars date the letter to the latter half of the 1st century CE,
possibly as late as 80 100 CE.

Unlike most New Testament epistles, Ephesians is not written to address
specific issues in a particular location. Over the last two years of our
diocesan biblical studies, we have seen how Paul�’s letters to the Romans,
Galatians, and Thessalonians were written to address concrete, on the
ground issues in those churches. More specifically, in Romans and
Galatians, we observed that Paul was writing to address issues arising
between Jewish and Gentile followers of Jesus (such as male circumcision
and the applicability of the Jewish food laws).
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Ephesians contains no evidence of any conflict over such Jewish
Christian practices. Therefore, many scholars conclude that this letter is
written to a congregation of Gentiles (see Ephesians 2:11) that does not
include an active Jewish Christian group. The letter appears to be written,
however, to remind its Gentile audience to hang on to their Jewish roots
in these cities of Asia Minor, where the Jewish communities may have
had greater social strength and prestige than their new offshoot
Christian sect (Perkins, 32).

The purpose of the letter within its historical context. Thus, rather than
addressing specific issues in particular congregations, Ephesians has a
different purpose from earlier letters we�’ve studied. Ephesians attempts to
shape and reinforce Christian identity and to promote Christian growth
within the context of the issues and concerns associated with Gentile
converts influenced by the general cultural ethos of western Asia Minor. It
was probably written as an �“encyclical�” letter intended to be read in
several churches, much like 1 Peter and the book of Revelation
(MacDonald, 193).

Ephesians shapes Christian identity and promotes Christian growth by
addressing topics that reflect aspects of the wider culture.

 The audience of this letter would have recognized certain cultural,
intellectual and religious themes common in Greco Roman society.

 The author of the letter appropriates and transforms these themes,
however, to shape and reinforce Christian character and behavior.

As Charles Talbert has suggested in his commentary on Ephesians (pp. 17
27, and see the General Introduction to this study for more details), there
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are certain themes we should pay close attention to as we work our way
through the letter. These include:

Unity
 Mediterranean peoples saw Alexander the Great (4th century BCE)
and the later Caesars of Rome as great unifiers, men whose political
and military successes brought peace and united people of disparate
social, religious, and political backgrounds.

 They accomplished this by crushing factionalism and establishing
one powerful rule over all.

 Those who heard the letter to the Ephesians would recognize its
theme of the reunification of the cosmos in Christ as a powerful
alternative message to the imperial propaganda that promoted the
emperors as the uniting force in the culture.

Hostile powers
 Almost everyone in the ancient world believed that the way they
lived was controlled by stars, gods, and magic, and most deities
offered protection from the oppression associated with these other
gods and forces.

 Against this backdrop, those who heard Ephesians would surely
note its promise of deliverance from evil powers for those who are
rooted and grounded in love and wearing the full armor of God.

Benefaction
 People of the ancient world were surrounded by honorific public
inscriptions and sculptures that reminded them of those whose
benefactions supported their city and to whom they owed the duties
of gratitude and honor.

 In this setting, Ephesians portrays God as the divine benefactor
who calls forth from the people responses of praise, worship, and
walking in a new way of life in the world.
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Loose living and disorderly worship
 Roman historians regularly comment on the debauchery associated
with the practices of religious and social cults in the ancient Gentile
world.

 Against this background, Gentile converts hearing Ephesians
would recognize that they were being reeducated and resocialized
into a new way of living in the world.

Households
 The household was the basic social unit of the Roman empire and the
health of the household was a measure of the health of the state;
consequently, there was a science associated with household
management.

 Manuals on household management generally included four subjects:
money, slaves, the wife, and children.

 The counsel on household management given in Ephesians is not
utterly distinct from that of the surrounding culture, though it has
been drawn into the grand cosmological vision of God�’s plan in
Christ that the author is developing.

Authorship
Is Paul really the author of the letter? The issue of determining the letter�’s
authorship is a complex process that involves linguistic, stylistic,
grammatical, and theological considerations. A majority of scholars now
conclude that someone other than the apostle Paul wrote Ephesians. This is
based on several factors.

First, some of the theological perspectives expressed in Ephesians seem
to differ from those expressed by Paul in what are generally recognized
as his �“authentic�” letters (those unquestionably authored by Paul:
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Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians and
Philemon).

 For instance, for Paul baptism is dying with Christ and resurrection of
believers is a future occurrence (Romans 6).

 In Ephesians, however, baptism is the raising up with Christ of those
who �“were dead through trespasses and sins�” (Ephesians 2:1, 4 6).

 Similarly, for Paul both �“church�” and the �“body of Christ�” always
refer to local congregations (see 1 Corinthians 1:2; 2 Corinthians 1:1;
Galatians 1:22; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; Philemon 2).

 In Ephesians, however, the vision of the �“church�” is always seen as
universal and cosmic rather than local (see Ephesians 1:22 23; 3:9 10;
3:21; 4:12 13; 5:23 32).

 Similarly, in Ephesians, the �“body of Christ�” is also cosmic and
universal �– a heavenly reality in which God unites all things �– rather
than Paul�’s metaphor of the body that orders the concrete details of
everyday life in a particular church community (see 1 Corinthians 12;
Romans 12).

Second, Ephesians lacks characteristic terms used regularly by Paul �–
like sin, law, promise, righteousness / justification �– and it says nothing
about Christ�’s victory over sin, law and death (Talbert, 10).

 Instead, Ephesians emphasizes Christ�’s triumph over cosmic powers.
Ephesians also contains many words that cannot be found in Paul�’s
�“authentic�” letters.

 It calls on believers to imitate God (Ephesians 5:1), whereas Paul
usually calls for believers to imitate him, as he in turn imitates Christ
(see 1 Corinthians 11:1; Philippians 3:17).

Third, the letter lacks the personal greetings to its recipients that are
characteristic of Paul, and the letter�’s recipients apparently don�’t even
know the sender of the letter (Ephesians 1:15; 3:2).

 Ephesians even seems to look back to the era of the apostles and
prophets (MacDonald, 16) upon which the church was first built
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(Ephesians 2:20), which may imply it was written after the lives and
ministries of Paul and the other original apostles.

 The letter seems to constitute a summary of Paul�’s teaching
addressed to a much broader social context than any of Paul�’s
�“authentic�” letters.

Based on these and other considerations, most scholars

conclude that the letter was written not by Paul, but one or

more members of Paul�’s circle of influence, a student of

Paul�’s teaching and letters, and that one of its principal

purposes is to provide guidance for new Gentile Christians

on the meaning of Paul�’s teaching in a new era.

Is it dishonest for someone else to write a letter in the name of �“Paul�”?
 Many contemporary readers might characterize this practice as
�“forgery.�”

 In the ancient world, however, �“the practice of writing in the name of
one�’s teacher was not only a way to honor the teacher, but also to
acknowledge the teacher as the source of the ideas [in the later
writing]. We might even say it was the moral equivalent of our
modern footnote system�” (Talbert, 9 10).

Even though we have concluded that Ephesians was not
written by the apostle Paul, who wrote the seven letters listed
above, throughout this study of Ephesians we will refer to the
author of the letter as Paul, in order to avoid awkward
references to �“the author�” of the letter. But we hope that you
will be comparing what you read here with what you know of
the apostle�’s work in his other letters.
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With this historical background, we are now ready to travel back in time to
the latter part of first century, to the region of Asia Minor and its churches,
which, for the most part, were filled with new Gentile converts seeking a
new identity in Christ and a new way of living in the world that protected
them from the cosmic powers that opposed God�’s reign in the world.

For Further Reflection

When and how did you get your first Bible? Did someone special give it to
you? What did it mean to you then? How did you use the Bible at that
time? How has your use of the Bible changed over the years?

The Catechism of the Book of Common Prayer addresses some questions
pertinent to our study of Ephesians: �“What is the New Testament? The New
Testament consists of books written by the people of the New Covenant,
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, to set forth the life and teachings of
Jesus and to proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom for all people.Why
do we call the Holy Scriptures the Word of God?We call them the Word of God
because God inspired their human authors and because God still speaks to
us through the Bible�” (p. 853).

The letter to the Ephesians is designed to shape Christian identity

and establish a community ethos among new Gentile converts in

a Jewish sect that proclaimed Jesus as the Jewish messiah, whose

death and resurrection reconciled all humanity by tearing down

the walls of hostility that once separated Jews from Gentiles.
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What is the significance of acknowledging that the New Testament was
written by human authors inspired by God? How does that differ from
saying that the New Testament was written by God?

The New Testament is a collection of 27 different writings by diverse
authors for diverse purposes and for use by diverse communities at
different times. It is sometimes referred to as a �“library.�” What are some of
the ramifications of understanding the Bible as a diverse collection of
writings compiled over time, rather than a single writing? How do these
facts about the New Testament�’s composition affect the sense of a question
like, �“what does the New Testament say about_____?�”
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SESSION ONE
The Mystery of God Revealed in Christ:

Characterizing �“God�’s Plan�”

Ephesians 1:1 14

A Translation for Study of Ephesians 1:1 2

Eph 1:1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,
To the saints who are in Ephesus and faithful in Christ Jesus:
[or: to the saints, who are also faithful in Christ Jesus]:
2 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Commentary on Ephesians 1:1 2

We are all �“saints�”! The �“saints�” (literally, �“holy ones�”) are all those who
have been set apart as members of the people of God by virtue of their
commitment to follow Jesus Christ.

 �“Saints�” is a common phrase used by Paul throughout the authentic
letters and by those in Paul�’s circle of influence who later write in his
name (as with this letter).

 In Paul�’s circle, ALL of us are �“saints�” who follow Christ as Lord!

These �“saints�” are also �“faithful.�”With this additional characterization,
Paul briefly alludes to one of the letter�’s central themes.
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 As noted in the Introduction to Ephesians, the letter�’s purpose is to
shape and reinforce Christian identity, and to promote the Christian
growth of Gentile converts.

 For Gentiles who have recently left behind the polytheistic and
hedonistic culture of the Greco Roman world in order to follow
Christ, steadfast faithfulness to living the ways of Christ is essential.

 Later, in Ephesians 4:17 24, Paul reminds the letter�’s recipients more
specifically that they must no longer live as Gentiles, with a darkened
mind and hardness of heart, but they must be renewed in mind and
spirit by clothing themselves with the new self (Christ) created
according to the likeness of God in true justice and holiness.

Translation of Ephesians 1:3 8

1:3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has
blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly realms in Christ,
4 just as he chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be
holy and blameless before him in love. 5 He destined us for adoption as
his sons through Jesus Christ, according to the good pleasure of his will,
6 to the praise of his glorious grace that he freely graced upon us in the
beloved one. 7 In him we have redemption through his blood, the
forgiveness of trespasses, according to the riches of his grace 8 which he
lavished on us.

Commentary on Ephesians 1:3 8a

In Greek, Eph 1:3 14 is one long sentence �– the longest sentence in the New
Testament! To facilitate easier reading and study, we have divided it into a
series of more digestible sentences.

A Jewish berakah, or �“blessing.�”Most scholars agree that this section of
the letter takes the form of a traditional Jewish berakah, a way of �“blessing�”
God that is frequently found in liturgical settings.
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 This berakah blesses God for God�’s intimate involvement with human
beings from before the time of creation through the historical events
of human redemption and forgiveness wrought by Christ.

 Remnants of this tradition are to be found in the close of the Prayer
Book service of Morning Prayer (�“Let us bless the Lord�”) and the
opening of the Eucharist (�“Blessed be God, Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit�”).

 As noted in the Introduction to Ephesians, the people of the 1st
century CE world were steeped in the culture of benefaction:
dutifully offering the praise they owe as the appropriate response to
their benefactors, whose generosity undergirds their common life.

Paul says God is the ultimate benefactor of everything important in life.
God has blessed those �“in Christ�” with �“every spiritual blessing,�” not just
the partial blessings received from human benefactors (see Perkins, 37), and
they include:

 Being destined by God for adoption as �“sons�” through Christ (1:5).
Note that, in the ancient world, it is the son�’s role to carry forth
faithfully the business of his father.

 Receiving God�’s power (�“grace�”) that has been poured out on
humanity in the beloved one, who is Christ (1:6).

 Experiencing redemption and forgiveness in Christ, through the
power of God (1:7).

These spiritual blessings in Christ originate �“in the heavenly realms.�”
In this phrase unique to Ephesians, Paul acknowledges that there are other
dimensions of reality beyond the purely material world of human
existence.

 In the cosmologies of the 1st century CE, human life on earth was
separated from the purely divine realm by multiple, intermediate
�“heavenly realms.�”

 In these intermediate heavenly realms both good and evil forces
exercise their power to bring life and peace, or chaos and destruction,
to human existence on earth (see Ephesians 1:20; 3:10; 6:12).



4 
 

 According to the logic that underlies 1:3 8, through Christ, God has
blessed humans with the divine power (Paul uses �“grace�” to
characterize the life giving power of God) that works for good in the
�“heavenly realms,�” so humans can now participate with God in the
material world on the side of good in the cosmic struggle against evil.

 Over the course of the letter, Paul will articulate how humans
actually participate in this cosmic warfare as citizens of the �“heavenly
realms�” that are �“in Christ.�”

Humans are holy and blameless before God �“in love�” (1:4).
 Active love is an essential aspect of God (2:4) and Christ (3:19; 5:2).
 Active love is also the divine quality in which all believers are rooted
and grounded (3:17 19; see also 1:15; 4:2, 15, 16; 5:2, 25, 28, 33; 6:23,
24).

 When Paul says God chose �“us�” in Christ before the foundation of
the world to be holy and blameless in love (1:4), he is not making a
statement about God�’s exclusion of other humans, but establishing
love as the basis for all human holiness and blamelessness before God.

