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    Notes to the Reader

    To save space and for other reasons, I have chosen not to include the Bible text in these notes (please use your Bible to follow along). When I do quote a Scripture, I generally quote the New King James Version, unless otherwise indicated. Often – especially when I do not use quotations marks – I am not quoting any translation but simply paraphrasing the passage in my own words. Also, when I ask the reader to refer to a map, please consult the maps at the back of your Bible or in a Bible dictionary.
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    Introductory Thoughts about Commentaries

    Only the Scriptures provide an infallible, authoritatively inspired revelation of God’s will for man (2 Timothy 3:16,17). It follows that this commentary, like all commentaries, was written by an uninspired, fallible human. It is the author’s effort to share his insights about God’s word for the purpose of instructing and edifying others in the knowledge and wisdom found in Scripture. It is simply another form of teaching, like public preaching, Bible class teaching, etc., except in written form (like tracts, Bible class literature, etc.). Nehemiah 8:8; Ephesians 4:15,16; Romans 15:14; 1 Thessalonians 5:11; Hebrews 3:12-14; 5:12-14; 10:23-25; Romans 10:17; Mark 16:15,16; Acts 8:4; 2 Timothy 2:2,24-26; 4:2-4; 1 Peter 3:15.

    It follows that the student must read any commentary with discernment, realizing that any fallible teacher may err, whether he is teaching orally or in writing. So, the student must compare all spiritual teaching to the truth of God’s word (Acts 17:11). It may be wise to read several commentaries to consider alternative views on difficult points. But it is especially important to consider the reasons or evidence each author gives for his views, then compare them to the Bible.

    For these reasons, the author urges the reader to always consider my comments in light of Scripture. Accept what I say only if you find that it harmonizes with God’s word. And please do not cite my writings as authority, as though people should accept anything I say as authoritative. Always let the Bible be your authority. 

     

    “He who glories, let him glory in the Lord” 
– 1 Corinthians 1:31

    Abbreviations Used in These Notes

    ASV – American Standard Version

    b/c/v – book, chapter, and verse

    ESV – English Standard Version

    f – the following verse

    ff – the following verses

    KJV – King James Version

    NASB – New American Standard Bible

    NEB – New English Bible

    NIV – New International Version

    NKJV – New King James Version

    RSV – Revised Standard Version

     

  
    Introduction

    Author

    This epistle was written by Paul, the apostle, as stated in 1:1; 3:1. 

    Some liberal critics have attempted to raise doubts, yet the authorship of the book is solidly established both by the clear statement in the book itself and by the records of the early uninspired Christian writers. The evidence is so convincing that no one would doubt it except those who lack respect for the inspiration of Scripture.

    As Horne stated: “The apostle Paul is universally admitted to be the author of the Epistle to the Ephesians.”

    Theme

    The letter describes God’s plan for man’s salvation, with emphasis on the role of the church.

    The book is quite similar in many ways to Colossians, but that book places more emphasis on the work of Christ, where this book emphasizes more the involvement of the church.

    Date

    The letter states several times that it was written while Paul was in prison (3:1; 4:1; 6:20). It is generally dated about AD 62-64 during Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome. Apparently Paul wrote this letter and the Colossian letter at the same time and sent them both by the same messenger, Tychicus.

    The book of Ephesians is almost certainly one of four epistles that Paul wrote during his first imprisonment. The others were Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon.

    An overview of the book by sections:

    I. Redemption through Christ in the church

    	1:1-14 – A summary of redemption in Christ

    	1:15-23 – The exalted position of Jesus

    	2:1-10 – Salvation by grace through faith

    	2:11-22 – Reconciliation and peace in Christ for both Jew and Gentile

    	3:1-21 – The gospel mystery revealed

    II. Applications to the church and to individual Christians

    	4:1-16 – Unity and maturity in the body through Christ’s gifts

    	4:17-32 – The new man in Christ vs. the old man

    	5:1-21 – Walking as children of light

    	5:22-33 – Christ and the church compared to a husband and wife

    	6:1-9 – Children and parents, servants and masters

    	6:10-24 – The armor of God

    The city of Ephesus

    Ephesus, located in the region of Asia (now Asia Minor), was an important seaport near where the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas join (see map). It was an influential city in politics, commerce, and religion. Because of its influence, Ephesus was a useful center from which the gospel could be spread into the outlying areas. In his preaching work, Paul usually chose such influential cities as a focal point to establish a faithful church from which the gospel could be spread. This is an important lesson for us to learn in our work of preaching.

    The great temple of Diana, located in Ephesus, was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was the center of worship to Diana, who was supposed to be a daughter of Jupiter, king of the gods. She is essentially equivalent to Artemis in Greek mythology. She was supposed to be the moon goddess, symbol of femininity and chastity. However, she was worshipped with a cult of prostitution. (See Caldwell.)

    The ruins of ancient Ephesus are relatively well preserved and quite interesting in light of the Bible events that occurred there. 

    The church in Ephesus

    Paul established the church on his second journey as he was returning to Jerusalem with Aquila and Priscilla (see Acts 18:18-21). He preached in Ephesus and stirred up much interest, but chose not to stay, promising to return later. He did, however, leave Aquila and Priscilla.

    During Paul’s absence, Aquila and Priscilla found Apollos teaching in the synagogue, knowing only John’s baptism. They corrected him, and he became an influential preacher of truth (Acts 18:24-28). 

    Paul later returned on his third journey. He found twelve men who, like Apollos, had not understood the difference between Jesus’ baptism and John’s. He baptized them properly and gave them the Holy Spirit (Acts 19:1-7).

