Subject Line: Ephesians Week 3

Mon: Eph 3:1-13

Tues: Eph. 3:14-21
Wed: Colossians 3:1-17
Thur: Psalm 23:1-6

Fri: Eph. 3:1-21

Happy Sunday!

Here is one of the most helpful insights | have ever learned that has informed my posture
towards reading the Bible: in the Jewish rabbinic tradition, rabbis teach their students to dance
when they come across a part of Scripture they don’t understand.

“Dance?!” we Westerners incredulously ask. But think about it. The wisdom in this Eastern
thinking is that it acknowledges that Scripture is literature we are meant to ponder, chew on, and
meditate on for a lifetime. They dance because confusion about a part of the Bible now means
that there is still more and more for them to find in the future. This posture says, “I'm so excited
for the day that God is going to show me what this is about. That will be a good day!”

Ephesians is brilliant...and very dense. | just want to encourage you that if you don’t “get” all of
it yet, that is more than okay. In fact, | hope it makes you excited for the future when one day
you understand even more than you do now!

In our readings for this week, Paul gets down to brass tacks about this secret that he has been
mentioning since Chapter 1. The revelation he has received about what the death and
resurrection of Jesus mean for us is this: Jews and Gentiles alike are to receive the inheritance
and promises of God. He caps the first half of the letter off with a prayer that believers would be
able to internalize and comprehend the love of God, which is so vast you could swim in it all
your life and never find the limits.

We are about to turn a corner in this letter, and as you come to the culmination of everything we
have read thus far, | pray that God would teach you and | to start swimming in that love. | pray
that He would use these words to open the eyes of our hearts to understand. And | also hope
you dance over the thoughts and phrases that don’t quite make sense yet—imagine what you
might find next time!

Happy reading,
Elizabeth

About the Reading

Monday | Ephesians 3:1-13

It's easy to gloss over the fact that Paul was a prisoner. We read Paul’s story in Acts, about how
he was arrested and why, and don’t think twice about it. But as N.T. Wright pointed out to me
this week, being a prisoner in Paul’s day was by no means a positive or endearing experience.



There was a certain stigma around prisoners, not unlike there is today. For a society steeped in
an honor/shame culture, prison carried with it an immense amount of shame. People who met
Paul and learned of his imprisonment would’ve wondered if this was a man who could be
trusted. Was he worth associating with? Or was he potentially dangerous?

Paul takes great care in chapter three to reframe his status as a prisoner. We get the sense he’s
about to start praying, saying, “For this reason,” but then he interrupts his flow of thought to take
a detour. By the way, you've heard why I’'m in Roman custody right? It’s for your sake!

Paul explains how his imprisonment has everything to do with the mystery made known to him
by revelation. He’s referring to what happened back in Acts 9 when he was struck blind with the
truth of the Gospel message. Remember “revelation” is the word apokalypsis, and it means
“uncovering” or “unveiling”-it's Paul’s way of talking about this radical transformation that’s
taken place in his life.

He’s now going to explain this mystery he keeps referring to. What is it that’s turned his world
upside down? He claims this is a mystery that was not fully made clear until now through the
Holy Spirit and Jesus’ Apostles. What is this mystery?

“This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of
the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.” (Eph. 3:6).

Last week, Elizabeth talked about the very real physical and metaphorical dividing lines that
existed between Jew and Gentile, the enmity that grew between God’s chosen people and the
nations. Think about it, for Israel, Gentiles represented their oppressors. These weren'’t just
people who didn’t get along or didn’t see eye-to-eye, these were two peoples who deeply
disliked one another, distrusted one another, and erected physical and mental barriers against
one another.

But now, through Jesus and the work of the Spirit, these two groups are being brought together
into the same body, heirs to the same promises of God, enjoying the same chosen, adopted
status.