Translation of Ephesians 1:8b 14

With all wisdom and insight, 9 he [God] has made known to us the
mystery of his will, according to his good pleasure that he set forth in
Christ, 10 as a plan [oikonomia] for the fullness of time, to gather up
[anakephalaio ] all things under the headship of Christ the things in
the heavenly realms and the things on earth in him, 11 in whom also we
were chosen, having been destined according to the purpose of the one
who accomplishes all things according to his counsel and will, 12 so that
we, who were the first to set our hope in Christ, might live for the praise
of his glory. 13 In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the
good news of your salvation, you also believed, and were sealed with the
Holy Spirit of the promise, 14 which is the guarantee of our inheritance,
toward a redemption of the possession, to the praise of his glory.
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Commentary on Ephesians 1:8b 14

In Christ, God reveals the mystery of his �“plan�” for the completion of his
purposes. In 1:8b 10a, Paul points to Christ as the source for how we know
God�’s vision for the completion of God�’s purposes for the cosmos.

 Until now, says Paul, God�’s will for the world has been a mystery.
 In Christ, however, that mystery is now revealed for all to see.
 In the ancient world, the Greek word oikonomia (lit., �‘a law of the
household�’), translated in v. 10 as God�’s �“plan,�” usually referred to
�“the management or administration of a house or city�” (MacDonald,
202). This is the Greek word from which we get our word, �‘economy.�’

 In v. 10, Paul�’s phrase �“the fullness of time�” refers to �“the fulfillment
of God�’s eternal purposes�” for the cosmos (MacDonald, 202).

 In these verses, Paul is suggesting that the ways of Christ, now made
known in the world, establish the divine and human guidelines for
how the entire world should be managed and administered to
accomplish God�’s purposes.

God�’s will is to unite all things in the heavenly realms and on earth in
Christ. As noted in the Introduction to Ephesians, people in the 1st century
CE world were inundated with imperial propaganda that characterized the
Roman emperors as the great unifiers of the world.

 In v. 10, we have translated the Greek verb anakephalaio �”to gather
up under the headship�” of Christ. The use of the verb here anticipates
1:22, where God makes Christ the head over all, but also challenges
the emperors�’ effectiveness as unifiers. The world can be truly unified
only under its proper head, who is Christ.

 Paul�’s message is simple: the emperors do not unite the world
through their ways of violence and oppression, but it is God, in
Christ, who unites the world through the ways of love.
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 In other words, God unites the entire universe �– the material world
and the heavenly realms �– when the world is managed and
administered according to the ways of Christ, the ways of love.

To set our hope in Christ is to participate with God in uniting the world.
 As Jews, Paul and his disciples (the �“we�” of v. 12) are the first to set
their hope in Christ.

 Now, however, through the teaching of Paul and his disciples,
Gentiles, too, have come to believe in Christ and are being sealed
with the Holy Spirit and receiving the promise of new life in Christ.

For Further Reflection

Many of us speak of important people in our lives as �“saints.�” To the
author of Ephesians, saints are all those who are truly trying to live
faithfully in the patterns of Christ. What are some of the important
qualities associated the �“saints�” in your life? For Paul, the calling to be a
saint is common to all Christians. Do you think that this is still a common
understanding? Is there anything we would need to change in how we live
together as a church, if we were determined to be a full community of
saints?

The word saint (or �‘holy one�’) means a person who has been called apart.
In what ways are all Christians called outside of the wider culture? Can
you tell about a time in your life when you intentionally turned away from
some of values and practices of our culture to embrace the ways of Christ
that were different?

We have some clues in verses 1:3 5 about what it means to have received
�“every spiritual blessing.�” Receiving God�’s blessing is intimately related to
the fact that we have been chosen in Christ to be holy and blameless in
love, to be God�’s adopted �“sons,�” who carry out God�’s powerful work of
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love in the world. Have you had an experience of this kind of �“spiritual
blessing,�” in which you felt empowered to carry out Christ�’s work of love
beyond your own natural capacities? What are some ways you praise God
and give thanks for such blessings?

In Ephesians 1:8b 14, Paul claims that the entire world should be managed
and administered according to the ways of Christ. How would Christ�’s
�“household management�” of the world differ from the ways we
customarily manage the world? Consider this question from the micro
level (you) to the macro level (the nations of the world).

What is the difference between simply uniting people and uniting us under
the headship of Christ? What does Christ�’s headship have to say about
how we treat one another? If such a profound unity is God�’s ultimate plan
for the cosmos, can you point to places where that plan is taking shape?
What sorts of actions interfere with God�’s plan? Is your church a place
where the headship of Christ has practical consequences for your role in
your community?
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SESSION TWO
A Prayer for the Ephesians

Ephesians 1:15 23

A Translation for Study

1:15 So I, too, having heard of the faith in the Lord Jesus which you have
among you, and your love toward all the saints, 16 do not cease in giving
thanks for you, making mention of you in all my prayers, 17 that the God
of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of Glory, may give you a spirit of
wisdom and revelation in a fuller knowledge of him, 18 so that, with the
eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope of his
calling, what is the wealth of the glory of his inheritance among the
saints, 19 and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power unto us,
who believe in accordance with the working of the might of his strength,
20 which he exerted in Christ, having raised him from among the dead,
and having seated him on his right side in the heavenly realms, 21 far
above all rule and authority and power and lordship and every name
being named, not only in this age but in the coming one; 22 And he has
put all things under his feet and gave him as head over all things for the
church, 23 which is his body, the fullness of the one who fills all in all.
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Commentary

How does one gain traction in a passage like this, eight grandiose verses
that form one, long run on sentence?

 These are the sentences for which Paul gets a bad reputation among
lay readers who must study a passage like this very carefully before
attempting to read it before the congregation on a Sunday morning!

 You may recall from the introduction that these very long sentences
and the florid style of writing are actually two of the markers that
this letter is not by the apostle Paul.

One way to begin with such a complex passage is to grasp the author�’s
cosmology first, and then to work out the details from there.
Paul is attempting, through his prayer for the Ephesians, to help them see
their significant place in the grand scheme of redemption that God is
working. You might also want to take a look at Colossians 1:3 20, which
has some significant points of comparison and of difference with this
passage.

But first: a word about metaphor. The author of the passage�—and you,
and I�—have never seen God. God is the very name we give to what cannot
even be named, the very ground and cause of all that exists, and the power
that holds it all in existence.

Metaphors are our customary way of talking about God, using aspects of
the world we know, and relationships we know, to talk about what we
cannot know directly, but only by the effects of God�’s actions in our lives.

 Far from being a cop out, or just a tricky turn of phrase, metaphors
are essential for all human thought that takes us from what we know
into areas that we do not yet know or cannot completely know.

 For instance, in the world of scientific invention, if people had not
begun to speak of electricity in terms derived from water (e.g.,
current, flow, etc.), electricity would have remained an unusable
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force. The metaphors, while not exact, permitted people to anticipate
what electricity would do in a given situation.

The author of Ephesians uses many grand metaphors to help us visualize
and make real for ourselves the glory of God.

 Like Michelangelo�’s frescoes on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel,
these metaphors are intended to inspire us with awe, to fill our souls
with images of light and color and majesty that go beyond anything
we might actually have seen on earth, a glimpse into the spiritual
realm where everything is more intense.

 Such penetrating images are perhaps the kind of thing the author is
referring to when he prays that the �“eyes of your hearts may be
enlightened�” (verse 18) and that �“God will give you a spirit of
wisdom and revelation in a fuller knowledge of him�” (verse 17). This
kind of enlightenment and power of understanding came, more and
more in the second century, to comprise one of the key benefits of
baptism, and it is not unrelated to the prayer in the Community Rule
(of the Dead Sea Scrolls): �“May he illuminate your heart with the
discernment of life and grace you with eternal knowledge.�” Note
that, in Ephesians, it is also possible to lose that enlightenment and
the community is warned about engaging in activities that could
return a person to darkness and lack of understanding (4:17 32).

 Creative metaphors open up a channel for knowledge in us that
otherwise remains blocked by our physical and cognitive limitations
as humans.

 The metaphors of Ephesians open up the world to its full revelatory
extent: in time and space and every possible spiritual dimension. For
this reason, you may notice very vivid language that reminds you of
the prophets, or of the book of Daniel, or of Revelation. Ephesians
consciously makes use of this revelatory language and style.

So, how isGod described here?
 Note first of all, that God is the source of all power. Power is God�’s
overriding attribute, a power for life, beauty, harmony, for all that is
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truly good. Glory is, in some cases here, another way of speaking
about the power of God.

 God is �“the God of our Lord Jesus Christ,�” the �“father of glory�”
(verse 17).

 The power of God was made known most clearly through the raising
of Jesus from the dead, and his exaltation, metaphorically, at God�’s
right hand side, as a kind of vice regent in the spiritual dimension
(�“heavenly realms�”) (verse 20).

 At the right side of God, Christ has been given authority over every
other so called �“rule and authority and power and lordship�” (verse
21).

How do we fit in the picture?
 While verse 15 may be mainly conventional, the author uses the
Ephesians�’ acts of love �“toward all the saints�” as evidence of their
�“faith in the Lord Jesus.�” Prayers are a convention of this form of
epistle, but what is important to note here is what the author has
done, through the prayer itself, to make important foundational
statements about God, Christ, and those who say that they believe in
Christ.

 Those who believe in Jesus, and who live accordingly, are channels
for the power of God in the world: �“�…what is the immeasurable
greatness of his power unto us, who believe�…�” (verse 19).

 In another image, the author likens the church to the body of Christ,
stretching from the heavenly realms all the way down to earth, filling
it with Christ�’s own being (verse 23).

 This high sense of what it means to be a part of the Church is what
undergirds the threefold petition: so that, �“with the eyes of your
heart enlightened, you may know (1) what is the hope of his calling,
(2) what is the wealth of the glory of his inheritance among the saints,
and (3) what is the immeasurable greatness of his power unto us,
who believe�…�” (verses 18 19, with numbers added).

 Because the author has opened up the heavenly realms for the
hearers of the letter to see the ineffable majesty of God, he hopes that
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they will understand more deeply and seriously their calling in the
world, as believers. Believers are the inheritors of a great weight of
glory, and people who believe might exercise a force for good in the
world beyond imagination, if they would only truly grasp that
calling, and live in such a way as to maximize God�’s work in and
through them.

 It is clear from what is said above that belief (pistis) is not simply
mental assent to what God has done in Christ, but the willingness to
be an instrument of the power of God in one�’s own context.

For Further Reflection

The author has a very grand vision of how believers in Christ might
channel the power of God on earth. What do you wish that the power of
God could accomplish for our world? Can you name places where the
church is truly acting as God�’s instrument to accomplish what you wish
for? Can you name places where the church seems to have lost a sense for
the seriousness of its calling, or is failing to be the instrument it might be
for good?

It is interesting to see that the wide angle view the author has taken does
not diminish the importance of each detail of God�’s cosmos. What does
such a majestic view of the whole cosmos suggest about how we should
treat the world around us? Can you tell a story about someone you know
who treats the world with a �“spirit of wisdom�” and with �“the eyes of his or
her heart enlightened�”?

In your own words, what is �“the hope to which [God] has called you�”
(verse 18)? Name at least one thing this side of resurrection that is a part of
this hope to which you are called.
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How are our callings as human beings (verse 18) related to the power of
God?

Many scholars have seen in verses 20 23 the beginnings of a Christian
creed, long before there was any doctrine of the Trinity. A creed functions
as a kind of �“true north�” for a believer, the place from which all navigating
may be done. If this were a creed for you, what would these verses mean for
the navigation of your life?

The final image, in 1:23, stresses that Christ fills all in all. In other words,
the most complete image of what God has done in Christ does not set
people over against one another, but rather unites them. Can you tell a
story about someone you have seen in the last week whose way of life is a
witness to being such a unifier? Paul will also warn the community about
ways in which they must stand apart from their neighbors, but it is
important to see that his overall vision is of complete, cosmic unity in
Christ. How the two go together is a conundrum, but one that we also face
in our own world. Do you think that God is working out this unity by
making more Christians, or by fostering the patterns of life that Christ
exhibited on earth (mercy, justice, righteousness, care for the poor, etc.),
wherever they show up?



�“Rooted and Grounded in Love�”

A Study of the Letter to the Ephesians

Diocese of West Texas
Spring & Fall 2011

SESSION THREE
Being Created in Christ Jesus

Ephesians 2:1 10

A Translation for Study

Ephesians 2:1 And you, being dead in your trespasses and sins, 2 in
which formerly you walked [peripate ] following the age of this world,
following the ruler of the authority of the air, the spirit now working
among the sons of disobedience, 3 among whom also we formerly
conducted ourselves in the passions of our flesh, doing the will of our
flesh and reasonings, and we were by nature children of wrath, like
everyone else.

Commentary

We must use our imaginations in order to hear the strange language of 1st
century cosmology and Jewish apocalyptic views. As we noted in Session
One, according to the cosmological views of the 1st century world, human
life on earth was separated spatially from the purely divine realm by
multiple, intermediate �“heavenly realms.�”

 It is important to note that the expression �“heavenly realms�” here �“is
not identical�…to the view of heaven that later came to be accepted in
Christianity, for the heavenly places contain evil forces that can still
trouble the life of believers�” (McDonald, 197 98; see Ephesians 1:20;
3:10; 6:12)
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 The heavenly realms include �“evil powers �… as well as those aligned
with God and Christ�” (Talbert, 44).

 In other words, the people of the ancient world understood that this
spiritual warfare was taking place in the �“skies,�” without the
scientific understanding we have from our physical exploration of
outer space. Some modern people find it helpful to understand this
spiritual warfare happening in another dimension of our own space
or reality, not up in the skies.

 In these intermediate spaces �– the heavenly realms �– both good and
evil forces exercise their power to bring life and peace, on the one
hand, or chaos and destruction, on the other, to human existence.

 In this passage, Paul uses �“the age of this world,�” the �“ruler�…of the
air,�” and �“spirit�” to characterize the destructive power of these evil
forces that work in opposition to God. The problem for human beings
is that we live under the dominion of these spiritual powers that are
opposed to God

Paul also integrates spatial imagery and human behavior. At first, these
metaphors may be hard to grasp, so consider these illustrative comments:

 The Greek verb peripate (literally: �“to walk,�” v. 1) denotes visible
human behavior as it was characterized in Jewish terms.

