Ephesians:  Life in Christ

Background and Introductory Material
Ephesus in History
“Ephesus was the most important city in Asia Minor [on its Western shore], located on the Cayster River, with a harbor on the Aegean Sea.  With this location it became a center for commercial travel, and major trade routes led to it from several directions.  A great pagan temple dedicated to the goddess Artemis (Diana) was located in Ephesus.  Paul made the city a center of evangelistic and church-building ministry (Acts 19), spending three years there (20:31).  It was very natural, therefore, for a letter intended for a wide readership in that part of Asia Minor to have Ephesus as its main destination.” [Liefeld, “Ephesians,” in Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible, Elwell, ed., 1: 706.]

Ephesus was the prominent city in Asia Minor (other cities included Colossae, Laodicea, and the five other recipients of letters from Christ in Rev. 2-3).  It was 300 miles east of Corinth and 250 miles east of Athens across the Aegean Sea and due west of Colossae about 150 miles.

Ephesus was situated at the head of the Cayster River where it flowed into the Aegean; however, deforestation along the hills around Ephesus and silt from the Aegean led to the river being gradually filled in so that it was no longer an immediate port.  By NT times the city was three miles inland from the Sea and in modern times it is some seven miles inland. [ZPEB, II: 326; Hiebert, Introduction to the Pauline Epistles, p. 254.]

Ephesus had been an inhabited city for about 1000 years by the time of the NT and Paul’s ministry, and the worship of Artemis was that old as well. [BEB, p. 709.]  It was under the rule of Rome that Ephesus gained status as a free city, having its own assembly, council, and governor (cf. Acts 19:38). [Hiebert, p. 255.]

Ephesus and Economics
Ephesus was wealthy.  It contained both the very wealthy and the upper-middle class.  “Some homes had mosaic floors and marble walls.  Two were found with heated bathrooms.  Many had running water.  The moral status of the city can be partially ascertained from a centrally located house of prostitution and gambling tables; fertility motifs are evident in the exaggerated sexual features of the Diana statues.” [BEB, p. 710.]

Ephesus was considered the most important city in Asia in what is now modern Turkey.  It was built on a natural harbor; the waves of the Sea would often reach the temple of Artemis (according to Pliny the Elder).  Strabo, the Gk. geographer, said it was the largest commercial center west of the Taurus Mountains. [“Ephesus,” in Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible, p. 709.]  In fact, some suggest that it was among the three most important trading centers in the eastern Mediterranean, along with Antioch and Alexandria. [Hiebert, p. 254.]

Because Ephesus was losing influence and finances from its diminishing role as a port city, in NT times it was more dependent on tourism and all the related businesses (which provides insight into the story of Acts 19 — cf. ZPEB, p. 328).  The city, once vastly wealthy, now teetered on the brink of depression (not unlike our own culture). [ZPEB, p. 326.]  

Around the great shrine [of Artemis], to which worshipers and tourists poured from far and near, tradesmen and hucksters found a living, supplying visitors with food an lodging, dedicatory offerings, and the silver souvenir models of the shrine that the guild of Demetrius was mostly interested in making and selling.  The temple was also a treasury and bank, in which private individuals, kings, and cities made deposits. [ZPEB, p. 328.]

Archeology, nonetheless, has shown that the prestige and magnificence of the city long outlived its declining usefulness as a seaport. [ZPEB, p. 332.]

Ephesus and Religion
The worship of Artemis dominated the city of Ephesus.  The temple to this god was built in the sixth century B.C. and was the largest building in the Hellenistic world — and the largest structure built of marble as well.  It was considered one of the seven ancient wonders of the ancient world. [BEB, p. 709.]  The temple itself measured 343 by 164 feet (56,252 sq. ft.) and stood on a platform 425 by 240 ft.  It had more than100 columns that were 60 ft. tall, more than half of which were beautifully hand-carved.  This temple also served as treasury for Ephesus and the bank of Asia. [Hiebert, p. 255.]  It was silver models of this temple that were being sold as souvenirs that Paul upset when he began preaching in Ephesus (Acts 19:23 – 20:1).  

The temple housed two large marble statues of Artemis. [BEB, p. 709.]  The main statute was a mummy-like figure with many breasts — a fertility figure.  [Hiebert, p. 255.]  This god was the “daughter of Jupiter and Latona and the twin sister of Apollo.  She renounced all idea of marriage, supposedly because she was appalled at the birth pains her mother had suffered in bearing her, and remained the unattainable virgin goddess.  Although goddess of the moon, Diana was more often portrayed as the huntress with two dogs beside her.” [BEB, “Diana,” p. 622.]

