
    
      [image: cover image]
    

  
    
      Thank you for downloading this Crossway book.

      Sign up for the Crossway Newsletter for updates on special offers, new resources, and exciting global ministry initiatives:

      Crossway Newsletter

      Or, if you prefer, we would love to connect with you online:

      
         [image: Crossway on Facebook]
         [image: Crossway on Instagram]
         [image: Crossway on Twitter]
         

    

  
    
      Endorsements for the Conversational Commentaries Series

      “This is the series I’ve been waiting for! These Conversational Commentaries are for every Bible study leader, small group facilitator, Bible teacher, and Bible study participant. Written by women, for women, these volumes help you engage deeply with Scripture, equip you for rich discussions, deepen your understanding of God’s word, and point you to Christ.”

      Courtney Doctor, Director of Women’s Initiatives, The Gospel Coalition; Bible teacher; author, From Garden to Glory and In View of God’s Mercies

      “The Conversational Commentaries series is a trusted companion for individual study or teacher preparation. I appreciate each author’s careful consideration of the original writer, document, and audience while keeping the language and format refreshingly accessible. These handy reference tools will be great additions to any theological library to return to repeatedly.”

      Karen Hodge, Coordinator of Women’s Ministries, Presbyterian Church in America; coauthor, Transformed: Life-Taker to Life-Giver and Life-Giving Leadership

      “For those looking for an accessible and theologically robust commentary series, start here. These commentaries are informed, responsible, and God glorifying.”

      Benjamin L. Gladd, Executive Director, The Carson Center for Theological Renewal

      “These commentaries are indeed ‘conversational,’ but they are not without great theological depth and exegetical rigor. I’m so grateful for these dear sisters in Christ—for their biblical wisdom, love for God’s word and God’s people, and desire to help fellow women of God dig into the glorious riches of Scripture. Many thanks to Lydia Brownback and Megan Hill for their editing of these immensely valuable resources!”

      Jon Nielson, Founding Pastor, Christ Presbyterian Church, Wheaton, Illinois

      “Of the two ways to get into the ocean, wading in from a beach is preferable to being dropped in from a helicopter. If you’re not sure where to start in your study of the Bible, Conversational Commentaries will help guide you into the deep truths of God’s word step by step. Why stay on the shore?”

      Gloria Furman, author, Labor with Hope and Missional Motherhood

      “This is the commentary series I wish I’d had when I started teaching the Bible. Trusted authors offer sound and accessible content for those wanting to deepen their study or strengthen their teaching. Whether you’re new to studying the Bible or you’ve studied it for years, you want this series in your library.”

      Colleen D. Searcy, speaker; Bible teacher; author, Meet Me in the Bible study series

      “Faithful, relatable, practical—Conversational Commentaries are the first books to pull off the shelf when you need to understand or teach the Bible, passage by passage. Equally valuable for personal study or public witness, the simple yet profound titles in this new series empower godly women to know, apply, and teach the Bible in life-changing ways.”

      Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College

      “These Conversational Commentaries absolutely deliver what they promise. They read like a wise friend sitting across the table explaining the text verse by verse, answering the questions that most naturally arise. While they offer sound scholarship, they eschew an overly academic tone. And while they ably cover the entire text, they are helpfully concise. I will pull these volumes off my shelf again and again.”

      Nancy Guthrie, author; Bible teacher
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      Series Preface

      So, you have a hunger for God’s word. We know that’s true because you’ve picked up this little commentary. Whatever your goal—diving deep on your own or leading a small-group Bible study—Conversational Commentaries are designed to serve as a companion in your study of Scripture.

      There is no shortage of Bible commentaries, but this series offers something unique. Every volume is authored by a woman and has female readers in view as it explains and applies the biblical text. These volumes are conversational: Each author writes as though she is talking with friends over mugs of coffee and open Bibles. Every volume is also a commentary: a verse-by-verse explanation of one book of the Bible. Here you’ll discover that every word of Scripture is more valuable than gold and sweeter than honey (Ps. 19:10)—and each verse is one you can understand and apply with the Spirit’s help. Each Conversational Commentary is an accessible, affordable resource that provides depth and detail for women who want to grow in their knowledge of God’s word. Although these books don’t focus on academic terms or technical details about the original text, they will help you study the Bible in all its richness. These commentaries present sound biblical scholarship in language that any Christian can understand. It’s our hope that this series would help you grow in your knowledge of God’s word, in your ability to study and teach it to others, and—ultimately—in your love for Christ, to whom all Scripture points.