 The path down which Gentiles originally walked in the world
constituted a place of �“death,�” that spatial realm where evil powers
prevail.

 In other words, by living their daily lives along the pathway
determined by the standards of this world, rather than the pathway
marked out by God, Gentiles were subjected to the chaos and
destruction wrought by the evil forces in this spatial realm.

 The metaphorical �“death�” (i.e., one�’s ongoing experience of this
destructive power) takes place in and through a person�’s particular
actions.

The �“sons of disobedience�” (a Jewish phrase) are people who walk along
a path determined by worldly, rather than Godly, norms for behavior.
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 The root of the Greek word translated as �“disobedience�” (apeitheia)
actually lies in the field of persuasion.

 To be disobedient is to be �“unbelieving�” or �“unpersuaded�” about
something that would otherwise direct and guide one�’s behavior.

 Here, it means being unbelieving or unpersuaded about how God
intends for people to act and, therefore, to be among those who are
disobedient to God�’s ways that bring human life and flourishing.

 To use more contemporary Episcopal language, the actions of the
disobedient are shaped by �“following too much the devices and
desires of our own hearts�“(BCP, Rite I, Evening Prayer, p. 62).

 They are also characterized as �“children of wrath,�” another Jewish
phrase describing those who are disobedient to God.

 The �“us�” in v. 2 and the �“we�” in v. 3 signify that Paul, a Jewish
follower of Jesus, views his own pre Christian existence in similar
terms of disobedience and self justification.

Translation

4 But God, who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he
loved us 5 even when we were dead through our trespasses, made us
alive together with Christ �– by grace [charis] you have been saved
[ses menoi] �– 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the
heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages he might
demonstrate the immeasurable riches of his grace [charis] in kindness
toward us in Christ Jesus. 8 For by grace [charis] you have been saved
[ses menoi] through faithfulness [pistis], and this is not from you; it is
the gift of God �– 9 not from works, so that no one may boast. 10 For we
are what God made, having been created in Christ Jesus upon good
works, which God prepared in advance so that we might walk
[peripate ] in them.

Commentary

God had other plans for Jews and Gentiles alike: life from death!
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 Through God�’s abundant mercy, Jews and Gentiles who follow Jesus
(once �“dead�” in their transgressions), have nevertheless been made
alive with Christ.

 Just as God raised Christ from the dead (1:19 20), God freely bestows
as a gift (2:8) upon Jews and Gentiles the new life from death that
takes place through the power of God (charis) for everyone in Christ.

�“�… by grace you have been saved�”: a note on Greek verb tenses. In vv. 5
and 8, the Greek participle ses menoi (�“have been saved�”) is in the perfect
tense, which describes a one time event that has continuing consequences.

 The use of this verb tense suggests that a person has been saved
once for all time, with no further work to be done.

 These are the only two occurrences in the Pauline literature of
the verb �“to save�” (s z ) found in the perfect tense.

o In the letters undisputedly written by Paul, salvation is an
ongoing process rather than a once for all time event.

o For instance, in 1 Corinthians 1:18 pay says �“For the
message about the cross is foolishness to those who are
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of
God.�”

o Similarly, in Paul�’s authentic letters, a person can act in
ways that take them out of the place of salvation in
Christ.

o For instance, in Galatians 5:2, 4, Paul says: �“I, Paul, am
telling you that if you let yourself be circumcised, Christ
will be of no benefit to you�….You who want to be
justified by the law have cut yourselves off from Christ;
you have fallen away from grace.�”

 The use of this perfect verb tense suggests to a number of
scholars that Ephesians was not written by Paul, but one or
more members of his circle of influence to provide guidance for
new Gentile Christians on the meaning of Paul�’s teaching in a
new era (see Introduction).
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�“�…by grace you have been saved through faithfulness�…the gift of God.�”
Salvation through the power of God (charis) comes as a gift from God
through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ.

 In earlier studies of Romans and Galatians, we have highlighted how
the Greek word pistis, used regularly by Paul, can be translated as
either �“faith�” or �“faithfulness�” because, in Greek, there is no
distinction between having faith in something (i.e. believing
something) and acting on that faith or belief.

 Later, in 3:11 12, Paul explains that God carried out God�’s eternal
purpose in Christ Jesus and that, through Christ�’s faithfulness (pistis),
�“we�” have now gained access to God in boldness and confidence.

 Similarly, in 4:7, Paul establishes that �“each of us�” is given charis
(God�’s power) according to the measure of �“the gift of Christ.�”

 Thus, we may conclude that the �“gift of God�” in 2:8 is God�’s raising
from the dead the faithful Christ and that, by means of that act of
mercy and generosity by God, we, too, may be saved through
Christ�’s faithfulness.

 Thus, salvation from God does not take place through our own
�“works�” (2:8 9), but through the gift of God �– the exercise of God�’s
life giving power in connection with the faithfulness of Jesus Christ.

God �“creates�” Jews and Gentiles �“in Christ Jesus�” as they walk down the
path of �“good works�” �– the path of faithfulness �– that God created for
them in advance. Paul continues using spatial imagery in connection with
human behavior.

 The NRSV translation of v. 10 (�“For we are what he [God] has made
us, created in Christ Jesus for good works�”) may cause us to miss the
subtlety of Paul�’s spatial imagery, causing us to misunderstand
�“good works�” as a subsequent consequence of being created in
Christ, rather than constituting the place where new creation occurs
simultaneously with the carrying out of the �“good works.�”

 Just as the pathway down which Gentiles once walked was the place
of �“death�” and �“wrath�” (2:1 4), so, now, the path of �“good works�”
that God prepared in advance is the �“place�” of creation in Christ.
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 God prepared this pathway in advance, so that all people might walk
down this path (peripate , v. 10) and be created anew in Christ Jesus.

 This new path is the path of the �“faithfulness�” (v. 8) of Christ (see
above).

 With this further understanding, it is appropriate to conclude that we
are, indeed, created in Christ for good works, as good works are
constitutive of life in Christ in the heavenly realms.

Those �“created in Christ Jesus�” experience life in the heavenly realms.
More spatial imagery highlights being �“made alive with Christ�” (v. 5).

 Recall from 1:3 that Christ�’s followers were blessed �“in Christ with
every spiritual blessing in the heavenly realms.�”

 Now, Paul amplifies how this blessing takes place: walking along
God�’s approved pathway of �“good works�” in Christ, a pathway upon
which creation �“in Christ Jesus�” takes place by the gift of God,
Christ�’s followers are �“raised up �“ with him and �“seated �… with him
in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus�” (2:6).

 There, instead of experiencing �“death�” in connection with one�’s
�“walk�” (2:1 3), a person experiences the blessings of the life giving
power of God (see Commentary on v. 1 above).

 Thus, Christ�’s pathway of faithfulness, prepared by God in advance
and approved by God when Christ was raised from the dead and
seated at God�’s right hand, becomes our pathway to life in Christ, in
the heavenly realms.

The language of being �“raised up�” and �“seated�” with Christ is not the
perspective of the apostle Paul writing a few decades earlier.Most
scholars regard the language in 2:6 as evidence of a theological view very
different from the apostle Paul, and thereby conclude Ephesians is not
written by him.

 In Philippians 1:21 24 and 1 Corinthians 15:35 49, Paul writes as if
being raised up with Christ requires physical death and a bodily
transformation into a new form of heavenly, or spiritual, body.
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 Similarly, in Romans 6:4 5, Paul has the perfect opportunity to say
that, just as Christ is raised from dead, so, too, are believers; instead,
he concludes that, just as Christ has been raised from the dead, so we,
too, walk in newness of life; resurrection appears to be a future event
for all believers.

 So, too, in 1 Thessalonians 4:13 17, Paul imaginatively describes a
future scene when the risen Christ returns to earth and believers �–
both dead and living �– rise to meet him in the clouds.

 For the author of Ephesians, as with the author of Colossians (see
Colossians 3:1), the ascension of believers into the heavenly realms in
Christ has a more significant present dimension than what we see in
the authentic writings of the apostle Paul.

Demonstrations of God�’s life giving power will continue into the future.
Having been created in Christ Jesus upon good works, and raised up with
him into the heavenly realms in Christ, we will continue to see the exercise
of God�’s life giving power taking place as we walk along Christ�’s path of
faithfulness. These are the good works which God previously prepared for
us to walk in.

For Further Reflection

Paul says that the followers of Christ, whether Jews or Gentiles, are,
through the gift of God, �“created in Christ Jesus upon good works.�” Have
you ever experienced grace �– the life giving power of God �– in the midst of
carrying out Christ�’s ministry in the world? What specific actions were you
taking at the time? What does it mean to you now to know that your
experience was, according to Paul, an experience of �“blessing�” in the
�“heavenly realms in Christ Jesus�”? How might you have been newly
created through this experience?

Although we seldom use the strange language of first century cosmology
or Jewish apocalyptic as does Paul , we can still try to imagine what it
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means to walk in the ways of the world, in contrast to the ways of God.
Identify a concrete action you witnessed this week that Paul would
characterize as �“following the age of this world, following the ruler of the
authority of the air, the spirit now working among the sons of
disobedience.�” What destructive power of �“death�” or �“wrath�” did you see
taking place in connection with that behavior? Can you describe another
event in which someone got loose from these destructive powers and acted
in a way that God would approve?

According to Paul, �“disobedience�” is the equivalent of not being
sufficiently persuaded that walking down God�’s approved pathway leads
to the life God promises us. Was there ever a time that you, too, were
unpersuaded about the goodness of walking in God�’s ways? What
experiences convinced you to turn in the direction of God in Christ? Now,
using your imagination, what language do you think Paul might use to
describe your experiences �– both those of disobedience and those of
faithfulness?

According to 2:7, God continues to demonstrate to us the immeasurable
riches of God�’s life giving power (charis, or �“grace�”). Identify an event from
the past week where you saw God�’s life giving power at work in the world
in Christ Jesus. Did you see Christ Jesus present in the event? How did you
recognize him?
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SESSION FOUR
All Humanity Reconciled Through the Cross

Ephesians 2:11 22

A Translation for Study

2:11 So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh1
(called �“the uncircumcision�” by those who are called �“the
circumcision,�” a circumcision made in the flesh by human hands)
12 remember that you were at that time without Christ2, being
aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the
covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the
world.

Commentary

In the passage above, the writer (a Jew) is speaking of how �“you
Gentiles�” came to join the �“commonwealth of Israel.�” In our day,
we consider �“Judaism�” to be a religion. But in the first century, in
Greek, the word used for Jewish was also the word that means a
�“Judean.�”

 Before the 2nd century BCE, a Judean referred to a person born
in Judea, and to someone who was ethnically a Jew, and to a
worshipper of Yahweh (the Jewish God).

                                                 
1 The NRSV translation gives you the sense of the phrase “in the flesh”: from birth. We have given you the 
literal translation, so that you can see the play on words later in the sentence. 
2 Literally, “without Messiah.” It is important to note the Jewishness of the name “Christ,” which means the 
“anointed one,” or the “Messiah.” 
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 Circumcision was a physical sign, for a male, that he and his
family belonged to the Jewish community in all of these ways:
ethnically, politically, and religiously. These are the people in
covenant with Yahweh.

 In the Hellenistic period, conversions to the religion of Judaism
became possible, and so someone might possess a mixture of
political, ethnic and religious identities, e.g. Roman Syrian
Jewish.

Note how the author of Ephesians mixes political and religious
language in the passage above.

 This fact is especially important for us, because of our cultural
emphasis on separating religion and politics, and religion and
ethnicity. We are inclined to miss the political and social charge
of Paul�’s vocabulary, and to re imagine the focus of attention as
purely religious, interior, and personal.

 For this writer (and all the other biblical writers), God cares
deeply about all aspects of human life, including how we
organize ourselves socially and politically, a fact evidenced by
the political language used in the verses above, and repeated
later, at 2:19.

Being �“without God,�” in this passage, means living without a
relationship of obedience to the one, true God: Yahweh, the God of
Israel.

 The �“covenants of promise�” that belong to the citizens of the
�“commonwealth of Israel�” are not only promises of salvation in
a religious sense, but covenants of promise that derive from
God�’s concern for every aspect of human well being, including
the social sphere where God�’s justice must be brought to bear.

 Remember that the promises to the ancestors in Judaism are
promises to the entire community as a community, not promises
made to individuals on the basis of their obedience or fidelity.
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The good news (according to this Jewish writer, who now follows
Jesus), is that �“you Gentiles�” have been brought into this saving
community

 The covenant of promise, and the hope experienced by the
Jewish community, were what sustained them through the
experience of the exile, and continued to sustain them through
the trials of life under the Roman Empire.

 The author sees Gentiles who have now been �“created in Christ
Jesus�” (2:10) as having been incorporated into the people of
Yahweh, a united people who are sustained by the historical
covenants of promise and the hope and confidence in God that
all Jews have been privileged to know.

A Digression on Circumcision:

The author of Ephesians is expressing the same understanding of the
significance of circumcision that we see in the book of Deuteronomy.
The most important aspect of circumcision is not what happens
outwardly, but rather inwardly:

 Circumcise, then, the foreskin of your heart, and do not be
stubborn any longer (Deuteronomy 10:16).

 Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the
heart of your descendants, so that you will love the LORD your
God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you
may live (Deuteronomy 30:6).

Paul repeats this understanding of circumcision in the letter to the
Romans, as part of his general counsel that circumcision and un
circumcision are meaningless distinctions:

 For a person is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true
circumcision something external and physical. Rather, a person is
a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the
heart�—it is spiritual and not literal. Such a person receives praise
not from others but from God (Romans 2:28 29).
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Translation

2:13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been
brought near by the blood of Christ. 14 For he is our peace; in his
flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the
dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. 15 He has abolished
the law with its commandments and ordinances, that he might
create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus
making peace, 16 and might reconcile both groups to God in one
body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through
it. 17 So he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and
peace to those who were near; 18 for through him both of us have
access in one Spirit to the Father.

Commentary

Many scholars hear beneath the poetic verses 14 18 a foundation of
an early Christian hymn.

