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Welcome to One…
‘United We Stand…’. Words that have been used to give courage to a nation 
at war, to inspire people to give generously to charity, to call workers to 
solidarity in their quest for better working conditions – it’s even the name 
of a magazine for fans of the Manchester United soccer club. 

Unity is a fascinating concept – the idea of multiple parts melding into a 
seamless whole. Unity is something we crave but it always seems just beyond 
our reach. Our hunger for unity shows up in politics, science and technol-
ogy, religion and philosophy – but nowhere is the quest for (and struggle to 
achieve) unity more deeply felt than in human relationships. 

Athletic teams talk about chemistry. Marriage ceremonies talk about two 
people becoming one. Political conventions call for the end of partisanship. 
Queen Latifah spells it out for us. And here in a letter written almost 2,000 
years ago to a network of churches in and around the ancient city of Ephe-
sus, we hold a picture of unity that takes our breath away. 

In a crazy, mixed-up world that so often doesn’t seem to make sense, we’re 
told that there is an all-knowing, all-powerful God who guides all things 
towards one goal – unity.

In freshly minted communities of people who are trying to figure out how 
to do life with people who are ethnically, socio-economically, religiously, 
and politically different from their own way of life, the goal is not for 
one group to fly the colors of the other. God intends for the church to be 
marked by unity – not a bland, vanilla uniformity but a singularity of pur-
pose that mimics the life of God in this world. 

In relationships that sometimes feel like square pegs squeezing into round 
holes, blame is not laid at the feet of this other person. Unity is ours for the 
taking – but it will require more than a few helpful tips from our favorite 
TV therapist or romantic comedy.

When the dust settles, what we hold in this letter to the Ephesian church 
is the ways and means of unity. This is how God intends to replace shattered 
cultures through renewed communities made whole again by the gospel of 
a God who spares no expense and will not stop until all the threads of the 
universe are rewoven into a single tapestry.

That’s why we’ll spend the next three months talking – because in our words 
we find hope for living…really living. Life on the same page, with the same 
team, in the same zip code. 

One goal. One hope. One heartbeat. One God.

Welcome to One…
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IntroductIon to

T h e  L e T T e r  o f  P a u L  T o  T h e

Ephesians

Author and Title

Pauline authorship of Ephesians was universally accepted until modern times. Today a number of scholars 
claim that it was written in Paul’s name by an unknown follower or imitator of Paul, and they give two 
main reasons: (1) the letter’s style and thought does not strike everyone as characteristically Pauline; and 
(2) the author of Ephesians does not seem to be familiar with the letter’s recipients (see 1:15; 3:2; 4:21), 
which seems odd given Paul’s extended stay at Ephesus (Acts 19:10).

However, there are sound reasons to affirm that Paul wrote Ephesians. First, the letter explicitly claims 
to be Paul’s (1:1; 3:1), which should weigh heavily in the debate unless there is overwhelming evidence to 
the contrary. The early church—which rejected other spurious letters—unanimously accepted this letter 
to Ephesus as being written by Paul, and this was a city with a reputation for discernment regarding false 
apostolic claims (Rev. 2:2). Furthermore, letters in antiquity were usually transmitted through a person 
known by both author and recipient(s) who would have guaranteed the original copy’s genuineness and 
elaborated on its details—see note on Ephesians 6:21–22 regarding Tychicus.

Second, analyses of an author’s style are often subjectively based on incomplete evidence. With the aid of 
more sophisticated computer analysis, further careful study has shown that Ephesians has more similarities 
to Paul’s accepted style than was earlier recognized. In addition, recent research suggests that the roles of 
secretaries in the composition of ancient letters should be given greater consideration than it has been given 
in the past. Ephesians does indeed demonstrate close similarity with Paul’s forms of expression and thought. 
Critics have used this evidence to ascribe authorship to someone Paul had influenced, but it is more likely 
that these marks of Pauline thought and writing style confirm that he himself wrote the book.

The question of Paul’s apparent unfamiliarity with his readers can easily be explained. Ancient archaeo-
logical evidence has shown that Ephesus controlled a large network of outlying villages and rural areas up 
to 30 miles (48 km) from the city. Also, Acts 19:10 reveals that reports of Paul’s preaching during his stay at 
Ephesus had radiated out to “all the residents of Asia.” Hence, Paul would not have been personally acquainted 
with newer pockets of believers in the Ephesian villages and rural farms that had sprung up since his stay 
in the city a few years before the writing of this letter.

Moreover, many have suggested that Ephesians in its present form stems from the Ephesus copy of a 
circular letter to several Asian churches that Tychicus was delivering in the course of his journey to Colossae, 
along with the letter to the Colossians (Col. 4:7–9). Therefore, the absence of personal greetings is no cause 
for surprise.

Finally, it would be extraordinarily odd for someone to write so forcefully that his readers should “speak 
the truth” and “put away falsehood” (4:15, 25) in a letter he was deceptively forging! Consequently, it can 
be affirmed with good confidence that Paul wrote Ephesians.

The title “to the Ephesians” is found in many early manuscripts (see note on 1:1). It indicates that the 
letter was written to the churches in Ephesus and the surrounding dependent region.

Date

Because Paul mentions his imprisonment (3:1; 4:1; 6:20), this letter should be dated to c. a.d. 62 when 
Paul was held in Rome (Acts 28). Critics who date Ephesians later in the first century do so from doubts 
about Paul’s authorship rather than from strong evidence against the earlier date.
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Theme

There are two main themes of Ephesians: (1) Christ has reconciled all creation to himself and to God, 
and (2) Christ has united people from all nations to himself and to one another in his church. These great 
deeds were accomplished through the powerful, sovereign, and free working of the triune God—Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit—and are recognized and received by faith alone through his grace. In light of these 
great truths, Christians are to lead lives that are a fitting tribute of gratitude to their great Lord.

Purpose, Occasion, and Background

There was no specific occasion or problem that inspired this letter, though Paul does mention that he 
desired the Ephesians to know how he was faring in confinement (6:21–22). Ephesians articulates general 
instruction in the truths of the cosmic redemptive work of God in Christ; the unity of the church among 
diverse peoples; and proper conduct in the church, the home, and the world. Unity and love in the bond of 
peace mark the work of the Savior as well as Christians’ grateful response to his free grace in their lives.

Ancient Ephesus forms an appropriate background to the book of Ephesians because of this city’s fasci-
nation with magic and the occult (see Acts 19:19, and below). This helps explain Paul’s emphasis on the 
power of God over all heavenly authorities and on Christ’s triumphant ascension as head over the church 
and over all things in this age and the next. The Ephesians needed to be reminded of these things in order 
to remain resolute in their allegiance to Christ as the supreme power in the world and in their lives.

Timeline

The Ancient City of Ephesus

An important port city on the west coast of Asia, Ephesus boasted the temple of Artemis (one of the Seven 
Wonders of the ancient world). Just a few decades before Paul, Strabo called Ephesus the greatest emporium 
in the province of Asia Minor (Geography 12.8.15; cf. 14.1.20–26). However, the silting up of the harbor and 
the ravages of earthquakes caused the abandonment of the harbor city several centuries later. Today, among 
the vast archaeological remains, some key structures date from the actual time of the NT.

The grandiose theater, where citizens chanted “great is Artemis of the Ephesians” (Acts 19:29–40), had 
been enlarged under Claudius near the time when Paul was in the city. It held an estimated 20,000 or more 
spectators. The theater looked west toward the port. From the theater a processional way led north toward 
the temple of Artemis. In the fourth century b.c. the Ephesians proudly rebuilt this huge temple with their 
own funds after a fire, even refusing aid from Alexander the Great. The temple surroundings were deemed 
an official “refuge” for those fearing vengeance, and it played a central part in the economic prosperity of 
the city, even acting at times like a bank. A eunuch priest served the goddess Artemis, assisted by virgin 
women. Today very little remains of that once great temple beyond its foundations and a sizable altar, 
although the nearby museum displays two large statues of Artemis discovered elsewhere in Ephesus.

Other archaeologically extant religious structures include a post-NT temple of Serapis and several impor-

***TIMELINE FOR EPHESIANS***

***PLACE AFTER THE HEADING “TIMELINE”

A.D. 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75 80

Death, resurrection of Christ (A.D. 33 [or 30])†

Paul’s conversion (33/34*)

Paul’s first Jerusalem visit (36/37*)

Paul’s second Jerusalem visit (famine relief) (44–47*)

Paul’s first missionary journey (46–47)

Paul’s third Jerusalem visit (apostolic council) (48–49*)

Paul’s second missionary journey (48/49–51*)

Paul’s third journey (incl. 3 years in Ephesus) (52–57*)

Paul, under house arrest in Rome, writes to Ephesus (62*)

Paul martyred in Rome (64–67*)

* denotes approximate date; / signifies either/or; † see The Date of Jesus’ Crucifixion, pp. 1809–1810

chart.49-Timeline.indd   1 7/17/08   2:20:09 PM
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tant imperial cult temples. Before Paul’s day, Ephesus had proudly obtained the right to host the Temple 
of the Divine Julius [Caesar] and the goddess Roma. The city later housed memorials to the emperors Trajan 
(a.d. 98–117) and Hadrian (a.d. 117–138); and it possessed a huge temple of Domitian (a.d. 81–96), which 
may have been constructed during the time the apostle John was in western Asia. Luke testifies to Jewish 
presence in Ephesus (Acts 18:19, 24; 19:1–10, 13–17), and this is confirmed by inscriptions and by literary 
sources (e.g., Josephus, Against Apion 2.39; Jewish Antiquities 14.262–264).

Civic structures during the time of Paul included the state agora (marketplace) with its stoa, basilica, and 
town hall. This spilled out onto Curetes Street, which contained several monuments to important citizens 
such as Pollio and Memmius. Curetes Street led to the commercial agora neighboring the theater; this large 
market square could be entered through the Mazaeus and Mithradates Gate (erected in honor of their 
patrons Caesar Augustus and Marcus Agrippa). Shops lined this agora and part of Curetes Street. A building 
across the street from the agora has frequently been called a brothel, although some have questioned this. 
On the way to the Artemis temple from the theater, one would have passed the huge stadium renovated or 
built under Nero (a.d. 54–68).

The wealth of some residents of Ephesus is apparent in the lavish terrace houses just off Curetes Street. 
Later inscriptions mention a guild of silversmiths and even give the names of specific silversmiths (cf. 
Demetrius the silversmith, mentioned in Acts 19:24). However, as in most Roman cities, many people would 
have been slaves, and others would not have claimed much wealth. By the end of the second century (after 
the NT period) many other monumental structures were added, including some important gymnasia and 
the famous Library of Celsus. Remains of the giant Byzantine Church of Mary remind one that this former 
pagan town later hosted an important church council (the Council of Ephesus, a.d. 431).

History of Salvation

Christians have experienced in Christ the salvation and blessings that God promised through the ages, 
and look forward to the consummation of God’s purposes in Christ. (For an explanation of the “History of 
Salvation,” see the Overview of the Bible, pp. 23–26.)
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The city plan below shows those features of the city of Ephesus 
that archaeologists have so far identified as dating from the time 
of Paul. Many of the notable buildings uncovered in the 
excavation at Ephesus date from later periods.

EPHESUS IN THE TIME OF PAUL (C. A.D. 60)

Ephesus.indd   1 7/31/08   3:00:03 PM
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Key Themes

Literary Features

Ephesians exemplifies the genre of the NT epistle, with its salutation (including sender, recipients, and 
greeting), thanksgiving, exposition, exhortation, and closing (including final greetings and benediction). 
The main argument of the letter is punctuated by several prayers and an interior benediction (3:20–21) 
that marks the transition from doctrinal affirmations to practical exhortations. Chapter 2 takes the form 
of a spiritual biography, in which Paul recounts the saving work of Christ in the life of every Christian, and 
especially in the lives of Gentiles who are now included in the one new people of God. In chapter 3 the 
apostle takes an autobiographical turn as he testifies about his calling to the Gentiles and his prayers for 
the Ephesian church. The paraenesis (series of moral exhortations) consists mainly of instructions for house-
hold conduct, both for the church as the household of faith and for individual believers in their domestic 
relationships. The famous description of the complete armor in the last chapter is an extended metaphor. 
Paul also catalogs the blessings of salvation in a lofty and exhilarating lyrical style.

Ephesians finds its central unity in the work of Jesus Christ and in the community of people (both Jews 

***PLACE AFTER THE HEADING “KEY THEMES”

 1. All people are by nature spiritually dead, transgressors of God’s law, and under the rule of Satan. 1:7; 2:1–3, 5, 11–12

 2. God predestined his elect to redemption and holiness in Christ according to the free counsel of his will. 1:3–14; 2:4, 8–9

 3. God’s rich mercy in Christ has saved sinners; this free gift is by grace through faith alone. 1:7–8; 2:4–14

 4. Christ’s earthly work of redemption was part of his cosmic reconciliation and exaltation in this age and the next. 1:15–23; 3:1–13

 5. Christ’s reconciliation entails uniting all people, whether Jew or Gentile, into his one body, the church, as a new 
creation.

1:23; 2:10–15; 3:1–21; 
4:1–6

 6. Christ’s people are renewed to new lives of holiness in thought, word, and deed, and must reject their old, sinful lifestyles. 4:1–3, 17–32; 5:1–20

 7. Holiness of life entails submission to proper authorities, and loving and considerate care for those in submission. 5:21–6:9

 8. Christ has given powerful gifts to his church to bring about her unity, maturity, and defense against the onslaughts of 
the devil and his allies. 4:7–16; 6:10–19

chart.49-Key_Themes.indd   1 6/25/08   5:58:50 PM

The Setting of Ephesians
(c. A.D. 62)
Ephesus was a wealthy port city in the Roman 
province of Asia. It was a center of learning and 
was positioned near several key land routes in 
western Asia Minor. Paul probably wrote his letter 
to the Ephesians while under house arrest in 
Rome (Acts 28).
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and Gentiles) who are corporately united in him. The strong opening statement of praise and the absence 
of any theological polemics make Ephesians pervasively positive in tone. The clear division of the epistle 
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Reading the Bible

To read the Bible “theologically” means to read the Bible 
“with a focus on God”: his being, his character, his words 
and works, his purpose, presence, power, promises, and 
precepts. The Bible can be read from different standpoints 
and with different centers of interest, but this article seeks 
to explain how to read it theologically.

The Bible: The Church’s Instruction Book
All 66 books of the Bible constitute the book of the 

Christian church. And the church, both as a whole and in 
the life of its members, must always be seen to be the peo-
ple of the book. This glorifies God, its primary author.

