EPHESIANS
TITLE
The letter is addressed to the church in the city of Ephesus, capital of the Roman province of Asia, (Asia Minor – modern Turkey). Because the name Ephesus is not mentioned in every early manuscript, it is possible that the letter was an encyclical, intended to be read among all the churches in Asia Minor and was simply sent first to believers in Ephesus.

CONTENT
A letter of encouragement and exhortation, set against the backdrop of the “powers” (6:12), portraying Christ’s bringing Jew and Gentile together into the one people of God as His ultimate triumph and glory.

AUTHOR AND DATE
Paul is indicated as the author in the opening salutation (1:1; 3:1). The letter was written from prison in Rome (Acts 28:16-31), sometime between 60-62AD, and is therefore often referred to as a prison epistle (along with Philippians, Colossians and Philemon).
Tychicus, who is carrying this letter (6:21,22), is also carrying two letters to Colosse (Colossians and Philemon [Colossians 4:7-9]); perhaps after reflecting further on the Colossian situation and on the glory of Christ, and knowing the Asian fear of “the powers of this dark world,” Paul wrote this general pastoral letter to the churches of that area. Paul assumes the readers do not know him personally (1:15; 3:2)
BACKGROUND AND SETTING
The gospel was probably first brought to Ephesus by Priscilla and Aquilla, an exceptionally gifted couple (Acts 18:26), who were left there by Paul on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:18,19). The city of Ephesus was best known for its temple of Artemis, or Diana, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was also an important political, educational and economic centre, ranking with Alexandria in Egypt, and Antioch of Pisidia in southern Asia Minor.
The fledgling church begun by Priscilla and Aquilla was later firmly established by Paul on his third missionary journey (Acts 19) and he served as their leader for around three years. After Paul left, Timothy led the congregation for around a year and a half, primarily to counter the false teaching of a few influential men (such as Hymenaeus and Alexander), who were possibly elders in the congregation there (1 Timothy 1:3,20). Because of these men, the church was plagued by “myths and endless genealogies” (1:4) and extreme ascetic practices (4:3). Thirty years or so later, Christ gave His insight into the Ephesian church in Revelation 2:1-7, indicating that they had left their first love for Him
EMPHASES
The cosmic scope of the work of Christ; Christ’s reconciliation of Jew and Gentile through the cross; Christ’s supremacy over “the powers” for the sake of the church; Christian behaviour that reflects the unity of the Spirit

OVERVIEW
The churches of Asia Minor are in a period of difficulty. Some outside influences are putting pressure on Gentile believers to conform to Jewish identity markers (circumcision, food laws, religious calendar). Others are discouraged, distressed by ‘magic’ and the power of the demonic (“the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” 6:12), which had held them in their grip for so many years. As Paul is in prison thinking about these things and reflecting on the grandeur of Christ as expressed in his letter to the Colossians, his heart soars, and what he sees he writes down as an encouragement for these churches

The letter begins with praise (in the form of a Jewish berakah: “Blessed be God”) for the abundant blessings He has given in Christ (1:3-14); it carries on through the thanksgiving and prayer (vs.15-23), into the narrative of Jew and Gentile reconciliation (2:1-22) – plus Paul’s role in it (3:1-13) – and concludes with yet another prayer and doxology (3:14-21). The rest of the letter urges them to maintain the unity God has provided through Christ’s death and resurrection and the Spirit’s empowering (4:1-5:20), especially in Christian households (5:21-6:9), and concludes (6:10-20) by urging them to stand boldly in Christ and the Spirit and so withstand the powers that are still arrayed against them, while they live in this present age

UNDERSTANDING EPHESIANS
Three concerns dominate the letter:

(1) the passion of Paul’s life – the Gentile mission. This is not just the salvation of individual Gentiles. Paul understands that by reconciling both Jew and Gentile to Himself, God has thereby created out of the two one new humanity – the ultimate expression of His redeeming work in Christ (2:14-16). This theme first emerges at the end of the opening blessing (1:11-14); it is developed in a thoroughgoing way in 2:11-22 and picked up again in 3:1-13. It is also this ”unity of the Spirit” (between Jew and Gentile) that chapters 4-6 are all about by way of exhortation. The whole letter is held together by this theme.  
(2) Christ’s victory over “the powers” for the sake of the church, with the Spirit playing the key role in our participation in that victory. Paul brings these first two concerns together early on in the letter – firstly, in the “blessing” in 1:3-14, where Christ’s redemptive, reconciling work embraces all things, both those in heaven (the “heavenly realms” are now His) and those on earth (Jew and Gentile as the new people of God) – and secondly, in telling them about his own role in the gospel (3:1-13), where the reality of Jew and Gentile together as the one people of God is on display before the powers so that they become aware of their present – and ultimate – defeat in Christ (vs.10-12).
(3) That they “walk” (4:1,17; 5:2,8,15) so as to maintain the “unity of the Spirit” (4:1-16). This includes living out the life of Christ in their relationships (4:17-5:17), their worship (5:18-20), and in their Christian households (5:21-6:9) – those places where the worship would have taken place. The dynamic of the church’s life is the Holy Spirit. He is the seal of acceptance (1:13), the means of access to God (2:18), the source of revealed truth (3:5), the secret of universal power (3:16), the bond of unity (4:3,4), the mentor of thinking and speech (4:30), the source of joy (5:18) and the armourer for conflict (6:17)
All three concerns are brought into final focus in 6:10-20, where through the weapons and armour provided by Christ and the Spirit, Paul’s readers are urged to stand as one people in their ongoing conflict with the powers.
Paul’s Trinitarian experience of God comes out much in this letter – firstly in the structure of the opening praise to God: Father (1:3-6), Son (vs.7-12) and Holy Spirit (vs.13,14). Each of these concludes with “to the praise of his glorious grace” or “for/to the praise of his glory.” It is picked up again in the thanksgiving and prayer that follow (1:17), as well as in the narrative of reconciliation in 2:11-22, and serves as the basis for maintaining unity in chapters 4-6 (see 4:6-8 one Spirit, one Lord, one God and Father).
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.347-349), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.399-406) and “New Testament Survey” by M. Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.319-321)