Can you imagine? It's easy for us to brush past this idea. We’ve enjoyed the fruits of this union
for thousands of years now. We know we are part of God’s family. We're no longer outsiders.
But put yourself in their shoes for a moment. Think of the group of people you would never, ever
want to be associated with. How would you feel if God suddenly informed you that you and this
group of people were now one?

We absolutely have categories for these kinds of divides in our modern culture. On the most
trivial level, | think of rival sports teams that can’t stand to be around each other and spew vitriol
back and forth. Or of the distrust that exists between those who grew up in the country, and their
neighbors from the big city. | think of the distance our society continues to perpetuate between
the rich and the poor. | think of the tensions ready to boil over between people on opposite sides
of the political spectrum or social issues. | think of the tragedy that is Israel and Palestine.

Our culture seems naturally bent toward division. And yet the mystery of the Gospel as Paul
puts it, is that these two people groups who hate each other, who are deeply divided, are being
brought together as one.

The magnitude of this moment cannot be overstated. Jew and Gentile, oppressed and


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts%209&version=NIV

oppressor, are being unified through Jesus. And Paul considers it a gift from God (a grace) that
he gets to be a leader in this new movement. Paul himself used to be a perpetrator of this
divide—a Pharisee who murdered Christians. He is likely writing and ministering to the relatives
and friends of the very people he killed! Yet, he is precisely the one God chose to bring about
unity in the name of Jesus through the power of the Spirit.

Paul says this new union, this new Kingdom ruled by Jesus and the Temple of his believers will
be what reveals the wisdom of God to the world—not just to the visible, tangible rulers and
authorities, but also the spiritual powers.

There’s a powerful message here for us, a reminder that our faith is never meant to be an
individual endeavor, but always corporate. The way we live fogether, how we love others is
precisely what reveals God’s wisdom to the rest of the world. Our unity, our ability to forgive,
offer mercy and grace, will goodness toward those who hurt us, and pray for our enemies is
what marks us as different. Only love and mercy can stop the cycle of violence, hurt, and
vengeance.

This is why Jesus preaches an upside-down kingdom where we strive for reconciliation instead
of retaliation. Because the ultimate goal is unity and love for one another.

Make no mistake, we are not capable of this on our own—again the many divisions and divides
in our countries and cultures are evidence of this. Unity is countercultural and unnatural in a
broken world. So much so, that the rulers and authorities and powers throw Paul in prison for it!

Only through following the Way of Jesus and partnering with the Spirit do we become the kind of
people who tend toward mercy instead of anger, forgiveness instead of vengeance, grace
instead of bitterness, and love instead of hate.

This message is so important to Paul, that he wears his imprisonment like a badge of honor.
He’s willing to suffer for it. And we would do well to remember this: Unity takes sacrifice. We
may need to give up things that make us comfortable or make us feel safe to see it through.
Unity will require something from us that is not always easy to give. But as Paul says, it's worth
it.

Now that his detour is complete, Paul is going to return to his prayer, beginning again with “For
this reason” in v. 14. But we’ll pick back up with that tomorrow.

—-AJ
Tuesday | Ephesians 3:13-21

Do you ever have trouble getting the promises, truths, and beliefs you acknowledge in your
mind to settle deeper into your heart, your actions, your emotions, your view of the world?

| do, too. | think this prayer of Paul is speaking to that very thing. After spending the first three
chapters writing about glorious truth and the revelation that Jews and Gentiles alike have
become children and heirs in Jesus, Paul ends this half of the letter (which is about to shift in
focus) with a prayer that these followers would come to know in their bones the unfathomable
love of God that Paul has just written all about. He is praying that what he has taught them
would not just be intellectual information but that it would get into their bloodstream and actually
shape their lives!



If you'll allow me to nerd out for a second (with a purpose!), the Greek verb that Paul uses in
verse 19 when he prays that they would “know the love of Christ” is connected to the Hebrew
word yada ( vT'). And in Hebrew, yada means so much more than knowing about something or
someone. While it is used in a variety of ways, this word is often used to indicate a deep,
intimate, and experiential type of knowledge (combined with intellectual knowledge). Paul does
not want these followers to just know about the love of God but to know it relationally
because they have experienced and felt it.