    Paul then spent three years in Ephesus preaching (Acts 19; 20:31). Many turned from magic and other occult ways (19:8-20). As the gospel turned people from idolatry, however, the silversmiths, led by Demetrius, became upset because this hurt their sales of silver images. They started a riot that eventually led to Paul’s departure (Acts 19:21-20:1). 

    While returning to Jerusalem toward the end of his third journey, Paul again passed Ephesus. He did not take time to visit the church, but did meet with the elders at Miletus. He admonished them in their work and parted tearfully (Acts 20:17ff). 

    Timothy later preached in Ephesus, and was apparently there when Paul wrote to him – 1 Timothy 1:3.

    Later, John addressed this congregation as one of the seven churches of Asia when he wrote Revelation. At that time Ephesus was known for doctrinal purity, but it had left its first love (Revelation 2:1-7). 

    Summary of the Teaching of Ephesians about the Church

    Ephesians 1:22 – God put all things under the feet of Jesus, and gave Him to be head over all things to the church.

    1:23 – The church is Jesus’ body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all. 

    2:16 – Jesus reconciles both Jew and Gentile to God in one body through the cross, thereby putting to death the enmity. 

    2:19 – Gentiles are no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God.

    2:21 – The whole building, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord.

    3:6 – The Gentiles are fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ through the gospel.

    3:10 – The manifold wisdom of God is made known by the church to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places.

    3:21 – To God be glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. 

    4:4 – There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called in one hope of your calling. 

    4:12 – Various leaders were given for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ.

    4:16 – The whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love. 

    5:23 – The husband is head of the wife, as also Christ is head of the church; and He is the Savior of the body. 

    5:24 – Just as the church is subject to Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in everything. 

    5:25 – Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself for her. 

    5:27 – Jesus presents the body to Himself a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should be holy and without blemish. 

    5:29 – No one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as the Lord does the church. 

    5:30 – We are members of His body, of His flesh and of His bones. 

    5:32 – This is a great mystery, but I speak concerning Christ and the church. 

  
    Ephesians 1

    Chapters 1-3 – I. Redemption through Christ in the Church 

    1:1,2 – Greeting 

    1:1,2 – As an apostle of Christ, Paul greeted the saints in Ephesus.

    Paul begins, as he usually does, introducing himself and stating his apostleship. This not only identifies him, but also shows the authority behind his teaching. He makes clear that his apostleship is from Jesus Christ. Jesus expressly appeared to him on the Damascus road to qualify him as an apostle. 

    Historical facts regarding Paul

    Consider a few facts we know about this man:

    * He was present at Stephen’s death (Acts 7).

    * He persecuted the church (compare 1 Timothy 1:12ff; Acts 8,9).

    * He was converted as a result of Jesus’ appearance to him on the road to Damascus. Ananias was sent to baptize him (Acts 9,22,26).

    * He then preached in Damascus, then in Jerusalem, and later went on three preaching trips, preaching even in Rome (Acts 9-26).

    * He especially preached to Gentiles and worked to prove that they need not be circumcised and obey the Old Testament to be saved (Acts 15; Galatians, Romans)

    * He wrote more New Testament books than any other man.

    Qualifications of apostles

    Paul claims that he was an apostle, and that his apostleship did not originate with man. He was appointed personally and directly by Jesus Himself and by God who raised Jesus from the dead.

    The word “apostle” simply means one who is sent on a mission. It can have different significance, even in the Scriptures, depending on who does the sending and what the mission was. Paul makes clear that he was sent by Jesus Himself personally. This was not simply some mission assigned by men. In so saying, Paul was directly confronting the false views of the Judaizers who sought to belittle his authority.

    True apostles of Jesus had the following characteristics or qualifications:

    1) Apostles had to be chosen by Jesus Himself. 

    He is the one who “sent” them on the mission, authorizing their work. They did not assume the office by their own choice, nor were they chosen by majority vote or political maneuvering. There was always clear evidence that Jesus Himself had personally chosen each individual who received the office. See Luke 6:12-16; Acts 1:24-26; 26:16; Galatians 1:1.

    2) Jesus then sent the Holy Spirit to directly guide the apostles as they preached the gospel and bore their testimony (Acts 1:8). 

    This direct guidance came when the apostles received Holy Spirit baptism on Pentecost (Acts 2). (John 16:13; 14:26; 1 Corinthians 2:10-16; 14:37; Ephesians 3:3-5; Matthew 10:19,20)

    3) This baptism also gave them the power to do miraculous signs to confirm that their testimony really was from God. 

    These constituted the “signs of an apostle” (2 Corinthians 12:11,12). (Acts 14:3; 2:43; 3:1-10; 5:12-16; 9:32-42; Mark 16:17-20; Hebrews 2:3,4) 

    4) Apostles could lay hands on other people and give them miraculous powers.

    But those on whom they laid hands could not in turn pass the powers on to others – Acts 8:14-24; 19:1-7; Romans 1:8-11; 2 Timothy 1:6.

    5) Specifically an apostle had to be an eyewitness of Christ after His resurrection, so that he could testify that he had personally seen Jesus alive after He had died. 

    The apostles had been chosen personally by Jesus to serve as witnesses of His work, especially of the fact that He had been raised from the dead (see Acts 1:21,22; compare 1 Corinthians 15:4-8; 9:1; Luke 24:36-48; John 15:26,27; 19:35; Acts 1:8; 2:32; 3:15; 4:33; 5:32; 10:39-42; 13:31; 1 John 1:1-4).

    Note that, since no men today can have these qualifications, we can have no apostles living on earth in the church today. This destroys the concept of the Catholic Pope and Mormon apostles as successors to the apostles. 

