Subject Line: Ephesians Week 4

Mon: Eph 4:1-16
Tues: Eph. 4:17-5:2
Wed: Eph. 5:3-20
Thur: Psalm 51:1-19
Fri: Eph. 4:1-5:20

Happy Sunday!

If I had to name one of the biggest misconceptions about Christianity, it might be that being a
Christian is about “being a good person.” Don’t mistake me, that isn’t wrong per se. It’s just not
right enough.

The letter to the Ephesians hinges on the word “therefore,” and Paul is now shifting into an
exploration of the outworking of everything he wrote about in chapters 1-3. Paul is about to get
intensely practical, and if we aren’t careful, we might misread and misapply this section as a set
of guidelines for how to be a good person. That’s not entirely wrong, but it’s just not right
enough.

If chapters 1-3 were about the story of the Gospel that you and | are now a part of, chapters 4-6
are about living into that story. In essence, Paul is teaching us how to live in the new identity
that we now have in Jesus. He is going to spend a lot of time talking about what it looks like to
become spiritually mature and what it looks like to “put off the old humanity” and “put on the new
humanity” because he has a core conviction that, in Jesus, you and | have a completely new
identity, and if your identity changes, your behavior should change.

Some of these verses will be challenging. They are meant to be! Paul was serious when he
charged believers to “walk in a manner worthy of your calling.” But my prayer for you and me as
we read these chapters is that God would keep our new identity as new humans in Jesus at the
front of our minds and that we would read everything as an invitation to live into that identity.
This is not your guide to being a “good person,” it's your guide to being a new human. New
humans walk in love. New humans cast aside behaviors that create division and isolation. New
humans pursue unity. New humans imitate God.

Let’s learn how to be the new humanity together.
Happy reading,

Elizabeth

About the Reading

Monday | Ephesians 4:1-16

A New Way of Life

“Therefore” marks the beginning of the next three chapters which will have shorter sentences



and focus more on how we’re called to live in light of the mystery he’s spent all this time
unpacking. | love how the Message translates this moment: “In light of all this, here’s what |
want you to do.”

Paul wants us to be people who “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been
called.” In other words, he wants the way we live to be fitting for our new status as members of
the Kingdom of Christ and the new Temple community (everything he’s just spent three
chapters building up and explaining). This is not his way of saying you need to earn your place
in God’s Kingdom by any means; in fact, he’s going to continue to stress in these first few
verses that we've been given the gift that is God’s grace. Remember what we talked about two
weeks ago?

Grace is unconditioned (you can’t earn it), but it is not unconditional (God expects that we will
respond). These next three chapters are about how we respond. Dallas Willard says it like this,
“Grace is not opposed to effort, it is opposed to earning. Earning is an attitude. Effort is an
action.”

What Paul is driving at is one of the most important lessons we have to learn as followers of
Jesus. Being Christian is more than just a one-time decision. It's a lifelong practice that
should influence every aspect of who we are and how we live. Following Jesus is a way of
life. When Paul says “walk,” he means it; it's not a passive action, but a continuous active
attitude we adopt in our daily lives. One of my favorite teachers right now is John Mark Comer,
who recently started a new non-profit called Practicing the Way and released a book by the
same name. His ideas about discipleship as becoming apprentices to Jesus are what’s shaping
my whole view and strategies when it comes to Spiritual Formation. Comer says, “For Jesus,
salvation is less about getting you into heaven and more about getting heaven into you.”

This is the idea that Paul is driving at in these next three chapters.

And remember, Paul is not just talking to you as an individual. Every “you” is actually a “y'all”!
These chapters are communal, and we need to read them through that lens. Paul is not
describing an arbitrary individualistic morality (those these ideas will obviously change how we
life), he’s explaining what life ought to look like in the new Temple community of God’s people.
Just look at the first list of characteristics he describes—they are all characteristics that require
relationship.

humility and gentleness

patience

bearing with (or carrying) one another in love
maintain the unity of the Spirit

peace

Paul says there is “one body” and “one spirit” and goes on to then list five other “ones”-marking
a total of seven! Remember, Paul is seeped in the Hebrew Bible and seven is THE most
symbolic and important number for an Israelite. Seven represents wholeness or completeness.

| wonder if the repeated use of one and nod to the Trinity (Father, Son, and Spirit) is a way of
linking back to the famous Shema Prayer in Deut. 6.