God has chosen to restore his sin-spoiled world through 
a long and varied historical process, central to which is 
the creating—by redemptive and sanctifying grace—of 
what is literally a new human race. This unfinished pro-
cess has so far extended over four millennia. It began with 
Abraham; it centers on the first coming of the incarnate 
Lord, Jesus Christ; and it is not due for completion till he 
comes again. Viewed as a whole, from the vantage point of 
God’s people within it, the process always was and still is 
cov enant al and educative. Covenantal indicates that God 
says to his gathered community, “I am your God; you shall 
be my people,” and with his call for loyalty he promises 
them greater future good than any they have yet known. 
Educative indicates that, within the covenant, God works 
to change each person’s flawed and degenerate nature into 
a new, holy selfhood that expresses in responsive terms 
God’s own moral likeness. The model is Jesus Christ, the 
only perfect being that the world has ever seen. For God’s 
people to sustain covenantal hopes and personal moral 
ideals as ages pass and cultures change and decay, they 
must have constant, accessible, and authoritative instruc-
tion from God. And that is what the Bible essentially is.

This is why, as well as equipping everywhere a class of 
teachers who will give their lives to inculcating Bible truth, 
the church now seeks to translate the Bible into each per-
son’s primary language and to spread universal literacy, 
so that all may read and understand it.

The Bible Is Canonical
God’s plan is that through his teaching embodied in the 

Bible, plus knowledge and experience of how he rewards 
obedience and punishes disobedience in a disciplinary way, 
his people should learn love, worship, and service of God 
himself, and love, care, and service of others, as exemplified 
by Jesus Christ. To this end each generation needs a written 
“textbook” that sets forth for all time God’s unchanging 
standards of truth, right, love and goodness, wisdom and 
worship, doctrine and devotion. This resource will enable 
people to see what they should think and do, what ideals 
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they should form, what goals they should set, what limits 
they should observe, and what life strategies they should 
follow. These are the functions that are being claimed for 
the Bible when it is called “canonical.” A “canon” is a rule 
or a standard. The Bible is to be read as a God-given rule of 
belief and behavior—that is, of faith and life.

The Bible Is Inspired
Basic to the Bible’s canonical status is its “inspiration.” 

This word indicates a divinely effected uniqueness com-
parable to the uniqueness of the person of the incarnate 
Lord. As Jesus Christ was totally human and totally divine, 
so is the Bible. All Scripture is witness to God, given by 
divinely illuminated human writers, and all Scripture is 
God witnessing to himself in and through their words. 
The way into the mind of God is through the expressed 
mind of these human writers, so the reader of the Bible 
looks for that characteristic first. But the text must be read, 
or reread, as God’s own self-revelatory instruction, given 
in the form of this human testimony. In this way God tells 
the reader the truth about himself; his work past, present, 
and future; and his will for people’s lives.

The Bible Is Unified
Basic also to the Bible’s canonical status is the demon-

strable unity of its contents. Scripture is no ragbag of reli-
gious bits and pieces, unrelated to each other; rather, it is a 
tapestry in which all the complexities of the weave display 
a single pattern of judgment and mercy, promise and ful-
fillment. The Bible consists of two separate collections: the 
OT, written over a period of about 1,000 years, and the NT, 
written within a generation several centuries after the OT 
was completed. Within such a composite array one would 
expect to find some crossed wires or incoherence, but none 
are found here. While there are parallel narratives, repeti-
tions, and some borrowings from book to book, the Bible 
as a whole tells a single, straightforward story. God the 
Creator is at the center throughout; his people, his cov-
enant, his kingdom, and its coming king are the themes 
unfolded by the historical narratives, while the realities of 
redemption from sin and of godly living (faith, repentance, 
obedience, prayer, adoration, hope, joy, and love) become 
steadily clearer. Jesus Christ, as fulfiller of OT prophecies, 
hopes, promises, and dreams, links the two Testaments 
together in an unbreakable bond. Aware that at the deep-
est level the whole Bible is the product of a single mind, 
the mind of God, believers reading it theologically always 
look for the inner links that bind the books together. And 
they are there to be found.

Theological Reading of the Bible: A Quest for God
Reading Scripture theologically starts from the truths 

reviewed above: (1) that the Bible is a God-given guide 
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to sinners for their salvation, and for the life of grateful 
godliness to which salvation calls them; (2) that the Bible 
is equally the church’s handbook for worship and service; 
(3) that it is a divinely inspired unity of narrative and as-
sociated admonition, a kind of running commentary on 
the progress of God’s kingdom plan up to the establish-
ing of a world-embracing, witnessing, suffering church in 
the decades following Christ’s ascension and the Pentecost 
outpouring of the Spirit; and (4) that the incarnate Son of 
God himself, Jesus the Christ, crucified, risen, glorified, 
ministering, and coming again, is the Bible’s central focus, 
while the activities of God’s covenant people both before 
and after Christ’s appearing make up its ongoing story. 
Theological reading follows these leads and is pursued 
theocentrically, looking and listening for God through-
out, with the controlling purpose of discerning him with 
maximum clarity, through his own testimony to his will, 
works, and ways. Such reading is pursued prayerfully, ac-
cording to Martin Luther’s observation that the first thing 
one needs to become a theologian through Bible reading 
is prayer for the illumination and help of the Holy Spirit. 
And prayerful theological Bible reading will be pursued in 
light of three further guiding principles, as follows.

First, revelation was progressive. Its progress, in its writ-
ten form, was not (as has sometimes been thought) from 
fuzzy and sometimes false (OT) to totally true and clear 
(NT), but from partial to full and complete. “Long ago, at 
many times and in many ways, God spoke to our fathers 
by the prophets, but in these last days [the concluding era 
of this world’s life] he has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 
1:1–2). In the Gospels, the Epistles, and the books of Acts 
and Revelation, readers are now faced with God’s final 
word to the world before Christ comes again. Theologi-
cal Bible reading maintains this perspective, traversing 
the OT by the light of the NT.

Second, the Bible’s God-language is analogical. Today’s 
fashion is to call it “metaphorical,” which is not wrong, 
but “analogical” is the term that makes clearest the key 
point: the difference involved when everyday words—
nouns, verbs, adjectives—are used of God. Language is 
God’s gift for personal communication between humans 
and between God and humans. But when God speaks of 
himself—or when people speak to him or about him—the 
definitions, connotations, implications, valuations, and 
range of meaning in each case must be adjusted in light 
of the differences between him and his creation. God is 
infinite and flawless; people are both finite and flawed. 
So when everyday words are used of God, all thought of 
finiteness and imperfection must be removed, and the 
overall notion of unlimited, self-sustaining existence in 
perfect loving holiness must be added in. For instance, 
when God calls himself  “Father,” or his people in response 
call him their “Father,” the thought will be of authorita-
tive, protecting, guiding, and enriching love, free from any 
lack of wisdom that appears in earthly fathers. And when 
one speaks of God’s “anger” or “wrath” in retribution for 
sin that he as the world’s royal Judge displays, the thought 
will be as free from the fitful inconsistency, irrationality, 
bad temper, and loss of self-control that regularly mars 
human anger.

These mental adjustments underlie the biblical insis-
tence that all God’s doings, even those that involve human 
distress, are glorious and praiseworthy. This doxological, 
God-glorifying tone and thrust marks even books such as 

Job and Lamentations, and the many complaint prayers 
in the Psalter. The Bible writers practice analogical adjust-
ment so smoothly, unobtrusively, and unselfconsciously 
that it is easy to overlook what they are doing. But the theo-
logical reader of the Bible will not miss this point.

Third, the one God of the Bible is Trinitarian and triune. 
God is three persons in an eternal fellowship of love and 
cooperation within the one divine Being. Each person is 
involved in all that God does. God is a team no less than 
he is a complex entity. In the NT this concept is apparent, 
but in the OT, where the constant emphasis is on the truth 
that Yahweh is the one and only God, the truth of the Trin-
ity hardly breaks the surface. God’s triunity is, however, 
an eternal fact, though it has been clearly revealed only 
through Christ’s coming. Theological Bible readers are 
right to read this fact back into the OT, following the ex-
ample of NT writers in their citing of many OT passages.

Theological Reading of the Bible: The Quest 
for Godliness

Theology is for doxology, that is, glorifying God by 
praise and thanks, by obedient holiness, and by laboring 
to extend God’s kingdom, church, and cultural influence. 
The goal of theological Bible reading is not just to know 
truth about God (though one’s quest for godliness must 
start there) but to know God personally in a relationship 
that honors him—which means serving Jesus Christ, the 
Father’s Son, the world’s real though unrecognized Lord, 
who came to earth, died, rose, and ascended for his people, 
and has given them the Holy Spirit. To have him fill believ-
ers’ horizons and rule their lives in his Father’s name is the 
authentic form—the foundation, blueprint, scaffolding, 
and construction—of Christian godliness, to which theo-
logical Bible reading is a God-intended means. So, three 
questions must govern readers of the inspired Word:

First, in the passage being read, what is shown about 
God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit? What does it say about 
what the holy Three are doing, have done, and will do in 
God’s world, in his church, and in lives committed to him? 
What does it reveal about God’s attributes, that is, God’s 
power and character, how he exists and how he behaves? 
One reason, no doubt, for God’s panoramic, multigenred 
layout of the Bible—with history, homily, biography, lit-
urgy, practical philosophy, laws, lists, genealogies, visions, 
and so on, all rubbing shoulders—is that this variety pro-
vides so many angles of illumination on these questions 
for theological Bible readers’ instruction.

Second, in the passage being read, what is shown about 
the bewildering, benighted world with all its beautiful and 
beneficial aspects alongside those that are corrupt and cor-
rupting? Discerning the world’s good and evil for what 
they are, so as to embrace the world’s good and evade its 
temptations, is integral to the godliness that theological 
Bible reading should promote.

Third, in the passage being read, what is shown to guide 
one’s living, this day and every day? The theological logic of 
this question, through which the reader must work each 
time, is this: since God, by his own testimony, said that to 
those people in their situation, what does it follow that he 
says to readers today in their own situation? The Holy Spir-
it answers prayer by giving discernment to apply Scripture 
in this way. Those who seek will indeed find.  
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Three primary modes of writing converge in the Bible: 
theological, historical, and literary. Overwhelmingly, the-
ology and history are embodied in literary form.

A crucial principle of interpretation thus needs to be es-
tablished at the outset: meaning is communicated through 
form, starting with the very words of a text but reaching 
beyond that to considerations of literary genre and style. 
We cannot properly speak about the theological or moral 
content of a story or poem (for example) without first in-
teracting with the story or poem.

Literary form exists prior to content; no content exists 
apart from the form in which it is embodied. As a result, 
the first responsibility of a reader or interpreter is to un-
derstand the form of a discourse. It is a common miscon-
ception to think that the literary dimension of the Bible is 
only the form in which the message is presented. Actually, 
without some kind of literary form, the content would not 
even exist. The concept of literary form needs to be con-
strued very broadly here. Anything having to do with how 
a biblical author has expressed his message constitutes 
literary form. We tend to think (erroneously) that authors 
tell us about characters, actions, and situations, whereas 
actually they speak with or by means of these things—about 
God, people, and the world.

The Bible as Literature
The idea of the Bible as literature began with the Bible 

itself. The writers refer to a whole range of literary genres 
in which they write: proverb, saying, chronicle, complaint 
(lament psalm), oracle, apocalypse, parable, song, epistle, 
and many others. Secondly, some of these forms corre-
spond to the literary forms current in the authors’ sur-
rounding cultures. For example, the Ten Commandments 
are cast in the form of the suzerainty treaties that ancient 
Near Eastern kings imposed on their subjects, and the NT 
epistles show many affinities to the structure of Greek and 
Roman letters of the same era.

Mainly, though, we can look to the Bible itself to see 
the extent to which it is a literary book. Virtually every 
page of the Bible is replete with literary technique, and 
to possess the individual texts fully, we need to read the 
Bible as literature, just as we need to read it theologically 
and (in the narrative parts) historically.

Literary Genres
The most customary way to define literature is by the 

external genres (types or kinds of writing) in which its 
content is expressed. The two main genres in the Bible 
are narrative and poetry. Numerous categories cluster un-
der each of these. Narrative subtypes, e.g., include hero 
story, gospel, epic, tragedy, comedy (a U-shaped plot with 
a happy ending), and parable. Specific poetic genres keep 
multiplying as well: lyric, lament psalm, praise psalm, love 
poem, nature poem, epithalamion (wedding poem), and 
many others.

But those are only the tip of the iceberg. In addition to 
narrative and poetry, we find prophecy, visionary writing, 
apocalypse, pastoral, encomium, oratory, drama (the book 
of Job), satire, and epistle. Then if we add more specific 
forms like travel story, dramatic monologue, doom song, 

and Christ hymn, the number of literary genres in the 
Bible readily exceeds a hundred.

The importance of genre to biblical interpretation is 
that genres have their own methods of procedure and 
rules of interpretation. An awareness of genre should alert 
us to what we can expect to find in a text. Additionally, con-
siderations of genre should govern the terms in which we 
interact with a text. With narrative, e.g., we are on the right 
track if we pay attention to plot, setting, and character. If 
the text before us is a satire, we need to think in terms of 
object of attack, the satiric vehicle in which the attack is 
couched, and satiric norm (stated or implied standard by 
which the criticism is being conducted).

In view of how many literary genres are present in the 
Bible, it is obvious that the overall literary form of the 
Bible is the anthology, as even the word Bible (Gk. biblia, 
“books”) hints. As an anthology, the Bible possesses the 
same kinds of unity that other anthologies exhibit: mul-
tiple authorship (approximately three dozen authors), 
diverse genres, a rationale for collecting these particular 
materials (a unifying religious viewpoint and story of 
salvation history), comprehensiveness, and an identifi-
able strategy of organization (a combination of historical 
chronology and groupings by genre).

Literary Subject Matter
Literature is also identifiable by its subject matter. It is 

differentiated from expository (informational) writing by 
the way in which it presents concrete human experience 
instead of stating abstract propositions, logical arguments, 
or bare facts. We can profitably think of biblical writing 
as existing on a continuum, with abstract propositional 
discourse on one end and concrete presentation of human 
experience on the other. The more thoroughly a piece of 
writing falls on the experiential end of the spectrum, the 
more “literary” it is.

To illustrate, the command “you shall not murder” is 
an example of expository discourse. The story of Cain and 
Abel embodies the same truth in the form of characters in 
concrete settings performing physical and mental actions. 
Expository writing gives us the precept; literature gives 
us the example. “God’s provision extends to all aspects of 
our lives” is a thematic summary of Psalm 23; rather than 
such abstraction, however, the psalm incarnates the truth 
about providence through the poetic image of a shepherd’s 
daily routine with his sheep.

