
Subject Line: Ephesians Week 1

Mon: Eph 1:1-14
Tues: Eph. 1:15-23
Wed: Romans 8:1-17
Thur: Psalm 95:1-11
Fri: Eph. 1:1-23

Happy Sunday,

This week, we’re starting a brand new adventure through one of the Apostle Paul’s most famous
letters; it’s a journey we’re perfectly prepared for after just reading Paul’s story in Acts.

You may remember, Ephesus was the city Paul stayed in the longest (more than 2 years; Acts
19) as he traveled around the Greco-Roman world. While he was there he created new
communities, shepherded these new believers, and performed various miracles all with the
hopes of bringing the Gentiles and Jews together under the banner of Jesus. As the number of
Jesus followers grew in Ephesus, the movement clashed against the cultural, religious, and
political powers there, throwing the city into an uproar.

In nearly every city he visits, Paul is either arrested, beaten, or barely escapes the angry mob.
But when he reached Jerusalem at the end of Acts, he would be arrested for the last time and
placed under Roman guard where he would remain for the rest of his life (Acts 21). Paul tells us
explicitly that this letter was penned while he was in prison (either in Ceserea or later in Rome,
we’re not sure). And as Paul sits in jail, knowing he could be killed at any time, what does he
decide to do? He writes. While in prison, Paul writes four of our New Testament letters:
Phillippians, Colossians, Philemon, and Ephesians.

Paul explains why he's writing Ephesians in chapter 3:4-5, “When you read this, you can
perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to the sons of men in
other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit.”

In other words, Paul is writing about the mystery of Christ which was revealed to him and which
he now hopes will be revealed to us! He wants to share with us this mystery and what it means
for our lives. So Paul structures Ephesians in two major blocks, linked by the word “therefore” in
4:1. In his first three chapters, Paul describes this mystery he wants us to think about, and then
in the remaining three chapters he’s going to explain how that mystery should impact every area
of our lives, including our relationships.

I love how Tim Mackie describes this idea, saying, "Ephesians is an essay summarizing the
most apocalyptic event in history–Jesus' life, death, and resurrection and the gift of the Spirit to
bring new creation right here in the present world."
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Do you believe that this could be true for you? That no matter what your circumstances are you
can experience new life and transformation in 2024? In this incredible letter, Paul wants to tell
us how it’s possible. But first, over the next few weeks, we need to look with fresh eyes on the
great mystery of Christ.

Let’s dive in!

P.S. There’s one more thing we need to be mindful of as we read Ephesians. Every “you” that
you will encounter should be read as a “y’all” (plural). Paul is not writing to one person, he’s
writing to a community of believers. In the same way, Paul’s words echo through history to us
today about what it means for us to follow Jesus together. The Way of Jesus is not a solo
endeavor.

P.S.S. Got questions about the text? Join our final Wednesday evening Bible study! It's all
online, so you can join from wherever you are and chat with fellow Bible readers from around
the world. You can register here. Our first class will be this Wednesday!

P.S.S.S. There are a TON of really great resources available to help you understand this
sometimes complex and dense letter. Be sure to follow along with our daily Bible Study videos
(link below), and check out the end of this email for some awesome videos, podcasts, and full
classes you can take to get the most out of your reading. There’s something for you whether
you only have five minutes to spare or hours.

About the Reading

Monday | Ephesians 1:1-14

We begin with a short introduction from Paul to his readers. Fun fact, the words “in Ephesus”
were not included in several of the most important early manuscripts. This means that, in all
likelihood, it was a circular letter–a document passed from church to church throughout Asia
and not intended for any one community alone.

Verses 3 to 14 make up Paul’s introductory prayer–Paul’s way of sharing with the church how
he’s thinking of them and what he hopes for them. The prayer sets up themes Paul will further
unpack in the remaining chapters.

One of those key themes is “blessing.” Paul writes, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every [blessing of the Spirit] in the heavenly
places…”

Did you notice the Trinity present right from the beginning? All three are there: God the Father,
Lord Jesus Christ, and the Spirit.

