Ephesians: Preserving the Unity of the Church
Lesson 1: Finding Our Way to Ephesus
Ephesians 1:1-2
	Paul: In vs. 1 we meet Paul the apostle. An apostle was a man specifically commissioned by Christ Himself and empowered to carry the message of the Kingdom in power. 

Paul’s “commissioning” is found in Acts 9, and the story is repeated by Paul in Acts 22 and 26 (see especially: 22:14; 26:15-19).

Paul claimed to be an apostle and also to have been endowed with the validating power of miracles (see: 2 Corinthians 12:12).

Before Christ drafted him into His service, Paul was known as Saul and was actively persecuting the church (Acts 8:1-4). But on the road to Damascus Jesus dramatically brought him to repentance and faith, and transformed him into the greatest missionary and theologian found in the New Testament. Paul went on to travel extensively proclaiming the Gospel and was used of God to start many local churches, including the church in Ephesus.

Throughout his ministry, Paul was very humble. He realized that his previous activity as a persecutor of the church made him the most unlikely recipient of the grace of forgiveness. In fact, he considered himself the “least of the apostles” (1 Corinthians 15:9). 
An apostle of Jesus Christ: Paul was fiercely loyal to the One who had enlisted him and always considered that his commission came directly from Jesus Christ (by the will of God) and was not in any way dependent upon the will or agency of man (see: Galatians 1:1). Paul often went beyond the idea of being a messenger to refer to himself as the bond-slave of Christ (see: Romans 1:1).

As an apostle, Paul spoke with the authority of God Himself (see: 1 Thessalonians 2:13) and many of his letters came to be accepted as Holy Scripture even while he was still alive (see: 2 Peter 3:15-16). 

Ephesus: Paul addresses his letter to the saints who are at Ephesus. The city was the leading city of the richest region of the Roman empire in its day. Politically, it functioned as the Roman provincial capital of Asia Minor. The ancient historian Strabo called Ephesus “the greatest commercial center in Asia this side of the Taurus river.” 

The city’s wealth was related to its harbor. To keep the harbor workable the people of Ephesus had to continually dredge out the silt that flowed into it. Over time, the Ephesians became pre-occupied with their wealth and began to forego the dredging. It soon led to tragedy for the city as the harbor filled to the extent that commercial ships could no longer dock in proximity to the city. Today, the ruins of Ephesus lie some 8 miles from the sea. The story of this once prosperous city is that human complacency sealed its eventual demise.

Artemis Ephesia: The most significant cultural element in Ephesus was the cult of Artemis, also known as Diana. To this female goddess was built the famous marble temple that dominated the Ephesian skyline. Recognized as one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, this temple boasted a platform 140 yards long and 75 yards wide. A slightly smaller platform was laid upon the first, and the massive temple roof was held aloft by 127 marble columns, each rising to a height of 60 feet, and measuring 15 feet around. It was this magnificent structure that Paul had in mind when he reminded Timothy - the pastor in Ephesus - that the “church was the pillar and support (platform) of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15).

Grace to you and peace: Paul uses this same blessing in all of his letters except those to Timothy and Titus. 

Paul never tired of the concept of grace. Yet in our day it is important to understand that grace is not a substance or commodity. You can’t buy a pound of grace! Rather, it is an attitude of benevolence. When we say God is gracious, or that He has poured out His grace on us, we mean that, in God’s mind, He is for us. He looks on us with favor and love, even though we don’t deserve it. This benevolent, loving attitude toward us is not based on anything in us, but completely on the fact that God Almighty sees us “in Christ” and so considers us to be His beloved children. This concept of grace because of Christ is predominant in the argument of Ephesians. 

Peace: That those who have so consistently broken God’s law could ever be at “peace” with God is a marvel that can only flow out of the fact that God’s attitude toward us is one of grace. Because of Christ, God now views us through eyes of love, and there is no longer the hostility of wrath directed at our sin. God’s wrath fell fully on Christ, and now we have been reconciled to Him and thus enjoy “peace” with God. 
	“There is not denying that Ephesians is deeply appealing, perhaps precisely because ... it presents the basic doctrines of Christianity comprehensively, clearly, practically, and winsomely.”                        James Boice

“It is the divinest composition of man.”
                                                  Samuel Taylor Coldridge

The Epistle to the Ephesians stands as one of the most readable theological letters ever written. Within its six chapters we find everything from the deep theology of salvation to the most practical matters of work, tongue control, and forgiveness. Paul seems to have something for everyone in his audience. He speaks to the scholars, as well as to parents and kids and masters and slaves. In every part, if we look and listen carefully, we will hear Paul’s heart of love for the church in Ephesus and the faithful, ordinary people who comprised that local representation of the Body of Christ. Paul is aware of all the forces that pull people apart, that divide those who follow Christ. It is these forces that Paul writes to combat. As we will see, the unifying theme of this letter is the call of God to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace (4:3).

The Melodic Line of Ephesians

In the field of music, the most prominent notes in any composition are the melody. Those are the notes we remember and the ones we sing. In studying the Bible, we can often find a sort of melody in the various books and sections of books. This melody or main theme is what the author has in mind primarily as he is writing. If we asked him, “Just why are you writing this book anyway?” his answer would be the melodic line or main theme of the book.  

In Ephesians, Paul makes it clear that he has a melodic line in mind. The main purpose of this first, introductory lesson will be to trace that melody through the book so that as we start to study we can be aware of just what Paul wants the readers to catch, own, and act upon. 

The Melodic Line of Ephesians: Preserving the Unity of the Church

The key point of the book is found in 4:3: “being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” But the evidence that this is, in fact, Paul’s melodic line begins back in chapter 1. 