    Evidence that Paul was an apostle

    Some in the first century and after have doubted whether or not Paul was a true apostle. That Paul, however, was an apostle is clear because:

    * He claimed it (verse 1).

    * He spoke by direct guidance of the Holy Spirit – 1 Corinthians 14:37; 2:10-16; Ephesians 3:3-5; 2 Corinthians 12:7-10; etc.

    * His claim to apostleship was confirmed by miracles, the signs of an apostle (2 Corinthians 12:12; Acts 14:3,8-18; 13:6-12; 19:8-20; etc.)

    * He was an eyewitness of the resurrected Christ, (Acts 9:1-18; 22:14,15; 26:16; 1 Corinthians 15:1-8; 9:1). Note that Paul was an eyewitness “born out of due time” (1 Corinthians 15:8,9). Nevertheless, he did see Jesus after His resurrection and could serve in that primary role of an apostle.

    * He could lay hands on others to give them miraculous powers – Acts 19:1-7; Romans 1:8-11; 2 Timothy 1:6.

    * Jesus chose him and commanded him to be a witness of His resurrection (Acts 26:13-19).

    “Apostle” () – “1. a delegate, messenger, one sent forth with orders … 2. Specially applied to the twelve disciples whom Christ selected, out of the multitude of his adherents, to be his constant companions and the heralds to proclaim to men the kingdom of God … With these apostles Paul claimed equality … 3. In a broader sense the name is transferred to other eminent Christian teachers …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    Saints

    Paul addresses the letter to the saints in Ephesus. Some people think a “saint” is one who lives a sinless life (“I’m no saint”). Others teach it is one who died years ago after living an exceptionally good life, then was officially designated to be a saint by a church body, so people could pray to him.

    The “saints” addressed here, however, were living people. The context shows “saints” are simply people in the church: Christians or disciples. Those whom Saul persecuted are called “saints” (Acts 9:13; 26:10), the “church” (Acts 8:3), and “disciples” (9:1). 

    Anyone in the church is a saint because he has been sanctified: set apart to belong to God by hearing, believing, and obeying the gospel, so his sins are forgiven by Jesus (compare 6:11; 2 Thessalonians 2:13,14; John 17:17; Ephesians 5:26; Hebrews 13:12; 10:10; Acts 26:18). Those who are so sanctified are obligated to live a pure life, striving to overcome sin: 1 Peter 1:14-16; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-7; Ephesians 5:3-11; 26,27; 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1; Romans 6:19,22; 2 Timothy 2:19-22. They will receive the eternal inheritance for the sanctified (Acts 20:32; Hebrews 12:14).

    “Saint” (‘) – “1. properly reverend, worthy of veneration … 2. set apart for God, to be, as it were, exclusively His … 3. of sacrifices and offerings; prepared for God with solemn rite, pure, clean … 4. in a moral sense, pure, sinless, upright, holy…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. This is related to the word for “holy” – saints are “holy ones.”

    Paul says also that those he addresses were faithful. This simply means trustworthy and reliable in their service to God. The language may also mean that the letter was intended to be addressed, not just to the church in Ephesus, but to all faithful Christians everywhere especially throughout Asia.

    Apparently, some ancient texts omit “in Ephesus” from verse 1 – see the footnote in ASV, NASB, NIV. This has led some to speculate that this letter was actually written to Laodicea and is the letter referred to in Colossians 4:16. A more reasonable explanation is that the letter was sent to several churches (like the books of Revelation and Galatians). If this is correct, the churches addressed may include the ones in Ephesus and Laodicea. All English translations do, however, have “in Ephesus” in the text in verse 1. 

    Grace and peace

    He expresses his desire that they benefit from the grace and peace from God the Father and the Son Jesus Christ. This is a common greeting from Paul. He is always hoping that those whom he teaches will truly remain in God’s grace and favor (see verse 7). If they serve God faithfully, they can have the peace of a proper, harmonious relationship with God. This is Paul’s hope for them.

    Notice how Jesus Christ and God the Father are linked together as being the source of grace and peace. How can this be unless Jesus possesses Deity equally with the Father? Just as no one can forgive sins except God, so no one can extend the grace of God except God Himself. Here Jesus extends grace and peace along with the Father. This is just one of many passages that indirectly establish the Deity of Jesus. We will find a number of other such verses in the book of Ephesians.

    1:3-14 – Summary of Redemption in Jesus 

    1:3 – God has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in Christ.

    Paul here begins one of the most concise and complete statements of salvation through Jesus Christ. Because it is so concise, it is both deep and full of meaning. It summarizes in a nutshell the whole of the gospel of Christ.

    Blessings from God

    In this verse Paul uses the word “bless” three times in different forms: as an adjective, a verb, and a noun. Basically, the word means to speak well of (from which we get our word “eulogy”). 

    First, he pronounces God to be “blessed.” In this sense the word expresses the idea of praise. God deserves our praises (we “speak well of” Him) because of the blessings He has given us. Many of these blessings will be discussed in this epistle.

    He blessed us with blessings. In this sense the word refers to benefits bestowed on someone, for which the giver deserves to be spoken well of. God has blessed us, giving us cause for happiness. So, the word “blessed” can also mean “happy.”

    The Bible repeatedly says that God is the giver of every good and perfect gift – James 1:17. All good things come from Him, so He deserves our continual praise.

    Specifically, in this verse Paul says God gives us every spiritual blessing. “Spiritual” refers to that which pertains to man’s inner nature, especially to his relationship to God and eternal life. God gives every physical blessing too, but here the emphasis is on spiritual blessings. Many of these will be listed as we study; but every spiritual blessing, whatever it may be, is from God. None can be obtained by human power without God’s care and mercy.