As an ancient Jewish reader, you would have immediately alerted to Paul’s repeated use of
blessing or blessed. The idea of blessing is core to Israel’s story in the Hebrew Bible. In Genesis
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1:28 God blesses the humans and tells them to “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth
and subdue it.” It doesn’t take long before humans make a mess of things. So, God zeroes in on
one particular chosen couple, Abraham and Sarah. He tells them they are going to have a
whole bunch of kids who will become a mighty nation. God tells them in Genesis 12:2-3,

“I will make you into a great nation,
and I will bless you;

I will make your name great,
and you will be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you,
and whoever curses you I will curse;

and all peoples on earth
will be blessed through you.”

In other words, through this one family, all nations on earth will get to share in God’s blessing.
Through the one, many will be blessed (this is a big theme that will pop up later). The theme of
blessing will eventually be associated with the hope of the Messiah. Psalm 72:17 says:

“May his name endure forever;
may it continue as long as the sun.

Then all nations will be blessed through him,
and they will call him blessed.”

Again, through the one (Messiah), many will experience God’s blessing.

Paul speaks of blessing and then writes, “...even as he chose us in him before the foundation of
the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for
adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ…”

And herein lies one of the biggest debates within Christian circles, predestination. Does God
decide before the foundations of the earth, before you’re even born who will go to heaven and
who won’t, who will believe and who won’t? Not exactly.

Remember, this whole prayer is being placed in the context of Israel’s story of blessing. Who is
Paul talking about here? Who were God’s chosen people? Israel!

This becomes even more explicit at the end of the prayer when Paul says in v. 11-12, “In him we
have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who
works all things according to the counsel of his will, so that we who were the first to hope in
Christ might be to the praise of his glory.”

Who were the first to hope in Christ? The Jews! This is the story of Acts, an initially Jewish story.
It wasn’t until Paul’s ministry that droves of Gentiles began to believe in Christ, which is what
Paul describes next in v. 13, “In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of
your salvation, and believed in him…”

When Paul uses election language–chosen, predestination, inheritance–he’s primarily talking
about Israel, the family of Abraham who was initially chosen to be the mediators of blessing to
the rest of the world.

Remember, God chose the one out of the many so through the one he could bless the
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many. It was never just for the benefit of the one.

In other words, what Paul is not talking about is the idea that some people are picked long
before they are born to go to Heaven or not. He’s talking about the story of Israel–the story that
God handpicked a group of people who would carry out God’s work in the world. And the good
news is that now the Gentiles get to be part of that story! They are adopted into God’s family
and therefore get to be part of the chosen group who carry out God’s mission.

And when we talked about blessing, do you remember who it ultimately ended up referring to?
The Messiah. As Israel failed to live up to their calling, their hopes for blessing were placed on
the idea of a lone figure who would set all things right and be the faithful one they couldn’t be.
Ultimately, it was the Messiah who would carry out the mission of God by bringing blessing to
the whole world.

This is why Paul repeatedly uses the words “in him” over and over again throughout this
opening prayer. It is through Christ that we become part of God’s family–Jesus is the one who is
chosen and predestined. When we are “in him” we get to share in all the promises and
blessings of Jesus. N.T. Wright says, “As in some Jewish thought, the king represents his
people, so that what happens to him happens to them, and what is true of him is true of them.”

It’s not that God chose us; God chose Jesus. We get adopted into this relationship
because of our faith in Christ.

Here’s how New Testament Scholar, Ben Witherington III explains it:

“God, because of his great love, destined that those who believe ‘in Christ’ would
be adopted as his sons and daughters. The concept of election and destining here
is corporate. If one is in Christ, one is elect and part of the destined Messianic
family. Paul is not talking about the pre-temporal electing or choosing of individual
humans outside of Christ to be in Christ, but rather of the election of Christ and
what is destined for those...who are in Christ…When Paul later speaks of how
someone gets ‘into Christ’ he does not speak of God’s predestination, as though a
person is programmed to be disposed towards faith. Rather, he says, ‘in Christ,
when you heard the word of truth, the good news...you believed and were sealed by
the Holy Spirit of promise’ (Eph 1:13).”

This is a fundamentally different picture than that of a God who arbitrarily decides who is in and
who is out don’t you think? Because of your faith in Jesus, you are adopted into a new family
that doesn’t just include the Trinity–Father, Son, and Spirit–but also a new community of
believers all over the world and spanning countless generations.