      How to Use This Series

      As part of your daily, personal Bible study. While you’re reading the Scriptures devotionally, these commentaries will help you understand and apply the verses (especially the confusing ones!) and see how they fit into the larger context of the chapter and book.

      As a textbook for a small-group study. Each person in the group can read the commentary along with the assigned Scripture text, and you can discuss what you’ve learned when you meet together.

      As research material for Bible teaching. Whether you’re being called on to give a quick devotional or teach an entire book of the Bible, these commentaries will help you prepare to lead others through Scripture.

      As a tool for evangelistic one-on-one Bible reading. When you’re meeting with an unbeliever to walk through Scripture, these commentaries can help you answer questions about even the most difficult text.

      As a resource for family worship. As you study the Bible with the people in your home, these commentaries will give you simple language to explain and discuss each verse.

      As a book of answers to your Bible questions. When you are scratching your head about the meaning of a particular verse or idea in Scripture, these commentaries provide a bite-sized explanation.

      Lydia Brownback and Megan Hill

    

  
    
      Overview

      The New Testament Epistles

      Before we dive into this letter, it’s vital to say a general word about how to study the Epistles, which make up much of the New Testament. The Epistles teach about salvation in Christ Jesus and how we’re called to live out our faith in day-to-day life. Because they were written to believers in the time after Christ’s resurrection and ascension, the Epistles are some of the easiest books of the Bible for us to read. We feel a kinship with the original audience because they were in a situation similar to ours: They had believed the truth of Christ’s death and resurrection, received the gift of his Spirit, and were seeking to walk by faith in this world until he comes again.

      As we read a particular letter, we can expect that certain passages will immediately grip our heart—giving us some new insight about our Lord or a deepening conviction of how we need to mature in our walk with God. Such discoveries are exciting, and they draw us deeper into God’s word to mine its riches. And the best part of studying an entire book is that we can begin to understand our favorite passages in light of the whole letter, which enables us to build a rich, multidimensional understanding of Christ and of the whole Christian life.

      We all know how to read a letter: Open the mailbox, see whom the envelope is addressed to, look at the return address, tear it open, sit down with a cup of tea, and enjoy it. The biblical epistles aren’t all that different. If we gather a few basic facts about the letter’s origin and recipients, and are willing to spend some time savoring its contents, we’ll be on the right track. In order to understand the Epistles and rightly apply their messages to our lives, we must take into account three things: (1) the situation of the author, (2) the recipients of the letter, and (3) the letter as a whole.

      1. The situation of the author. Who was the author? Also, when was the author writing, where was he writing from, and why was he writing? Such details are often revealed in the beginning of the letter, but sometimes at the end. Understanding the epistle’s author will give you essential background to his letter’s language and themes. It’s important to mine this information at the very beginning of your study, and the “Big Picture” introduction (p. xv) will help you to get started.

      2. The recipients of the letter. Was the author writing to the Jews, God’s family from the days of Abraham? Or was the letter addressed to Gentiles, those brought into God’s family through faith in Christ? Some letters are addressed to whole churches, and others are addressed to individuals. A number of the Epistles are called “circular letters,” which simply means that they were intended to circulate among groups of believers in more than one place. A circular letter was carried by a courier to the nearest church on the address list, and from there it made its way from church to church. Keep in mind too that the recipient or recipients of a particular letter had a unique background and understanding of God—a frame of reference. This frame of reference matters a lot because it’s what guides our understanding of the letter and shapes how we apply it. When we read the Epistles, we are reading letters that were given to us by God for our edification, but they were also originally directed at a specific first-century audience. We’re opening other people’s mail, and knowing their situation helps us see how the letter speaks to our own.

      3. The letter as a whole. Think for a minute about the zoom feature for a map on a phone. To figure out where you are going, you tend to zoom in close to see a particular street, trying to home in on your destination, but ultimately this street view makes sense only when you zoom back out to see the bigger picture, the entire area surrounding it. This is what it’s like to study an epistle in context. With verse-by-verse commentary, you’ll be able to zoom in, but in order to understand the close-up, you have to begin with the big picture. So for the “Big Picture” of this epistle, turn the page.

      Lydia Brownback and Megan Hill

    

  
    
      The Big Picture of Ephesians

      Why Study Ephesians?

      We study Ephesians because it’s God’s word. Passages like 2 Timothy 3 remind us that “all Scripture” (even its hard-to-understand sections!) “is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man [or woman] of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (vv. 16–17). Our task as we read Ephesians is to seek to profit from it as God intended. As we do, we’ll find that Ephesians teaches us about how God’s work of redemption makes us alive, why the church is so important, and what it means to live in Christ. If you’ve ever wondered about predestination, the roles of husbands and wives, demons and spiritual warfare, and first-century slavery, Ephesians talks about those too. But, mainly, Ephesians is a book about Christ, written for the church. If you want to love Jesus more, Ephesians is for you.