    Blessings in Christ

    Further, these spiritual blessings are all found “in Christ.” This expression or its equivalent is found repeatedly in the book of Ephesians and refers to the relationship we have with Christ as Christians. This demonstrates that the role of Christ in God’s plan for our salvation is a major emphasis of the book, and we will see it tied to the church. One is in Christ when he is in the body of Christ, which is the church. When one is born again, old things are passed away and all things are become new, because he is “in Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:17). 

    Note some blessings we have “in Christ”: 

    John 15:1-10 – We must be in Christ in order to bear fruit and glorify the Father. Those who do not abide in Christ are cast forth as a branch and burned. 

    Acts 4:12 – There is salvation in no other. There is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.

    Ephesians 1:3 – Every spiritual blessing is in Christ. 

    Ephesians 1:7 – In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace.

    Ephesians 2:12 – Those who were strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world, now in Christ Jesus have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 

    Romans 8:1 – There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus, who do not walk according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit. 

    Romans 8:39 – The love of God is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

    2 Corinthians 5:17 – Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new. 

    2 Timothy 2:1 – Grace is in Christ Jesus. 

    2 Timothy 2:10 – Salvation is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory. 

    1 John 5:11 – God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. 

    God has often placed His blessings for man in a certain location. To receive the blessing, an individual had to be in that place. Examples: in the ark (Genesis 6:17-20; 7:23), in Rahab’s house (Josh 2:18,19; 6:17); in the city of refuge (Numbers 35:9-28; Deuteronomy 19:1-13); in the house with blood on the lintel (Exodus 12:7,12,13,22,23).

    Today God’s spiritual blessings are “in Christ.” One must be in Christ to be a “new creature,” born again with all the blessings that involves. Note that no one can be born again until he is in Christ. To be “in Christ” simply means to be in a proper, covenant relationship with Him – that is, to have fellowship with Him. Compare John 14:10,11,20-23; 17:20-23; 2 Corinthians 6:16-18; 1 Corinthians 6:19; etc. 

    Note further that all spiritual blessings are in Christ. It follows that there are no spiritual blessings to those who are outside Christ. They may have physical blessings, since God sends the rain on the just and the unjust. But all spiritual blessings are found only for those who are in Christ.

    How does one come “into Christ” to be born again and receive these blessings? By hearing the gospel, believing, repenting, confessing, and being baptized (Galatians 3:26,27; Romans 6:3,4; John 3:3,5; 1 Peter 1:22-25; 1 Corinthians 12:13). Many other passages confirm that each of these steps is necessary to be forgiven of sins, and sins are what keep us from being in fellowship with Christ. 

    Repeatedly throughout this brief statement of salvation, Paul emphasizes the major role of Christ. Notice as we proceed how often the blessings described are said to be in Christ, in Him, etc. Christ is the focal point throughout.

    Further, Paul says these blessings are “in heavenly places.” This expression is repeated several times in Ephesians, but is rarely used elsewhere. Its meaning seems vague. It clearly refers to spiritual realms, especially those things pertaining to God’s dwelling place. See 1:3,20; 2:6; 3:10; 6:12. We might think the term refers simply to heaven, yet 6:12 refers to hosts of wickedness “in heavenly places.” In the broad sense, then, the term seems to relate simply to the spiritual realm.

    “Bless” – () “lit., ‘to speak well of’ …, signifies, (a) ‘to praise, to celebrate with praises’ …; (b) ‘to invoke blessings upon a person’ … (c) ‘to consecrate a thing with solemn prayers, to ask God's blessing on a thing,’ … (d) ‘to cause to prosper, to make happy, to bestow blessings on’ …” – Vine.

    1:4,5 – We are chosen in Christ before the foundation of the world and foreordained to adoption as sons according to His will.

    Having praised God for His great blessings in Christ, Paul proceeds to state that He chose us before the foundation of the world and predestined us to adoption as sons. The word “elect” signifies picked out, chosen (rather than voted on, as today). The idea emphasizes two things: (1) a choosing, and (2) a separation – i.e., because one has been chosen, he is set apart from others who are not so chosen. To predestine or foreordain simply means to determine something beforehand.

    Other verses on election and predestination are 2 Thessalonians 2:13-15; Romans 8:28-30,33; 1 Corinthians 2:7; 2 Timothy 1:9,10; Colossians 3:12.

    There can be no doubt that this means we are chosen and predestined by God. The question remains as to how this is done. Specifically, is it done conditionally on man’s choice and character or unconditionally? 

    Calvinism says the decision whether or not a particular individual will be saved is entirely up to God, and man cannot influence that decision. It says that God’s choice of man is wholly unconditional, having nothing to do with man’s character, choice, will, or conduct. 

    The context of Ephesians 1, however, says that the choosing and predestining was done “according to the good pleasure of His will” (verse 5). Verse 11 says we are predestined according to God’s purpose according to the counsel of His will. And verse 9 says all this happened according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself. But God’s purpose, will, and pleasure are revealed in the Scriptures. 

    Those whom God predestined He called to be justified – Romans 8:29,30. But He calls men through the gospel – 2 Thessalonians 2:13,14. So, His election and predestination operate according to His will revealed in the gospel, not according to some incomprehensible mystery. What does His will say?

    Verse 4 (and following verses) say we are chosen “in Him” (Christ). But we have already proved that we come into Christ by faith and obedience to the gospel (see verse 3). So, every reference to receiving these blessings “in Christ” proves it is conditional.

    Let us summarize the teaching of other passages about God’s election and predestination of man. 