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.”


https://www.practicingtheway.org/
https://a.co/d/fiEMMyb
https://a.co/d/fiEMMyb
https://bibleproject.com/podcast/significance-7/
https://bibleproject.com/podcast/significance-7/
https://bibleproject.com/explore/category/shema-series/

For Israel, this prayer was essentially what the Apostles Creed is for us today—a clear statement
about what they believed. It's like Paul is hinting about a new kind of unity that leads to a new
kind of creed for Jesus' followers, one that doesn’t supplant the Shema but adds a layer of
meaning to it.

Spiritual Gifts

Next, Paul is going to spend some time explaining how all of us as followers of Jesus have been
given gifts (or graces). In Christian tradition, these “gifts” have come to be known as the
Spiritual Gifts. There are a handful of places where Paul mentions the Spiritual Gifts. Here’s
what'’s important to notice when we look at these passages: every list is different! Because each
list is not the same, we shouldn’t take them to be an exhaustive list of all the possible Spiritual
Gifts a person could have. Instead, Paul is giving us examples of how God blesses His people
with talents, skills, and abilities that can be used for the glory of the Kingdom and to bless
others.

A definition of Spiritual Gifts I've come to love is, “any talent, skill, or ability that is empowered
by the Spirit and useful in ministry to the church.” Do you see how expansive this is? The only
real litmus test for a Spiritual Gift is if it can be used to the glory of God! This is why I've come to
have a real dislike for any kind of Spiritual Gifts assessments—they box us in and highly limit our
thinking when it comes to how we can serve God and others. In reality, how we serve God and
others is a result of how we've been created and depends on our unique combination of
personalities, passions, skills, etc. There's an unlimited number of possibilities for what this
could look like and it's what makes the body of Christ so diverse and meaningful.

Now that we have that understanding, what kinds of Gifts does Paul talk about in Eph. 4?7 Look
at the list:

Apostles
Prophets
Evangelists
Shepherds
Teachers

Once again, these are communal, they’re people. These are what we often refer to as the
“professional” Christians, the leaders within the Kingdom community—like Paul and the other
apostles. This is not saying that you have to identify with one of these roles, but it is saying how
these roles relate to you.

Paul says each of these kinds of followers in our community (the leaders) have one goal, "To
equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.”

This is both an exciting and sobering thought for leaders and congregants within the church.
There’s a false belief these days that Pastors do all the work of ministry. We lead ministries, we
create ministries, and we get to “do ministry.” But that’s not at all what Paul is saying. Our job as
pastors, teachers, and the like, is to equip the saints for the work of ministry. That means YOU!
You are the saints—the holy ones, the ones set apart for special service to God (aka the work of
ministry).

If you think God doesn’t have a role for you to play, this verse should change your mind. YOU


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+12%3A6-8%2C+1+Peter+4%3A11%2C+1+Cor+12%3A8-10%2C+1+Cor+12%3A28&version=NIV

are the one who does the work of ministry. You have a unique role to play in God's kingdom.
God has blessed you with unique gifts, skills, talents, and passions and He intends you to use
them for the work of ministry, even as we all continue to learn and grow within the community
ourselves. We are all being equipped in different ways, through the different talents and skills
we share with one another, to do the very things God has called us to do to be a blessing to
those around us and continue to bring more of heaven to earth.

Becoming Like Christ

Paul puts the finale on this section by driving home what is the ultimate goal of our walk with
Jesus—it's to become like Jesus!

John Mark Comer says it like this, “To follow Jesus is to become his apprentice. It's to organize
your entire life around three driving goals: Be with Jesus. Become like him. Do as he did.” This
is what discipleship means. Our ultimate aim is to become like a carbon copy of rabbi Jesus.

Around here we often describe a disciple similarly as someone who “knows what their rabbi
knows, does what their rabbi does, so they can become like their rabbi.”

If you think following Jesus is just about getting into heaven, you’'re missing the whole point.
Following Jesus is about who we are becoming on earth. It's about the entire body of
Christ, created by Christ (the head) and held together by mutual love and service to and with
one another as we seek to become more like Jesus.

-AJ

Tuesday | Ephesians 4:17-5:2

The first sentence of our reading for today stopped me in my tracks. Paul writes, “So | tell you
this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of
their thinking.” (v.17)

Did you catch that?

Who is Paul writing to? If you have your Bible handy, flip backward one page to Ephesians 2:11.
“Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles...”

Paul is writing to Gentiles and telling them, “I tell you, actually | insist, that you have to stop
living like a Gentile.” What a statement! | can imagine an Ephesian hearing these words and
thinking to themselves in confusion But Paul... | am a Gentile!

We don'’t really think in terms of Jew and Gentile anymore, but Tim Mackie compares this to
what it would feel like if someone told you to stop living like an American (or whichever
nationality you are). Why is Paul saying this? Why is he speaking about the Gentiles as if that’s
not exactly who he is writing to?