For all the influence of Artemis, the temple was destroyed and burned by the Goths in 262 A.D., and her religion was no longer influential by that time.  Acts 19:26 was at least partially realized. [BEB, p. 710.]

Ephesus and Culture
Apart from its religious influences, Ephesus was also known as a place for the arts, as it housed a theater that seated 24,000 people in three tiers.  It was 495 ft. in diameter; its two main doors opened onto the most important street in Ephesus.  That street was 35 ft. wide and led to the Ephesian harbor, passing “a magnificent monumental gateway on its western end.”  The other end of the street went towards Mt. Koressos and Mt. Pion.  “It became narrower and was bordered by lovely fountains, civic buildings, houses, shops, a library, baths, and a small theater which probably doubled as a council chamber for city officials.” [BEB, pp. 709-10.]

Additionally, the influence of magic was throughout the city, primarily as a derivative of the worship of Artemis — inscriptions on her statue were viewed as mystical formulas that provided magical powers, which were then replicated in other forms and charms.  It is this that was referred to in Acts 19:13-19. [Hiebert, p. 256; cf. also Gardner, Ephesians, pp. 12-13.]

Ephesus in the Bible
The city of Ephesus was prominent in the NT — 

· Paul spent three years there (Acts 20:31)

· Priscilla and Aquilla were influential in its foundation (Acts 18:18-19)

· Timothy was its first pastor (1 Tim. 1:3)

· Erastus was also affiliated with the city (Acts 19:22)

· The apostle John, according to Irenaeus, lived there after his exile in Patmos until the time of the emperor Trajan. [BEB, p. 709.]

Other NT references to Ephesus in the NT — 

· Paul’s first participation in the city came at the end of his second missionary journey (Acts 18:19-21)

· During his third journey, Paul spent three months teaching in the synagogue (Acts 19:1-8), and when he faced opposition, he then spent two years teaching in the school of Tyrannus (19:9-10); elsewhere it is said that he spent a total of three years in Ephesus (20:31). [For a more complete discussion of Paul’s time in Ephesus, see Thiessen, pp. 241-2.]

· The fear of God dominated the early church in Ephesus with much dramatic repentance from pagan practices (Acts 19:17-20, 26)

· A riot in Ephesus resulted in Paul’s leaving Ephesus (Acts 19:23 – 20:1)

· Paul had a dramatic farewell with the Ephesian elders (Acts 20:17-38)

· Paul faced some apparently dramatic opposition in Ephesus (1 Cor. 15:32)

· Christ addressed one of his letters to the Ephesian church (Rev. 2:1-7)

The Church in Ephesus

The Ephesian church was established during Paul’s second missionary journey, but came to be strengthened through his 3-year stay there during his third journey.  It was composed primarily of Gentile converts and had Timothy as its first pastor, and allegedly John served there in his later years.  The church also served as a mother church to others in the region and continued for some time to exert leadership influence over other churches.  However, “Ultimately the ‘candlestick’ was removed out of its place (Rev. 2:5), and spiritual darkness settled over the place of former enlightenment.” [Hiebert, p. 257.]


The Apostle Paul

Carson, Moo, and Morris [An Introduction to the New Testament] contain a helpful chapter on Paul’s historical background — drawing on information in Acts — as well as his missionary journeys and letters.  [See also Hiebert, pp. 13-25.]  Some significant points:

· Paul wrote 13 of the 25 NT letters, accounting for almost 1/4 of the NT; if the information from Acts 13-28 is included (which deals primarily with Paul and his ministry), then Paul and his ministry accounts for approximately 1/3 of the NT (p. 215).

· Paul alludes to his history throughout the epistles, but most of it is also included in his speeches in Acts 22:1-21 and 26:2-23 (p. 215).

· Paul was a citizen of Rome, born in Tarsus, a significant city in the Roman empire, though he was likely raised in Jerusalem (pp. 216-7).

· He was trained as a Pharisee under Gamiliel, who was of the more liberal school of Hillel (cf. his advice in Acts 5:34ff).  Paul may have taken a more conservative approach to his faith than his teacher (p. 218).

· Paul’s conversion is recounted three times in Acts (9:3-6; 22:6-11; 26:12-15) and once in Galatians (1:15-16).

· Paul was conscious of his position as an apostle — note especially his letters to the Corinthians and Galatians (p. 219).

· See also the outline of Paul’s missionary career and letters (pp. 223-34).

Ephesus and Paul’s Letter

As far as purpose and theme, “It might be said that the purpose of Ephesians is ‘doxological’; that is, it should cause the readers to glorify God, both in grateful praise and in manner of life.” [Liefeld, p. 706.]

