
Subject Line: Ephesians Week 2 
 
Mon: Eph 2:1-10 
Tues: Eph. 2:11-22 
Wed: Hebrews 4:12-16 
Thur: Psalm 8:1-8 
Fri: Eph. 2:1-22 
 
Happy Sunday!  
 
What do you think about when you hear the words “the devil” or “spiritual beings”? Do you have 
a category in your imagination for things that you can’t see or that are not physical in nature?  
 
Throughout his letter to the Ephesians, Paul devotes time and energy to explaining what he 
calls “the powers” that govern and influence the world around us. For Paul, these powers are 
both spiritual and nonspiritual, physical and non-physical, visible and invisible. He wants us to 
understand that there are forces at work–some we know about and perhaps others we don’t 
know about–that are seeking to change the way we perceive the world, what we value, and 
even how we act.  
 
If this is strange for you, you are not alone! Our modern culture has trained us to believe in what 
we can see or what can be scientifically proven or studied. But what if that’s not actually all 
there is to reality? What if there are personal beings we can’t see, but we absolutely 
experience? 
This week’s reading dives head first into these powers that Paul claims are at work in the world. 
No matter where you stand when it comes to spiritual beings, I want to challenge you to keep an 
open mind and hear Paul out.  
 
I’ve been part of churches on both extremes of this issue–churches that see spiritual beings 
lurking within every conflict or negative reaction, and churches that only believe in the physical 
and provable. Because of this, I constantly have to fight my natural tendency toward skepticism. 
If that’s you, too, you’re in good company!  
 
As you read this week, I hope you’ll keep this question in the back of your mind. What if spiritual 
beings are real? What if there really are personal beings working against God in the world today 
seeking to influence how we think and act? What would that change about your perception of 
the world and how we belong in it?  
 
Quick note: if this is a topic that interests you, be sure to check out the bottom of this email 
where I’ve got a special section listing some resources that have been helpful to Elizabeth and 
myself when it comes to spiritual beings. There’s something for everyone whether you only have 
a few minutes or a few hours to learn more.  
 
And with that, happy reading!  
 
 
 
 
 



About the Reading 

Monday | Ephesians 2:1-10 

In chapter two, Paul is going to describe two types of realities his readers would identify with; 
these are states of being that would have been true of all people at some point, but are now 
being transformed because of two really important words: But God.  
 
Paul says, “you were dead in the trespasses and sins.” By you, or ya’ll, he’s talking specifically 
about the Gentiles, or non-Jewish folk. They were dead because they followed the course of the 
world. Remember, the Jewish people were supposed to know how to live because they had the 
Law, they had God’s guidance and blessing and were supposed to then pass that guidance and 
blessing to the rest of the nations. The Gentiles had no such guidance. They lived the way the 
rest of the world lived. They were influenced by the gods and authorities of the rest of the world, 
who didn’t know God.  
 
I love how the Message translates this idea, “You let the world, which doesn’t know the first 
thing about living, tell you how to live.” 
 
And this wasn't just true of the Gentiles, we'll later see how Paul makes this same case of the 
Jewish people too.  
 
Thousands of years later, nothing has changed. Even those of us who follow Jesus still allow 
the world to be the primary source of wisdom for how we think and act. And how is that working 
out for us? Who are you allowing to influence you, and when you really think about it, are they 
qualified for that role? If not, Paul says, they are leading us toward death.  
 
N.T. Wright says it like this, “We are made to reflect God’s image. If we turn away from the 
source of life, then by nature we turn toward death.”  
 
When it comes to the primary governance and authority over our lives, don’t we want the One 
who created the universe and shaped us in our mother’s wombs to guide our lives? Don’t we 
think the God who carefully crafted the world and blessed us with purpose and identity knows 
the best way to live? Don’t you want to follow the God who was willing to lay down his life for us, 
rather than all the little “gods” of our world who constantly tempt us to give up pieces of 
ourselves in service of their own selfish desires?  
 