The subject of literature is human experience rendered 
as concretely as possible. The result is that it possesses a 
universal quality. Whereas history and the daily news tell 
us what happened, literature tells us what happens—what 
is true for all people in all places and times. A text can be 
both informational and literary, but its literary dimen-
sion resides in its embodiment of recognizable human 
experience.

The goal of literature is to prompt a reader vicariously 
to share or relive an experience. The truth that literature 
imparts is not simply ideas that are true but truthfulness 
to human experience. The implication for interpreting the 
Bible as literature is that readers and expositors need to 
actively recreate experiences in their imaginations, iden-
tify the recognizable human experiences in a text (thereby 

   Reading the Bible as Literature
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Communion with God is a staggering thought. God cre-
ated billions of galaxies and calls every star by name (Isa. 
40:26; 42:5). He never had a beginning and will never end 
(Ps. 90:2). His ways are inscrutable and his judgments un-
searchable (Rom. 11:33). His thoughts are as different from 
ours as the heavens are high above the earth (Isa. 55:8). “The 
nations are like a drop from a bucket, and are accounted as 
the dust on the scales” (Isa. 40:15).

If that were not enough to make communion with God 
unthinkable, consider that all of us are naturally rebellious 
against him. Therefore, his omnipotent wrath rests on us. 
We are by nature hostile to God and do not submit to his 
law (Rom. 8:7). Therefore, the wrath of God is revealed from 
heaven against us (Rom. 1:18). We are “by nature children 
of wrath,” “sons of disobedience,” and “dead in . . . trespasses 
and sins” (Eph. 2:1–5). How then can there be any thought 
of communion with God?

For Our Joy
Before we see the Bible’s answer, let’s clarify what we 

mean by “communion.” Communion refers to God’s com-
munication and presentation of himself to us, together 
with our proper response to him with joy. We say “with 
joy” because it would not be communion if God revealed 
himself in total wrath and we were simply terrified. That 
would be true revelation and a proper response, but it would 
not be communion.

Communion assumes that God comes to us in love and 
that we respond joyfully to the beauty of his perfections 
and the offer of his fellowship. He may sometimes come 
with a rod of discipline. But even in our tears, we can rejoice 
in our Father’s loving discipline (Heb. 12:6–11). Commu-
nion with God may lay us in ashes or make us leap. But it 
never destroys our joy. It is our joy (Ps. 43:4).

building bridges to life in the modern world), and resist 
the impulse immediately to reduce every biblical passage 
to a set of theological ideas.

Archetypes and Motifs
An archetype is a plot motif (such as initiation or quest), 

character type (such as the villain or trickster), or image 
(such as light or water) that recurs throughout literature 
and life. The presence of archetypes signals a text’s liter-
ary quality. When we read literature, we are continuously 
aware of such archetypes as the temptation motif, the 
dangerous valley, and the hero, whereas with other types 
of writing we are rarely aware of archetypes.

Archetypes are the building blocks of literature. The 
Bible is the most complete repository of archetypes in the 
Western world, something that makes the Bible universal, 
reaching down to bedrock human experience. Awareness 
of archetypes helps us see the unity of the Bible (since we 
keep relating one instance of an archetype to other in-
stances), and also the connections between the Bible and 
other literature.

Stylistics and Rhetoric
Literature also uses distinctive resources of language 

that set it apart from ordinary expository discourse. The 
most obvious example is poetry. Poets speak a language all 
their own, consisting of images and figures of speech. Other 
important examples include: imagery, metaphor, simile, 
symbol, allusion, irony, wordplay, hyperbole, apostrophe 
(direct address to someone or something absent as though 
present), personification, paradox, and pun. The presence of 
these elements push a text into the category of literature.

The most concentrated repository of such language 
in the Bible is the books that are poetic in their basic 
format—the Prophetic Books, Job, Psalms, Proverbs, 
Ecclesiastes (a book of prose poems), Song of Solomon, 
and Revelation. But literary resources of language also 
appear on virtually every page of the Bible beyond the 
poetic books—most obviously in the discourses of Jesus 
and in the Epistles, but less pervasively in the narratives 
as well.

A related literary phenomenon is rhetoric—arrange-
ment of content in patterns and use of conventional 

literary techniques or formulas. Parallelism of sentence 
elements, e.g., is an instance of stylized rhetoric. Patterns 
of repetition—of words, phrases, or content units—are a 
distinguishing feature of the Bible. So is aphoristic concise-
ness that continuously raises the Bible to a literary realm of 
eloquence far above everyday discourse. A page from a NT 
epistle might include rhetorical questions, question-and-
answer constructions, direct addresses to real or imaginary 
respondents, or repeated words or phrases.

Artistry
Literature is an art form in which beauty of expres-

sion, craftsmanship, and verbal virtuosity are valued 
as self- rewarding and as an enhancement of effective 
communication. The writer of Ecclesiastes states his 
philosophy of composition, portraying himself as a 
self-conscious stylist and wordsmith who arranged his 
material “with great care” and who “sought to find words 
of delight” (Eccles. 12:9–10). Surely other biblical writers 
did the same.

The standard elements of artistic form include unity, 
theme-and-variation, pattern, design, progression, con-
trast, balance, recurrence, coherence, and symmetry. 
Authors cultivate artistry because it is important to their 
effect and intention. The Bible is an aesthetic as well as 
utilitarian book, and we need to experience it as such.

Reading and Interpreting the Bible as 
Literature

Any piece of writing needs to be interpreted in terms 
of the kind of writing that it is. The Bible is a literary book 
in which theology and history are usually embodied in 
literary forms. Those forms include genres, the incarna-
tion of human experience in concrete form, stylistic and 
rhetorical techniques, and artistry.

These literary features are not extraneous aspects of the 
text. Instead, they are the forms through which the content 
is mediated. If the writing of the Bible is the product of 
divine inspiration—if it represents what the Holy Spirit 
prompted the authors to write as they were “carried along” 
(2 Pet. 1:21)—then the literary forms of the Bible have also 
been inspired by God and need to be granted an impor-
tance congruent with that inspiration.  

   Reading the Bible in Prayer and Communion with God
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To God’s Glory
Communion with God is the end for which we were 

created. The Bible says that we were created for the glory 
of God (Isa. 43:7). Yet glorifying God is not something we 
do after communing with him, but by communing with 
him. Many human deeds magnify the glory of God’s good-
ness, but only if they flow from our contentment in com-
munion with him. This is why we pray, “Satisfy us in the 
morning with your steadfast love” (Ps. 90:14). The joy of 
this communion in the love of God confirms God’s worth 
and shows his glory.

Because of the Gospel
But how is this unthinkable privilege of communion 

with God possible for sinners like us? The answer of the 
Bible is that God himself took the initiative to be recon-
ciled to his enemies. He sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to die in 
our place and bear the curse that we deserved from God. 
“Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becom-
ing a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13). So the wrath of God that we 
deserved fell on Christ (Isa. 53:4–6, 10).

Because God gave Christ as our substitute, we can be 
reconciled to God and enjoy peaceful communion with 
him. “While we were enemies we were reconciled to God by 
the death of his Son” (Rom. 5:10). “Therefore, since we have 
been justified by faith, we have peace with God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). This peace leads to the 
unparalleled joy of communion with God (Rom. 5:11).

The Gospel: The Bible’s Central Message
Therefore, the first thing to say about the Bible in rela-

tion to communion with God is that the message of how 
to be reconciled to God for the glory of God is the cen-
tral message of the Bible. There is no communion with 
God without salvation from our sin and God’s wrath. The 
Bible is the only book with final authority that tells us 
what God did through Christ and how we must respond 
through faith to be saved and to enjoy communion with 
God (2 Tim. 3:15).

But the Bible is more. The Bible tells the story of cre-
ation, of the fall of humanity into sin, and of the history 
of God’s chosen people Israel leading up to the coming 
of the Messiah, Jesus. Then it recounts the life of Christ 
and his teachings, his mighty works, his death, his resur-
rection, and his ascension. Finally, it tells the story of the 
early church after Jesus had returned to heaven, and how 
we are to live until Jesus comes again.

The Bible Reveals God
The God-inspired record of this history (the Bible) is the 

only infallible and authoritative book communicating and 
presenting God himself (2 Tim. 3:16–17; 2 Pet. 1:21). To 
be sure, God is active everywhere in the world today, and 
we experience his precious power wherever we trust him 
and do his will. But we will go astray if we make this daily 
experience of God the basis of our communion with him. 
We know God for who he is, and meet him as he is, when we 
meet him through his Word—the Bible. We see this prin-
ciple at work, for example, in 1 Samuel 3:21: “The Lord re-
vealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the word of the Lord.” 
The Lord himself is revealed by his word, that is, by what he 
says to us, whether audibly or in written form.

Therefore, when we seek to enjoy communion with 
the Lord—and not to be led astray by the ambiguities of 
religious experience—we read the Bible. From Genesis to 

Revelation, God’s words and God’s deeds reveal God him-
self for our knowledge and our enjoyment. Of course, it is 
possible to read the Bible without enjoying communion 
with God. We must seek to understand the Bible’s mean-
ing, and we must pause to contemplate what we under-
stand and, by the Spirit, to feel and express the appropriate 
response of the heart.

God communicates with us in many ways through the 
Bible and seeks the response of our communion with him. 
If God indicts us (2 Cor. 7:8–10), we respond to him with 
sorrow and repentance. If he commends us (Ps. 18:19–20), 
we respond to him with humble gratitude and joy. If he 
commands us to do something (Matt. 28:19–20), we look 
to him for strength and resolve to obey with his help. If 
he makes a promise (Heb. 13:5–6), we marvel at his grace 
and trust him to do what he says. If he warns us of some 
danger (Luke 21:34), we take him seriously and watch 
with a thankful sense of his presence and protection. If 
he describes something about himself (Isa. 46:9–11), his 
Son (Mark 1:11), or his Holy Spirit (John 16:13–14), we 
affirm it and admire it and pray for clearer eyes to see and 
enjoy his greatness and beauty.

Fellowship with the Triune God
In all these communications, it is God himself that we 

most want to see. Communion with God is not merely 
learning about God but enjoying fellowship with God in 
the truth he reveals about himself. The apostle John, who 
enjoyed unusually close communion with Jesus while he 
was on the earth, said that he wrote his letters so that we 
might enjoy this fellowship: “That which we have seen 
and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you too may 
have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with 
the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 John 1:3). In 
other words, the Bible records the words and deeds of 
God so that by means of these we have fellowship—that 
is, communion—with God.

This fellowship is with each person in the Trinity: with 
the Father (1 John 1:3), with the Son (1 Cor. 1:9), and with 
the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 13:14). This is possible because each 
person of the Godhead communicates with us in a way that 
corresponds to his unique role in creation, providence, and 
salvation. As the great Puritan John Owen wrote in his clas-
sic Communion with God, the Father communicates him-
self to us by the way of “original authority,” the Son from 
a “purchased treasury,” and the Spirit by an “immediate 
efficacy.” Each person, as Owen says, communicates with 
us “distinctly” in the sense that we may discern from which 
person particular realizations of the grace of God come to 
us. But “distinctly” does not mean “separately”: particular 
fellowship with each person of the Trinity is always one 
facet of ongoing communion with all three.

Humble, Bold Prayer
Finally, from this Father-initiated, Son-purchased, 

 Spirit-effected communion with God, we pray with 
humble boldness (Heb. 4:16). That is, we speak to God 
the Father, on the basis of Christ’s work, by the help of 
the Spirit. This speaking is called prayer. It includes our 
confessions of sin (1 John 1:9), our praises of God’s perfec-
tions (Ps. 96:4), our thanks for God’s gifts (Ps. 118:21), and 
our requests that he would help us (Ps. 38:22) and others 
(Rom. 15:30–31)—all to the glory of God (Ps. 50:15), for 
the hallowing of his name, which must ever be our goal.

Prayer is the verbal aspect of our response to God in 
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communion with him. The Bible does speak of “groanings 
too deep for words” (Rom. 8:26), but ordinarily prayer is 
the response of our heart to God in words. It may be in 
private (Matt. 6:6) or in public (1 Cor. 14:16). It may last 
all night (Luke 6:12) or be summed up in a moment’s cry 
(Matt. 14:30). It may be desperate (Jonah 2:2) or joyful (Ps. 
119:162). It may be full of faith (Mark 11:24) or wavering 
with uncertainty (Mark 9:24).

But it is not optional. It is commanded—which is good 
news, because it means that God loves being the giver of 
omnipotent help (Ps. 50:15). The Bible reminds us that 
ordinary people can accomplish great things by prayer 
(James 5:17–18). It tells us about great answers to prayer 
(Isa. 37:21, 36). It gives us great examples of how to pray 
(Matt. 6:9–13; Eph. 3:14–19). And it offers amazing en-
couragements to pray (Matt. 7:7–11).

God Gets the Glory; We Get the Joy
The Bible shows that prayer is near the heart of why 

God created the world. When we pray for God to do what 

only he can do, he alone gets the glory while we get the 
joy. We see this when Jesus says, “Whatever you ask in my 
name, this I will do, that the Father may be glorified in the 
Son” (John 14:13), and then later says, “Ask, and you will 
receive, that your joy may be full” (John 16:24). In prayer, 
God gets the glory and we get the joy. God is the overflow-
ing fountain; we are satisfied with the living water. He is 
infinitely rich; we are the happy heirs.

Central to all our praying, as we have seen, must be 
our longing that God’s name be hallowed in the world—
known and honored and loved (Matt. 6:9). To that end, we 
pray (1) for his church to be “filled with the fruit of righ-
teousness . . . to the glory and praise of God” (Phil. 1:11); 
(2) that the gospel would spread and awaken faith in Jesus 
among all the nations (2 Thess. 3:1); and (3) that many who 
do not believe would be saved (Rom. 10:1). In this way, 
the aim of God’s Word and the aim of prayer become the 
same: the glory of God and the salvation of the nations 
through Jesus Christ.  

   Reading the Bible for Personal Application

It is a marvel how personally the Bible applies. The 
words pointedly address the concerns of long-ago people 
in faraway places, facing specific problems, many of which 
no longer exist. They had no difficulty seeing the appli-
cation. Much of what they read was personal application 
to actual situations they were facing. But nothing in the 
Bible was written directly to you or specifically about what 
you face. We are reading someone else’s mail. Yet the Bible 
repeatedly affirms that these words are also written for 
us: “Whatever was written in former days was written for 
our instruction” (Rom. 15:4; cf. Deut. 29:29; 1 Cor. 10:11; 
2 Tim. 3:15–17). Application today discovers ways in which 
the Spirit reapplies Scripture in a timely fashion.