And we’re adopted into this family, not just for our own sake, but for the sake of others! We are
blessed through Christ, so we can be a blessing to everyone around us.

If you struggle with this idea, one helpful resource is the Bible Project’s video on Heaven and
Earth which reframes the Biblical story from being primarily about Heaven and Hell to a story
about how God is trying to reunite Heaven with Earth–and how we get to be part of that effort.

This idea is all over the letter to the Ephesians. Including when Paul says that everything God is
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doing is “according to his purpose, which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time,
to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph. 1:9-10).

N.T. Wright says, “God intends to flood the whole cosmos, heaven and earth together, with his
presence and grace, and when that happens the new world that results, in which Jesus himself
will be the central figure, is to be the ‘inheritance’ for which Jesus’ people are longing.”

The story of the Bible is not a story about God choosing some people to go to the good place
and others to miss out. It’s not even a story about good people sticking things out until we get to
go to Heaven. It’s a story about the lengths God will go in order to reunite heaven and earth and
restore blessing to the whole world.

And that is the kind of story I desperately want to be part of! What about you?

—AJ

Tues: Eph. 1:15-23

​​After that breathtaking poem of praise, Paul offers up a prayer, and it is a prayer for revelation,
which in the Greek is an apokalypsis. Now, if I asked you to define the word apocalypse (our
English cognate of the Greek word), you would probably say it is the end times, the rapture,
Armageddon, etc. That is how we use the word now, but Paul has a very different meaning here.
The original meaning of this word is to uncover or reveal. This word would be associated with
concepts like illumination and learning.

This won’t be the only time that Paul talks about apokalypsis. In fact, it is a very important theme
in Ephesians, and as Tim Mackie puts it, “Ephesians is, according to Paul, apocalyptic
literature, not in the sense that it is about the end times but in the sense that it is trying to
uncover and summarize what Paul sees as the most important revelation of his time,
namely the death and resurrection of Jesus Messiah and the gift of the Spirit to bring
about new creation in the midst of the present world.”

Paul will continue to flesh out this revelation over the next two chapters, but this is precisely
what he is praying for in today’s section—that God would grant these followers wisdom and
revelation.

Like the poem we read yesterday, it can be tricky to follow Paul’s line of thought because he is
writing in such long, complicated sentences, but he is essentially praying that these followers
would not just know but deeply understand three things: their hope in Jesus, their inheritance,
and God’s power. But he dedicates the most time (v. 19-23) to “the immeasurable greatness of
his power,” and that is what I want to focus on. It seems to me that, if we understand the cultural
context of Ephesus and the church that Paul is writing to, the emphasis on the power of God
makes all the sense in the world.

If you read through Acts with us in the fall, then you might remember that Paul visited Ephesus
in Acts 19, but here is a refresher.

The most important thing to know about Ephesus is that it was a city saturated with
power—political, economic, and spiritual. At the time, Ephesus was one of the most important
cities in the Roman Empire, second only to Rome itself, so it was a seat of immense political
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influence. It was also an important city economically because of trade. But perhaps most
importantly for our purposes, this was a city of immense pagan spiritual power. The goddess
Artemis was the most important deity in their city, and I’m not sure it is possible to overstate how
much this city was shaped by their worship of this goddess. The Temple of Artemis that they
built for her was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, and the city’s economy was
supported by the money tourists and devotees spent on rituals, sacrifices, and purchasing idols
of Artemis.

When Paul goes to Ephesus, there is an obvious collision between the power of God and these
sources of power in Ephesus. There is an obvious collision between the way of Jesus and the
Ephesian culture. And these collisions have two major impacts that we hear about: 1) many
people come to know Jesus and throw off their pagan spiritual practices, but 2) Paul’s teaching
that idols are not gods then throws the city into an uproar.

Paul spent two years in Ephesus, which is longer than any other city he visited throughout all of
his missionary journeys! Needless to say, he is very intimately acquainted with the Ephesians
who came to faith in Jesus and with their cultural context.