Spiritual Beings 
 
Paul says when you follow the way of the world, it leads to death. Why? Because there is a 
power at work in the world that doesn’t have your best interest at heart. One of the names he 
gives this power is “the prince of the power of the air.” At the end of chapter one, and in his 
other letters, Paul talks regularly about the powers and rulers, but now he focuses on a singular, 
personal being. Paul describes this being as being in the very air we breathe. His influence and 



authority are an inescapable reality of this world. 
 
Do you have a category for this kind of thinking? Do you have room in your theology, how you 
think about God and the world, for spiritual and not just material things you can see and touch? 
Paul wants you to wrestle with the idea that there is a malevolent force in the world that is very 
much actively working against God’s design and purpose, and is successful enough that his 
handiwork and schemes are evidenced all around us if only we look closely enough.  
 
Some people take Paul’s words to mean there are evil forces around every corner, and they live 
in a state of hypervigilance out of fear of these spiritual beings. Others turn a blind eye and deny 
the fact that spiritual beings have any influence on human emotion or will.  
 
As you can probably guess, I find flaws with both of these extremes. So what’s the appropriate 
balance?  
 
One of the most helpful stories for me in the Bible when it comes to understanding this idea is 
Genesis 4–the story of Cain and Abel. These two brothers offer sacrifices to God, and for 
reasons we’re not told, Abel’s sacrifice is accepted by God and Cain’s is not. Cain is furious, 
and as he stews in his anger, God comes to him.  
 
God says to Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will 
you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires 
to have you, but you must rule over it.” 
 
In other words, Cain has a decision to make; he has personal responsibility for however he 
chooses to respond to the perceived slight against him, to the anger he feels toward his brother. 
At the same time, God warns him of a force crouching at the door. Like the snake in the Garden, 
the picture is of a creature who wants Cain to give in to anger, so he can devour him.  
 
The same is true for us. There will of course be times when we’re angry, disappointed, 
frustrated, furious, annoyed, or whatever else. How we choose to respond in these moments is 
our decision. Yet, we would be foolish to think there is not a force outside of ourselves 
whispering in our ear, hoping we will give into selfishness or fear, anger or anxiety.  
 
This really isn't too hard to imagine if we stop and think about it. Consider the mob mentality. 
Rational, reasonable people become swept up in a tide of emotion that is completely out of 
character and seemingly beyond their control. How? Paul would say it’s the powers at work! 
Human and spiritual influences are causing the sudden charge of emotion and chaos that 
ensues.  
 
And Paul would argue that the influence of spiritual evil doesn't take place on just a personal 
level but within whole cultures and societies. Just look at Nazi Germany... 
 
But God 



 
If humans were left to their own devices and subjected to these powers without reprieve, there 
would be no hope for any of us.  
 
But that’s not the end of the story. Paul interjects with what I think are two of the most important 
words in the entire letter.  
 
But God.  
 
Even though we made a mess of God’s good world, God is rich in mercy, love, kindness, and 
grace.  
 
Grace is key when it comes to understanding the character of God and His attitude towards us. 
At its most basic definition, grace refers to a “gift given out of delight” and is often used to 
describe great acts of generosity or favor. The greatest gift, however, is one given to a person of 
a lower social status, who didn’t deserve it or earn it.  
 
Think about the story of Israel. Long before they ever agreed to follow God’s laws, God rescued 
them from slavery in Egypt. These were slaves who had nothing to offer, and yet God heard 
their cries and had mercy on them; He was moved to act on their behalf out of love and 
compassion for them.  
 
The same is true for us. There’s nothing we can do to earn God’s love, it’s just part of who God 
is, like a parent who can’t help but love their child. And when God looked upon the world and 
saw His children in slavery to sin and death, He couldn’t help but respond out of his mercy and 
kindness toward us.  
 
Jesus died, so we could escape sin and death. And just as Jesus rose from the dead, we too 
can experience new life and become new creations through the Resurrection of Jesus. As Paul 
says in chapter one, when we are “in Christ” all that is true of Jesus becomes true of us, too. It 
doesn’t matter what your circumstances are, what your past has been like, or even what your 
present is like. Because there will always be those two words: But God.  
 
