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EPHESIANS

The EPISTLE of PAUL the APOSTLE tothe

Ephesians

TITLE AND AUTHOR

The title of the book comes from the salutation
(1:1). The author is Paul, as evidenced by the let-
ter itself (1:1; 3:1). Themes and language com-
mon in Paul’s earlier letters appear frequently
in Ephesians, and the verbal similarities with
Colossians are especially striking. The similari-
ties are most easily explained by assuming that
Paul wrote Ephesians shortly after completing
Colossians. Paul’s devotional and prayerful
tone reaches its height as he contemplates the
eternal and universal significance of Christ’s
church. In this way, he continues his reflec-
tions on the subject that dominated his corre-
spondence with the Colossians—the eternal
and universal significance of Christ.

DATE AND OCCASION

This letter may have had a broader audience
than the church at Ephesus alone. Some of
the oldest Gk. manuscripts do not include “in
Ephesus” in the address of the letter (1:1). Many
scholars believe Ephesians was written as a
general letter to a number of churches in the
region, which would be in keeping with the
sweeping contents of the letter as a whole. It is
possible that Paul originally sent the letter to
Ephesus, but as the letter was sent from church
to church the address was omitted. Questions
about to whom Paul wrote this letter also lead
to questions about when he wrote the letter.

The imprisonment mentioned in 3:1 and 6:20 is
the same as that in Colossians 4:3, 10, 18, and is
probably Paul’s two-year house arrest in Rome
(A.D. 60-62), recounted in Acts 28.

Ephesus was the capital of the Roman province
of Asia on the west coast of Asia Minor (mod-
ern-day Turkey). It lay between the eastern and
western halves of the Roman Empire and was
among the five most prominent cities in the
empire during the first century. During Paul’s
unusually long stay in Ephesus, it became the
center for evangelizing the western part of Asia
Minor (Acts 19:10). Paul’s affectionate ties with
this church are evident in his farewell speech
to its elders (Acts 20:16-38).

Ephesus’s most prominent civic monument,
the temple of the goddess Diana, was one of the
Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. The city
is described in one inscription as the “nurturer”
of the goddess, and the goddess in turn makes
Ephesus the “most glorious” of the Asian cities.
People from the area would have appreciated
the irony of Paul’s words about Christ’s nourish-
ing His own body, the church (5:29). They would
have appreciated the point of contrast when
Paul describes Christ’s church as a glorious or
radiant bride (5:27). It was also in Ephesus that
Paul’s preaching of Christ came into dramatic
conflict with an important trade dependent
on pagan worship (Acts 19:23—41) and that the
gospel inspired a great turning away from the
occult (Acts 19:17-20). Paul’s call to expose the
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deeds of darkness (5:8-14) and prepare for war
against “the spiritual forces of evil in the heav-
enly places” (6:12; cf. 1:20, 21; 3:10) would have
struck the original readers with force.

CHARACTERISTICS AND THEMES

Ephesians generally follows the standard epis-
tolary conventions of the first century. It con-
tains a standard letter opening (1:1, 2), body
(1:3-6:20), and conclusion (6:21-24). As he does
in his other epistles, Paul adapts the standard
conventions to his own purposes.

The most striking feature of this book is how
it reflects a deeply and thoroughly Pauline
approach to thinking about the Christian
life. Chapters 1-3 build up the “indicatives,”
the glorious statements of fact that undergird
Christianity. Here Paul lays out the riches that
are ours in Christ Jesus through His work of re-
demption. Chapters 4-6 then offer the “imper-
atives,” the commands regarding how we are to
live in light of our calling and the riches that
are already ours in Christ.

One of the key words in this letter is “mystery,”
which appears seven times (1:9; 3:3, 4, 6, 9; 5:32;
6:19). The first statement is the most impor-
tant: Paul tells us that God is now revealing the
“mystery of his will,” which is the uniting of all
things in heaven and on earth in Christ. The
great evidence that this cosmic redemption is
happening is the church, the body of Christ,
His new humanity (1:23; 2:15). In the church,
God is uniting Jew and Gentile, reconciling
them and tearing down the “wall of hostility”
between them through the cross (2:14). This
“mystery of Christ” was hidden in past times
(i.e., before the coming of Christ), but is now
seen clearly: “the Gentiles are fellow heirs,
members of the same body, and partakers of
the promise in Christ through the gospel” (3:6).

That means, then, that the church is central
to God’s purpose in the world because it is a
sign of the final reconciliation of all things in
Christ. The church is God’s precious posses-
sion, a colony in which the Lord of history has
begun to fashion the renewed humanity after
His own image (1:10-14; 2:11-22; 3:6, 9-11;
4:1-6:9). The church is a community where
God’s power to reconcile people to Himself is

experienced and shared in transformed rela-
tionships (2:1-10; 4:1-16; 4:32-5:2; 5:22—-6:9). It
isanew temple, a building of people, grounded
in the sure revelation of what God has done in
history (2:19-22; 3:17-19). The church is an or-
ganism in which power and authority are exer-
cised after the pattern of Christ (1:22; 5:25-27),
and its stewardship is a means of serving Him
(4:11-16; 5:22-6:9). The church is an outpost
in a dark world (5:3-17), looking for the day of
final redemption. Above all, the church is the
bride preparing for the approach of her lover
and husband (5:22-32).

CHRIST IN EPHESIANS

Ephesians helps us to understand the critical
biblical doctrine of union with Christ. The
importance of this doctrine is evident from
the opening verses of the book. It is “in Christ”
that the Father “has blessed us . .. with every
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places” (1:3)
and that in whom He “chose us before the
foundation of the world” and “predestined us
for adoption” (1:4, 5). It is “in the Beloved” that
we have been “blessed” by the Father’s “glori-
ous grace,” and in Christ that we have “redemp-
tion through his blood, the forgiveness of our
trespasses” (1:6, 7). In Christ “we have obtained
an inheritance” (1:11), and “in him ... you were
sealed with the promised Holy Spirit” (1:13).

Furthermore, it was by being united to Jesus
Christ in His death and resurrection that we
were saved by the grace of God (2:1-10). In
Christ, the whole church is “being built togeth-
er into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit”
(2:22) and is the bride of Christ (5:25-33). We
are joined to Christ, as the body is to the head,
and thus grow into maturity (4:15, 16).

In this letter, Paul particularly emphasizes
Christ as raised from the dead as well as our
union with Christ in His resurrection. The
very same Spirit who raised Jesus from the
dead made us alive together with Christ (2:5),
presently indwells us (3:16, 17), and is at work
in us presently “according to the working of
his great might that he worked in Christ when
he raised him from the dead” (1:19, 20a). Paul’s
point is plain—in Christ and by the Spirit of
the risen Christ, believers have all the resourc-
es they need to walk with God in this age.
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