    God desires all men to be saved and He offers salvation to all through the gospel.

    2 Peter 3:9; Titus 2:11; 1 Timothy 2:4,6; Hebrews 2:92; Thessalonians 2:14; Mark 16:15,16; Acts 2:38,39 

    If God sincerely wants all people to be saved and wants none to perish, and if the decision is entirely up to Him (man has no choice), then all people will be saved and none will be lost! The logical conclusion of unconditional election must be universalism! 

    Yet we know only a few will be saved and most lost (Matthew 7:13,14; 22:14). So, either God does not sincerely want everyone saved, or else man does have a choice! (Ezekiel 33:11; 18:32; 2 Corinthians 5:19; Revelation 3:20; 1 Timothy 4:10; Isaiah 45:21f; Colossians 1:20; Lamentations 3:33; Acts 26:28,29; Matthew 18:14) 

    John 3:16 – God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. Note that the ones Jesus died to save are all those in the world whom God loves. Yet He loves even His enemies (Matthew 5:43-38). (1 John 2:2; 4:14; 5:19; John 3:17; 1:29; 4:42; 12:47; 6:51)

    Romans 5:18,19 – Justification came unto “all men” by Jesus’ righteous act (His death). This was the same “all men” on whom condemnation came as a result of Adam’s sin. So, however many people are condemned by sin, that is how many can receive the benefit of Jesus’ death. (Note that both the condemnation and the justification are received conditionally – verse 12.)

    The intent of Jesus’ death was to offer salvation to all men. If these passages are true, then either all men will be saved (which cannot be), or else there is something each man must do to determine whether or not he will receive the benefit of Jesus’ death.

    (See also Luke 19:10 with Romans 3:23; 2 Peter 2:1; 2 Corinthians 5:10,14,15; Acts 3:26; John 10:9; 12:32,33 compare 6:44,45; Matthew 11:28-30; 24:14; 22:14; Romans 16:26; 10:16-18; Luke 9:23,24; Ephesians 3:8,9; Colossians 1:28; 2 Timothy 14:17; Acts 20:31; Colossians 1:6,23; 1 Corinthians 1:21.)

    God has decreed conditions of salvation that all people can meet.

    The following passages clearly teach that everyone can obey the conditions of salvation, but Calvinism flatly contradicts this and denies that everyone can obey.

    Mark 16:15,16; John 3:14-16; Acts 17:30,31; 2 Peter 3:9; Matthew 10:32; Acts 2:38,39; Romans 10:13,14,17; (Romans 1:16; John 6:44,45; 1:7; 6:40; Acts 10:43; 13:39; Hebrews 5:9; John 12:26; 2 John 9; Acts 22:16)

    God grants to each person the power to choose to accept or reject salvation.

    Revelation 22:17 – Whosoever will (KJV) may freely take of the water of life. It is a matter of man’s will, and each person may determine his own will.

    All the following passages show that man does have the power to choose and that what we do will determine whether or not God chooses to give us eternal life.

    Deuteronomy 30:15-19; Joshua 24:15; Exodus 32:26; 1 Kings 18:21; Hebrews 11:24,25; Isaiah 1:18-20; Matthew 23:37; Matthew 13:14,15; 1 Peter 1:22; Romans 6:13,16-18; 2 Corinthians 8:5; Philippians 2:12; 1 Timothy 4:16; Acts 2:40; 2 Corinthians 5:20.

    (Psalm 119:30,173; Isaiah 56:4; Hebrews 2:17 and 4:15 with Isaiah 7:14,15 and Matthew 26:53 and John 10:18; John 7:17; 1 Chronicles 28:9; Luke 7:30; Proverbs 1:29; 3:31; Matthew 5:6; 16:24; 19:17,21; 21:29; 26:41; Acts 17:11; Romans 7:15-21; Galatians 5:17; James 4:8; Luke 18:14; 14:11; Matthew 18:4; 2 Corinthians 7:1; 1 John 3:3; 5:18,21; 1 Timothy 5:22; 6:19; James 4:18; 1:27; Jude 21; Acts 13:46; 1 Thessalonians 4:4; 2 Timothy 2:1,5,21,26; 2 John 8,9; Titus 2:7)

    God is no respecter of persons.

    Romans 2:6-11 – If God chooses to save some but not others, either the choice must be based on the conduct of the people (hence, conditional) or else God is a respecter of persons. Since the Bible teaches that He is not a respecter of persons and shows no partiality, if must be that election and predestination are conditional on the character and choice of each individual. (Compare Acts 10:34,35.)

    Conclusions

    A person’s method of choosing can be conditional (and usually is). For example, when we choose a marriage partner, a home, a car, an employee or a company to work for, a political candidate, etc., usually the choice we make depends on the character and nature of the possible prospects. We set our standards regarding what we are looking for, then we measure each prospect by how well it measures up to the standards we set. We then choose the one(s) that meet those standards. It is entirely possible that one of those criteria would be whether or not the individual would also choose to accept us (as in choosing a marriage partner).

    Illustration: When I was young we were picking out a puppy from a litter. We decided to call the puppies to come out from their hiding place, and the first one that came out would be the one we would keep. So, we chose the one that chose to heed our call. This is how we become God’s elect: He set the conditions and calls us through His word, and we decide whether or not we will respond accordingly.

    Illustration: Before the school year begins, a school teacher may not know what specific students he will have, but he can foreknow the kinds or types of students he will have, so he foreordains the treatment each kind will receive. This may include knowing that certain students will choose to act in certain ways, so the teacher decides how he will react to each of these kinds of actions that the students will choose to participate in (studying hard, neglecting to work, disrupting class, etc.). The teacher does not unconditionally foreknow and predetermine what he will do to each individual student. But he foreknows the kinds of students the kids will choose to be, so he predetermines how he will deal with each kind. Each student decides which kind he is, and then the teacher deals with each one as he had foreordained to treat that kind of student.