With all of that in mind, it makes sense that Paul needs to remind the Ephesians that it is
God who holds power, as he says, “above all rule and authority and power and dominion,
and above every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one to come.” (v.
21). Of course he would elaborate on this point!

For Paul, the greatest display of power that the world has ever seen was when God raised
Jesus from the dead and enthroned him in the heavenly realms, and now this is the power
that is available to us. Can you feel the weight and emphasis Paul is placing in these last few
verses on Jesus’ superiority to all other powers? Our friend N.T. Wright puts it this way, “This
power of the creator God at once sets itself apart from, and establishes itself as superior to, all
the ‘powers’ that people might ever come across. The risen Jesus, in fact, is now enthroned, on
the basis of this power of God, over the whole cosmos.” The whole cosmos!

I love the way Tim Mackie talks about these verses. He points out that it is simply a fact that
Jesus is king over everything, whether we recognize it or not. Does everyone recognize him as
king? Definitely not. Yet, as Tim points out, the church is a place, a pocket in the world, where
we do acknowledge him as the king of all things. We are called to create a kingdom in the midst
of the world where none of the other powers can determine what is right and wrong any longer.
Jesus does.

So we reflect on this prayer, I want to challenge us to consider whether this is true of us. Jesus
is king over all, and that’s a fact. Am I living in light of that and allowing Jesus to decide
what is right and good and the purpose of my life?

Are there areas in your life that are controlled by other powers? If so, you are certainly not
alone. As we read through Acts, no other city reminded me of our culture so much as Ephesus
did because our society is saturated with voices vying for our allegiance and attention. What
would it look like to start small and let one area of your life come under the influence of King
Jesus?

Jesus is the king of Dallas, funny as it might sound to put it that way. He is king of our church
and of your life and mine. So what does it look like for us, in our communities and spaces, to live
in light of that truth? Our call is to do life differently, treat people as beloved and valuable, and
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discover together what it means to be human in light of the Gospel—because that is what
happens when Jesus is King.

– EH

Wed. Romans 8:1-17

We are taking our time working through Ephesians over the next five weeks as we approach the
season of Lent. Therefore, most weeks during the plan, Wednesdays will feature a
complementary reading from another New Testament letter; Thursdays and Fridays will help us
cultivate two helpful spiritual practices centered around Scripture.

Today, we’re reading an excerpt from another Pauline letter, Romans. Like his opening chapter
of Ephesians, Paul uses this letter to describe what it means to be “in Christ.” Namely, Romans
8 talks about the freedom from condemnation we experience because of Jesus. God chose
Jesus from long ago to be the kind of human we fail so often to be. And just as Paul describes
in Ephesians, when we put our faith and trust in Jesus, what’s true of him becomes true of us,
too. We get to be co-heirs with Christ, adopted into God’s family as sons and daughters, and the
best part is we get to participate in God’s plan of redemption and restoration, bringing blessing
to the rest of the world!

Paul then describes two realities that we can live in–the Spirit or the flesh (world). One leads to
life and peace, the other to death. This isn’t just Bible-speak or a moral imperative to only think
about “spiritual things;” it’s a description of how God created the world. When we spend our time
focusing only on the things of this world–money, power, influence, satisfaction, comfort, etc.–we
are going to become captive to those things. But when we focus on the Upside-Down Kingdom,
the Way of Life Jesus reveals to us and Paul writes about in his letters, we encounter more
peace and abundant life.

As we continue Ephesians, one of the biggest themes we’ll be exploring is what it looks like to
live in light of the good news of Jesus, the apocalypse Elizabeth mentioned above. What does it
mean for each of us to be people who contain the Spirit of God within us? The same Spirit who
raised Jesus from the dead can bring life to all the dead or dying places within us.
The question is do you believe this can be true for you, too? What about for our communities?

Thurs: Psalm 95:1-11

Did you know the Psalms can make for really great prayers? Some Psalms were written in grief,
others in joy, fear, and even sadness. When we speak these words back to God, it's like we join
the prayers of countless others who came before us and prayed the same or were going
through similar challenges.

Most of our Thursdays during Ephesians will be opportunities for us to practice praying the
Psalms with selections that pair well with themes from the week’s reading. Here’s how it works:

● Read Psalm 95:1-11 once through from start to finish.