By Grace We’ve Been Saved.  
 
Paul then doubles down on the importance of God’s grace in our lives. He reminds his readers 
that it is by grace we’ve been saved through faith. Not because of our accomplishments, our 
good works, our successes, or anything else for that matter. It is not by our own strength or 
willpower. It is all because of Jesus and our faith, or trust, in him.  
 
But he then adds an important caveat, saying, “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ 
Jesus for good works…”  
 
In other words, while we are not saved by our works, we are absolutely saved for works.  

https://bibleproject.com/explore/video/character-of-god-grace/


 
What does that mean? Tim Mackie helped me understand the important difference between 
grace that is unconditioned (not given on the basis of worth) and grace that is unconditional (no 
expectation of return). What he (and other scholars) argues, is that God’s grace toward us is 
absolutely unconditioned (we can’t earn it), but it’s not unconditional–there is an expectation that 
we will respond.  
 
Think about it this way. We were created by God on purpose for a purpose. All of us at one 
point or another have failed at living up to that purpose, and in many cases, we’ve actually run 
in the opposite direction of that purpose. Instead of helping others flourish, we cut others down, 
act selfishly, or do whatever is right in our own eyes no matter the consequences to those 
around us. Despite all of this, God offers us grace and mercy out of a deep love for us. But 
that’s not where the story ends. God wants to restore us to our original purpose! Remember 
what we talked about last week? We are blessed to be a blessing. God wants us to take the 
grace and mercy and love and kindness that we’ve been offered, and offer that same grace and 
mercy and love and kindness to those around us.  
 
This is not about earning God’s love, it’s about how we respond to God’s love. We’re called to 
follow Jesus’ journey from death to life and be transformed into the image of Christ. We’re called 
to stop following the “way of the world” and learn to follow the wisdom and example of Jesus.  
 
As we were talking about this idea this week, Elizabeth shared a quote with me from Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer’s book, The Cost of Discipleship that captures this idea perfectly and profoundly. 
 

“Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism 
without church discipline, Communion without confession, absolution without 
personal confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the 
cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate. Costly grace is the gospel 
which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at 
which a man must knock. Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is 
grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a man 
his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life. It is costly because 
it condemns sin, and grace because it justifies the sinner. Above all, it is costly 
because it cost God the life of his Son: ‘ye were bought at a price,’ and what has 
cost God much cannot be cheap for us. Above all, it is grace because God did not 
reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for our life, but delivered him up for us. 
Costly grace is the Incarnation of God.” 

 
We are not saved by God so we can keep on living the same way as the rest of the world. We 
are saved by God, out of deep and unending compassion and kindness and love, so we 
can join God’s campaign to bring restoration to all of those around us who are still living 
in darkness.  
 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2723088


We are the new Temple, the place where heaven and earth come together, where God’s plan 
for humanity is realized. In Jesus, we are part of a new community and a new kingdom that has 
one goal: thy kingdom come; thy will be done; on earth as it is in heaven.  
 
– AJ 
 

Tuesday | Ephesians 2:11-22 

If I told you today we have to talk about the Torah and the temple, I imagine your response 
would be something like, “Wait, Elizabeth, what book are we in again? I thought this was 
Ephesians!” But it’s true. 
 
After writing about how God brought believers from death to life, Paul tells a parallel story about 
the grace of God—this time from a covenantal perspective. Not only was humanity dead in sin, 
but the Gentiles were also covenantally excluded. Paul says we were 
“alienated…strangers…far off” (v.12) until Jesus brought us from hostility to family. 
 
Especially if you grew up in a faith community where the focus of salvation was solely on your 
eternal destination (which is absolutely part of the equation but not the whole of it), this chapter 
paints a much richer picture of what the grace of God means for us. It means new life in the 
present. It means new purpose. It means belonging. It means family. And aren’t these some of 
the things we hope for most dearly in life? 
 
But to create this new family, Paul tells us that Jesus had to break down a wall of division and 
hostility between Jews and Gentiles. If you read Acts with us, then you know that the reality of 
bringing Gentiles into the family of God was not without hiccups; in many ways, the 
incorporation of the Gentiles broke the categories that many of the early Jewish believers had 
about what covenantal relationship with God meant and what the family of God was.  
 