Because, according to everything he has written about what the death and resurrection of Jesus
means, they are now something else entirely: the new humanity. Paul is trying to impress upon
these believers that, once you put your trust in Jesus, you are now primarily a new human in
Jesus, and that supersedes all of your former identities.

It seems to me that the key to understanding the rest of the letter to the Ephesians is



understanding that Paul’s chief aim is inviting believers to live into the identity that they
already possess. He is inviting them to be who they already are in Jesus! This is what Paul
means by the language of “putting off the old self’ and “putting on the new self.”

I, for one, am grateful that Paul does not leave this as an abstract concept. He starts diving into
challenging, specific, and intensely practical examples of what is old self versus new self. If you
read through verses 25-32, can you see how the old-humanity behaviors are destructive both to
yourself and to your community? Can you see how the new-humanity behaviors are life-giving
and encourage healthy relationships? My encouragement to you is to resist the temptation to
see this as a mere list of dos and don’ts and take some time to actually reflect on why putting off
each old humanity behavior and putting on each new humanity behavior is important.

For example, Paul writes, “Be angry and do not sin.” | love this verse because Paul does not tell
us “ADon’t be angry!” Anger will still happen in the new humanity; it isn’t villainized. But there is
an old humanity way to deal with anger and a new humanity way to deal with anger. Instead of
lashing out, holding grudges, talking badly behind someone’s back, etc., the new humanity
seeks resolution. The new humanity recognizes that even when you and | are in conflict, we are
on the same team, and the goal is to restore peace and unity between us.

Towards the end of the passage, Paul includes a curious phrase: “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit
of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.” What does it mean to “grieve” the
Holy Spirit? Well, like the good rabbi that he is, Paul is referring to a verse in Isaiah 63.

7 1 will tell of the kindnesses of the Lord,
the deeds for which he is to be praised,
according to all the Lord has done for us—
yes, the many good things
he has done for Israel,
according to his compassion and many kindnesses.
8 He said, “Surely they are my people,
children who will be true to me”;
and so he became their Savior.
9 In all their distress he too was distressed,
and the angel of his presence saved them.
In his love and mercy he redeemed them;
he lifted them up and carried them
all the days of old.
10 Yet they rebelled
and grieved his Holy Spirit.

This is a lament poem about the way that Israel rebelled against the God who had just delivered
them in the Exodus, and Paul recalls this to say to these believers, “Don’t do what my ancestors
did! Don’t rebel against the God who has delivered you.” Because while God will never abandon
you if you rebel and choose to live in the ways of the old humanity, you will miss out on all sorts
of things that God wants to do in you and through you, and Paul desperately doesn’t want these
Ephesians to miss out on that gift!

Finally, in the concluding verses for our section today, Paul circles around right back to where
he started and reminds them once again who they are. They are the beloved children of Jesus,
who gave Himself up for them and based on that truth, Paul calls them to walk in love.


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=isaiah+63&version=NIV

Put most simply, Paul’'s message is this:

This is who you are: new humans.
Be who you are.
Because this is who you are: beloved children.

Fellow new humans and beloved children, may we live into who we already are today.

- EH

Wednesday | Eph. 5:3-20

Chapters 4 and 5 almost read like a mini Sermon on the Mount to me. Paul continues in chapter
5 unpacking what it means to live as children of the light rather than children of darkness.

Ephesians 5:3-6 are literarily broken into a repeating pattern of three. Here’s how Tim Mackie
breaks it up in his class on Ephesians:

But sexual immorality
A and all impurity
or greedy desire,

B should not be named among yall,
(o} as is fitting for holy ones,

also obscenity
A or foolish talk
or inappropriate humor;

B’ such things have no place,

Cc’ but rather grateful thanksgiving.

For y‘all should surely know this:
that no sexually immoral
A" or impure
or greedy person
(who is an idolator)

B" has an inheritance in the kingdom of the Messiah and of God.

Let no one deceive you with empty words. Because
D of these things the wrath of God comes upon the
sons of disobedience

His point is that Paul is comparing the “old humanity” with the “new humanity” through the lens
of a few very specific issues. Like seven, three is also an important number symbolically in
Jewish writing. Where seven represented completeness or wholeness, three represented taking
something to the max. Jewish writers didn’t use words like “very”, instead they repeated ideas.
And if you wanted to convey the idea of something being the utmost or best, you repeated it a
total of three times (think holy, holy, holy is God). | believe this is what Paul is doing here.