Unlike many of Paul’s other letters, this one does not seem to have been written to address a particular problem or circumstance.  Despite the fact that Paul spent three years with the Ephesians (and his intimate departure from them in Acts 20), it is his least personal letter.  And while it addresses themes that appear in other of his letters (strong Christology, ecclesiology, Gnostic concerns, Jewish and Gentile relations, and personal manners of godly conduct, none of those seems to be the chief concern of the letter.  What is the unifying theme, then?

All this means that there is a solemnity about the letter and an absence of specifics that show it is devoted to a general articulation of what is profitable for believers.  We must not specify a concrete situation or a concrete problem and say that the letter is addressed exclusively to this.  By contrast, we may discern a heresy that is being countered by the epistle to the Colossians, but there is no specific false teaching against which Ephesians is aimed.  We can say that it is an important statement of Christian truth that may well have been greatly needed in more than one first-century situation. [Carson, et al, p. 312.]

In other words, Ephesians is for “everyman” — it is the “generic” epistle for spiritual life.  Hiebert notes that the admonitions in the letter “arise out of general experience…” [p. 266.]  It is God’s instruction for how everyman is to live in Christ (hence, my title, “Life in Christ”).

If there is any dominant thought, it is the supremacy of Christ and His church — 

The one overwhelming thought in the mind of the Apostle was the ideal splendour and perfectness of the Church of Christ, and the consequent duty of holiness which was incumbent on all its members.  The thought of Humanity regenerated in Christ by an eternal process, and the consequent duty of all to live in accordance with this divine enlightenment — these are the double wings which keep him in one line throughout the rapturous flight.  Hence the Epistle naturally falls into two great divisions, doctrinal and practical;…the glorious unity of the Church in Christ its living head, and the moral exhortations which sprang with irresistible force of appeal from this divine mystery. [Hiebert, quoting Farrar, p. 268.]

Yet for the clarity of its divisions, it is also called the deepest book in the NT, and Alford says it is “by far the most difficult of all the writings of Paul.” [Hiebert, p. 269.]

This letter is very similar to Colossians.  In fact, exactly half the verses (78 of 155) in Ephesians find close parallels in Colossians. [Thiessen, p. 240.]  Ephesus was also close in proximity to Colossae — about 130 miles away, both of them in the Lycus valley of Asia Minor (modern Turkey).  The letter was likely written soon after Paul wrote the Colossians, probably also in A.D. 60. [Thiessen, p. 245.]

Given the proximity to Colossae and Laodicea, this letter was likely also read by them, making it in essence a circular letter.  That supposition also relates to the purpose of Paul’s writing — he wrote Colossians to combat a Judaic-Gnostic heresy; perhaps upon further reflection from prison, he became concerned for the other churches in Asia Minor over the same issue as well. [Thiessen, pp. 244-5.]

While many of the themes of Colossians and Ephesians are similar because of Paul’s concern over heretical influences in a prosperous church, the letters also have their differences:  “From the stand-point of subject matter Colossians sets forth the dignity of Christ, the Head of the Church, and Ephesians the sublimity of the Church, the Body of Christ.  From the standpoint of style Colossians is largely controversial, while Ephesians is calm and almost entirely free from controversial elements.  Moorehead says:  ‘We pass into the stillness and hush of the sanctuary when we turn to Ephesians.  Here prevails the atmosphere of repose, of meditation, of worship and peace.’” [Thiessen, p. 239.]

Paul’s real object in the writing of this Epistle is to set forth God’s purpose of summing up all things in Christ, the things in the heavens, and the things upon the earth (1:9, 10).  That is, Christ is predestined to be the center and administrator of all.  More particularly, he things of the Church and the part it is to play in the carrying out of this program. [Thiessen, p. 245.]

Godet affirms Thiessen’s thesis, also noting the different style used by Paul:  “The style of the Epistle to the Ephesians is wholly unlike that of the Epistle to the Colossians, or of Paul’s other letters.  Instead of the close, argumentative strain to which we are accustomed, we find here the full, swelling notes of a hymn.  This rich and abundant phraseology has nothing in common with the broken, concise, uniformly sober style of the Apostle.” [Studies in Paul’s Epistles, p. 209.]

Speaking of the significance of all Paul’s letters (not just Ephesians), Philip Schaff notes:

Tracts for the times, they are tracts for all times.  Children of the fleeting moment, they contain truths of the infinite moment.  They compress more ideas in fewer words than any other writings, human or divine, excepting the Gospels.  They discuss the highest themes which can challenge an immortal mind.…And al this before humble little societies of poor, uncultured artisans, freedmen and slaves!  And yet they are of more real and general value to the church than all the systems of theology from Origen to Schliermacher. [quoted in Hiebert, p. 25.]