Furthermore, the Bible is primarily about God, not 
you. The essential subject matter is the triune Redeemer 
Lord, culminating in Jesus Christ. When Jesus “opened 
their minds to understand the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45), 
he showed how everything written—creation, promises, 
commands, history, sacrificial system, psalms, proverbs—
reveals him. We are reading someone else’s biography. Yet 
that very story demonstrates how he includes us within his 
story. Jesus is the Word of God applied, all-wisdom embod-
ied. As his disciples, we learn to similarly apply the Bible, 
growing up into his image. Application today experiences 
how the Spirit “rescripts” our lives by teaching us who God 
is and what he is doing.

“Personal application” proves wise when you reckon 
with these marvels. The Bible was written to others—but 
speaks to you. The Bible is about God—but draws you 
in. Your challenge is always to reapply Scripture afresh, 
because God’s purpose is always to rescript your life. How 
can you expand your wisdom in personal application? The 
following four ways are suggested.

1. Consolidate What You Have Already Learned
Assuming that you have listened well to some parts of 

the Bible, consider these personal questions. What chunk of 
Scripture has made the most difference in your life? What 
verse or passage have you turned to most frequently? What 

makes these exact words frequently and immediately rel-
evant? Your answer will likely embody four foundational 
truths about how to read the Bible for wise application.

First, this passage becomes your own because you listen. 
You remember what God says. He is saying this to you. You 
need these words. This promise, revelation, or command 
must be true. You must act on this call to faith and love. 
When you forget, you drift, stray, and flounder. When you 
remember and put it to work, bright truth rearranges your 
life. The foundation of application is always attentive lis-
tening to what God says.

Second, the passage and your life become fused. It is 
not simply a passage in the Bible. A specific word from 
God connects to some pointed struggle inside you and 
around you. These inner and outer troubles express 
your experience of the dual evil that plagues every hu-
man heart: sin and confusion from within; trouble and 
beguilement from without (1 Kings 8:37–39; Eccles. 9:3). 
But something God says invades your darkness with his 
light. He meets your actual need with his actual mercies. 
Your life and God’s words meet. Application depends on 
honesty about where you need help. Your kind of trouble 
is everywhere in the Bible.

Third, your appropriation of this passage reveals how 
God himself does the applying. He meets you before you 
meet him. The passage arrested you. God arranged your 
struggle with sin and suffering so that you would need this 
exact help. Without God’s initiative (“I will write it on their 
hearts,” Jer. 31:33) you would never make the connection. 
The Spirit chose to rewrite your inner script, pouring God’s 
love into your heart, inviting you to live in a new reality. 
He awakens your sense of need, gives you ears to hear, and 
freely gives necessary wisdom. Application is a gift, because 
wisdom is a gift.

Fourth, the application of beloved passages is usually 
quite straightforward. God states something in general 
terms. You insert your relevant particulars. For example:
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“Even though I walk through the valley of the 
shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with 
me” (Ps. 23:4). What troubles are you facing? Who 
is with you?

“All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned—
every one—to his own way; and the Lord has laid 
on him the iniquity of us all” (Isa. 53:6). What is your 
particular way of straying? How does the Lamb of 
God connect with your situation?

“Do not be anxious about anything, but in every-
thing by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving 
let your requests be made known to God” (Phil. 4:6). 
With what are you obsessed? What promises anchor 
your plea for help (Phil. 4:5, 7–9)?

Such words speak to common human experiences. A pas-
sage becomes personal when your details participate in 
what is said. The gap across centuries and between cultures 
seems almost to disappear. Your God is a very present help 
in trouble—this trouble. Application occurs in specifics.

2. Look for the Directly Applicable Passages
How do you widen your scope of application? Keep 

your eye out for straightforward passages. Typically they 
generalize or summarize in some manner, inviting per-
sonal appropriation. Consider the core promises of God, 
the joys and sorrows of many psalms, the moral divide in 
many proverbs, the call of many commands, the summary 
comment that interprets a story. As examples of the first, 
Exodus 34:6–7; Numbers 6:24–26; and Deuteronomy 
31:6 state foundational promises that are repeatedly and 
variously applied throughout the rest of Scripture. Pay at-
tention to how subsequent scriptures specifically reapply 
these statements, and to how the entire Bible illustrates 
them. Make such promises part of your repertoire of well-
pondered truth. They are important for a reason. Get a feel 
for how these words come to a point in Jesus Christ and 
can rescript every life, including yours.

Consider how generalization occurs. In narratives, details 
make the story come to life. But psalms and proverbs adopt 
the opposite strategy. They intentionally flatten out specific 
references, so anyone can identify. David was troubled when 
he wrote Psalm 25—his emotions are clearly felt. But he left 
his own story at the door: “For your name’s sake, O Lord, 
pardon my guilt, for it is great. . . . Consider my affliction 
and my trouble, and forgive all my sins” (Ps. 25:11, 18). He 
gives no details. We are given a template flexible enough to 
embrace any one of us. As you reapply, your sins and suffer-
ings make Psalm 25 come to life as it leads you to mercy.

In matters of obedience, the Bible often proclaims a 
general truth without mentioning any of the multitude of 
possible applications. When Jesus says, “You cannot serve 
God and money” (Luke 16:13), he leaves you to puzzle out 
the forms of money-worship particular to your person-
ality and your culture. In such cases, the Bible speaks in 
large categories, addressing many different experiences, 
circumstances, and actions. Sorting out what it specifically 
means is far from being mechanical and automatic, but the 
application process follows a rather direct line.

If you have a favorite Bible passage, it is likely one of 
these parts of Scripture whose application is relatively 
direct. But our experience of immediate relevance can 

skew our expectations for how the rest of God’s revelation 
applies to our lives.

3. Recognize the Sorts of Passages where 
Personal Application Is Less Direct

Here is the core dilemma. Most of the Bible does not 
speak directly and personally to you. How do you “apply” 
the stories in Genesis? What about genealogies and census 
data? Leviticus? The life stories of Esther, Job, Samson, or 
Paul? The distribution of land and villages in Joshua? The 
history of Israel’s decline detailed through 1 and 2 Kings? 
The prophetic woes scorching Moab, Philistia, Egypt, and 
Babylon, fulfilled so long ago? The ruminations of Ecclesi-
astes? The Gospel stories showing Jesus in action? The New 
Testament’s frequent preoccupation with Jew- Gentile 
 relations? The apocalyptic images in the Revelation?

The Bible’s stories, histories, and prophecies—even 
many of the commands, teachings, promises, and 
prayers—take thoughtful work in order to reapply with 
current relevance. If you receive them directly—as if 
they speak directly to you, about you, with your issues in 
view—you will misunderstand and misapply Scripture. 
For example, the angel’s command to Joseph, “take the 
child and his mother and flee to Egypt” (Matt. 2:13), is 
not a command to anyone today to buy a ticket to Egypt! 
Those who attempt to take the entire Bible as if it directly 
applies today end up distorting the Bible. It becomes an 
omni-relevant magic book teeming with private messages 
and meanings. God does not intend that his words func-
tion that way.

These passages do apply. But most of the Bible applies 
differently from the passages tilted toward immediate 
relevance. What you read applies by extension and anal-
ogy, not directly. Less sizzle, but quietly significant. In 
one sense, such passages apply exactly because they are 
not about you. Understood rightly, such passages give a 
changed perspective. They locate you on a bigger stage. 
They teach you to notice God and other people in their 
own right. They call you to understand yourself within 
a story—many stories—bigger than your personal his-
tory and immediate concerns. They locate you within a 
community far wider than your immediate network of 
relationships. And they remind you that you are always in 
God’s presence, under his eye, and part of his program.

4. Tackle the Application of Less-direct Passages
Application is a lifelong process, seeking to expand and 

deepen wisdom. At the simplest level, simply read through 
the Bible in its larger chunks. The cumulative acquisition 
of wisdom is hard to quantify. A sense of what truth means 
and how truth works is overheard as well as heard. But also 
wrestle to work out the implications of specific passages.

Consider two examples. The first presents an extreme 
challenge to personal application: a genealogy or census. 
These are directly irrelevant to your life. Your name is not 
on the list. The reasons for the list disappeared long ago. 
You gain nothing by knowing that “Koz fathered Anub, 
Zobebah, and the clans of Aharhel” (1 Chron. 4:8). But 
when you learn to listen rightly, such lists intend many 
good things—and each list has a somewhat different pur-
pose. Among the things taught are these:

	 •	 The	Lord	writes	down	names	in	his	book	of	life.

	 •	 Families	and	communities	matter	to	him.
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	 •	 God	is	faithful	to	his	promises	through	long	
history.

	 •	 He	enlists	his	people	as	troops	in	the	redemptive	
reconquest of a world gone bad.+

	 •	 All	the	promises	of	God	find	their	“Yes”	in	Jesus	
Christ (2 Cor. 1:20).

You “apply” a list of ancient names and numbers by exten-
sion, not directly. Your love for God grows surer and more 
intelligent when you ponder the kind of thing this is, rather 
than getting lost in the blizzard of names or numbers.

The second example presents a mid-level challenge. 
Psalms are often among the most directly relevant parts 
of Scripture. But what do you do when Psalm 21:1 says, 
“O Lord, in your strength the king rejoices”? The psalm 
is not talking about you, and it is not you talking—not 
directly. A train of connected truths apply this psalm to 
you, leading you out of yourself.

First, David lived and wrote these words, but Jesus 
Christ most fully lived—is now living, and will finally 
fulfill—this entire psalm. He is the greatest human king 
singing this song of deliverance; and he is also the divine 
Lord whose power delivers. We know from the perspective 
of NT fulfillment that this psalm is overtly by and about 
Jesus, not about any particular individual.

Second, you participate in the triumph of your King. 
You are caught up in all that the psalm describes, because 
you are in this Christ. So pay attention to his experience, 
because he includes you.

Third, your participation arises not as a solo individual 
but in company with countless brothers and sisters. You 
most directly apply this psalm by joining with fellow be-
lievers in a chorus of heartfelt gladness: “O Lord, we will 
sing and praise your power” (Ps. 21:13). The king’s opening 
joy in God’s power has become his people’s closing joy.

Finally, figuratively, you are also kingly in Christ. In this 
sense, Jesus’ experience of deliverance (the entire psalm) 
does apply to your life. Having walked through the psalm 
as an expression of the exultant triumph of Christ Jesus 
himself, you may now make it your experience too. You 
could even adapt Psalm 21 into the first person, insert-
ing “I/me/my” in place of “the king” and “he/him/his.” It 
would be blasphemous to do that at first. It is fully proper 
and your exceeding joy to do this in the end. This is a song 
in which all heaven will join. As you grasp that your broth-
ers and sisters share this same goal, you will love them and 
serve their joy more consistently.

God reveals himself and his purposes throughout 
Scripture. Wise application always starts there.

Conclusion
You started by identifying one passage that speaks per-

sistently, directly, and relevantly into your life. You have 
seen how both the direct and the indirect passages intend 
to change you. Learning to wisely apply the harder, less rel-
evant passages has a surprising benefit. Your whole Bible 
“applies personally.” This Lord is your God; this history 
is your history; these people are your people; this Savior 
has brought you in to participate in who he is and what he 
does. Venture out into the remotest regions of Scripture, 
seeking to know and love your God better.

Hopefully, you better understand why your most 
reliable passage so changed your life. Ponder those fa-
miliar words once more. You will notice that they also 
lift you out of self-preoccupation, out of the double evil 
of sin and misery. God brought his gracious care to you 
through that passage, and rearranged your life. You love 
him who first loved you, so you love his other children. 
And that is how the whole Bible, and each of its parts, 
applies personally.  

   Reading the Bible for Preaching and Public Worship

The Bible, as holy Scripture, is the only certain source of 
God’s words in the entire world. Paul’s statement that “All 
Scripture is breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:16; see note) 
means that all the words of the Bible are God’s words to us. 
Therefore if we want to hear our Creator and Lord speaking 
to us, we must continually give attention to the authorita-
tive words of the Bible. This means that the Bible must be 
the only true foundation and constant guide for all that we 
do in the life of the church, and the Bible must be central to 
all that happens in preaching and public worship.

Moses and Jesus confirm how God’s people are to regard 
his holy Word. On the very day that Moses completed the 
writing of the Book of the Law, he directed that it be placed 
beside the ark (Deut. 31:26), sang his final song (the great 
Song of Moses; Deut. 31:30–32:43), and then declared 
that “it is no empty word for you, but your very life” (Deut. 
32:47). Moses’ declaration set the standard for the primacy 
and sufficiency of God’s Word (cf. Psalms 19; 119). A millen-
nium and a half later Jesus, the second Moses, after defeat-
ing Satan with three deft quotations from Deuteronomy, 
declared, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every 
word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). The 
Scriptures were life to Moses and food to Jesus; as such they 
together establish the ideal for God’s people and directly 

inform the Bible’s use in preaching and public worship. 
Jesus’ dependence on the sufficiency and potency of God’s 
Word raised the standard high for all apostolic and post-
apostolic preaching and worship.

The Bible’s Use in Preaching
When the apostle Paul instructs his younger colleague 

Timothy in the conduct of public worship, he places the 
Bible at its very center: “Until I come, devote yourself to the 
public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. . . . 
Practice these things, immerse yourself in them” (1 Tim. 
4:13, 15). Paul’s direction was: read the Word; preach the 
Word! (Cf. 2 Tim. 4:2.) The early church sought to follow 
Paul’s exhortation. Justin Martyr, writing c. a.d. 150–155, 
describes a typical Lord’s Day: “On the day called Sunday, all 
who live in cities or in the country gather together in one 
place, and the memoirs of the apostles and the writings of 
the prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when 
the reader has finished, the president speaks, instructing 
and exhorting the people to imitate these good things” 
(First Apology 1.67). In other words, the practice of these 
earliest churches was that the Scripture was to be read, 
and then preaching was to be based on that reading of 
the Word.
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From the text. Paul directs Timothy, “Do your best to 
present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who 
has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of 
truth” (2 Tim. 2:15). “Rightly handling” is a compound 
word in Greek, in which the first part comes from the 
Greek word orthos—“straight.” The exact charge to Timo-
thy is to impart the word of truth without deviation and 
without dilution—to get it straight and give it straight! 
The preacher must preach the text, not the idea that 
brought him to the text. He must stand behind the Bible, 
not in front of it. He must preach what the passage says, 
not what he wants it to say.

Good preaching requires prayerfully interpreting the 
text in its context. This involves using the established 
rules of interpretation; understanding the text’s appli-
cation both in its historical setting and in the whole of 
Scripture; discerning how it is a revelation of Jesus Christ 
and making the appropriate biblical connections; taking 
the trip from Jerusalem to one’s own town and coming to 
see its present relevance; articulating the theme of the text; 
using stories and illustrations which truly illuminate the 
text; and employing language that actually communicates 
in today’s culture.