      Who Was Paul?

      The apostle Paul is the author of Ephesians. Paul was born “Saul” to a Jewish family from Tarsus in Cilicia, a Roman city in what’s now Turkey (Acts 22:3). He was a Roman citizen by birth, which gave him the right to a trial—a privilege he later called on (Acts 16:37–39; 22:25–29; 25:6–12). His parents raised him according to Old Testament law, circumcising him when he was eight days old and teaching him to obey all the Jewish commandments and customs (Phil. 3:5). Eventually, young Saul moved to Jerusalem and was educated by the prominent Pharisee and rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3; see also Acts 5:34). He describes himself as “zealous”—both for God (Acts 22:3) and for the church’s destruction (Phil. 3:6). As a young adult, he actively persecuted the church and had a hand in the death of Stephen, the first Christian martyr (Acts 7:58; 22:4–5; Phil. 3:6).

      One day, the Lord appeared to Saul and confronted him with his rebellion, framing Saul’s persecution of the church as persecution of Christ himself (“Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?,” Acts 9:4). Through this incident on the Damascus Road and the events that followed (Acts 9:1–31), Saul became an apostle—an eyewitness to the resurrected Christ appointed by Christ himself to instruct the early church and write the New Testament Scriptures. Soon, Saul was called Paul (Acts 13:9), and the church sent him out to do the work of a church planter and evangelist throughout the known world, and especially to the Gentiles (Acts 13:1–14:28; 15:35–18:22; 18:22–21:17). During his ministry, Paul wrote almost half of the New Testament (Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Timothy, Titus, and Philemon). He was eventually imprisoned in Rome, having been sent there to appeal the charges against him for preaching the gospel (Acts 28:11–31). This is likely where he died.

      As we turn to Ephesians, Paul’s biography deepens our appreciation for his epistle. The “Hebrew of Hebrews” (Phil. 3:5) became the apostle to the Gentiles (Eph. 3:1, 8) and proclaimed that Christ reconciles both Jews and Gentiles “in one body through the cross” (2:16). The “persecutor of the church” (Phil. 3:6) later praised the “manifold wisdom of God” revealed in the church (Eph. 3:10). The Roman citizen in chains called himself “a prisoner of Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles” (3:1). Paul’s first lesson from Christ—“Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4)—became the lesson of Ephesians: The church is “[Christ’s] body, the fullness of him who fills all in all” (Eph. 1:23).

      One note about Paul’s authorship: Since the nineteenth century, progressive scholars have commonly questioned the authorship of various biblical books. Ephesians is no exception. Some argue Paul didn’t write Ephesians because Ephesians contains vocabulary and emphasizes theological themes that Paul doesn’t include in his other letters. Some also point out that Ephesians is less personal than Paul’s other letters (it doesn’t mention the names of specific members of the congregation, for example), and so they assert Paul must not be its author. We can’t exhaustively counter all those claims here, but it’s worth noting that the text of Ephesians plainly says the letter comes from Paul (1:1), and for eighteen centuries Christians universally accepted that. Simply because Paul uses different words, explores different themes, or takes a different tone than he does in other letters doesn’t mean he didn’t write this one. We can each think of examples from our own lives where we expressed ourselves differently in one situation than we did in another!

      Setting of Ephesians

      Paul wrote Ephesians between AD 60 and 62, during his Roman imprisonment (see 3:1; 4:1; 6:20). Ephesus was a large port city in Asia, in what is now Turkey, and Paul stayed there for three years (from AD 52 to 55), during his third missionary journey (Acts 19). In the first century, Ephesus was the capital of that region of the Roman Empire, known for its magic arts (Acts 19:19) and its temple to the Greek goddess Artemis (Acts 19:27–28). During Paul’s time there, he preached publicly every day as well as performed signs and miracles (Acts 19:8–12). As a result of his ministry, new believers gathered as a church. This letter was penned nearly a decade after he last saw the Ephesian believers in person (Acts 20:38). Nevertheless, he writes, “I do not cease to give thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers” (Eph. 1:16). He may have been far from Ephesus, but the Ephesians were still close to his heart.

      Many scholars believe Ephesians, like some of Paul’s other letters, was a circular letter, intended to be read by several churches in the area (see Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27). If so, this may explain the lack of personal greetings and specific references in the letter. Whether or not it was circular in the first century, it’s circular now. The letter that the Ephesians read and likely passed along to other congregations now comes in turn to us, thousands of years later, to equip us exactly as it did them—in the knowledge of Christ and in love for his church.