Another concern is the date and place of Paul’s writing.  Three primary options exist for the place of writing:  Caesarea, Ephesus, or Rome.  Wood summarizes the conclusion well:

We see no compelling reason, however, to discard the view that Paul wrote from Rome.  According to the chronology of Ogg, Paul’s two-year imprisonment extended from early in a.d. 62 until 64.  Although three of the captivity Epistles were penned about the same time, it seems clear that Colossians and Philemon preceded Ephesians.  Epaphras had brought disturbing news from Colosse.  Meanwhile, Paul was anxious to return Onesimus to his master without delay.  it was the combination of these circumstances that prompted Paul to write Colossians and Philemon and dispatch them with Tychicus and Onesimus.  He seized the opportunity also to write Ephesians, to be delivered along with the other two.  A date in the middle period of Paul’s imprisonment is therefore to be preferred, and a.d. 63 is probable. [Wood, “Ephesians,” Expositor’s, 8: 16.]

Themes Addressed by Ephesians

· The work of the Godhead (and particularly Christ) in salvation (ch. 1).

· The priority of the church (chs. 3-4).

· The growth of the believer in knowledge (1:9, 18; 3:3, 10; 4:18; 6:19).

· The emphasis on love — a˙gaph occurs more often in Ephesians than in any other NT book apart from 1 Corinthians and 1 John.

· The importance of living a life that is in conformity to the gospel (chs. 4-6) — this new life is in great contrast to the life lived by the Gentiles (ch. 4) and has implications for all relationships (chs. 5-6). [All the above are noted by Carson, et al, pp. 314-5.]

The more I read and re-read this admirable letter, the more it strikes me that Paul himself tried to sum it all up in the words of the prayer (iii. 18 in which he asks God to give his readers to understand the dimensions of the Divine salvation, — that edifice of which God is Himself the Builder, — that they might be strong to apprehend with all saints what is its breadth and length and depth and height.  The length: this he describes in chap. i., where he shows how the salvation of the world proceeds from an eternal decree, which was before all the ages, and the purport of which is to give the sovereignty to Christ in the dispensation of the fulness of the times.  The breadth: he shows how the kingdom of God is gradually to embrace all intelligent beings: first, Jews and Gentiles — that is, all believers; finally men and angels, the sovereignty of Christ being thus co-extensive with the intelligent universe.  The depth:  he points to Christ going down into the dark abyss of death, to be set again on the highest throne by His resurrection and ascension.  The height: he bids his readers look upon themselves as henceforth risen in Him, and seated with Him in the heavenly places. [Godet, Studies in Paul’s Epistles, pp. 210-11.]

Structure of Ephesians

At its most basic level, the book can be summarized this way: 

· Life in Christ:  God’s Provision  (chs. 1-3)

· Life in Christ:  Our Practice (chs. 4-6)

This is reinforced by the fact that in the book, there are 41 imperatives, but in the first three chapters, there is only one imperative (remember, 2:11)!  In the first chapters, Paul is concerned that the Ephesians know certain truths about God; in the final chapters he draws the implications for how they are to live in light of those truths (with the 40 imperatives).

For a helpful discussion about the flow and argument of the book, see Godet, pp. 198-211.

Hoehner also demonstrates how there are parallel themes that run are prominent in both sections:

· the use of the word walk — Negatively, “in trespasses and sins” (2:1-2; 4:17) and positively, to walk in the works prepared by God and worthy of our calling (2:10; 4:1).  Cf. also 4:17; 5:2, 8, 15.

· The prominence of the theme of love — used 20x total, in the first section it appears 7x.

· The Holy Spirit — in pt. 1 (1:13; 2:18, 22; 3:5, 16); in pt. 2 (4:3-4, 30; 5:18; 6:17-18)

· The concept of the church, the body of Christ — pt. 1 (1:22-23; 2:16); and pt. 2 (4:4, 12, 16; 5:23, 30).

· The concept of the mystery is introduced in 1:9; 3:4-5, 9, and then explained as the union of Christ and the church (5:32; 6:19).

· Prior to conversion, the Ephesians were governed by the evil one (2:2), after conversion they are to stand strong against the evil one’s schemes (6:10-20).

· The blessings of being in Christ are demonstrated to be spiritual blessings (1:3-14) and those blessings should then produce spiritual warfare (6:10-20). [pp. 62-64.]

Conclusion:
“In this letter we cannot miss the supreme place of God, who brings salvation despite the unworthiness of sinners.  Nor can we overlook the greatness of Christ or the fact that the church, his body, occupies an important place in God’s working out of his great purpose.” [Carson, et al, pp. 315-6.]

For all its prominence and position, the influence of Ephesus was largely diminished by the time Christ addressed this church in Rev. 2:1-7 — a sober warning!
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