He’s making the point that these qualities, sexual immorality, impurity, and greed have
absolutely no place in God’s new community. Tim Mackie says Paul picks these three because
they all relate in some way to idolatry. In other words, greed, sex, power, and honor (our own
glory) are all things we chase after in place of God. They cause friction and tension in the
relationship between us and God, and between us and one another. Keep in mind that in Paul's
day, sexual immorality was directly tied in some ways to the worship of other deities through
ritual practices and parties.

Perhaps well-meaning Christians have gone to extremes in generations past when it comes to
these teachings. Just ask millennials about purity culture and you’ll know what | mean. But Paul
does not mean sex is bad or dirty, quite the opposite.

N.T. Wright says, “Precisely because sex is a good and important part of God’s creation of the
animal kingdom, and of humans within it; precisely because it is the means of tenderness and
intimacy between husband and wife, as well as the means of God-given procreation; precisely
because it is the occasion for great blessing and emotional fulfilment; because of all these,
people on the road to the genuinely human existence promised in Christ must avoid all cheap
imitations.”

It strikes me that the way we receive these passages, what we think of as “moral codes” will
depend upon our view of God. If we think of God as strict, stingy, or harsh, then we will tend to
view these passages as moralistic, arbitrary, out of touch, or even punitive; like a parent who
simply demands, it's my way or the highway with no explanation. But if we view God as a good
and loving Father worthy of our trust, then we see these passages for what they are—loving
instruction for the truest and best way of living.

This is what Paul is getting at in the next few verses when he talks about darkness and light.
Darkness is the way that leads to death and bondage to the “powers.” It's what we used to be
wrapped up in—a way of life that doesn’t actually help us or others thrive but leads to broken
relationships and distance between us and God. Rather, we are called to be children of “light.”
Paul says we can recognize the light by its fruit (by what it produces): goodness, rightness, and
truth (Think fruit of the Spirit).

If we’re reading these passages as a community, then these verses are a sobering reminder of
how we’re called to mutual accountability with one another. We’re called to be exposers of
darkness. We don’t pretend we have it all together. We don’t put on a front with one another.
Instead, we live with vulnerability and humility within the community of God. Darkness gets
strength from staying hidden (shame). We’'re called to shine a light in those dark places within
ourselves and each other (with love!) so we can bring healing and hope. This is so difficult
because it requires a foundation of deep relationship and trust, which only happens when we’re
willing to be honest and vulnerable with one another. This is not about judgment or superiority,
this is about love.

Do you have people in your life you trust like that? People with whom you don’t have to
pretend? People who love you enough to tell you the truth? Who will help you carry your
burdens, model God’s grace, and expose one another to light? This is what Christian
community is supposed to be.

Be Filled With the Spirit

Here’s a fun fact: What the ESV translates as, “making the best use of” in v. 16 is actually the


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians%205%3A22-23&version=NIV

word for “redeem.” This is the word that’s often associated with the Exodus story because it
carries the idea of liberating captives.

Paul is saying, “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, liberating the
time.” In other words, he wants you to really think about what you do with your time. What is
holding your time captive? What'’s taking up your energy and hours? And how can you set your
time free so you can live the life we’re called to—becoming like Christ.

In his book, Practicing The Way, John Mark Comer explains how “The things that we do, do
something to us.” Said another way, “What we do on a regular basis determines who we are
becoming.” What you give your time to, will shape your habits, your longings, your desires, and
how you perceive the world.

Paul wants us to liberate ourselves from the habits that are leading us to darkness and decay,
fueled by the unwise or foolish ways of the world, that keep us from becoming who we were
meant to be. Instead, we’re called to do the kinds of things Jesus did, not because they are
oppressive or strict, but because they are the very things that liberate us, that bring us into a
new way of life that brings freedom.

Verse 18 reads, “And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the
Spirit.”

Paul is not saying we should never consume wine—after all, Jesus drank wine. What he is doing

is painting a portrait of control; there are different things that we can fill ourselves with, which will
you choose? Rev. Matt Tuggle has a fun way of getting at this same idea, “The stuff you stuff

yourself with will be the stuff you are stuffed with.”

In other words, you can fill yourself with wine, but then you will be controlled by this substance
that has no business controlling you. It’s like you're giving yourself up to something that doesn’t
actually have your best interest at heart; you’re submitting yourself to it. And wine is just one
example. There are lots of things we can “stuff’ ourselves with. But there’s only one thing we
should stuff ourselves with, and that’s the Spirit.