This division that grew throughout the Old Testament was certainly not what God intended. In 
fact, in Genesis 12 God also tells Abraham that his family will be the vehicle of God’s blessing to 
all the nations of the world! Later, in Exodus 19, God commissions the nation of Israel to be His 
nation of priests, a people who would serve as the connection between God and the nations of 
the world.  
 
Yet, by the end of the Old Testament, Israel is not only failing to connect the nations to God, but 
it is actually bringing down curses on itself. Israel twisted their identity as the chosen people of 
God into a sort of nationalism, exalting their ethnicity and religiosity instead of the promise of 
Abraham.  
 
The law, which Paul specifically mentions in verse 15, becomes part of the problem because it 
gets hijacked by human sinfulness. Tim Mackie points to this paradox that arose in the role of 
the law in God’s purpose for Israel: the law is holy, righteous, and a reflection of God’s good will, 



but at the same time, it became an agent for sin and hostility in Israel. 
 
The prophet Isaiah speaks of this very issue: 
 
“My loved one had a vineyard 
    on a fertile hillside. 
 He dug it up and cleared it of stones 
    and planted it with the choicest vines. 
He built a watchtower in it 
    and cut out a winepress as well. 
Then he looked for a crop of good grapes, 
    but it yielded only bad fruit. 
 “Now you dwellers in Jerusalem and people of Judah, 
    judge between me and my vineyard. 
 What more could have been done for my vineyard 
    than I have done for it? 
When I looked for good grapes, 
    why did it yield only bad? 
 Now I will tell you 
    what I am going to do to my vineyard: 
I will take away its hedge, 
    and it will be destroyed; 
I will break down its wall, 
    and it will be trampled… 
 The vineyard of the Lord Almighty 
    is the nation of Israel, 
and the people of Judah 
    are the vines he delighted in. 
And he looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; 
    for righteousness, but heard cries of distress.” 
 
Jews at this time often spoke of the Torah as the protective hedge that guarded them from sin, 
and God’s point here (and Paul’s point later in Ephesians) is that the law that was supposed 
to keep Israel pure so that they might better love God and love the nations instead turned 
into a cultural system that isolated Israel from the Gentiles.  
 
I can definitely empathize with this. Can’t you?  
 
How often do we twist holiness into self-righteousness?  
How often do we horde the blessings of God for ourselves instead of recognizing that we are 
blessed in order to bless others?  
How easy is it for us to separate ourselves from the very people God calls us to love?  
 
This is why, as Paul writes, the law was set aside.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=isaiah+5%3A1-7&version=NIV


 
As scholar George Caird puts it, “Only by the annulment of the legal code could the barrier be 
removed, and Paul says this was done “in [Jesus’] flesh.” Paul is claiming (1) that Jesus 
deliberately drew off onto himself the hostility between Torah observant Jews and those 
Gentiles whose company they avoided, and (2) that this hostility brought him to the cross, and 
(3) that because he refused to return the hostility, it died there with him.” 
 
But the story gets even better than that. Not only does Jesus crush the hostility but he actually 
turns it on its head. When Paul writes at the end of the passage about believers being joined 
together, what does he say we are being built into? A temple. 
 
If you look at this depiction of the Jerusalem temple you will see something called the court of 
the Gentiles that is blocked off by a wall called the balustrade or the “soreg.”  

 
 

 
 
Only Israelites could pass beyond this wall into the courts that were reserved solely for their 
people. In fact, there were warning inscriptions that commanded Gentiles to stay outside the 
balustrade, on penalty of death. 
 
Yet, it is this image of the temple, the most sacred place in all of Judaism and the symbol of 
their faith, that Paul uses to describe the new family of God that includes the Gentiles! 
 