    So God predestined or foreordained – that is He determined before the world began – that mankind should achieve God’s purpose in the world. This purpose involved offering salvation to all men and saving all who would respond according to His will. So God chooses those who choose Him.

    The result is that every individual is free to receive salvation. But each individual must choose for himself whether or not to respond, and each one is capable of so choosing. Other aspects of God’s purpose to which we have been foreordained are described as the discussion proceeds.

    God is the source and provider of salvation. Salvation is by God’s grace. But He has decreed that each individual must choose for Himself whether or not to accept the salvation offered.

    To what are we chosen and predestined?

    We are chosen to be adopted as children of God and to be holy and without blemish before Him in love. He offers us the blessings of childhood in His kingdom (see again verse 3), but He requires us to be set apart (holy or sanctified) from evil and live without blemish (see 4:17-5:21). This is what He expects of the church, the body of all the chosen (5:26,27). See also verse 6.

    Adoption is a common illustration for entering God’s spiritual family, the church. An adopted child is not born into a family by natural birth but is individually chosen later. Nevertheless, he receives the full privileges and blessings of membership in the family. So when a person becomes born again according to the gospel of Jesus Christ, God becomes his Father, and he becomes one of God’s spiritual children. 

    We were not born into the family by natural birth, but were chosen later. Nevertheless, we receive the full blessings and privileges of membership in the family. Other passages describe this as happening by means of a new birth, but this is a spiritual birth not a natural birth, and we receive it by a personal choice. Both ideas are illustrations so there is no contradiction.

    Adoption can be a wonderful blessing to both the parent and the child. Caldwell points out that this is especially so when the “child” is really old enough to make his own choice and accept the relationship by free will. The parent receives a child to love and in turn to show love for him. The child receives the love and care of parents, a family relationship, and a family inheritance. Surely any orphan should rejoice to be adopted into a loving family. Spiritual adoption is even greater and should be accepted by all.

    To learn more about the Bible teaching on election and predestination, we urge you to study our free articles on that subject on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    “elect” (Gk. ) – “picked out, chosen … 1. chosen by God, and a. to obtain salvation through Christ … b. The Messiah … as appointed by God to the most exalted office conceivable … c. Angels … as those whom God has chosen out from other created beings to be peculiarly associated with him, and his highest ministers in governing the universe … 2. univ. choice, select, i.e. the best of its kind or class, excellent, preeminent …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    “Predestine” () "to mark out beforehand, to determine before, foreordain;" – Vine.

    1:6 – We are chosen to praise the glory of His grace bestowed on us in Christ.

    Verses 4,5 did not complete the statement of the purposes of the election and predestination. We are chosen, not just to adoption and to be holy and without blame, we are also chosen to give praise to God for the glory of His grace. See also verses 12,14.

    Many verses state that Christians ought to praise God for His rich blessings to us (verse 3). But here we are told that such praise is one of the very reasons God gave us the blessings. Surely when one receives such benevolent gifts as God has provided to His adopted children, we should want to give praise and we should realize that God deserves our praise. See 1 Peter 2:5-10; Hebrews 13:15. 

    Who can imagine people receiving such gifts and not wanting to praise God? Yet here we are told that our giving such praise is actually one reason why God so blessed us. If we realize this, why should any of us seek to avoid opportunities to attend worship assemblies and praise God? Why should we need people to urge us to go or reprimand us for not going? Surely proper godly appreciation would lead us to see the value in attending so we can praise God.

    Specifically, God deserves praise for the glorious grace He has bestowed on us. Grace is unmerited favor, and is discussed several times in Ephesians (see verse 7). All the blessings Paul is here describing are completely undeserved. If so, then we ought surely to praise God for them.

    These blessings are bestowed on us because God’s grace made us accepted “in the Beloved.” God has accepted us to be adopted as His sons. We are accepted in the “Beloved” – note the capitalization, showing that the translators believe this refers to Deity. That is the most reasonable view, in which case it applies, of course, to Jesus. Verse 3 already told us that all spiritual blessings are in Christ. So specifically, the grace of God is bestowed in Christ (see verse 7). Christ is surely God’s beloved Son, for God so stated at Jesus’ baptism and again at the Transfiguration (see Matthew 3:17; 17:5; and Luke 9:35). 

    Notice once again how Christ is the focus of all the blessings described in this context. Again and again we are told that all that God has done for our redemption is done through Christ. His entire plan for our salvation is founded on the work of Jesus.

    1:7,8 – In Christ we have redemption and forgiveness through His blood according to His rich grace which He made to abound toward us.

    Paul continues his summary of God’s plan for our redemption. Verse 7 in particular gives an effective summary of the heart of the gospel: Jesus redeemed us and gave us forgiveness by His blood, according to the grace of God. 

    Redemption

    To “redeem” someone means to buy someone’s freedom, especially someone who is a slave or has been taken captive by an enemy. This was often done in those days, and the same concept is common today. If someone has been captured or kidnapped, a “ransom” may be paid or an exchange of prisoners arranged to free him. This is redemption.

    Spiritually, we become captives or prisoners of Satan by means of our own sins (John 8:24; 2 Timothy 2:26; Romans chapter 6). Jesus paid the price that can redeem us or set us free from Satan, so we can return to God’s service. See verse 14; 1 Corinthians 1:30; Romans 3:24; etc.