 The writer uses the metaphor of a reconciling sacrifice to
discuss how God responded to the crucifixion of Jesus, the
Messiah (Christ).

 God chose to receive the death of Jesus as a sacrifice that
would, at last, unite all the peoples of the world into one
body, acknowledging Yahweh as God.

 For the writer of Ephesians, Jews and Gentiles3 comprise all
the people of the world.

 Whereas formerly the Law (the Torah) separated the people
of Yahweh from all other peoples, God has now broken that
dividing line by abolishing the �“commandments and
ordinances,�” in order to reconcile all people.4

                                                 
3 Literally, “the nations,” everyone who is not Jewish. 
4 See Perkins, p.71, for some interesting quotations from Jewish documents, describing the importance of 
the Torah as a dividing wall. 
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We are accustomed to speak of being �“in Christ�” in a kind of
abstract, metaphorical way, but to do so is to miss the power of this
writer�’s vision.

 The cross, far from being an instrument of torture that rendered
Jesus powerless, is seen here as a place of utmost creativity, for
it was here that a new humanity was created, in the body of
Christ, finally bringing peace among all of God�’s people (v.15).

Ephesians 2:14 16 has much in common with Colossians 1:19 22:
For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and
through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things,
whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood
of his cross. And you who were once estranged and hostile in
mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his fleshly body
through death, so as to present you holy and blameless and
irreproachable before him�—(Col 1:19 22).

 What differences do you see between the two?
 Some people call the vision of Colossians more cosmic than that
of Ephesians. Do you see that here?

 How does looking at the passage from Colossians make the
message of Ephesians more apparent?

Translation

19 So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are
citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God,
20 built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with
Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. 21 In him the whole
structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the
Lord; 22 in whom you also are built together spiritually into a
dwelling place for God.
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Commentary

Watch out in this passage: the author is switching metaphors at a
very fast pace!

 The word �‘alien�’ means the same here as it means in our own
time, when the rights of citizenship are much in the news.

 And not only are �“you Gentiles�” (v.11) full citizens with the
saints, but also members of the very household of God. It is
assumed that the members of God�’s household carry out God�’s
will in all that they do.

 From the people in the household, the writer then turns to
consider the building of the house, founded upon the apostles
and prophets (those people who have boldly risked themselves
to do God�’s will).

 And then the house �“grows into a holy temple,�” the very
dwelling place of God. This united body of people, then, is the
very place of all the world where God is powerfully present.

For Further Reflection

When Christian writers of the first century wanted to refer to all the
people of the world, they thought only in terms of Jews and Gentiles.
The writer of Ephesians understands the creative power of the
crucifixion to lie in God�’s decision to receive it as a reconciling
sacrifice, to unite Jews and Gentiles as a single people living in the
ways of our only creator, Yahweh. Of course now we see the world as
comprising many kinds of people. In what way do you see all the
people of the earth as one? Does this vision of all the people of the
world as one household, one holy temple of the presence of God, give
you any particular sense of what you might do to help the world live
into the peace that was forged on the cross?
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What would be the outward signs that a person was �“circumcised in
the heart�”? What actions would you expect to see that person
engaged in?

Do you know people who live as �“aliens from the commonwealth of
Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and
without God in the world�”? As a follower of Jesus, do you have any
responsibility toward them? What are some ways you might
respond? Be specific!

The temple in Jerusalem was seen as the place of assured access to
the presence of God for all Jews. Christians have, from the earliest
days, seen the Christian community itself as the place of access (not
our buildings, but our people!). How should a community live
together, as the temple of God�’s presence? If we are the place of
access to God, what kinds of actions should we be engaged in our
various communities?



�“Rooted and Grounded in Love�”

A Study of the Letter to the Ephesians

Diocese of West Texas
Spring & Fall 2011

SESSION FIVE

Paul�’s Gospel: The Mystery of Gentile Inclusion

Ephesians 3:1 13

A Translation for Study

Ephesians 3:1 For this reason, I Paul am the prisoner of Christ Jesus

for the sake of you Gentiles �– 2 for surely you have heard of the

stewardship [oikonomia] of the grace of God given to me for you, �…

Commentary

As a �“prisoner�” Paul is under the sole control and power of Christ Jesus.

 Paul has no choice but to take the gospel to the Gentiles, to act for
their sake (see also 1 Corinthians 9:16 17).

 He is, therefore, not under the influence of the destructive spiritual
forces of evil that adversely impact human life (see Ephesians 2:1;
6:12).

 For Paul to be proclaimed as �“the prisoner of Christ Jesus�” is to allude
to his having been held in a Roman prison, while claiming that his
bondage is only to Christ, not to Rome.

Paul is a vehicle for the life giving power of God for Gentiles.

 In the ancient world, the Greek word oikonomia (translated as
�“stewardship�” here in 3:2, but �“plan�” in 1:10 �– see Session One)
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literally means �‘a law of the household,�’ referring to �“the
management or administration of a house or city�” (MacDonald, 202).

 Thus, Paul�’s stewardship (oikonomia) of God�’s power (i.e. God�’s
grace) characterizes his role in faithfully managing, mediating, and
administering God�’s life giving power for the benefit of Gentiles in
that part of God�’s household for which he was given responsibility
(compare Galatians 2:9).

Translation

�… 3 how the mystery was made known to me according to a

revelation, as I previously wrote in a few words, 4 a reading of which

will enable you to understand my comprehension of the mystery of

Christ.

5 In former generations this mystery was not made known to the

sons of men, as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and

prophets by the Spirit: 6 that is, the Gentiles have become co heirs, co

members of the same body, and co sharers of the promise in Christ Jesus

through the gospel.

Commentary

The �“mystery of Christ�” is that Christ has become God�’s instrument for

inclusion of the Gentiles in the people of God.

 In some Jewish scriptures, God always planned to include Gentiles in
the people of God at some future point (see, for example, Genesis
12:1 3; Isaiah 66:18 21);

 Now, says Paul, the newly revealed �“mystery�” of God is that Jesus
Christ has become God�’s agent for accomplishing this longstanding
divine purpose (see also Romans 4:13 17; Galatians 3:6 9);

 This was revealed not only to Paul, but to Christ�’s holy apostles and
prophets.
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Earlier, Paul gave a sneak preview of his understanding of this mystery.

 What �“I previously wrote in a few words�” (3:3, referring to 2:12 14)
gave the readers of the letter a brief summary of the author�’s
understanding of the mystery revealed in Christ;

 The summary: Gentiles were once without Christ, aliens to the
commonwealth of Israel, but have now been brought near through
Christ, who created one humanity in himself and broke down the
dividing wall of hostility between Jews and Gentiles (2:12 14).

The result: Gentiles are now equal partners with Jews in God�’s people. In
v. 6 we find �“perhaps the most concise expression of the Christian message
found in Ephesians�” (McDonald, 263): through their new creation in Christ
(Ephesians 2:10), Gentiles are now full and equal participants in the body
of God�’s people and recipients of the promise of new life in Christ.

Translation

7 Of this gospel [euangelion] I have become a servant according to

the gift of the grace of God given to me according to the working of his

power. 8 Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was

given to me to gospel [euangelizomai] to the Gentiles the boundless

riches of Christ, 9 and to enlighten everyone as to what is the

stewardship [oikonomia] of the mystery hidden from the ages in God,

who created all things; 10 so that through the church the wisdom of God

in its rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and

authorities in the heavenly realms. 11 This was in accordance with the

eternal purpose that he carried out in Christ Jesus our Lord, 12 in whom

we have access to God in boldness and confidence through his

faithfulness. 13 Therefore, I ask you not to behave poorly on account of

my afflictions on your behalf; they are your glory.



4 
 

Commentary

Paul serves the gospel by means of God�’s power working through Paul.

Paul�’s stewardship of God�’s power (i.e. God�’s grace) is now explained
further: it is a gift from God given him through the power of God at work
in Paul�’s life and ministry.

Does Paul really use �“gospel�” as a noun and a verb in this passage? Yes!

 In 3:7 we encounter the noun euangelion, which is always translated
as �“gospel�” or the �“good news�” of what God is doing in the world.

 But some of you may recall our study of Romans two years ago,
where we highlighted that, for Paul, the �“gospel�” ismore than just
some �“good news�” spoken by an orator or preacher. Gospel is the

very power of God for salvation to all those who are faithful

(Rom 1:16 17).

 Thus, the �“gospel�” is not just a spoken message, but also an event
that takes place �– the experience of God�’s life giving power poured
out for the life of the entire world.

In 3:8 we encounter the verb euangelizomai, sharing the same root as

euangelion, but speaking more about the experiential aspect of �“gospel.�”

 The verb euangelizomai is most often translated in your Bibles as �“to
bring good news,�” �“to preach good news,�” �“to proclaim good news,�”
or �“to announce good news�”;

 Here, Paul uses euangelizomai to refer not just to an oral act of
preaching, but to his own embodiment of Christ that brings to other
people the experiences of �“the boundless riches of Christ,�” through
the life giving power of God at work in and through Paul.
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Paul also helps people in the church understand the stewardship of this

once hidden mystery, so that they, too, might reveal God�’s wisdom to the

rulers and authorities of the world.

 The church has a role in the cosmic, spiritual warfare that God
inaugurated in Christ and the people of God continue to carry out in
the world on God�’s behalf.

 The �“rich variety�” of God�’s wisdom in this spiritual warfare is the
fruit of the great diversity brought about by inclusion of the Gentiles
in the people of God.

God�’s plan for Gentiles is to provide them access to God through

Christ�’s faithfulness.

 Gentiles are now able to experience the life giving power of God by
living out the patterns of Christ�’s faithfulness in the world.

 Paul echoes here what he said earlier in 2:17 18: �“So he [Christ] came
and proclaimed peace to you who were far off [Gentiles] and peace to
those who were near [Jews]; for through him both of us [Jews and
Gentiles] have access in one Spirit to the Father.�”

For Further Reflection

Whether we recognize it or not, all of us can be stewards of the life giving
power of God for the benefit of others in some aspect of our lives. Tell a

 

Gentiles who live by the patterns of Christ

experience God�’s life giving power

in their everyday lives
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story about someone in your church or life who, like Paul, faithfully
administers or mediates God�’s life giving power to benefit others. How is
that life giving power of God turned loose in the world through that
person? Tell a story about a recent time in your life when you faithfully
acted as a steward of God�’s power for the benefit of others around you.

For centuries, Jews understood Gentiles as unholy and impure because of
their refusal to worship and obey the commandments and laws of YHWH,
the one true and living God. Who do you consider to be the �“Gentiles�” of
our own day? According to Paul, through the reconciling cross of Christ,
the wall of hostility between Gentiles and Jews was broken down. What are
some concrete things you can do to live in ways that will break down the
wall of hostility between you and those you have identified as today�’s
�“Gentiles�”? What personal work would you have to do to consider these
modern day �“Gentiles�” as equal partners with you and the members of
your church in God�’s cosmic struggle against evil?

In v. 9, Paul says that God created all things. What do you think that line of
theological reasoning implies about the members of other world religions?

In v. 10, Paul says that through the church the �“rich variety�” of God�’s
wisdom can be made know to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly
realms. What do you think Paul means by this? How does the �“rich
variety�” of God�’s wisdom become known through the church? Do you
think it is important to this author that there be different understandings of
the gospel and different Christian practices among different groups of
Christians? Why, or why not?

In v. 12 Paul says we have access to God in boldness and confidence
through the faithfulness of Christ. How did Christ gain access to God
through his own faithfulness? What is it about Christ�’s access to God that
now gives you boldness and confidence? Can you describe a recent act of
Christ patterned faithfulness by someone that gave you, or someone you
know, access to the life giving power of God?



�“Rooted and Grounded in Love�”

A Study of the Letter to the Ephesians

Diocese of West Texas
Spring & Fall 2011

SESSION SIX

A Prayer for the Ephesians:

Being Rooted and Grounded in Love

Ephesians 3:14 21

A Translation for Study

Ephesians 3:14 For this reason I bend my knees before the Father

(Greek, pater), 15 from whom every family (Greek, patria: clan) in
heaven and on earth takes its name. 16 I pray that, according to the

riches of his glory, he may give you to be strengthened in your

inner being with power through his Spirit, 17 and that Christ may

make a home in your hearts through faith (or faithfulness; in

Greek: pistis), as you are being rooted and grounded in love. 18 I
pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the

saints, what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 19 and

to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you

may be filled with all the fullness of God.

Commentary

This beautiful prayer is best understood by being approached

prayerfully, yoking our minds and our hearts together to grasp its
significance.

 For this reason, after some explanatory remarks, we will
suggest an experience of lectio divina, or �“godly reading,�” in the
Benedictine tradition.
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 It is our hope that you will carry out the lectio divina together in
your study group. The process of lectiowill replace the usual
questions for further reflection, though there are some
discussion questions contained within the commentary.

Verses 14 and 15 contain a play on words, with pater, the Greek
word for �‘Father,�’ and patria, the Greek word for family or clan.

 God�’s life is so deeply related to the world that God created,
that we are like one family.

 In our own time, we are faced with questions concerning our
relationship with the physical environment around us. Do you
think that �“all the clans�…on earth�” includes the non human
creation? If so, what are the consequences of our being a single
family, with God as our father?

 Bending our knees in prayer puts us in the posture of a servant.
How are we God�’s servants in the care of God�’s whole family?

Perkins describes the �“inner being�” (verse 16) as �“the intelligence

and will of human persons�” (Perkins, 90).

 We need to be strengthened and empowered by God inwardly
for the transformative process to come in the following verses.

�“�…that Christ may make a home in your hearts through
faithfulness, as you are being rooted and grounded in love.

 This verse is built from the bottom up, or from the end to the
beginning.

 What we mean by that is that the first step in the process is to
root and ground ourselves in love: God�’s love of us and our
love of our neighbor. We are to sink ourselves deeply down
into this double love first and foremost.

 Love, in all its complexity and richness, is both our greatest gift
and our most difficult call.