EPHESIANS IN OUTLINE

1:3-14 Praise to the Triune God

While he usually begins with thanksgiving and prayer for the recipients, Paul here begins with an opening “blessing” of the God who has blessed them through Christ and the Spirit. Paul immediately introduces two of the major themes:
(1) the Spirit’s blessings, provided through Christ, are theirs in the heavenly realm in Christ, the place of the habitation of the powers to whom they were formerly in bondage (v.3)

(2) these blessings, especially redemption in Christ (vs.4-10) have come to Jew and Gentile alike so that both together inherit the final glory of God (vs.11-14)

1:15-23 Thanksgiving and Prayer

Paul’s thanksgiving (vs.15,16) and prayer (vs.17-19) follow. The prayer (for the Spirit’s) enlightenment functions primarily to set the stage for the affirmations of his readers’ present position in Christ, who presently sits at God’s right hand as Head over the powers for the sake of the church (vs.20-23 and echoing Psalm 110:1)

2:1-10 Reconciliation to God through Christ

Following directly out of 1:20-23, Paul reminds his readers first of their past enslavement to the powers (2:1-3) and then of their present position with Christ in the heavenly realms, where He sits enthroned above the powers (vs.4-7). Paul concludes with a kind of creedal statement: life in the present is based on grace – not by “works” but for “good works” (vs.8-10) – thus setting the stage for verses 11-22.

2:11-22 Reconciliation of Jew and Gentile through Christ and the Spirit

At stake for Paul is Gentile and Jew (and all other expressions of ethnic hatred) being joined together as the one people of God. They are made so, first, through Christ, whose death on the cross tore down the barriers that divide people, and, second, through the Spirit, who makes us one family as well as God’s temple, the place of His present habitation on earth.

3:1-13 Paul’s Role in the Reconciling Work of Christ

Paul starts a prayer – picked up again in verse 14 – but interrupts to emphasise both his own role of proclaiming the “mystery” as well as the nature of the mystery itself, namely, that Gentiles are coheirs with Jews and therefore together with them form the one people of God, now especially as a reality on display before the powers – as evidence of their defeat.

3:14-21 Prayer and Doxology

Paul prays that they might experience what he has just related, now in terms of knowing the unknowable love of Christ and so to be filled through the power of the Spirit, with all the fullness of God Himself. Such prayer and its potential realisation through the Spirit calls again for praise (vs.20,21)
4:1-16 An Exhortation to Maintain the Unity (between Jew and Gentile)

Narrative and prayer are now followed by imperatives (words of exhortation). This is how Paul addresses his third major concern – that the Ephesian believers maintain “the unity of the Spirit” noted in 2:11-22. After giving the Trinitarian basis for it (vs.4-6), he reflects on the gifts Christ has given the church for its growing up into this unity

4:17 – 6:9 The Practical Outworking of Unity 
Paul now applies what he has urged in verses 1-16 to his readers’ corporate and household existence as God’s people in the world. They must give up their former way of life as Gentiles who lived in opposition to God (4:17-24). Most of the sins mentioned in the text (vs.25-31) are those that destroy harmony in human relationships; to continue in such sins is to give place to the devil (v.27) and so grieve the Holy Spirit (4:30); rather, they should walk in the way of Christ (5:1,2),

After a series of exhortations to abandon their former ways as Gentiles and become God’s light in the darkness (5:3-17), Paul focuses on their corporate worship (which took place in the context of households). So the exhortation to “be filled with the Holy Spirit” (5:18) for worship also serves as the hinge between relationships in general, and within households in particular, where this worship would take place. The Christian household was the basic expression of the Christian community.
In the household rules (5:21-6:9), the householder himself (husband, father, master) is addressed in each case in relationship to the other three kinds of people in the household (wife, children, slaves). The key element in making the Christian household work is for the householder to “love (his wife) just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (5:25).

6:10-20 Conclusion: Stand Strong against the Powers

Paul concludes by urging his readers, in the light of all that has been said to this point, to contend against the powers by means of the armour provided through redemption in Christ (vs.13-17a) and the weapons of the Spirit (vs.17b-20) – the word of God and prayer

These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.349-352)
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