    “Redemption” () – “…a releasing effected by payment of ransom; redemption, deliverance, liberation procured by the payment of a ransom; 1. prop. … 2. everywhere in the N.T. metaph. vis. deliverance effected through the death of Christ from the retributive wrath of a holy God and the merited penalty of sin …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    Forgiveness

    This word refers to a release, deliverance, dismissal, or remission of the guilt and consequences of sin. One who has incurred a debt is set free as though he had never incurred the debt. When we sin, we incur the debt of death (Romans 6:23) or eternal punishment. We could never pay such a debt ourselves except by suffering the penalty. We would forever stand under the guilt and consequences of our sin.

    God, however, chose to determine a means to dismiss or remit the guilt and consequence, so we stand free as though we had never sinned (Acts 2:38). This, however, required someone else, who was innocent, to suffer for us. 

    “Forgiveness” () – “… 1) release from bondage or imprisonment 2) forgiveness or pardon, of sins (letting them go as if they had never been committed), remission of the penalty” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    Blood

    The price of our redemption (the ransom) and the means of our forgiveness is the blood of Jesus. The penalty which sin required was death (Romans 6:23; Ezekiel 18:20; etc.). Since life is in the blood, the Bible often speaks of death as the shedding of blood (Leviticus 17:11). So Jesus shed His blood for us, meaning that He died as a sacrifice for us.

    God’s justice requires a penalty for sin. He does not want us to be lost eternally, however, so He determined to accept a sacrifice. That sacrifice had to be sinless and had to be an adequate penalty to pay the price of our sins and gain our release. The only One who could be that sacrifice was Jesus. So, He shed His blood dying on the cross for our sins. 

    This is the great doctrine of justification by shedding of blood. All this was symbolized in the Old Testament animal sacrifices, but it was fulfilled with an effective sacrifice only in the New Testament. 

    See Matthew 20:28; 26:28; Acts 20:28; Romans 3:25; 5:6-11; 2 Corinthians 5:14,15; Colossians 1:19,20; Ephesians 2:13; Hebrews 2:9; 9:13-16,24-28; 10:9-13; 13:20f; 1 Peter 1:18f; 2:24; Revelation 1:5; 5:9; 1 Timothy 2:4-6; Isaiah 53:5-9; 1 Corinthians 15:3; John 1:29.

    Grace

    Grace is unmerited favor – i.e., it is a kindness shown to someone who does not deserve the kindness. Clearly, man does not deserve God’s kindness. What we deserve is His punishment. 

    Most assuredly, we do not deserve the sacrifice of Jesus, coming to earth and dying as a sacrifice for us. We do not deserve the redemption and forgiveness described here. Yet God determined to send Jesus to die and offer these blessings to us. Surely then, this is great grace. 

    It is in fact “riches” of grace – not just some grace, but abundant treasures of grace. Verse 8 says God made this grace to abound to us. It is an overflowing of His kindness. 

    This was done according to God’s wisdom and prudence or understanding. The context shows that all this was planned and purposed by God (see verse 9). It was not an accident nor a momentary whim. God planned it in His wisdom. Surely we can see love, mercy, and wisdom in the great plan described in these verses. (Note that some translations tie the wisdom and prudence to verse 9 and the mystery that was revealed. Ultimately, the meaning is not changed. What God did for our salvation by grace was done according to His wisdom and prudence, but that is revealed in the mystery the gospel.)

    See verses 2,6; 2:7; 3:8; Romans 2:4; Acts 15:7-11; 20:24,32; Romans 4:4-7; 5:1,2; 2 Corinthians 9:8; 1 Timothy 1:13-16; 2 Timothy 1:8-10; Titus 2:11-14; 3:3-7; Hebrews 2:9; etc.

    “Grace” () – “…grace; i.e. 1. prop. that which affords joy, pleasure, delight, sweetness, charm, loveliness … 2. good-will, loving-kindness, favor …  contains the idea of kindness which bestows upon one what he has not deserved … pre-eminently of that kindness by which God bestows favors even upon the ill-deserving, and grants to sinners the pardon of their offences, and bids them accept of eternal salvation through Christ … the merciful kindness by which God, exerting his holy influence upon souls, turns them to Christ, keeps, strengthens, increases them in Christian faith, knowledge, affection, and kindles them to the exercise of the Christian virtues … 3. what is due to grace; a. the spiritual condition of one governed by the power of divine grace … b. a token or proof of grace …; a gift of grace; benefaction, bounty … 4. thanks (for benefits, services, favors) …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    1:9-11 – God made known the mystery of His will, that all things are summed up in Christ so we are foreordained according to the counsel of His will.

    The mystery made known

    In order for man to see his need for this redemption and forgiveness, and in order for man to know how to receive these blessings, God had to make known His plan to us. This He does in the gospel. Notice again that we are predestined according to God’s purpose, but His purpose has been made known. We can know and understand God’s plan for predestination without the need for speculation and without the right for men to in any way change it.

    This is here called the “mystery” of His will. It is a “mystery” in the sense that we could never have figured it out or understood it ourselves unless He explained it to us. See notes on 3:3ff. This does not say it is still unfathomable to us today, as some claim, such that we are incapable of understanding God’s will for us. It is not some mystical, undefinable concept so that only a certain special elite can understand the meaning of it. Nor may it be stretched and bent to mean whatever people may prefer it to mean. On the contrary, the passage clearly says it has now been “made known” (compare Romans 16:25). It is as though we have come to the end of the mystery and the Master Detective has explained the plot to us so it is now clear.