What does this kind of Spirit-stuffed life look like? It's characterized by three things:
e Communal praise and worship (v. 19)
e Gratitude (v. 20)
e Mutual submission to God and one another (v. 21)

Submit to One Another

Submission gets a really bad rap in our Western worldview. We don’t want to submit. We want
to be the ones in control. We want the freedom to do things the way we want to do them. The
reason we get so caught up in this idea is because we view submission as a means of
authoritarianism. We associate submission with putting ourselves under someone else’s
authority. But | don’t think that’s what Paul is talking about.

Next week, we're going to dive into some fairly controversial passages about wives and
husbands, children and parents, servants and masters. But before we do, it’s vital to understand
what comes first in these verses we’re reading.

Before he ever calls any one specific group to submit to another, Paul tells us all to



submit to each other.

He’s linking back to what we talked about earlier—the importance of real, genuine community
that takes place among equals! The body of Christ only works if we’re willing to submit to one
another. Think about it this way; In Paul’s day, authority and power structures reigned supreme.
Submission was not an unfamiliar idea, it was a fact of life. Servant and master, ruler and
subject. Oppressed and oppressor. This was the way of the world.

But as scholar Stephen E. Fowl explains, Paul is now adjusting those barriers and explaining
how in God’s kingdom, we all must submit to one another regardless of status. He says, “The
epistle’s call for a relativity of authority within the Spirit-filled body requires a disposition of
humility similar to that described in Phil 2:3—4, where others are considered to be of higher
status, and people attend to the interests of others rather than their own. Moreover, mutual
submission is done ‘in reverence for Christ.” That is, believers’ obedience to Christ will lead
them to submit to one another. Whatever authority and status an individual might have in the
world is relativized by believers’ common service to one Lord, Christ. In this common service
they are both able to and called to submit to each other.”

We view Paul’s words as if he is establishing new power structures, when in reality he’s
beginning to break down the barriers power structures erect between peoples of different
"statuses."

John Barclay says it like this, “The simple but powerful word ‘one another’ (Grk. dGAARAoIg) turns
a one-way relationship of power and superiority into a mutual relationship of reciprocal
deference, where each seeks to promote the interests of the other.”

We must read Paul’'s next words in light of this, or we risk turning a powerful message into a
message used only to promote a specific group’s power.

-AJ

Thursday

The Psalms 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.

Today, use psalm 51 as a backdrop to guide your prayer and conversation with God. Here’s
how it works:

e Read Psalm 51:1-19 once through from start to finish.

e 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?

e 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:

e What stands out to you this time as you read with fresh eyes?

e Was there anything new you picked up on?

e 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

Twice in this week’s reading, Paul encourages us to practice gratitude. First in Eph. 4:4, saying,
“Let there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor crude joking, which are out of place, but instead let
there be thanksgiving.” And again in 5:20, “giving thanks always and for everything to God the
Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Clearly, Paul views the practice of gratitude as an
essential part of how we follow Jesus.

We talk all the time about the way modern research backs up this claim. Expressing gratitude,
intentionally focusing our attention on the positive around us, actually retrains our brain to notice
more of the positive instead of just the negative. This week, take time each morning to journal
and pray about at least five things you're thankful for. Try not to repeat any items day to day, be
as specific as possible, and do yourself a favor by digging deeper than the obvious.

If you want to take it a step further, reach out to someone you’re thankful for and share with
them why you’re grateful for them. This could be through a text message, email, or face-to-face.
Consider how you might make gratitude a regular part of your rhythm and routine.

Reflection Questions

o 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?

e Who or what do you spend the majority of your time with? Who or what influences your
daily habits or routines?

e What do these habits or routines tell you about what you live for and value most?

e Do you find yourself more often building Jesus into your life or building your life around
Jesus? Why is that?

o Spiritual Gifts are any talent, skill, or ability that is empowered by the Spirit and useful in
ministry to the church. What would you define as your top three gifts? How might God be
inviting you to use these gifts in service of God and others? (Consider checking out



HPUMC's serving assessment if you want a more in-depth way to think through this

idea).

The stuff you stuff yourself with will be the stuff you are stuffed with. What are you
currently “stuffing” yourself with? What impact do you think this has on your perception
of the world or your relationships?

Re-read Ephesians 4:25-32. Which of these old self behaviors do you need to put off
today and which of the new self behaviors do you need to put on?

Being honest with yourself, what are the identities that you define yourself by? How are
the ways you walk in the world, relate to others and to God, and decide what is valuable
in life determined by those identities?

Resources

Practicing The Way | Website with free resources

Practicing The Way | John Mark Comer | Book

Become Like Jesus | HPUMC Small Group Curriculum (8 weeks)
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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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