      Themes in Ephesians

      Ephesians breaks neatly into two related halves. The first half (chaps. 1–3) is more theological and doctrinal, focusing on God’s work in believers and the blessings he gives them in Christ. At the time of Paul’s writing, the Ephesian church was about ten years old, not brand new but still new enough to be figuring out what it means to be the people of God in a godless world. What’s more, the congregation was made up of both Jewish and Gentile converts who needed to understand and live out their fundamental unity together in Christ. In this part of his letter, Paul explores themes including believers’ spiritual inheritance, the mystery of the gospel, and the nature of the church.

      The second half of Ephesians (chaps. 4–6) is more practical, applying the truths of the letter’s first half to believers’ new life in Christ. Paul instructs his readers to love and serve one another in the church, home, and workplace; and he equips them for the reality of spiritual warfare. The congregation at Ephesus displayed genuine faith (“your faith in the Lord Jesus,” 1:15) and mutual love (“your love toward all the saints,” 1:15), but, like all of us, they still had plenty of room to grow. In this part of Ephesians, Paul explores themes including imitating God, submitting to one another, and resisting sin and Satan.

      Ephesians for You

      If you’re a Christian, I hope you belong to a local church that proclaims the gospel. And if you do, I bet you also know that life in the church can sometimes be difficult. You may struggle to get along with believers who seem radically different from you. You may also find it hard to overcome your own sin and weakness in order to serve others. In a variety of ways, congregational life has its challenges. In Ephesians, Paul helps us embrace life together in the church—and he does this in what might seem like a surprising way. Instead of proposing bullet-point strategies to improve body life, he turns our minds and hearts to the body’s head: Christ. He shows us how Christ has loved—and continues to love!—the church, and he allows those glorious truths to encourage us to love the church too. I trust that after you finish studying Ephesians, you’ll have a greater delight in your local congregation. And if you do, it will be because you have a greater delight in her Savior and Lord.

      Outline of Ephesians

      1.  Greeting (1:1–14)

      2.  Prayer of thanksgiving (1:15–23)

      3.  Salvation by grace through faith (2:1–10)

      4.  Unity and the peace of Christ (2:11–22)

      5.  Revelation of the gospel mystery (3:1–13)

      6.  Prayer for strength and insight (3:14–21)

      7.  Unity of the body of Christ (4:1–16)

      8.  Paul’s testimony (4:17–24)

      9.  Encouragement for a holy lifestyle (4:25–32)

      10.  New life in love (5:1–20)

      11.  Submission to one another (5:21–6:9)

      12.  The whole armor of God (6:10–20)

      13.  Conclusion (6:21–24)1

    

    
      
        1  Adapted from “Outline” of Ephesians, in ESV Concise Study Bible, ed. Paul R. House et al. (Crossway, 2021), 1308.

      

    

  
    
      Ephesians 1

      Blessings in Christ

      Ephesians 1:1–2

      1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,

      To the saints who are in Ephesus, and are faithful in Christ Jesus:

      2 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

      Thirteen New Testament books all begin with the same word: “Paul.” From Romans to Philemon, readers immediately know they’re opening a letter from the Bible’s most prolific apostle. Unlike a letter or email that you might receive today, letters in the first century began with the sender’s name. The first word of Ephesians tells us that this epistle (letter) was written by Paul, the onetime persecutor turned apostle.

      By calling himself an “apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God,” Paul does several things. First, he establishes exactly who he is. Even more importantly, he establishes the authority by which he writes. This isn’t just a letter from a friend, a fellow Christian, a missionary, or a pastor—though it is all those things. It’s a letter from an apostle, one of the men appointed by God to lay the church’s foundations and proclaim the gospel with authority. Notice that Paul says he’s an apostle “by the will of God.” From the very beginning of the letter, Paul makes it clear that what he’s going to write isn’t his own opinions; nor is it important because of his own intellect. God made Paul an apostle, and God gave him the words to write. This, in turn, directs us how to read. We can accept this letter as true, trustworthy, and authoritative, which means we’ll try to understand it, apply it to our lives, and submit to it (even when it says things we find hard!). It also means we’ll seek God’s help, by his Spirit, to do this well. This letter was written down by Paul, but it comes from God—and who better to help us read God’s word than God himself?