How do we begin to know God'’s love this way? There are two really important details in this
passage that | think give us some insight.

The first is that Paul is praying that “Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” (v. 17). When
you hear that phrase, what comes to mind for you? In my experience, this phrase is used
frequently to talk about what happens when you receive salvation. We talk about how Jesus
comes into your heart when you put your trust in him, and this is true. But who is Paul talking
about right now? People who are already believers!

As Tim Mackie puts it, “These are believers who need more and more Jesus in their heart, and
more Jesus in more of their hearts so that together they discover the love of the Messiah in
ways they wouldn’t have otherwise.”

Just like the Ephesians, you and | need more and more of Jesus in our hearts, and we need
more of Jesus in all of the nooks and crannies that we have not yet let him into. What does
your relationship with him look like, especially compared to the people in your life that
you love? Do you talk to him, listen to him, and pay attention to the ways that he has
been faithful to you?

The second detail that blew my mind as | studied this passage this week is the opening phrase,
“For this reason” in verse 14. If you look at 3:1, he began the chapter this exact same way, and
it seems to me that Paul went on a thirteen-verse-long tangent until verse 14. Not only do | love
that Paul seems to be so stream-of-consciousness here, but | think it is crucial in order to
determine what was on Paul’s mind when he began to pray— which was the temple made up of
believers! This is where Paul left off at the end of chapter 2, with this beautiful vision of a temple
built on the cornerstone that is Jesus, the foundation of the apostles and prophets, and made up
of people from all walks of life with different struggles, proclivities, strengths, points of view, etc.

We all know that we are prone to huddle in groups with people who are like us. It's part of
human nature. But it is also true that one of the best ways we experience the love of God is
through each other when someone shows you Christlike love. And I'm sure you also know from
experience that when you start to see the world through the eyes of someone who is not like
you, the world starts to get bigger and more complex and more enriched.

What if Paul is suggesting that there are depths and dimensions to the love of God that are
impossible to experience if I'm not around believers who are unlike me? What if, by committing
to one another and to discovering the world through each other’s eyes, our knowledge of the
love of God could reach new depths that you and | have never imagined?

Tim Mackie suggests, and | think he is right, that the only way for me to truly understand the
depth of God'’s love and generosity is to commit to people who | do not find it easy to be loving
and generous to.



What could be a greater testament to the expansive, limitless, logic-defying love of God than
such a diverse family loving each other as brothers and sisters and equals? What could be a
better taste of what we will experience when God brings about the New Heavens and the New
Earth than that?

As Tyler Staton puts it, “Prayer holds together glorious promises and harsh reality. Prayer is the
meeting point between cosmic realities and the Tuesday morning routine.”

So if there are beliefs in this first half of Ephesians that you need to get into your bloodstream,
my challenge for you and | is to pray this prayer over ourselves today and ask God for guidance
as we seek to not just know about but to intimately, deeply, experientially understand.

~EH

Wednesday | Colossians 3:1-17

In the early Church, it was common that a believer who was being baptized would receive a new
set of clothes to wear after being immersed. There was symbolism in the practice of taking off
the clothes and clothing yourself in something entirely spotless and new.

In his letter to the Colossians, Paul writes about taking off the old self—your old ways of living,
old habits, old points of view—Ilike peeling off wet, dirty clothes, and putting on the new self,
which is “being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.”

N.T. Wright writes, “There are certain patterns of behavior which are common in the world that
remains ignorant of the God revealed in Jesus, and these must be taken off like a suit of clothes
that’s inappropriate for the new occasion.”