From the heart. However, the proper use of the Bible 
in preaching requires more than good hermeneutics and 
homiletics; it also requires a heart that has been softened 
and prepared and sanctified by the Word that is to be 
preached. The Puritan William Ames (1576–1633) ex-
pressed it well:

Next to the evidence of truth, and the will of God 
drawn out of the Scriptures, nothing makes a ser-
mon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the 
inward affection of the heart without any affectation. 
To this purpose it is very profitable, if besides the 
daily practice of piety we use serious meditation and 
fervent prayer to work those things upon our own 
hearts, which we would persuade others of.

Every appropriation of the truth preached will strengthen 
the preacher for preaching. Every act of repentance occa-
sioned in his soul by the Word he now preaches will give 
conviction to his voice.

Jonathan Edwards’s Treatise Concerning the Religious 
Affections (1746) has provided the best explanation of what 
must take place within the preacher. By “affections” Ed-
wards meant one’s heart, one’s inclinations, and one’s will. 
As Edwards said, “true religion consists in a great measure 
in vigorous and lively actings and the inclination and will 
of the soul, or the fervent exercises of the heart.” Edwards 
demonstrates from a cascade of Scriptures that real Chris-
tianity so impacts the affections that it shapes one’s fears, 
hopes, loves, hatreds, desires, joys, sorrows, gratitudes, 
compassions, and zeals.

This is what should routinely happen to the preacher: 
the message should work its way through his whole intel-
lectual and moral being as he prepares for and practices 
the proclamation of God’s Word. When the message has 
affected him deeply, then he is ready to preach. Sermon 
preparation is twenty hours of prayer. It is humble, holy, 
critical thinking. It is repeatedly asking the Holy Spirit for 
insight. It is the word penetrating into the depths of the 
preacher’s own soul. It is ongoing repentance. It is utter 
dependence. It is a singing heart.

The Bible’s Use in Public Worship
God’s Word deserves great reverence from his people. 

Isaiah writes, “But this is the one to whom I will look: he 
who is humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at my 
word” (Isa. 66:2). Therefore when Scripture is read aloud in 
a worship service, the reader and the congregation should 
take care to convey the reverent attention that Scripture 
deserves.

From its earliest days the church gave primacy to the 
reading of Holy Scripture, as seen in the apostle Paul’s 
aforementioned charge to Timothy to devote himself to 
“the public reading of Scripture,” as well as Justin Martyr’s 
account of the apostolic church’s practice of reading “the 
memoirs of the apostles and writings of the prophets . . . 
as long as time permits.” The regular custom soon was to 
have two extended public readings, one from the OT and 
one from the NT.

Reading of Scripture. Every Bible-believing church must 
give preeminence to Scripture in its public services of 
worship. This means that the Scripture to be expounded 
should be read aloud, and should be set forth in its full 
context. After all, the reading of God’s Word is the one 
place where we can be sure that we are hearing God. Re-
sponsive readings can be beneficial because they involve 
the congregation in voicing the sacred text.

There is substantial wisdom in keeping to the apostolic 
church’s custom of reading passages from the OT and NT 
in pairs, as it were, because this practice weekly reaffirms 
the continuity of the two Testaments, encourages biblical 
theology, and counters the tendencies of many today to pit 
the two Testaments against each other. It also substantially 
contributes to the service as a service of the Word in its 
unity and fullness.

Congregational response to the reading with a hearty 
“Amen!” or the time-honored “Thanks be to God” can 
further elevate the corporate assent to the centrality and 
authority of God’s Word. Jerome said of the congregational 
“Amen” in his day that at times it “seemed like a crack of 
thunder.” How glorious and how good for the soul!

Of course, such attention to God’s Word can also prove 
ineffective if the reading itself is left to a last-minute as-
signment, such that the reader fails to prepare mentally 
and spiritually for what he or she is required to do. All of 
us have heard the Scripture abused by a reader who hasn’t 
the faintest idea of the meaning of what he is reading, or 
by reading too fast, or mispronouncing common words, or 
by losing his place. This is not to suggest that the Scripture 
is to be read as dramatically as possible or performed as a 
reader’s theater. But how God-honoring it is to read God’s 
Word well, with a prayerful spirit. Pastors and readers can 
serve their congregations well by prayerfully reading the 
text a dozen times with pencil in hand before reading it 
to God’s people.

A service of the Word. The Bible’s use in preaching and 
public worship should be in such a way as to result in a 
Christ-exalting service of the Word. This requires work by 
the preacher and the leaders of the congregation, so that 
God’s Word is read to his glory, the sermon is derived from 
the faithful exposition of the text reading, and the reading 
and preaching of the biblical passage is set in the context 
of songs and hymns and programs that are redolent with 
the substance of God’s holy Word.  
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Welcome to One…
‘United We Stand…’. Words that have been used to give courage to a nation 
at war, to inspire people to give generously to charity, to call workers to 
solidarity in their quest for better working conditions – it’s even the name 
of a magazine for fans of the Manchester United soccer club. 

Unity is a fascinating concept – the idea of multiple parts melding into a 
seamless whole. Unity is something we crave but it always seems just beyond 
our reach. Our hunger for unity shows up in politics, science and technol-
ogy, religion and philosophy – but nowhere is the quest for (and struggle to 
achieve) unity more deeply felt than in human relationships. 

Athletic teams talk about chemistry. Marriage ceremonies talk about two 
people becoming one. Political conventions call for the end of partisanship. 
Queen Latifah spells it out for us. And here in a letter written almost 2,000 
years ago to a network of churches in and around the ancient city of Ephe-
sus, we hold a picture of unity that takes our breath away. 

In a crazy, mixed-up world that so often doesn’t seem to make sense, we’re 
told that there is an all-knowing, all-powerful God who guides all things 
towards one goal – unity.

In freshly minted communities of people who are trying to figure out how 
to do life with people who are ethnically, socio-economically, religiously, 
and politically different from their own way of life, the goal is not for 
one group to fly the colors of the other. God intends for the church to be 
marked by unity – not a bland, vanilla uniformity but a singularity of pur-
pose that mimics the life of God in this world. 

In relationships that sometimes feel like square pegs squeezing into round 
holes, blame is not laid at the feet of this other person. Unity is ours for the 
taking – but it will require more than a few helpful tips from our favorite 
TV therapist or romantic comedy.

When the dust settles, what we hold in this letter to the Ephesian church 
is the ways and means of unity. This is how God intends to replace shattered 
cultures through renewed communities made whole again by the gospel of 
a God who spares no expense and will not stop until all the threads of the 
universe are rewoven into a single tapestry.

That’s why we’ll spend the next three months talking – because in our words 
we find hope for living…really living. Life on the same page, with the same 
team, in the same zip code. 

One goal. One hope. One heartbeat. One God.

Welcome to One…
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Memorizing Ephesians

As I was working on this study guide, I came across a post on Tim Brister’s 
blog, Provocations and Pantings about memorizing Ephesians. I’ve modified 
the post to fit the context of our series – but this is pretty much all Tim.

Last week I interviewed Andy Davis and then heard him preach on filling our 
life with Scripture. I was really convicted by the fact that I have been hit 
and miss for the past couple of years when it comes to memorizing Scripture. 
I would memorize a passage or chapter only to forget it the next month, 
and as a result, the Scripture I put to memory found little application in my 
life (such as witnessing, personal sanctification, counseling others, etc.).

Consequently, I have been thinking over the past couple of days about what I 
can do to change and grow in this area. I want to memorize Scripture with 
a focus on retention and reflection that will return by way of application 
and ministry to myself and to others. So I have chosen to take on the book 
of Ephesians because it is (1) reasonable length, (2) gloriously doctrinal, (3) 
and intensely practical.

I realize that Andy has a 26 week plan for Ephesians in his booklet, An Ap-
proach to Extended Memorization of Scripture, but I tweaked mine just a bit 
to allow room for sustained review. Here is my schedule plan that I drafted 
earlier this morning:

Week 1 :: Ephesians 1:1-6
Week 2 :: Ephesians 1:7-14
Week 3 :: Ephesians 1:15-23
Week 4 :: Ephesians 2:1-9
Week 5 :: Ephesians 2:10-16
Week 6 :: Ephesians 2:17-22
Week 7 :: Ephesians 3:1-6
Week 8 :: Ephesians 3:7-13
Week 9 :: Ephesians 3:14-21
Week 10 – Review 1-9
Week 11 :: Ephesians 4:1-8
Week 12 :: Ephesians 4:9-16
Week 13 :: Ephesians 4:17-24
Week 14 :: Ephesians 4:25-32
Week 15 :: Ephesians 5:1-6
Week 16 :: Ephesians 5:7-14
Week 17 :: Ephesians 5:15-21
Week 18 :: Ephesians 5:22-33
Week 19 :: Ephesians 6:1-9
Week 20 :: Ephesians 6:10-17
Week 21 :: Ephesians 6:18-24
Week 22 – Review weeks 11-21
Week 23 – Recite weeks 1-22
Week 24 – Meditate, Pray, and Rejoice! 
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Some of the weeks have fewer verses than others, but I think all in all it bal-
ances out. Week 10 is dedicated entirely for review of chapters 1-3, which 
breaks the book (and schedule) down in half. Week 22 is review for the sec-
ond half, and week 23 reviews the entire book. Week 24 is simply devoted to 
praying through the book, meditating on it, and thanking God for the jour-
ney through it. 

To keep the verses before me, I have put together what I am called my “memory 
Moleskine.” I recently purchased a three-pack of “Cashier Pocket Ruled Note-
book” from Moleskine and I’m using one of them as my ‘memory moleskine.’

On the left side of the memory moleskine, I am pasting a typed-out version 
of the text, broken down in the sections of Scripture mentioned above. The 
font size is 10 point, and I am using the English Standard Version. On the 
right side of the moleskine, I am dividing the page into two sections: the top 
half focusing on “review” and the bottom half focusing on “reflection.” Un-
der review, I will mark the number of times I review the passage along with 
the corresponding dates. Under reflection, I will write notes and observa-
tions I glean from dwelling in the text (such as themes, truths, etc.). The 
goal is to constantly have it with me and before me throughout the day. The 
small, thin cashier moleskine is perfect for carrying in your pocket or purse 
(ladies only, man purses not allowed).

Anyone planning on doing this and using the ESV, you can download my doc 
(see below) which has the sections already set up to print. All you will have 
to do is cut the pages and paste the texts in the moleskine.

May God’s Word be hid in our hearts and worked out in our lives.

To download the document, go to:
 http://timmybrister.files.wordpress.com/2008/07/ephesians-24-week-scripture-
memory-plan1.doc
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Ephesians 1:1-2         September 14

The city of Ephesus is in a state of economic upheaval as a small group of 
Christians has turned the world upside down (Acts 17:6), calling into ques-
tion the ethical and economic implications of a culture that revolved 
around the worship of the Greek goddess Artemis, whose temple was located 
near Ephesus and was one of the Seven Wonders of the World. 

Paul’s letter to the Christians living in and around Ephesus is not a call 
to anarchy, but rather a declaration of peace that God has given as a gift 
of grace to these people through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. Underneath this word peace is the ancient Hebrew concept of sha-
lom, ‘the webbing together of God, humans and all creation in justice, ful-
fillment and delight…a rich state of affairs in which natural needs are sat-
isfied and natural gifts fruitfully employed, a state of affairs that inspires 
joyful wonder as its Creator and Savior opens doors and welcomes the crea-
tures in whom he delights. Shalom, in other words, is the way things ought 
to be .’

Of course, shalom does not accurately describe what broken humans see, 
know, and experience in either 1st century Ephesus or 21st century Georgia. 
But throughout this letter, Paul delivers the news that we don’t know the 
whole story until we encounter Christ. In Him, our self-reliance gives way 
to God’s grace. Sinners are now seen saints. The faithless have become the 
faithful – people who cling to the hope of a world where peace is indeed the 
air we breathe. Paul can’t be more clear – because Jesus has broken in on the 
scene, peace is a present reality. God is on the move, and the Great Restora-
tion has begun. We don’t have to wait for Christ to return for things to 
get better – healing and restoration and renewal and redemption begins 
here and now. 

Life will never be perfect this side of heaven but this news of peace reminds 
us that God is at work and that the plan he put into place before there was 
time is well on its way to completion. Our great hope lies just over the ho-
rizon but even now we hear the sounds and feel the winds of grace blow 
into our world. But let’s be clear, grace is far more than our cultural belief 
that God’s going to give us a second chance. Grace is a gift that God gives 
so that we might experience peace and shalom here and now. Because Jesus 
Christ went to the cross to die for everything we’ve done and everything 
that’s been done to us, he becomes our peace. He has settled our account 
with God and knows what it means to suffer at the hands of others. 

KEY VERSES

‘Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ’ 
(Ephesians 1:2)

______________________
  1 Cornelius Plantinga, Jr. Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be: A Breviary of Sin. 10.
     



	 	 	 	 Ephesians	|	ONE:	When	God	Puts	The	World	Back	Together

And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from 
God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice 
from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. 
He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will 
be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and 
death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor 
pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” And he who was seat-
ed on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things new.” (Revelation 21:5)

Ephesians in Song

When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, Thou has taught me to say,
It is well, it is well, with my soul.
‘It Is Well With My Soul’ by Horatio Spafford (1873)

Processing

Paul writes as an apostle - someone fully authorized and sent out by Jesus 
to carry the message of Christ to the Church. In 1:1, Paul states that his 
apostleship is ‘the will of God,’ which is stunning, considering that Paul 
writes this from jail. The implication is that God has a plan for our pain. 
What hardships are you facing? How are those events and experiences shap-
ing how you think, feel and live? Take comfort in knowing that while you’ll 
probably never know all the reasons God has taken you down this road, you 
can know that this isn’t happening because he doesn’t love you. He knows 
your pain – no other religion or spiritual expression has a God who came to 
earth to experience pain alongside of us and for us. 

How would you describe someone who is a saint? Most of us point to some-
one’s morality or generosity, but the Scriptures refer to people as saints be-
cause God has brought them into relationship with himself – not because of 
anything they do, but because of what Jesus has done. Are you a saint?

Peace – God’s work of redemption and renewal of all things – is both a pres-
ent reality and a future hope. For those who have faith, our journey is to 
believe that God is making true what already is. At what point in your life 
and/or the world around you do you have a hard time believing this? Re-
member that Paul refers to those who are ‘faithful in Christ’ – the faith God 
requires is a gift he gives to us. Read Matthew 7:7 and ask God for the faith 
to believe that he is putting your brokenness back together.