N.T. Wright puts it this way, “This meant that the new ‘Temple’ had to be constructed out of two 
sorts of material, that would fuse together into a single building…The building itself has, as its 
peculiar glory, the way in which bricks from two quite different quarries are to be built into it side 
by side, joined together in a new kind of architectural beauty. Jewish believers and Gentile 
believers, in other words, are not simply fellow members of the Christian community. Together, 
and only together, they form the community in which the living God will be delighted to take up 
residence." 
 



How radical is it that the dwelling place of God is now no longer a place that blocks 
Gentiles out but a people of whom they are a part? 
 
For those of us who search for belonging and family, what greater gift could God give than this 
invitation? By putting our trust in him, you and I can become part of the family–the walking, 
talking temple–where God Himself desires to dwell. 
 
– EH 
 
Wednesday 
 
Throughout this extraordinary letter, Paul tells the Ephesians about the mystery of Jesus, how 
his life, death, and resurrection bring victory and light in a world of death and darkness. 
 
In Hebrews, Paul writes about Jesus as our great high priest, our mediator before God. I love 
how he describes Jesus as one who deeply understands our circumstances, weaknesses, and 
temptations because he’s experienced them. Jesus really knows what it means to be human, 
and therefore he is perfectly qualified to help us become better humans.  
 
Jesus doesn’t seek to condemn us for the ways we mess up. He is the vehicle through which 
God offers blessing and mercy. We can go to Jesus for help, we can put our trust in him, 
because he is good and desperately wants us to experience the kind of life that comes from 
following him.  
 
This idea of new life or transformation can be found throughout Ephesians. In fact, it’s both 
metaphorically and literally at the center of how Paul’s structured chapters 1-3. For Paul, 
everything comes back to the hope and new life we have in Jesus.  
 
 
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.  
 
Psalm 8 is a beautiful reminder that the God who created the universe, who numbered the stars, 
at the same time, knows each of us by name. It’s an invitation to contemplate the mystery of 
why an all-powerful God would chose to partner with humans, welcoming us into His family with 
glory and honor that we don’t deserve. Today, use this psalm as a backdrop to guide your 
prayer and conversation with God. Here’s how it works:  
 

● Read Psalm 8:1-8 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 
 
Last Sunday, Rev. Matt Tuggle challenged the Cornerstone community to think about who has 
the privilege of influencing us. Whether it’s consciously or subconsciously, all of us make 
decisions every day about who and what we allow to shape our understanding of the world and 
ourselves.  
 
Over the next few weeks, Matt invited us to pray the following prayer based on Ephesians 1:18-
19. As you pray, be thinking about who or what would make it on your “Mount Rushmore” of 
influence; in other words, who are the four people or things that shape your view of the world 
and yourself. Consider whether or not you’re making space for the power and wisdom of God’s 
influence in the midst of your day-to-day. 
 
I ask that the eyes of our hearts may be enlightened 
In order that we may know: 
The hope to which You have called us,  
the riches of your glorious inheritance in Your holy people, 
and Your incomparably great power for us who believe.  
Amen.  
 



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?  
● Who is influencing you the most when it comes to how you think about the world and 

your place in it?  
● How does Paul’s understanding of spiritual beings, both good and evil, challenge the 

way you think about the nature of reality? Do you believe in invisible, spiritual forces at 
work in the world? Why or why not?  

● Looking back on your faith journey, what “but God” moments stand out to you? How 
have these moments shaped your relationship with God?  

● How might God be inviting you to use these “but God” moments to lift up or encourage 
others who may be facing similar challenges or circumstances?  

● How would you describe the idea of grace? How have you experienced God’s grace in 
your life? Are there any areas of your life where you find it difficult to accept God’s 
grace?  

● We are not saved by good works, but we are saved for good works. What does this 
mean to you? How would our lives be different if we really believed this statement 
to be true?   

● We all desire to belong. Where do you see this idea playing out in our culture 
today as people search for a place to belong?  

● In Ephesians 2, Paul describes how God welcomes outsiders into His family. How 
might God be calling us, as individuals and as the church, to welcome those who 
identify as outsiders into our own circles?  

● Are there morals or identities that you pride yourself on that tempt you to think that 
you are better than other people? How does chapter 2 speak to that temptation? 
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