 The process of rooting ourselves in this love is precisely our
path of faithfulness and our experience of faith (trust, or
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confidence in God). You may recall that in Session Two we
said, �“It is clear�…that belief (pistis) is not simply mental assent
to what God has done in Christ, but the willingness to be an
instrument of the power of God in one�’s own context.�”

 You might want to recall Ephesians 3:10, with its image of the
wisdom of God filling us, and moving through the church into
the world.

Verses 18 and 19 recall the several scriptural images of angels taking
the measurements of the �“new Jerusalem,�” God�’s vision for a
restored humanity and restored social structures.

 Measuring and constructing are very concrete activities, under
the exacting direction of God, just as our work of love in the
world is very concrete, specifically measured to the need that is
before us.

 See, for instance Ezekiel�’s vision:
Ezekiel 40:1 In the twenty fifth year of our exile, at the beginning of
the year, on the tenth day of the month, in the fourteenth year after
the city was struck down, on that very day, the hand of the LORD
was upon me, and he brought me there. 2 He brought me, in
visions of God, to the land of Israel, and set me down upon a very
high mountain, on which was a structure like a city to the south.

It is in this deep engagement of God�’s love,

and our neighbor�’s need for that love,

that Christ makes a home in our hearts.
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3 When he brought me there, a man was there, whose
appearance shone like bronze, with a linen cord and a measuring
reed in his hand; and he was standing in the gateway.

4 The man said to me, �“Mortal, look closely and listen
attentively, and set your mind upon all that I shall show you, for
you were brought here in order that I might show it to you; declare
all that you see to the house of Israel.�”

5 Now there was a wall all around the outside of the temple
area. The length of the measuring reed in the man s hand was six
long cubits, each being a cubit and a handbreadth in length; so he
measured the thickness of the wall, one reed; and the height, one
reed. 6 Then he went into the gateway facing east, going up its
steps, and measured the threshold of the gate, one reed deep�….

 Or that of John, in Revelation:
Revelation 21:15 The angel who talked to me had a measuring rod of
gold to measure the city and its gates and walls. 16 The city lies
foursquare, its length the same as its width; and he measured the city
with his rod, fifteen hundred miles�…

 This passage reminds us that we live out the ineffable love of
Christ in very concrete ways, through our most ordinary daily
actions.

 The saints have known the measure of God�’s love for the
world, and they have been the precise instruments for that love.

 Paul is praying that this community, every last member of
them, may know the dimensions of Christ�’s love, even though
it is beyond comprehension.

 Prayer puts us in this strange place, between the unknowable
but very real love of God and the very specific needs of this
world. How does God�’s love intersect with the world?

 That is the work of the following exercise in lectio divina.
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A Simplified Process of Lectio Divina

Lectio Divina (Latin for �“godly reading�” or �“holy reading�”) is a
spiritual discipline that has been an integral aspect of the Benedictine
and Anglican traditions for centuries. It is a way of praying with
scripture that calls a person to listen, reflect, and pray about what is
heard in the scripture. People today often say, �“You are what you
eat.�” The wisdom of lectio divinawould say that �“You are what you
pray.�” By knitting the reading of scripture into our prayer, we knit
ourselves ever more surely to Christ.

If possible, let the group sit in a circle. Or you may want to move the
group to a holy or comfortable space, perhaps a chapel or the church
or a room with soft furniture. Read through these directions together,
so that all of you know how the time will be structured. Choose the
readers, so that you will not be distracted by choosing people to read
in the midst of the lectio. If you have enough people, you might
assign roles as follows: 3 readers; 1 person to open and close the
process outlined in part II (which will lead the group into part III); 1
person to open and close part IV.

Take a few moments to gather yourselves in silence.

I.
Have one person read through Ephesians 3:14 19, very slowly and
reflectively.
Have a second person read through Ephesians 3:14 19, very slowly
and reflectively.

For this reason I bend my knees before the Father, from whom

every family in heaven and on earth takes its name. I pray that,

according to the riches of his glory, he may give you to be

strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit,

and that Christ may make a home in your hearts through faith, as
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you are being rooted and grounded in love. I pray that you may

have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the

breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of

Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with all

the fullness of God.

This is a time for hearing �“with the ear of our hearts�” (from the
Prologue to the Rule of St. Benedict). Allow some minutes for the
reading to resonate among the members of the group.

II.
Have a third person read through Ephesians 3:14 19, very slowly and
reflectively.

Allow one word or phrase from the reading to surface in your heart
in a very natural way. This word or phrase is a gift from God to you.
This portion of the process is traditionally called meditatio. After a
short interval of silence, the person chosen will say softly aloud his or
her word or phrase, and the others will follow in any order. When it
appears that all have spoken, the person who began the process will
say, �“Let us pray,�” and these words will usher in the next phase of
the lectio.

III.
This next phase is traditionally called oratio, or prayer. In this kind of
prayer, we let the word that has surfaced for us meet the place where
our heart is sore from some particular need of our own, or of our
neighbor�’s, or of the world. Simply allow the word to be applied to
the need, like a balm to an injury. Another image for what is
happening in this process is to recall how the words of the Eucharist
are pronounced over the bread and wine. When the Word of God
meets the bread and wine that we offer, they become the body and
blood of Christ, effortlessly, gracefully. The words that have come to
us in the scriptures are ours for today, rooting us in God�’s love,
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making a dwelling place for Christ in our hearts, so that, through us,
the love of Christ may be poured out on the world, for its healing. In
this way, your prayer, and God�’s prayer in you, become a single
prayer.

IV.
The person chosen will introduce this brief period of contemplatio,
with the words, �“Let us rest in God.�” After what seems to be an
appropriate amount of time, this person will lead the group in saying
verses 20 21 together.
[What is �“an appropriate amount of time�”? Anywhere from two to
five minutes, depending on the group. Sometimes you can �“feel�” the
silence, how it grows more powerful and then how people naturally
seem to be coming up out of it, shifting in their chairs, etc.]
In this phase, simply do as you are invited: rest in the love of Christ,
sink your roots down in God�’s love, take its full, unfathomable
measure. Let Christ be at home in your heart.

Closing words:

20 Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to

accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, 21

to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations,

forever and ever. Amen.
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SESSION SEVEN
Unity and Variety: Walking Worthily of Our Calling

Ephesians 4:1 16

A Translation for Study

Ephesians 4:1 I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, encourage you to
walk [peripate ] worthily of the calling to which you have been called, 2
with all humility and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one
another in love, 3 making every effort to maintain the unity [henot s] of
the Spirit in the bond of peace. 4 There is one body and one Spirit, just
as you were also called in the one hope of your calling, 5 one Lord, one
faith, one baptism, 6 one God and Father of all, who is above all and
through all and in all.

Commentary

Paul�’s �“therefore�” indicates that the foundation and force of what
follows is grounded in the first three chapters of the letter.

 This passage is grounded in what precedes it: Paul just prayed that
God would strengthen the inner being of the readers with power
through the Spirit, and that Christ would make a home in their hearts
through faith, as they are rooted and grounded in love (3:16 21).

 Here, Paul�’s �“therefore�” suggests that walking worthily of one�’s
calling is closely linked with the way God strengthens one�’s inner
being and the way Christ makes a home in a person�’s heart.
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What does it mean to �“walk worthily�” of your �“calling�”? It includes acting
with humility, gentleness, and longsuffering (or, �“patience�”), thus echoing
Colossians 3:12 15, and incorporating some �“fruit of the Spirit�” identified
by Paul in Galatians 5:22 23.

 In the ancient world, �“humility�” was not honored as a moral virtue
outside Jewish and Christian literature (Perkins, 95).

 The author emphasizes behavior that �“supports social cohesion�” and
moderates �“competitive, divisive behavior�” (Perkins, 102).

�“Love�” is the constitutive norm for life in this community. This section
also continues a theme introduced early in the letter (1:4,15; 2:4) and
amplified in the preceding prayer at 3:17 (�“you are being rooted and
grounded in love�”): love forms the foundation for every action taken by
these believers.

Paul encourages the readers to �“walk�” in ways that maintain the �“peace�”
and �“unity�” of Jews and Gentiles in the one, new humanity in Christ.

 The Greek word henot s (�“unity�”) reflects a major theme in this letter,
although it is used only twice in the entire New Testament: in
Ephesians 4:3 and 4:13.

 The �“one body�” probably refers to the one universal church, rather
than any particular congregation (see Introduction).

 The �“one Spirit�” is the Spirit who comes through Christ and provides
access to God for Jews and Gentiles (Ephesians 2:18).

 Toward the end of the 1st century CE, the church was threatened by
internal deviance from established norms and from external
persecution, so the focus on �“unity�” increased.

 By the beginning of the 2nd century CE, the Christian leader Ignatius
of Antioch wrote to the Ephesians and was already linking �“unity�”
with living in harmony with the will of the bishop, thereby showing
the early development of the church�’s hierarchy in at least one
region. Do you sense a dissonance between that understanding of
unity and the kind intended in this letter to the Ephesians?
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The confession in vv. 4 6 may have been used in an early baptismal
formula, and it is still part of our baptismal liturgy today (BCP, p.299).

 The language echoes Colossians 3:12 15 and 1 Corinthians 12:12 13,
two passages which may also have rites of baptism in mind.

 In v. 6 we hear an echo of 1 Corinthians 8:6, describing the creative
activity of God through whom all things come into being.

Translation

7 And each of us was given grace according to the measure of
Christ s gift. 8 Therefore it is said,

�“When he ascended on high he made captivity itself a captive;
he gave gifts to his people.�”

9 (When it says, �“He ascended,�” what does it mean but that he had also
descended into the lower parts of the earth? 10 He who descended is the
same one who ascended far above all the heavens, so that he might fill
all things.)

11 And he gave some apostles, and some prophets, and some
evangelists, and some pastors [literally, �“shepherds�”] and teachers, 12 to
equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of
Christ, 13 until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the fuller
knowledge of the Son of God, to become people of complete maturity, to
the measure of the stature of the cosmic fullness of Christ. 14 We must no
longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of
teaching, by people s cunning, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming.
15 But speaking the truth in love, let us grow up into him in every way,
[into him] who is the head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body,
joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is supplied, as
each part is working properly, promotes the body s growth in building
itself up in love.
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Commentary

In the unified community, there is nevertheless a diversity of gifts,
spread among everyone, reflecting the power of God (�“grace�”) working
through Christ for the well being of the whole congregation.

 The gifts that God gives to the church (both to individuals and to
groups) are all about carrying out the �“ministry�” of Christ.

 Each and every person has a part to play, living as Christ for the well
being of the entire congregation, that is, for �“building up the body of
Christ�” (v. 12).

 You may be familiar with this image of the Christian community as a
united though diverse body, from the authentic letters of Paul. See 1
Corinthians 12:4 28 and Romans 12:1 9.

The role of the church is to equip all its members (�“saints�”) for the
�“work of ministry.�”

 In the New Testament, �“ministry�” is the work of every Christian �– not
just those with titles or those who are �“ordained�” (a concept unheard
of in earliest Christianity).

 Thus, apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers are simply
members of the church, who are called to use the gifts of Christ given
them for the purpose of equipping other members of the church to carry
out their own ministries in daily life.

 God�’s goal is for everyone to learn how to carry out Christ�’s ministry
(their �“calling�”) in the unique contexts of their lives, knowing this
will �“build up the body of Christ�” in the world.

 All those who �“walk worthily of their calling�” (v. 1) grow into the full
knowledge of Christ and into complete maturity.

 By living into the ministry of Christ in our own lives, we come to
know Christ and God more deeply as we take our place in the cosmic
body of Christ that God empowers.

 Notice, then, that the diversity of gifts characterizes a unified church:
unity is based on the common commitment of all members to walk
worthily (i.e. to embody) the ministry of Christ in their own lives.
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Mature Christians are canny to the ways of the world, acknowledge
openly the truth of their grounding in Christ, and resist other teaching,
recognizing that God builds up the body of Christ through acts of love.

 Christian maturity suggests the ability to recognize and reject
teaching that leads people away from being �“rooted and grounded
in love�” in their �“walk�” in the world.

 That means love (understood as �“walking worthily�” of your
calling), must govern all relationships in the church.

 Or, as the author says later in the letter: �“Therefore, be imitators of
God, as beloved children, and walk in love as Christ loved us�”
(Ephesians 5:1 2).

 Through acts of love, we grow into the full knowledge of Christ in
every way and, at the same time, build up the cosmic body of
Christ.

Psalm 68:18 forms a part of the author�’s biblical interpretation in verses
7 10.

 In these verses, the author uses an imaginative form of Jewish biblical
interpretation known as pesher,which shows up often in the Dead Sea
Scrolls, discovered at Qumran on the Dead Sea, in 1946 47.

 This is a Christian re interpretation of Psalm 68 that makes the risen,
ascended Christ the victor over all the evil spiritual powers
mentioned in the opening chapters of this letter.

 It is also from verses 9 10 that the church developed an early
tradition that, on the day after his death (�“Holy Saturday�”), Christ
�“descended�” (v. 10) to the dead to deliver them from the clutches of
death.

 Thus, according to an ancient homily from one of the early Church
Fathers (2nd century CE), on Holy Saturday, �“�…he [Christ] goes to
seek out our first parent like a lost sheep; he wishes to visit those who
sit in darkness and in the shadow of death. He goes to free the
prisoner Adam and his fellow prisoner Eve from their pains, he who
is God, and Adam�’s son.�”
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For Further Reflection

In connection with 4:2, we noted that �“humility�” was not honored as a
moral virtue in the ancient world, except in Judaism and Christianity. Do
you think �“humility�” is more widely accepted as a virtue in today�’s world?
Why, or why not? Can you identify someone, in your own congregation or
the wider world, who consistently embodies the virtue of �“humility�”? Do
you think �“gentleness�” and �“longsuffering�” (or, �“patience�”) are widely
embraced today as virtues for daily living? Can you tell a story from your
own life where you embodied �“gentleness�” or �“longsuffering�”? What was
the consequence?