Pray

If your great hope is that you belong to Jesus, thank God that ‘sainthood’ 
is your permanent status. Ask God to help you see that Jesus has transported 
you into a whole new world in which grace and peace have replaced wrath 
and condemnation as the air you breathe.
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Ephesians 1:3-14         September 21

This section of Ephesians is actually one long sentence in the original lan-
guage - the breathless exuberance of a man who desperately wants us to see 
and feel what he sees and feels about who God is and what he has done and 
is doing. This is what it means for us to live in the world of grace and peace 
that God has given to us.

In a word, all of this is about a mystery, the Great Mystery, in fact. Ever since 
the world was ravaged by sin and God’s promise to repair the damage in 
Genesis 12, the blueprints of God’s plan remained a secret. What sets Paul off 
into worship is the news that the secret is out, the mystery is unveiled. God 
intends to heal a world where life doesn’t add up by summing up all things 
in Christ. The shattered pieces of God’s universe are being reuinited in Jesus. 
Every injustice will be made right and everything broken will be put back to-
gether.

How does God intend to do this? This is what gets to Paul…God’s already 
done everything that needs to be done to put everything broken back to-
gether. This is our great hope (1:18) – the certainty that God will finish what 
he’s already started in choosing, adopting, redeeming, and giving us an in-
heritance. 

This is what it means for God to bless us with every spiritual blessing in the 
heavenly places. And all of this is ours because of God’s grace – we are blessed 
because on the cross, Jesus was cursed for you and for me. And because he 
has blessed us, we are freed up to bless him – to declare and display his infi-
nite value with our lives.

Key Verses

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places… (Ephesians 1:3)

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—
for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree”— so that in 
Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we 
might receive the promised Spirit through faith. (Galatians 3:13-14)
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Ephesians in Song

Come, Thou Fount of every blessing,
Tune my heart to sing Thy grace;
Streams of mercy, never ceasing,
Call for songs of loudest praise.
Teach me some melodious sonnet,
Sung by flaming tongues above.
Praise the mount! I’m fixed upon it,
Mount of Thy redeeming love.
‘Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing’ by Robert Robinson (1758)

Process

Mixed into all that God is doing in these verses is a call to holiness – to live 
a life that is different from that of the world -- a life that isn’t wasted, that 
declares and displays God’s infinite value. Where do you see that in your 
own life? What area(s) present the greatest challenge to a life of holiness 
for you?

Holiness doesn’t happen because worship doesn’t happen. We pursue biblical 
holiness not when we look to our own self-empowered morality, but when 
we worship, sparked by the particulars of God’s grace and glory that lead us 
to delight in God and desire Him above all else. 

Go back to those places in your world that feel like moral failures. Rather 
than making promises to ‘never do that again,’ take time to re-read Ephesians 
1:3-14, focusing on what God has done, is doing, and promises to do for you. 
He’s going to do that whether you change or not. Think about that. Does 
that not grab you and create something inside of you that makes you want 
to live a life that makes God look great? That’s worship, and because of that 
– because God loves us – slowly we learn to love him and everything that he 
loves.

Prayer

Take time this week to write down all that Ephesians 1:3-14 tells us we have 
in Jesus Christ. Spend enough time walking through each of these spiritual 
blessings to allow these realities to soak into your heart and mind. Ask the 
Holy Spirit to make them a reality in your life.
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Ephesians 1:15-23        September 28

BB Warfield, a Presbyterian theologian from days gone by, once said that 
Ephesians 1 was unfit to be read in a worship gathering…it absolutely had to 
be sung. Paul sounds a note of praise in 1:3-14 that evolves into prayer in 1:15-
23. There’s something here for us to remember: prayer for others is evidence 
of a life that worships God. People who love God best are those who are on 
the lookout for evidences of God’s grace in the people and situations they 
encounter.

Paul’s prayer flows out of his passion for God’s mission to continue. That 
mission is threatened by the detritus of daily life – false hopes and baseless 
fears that dilute our delight and cause our flourishing to flounder. The re-
sults are catastrophic – we take the privileges of the kingdom and use them 
for selfish purposes that curse rather than bless those around us instead of 
blessing them. In the American Southern Suburbs, this means that we lever-
age the money, power and relationships we have to meet our own needs at 
the expense of others. We thank God that we’re safe in our homes but are we 
willing to give up some of that safety to love and serve others in our com-
munity? We’re thankful for the power that economic independence brings, 
but do we feel empathy for those trapped in cycles of debt and poverty? We 
feel blessed to live so comfortably but do we remember the others within 
miles of us who sleep without physical, spiritual, emotional, or psychologi-
cal relief?

What’s wrong with us? Why do we vandalize God’s world instead of work-
ing to restore it to its original design? Because we don’t use what we al-
ready have – at least that’s where Paul is coming from. Knowing that we have 
a profound ability to learn theory and never put it into practice, Paul prays 
that God would give us what we need to take what we know and have in our 
possession to further the spread of grace and peace (1:2) that marks God’s 
kingdom. 

So what do we need? We need God to continue to bring outsiders into 
his family  (election and adoption); we need him to create faith and love 
(through wisdom and knowledge); and we need to find our hope and worth 
in what God’s doing (uniting all things in and through Christ – 1:10) and 
how he’s doing it (the power that raised Jesus from the dead – 1:20). Every-
thing we need is found in Jesus – love that compels us to love; wisdom and 
knowledge that lead to the foolishness of the cross, and power that speaks 
the universe into existence and deals a death blow to death itself. 

It’s this Jesus that changes us – and no greater expression of that change ex-
ists than the church, a cosmic gathering of recovering self-addicts who by 
grace now redirect their infatuation from themselves to Christ as the one 
who fills our souls and the universe with the all-satisfying reality of him-
self.
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Key Verses

‘…that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are 
the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, and what is the immea-
surable greatness of his power toward us who believe…’ (Ephesians 1:18-19)

Behold, these are but the outskirts of his ways, and how small a whisper do 
we hear of him! But the thunder of his power who can understand?” (Job 
26:14)

Ephesians in Song

Savior, let thy love be felt, 
Let its power be felt by me, 
Then my frozen heart shall melt, 
Melt in love, O Lord to thee.
‘Lord, Dissolve My Frozen Heart’ by Thomas Kelly (1769-1855)

Process

Everyone struggles with feelings that they don’t pray often enough or very 
well – how would you describe your own struggle with prayer – either with 
the idea or in your practice of it?

What overcomes the self-directed bent of suburbia? In his book The Pleasures 
of God, John Piper calls us to ‘a movement of persevering, believing, expect-
ant prayer.’ Why? ‘…because it opens our hearts to the surpassing worth of 
God.’ This reminds us that the content of prayer matters – how does your 
theology (what you believe about God’s character and actions) shape your 
prayers? What are you asking God for? How does your community benefit 
from God giving you what you ask for?

Read Ephesians 1:22-23. The church is central to God’s plan. What role does 
the church play in your life?

Prayer 

Pray the content of this prayer for your church, yourself and one other 
Christian friend.
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Ephesians 2:1-10         October 5

If you want to know how powerful God is, look at what he’s done for people 
like us. God created us to be like him and to represent his interests on earth 
but the story of our lives is so different from God’s plan that Paul talks 
about us walking around dead (1). Every human faculty in every human being 
has rejected God’s plan. Such resistance is what we call sin, and it becomes 
the constant in our behavior – the way we walk (2). We live in bondage to 
something we can’t control – the beliefs, values and behaviors of the world 
join forces with the devil to powerfully influence us, leading us to rebel 
and reject God and his mission of grace and peace in this world (3).

A radical disease needs a radical remedy. We were dead but God – the same 
God who raised Jesus from the dead - now applies that same power in raising 
us from the dead. In the same way that Jesus experienced resurrection (‘made 
alive’), ascension (‘raised up’), and glorification (‘seated’) – God brings us into 
the reality of that very experience. We share in Jesus’ resurrection and now 
live with the hope, authority, and power of the One who destroyed death.

This is what it means to be saved – we didn’t dream up this new life and it’s 
not something we earned because we’re good people. Because we were dead, 
we needed God to give us new life. And the reason he gives this life to us is 
because he is rich in mercy. God extends grace – he gives us what we need, 
not what we deserve – and we take in his love, grace, and mercy by faith. 

God saves us. We contribute nothing to our salvation – we didn’t come up 
with the idea and it’s not a reward for being a good person. That leaves us 
with nothing to boast in because God is putting us back together and re-
making us into who we were always supposed to be – a people who mimic his 
character and mission (10).

For those of us who waffle between arrogance and despair, this text is both 
a warning and an encouragement. The warning here is not so much that we 
try to save ourselves but that we miss the privilege of what God has done 
for us, resulting in lives that look like the world around us rather than a 
people who look like God. The encouragement is that what we do is the re-
sult of what Jesus has done for us – on the cross, he took on the wrath we 
deserve so we might know nothing but love, the grace and mercy of God, 
that changes us from the inside out and rewires us to join God in his mis-
sion of putting broken things back together (1:10).

Key Verses

But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved 
us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with 
Christ—by grace you have been saved… (Ephesians 2:4-5)

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life,
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever. (Psalm 23:6)
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Ephesians in Song

Rock of Ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in Thee;
Let the water and the blood,
From Thy wounded side which flowed,
Be of sin the double cure;
Save from wrath and make me pure.
‘Rock of Ages’ by Augustus Toplady (1776)

Process

Although Christians are often accused of a morbid preoccupation with sin, 
the reality is that we’ll never know the greatness of God’s mercy until we 
know the greatness of our sin. It’s one thing if we were talking about some-
thing that isn’t true but the description we find in Ephesians 2:1-3 is spot-on. 
Apart from Christ and without the sovereign, unqualified love of God, dis-
played in his grace and mercy, we would be people without hope. Read back 
through Ephesians 2:1-10 and jot down whatever thoughts or emotions you 
experience in response to this story of life-out-of-death.

As we’re about to see in the next few weeks, one of Paul’s major concerns in 
this letter is to strengthen the relationships between the people of this 
church. They certainly had differences – some were ethnic Jews while others 
were non-Jews, creating ample opportunity for cultural and religious dif-
ferences to hinder the life and mission of the church. As you think about 
our church, how does this story of God creating life out of death change 
the way you see the people around you, particularly those you struggle to 
love and serve?

This sections ends where it begins – both verse 1 and verse 10 are concerned 
with our walk, how we live and what we live for. God’s work in us creates 
a life that is very different from the rest of the world. To connect it with 
the heart of God’s plan for the world – to put every broken thing back to-
gether in and through Jesus (1:10) – what can you point to in your life that 
gives evidence that God is changing your motivation and your behavior?

Pray 

For those of us who consider ourselves to be Christians, schedule 15-30 min-
utes this week to think about how far God has brought you since he walked 
into your world. If you have a difficult time seeing progress, ask someone 
you trust what they can see God doing in and through you.
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Ephesians 2:11-22        October 12

The Hatfields and the McCoys. The Montagues and the Capulets. Autobots 
and Decepticons. Cowboys and Indians Mac and PC… All Reminders that we 
have a hard time getting along with each other.

The church in Ephesus was made up of ethnic Jews and Gentiles -  two groups 
of people who historically didn’t get along. The Jews grew up believing that 
Gentiles (non-Jews) were created by God to provide fuel for the flames of 
hell. Needless to say, the Gentiles weren’t exactly looking to invite Jews over 
to their house for a slumber party. The fact that both groups had joined to-
gether to become the church in Ephesus is stunning - and the fact that ten-
sion remains on both sides is not surprising in the least.

On one level, this entire letter is Paul’s prescription for alleviating the eth-
nic hostility on both sides. God has lavished both sides with undeserved 
blessing (1:3-14) and he is working powerfully to finish the job he began 
(1:15-2:10); the challenge is to remember that. In these verses, Paul tells the 
non-Jewish Christians at Ephesus to remember that before they became part 
of God’s people because of what Jesus had done for them, they were outsid-
ers – estranged from God, alienated from God’s people, strangers to God’s 
promises. Back then they fought to unravel what God was trying to put 
back together, evidenced by their distrust and persecution of the Jewish 
people. They were people without hope – not that they had nothing to hope 
in but that all of their hopes had fallen flat. This was a community whose 
lifeblood was tourism and with the cult of Artemis crumbling underneath 
them, they were left holding an empty bag.

But now…everything’s different. Jews and Gentiles have been reconciled to 
each other because both groups have been reconciled to God -- All because 
Jesus steps in as our Great Peacemaker and the very embodiment of peace it-
self. He is what life should look like – the place where wholeness, prosperity 
and delight come together and become both the tractor beam that pulls 
everything together (1:10) and the walkway into a life with God (2:18). And 
its in that life – a life of grace – that we’re able to do what we once thought 
was impossible. Jesus changes us to the point that our enemy becomes our 
brother.

The result is not simply that Gentiles have been added into Jewish life but 
that Jesus has created a whole new human community where there is no Jew 
or Gentile – only those who belong to God because of Jesus. God is gather-
ing a community whose life on earth is shaped by the values of heaven– a new 
temple with Christ as the cornerstone and the message of the apostles and 
prophets as the foundation on which this multi-ethnic, multi-generational 
house is built. 

Here’s why this matters: something as unlikely as Jews and Gentiles doing 
life together demands a response. The Church– a diverse gathering of people 
united to Jesus and for Jesus – is in every culture a picture of peace…
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this is the way life is supposed to be. But with such privilege comes great re-
sponsibility, so get ready…

Key Verses

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near 
by the blood of Christ. (Ephesians 2:13)

But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion, 
and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said to him, ‘Father 
I have sinned against heaven and before you. I am no longer worthy to be 
called your son. But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best 
robe, and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. 
And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate. For this 
my son was lost, and is found.’ And they began to celebrate. (Luke 15:20-24)

Ephesians In Song

The Church’s one foundation
Is Jesus Christ her Lord,
She is His new creation
By water and the Word.
From heaven He came and sought her
To be His holy bride;
With His own blood He bought her
And for her life He died.
‘The Church’s One Foundation’ by Samuel Stone (1866)

Process

For those of us who aren’t ethnic Jews, read through Ephesians 2:11-22 and 
use it to help you write down the story of your relationship with God. Re-
place Paul’s use of the word ‘you’ to describe the story of the Gentiles in the 
Ephesian church with the word ‘I’ to describe the story of what is or could 
be true for you as you cling to Jesus for dear life. 

How does this description encourage or challenge you?

What barriers stand between yourself and other followers of Christ? What 
barriers do you see around you that you might be able to help break down? 
What does breaking down those barriers look like for you?