For those of us trying to put on the new self, there are many things Paul calls out here that don’t
belong, and one thing that is decidedly out is divisions and labels based on worldly categories.
What do | mean by that? Well, Paul declares that “Here [in the family of God] there is no Gentile
or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is
in all.”

All of these terms Paul lists off are worldly categories that we use to size each other up. They
are identities used to measure someone’s worth and place in the world. And in the Kingdom,
these categories are cast aside and entirely superseded by one identity: Child of God.

As Wright says, “The many-sided, many-colored, many-splendored identity of the church is like
the multi-faceted wisdom of God. Whereas the rulers and authorities both create societies and
structures in their own flat, boring image.” A Church filled with diverse human hearts that casts
aside worldly categories to simply recognize one another as fellow children of God is like a
glittering diamond splashing color into a black-and-white world.

So, for you and me and our church, are we embracing the categories of the Kingdom and living
in unity? Or are we still wearing the old clothes of the world?

~EH



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’s psalm is a famous one from David. It's the one we turn to when we’re in crisis or facing
challenges we can’t see the end of. David cries out to God in his pain, expecting that God will
hear him and act on his behalf. | can imagine Paul praying this same Psalm in prison, not
knowing if or when he’d ever be released, or if he would soon face his execution.

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

e Read Psalm 23:1-6 once through from start to finish.

o 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

Paul ends Ephesians 3 with a powerful prayer in verses 14-21. For our practice this week, we’re
going to echo this prayer, not just for ourselves but also for our community. This would be a
great time to invite others to pray these words with you or to pray them with your family. Before
you pray, spend a few minutes in silence quieting your mind. Don’t just say the words. Think
about what they mean to you and how God might be challenging you as you consider the
implications of this powerful prayer both individually and from within a community.



Magnificent Father,

Would you strengthen us by Your Spirit—

Not with a brute strength, but with a strength from within—

That Christ would live in us,

That we would open the door to Jesus in every corner of our life and invite him in.
Would you make known to us in a new way

the magnitude and multifaceted nature of Jesus’ love for us all.

Impress upon us what generations before us have marveled in—

The breadth and length and height and depth of Jesus’ love,

love that surpasses knowledge,

love that leads to a fulfilled life.

God, you are able to do far more than anything we could ask for or imagine,
through the power of the Holy Spirit within us,

So to you be all the glory!

May all we do in the community of the church,

in the name of Christ Jesus,

for all generations forever and ever

bring honor to Your great and holy name.

Amen.

Reflection Questions

e 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 What does it look like practically to foster community with people we actively don’t get
along with or dislike?

e Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 3 is for the community of believers, not just individuals. Read
Ephesians 3:18-19, but instead of thinking of yourself only, ask God to bring to mind
those you need to be reminded that God deeply loves. How does it change your
perspective of others to know that this is how God feels about them, too?

o Reflecting on Ephesians 3, Tim Mackie says, “There are depths and dimensions of the
love of God that are impossible for me to experience if | am not regularly around
followers of Jesus who are not like me.” How can you be intentional over the next few
weeks about fostering community with believers who come from different backgrounds
or cultures, who think differently, or who are in different life stages than you?

e Paul prays that we would be “rooted and grounded in love” in Eph. 3:17. Years ago we
talked about the importance of being people whose roots are outpacing our branches;
People who are less concerned with how things look on the outside and more
concerned with how things actually are. How is this going for you? Do you find yourself
focusing more on your “branches” (what the world sees) or your “roots” (who we are
becoming through Jesus)?

e Re-read Colossians 3:1-17. What elements of the old self that Paul lists (v. 5-9) do you
need to shed? What elements of the new self that he lists (v. 12-14) do you need to put
on?

e As Paul saysin Eph. 3:20, God is able to do “far more abundantly than all that we ask or
think” through the power of the Spirit within us. Where do you have a hard time



believing this could be true for you? Is there something in your life you believe is outside
God’s power to heal, restore, reconcile, or renew?

Resources
e 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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