As we discussed in session four, according to the author of this letter,
Christ has formed one, new humanity, breaking down the dividing walls
of hostility between Jews and Gentiles (defined as everyone else in the
world who is not a Jew). In 4:3 the author encourages us to �“make every
effort�” to maintain the unity and peace of that one, new humanity. What
specific actions do you think this requires of you in your own local context?

How do you go about discerning how to �“walk worthily�” of your
�“calling�”? Are there others involved in that discipline with you? What role
do they play? How does your church support this discernment? How
might the church offer more support?

 

To walk worthily of your calling
means to embody Christ�’s ministry
in every context of your daily life
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What do you think is the role of the church? For this author, the role of the
church is to equip all its members for their work of ministry, for �“building
up the body of Christ�” (4:12). What are your particular ministries? How
does the church effectively equip you for that ministry? How might the
church be more effecting in equipping you for the work of your ministry?

As we have noted, for this author the �“church,�” the �“body of Christ,�” is
cosmic and universal, not a particular local congregation. Given that
understanding, where are we to carry out our �“work of ministry�” if we are
seeking to �“build up�” this universal body?

What spiritual disciplines do you practice that help you grow toward
�“complete maturity�” or to �“grow up�” into Christ �“in every way�”? Do you
feel that you and your local church are making progress toward becoming
a �“people of complete maturity�”? Why, or why not? What are your
growing edges, both individually and as a congregation?

The word �“love�” is used in verses 15 and 16. What do you think it means in
each of these cases? Why is love important?

Are you someone who regularly practices �“speaking the truth in love�”?
Tell a story about a time recently you spoke the truth in love. What was the
result? Please be specific. Does your congregation encourage its members
to �“speak the truth in love�”? Can you tell a story about a time recently
when the truth was spoken in love in your congregation?

With regard to your congregation, is �“each part working properly,
promoting the body�’s growth in building itself up in love�”? Why, or why
not? Please be specific.



�“Rooted and Grounded in Love�”

A Study of the Letter to the Ephesians

Diocese of West Texas
Spring & Fall 2011

SESSION EIGHT
Walking Worthily of Christ and Not the World

Ephesians 4:17 32

A Translation for Study

Ephesians 4:17 Now this I tell you and give witness to, in the Lord: you
must no longer walk [peripate ] as the Gentiles walk [peripate ], in the
futility of their minds. 18 They are darkened in their understanding,
alienated from the life of God because of their ignorance and hardness of
heart. 19 Giving up all remorse, they have abandoned themselves to
lewdness, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. 20 That is not the
way you learned Christ!

Commentary

Prior to this passage, Paul has been stressing the unity of the community
of faith, which encompasses a diversity of practice. Now he pulls the
camera back, so to speak, to reveal the high contrast between the Christian
community and the values of the surrounding culture.

 As above, Paul�’s way of speaking about how we conduct our lives
uses the language of �“walking,�” derived from the Jewish concept of
halakah, walking in God�’s ways. Faithfulness is not about ideas, but
about how we move about in this world.

 In Paul�’s view, people who do not live in right relationship with the
one, true God are caught in a cycle of ignorance. Not knowing God,
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they really don�’t understand how the world works; and because of
this fundamental ignorance, they fail to discern where God is at work
in the world, and how to live in right relationship to God and how to
partner with God�’s activity in the world.

 In essence, they are like a ship without a rudder, lacking the ability to
redirect their energy even when they know that they are off course
(�“giving up all remorse�”).

In Paul�’s world, there were not really any true atheists, people who did
not believe in any gods at all. The problem with the Gentiles is that they
devote themselves to what is not worthy of human devotion.

 His argument is directed toward people who are wasting their
precious life by abandoning themselves to pursuits that are not
worthy of a human life.

 Paul�’s critique of the surrounding culture is particular to the
problems he sees in his context (lewdness, impurity).

 In our own context, how would you describe a life of pursuing
pointless things? What sorts of activities in our time tend to draw
people away from what is really worth giving ourselves and our
attention to?

 What does a right relationship with God have to do with living a
richer, fuller life, a life that is not futile?

Paul speaks here of �“learning Christ.�”
 As he does not explain what he means by that unusual phrase, he
leaves us to puzzle it out on our own, though clearly it has a great
deal to do with our actions and practices as Christians.

 Learning Christ is contrasted with practices of impurity. Impurity is a
term usually used in reference to the Jewish temple in Jerusalem.

 Perhaps what the author is suggesting is that those who have learned
Christ have a vocation to live as though their lives were a pure
offering to God, as the offerings in the temple needed to be pure.

 Daily life is the place where we practice living the Christ we have
learned.
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A Translation for Study

21 For surely you have heard him and were taught in him, as truth is in
Jesus, 22 to put away your former way of life, your old self, corrupted by
the desires of deceit, 23 and to be renewed by the spirit of your minds, 24
and to clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the
likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness.

Commentary

�“Truth�” (aletheia) is one of the most interesting words in the Greek New
Testament. It means, very literally, the �“un forgetting.�”

 The deepest truth of human life is revealed in Jesus, who, in every
action and gesture, reveals the likeness of God in human flesh.

 According to this author�’s understanding, a person who is baptized
into Christ (see 4:5) puts off the old, misguided self, lacking in
understanding, and puts on the new self, the self we were created to
be from the very beginning.

This �“new self�” lives according to the original pattern from Genesis 1:26,
�“Then God said, �‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our
likeness�….�’�”

 Genesis 2:26 is, no doubt, the author�’s biblical grounding for,
�“according to the likeness of God�” (4:24).

 He then explains what characterizes the likeness of God, a life lived
�“in true righteousness and holiness.�”

The Greek term used by the early church fathers and mothers for the
gradual process of putting on this new self, the self that is in the likeness
of God, is theosis.

 Theosis refers to union with God, or the gradual process of
transformation of the person by the power of God�’s grace. This
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transformation happens over time as one steadily learns Christ, and
begins to manifest Christ in daily living.

 In Greek, the word for righteousness is the same as the word for
justice, and means essentially to be in right relationship with God
and one�’s neighbor. You may recall that this is exactly the quality of
the creation in the beginning, in Eden, when the human beings and
God and the rest of creation were all in perfect harmony. By the
process of theosis, we come back into right relationship with all that
is, seen and unseen.

 The word translated here as �“holiness�” refers to living in accordance
with God�’s law, the law of love that holds all things in being.

 Theosis is essentially a process of the recovery of our original identity.
The new self is actually our original self, God�’s original intention for
human life, revealed perfectly in Christ.

A Translation for Study

25 So then, putting off falsehood, let each of us speak the truth to
our neighbor, for we are members of one another. 26 Be angry but do not
sin; do not let the sun set on your anger, 27 neither give space for the
devil. 28 Do not allow the thief to go on stealing; rather let him labor,
working with his own hands at something good, so as to have something
to share with the needy. 29 Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but
if you have a good word to say, let it be said for building up, as there is
need, so that it may give grace to those who hear.

Commentary

Having learned that �“truth�” means �“un forgetting,�” we have some idea
of what it means to speak the truth to our neighbor.

 It means that we are the living reminders to our neighbor of God�’s
original intention, just as Christ both spoke and lived the truth for us,
to show us our true nature.
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 Being in proper relationship with our neighbor means living in such
a way that we exemplify the ways in which we are members of one
another. I cannot have righteousness apart from the well being of my
neighbor. There is no self righteousness in theosis!

Paul then gives examples of concrete ways in which we may live the
truth we speak:

 by curbing our anger, not nursing it, but rather working to
understand it, perhaps even to use anger for good, but never for the
destruction of our neighbor.

 by being wise about the ways that our personality, and perhaps even
our gifts, can be a means of destruction (v.27).

 by being alert to how we may be the means for someone else to turn
from patterns of alienation and destruction (in this case, thievery) to a
life of creativity and generosity in community (v.28).

 by likewise making our every word, even a word of correction, be
life giving to the hearer.

 Grace, in the New Testament, is the power of God for new life. Verse
29 challenges us to make our every word a channel for the life giving
power of God in the lives of others.

A Translation for Study

30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by which you were sealed
for the day of redemption 31 Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and
wrangling and slander be removed from you, together with all malice, 32
and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, gracious to one another, as
God in Christ has been gracious to you.

Commentary

The final verses in our passage confirm how deeply God is involved in
the well being of Christian community.

 It grieves the Holy Spirit when we do not live in harmony.
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 The Letter to the Ephesians is a challenge to our individualistic
culture!

 The key to harmony in community is the exercise of three virtues:
kindness, tenderheartedness, and graciousness.

 These three virtues are more powerful than all bitterness, wrath,
anger, wrangling, slander, and malice, as they derive from the being
of God, who has already poured them out upon us.

 Note the interlocking circles of God�’s life and our lives: God is
gracious to us, then we are gracious to our neighbor, who is gracious
also to us. This is the circulatory system of Christian community:
everflowing grace, manifested in simple kindness and
tenderheartedness toward one another.

For Further Reflection

Paul contrasts the ways of �“walking�” of Christians and the culture around
them. Because we are not being actively persecuted, it might be hard for us
to see the contrast between the values of our faith community and the
values of the world around us. What evidence do you see around us that
the world is misdirected in its values, or that the lack of relationship with
God causes misunderstanding about the deepest purposes of human life?

How have you �“learned Christ�” (to the extent that you have) (v.20)? Who
has been important in your learning? Who has spoken or modeled to you
the truth (i.e. the �“un forgetting�” of our true nature created by God)? What
are the practices of your faith community that allow people to learn Christ?
What gets in the way of learning Christ?

The word theosis is not very commonly used now, though it was in the
early centuries of the church. Clearly, from the beginning, Christians had a
very high notion of their role in the world as agents of God and reminders
of God�’s original intentions for humankind. As you look over your life of



 7

faith, can you see evidence of gradual theosis? What have been the most
fruitful periods of your life, in terms of your transformation in Christ?

Verses 25 29 list some of the possible stumbling blocks in our path of
transformation in community. Which of the things mentioned is the most
challenging for you? Can you tell of a time in the last week when you saw
someone exhibit one of the three virtues mentioned?

If truth is the un forgetting, or the reminder of our true nature, then what is
falsehood? Why, in you opinion, do we lose a sense for our original
likeness to God? By what practices and encounters do we recover the
person we were created to be?

What does this entire lesson tell us about the purposes of baptism, and
about our responsibility to the newly baptized?

 



“Rooted and Grounded in Love”  
A Study of the Letter to the Ephesians  

 
Diocese of West Texas 
Spring & Fall 2011  

  
SESSION NINE   
Imitate God by Walking in Love as Christ Loved Us  

Ephesians 5:1-21 
 
A Translation for Study 

Ephesians 5:1 Therefore, be imitators of God, as beloved children, 2 and 
walk in love, just as Christ also loved us and gave himself up for us, a 
fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. 
 
Commentary   
Imitate God? Are you serious? Yes!  

• God’s graciousness in Christ, set out in the preceding verse 4:32, 
grounds this bold exhortation to imitate God.  

• Imitation was a common pattern of moral instruction in the ancient 
world; through specific actions, individuals served as models for 
others of the nature and characteristics of the person or pattern of life 
being imitated.  

• For instance, imitation of one’s father (usually understood to be the 
family’s moral teacher) was a common ethical theme; thus, as the 
author says, we are to imitate God “as beloved children” (see also 
Ephesians 3:14-15).  

• Imitating God was not unknown in Judaism: it was a common ethical 
theme in the 1st century writings of Philo, a Jewish philosopher in 
Alexandria, Egypt.  

• In the seven letters undisputedly written by Paul, he regularly talks 
about imitating Christ or himself (see 1 Corinthians 4:16; 11:1; 1 
Thessalonians 1:6; Philippians 3:17) or even imitating other churches 
(1 Thessalonians 2:14). 

• Ephesians 5:1, however, contains the only reference in the entire New 
Testament to imitating God (although, in Matthew 5:48, Jesus says “be 
perfect as your heavenly father is perfect”).  
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To “walk in love” includes self-giving actions that benefit others.  
• We have previously seen that “love” is the constitutive norm for life 

in this community (1:4, 15; 2:4; 3:17; 4:2, 15-16). 
• The author now explains that Jesus Christ is the model for “love,” 

especially his self-giving for others as a sacrifice pleasing to God in 
his manner of life, as well as his death.    

 
Translation  

3 Do not let there be among you even a hint of sexual immorality 
and impurity of any kind, or greed, as is proper among saints. 4 Also, 
indecent behavior and foolish or vulgar talk are out of place; but instead, 
let there be thanksgiving. 5 For this you know, recognizing that every 
person who practices sexual immorality, or is impure, or who is greedy 
(that is, an idolater), does not have an inheritance in the kingdom of 
Christ and of God.  
 
Commentary 
Protecting the integrity of the community and its members is a priority.      

• The Christian community sets itself apart from practices associated 
with other Gentiles (see Ephesians 4:17), so it is imperative that these 
destructive acts and speech not take place among Christians.   

• The members of the community also take responsibility for the eternal 
well-being of one another, knowing that each person practicing such 
things will not “inherit” the kingdom; that is, such persons will not 
share in the eternal nature of life from God.    

 
We talk a lot about issues of sexual immorality, but what about greed?  

• As an idolater, a greedy person worships another god and threatens 
the fabric of a community as much as one engaged in acts of sexual 
immorality. 

• How should the church be addressing issues of greed and idolatry in 
the midst of our rampant culture of consumerism?  

 
Translation  

6 Let no one lead you astray with empty words, for because of these 
things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience. 7 
Therefore do not be participants with them. 8 For once you were 
darkness, but now in the Lord you are light. Walk as children of light – 9 
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for the fruit of the light is found in all goodness and justice and truth. 10 
Prove through testing [dokimazein] what is well-pleasing to the Lord. 11 
Do not partner in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose 
them. 12 For it is shameful even to speak of these things being done by 
them in secret; 13 and everything being exposed by the light becomes 
visible, 14 for everything becoming visible is light. Therefore it says, 
“Sleeper, awake! Rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you.”  
 
Commentary  
Beware: actions have consequences! The author reminds people not to be 
deceived into thinking that God does not judge human actions.  

• By using the phrase “wrath of God,” the author does not necessarily 
mean to portray God as vengeful or angry. 