Pray

If God has brought you close to him and other followers of Christ, spend 
time thanking him for coming to find you in light of how far you once 
were from him. Ask him to work grace into you so that you can live out the 
truth that there is no dividing wall of hostility between us.
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Ephesians 3:1-13         October 19

Sinclair Ferguson tells the story of speaking to a conference for college 
students in the UK and being pulled aside and questioned by the leadership 
of this particular university ministry after the first night. Their issue was 
that he had spoken for two solid hours and had yet to tell anyone what 
to do. His response was to warn them that a reading of the Scriptures that 
demands that we must be doing something at every turn actually guts the 
gospel of its power because the gospel of Jesus Christ is never about what we 
are supposed to do but about what Jesus has already done for us. 

Here at the beginning of Ephesians, Paul’s consistent theme has been this very 
point – the Christian life is not about what we are supposed to do but about 
what God has already done for us when Jesus broke into time and space. 
At the end of Ephesians 2, Paul has emphasized the work of God in creating 
a new human community called the Church and now at the beginning of 
Ephesians 3, Paul sets out to show us just how important the Church is to 
God’s mission of putting broken things back together.

Paul is writing this letter from a prison cell because of Christ’s call on his 
life. That calling, which Paul refers to as a stewardship of God’s grace, is to 
serve as a means of displaying God’s kindness to the Gentiles. God has given 
grace to Paul that Paul now gives as the mystery of Christ is revealed. By 
mystery, we’re not talking about some hidden knowledge that only belongs 
to a select few. Broadly speaking, the mystery that Paul references is God’s 
universal, cosmic mission of putting broken things back together in and 
through Jesus (1:10); more specifically, Paul is riffing off of the news that 
Gentiles have equal footing with the Jews in God’s kingdom (2:19-22). They 
are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in 
Christ Jesus.

All of this is true because of the gospel – the news that Jesus reigns and rec-
onciles. This is Paul’s message, given to him by the grace of God. Paul is the 
last guy you’d expect to give his life to preaching the unsearchable riches of 
Christ to the Gentiles. this was a Jewish man who had imprisoned, tortured 
and killed Christians before his conversion. But grace now compels him to 
bring to light for everyone what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages 
in God who created all things. God intends for the world to see his grace 
and the wisdom of his plan. The gospel declares the unsearchable riches of 
Christ – he is both the source and the substance of this gospel and the mys-
tery it reveals. 

Nowhere is this wise and gracious work of God more evident than in the 
very existence of the church as people estranged by hatred and mistrust are 
reunited and display to the world and to the hostile powers behind the 
scenes that God’s mission (1:10) cannot be derailed. Because of Jesus – who 
gives this new community unhindered access to God – nothing stands be-
tween God and his promise of the complete restoration of his universe. 
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Key Verses

… so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be 
made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places. (Ephesians 
3:10)

And all Israel heard of the judgment that the king had rendered, and they 
stood in awe of the king, because they perceived that the wisdom of God was 
in him to do justice. (I Kings 3:28)

Ephesians in Song

To God the only wise,
Our Savior and our King,
Let all the saints below the skies
Their humble praises bring.
‘To God The Only Wise’ by Isaac Watts (1707)

Process

The Scriptures teach us that we’re responsible for taking the good news 
about Jesus to the people around us – what intentional steps have you taken 
to carry this message into your workplace, your neighborhood, etc.?

Describe one clear evidence of grace in your life this week.

I ________ the local Church.

Pray

Ask God to help you clearly see evidences of God’s grace and his calling on 
your life. Thank God for his church and tell him how great he is in creat-
ing the church as the place where his glory shines the brightest in the uni-
verse.
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Ephesians 3:14-21        October 26

Because God tells the story of his mission most clearly through this new 
community called the church, Paul wrestles in prayer, asking the God 
who creates all things and sustains all things to make the church strong 
through the gift of his power. Back in 1:18-19, Paul prayed that the church 
might know that this power is available; now he prays that the church 
might experience that power. 

God’s power is expressed most clearly in our experience of his love for us. 
Sam Storms writes that ‘God intends for us to feel and experience and be 
emotionally moved by the passionate affection He has for us .’ We need to 
know the width and length and height and depth of God’s love for us – a 
mind-blowing proposition given that God’s love spills over the boundaries 
of our comprehension. God strengthens us as the Lord Jesus, through the 
Spirit, exerts an ever-increasing influence on our lives and in our hearts, 
laying the foundation for us to know and experience the greatness of God’s 
love for us. On one level this is preposterous – how can we know something 
unknowable? Yet its in the apparent foolishness of this idea that we’re able 
to see the greatness of God’s love as something we can never fully grasp but 
were created to crave.

How great is God’s love for us? Broad enough for both Jews and Gentiles 
(which is to say all peoples, not just a particular ethnic, moral or socio-
economic group), ‘long’ enough to spread from before time began until the 
day when time is no longer needed, ‘deep’ enough to reach the worst sinner, 
and ‘high’ enough to create a people whose every longing finds fulfillment 
in God himself. Whatever direction we turn, the love of God overwhelms us 
– our struggle to know we are loved can never be explained as a failure or 
unwillingness of God to love us.

It’s this love – so great that we can never know it fully – that fills us with 
all the fullness of God. God has already given us everything that he is – his 
all-satisfying presence, eternal life, and never-failing power. All of that is 
ours but we don’t live like we know that. So Paul is praying that God would 
love us in such a way that we might know what we already have and who 
we already are - saints (1:1); holy and blameless (1:4); God’s masterpiece (2:10); 
God’s new temple (2:21); the church (3:10). No wonder Paul caps off his prayer 
with a song of praise! God is neither idle nor dead.  He not only hears what 
we pray, but he also reads the thoughts we’re too afraid to put into words. 
There is nothing good that he is unable to give. his expectations are higher 
than ours, and yet he pours out grace in abundance. And he does all of this 
with power we can never fathom but can always access.

Chapter 3 ends on this note: what God has done in loving us shapes what we 
do in loving each other.

____________________________
 1 Sam Storms, ‘Ephesians 3:14-21’ at www.enjoyinggodministries.com
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Key Verses:

Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or 
think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. 
Amen. (Ephesians 3:20-21)

Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes in me will also do the works that I 
do; and greater works than these will he do, because I am going to the Fa-
ther. (John 14:12)

Ephesians in Song
 
O the deep, deep love of Jesus, vast, unmeasured, boundless, free!
Rolling as a mighty ocean in its fullness over me!
Underneath me, all around me, is the current of Thy love
Leading onward, leading homeward to Thy glorious rest above!
‘O The Deep, Deep Love of Jesus’ by S. Trevor Francis (1875)

Process

What has kept you from freely and confidently approaching God this week?

It takes all the people of God to understand all the love of God – all the 
saints together – our stories and experiences weaving a tapestry for the 
world to see. It’s not possible for us to know all that God’s love entails on 
our own. So what situations or relationships are being used by God to teach 
you the love of God?

How does this text help you pray for our church?

Pray

Take time each day this week to pray Paul’s prayer for the church in Ephesians 
3:14-21.
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Ephesians 4:1-6         November 2

At the beginning of chapter 4, Paul urges this church, which is made up of 
two ethnic groups who historically did not get along, to pursue and main-
tain unity. Because of what God has already done (chapters 1-3), the freedom 
exists to live out humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 
another in love. These are the marks of a people committed to the kind of 
unity that only the Holy Spirit can create – a unity that displays the peace of 
God as broken people are made whole and flourish and find a sturdy joy.

The quest for unity is driven by theology, not pragmatism. Unity is impor-
tant, but not at the expense of the gospel. It’s not enough to be nice or to 
even be religious because our hope for the future is fueled by this good news 
of God’s plan to unite the world in Jesus. So for Paul, true unity is experi-
enced when we share the life that God shares with us. This means that the 
Holy Spirit (one spirit) gathers the church (one body) around the certainty 
(one hope) that God will finish his mission of putting broken things back 
together (1:10). Jesus Christ is our one Lord who gives us one faith – the con-
tent of the gospel – that displays itself in ways that express our unity, such 
as baptism. And there is a God who loves us as the ultimate Father – he is 
both near and far; immanent and transcendent; in all, through all, over all 
– standing over all creation as its Creator. 

Unity in the church matters because the existence of the church is the most 
profound display of God’s wisdom in the universe. The greatest evidence that 
God is out to unify all things is the unity expressed within the diversity of 
the church. And while there is great evidence to the contrary, unity is pos-
sible within the church because on the cross, Jesus was humiliated, endured 
harsh treatment and suffered the fruits of injustice and impatience. That 
frees us from the criticism of others, while leaving us open to loving those 
we struggle to love. 
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I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of 
the calling to which you have been called (Ephesians 4:1)

And a highway shall be there,
and it shall be called the Way of Holiness;
the unclean shall not pass over it.
It shall belong to those who walk on the way;
even if they are fools, they shall not go astray (Isaiah 35:8)

Ephesians in Song

we come broken and we come undone
we come trying hard to love everyone
but we come up short in all that we do
because we do
so we come to you
‘We Come To You’ by Derek Webb (2004)

Process

‘Complacency is unworthy of the church’s calling. In contrast to it the 
apostle sets before us the picture of a deepening fellowship, an eagerness to 
maintain visible Christian unity (and to recover it if it is lost), an active 
every-member ministry, and a steady growth into maturity by holding the 
truth in love. We need to keep this biblical ideal clearly before us. Only then 
shall we live a life that is worthy of it.’ – John Stott

After reading Ephesians 4:1-6, which of the qualities of unity discussed in 
this passage have helped you experience unity with other people?

What do you do to maintain and work for the unity of the Spirit in the 
church overall, and specifically, your community group?

Pray

Thank God for the jaw-dropping unity that he has made available to us in 
the church. Confess to him the ways that you have failed to strive to main-
tain the unity in our church.
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Ephesians 4:7-16         November 9

The greatest evidence that God intends to finish his mission and put broken 
things back together in and through Jesus is the church (1:10; 3:10) – an eth-
nically diverse church with unified beliefs (4:1-6); a gathering of people with 
different gifts who are going in the same direction (4:7-16). 

Paul grabs part of Psalm 68 and applies it to the church, reminding us that 
Jesus descended to earth in his incarnation before he ascended to this high 
point of exaltation and enthronement as the Victorious King who power-
fully rules all things and supplies the people who are his church with ev-
erything they need to grow and perfect his body. If the church displays the 
character and mission of God, the goal for the church is to display the 
fullness of God’s character and mission.

Jesus’ great gift to the church is people – apostles, prophets, evangelists, pas-
tors and teachers – who equip the saints for the work of ministry. These cat-
egories are functional, revealing the primary ways in which God uses every-
one in the church to love each other towards unity and maturity. 

The great threat to the church is continued and spreading disunity and 
immaturity. Satan recruits and works alongside those who teach religion 
rather than the gospel, deceiving and manipulating people who don’t have 
convictions that keep them from becoming prey to every theological fad. 
Christ’s remedy is to use the diverse strengths and gifts of the people in 
the church to lovingly speak truth to each other, growing the church in 
faith, knowledge, unity and love (every way) until this group of people col-
lectively display a maturity that looks and acts like Jesus. 



	 	 	 	 Ephesians	|	ONE:	When	God	Puts	The	World	Back	Together 	 	 	 	 Ephesians	|	ONE:	When	God	Puts	The	World	Back	Together

Key Verses

But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ’s 
gift (Ephesians 4:7)

…speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is 
the head, into Christ (Ephesians 4:15)

Ephesians in Song

No guilt in life, no fear in death—
This is the pow’r of Christ in me;
From life’s first cry to final breath,
Jesus commands my destiny.
No pow’r of hell, no scheme of man,
Can ever pluck me from His hand;
Till He returns or calls me home—
Here in the pow’r of Christ I’ll stand.
‘In Christ Alone’ by Keith Getty and Stewart Townend (2001)

Process

What do you do to maintain and work for the unity of the Spirit in the lo-
cal church? What are you good at? What are the areas you’re drawn to? If 
you’re not sure, sign-up for the next .design gathering that Christ Church 
sponsors to help you find out the unique place God has for you as we love 
each other towards unity and maturity.

Pray
Thank God for the unity that he has made available to us in the church.
Confess to him the ways that you have failed to fight for unity at Christ 
Church. Ask God to change you and build into you humility, gentleness, pa-
tience, forbearance and love (Ephesians 4:2) for the sake of living in unity. 
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Ephesians 4:17-5:2        November 16

Life in the church displays unity in belief and direction (4:1-16) and a com-
mon morality that creates a lifestyle that matches up with God’s intentions 
for the church and the world (4:17-5:2). How we live must reflect God how 
God lives – his mission becomes our mission. He lives to make much of himself 
by putting broken things back together. therefore we live to make much of 
Him by putting broken things back together.

The life of the Christian and the non-Christian is wired very differently. 
Apart from Christ, the pursuit of pleasure inevitably falls flat (futile); they 
claim to be enlightened but are blind (darkness); all they have in life incrimi-
nates them as people who have no real life (alienated). What keeps them from 
a life of God-directed gratitude and obedience is a self-induced ignorance, 
fueled by a willing resistance to God (hardness of heart) and a conscience 
that is so atrophied that they don’t feel the stabbing pain of sin (callous). 
They hand over the keys of their life to a hunger and thirst for sin that can 
never be satisfied.

On the flip side is a life that has been shaped and molded by a personal rela-
tionship with Jesus (the way you learned Christ). What we took in when we 
first responded to the gospel (heard about him) and what we continue to 
take in as we do life with him (taught in him) causes us to cut ties with our 
old way of life (our old self) as God progressively remakes us into someone 
new – the person he created us to be (the new self). 

Throughout this letter, Paul has taught that who we are determines how 
we live. Now that God has given us a new identity, we display a new life 
marked by truth, ‘good anger’, generosity, words that give grace to oth-
ers, edifying actions that please the Holy Spirit, resistance of the downward 
spiral of ‘bad anger,’ and the ability to forgive like Jesus did. Because of this 
new identity, we can live with the painful consequences of someone else’s 
sin, promising to never use it against that person in the future, doing good 
to them rather than evil, pursuing restoration and reconciliation. 

This is Paul’s vision - a people whose life is marked by a love that looks like 
God. Because he has loved us – because Christ loved us and gave himself up 
for us – we are free to love others so that they might know the love of 
Christ.



	 	 	 	 Ephesians	|	ONE:	When	God	Puts	The	World	Back	Together

Key Verses

Therefore, be imitators of God, as beloved children.’ (Ephesians 5:2)

Because your steadfast love is better than life, my lips will praise you. 
(Psalm 63:3)

Ephesians in Song

What wondrous love is this, O my soul!
What wondrous love is this that caused the Lord of bliss
To bear the dreadful curse for my soul
‘What Wondrous Love Is This’ by William Walker (1835)

Process

How does who you are in Christ affect the way you want to live?
Holiness happens in community. We learn what holiness looks like from 
other people and we live out holiness around other people. How can others 
help you to become more like what God intends you to be?