      Paul goes on to identify the first audience of his letter: “the saints who are in Ephesus.” As we saw in the introduction (p. xvii), Ephesus was a large port city in Asia. Paul stayed in Ephesus for more than two years on his third missionary journey (Acts 19; 20:17–38). He preached daily in the Hall of Tyrannus to so many people that Acts records “all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord” (19:10). As a result, many trusted in Christ and formed a church. It’s to that church that Paul wrote this letter.

      He writes to “the saints”: the holy, set-apart people of God. Although we might be tempted to think of saints as especially godly people who stand out from the rest of us ordinary Christians, Paul calls all the believers in the congregation “saints.” He’s not denying that they still sin, but he’s saying that at the moment of their salvation their fundamental relationship to sin changed. Because of Christ’s work on the cross, believers aren’t slaves to sin anymore. All who trust in Christ have been set free from sin’s penalty and power and have been given Christ’s own righteousness. At the moment of salvation, God makes his people holy. Therefore, the Ephesian believers—and all the believers in your own church—are saints.

      And these saints were “in Ephesus.” The city of Ephesus was the location where these believers lived out their new life, just as your neighborhood or city is the place where you do. The primary descriptor, though, is that they were set apart to belong to God and live faithful lives “in Christ Jesus.” Their civic identity was secondary to their spiritual identity. They weren’t ordinary citizens of Ephesus. They were in Christ. This identity brought them into a relationship with all “the saints”—everyone else who was likewise in Christ. For us, too, our primary identity lies in our relationship to Christ. And if we’re in Christ, we have far more in common with the believers in our church and in churches on the other side of the world than we do with many of the people in our own neighborhoods.

      When Paul greets the letter’s recipients, he does it with their identity in mind. His greeting is no generic “hello.” Because he’s writing to “the saints,” he extends a spiritual greeting that only saints can receive. “Grace” and “peace” belong exclusively to the people on whom God has poured out his grace and for whom Christ on the cross has secured peace. Although unbelievers may experience what we call God’s common grace—his giving them food and health and shelter and also relationships and joy, even though they don’t acknowledge him—only believers receive his saving grace. Only those who are “in Christ” know God’s special favor and love. Only those who are “in Christ” can call God “our Father.” On the cross, Christ died for his people: paying the penalty we deserved and bringing us into a right relationship with God. In Christ, we enjoy both grace and peace. Thanks be to God!

      Ephesians 1:3

      3 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,

      Paul now blesses the God who blesses us. In the original Greek, verses 3–14 are a single sentence. Paul is so amazed by the gloriousness of salvation that he can’t hold himself back or confine himself to simple sentences. The English text makes it easier for us to examine each part of what Paul is saying, but we should remember these twelve verses were originally expressed as one long thought.

      In his greeting, Paul identified the Christians in Ephesus as “the saints” (v. 1), and here he continues to write to them as a corporate body. In this verse (and throughout his letter) he uses plural words like “our” and “us” to underscore the church members’ connectedness. We also know from other passages that the New Testament Epistles were intended to be read aloud in the local church gathering (Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27). We might be accustomed to reading the Epistles as if they were a private word for each Christian, but they were originally meant as instruction and encouragement for the whole church together. We can make personal application of their truths to our own hearts and lives—and we should!—but we can’t overlook the fact that God intended them to be read and applied by whole congregations. As we’ll see, Ephesians especially is a book for equipping the church.

      The doctrine of the Trinity (the truth that the one God eternally exists as three divine persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) is not always obvious in Scripture. But here we have a clear acknowledgment of God’s three-in-one nature. Paul praises God the Father; he affirms our union with the Son, the Lord Jesus; and he describes our blessings as “spiritual”—they come to us by the Spirit. This verse also highlights the way the persons of the Trinity accomplish our redemption. The Father blesses the church, and he blesses us in the Son—it’s through Christ’s work on the cross and through our union with him by faith that we receive the benefits Paul describes. And the Spirit communicates those blessings to us in the spiritual realm (“the heavenly places”).

      A final thing to note about this verse is that Paul is stating an accomplished fact. The blessings he’s about to describe further are already secured for believers. And he’s not describing a limited number of blessings; he says believers have all of them. If you’re trusting in Christ for salvation, you’ve been given every spiritual blessing. At this moment, you have all you need for life in Christ.

      Ephesians 1:4–6

      4 even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. In love 5 he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, 6 to the praise of his glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved.

      In these verses, Paul begins to delineate the “spiritual blessing[s] in the heavenly places” (v. 3) that the Ephesian believers possess in Christ. He describes election (the doctrine that God chooses beforehand to save particular people) and adoption (the doctrine that God brings his elect people into relationship with him and makes them part of his family).
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