• God’s will is always toward life and creativity, and away from 
destruction and chaos.  

• Actions that are not in line with God’s will are destructive not only to 
others, but to the one who initiates the destruction.  

• People bring wrath upon themselves when they engage in evil.  
• Thus, believers should not participate in activities that characterize 

the “sons of disobedience,” who continue to walk as Gentiles walk in 
the world (see 4:17) and disobey God’s ways that bring human life 
and flourishing (for further discussion of “sons of disobedience,” see 
SECTION THREE of this study).  
  

To walk as children of the light requires “proof through testing” 
(dokimazein) to determine the actions that are pleasing to the Lord of life.   

• The early Christians often listed specific vices to avoid (see verses 3-5 
above), but did not attempt to specify concrete actions required of 
them as followers of Christ. 

• “Consequently, they had to constantly ask what conduct pleases God 
in every particular situation” (Perkins, 121). 

• The Greek verb dokimazein was adopted by the Pauline school of early 
Christians to describe one such way of answering that question.   

• In antiquity, the verb dokimazein was often used in scientific contexts 
to describe the practice of testing an object to determine its 
constitutive components, qualities, and characteristics. 

• Paul used dokimazein to describe a similar testing process: a reflective 
practice in the community to help people distinguish between 
concrete actions that conform to God’s will and those that do not.  

• In this practice, the community would identify the fruitful or 
destructive consequences of concrete actions, thereby allowing them to 
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determine which particular actions found favor with God (see, for 
example, Romans 12:1-2; 1 Thessalonians 5:21-22; Philippians 1:9-11).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is not enough simply to refuse to participate in acts of darkness; a 
Christian is also called to expose evil deeds. The author probably has two 
different but related situations in mind. 

• First, as noted above in verses 3-5, community members take 
responsibility for one another; so Christians point out (“expose”) to 
one another actions that suggest someone is in danger of slipping 
back into their former way of life as a Gentile in the world; Christians 
“act as a form of moral conscience for fellow believers” (Perkins, 121).  

• Second, as community members continue to “walk as children of the 
light,” the life and light of the community illuminates the 
surrounding darkness and “exposes” particular behavior that is evil 
and destructive.   

 
The final verse 14 probably quotes part of a baptismal liturgy.  

• The quote (source unknown) signifies a person’s rise from 
metaphorical “death” to life through baptism into Christ. 

• Previously (2:1-6), we saw the author emphasize how Gentiles, once 
“dead” as a consequence of walking in their trespasses and sins, are 
now made alive in Christ through the mercy and love of God. 

• This baptismal reference suggests that the purpose of “exposing” the 
concrete actions of darkness by others is intended to help them move 
from death to life, from darkness to light.     

 
Translation  

15 Therefore, watch carefully how you walk, not as unwise people 
but as wise, 16 redeeming the time, because the days are evil. 17 So do 
not be foolish, but comprehend what is the will of the Lord. 18 Do not 
get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery; but be filled with the Spirit, 
19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, 
singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts, 20 giving thanks 

For the author of Ephesians 
the “fruit” of specific behavior aligned with God’s will  

is found in consequences  
that reflect goodness, justice, and truth. 
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always for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the 
Father.   

21 Be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
 
Commentary  
By walking wisely in the world, Christians can reclaim time for God. 
What is this strange language about “reclaiming time for God” all about?  

• The apocalyptic thinking of early Christians led them to see 
themselves as participants in the spiritual warfare taking place in the 
present “evil days” between God and the evil forces of “the age of 
this world,” led by the “ruler…of the air” (2:1-3), opposing God and 
God’s will for the world (see SESSION THREE). 

• Thus, the question for the early Christians (and us!) is this: through 
our concrete actions, are we going to partner with God or these evil 
forces?  

• Through their process of “proof through testing” (verse 10), 
Christians “watch carefully” (literally, “see with their eyes”) to 
determine whether they are walking in ways pleasing to God 
(walking wisely) or partnering with evil forces to oppose God and to 
bring destruction to the world.  

• By walking wisely, Christians “redeem” or “buy back” time for God 
in the midst of the present “evil days” controlled by the forces 
opposed to God.  

• In other words, by walking wisely according to the will of God, 
Christians turn the present evil time into “God’s time,” a time of 
goodness, justice, and truth (see verse 9 above).  

 
God’s wisdom is revealed to, and in, the community that gathers to 
worship, give thanks, and hold one another accountable. This section of 
the letter concludes by reminding Christians that the growth of the body of 
Christ depends on the well-being of all members, so they must practice 
mutual responsibility by subjecting themselves to one another (see Perkins, 
126).  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
“The practice of mutual instruction and encouragement 

requires lives open to the observation and participation of others” 
(Perkins, 126) 
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For Further Reflection  
 
Are you surprised by the author’s instruction to imitate God? Does it make 
you uncomfortable? Why, or why not? Where are we to look for guidance 
in expressing, through our actions, the nature and character of God?  
 
Identify a concrete action that you witnessed this past week that reflects 
someone who is “walking in love, as Christ loved us.” Be specific! 
 
What are some practices in your congregation that reflect a commitment to 
take responsibility for the well-being of everyone (verses 3-5)?  
 
In our culture of consumerism, greed can become manifest in some obvious 
practices but, more frequently, is subtle, lying hidden in unchallenged 
perspectives and actions. Do you see greed manifesting itself in some 
aspect of your own life? What steps can you take to eliminate your 
practices of greed? Do you see greed manifesting itself in the practices or 
attitudes of other members of your congregation? In what ways? Have you 
spoken to these other members of your community, addressing what you 
think you see happening (verse 11: “expose” these “works of darkness”)? If 
not, why not?  
 
Identify a recent event where you, or someone you know, intentionally 
refused to participate with someone who was engaged in what this author 
would refer to as an act of darkness. 
 
Do you have a personal discipline of “proof through testing” to determine 
whether particular actions you take are “well-pleasing to the Lord” (verse 
10)? If so, what does it look like? If not, why not? Does your community 
have such a practice? If so, how does it work? If not, why not?  
 
According to Perkins, “[t]he practice of mutual instruction and 
encouragement requires lives open to the observation and participation of 
others.” This is probably a good characterization of verse 21, where we are 
called to “be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ” (verse 21). 
What do you think it means to live a life “open to the observation and 
participation of others”? What are some of the ways that you and your 
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congregation carry out this practice together? Do you or your congregation 
need to make any changes in your views or practices to carry out this kind 
of “mutual instruction and encouragement”?  
 
 



“Rooted and Grounded in Love”  
A Study of the Letter to the Ephesians  

Diocese of West Texas 
Spring & Fall 2011  

 
 
SESSION TEN 
Relationships in the 1st Century Christian Household 

Ephesians 5:22-6:9 
 
 
Introduction to this Passage 
 
This section of the letter to the Ephesians is one of the indicators that it is 
unlikely that the apostle Paul is the author of the letter, as there are 
fundamental discrepancies between the way this author conceives of 
household relationships and the way they are delineated in the undisputed 
letters of Paul. 

• Paul’s own understanding of the relationship between husband and 
wife, laid out in 1 Corinthians 7:1-7, is that it is fully mutual. 

• This mutuality may stem from his conviction that baptism erases 
society’s conventional distinctions between slave and free, Greek and 
Jew, man and woman (Galatians 3:27-28). 

• According to Paul, in Christ both men and women have full human 
agency, as “sons” of God (Galatians 3:26), a freedom to act that 
should be characterized by the willingness to serve anyone in the 
community who has less power or lower status. 

• In Paul’s view, marriage is one of the institutions of this world that 
are passing; it has no eternal significance. This fact is underscored by 
his conviction that his own choice to remain unmarried makes more 
sense in the current time (1 Corinthians 7:7-9, 25-35). 

 
The author of Ephesians, writing later in the first century, has a different 
view. 

• This author compares marriage between a husband and wife to the 
eternal relationship between Christ and the Church. 

• In fact, even this author’s conception of the Church is larger and 
more abstract than that of Paul himself. Paul spoke of the church only 
as very specific gatherings of the faithful in particular places, while 
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the author of Ephesians has a concept of the universal Church that 
would be incomprehensible to Paul. 

• Even in Paul’s convoluted advice concerning the necessity of women 
to wear veils in church, he underscores the essential equality of men 
and women: “Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent of 
man or man independent of woman. For just as woman came from 
man, so man comes through woman; but all things come from God” 
(1 Corinthians 11:11-12). 

• The author of Ephesians, on the other hand, appears to be 
interpreting the customary hierarchy of the Hellenistic household 
within a Christian framework. 

• The subject of this lesson is precisely this blend of conventional 
Hellenistic advice concerning the household and Christian theology. 
It will be your task to relate this train of thought to both Paul’s advice 
and the customs of Jesus with regard to women, children, and slaves, 
in order to decide how you would characterize faithful Christian 
household relationships in our time and place. 

 
A Translation for Study 
Ephesians 5:22 Wives, be to your own husbands as you are to the Lord. 23 
For the husband is head of the wife just as Christ is head of the church, 
being himself the savior of the body. 24 Just as the church submits to 
Christ, so also wives ought to do, in everything, to their husbands. 
 
 
Commentary 
 
The author of Ephesians does not say that women are, by nature, less than 
men, but he does lay out the importance of a woman’s choice to submit to 
her husband’s leadership of the family. 

• In Greek, there is no specific word for husband or wife, only the 
word “man” or “woman.” 

• Those are the terms being employed here, i.e., “Women, be to your 
own men….” 

 
 
A Translation for Study 
 
 25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and 
gave himself up for her, 26 in order to sanctify her, having cleansed her 
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with the washing of water by the word, 27 so as to present the church to 
himself in glory, without a spot or wrinkle or any such thing--rather, that 
she may be holy and without blemish.  28 In the same way, husbands 
should love their own wives as they do their own bodies. He who loves 
his wife loves himself. 29 For no one would ever hate his own flesh! But 
he nourishes and tenderly cares for it, just as Christ does for the church, 
30 because we are members of his body. 31 “For this reason a man will 
leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will 
be one flesh.” 32 This is a great mystery! And I am applying it to Christ 
and the church. 33 Nevertheless, let every last one of you love his own 
wife as himself; and a wife should respect her husband. 
 
This next passage takes up the subject of a husband’s chosen relationship to 
his wife. 

• The Greek word for church, ekklesia, is feminine, thus giving rise to 
the personification of the church as a woman.  

• Rather than the mutuality in marriage described by Paul, this author 
sees the roles of husband and wife as complementary. 

• Both roles are sacrificial, though in different ways. The wife is to 
sacrifice her agency, by submitting to her husband’s direction; the 
husband subjects his will to the measure of what will benefit his wife, 
just as he would care for his own body. 

• Perhaps what the author is attempting in this description is a way to 
adapt the prevailing societal norms for marriage in the Hellenistic 
world, norms that establish the husband as the clear head of the 
household, within a Christian moral framework of sacrificial love. 

• These late first-century norms for the Christian household stand in 
stark contrast to Jesus’ own harshness toward the family (Mark 3:31-
35; Matthew12:46-50; Luke 8:19-21) and the reality that he and his 
followers, both men and women, left their families behind in order to 
carry out their itinerant ministry. Note in particular the “women who 
followed him from Galilee” (Matthew 27:55-56; Mark 15:40-41; Luke 
23:49; John 19:25b) who are present in all of the narratives of the 
crucifixion, and are the first witnesses to the empty tomb.  

 
 
A Translation for Study 
 
 6:1 Children, obey your parents [in the Lord]1, for this is right. 2 
“Honor your father and mother”-- this is the first commandment with a 
                                                
1 The phrase in brackets is not in some of the most authoritative manuscripts. 
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promise: 3 “so that it may be well with you and you may live long on the 
land.” 4 And, fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring 
them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord. 
 
 
Commentary 
 
In the Hebrew scriptures, the commandment to children to honor their 
father and mother is one of the requirements for the people of God to 
enter the land God has promised them, and to dwell there in peace and 
well-being (Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16). 

• Though other elements of the Torah are no longer being observed in 
this Christian community, this one has been chosen as having 
enduring validity. 

• The possible addition of the phrase “in the Lord” is evidence of how, 
as the first century progressed, the Christian community increasingly 
saw the conduct of family relationships as possessing eternal 
significance. 

• Relationships within the family have become the subject of moral 
discourse apart from one’s duties as a Christian to people beyond the 
family circle. 

  
The father’s responsibilities in the children’s lives (“discipline and 
instruction”) again owe much to the social construct of the role of the 
father in Greco-Roman families, though perhaps these two words warrant 
some attention in our own time, when parents are concerned about the 
balance of discipline, freedom, and responsibility in childrearing. 

• The two Greek words used here are paideia and nouthesia. 
• Paideia refers to the shaping of a young person’s character according 

to an ideal of the human being. 
• In this letter, the ideal is Christ, and the father is responsible for 

assuring that the children are brought up to have the mind of Christ, 
and Christ’s pattern of selfless living. 

• Today, both parents bear this responsibility in most families. 
• The question is, how does one raise generous children, children who 

have the moral strength to serve those who have less than they? 
• The root of the word nouthesia is nous, or ‘mind.’ But it refers to 

more than “head-knowledge.” It is akin to both wisdom and 
discipleship, a thoroughgoing practical understanding of the ways of 
Christ, so that one can live as Christ in the world. It is a complete 
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development of the heart and mind together, according to the model 
of Christ. 

• Once again, the author describes this responsibility as falling to the 
father, though in our setting we would probably see nouthesia as the 
work of both parents together. 

 
 
A Translation for Study 
 
 5 Slaves, obey your earthly masters with fear and trembling, in 
singleness of heart, as to Christ; 6 not with “eye-service,” as people-
pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the soul. 7 
Render service with enthusiasm, as to the Lord and not to men and 
women, 8 knowing that whatever good we do, we will receive the same 
again from the Lord, whether we are slaves or free. 9 And, masters, do 
the same to them. Stop threatening them, for you know that both of you 
have the same Master in heaven, and with him there is no partiality. 
 