In chapter 1 Paul declares the glories of salvation as though looking from the porticos of heaven. The lofty language and deep theological concepts here remind us that we are looking at the redemptive plan of God from God’s point of view. This is the view from heaven! And yet Paul is actually doing something more. If we look carefully we will find that Paul is speaking about two groups of people: Jews and non-Jews. In vs. 3-12 he uses the pronouns “we” and “us”; but in vs. 13, 14 he abruptly switches to “you” and “your.” This tells us that whatever Paul has in mind, it concerns two separate groups of people.

In verse 15 we find the first hint of his primary theme in his declaration of love for “all the saints.” He continues on in this chapter to say that his primary request, when all is said and done, is that all - both Jewish believers and non-Jewish believers - would come to understand the great privileges that are theirs together in the church, which is “His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all” (vs. 23).

In chapter 2 this theme is made most visible, and becomes the foundation for the rest of the book. Once again Paul’s subject is the great work of God in salvation. But this time, the view is not from heaven’s porches, but from the muck and mire of earthly life. He begins where we all begin: dead in trespasses and sins (2:1). Notice again that Paul is careful to address two groups of people here. In vs. 1 he speaks of “you” but in vs. 3 he changes to “we.” Paul’s message is clear: The majestic saving work of God detailed in chapter 1 is desperately needed by Jew and non-Jew alike. And Christ is the hero through whom all can be rescued and returned to relationship with their God. And while not shocking to us, the rest of the chapter certainly would have raised some eyebrows in its day. 

Paul boldly states that the “you” of the non-Jews have been saved by grace alone through faith alone (2:8) just like the Jews, and that both are now God’s workmanship (2:10). That this is a shocking truth is seen in the fact that Paul spends the rest of the chapter explaining how such an improbable thing could have happened. 

You’ll remember from stories in the Gospels that the Jews and Gentiles didn’t really care for one another much. The Jews, who were very proud of their religious heritage as symbolized by the Law of Moses, thought of the Gentiles as pagans, even “dogs” (see: Mark 7:27, 28). The Gentiles saw the arrogance of the Jews and were repulsed. Chances of a happy relationship were minute! But God had a plan, and Paul summarizes it in 2:11-22. The key point is made in vs. 14, 15: “He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one ... the two into one new man, thus establishing peace.”
And as if that weren’t good enough, he goes on to say that this “new” people made up of Christ-following Jews and non-Jews has actually taken on the role that the Temple had in the Old Testament. This new “man” - the church - is now the “dwelling of God in the Spirit.” 

Chapter 3 finds Paul defending the whole idea that God ever wanted to extend His grace to the Gentile world. Paul often had to do this, since religious Jews continued to consider such a thing to be blasphemy. But Paul declares that it has always been God’s plan to do so (3:6) and that Paul had been commissioned specifically to declare this message from God to all peoples. He goes further to insist that it is through this church, comprised of transformed Jews and non-Jews, that the “manifold wisdom of God” will be best displayed before the watching world. 

In chapter 4 Paul moves from the theological basis for the unity of the Body, to the practical, everyday actions that become the privilege of everyone in the Body. It only makes sense that, if the cross of Christ accomplished the amazing feat of bringing Jew and non-Jew together in one Body, the resultant church should work very, very hard to preserve that unity.  This is especially so if through their unlikely unity, the church demonstrates the very transforming power they claim is found in the Gospel.  

In this fourth chapter Paul lists the bedrock “ones” upon which the unity is built (vs. 4-7), the provision God has made for the preservation of unity through godly leadership (vs. 11-13), and the resultant maturity of the Body through which unity is not only preserved but increased and exhibited in beneficial ways (vs. 14-16). Then in vs. 17, Paul turns instead to speak about those things that can break down the unity of the Body (vs. 17-6:9). As we will see, beyond the consequences of our individual sins lies the even greater result that our sin can break down the unity of the Body. Paul moves on in the closing chapters to address relationships in the church, in marriage, in the family, and in the market place.

Finally, in chapter 6 Paul instructs his readers that all around us are the temptations and challenges of the Evil One. These are designed to erode the unity of the Body, and we must be diligent to “resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm” (6:13). Fittingly, Paul ends the book with a last call to unity as he declares, “Grace be to all those who love our Lord Jesus Christ,” both Jews and non-Jews.

And so, as we begin our study of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, we do so knowing what was foremost in his mind at the time of writing. He wanted more than anything for the historical hatred between Jews and non-Jews to be overcome by the saving grace of God, so that they could demonstrate the reality of the transforming Gospel of Christ before a watching world. For as Jesus said “By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35).


Life Principle:

As a follower of Christ, I am privileged to be in the family of God, where all that usually divides us is replaced by the acceptance we have before God because of faith in Jesus Christ. 

Study Questions

1. What stood out to you from Pastor David’s notes?
2. Read Acts 9:1-31 and 22:1-22. 

What most impresses you about Paul’s experience with Christ? How did that experience forever shape Paul to declare the saving power of the Gospel among the Gentiles?
3. Read Acts 19:1-41; 20:17-35

What do you learn here about the city of Ephesus and the challenges the church there faced? What do you learn about how Paul felt toward the Christ-followers in Ephesus? 

4. What is meant by the statement “grace is not a commodity, but rather is an attitude of undeserved favor?”  How does this inform the way you understand God’s grace toward you?  

5. Read the entire book of Ephesians from start to finish, in one sitting. As you read, keep in mind the melodic line of “being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”
Journal

1. In studying this lesson, I found the most comfort in learning that . . .

2. The area(s) in my life that most need(s) to change in order to live out what I have learned in this lesson is (are) . . .

3. By God’s grace, I am going to pursue obedience to God’s Word by making the following changes, or adopting the following practices in my life:

What I must stop doing/being:
What I must begin doing/being:
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