● Then, as you read it a second time, think about how the words are speaking to you.
What stands out to you? What feelings does the psalm evoke? What situations or
circumstances in your present reality are being drawn to the front of your mind?

● Now read it again a third time. Only this time, don't just read the words–pray them back
to God! Don't be afraid to change the language and add thoughts of your own.
Summarize each verse as if you were talking directly with God.

When you're not sure what to pray, the Psalms are a wonderful place to start! They are
evidence of God's ability to handle all of our emotions–from joy to lament.

Friday: Recap

We’re working our way through Ephesians slowly, bit by bit. Now that you’ve studied this week’s
passage, take 15 minutes today to read it again. This is a helpful practice because Scripture is
meant to be meditated on–read over and over again over a lifetime. As you go, ask yourself the
following questions:

● What stands out to you this time as you read with fresh eyes?
● Was there anything new you picked up on?
● If you were asked to describe the purpose of this section of Ephesians, what would you

say?
● What does this passage mean for you? How does it change the way you think about

God or want to live your life?

Weekly Practice

One of the key themes from Ephesians chapter 1 is blessing. Israel was uniquely blessed by
God to become a great and mighty nation, so that through the way they lived the rest of the
world would experience God’s goodness and be blessed as well. We are also blessed, but not
just for our own benefit. We are blessed, so we can be a blessing. This is not just a nice idea,
it’s practical. The way we live ought to bring blessing and peace to those around us. This is what
we were created for!

This week, think of a way you can be a blessing to someone around you. Here are a few ideas,
but don’t be afraid to get creative and come up with a few of your own!

● Send an encouraging note or text to a friend or family member.
● Offer to pray with someone face-to-face.
● Check up on someone you know who is going through something difficult or challenging.
● Grab coffee for a coworker on your way into work.
● Pay for a stranger’s meal in the drive through line.
● Do something special for a spouse or significant other they aren’t expecting.
● Reach out to someone who you haven’t talked to in a long time who you may need to

reconcile with.
● Volunteer your time to help someone else in need.



Reflection Questions
● What stuck out to you about the reading from this week? Was there a verse or idea that

was particularly meaningful or challenging for you?

● The purpose of Paul’s writing Ephesians is for us to contemplate themystery of God.

There’s an inherent tension for us between a desire for clarity and making room for

uncertainty. How have you noticed this tension play out in your own faith journey?

● Blessing is a major theme in this first chapter of Ephesians. Paul explains how we get to

be part of God’s blessing, so we can be a blessing to others. Who blessed you in 2023,

and what did they do to bring blessing to your life? How can you extend that blessing to

others this year?

● Paul is writing to a community of believers, rather than just one individual. Following

Jesus is not meant to be a solo endeavor. As we embark on this journey, consider how

God might be calling you to participate in the community of believers this year in new

and maybe even unexpected ways.
● Consider Paul's prayer for the Ephesians. In what specific areas of your faith do you

desire growth and maturity? Take some time to pray about your desires or let Paul’s
words guide you and pray through 1:15-23, personalizing the prayer for yourself.

● There is so much power in our prayers for each other! Think about the people who are

walking shoulder-to-shoulder with you in your faith. What is your prayer for them in

their journey with God? What revelations do you want God to open their eyes to?

● There is no greater power than that which raised Jesus from the dead, and now that

power is at work within us! How do you see God’s power at work, bringing what is dead

to life inside of you? How about the world around you? Is there an area of deadness that

you are still waiting for God to bring to life?

● Romans 8:6 says, “For to set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind
on the Spirit is life and peace.” In other words, who or what is influencing you?
What kinds of things are you setting your mind on? What does this look like for
you as you begin the new year?

Resources
● Guide to Ephesians | The Bible Project | Webpage
● Ephesians Overview | The Bible Project | Video
● Bible Project Classroom: Ephesians | Free Online Course with Tim Mackie
● Ephesians | Tim Mackie Podcast
● Ephesians: Family Membership | BEMA Discipleship Podcast
● Paul’s Prison Letters for Everyone | N.T. Wright | Commentary
● Letter to the Ephesians | Pillar Commentary
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