Commentary 
 
This passage contains perhaps the hardest teaching for us to relate to, 
especially given the history of American slavery. 

• It should be noted, first, that once again the teaching deviates from 
Paul’s own counsel regarding slavery. 

• Paul saw slavery as an aspect of this world which is passing away, 
neither something to claim as significant to one’s relationship with 
Christ, but also not worthy of great effort to change if one’s master 
were not a part of the church (1 Corinthians 7:21-24). 

• Yet, within Christian community, it is clear that Paul did not think 
that slave/master relationships were appropriate. 

• Paul’s language for a fellow believer was “brother” (for both men 
and women). Remember that he saw baptism as a kind of adoption 
into the family of God. Thus, it follows that one brother cannot be the 
master of another, who is enslaved to him. 

• The Letter to Philemon (an authentic letter of Paul), asking for the 
release of the slave Onesimus, makes clear Paul’s understanding that 
slavery is not appropriate within Christian community. 

 
Paul, himself, does use metaphors of slavery to speak of the believer’s 
saving obedience to God or to Christ, as we saw above in 1 Corinthians 
7:22. 
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• Note here in Ephesians the use of language similar to Paul’s in 
Philippians 2:12. 

• In Paul’s view, salvation is a gradual process that develops in a 
person’s life through obedience to God (or to Christ).2 

• In “fear and trembling,” we test our actions to see whether or not 
they are in harmony with the will of God. 

• The author of Ephesians has borrowed this same language to speak 
of the relationship between slaves and their earthly masters, once 
again giving eternal significance to a human arrangement that Paul 
saw as passing away. 

 
 
For Further Reflection 
 
One of the difficulties presented by this passage is the way in which it runs 
against other teachings of the New Testament, both in the authentic letters 
of Paul, and in the Gospels. How do you decide what to follow in such a 
case? Do you have methods that you use consistently, or do you decide on 
a case-by-case basis? 
 
Which aspects of this teaching offer the most wisdom, in your view? Which 
do you think you will not follow? 
 
In our own time and place, do you think that there should be a distinction 
between relationships in a Christian family and those in the general 
culture? If so, in what ways exactly do you think a Christian family should 
be different? What obstacles might make it hard for a family to live 
faithfully in our world? 
 
In your own words, how would you describe a faithful marriage? Faithful 
relationships between children and parents? 
 
Ultimately, Christians were some of the most vocal opponents to slavery in 
the United States, seeing slavery as an unjust use of other persons. What 
unjust use of one person by another still exists, and how are such injustices 
perpetuated? 
 

                                                
2 Look at Philippians 2:12. Your English translation may suggest that Paul is urging obedience to himself, though in 
the Greek there is no direct object to the verb “obeyed,” though it is understood to be a parallel to Christ Jesus’ 
obedience to God (again, without a direct object) in Philippians 2:8. 
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The author of Ephesians speaks of the father’s role in the paideia and 
nouthesia of children. What are the most important virtues for Christian 
children to develop, and who has the role of teaching and modeling these 
virtues? How is the wisdom of Christ best taught to children? 
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SESSION ELEVEN 
How to Be Strong in Faith  

Ephesians 6:10-24  
 
 
A Translation for Study 
Ephesians 6:10 Finally, be continually empowered in the Lord, and his 
mighty strength. 11 Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be 
able to stand against the schemes of the devil. 12 For our wrestling is not 
against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, 
against the cosmic powers of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of 
evil in the heavenly places. 
 
Commentary 
In this last section of Ephesians, Paul1 sets the struggles of the 
community within a cosmic context, affirming the importance of their 
perseverance in faithfulness. 
 
Paul’s understanding of evil is congruent with the three renunciations of 
evil that are set forth in the baptismal rite of the Book of Common Prayer 
(BCP, p. 302). 

• The highest, most abstract level of evil consists of “Satan and all the 
spiritual forces of wickedness that rebel against God.” Paul calls this 
level of evil “the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” This 
is a pure, unembodied force of evil. It is extremely powerful, though 
invisible. 

• The second level of evil is that which is embodied in societal 
structures, in human institutions, and in those human beings who 
wield extraordinary power and influence, such as government 
officials or leaders of large-scale industries or businesses. When such 
groups (BCP, the “evil powers of this world”) succumb to the forces 
of evil, they “corrupt and destroy the creatures of God,” according to 

                                                
1 Remember that we are speaking here of a second-generation follower of Paul, writing in his name. 
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the Prayer Book. Paul’s reference to rulers and authorities and cosmic 
powers is akin to this level. These sorts of structures and institutions 
and entities have the opportunity to be the means of enormous good 
or enormous evil; they can contribute to the flourishing of God’s 
whole creation, or they can cause untold suffering. The culture that 
surrounds the Ephesian churches is under the sway of this level of 
evil, which the author also calls “darkness” (see also Ephesians 
5:8,11). The members of these churches were formerly a part of that 
destructive culture, and now they must work to distance themselves 
from it. 

• The third level of evil is the personal level: “sinful desires that draw 
you from the love of God,” as the Prayer Book expresses it. Paul tells 
the Ephesians that this is not the level of evil that they are up against 
(“our wrestling is not against flesh and blood”). Rather, they need to 
be attuned to the higher levels of evil, which can often go 
unrecognized, because they are the very structures and institutions in 
which people live. 

 
 

It will take a high degree of discernment and strength for the small 
churches of Ephesus to persevere in maintaining their stance against 
spiritual and societal evil. It will require “the whole armor of God.” 
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A Translation for Study 
6:13 For this reason, you must take up the whole armor of God, that you 
may be able to stand strong on the evil day, and, having done everything, 
to stand firm. 14 Stand, therefore, and fasten the belt of truth around 
your waist, and put on the breastplate of righteousness (dikaiosynē). 15 
Shoe your feet with the readiness of the gospel of peace. 16 With all of 
these, take the shield of faith (pistis), with which you will be able to 
quench all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 17 Take the helmet of 
salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. 
 
Commentary 
Metaphors drawn from the battlefield were common in moral and religious 
discourse of the first century. The armor of God is not a weapon of war, 
but a set of strategic spiritual tools intended to combat evil and release the 
world from the forces of destruction that are holding it captive. 

• These spiritual tools are: truth, righteousness, the gospel of peace, 
faith, salvation, and the word of God. 

• The deepest truth of the world is God’s love of it, and the reign of 
love inaugurated through the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

• Righteousness (in Greek, dikaiosynē) may also be translated “justice.” 
As we have said before, it is a word that refers to all things being in 
right relationship: people in right relationship with God, with their 
neighbor, and with the whole creation. To be in right relationship in 
this way is a work of both justice and righteousness, seeking God’s 
way in all things. 

• The Greek word for gospel (euangelion) refers to good news brought 
to a ruler, especially from the battlefield (see Isaiah 52:7). In earliest 
Christianity, it was a way of talking about the victory of God 
demonstrated through the resurrection of Jesus. God’s victory results 
not in some future retaliation by the opponents of God, but in true 
and lasting peace. The victory of God in Christ, the victory of the 
pure power of love poured forth through Christ, reconciles all of 
creation in peace (see especially Ephesians 2:14, “He is our peace…”). 

• Faith, or complete confidence in God’s victory, is a shield against the 
large-scale forces of evil that surround us, attempting to cause us not 
to trust in the power of love. 

 
The armor of God does not destroy the enemy, but rather enables us to 
stand in the face of the enemy, as we embody God’s ways. 
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• Note how many times the word “stand” has been used in quick 
succession: 6:11, 6:13 (twice), 6:14. 

• Destruction is the work of those who oppose God; the people of God 
have a completely different set of tools with which to bring about 
God’s reign. 

• Perhaps one of the most important tools in our kit is the word (rhēma) 
of God. Rhēma refers particularly to a spoken word, the living word of 
God that confronts us in our daily lives. We study the written word 
in the scriptures so that we may recognize the voice of God as it is 
mediated to us in a lively way through events and people and the 
patterns of the natural world around us. 

• As the writer of Ephesians tells us, this word is like a sharp sword, 
delineating God’s path through the confusion of life. 

 
 
A Translation for Study 
6: 18 In every prayer and supplication, pray at all times in the Spirit, and 
keep watch for this very thing in total, obstinate perseverance and 
supplication for all the saints. 19 And also pray on my behalf, that I may 
be given wisdom (logos) when I open my mouth, to make known with 
boldness the mystery of the Gospel, 20 for which I am an ambassador in 
chains. Pray that I may be bold in my speaking, as I must be. 



 5 

Commentary 
In these verses, we have a window into the author’s understanding of 
prayer. 

• In their difficult circumstances, the Ephesians are not to give up on 
prayer, but to continue in “total, obstinate perseverance.” 

• In the circumstances of our own world, where there seems to be war 
without end, and grinding poverty for the majority of people at the 
same time that there is overwhelming affluence for others, prayer can 
feel like a slender reed, easily overwhelmed by the tide of despair. 

• But we are to continue to pray, and to embody what we pray for, 
with “total, obstinate perseverance,” interceding for all the people of 
God. 

• Paul also reveals his own need for prayer, that he may be bold in 
speaking out about the things of God amid a culture that has no 
respect for the sacrificial pattern of life that Paul teaches to his 
churches. 

• It is praying in the Spirit that makes our prayer not burdensome, but 
lively, linked to a source of divine power far beyond our own 
capabilities. Note the profusion of references to the Spirit in 
Ephesians: 1:13, 17; 2:2, 18, 22; 3:5, 16; 4:3, 4, 23, 30; 5:18; 6:18. 

 
 
A Translation for Study 
21 So you, too, may know how it is with me and what I am doing, 
Tychicus, my beloved brother and faithful minister in the Lord, will 
make everything known to you. 22 I sent him to you for this very 
purpose, so that you would know all about how we are doing, and to 
encourage your hearts. 
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Commentary 
Here, at the end of the letter, we find evidence of how the early churches 
functioned, from the time of Paul through at least the end of the first 
century. 

• A principal teacher would be able to visit the churches only rarely, so 
letters replaced the teacher’s presence in between visits, expanding 
on the teaching and addressing issues in the church that had arisen 
since the last visit. 

• The person who brought the letter (in this case, Tychicus) would also 
be responsible for explaining the teaching contained in the letter, 
interpreting it and expanding upon it when necessary. 

• These co-workers represented the presence of the teacher who sent 
them. 

• Tychicus is also listed as the carrier of the letter to the Colossians 
(Colossians 4:7). He is not mentioned in any of the undisputed letters 
of Paul, but is mentioned in Acts 20:4, and in 2 Timothy 4:12 (“I have 
sent Tychicus to Ephesus”) and Titus 3:12. The use of his name here 
may be intended to legitimize his work in and around Ephesus. 

 
 
A Translation for Study 
23 Peace to the brothers, and love, with faith, from God the Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ. 24 Grace (charis) be with all who love our Lord 
Jesus Christ with an incorruptible love. 
 
Commentary 
The author refers to the members of the church as “brothers.” 

• This familial language describes how Paul and other early church 
leaders regarded the church: as the household of God, the Father. 

• Jesus was seen as God’s true son, and all believers as adopted sons 
(even the women, as sons were the customary heirs in the ancient 
world, and all believers were considered to be God’s rightful heirs). 

• Thus, to one another, Christians were all beloved brothers. 
 
One way to understand the force of any particular counsel in a New 
Testament epistle is to ask yourself what the author is attempting to 
correct. 

• In verse 24, the author of Ephesians blesses all those who “love our 
Lord Jesus Christ with an incorruptible love.” 
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• Apparently, then, some people’s love of Christ had begun to die out. 
• Love, in this case, has nothing to do with how people felt about Jesus, 

but whether or not they were willing to entrust their whole lives to 
his self-giving way of life. 

• Apparently, some were losing heart, probably on account of the 
resistance of the society around them. It is difficult to live in a way 
that is completely contrary to everyone around you. 

• Perhaps, in this case, Paul’s request for prayers of boldness for 
himself might also be seen as a way to encourage the Ephesians to 
pray for boldness for themselves, that they might be willing to 
embody the gospel in all boldness. 

 
 
For Further Reflection 
Many people worry about the state of our world. Can you describe what is 
going on with reference to the three levels of evil mentioned in the 
baptismal examination (pages 1 and 2 of this session)? At which level does 
there appear to be the greatest danger of evil (spiritual, societal, personal)? 
How do these three levels interact? 
 
Now study the “whole armor of God” in Ephesians 6:13-17. How might 
this armor help you (and your church community) to deal with our current 
situations of suffering and injustice? Be as specific as possible. What one 
concrete thing might you and your community do to embody God’s ways 
in the face of “the cosmic powers of this darkness”? 
 
In your own words, describe the connection between righteousness and 
justice (the single Greek word, dikaiosynē). Do righteousness and justice 
describe different approaches to faithfulness, in your opinion? How can a 
community keep both aspects of dikaiosynē in balance? As we have said 
above, dikaiosynē refers to all things being in right relationship with one 
another. Which relationship is in most need of reconciliation, in your 
opinion: people with one another, people with God, or people with the 
creation? 
 
What are your usual practices of prayer? How have you been changed over 
the years by your prayer? Prayer in the Spirit means particularly prayer 
that follows the path of God’s care for the suffering. Thus, prayer is an 
essential practice for bringing God’s will to bear upon the world we live in, 
a kind of channel for the life of God in our world. What desperate situation 
right now is calling for prayer, in your opinion? How can a Christian 
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community support one another in “total, obstinate perseverance” in 
prayer for this situation? 
 
Has your love of Christ been persistently strong over the course of your 
life, or has it waxed and waned over the years? What sorts of people or 
activities tend to strengthen your commitment to living as an heir of God, 
and brother of Christ? What kinds of things tend to weaken your resolve? 


	Adult Bible Study introduction pages
	Ephesians Study - 2011
	Ephesians_Session1
	Ephesians_Session2
	Ephesians_Session3
	Ephesians_Session4
	Ephesians_Session5
	Ephesians_Session6
	Ephesians_Session7
	Ephesians_Session8
	Ephesians_Session9
	Ephesians_Session10
	Ephesians_Session11