Pray

Thank God for his call to a life of holiness. Ask him to reveal to you sin 
that needs to be put off and the good that he wants you to put on. Thank 
him for the work of the Holy Spirit in your life.



Ephesians 5:3-14         November 23

Because Jesus Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, we have the freedom 
and the ability to love others so that they might know the love of Christ 
(5:2). Love describes the new life that God powerfully creates in us - light 
that erupts out of darkness. 

Every culture must deal with the issue of human sexuality, so it shouldn’t 
surprise us that Paul uses sex as an example of how the gospel renews some-
thing that we have ruined. Contrary to popular opinion, talking about sex is 
not off limits for followers of Christ -- but there is a way that culture talks 
about sex that we should have nothing to do with whatsoever. Instead of 
thinking that other people exist for our own gratification (covetousness), 
we approach sex as an expression of thanksgiving to God. We can’t act out 
or even entertain thoughts of playing with sex by the rules of the world, be-
cause God intends for sex to bring people together, not to tear them apart. 

The consequence of misused sex is that it leaves us outside of the kingdom of 
God. That sounds harsh, but it makes sense when we realize that underneath 
the covetousness of misused sex is idolatry – we’ve taken something good 
and made it ultimate. We’ve turned a gift into something we expect and de-
mand. Instead of sex serving as a window into the character and activity of 
God, we turn it into something divine. Sex doesn’t point us to the God we 
can’t live without – it becomes the god we can’t live without. This presents 
quite the challenge to those of us who profess that Jesus is our King, yet 
hang on to fantasies and actions that put sex at the functional center of 
our lives.

Life inside the kingdom is a life that craves the light of biblical sexuality 
rather than the darkness of cultural sexuality. Sex should be an expression 
of God’s work in this world as he puts broken people back together. those 
of us who know the sheer bliss of sex when it plays out the way God sets it 
up have tasted the smallest crumb of what waits for us when God gets done 
with us. The bright sunshine of our pursuit of that God in our sexuality 
exposes the dark chasm of nothingness that sex according to the world 
leaves in its wake.
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For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, 
or who is covetous (that is, an idolater), has no inheritance in the kingdom 
of Christ and God. (Ephesians 5:5)

Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by 
my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world. (Matthew 25:34) 

Ephesians in Song

Be Thou my Vision, O Lord of my heart;
Naught be all else to me, save that Thou art.
Thou my best Thought, by day or by night,
Waking or sleeping, Thy presence my light.
‘Be Thou My Vision’ by Dallan Forgaill (8th century)

Process

To live in the light is to live a life that is open and transparent, with noth-
ing to hide or fear, because of the joy that comes from being in the presence 
of Christ. If that’s what it means to live in the light, how does that shape 
what it looks like for you to expose evil around you?

Pray

Recommit yourself to God as someone who shines light into the darkness. 
Ask God to reveal the sin and idolatry that keeps you from knowing how 
much he loves you.
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Ephesians 5:15-21        November 30 

Because life is so different when Christ loves us and forgives us (4:17-5:14), we 
can’t walk through life on auto-pilot. We need to pay attention (15) – plan, 
watch – and make sure that our life displays wisdom instead of ‘unwisdom.’ 

Wisdom shows up when:
 -We don’t waste our life (16);
 -We join God on his mission (17);
 -We fuel our relationships with the Holy Spirit (18)

Are we looking for opportunities to do good in an evil world? Are we try-
ing to fit God into our story, or are we trying to fit ourselves into His 
story? What controls us – the spirit of the world that tears us apart or the 
Spirit of God that brings us together? Do we crave drunkenness (or any 
other addiction) or do we grieve over our desire for things that make us 
sub-human? Is our reflective response to our situations and circumstances a 
life creeping towards becoming truly human as we gather for worship, give 
thanks and put the needs of others before our own needs? Do we know the 
value of truly being human because humanity was created to look like God 
and to represent his interests on earth?

And while it’s a mark of our age to look inward for hope, strength, con-
fidence, love and meaning, Ephesians 5 warns us of the danger that looks 
for hope and joy anywhere else than God. When we do what we want, when 
we want to do it, we more often than not end up trying to survive off the 
fumes of the cheap perfume of knock-off gods, always looking for something 
that only God can provide. 

So what we’re after is wisdom – not some kind of zen perspective on life, but 
the presence and power of Christ who displays true wisdom in the foolish-
ness of the cross. 
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Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise (Ephesians 5:15)

For the Lord gives wisdom;from his mouth come knowledge and 
understanding;he stores up sound wisdom for the upright… (Proverbs 2:6-7) 

Ephesians in Song

God of grace and God of glory,
On Thy people pour Thy power.
Crown Thine ancient church’s story,
Bring her bud to glorious flower.
Grant us wisdom, grant us courage,
For the facing of this hour
‘God of Grace and God of Glory’ by Henry Emerson Fosdick (1930)

Process

What step can you take this week towards:
 -making the most of every opportunity?
 -putting broken things together around you?
 -living in the power of the Holy Spirit?

Pray

Make James 1:5 your prayer this week - If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask 
God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be given him.
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Ephesians 5:22-33        December 7

In Ephesians 5:22-6:9, Paul connects his emphasis throughout this letter on 
the relationship between Christ and the Church with the call for rela-
tionships that are fueled by a kind of submission that only the Holy Spirit 
can create (see Ephesians 5:18-21). This week, we’ll talk about the relationship 
between husbands and wives before picking up on life between parents and 
children, as well as employers and employees, next week.

In some sense, figuring out marriage isn’t hard – wives submit and husbands 
love. But once we move away from theory and jump into how we actually 
live, we struggle to know exactly what we’re talking about when we tell 
wives to submit to their husbands and call husbands to love their wives. Ul-
timately, our model of marriage must be shaped by our theology: the submis-
sion of a wife is patterned after the submission of the Church to Jesus, and 
the love of a husband is shaped by the love that Christ has for the Church. 
Jesus’ lavish love for his people we call the church and our desire to make 
much of Jesus in light of that love set the course for the way we do mar-
riage.

When submission and love in marriage mimic the submission and love be-
tween the Church and Jesus, we discover that there are differences and 
commonalities in these relationships. Jesus is the head of his body that we 
call the church – he uses his God-given authority to love his bride by laying 
down his life for her. Husbands would do well to appropriately imitate the 
motivation of Jesus as the way we love our wives. That kind of love puts into 
motion the happy willingness of a wife to follow the lead of her husband.

We face two challenges in our marriages: our failure to love or submit to 
our spouse and their failure to love us or submit to us. These are usually 
interrelated, and the truth is that we fail each other regularly. Our only 
hope is found in the sacrificial love of Jesus for us on the cross, which 
leads us to gladly submit to his lead and do what we should in marriage. 
Only the power of Christ’s love in the gospel enables us to love when she 
doesn’t submit and to submit when he doesn’t love…

	 	 	 	 Ephesians	|	ONE:	When	God	Puts	The	World	Back	Together



Key Verses

Wives, submit to your husbands , as to the Lord…husbands, love your wives, 
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her… (Ephesians 5:22, 25)

“Fear not, for you will not be ashamed; be not confounded, for you will not 
be disgraced; for you will forget the shame of your youth, and the reproach 
of your widowhood you will remember no more. For your Maker is your hus-
band, the Lord of hosts is his name; and the Holy One of Israel is your Re-
deemer, the God of the whole earth he is called. For the Lord has called you 
like a wife deserted and grieved in spirit, like a wife of youth when she is cast 
off, says your God. For a brief moment I deserted you, but with great com-
passion I will gather you. In overflowing anger for a moment I hid my face 
from you, but with everlasting love I will have compassion on you,” says the 
Lord, your Redeemer. (Isaiah 54:4-8)

Ephesians In Song

The Church’s one foundation
Is Jesus Christ her Lord,
She is His new creation
By water and the Word.
From heaven He came and sought her
To be His holy bride;
With His own blood He bought her
And for her life He died.
‘The Church’s One Foundation’ by Samuel J. Stone (1866)

Process

What would marriages be like if these instructions were followed?
If you are a wife, how can your submission to your husband be more 
like your submission to Christ?
If you are a husband, how can you love your wife more like Christ 
loved the church?
How can the Christian community build and support our marriages?

Pray

If you are married, thank God for the gift of your marriage and the privi-
lege of representing to the world Christ’s relationship with his bride. If you 
are not married, pray for marriages in your community, that they will grow 
and represent Christ well.
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Ephesians 6:1-9         December 14

Ephesians tells us that the answer to the great mystery in the universe is 
that God is wrapping up all things in Jesus Christ (1:10). God’s purpose and 
mission – the reason he exists – is to put broken things back together in a 
way that displays his infinite value. Knowing that big picture helps us under-
stand relationships in our families and the workplace.

Every person in every relationship should give themselves up for the good of 
someone else. Submitting wives and loving husbands (5:22-33) are driven by a 
desire to selflessly give themselves to their spouse. Don’t mistake selfless as 
worthless – there is no better life than a life that expresses this kind of mu-
tual submission.

Families are the happiest when children obey their parents and families (with 
the husband taking the lead) teach their children to see life through a 
theological lens. Even in the worst job (it could be worse – the employees in 
Ephesians 6:5-9 are slaves, men and women without job options who received 
little or no pay and were forced to depend on the generosity of their mas-
ter), we can work hard and add value to a company or organization; as em-
ployers, we’re free to treat employees well regardless of their performance 
or output. 

Obedience and hard work don’t always make sense. Sacrificial parenting and 
care for those who work for us is never easy. Each of those patterns for life 
feels like we’re losing control of our life. That prospect keeps us from living 
this way unless we see Jesus give up control of his life on the cross for us. 
His willingness to give up everything that belongs to him frees us to give up 
what was never ours in the first place.
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…knowing that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and that 
there is no partiality with him. (Ephesians 6:9)

… but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord. (Leviticus 
19:18)

Ephesians In Song

I do not ask to see the way
My feet will have to tread;
But only that my soul may feed
Upon the living Bread.
’Tis better far that I should walk
By faith close to His side;
I may not know the way I go,
But oh, I know my Guide.

Refrain
His love can never fail,
His love can never fail,
My soul is satisfied to know
His love can never fail.
‘His Love Can Never Fail’ by E.S. Hall (1897)

Process
What are practical ways for you to obey and honor your parents?
If you are a parent, how do you avoid driving your kids crazy?
What implications does this passage have concerning how employers should 
relate to employees?
What can we learn about how Christians should regard their work?

Pray

Thank God that everyone in the church has equal value.
Pray for your brothers and sisters in Christ for whom you work 
or who work for you.
Ask God to work in your children and to help them grow in their 
life with him.
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Ephesians 6:10-24        December 21

The greatest threat to everything this letter calls us to believe and live out 
is the prospect of very real spiritual attacks that show up in the form of 
temptation, accusation, intimidation, division and other assaults in those 
moments when success or failure causes us to lower our defenses. It’s not 
that our enemy waits and looks for an opening to attack; we are constantly 
under attack in the hopes that we’ll grow weak and quit fighting.

The call to be strong makes no sense unless we see this as a strengthening 
that only God can give. The power that Paul prayed for in 1:19 – power that 
we connect to through God’s means of grace and through a type of armor 
that God not only gives but wears himself. This armor is something that we 
must put on and never take off – we work in it, play in it, and sleep in it. This 
is like putting on the new self (4:24) – this armor represents a whole new way 
of thinking, feeling and living. 

We can and must stand our ground and not give up what Christ has already 
won for his glory and our good. The victory is sure but the battle isn’t over 
quite yet. There are personal spiritual beings at work in structures of society 
and thought - tradition, custom, laws, authority, religious systems, econom-
ic philosophies, political parties, governmental organizations – in an effort 
to unravel and ruin and enslave. 

As part of his purpose and mission, God gives us what we need to stand and 
fight – lives that declare and display the truth of the gospel, imitating the 
character and actions of God because we wear his righteousness, ready to 
declare and display the good news of peace…shalom…God making all things 
new. We cannot and will not do this unless we cling to God’s promises (the 
shield of faith), believing he will protect us (the helmet of salvation) and 
fight for us (the sword of the Spirit) when the attacks inevitably come.  

God intends for us to stand and fight, wearing his armor and wielding his 
sword. Practically speaking, we use these gifts when we join God in his mis-
sion of putting broken things back together, particularly in speaking the 
words of the gospel to people still living in bondage to Satan. To live this 
way demands that we depend on God through prayer and since we are con-
stantly under attack, we must constantly pray for ourselves and each other 
with the humble confidence that God has already won the war for us. We 
never have to doubt the outcome of our story because on the cross, Jesus 
took the loss so we’d never have to.



	 	 	 	 Ephesians	|	ONE:	When	God	Puts	The	World	Back	Together

Key Verses
Therefore take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to with-
stand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand firm. (Ephesians 6:13)

My steadfast love I will keep for him forever, and my covenant will stand 
firm for him. (Psalm 89:28)

Ephesians In Song

We rest on Thee, our Shield and our Defender!
We go not forth alone against the foe;
Strong in Thy strength, safe in Thy keeping tender,
We rest on Thee, and in Thy Name we go.
‘We Rest on Thee’ by Edith Cherry (ca. 1885)

Process

God has given us his armor, but it is our responsibility to put it on and to 
use it confidently against the powers of evil. What do you need to do in or-
der to put it on?
How do you need to shape prayer so that you can use it to fight against our 
enemy?

Pray

Spend time reflecting on the battle and armor. Ask God to give you wisdom 
and strength for the battle and to help you to put on the whole armor of 
God.
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Additional Resources on Ephesians

Print Resources

For a listing of commentaries on Ephesians that would be helpful for addi-
tional study, check out the Ephesians page on the Best Commentaries website 
(http://www.bestcommentaries.com/category/ephesians/). This site is a wealth 
of information on practically every commentary written on every book of 
the Bible. It is updated regularly and includes reviews and links to sites like 
Amazon, Christian Book Distributors, Barnes and Noble and the Westminster 
Theological Seminary bookstore. Bookmark the site and visit often.

monergism.com also has a number of helpful print resources: http://www.
monergism.com/directory/link_category/Sermons-By-Book/Ephesians/

Audio Resources

As far as audio resources are concerned, I’d recommend the following:

Darrin Patrick, The Journey – St. Louis (February-May 2004) 1

Sinclair Ferguson, Park Cities Presbyterian Church 2 

I’m sure there are other teaching series on Ephesians that are available but 
not as many as you might think. If you come across others, let us know and 
we’ll add them to later editions of this study guide.

------------------
1  Go to http://www.journeyon.net/sermons/sermon-month/2-2004/
2  Go to http://www.pcpc.org/midweek/audio/ephesians/