    Now this mystery was all planned by God from eternity. He worked it all out according to the good pleasure which He purposed in Himself. Note that it pleased Him to do it this way. It was good pleasure, nothing evil about it. Who could successfully oppose what pleases God? He is the ultimate Ruler who does as He pleases. We should forever be grateful that what He was pleased to do was to save us from sin! See Luke 12:32; 1 Corinthians 1:21; Galatians 1:15.

    Further, this is what He purposed in Himself to do. God’s purpose is that which He determined beforehand to do. God is a God of planning and forethought. This was His choice. He was not controlled by the wishes of others. No one could advise Him or give Him a better plan. He purposed it, and He purposed it within Himself. Since all that God does is very good, we can be sure that this is the very best plan there could be. Compare 3:9-11; 2 Timothy 1:9; Romans 8:28.

    “Mystery” () – “…a hidden thing, secret, mystery … In the Scriptures 1. a hidden or secret thing, not obvious to the understanding … 2. a hidden purpose or counsel; secret will … In the N.T., God’s plan of providing salvation for men through Christ, which was once hidden but now is revealed: Rom. 16:25; I Cor. 2:7…; Eph. 3:9; Col. 1:26f … 3. … the mystic or hidden sense …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    The dispensation of the fullness of times

    A “dispensation” is an arrangement, administration, or system for dealing with a situation. The ESV translates it a “plan”; the NASB says “administration.” It is related to the word for stewardship. The word has no direct reference to a time period, as many might think. Of course, different arrangements can be used in different times (compare our word “administration” as used for different Presidents in our country), yet the meaning of the word refers to the arrangement or system, not to the time period.

    Now God planned or purposed from the beginning (verses 9,11) that He would have a certain arrangement for dealing with man’s needs, especially the need for salvation. This plan He brought into effect in the “fullness of times.” This is an expression simply meaning the proper time. When everything was right, God proceeded to bring about the arrangement He had planned. 

    See Galatians 4:4; Mark 1:15; Hebrews 1:1-3; 1 Peter 1:20,21.

    “Dispensation” () “primarily signifies ‘the management of a household or of household affairs’ …; then the management or administration of the property of others, and so ‘a stewardship,’ … ‘Note: A “dispensation” is not a period or epoch (a common, but erroneous, use of the word), but a mode of dealing, an arrangement, or administration of affairs.’” – Vine.

    All things summed up in Christ

    This dispensation or arrangement involved bringing all things together under Christ’s authority, including things in heaven and things on earth. What a challenging thought! Everything in heaven and on earth is now united under Jesus’ authority. See Ephesians 1:19-23; 2:12ff; 3:15; 1 Corinthians 3:22; Colossians 1:16-22; Philippians 2:9,10; Matthew 28:20; Revelation 3:19.

    The work of Jesus is and always has been the focus of God’s message to mankind. When Adam and Eve first sinned, God promised the coming of one who would bruise the head of the serpent – Genesis 3:15. He promised Abraham that through his descendants would come One who would bring a blessing on all mankind – Acts 3:25,26. He promised Moses that there would come a prophet like him – Acts 3:22. He promised David that his seed would sit on his throne. The prophets repeatedly predicted the coming of the Messiah – Isaiah chapter 53; Luke 24:44-47.

    Finally Jesus came, lived a sinless life, and died and rose again, fulfilling all these prophecies. Since then, the preaching of the gospel looks back to those events as the focal point of the message – 1 Corinthians 15:1-8. The Lord’s Supper remembers the death of Jesus – 1 Corinthians 11:23-26. We are baptized into His death and raised to walk in a new life as He was raised from the dead – Romans 6:3,4. Now we look forward to His return. 

    As we have repeatedly pointed out, the current summary in this context points to Christ whose work is the foundation on which our redemption is made possible. As the book proceeds, we will see that Christ is above all authority of men and angels, and He is Head of the church wherein all God’s children are part of His family. Truly, all things are summed up in Christ.

    In a sense all things have always been under Jesus, since He is God. But this was not clear till the New Testament; and above all, there was not one arrangement for everything. Specifically, the Jews had the Old Testament law, which was not given to Gentiles. So, one of the major senses in which all things are brought together under Jesus is that both Jew and Gentile now have the same law and the same system of justification. All are saved through Jesus’ blood in Jesus’ church. See especially 2:12ff. However, since the plan includes things in heaven and on earth, it appears that somehow heavenly beings (angels?) are also included. If so, we are told few details regarding them. 

    The grand scheme is brought to fruition in Christ. This is where we have all blessings (1:3). This truly exalts Jesus, and that is where Paul starts His grand description of God’s scheme for us: with the exalted Christ. 

    Predestined according to His purpose

    This dispensation or scheme of redemption is what God had predestined to bring about from the beginning (see notes on verses 4,5). All this was planned according to God’s purpose and will from the beginning. He planned it, then He worked the plan. See 3:11; Romans 8:28f; 9:11; Hebrews 6:17.

    Again, the Scripture emphasizes that the predestination of mankind works in harmony with the purpose and plan of God now revealed in the gospel. That revealed message nowhere states the Calvinistic concept that each individual was unconditionally and unalterably chosen before the world began regardless of his character or will. On the contrary, the purpose of God revealed in the Scriptures repeatedly says that salvation is available to all but is conditional on each individual choosing to obey the gospel in faith. 

    This is God’s work, but this does not in any sense deny our power to choose or our need to work. His plan and purpose says clearly that we can choose and must work – that is all part of the plan!

    As a result of this plan of God, we have obtained an inheritance (NKJV). This could mean we have the promise of the inheritance of eternal life. Note that verse 14 refers to this inheritance, saying that the Holy Spirit is the earnest of guarantee of it (see also verse 18). If so, we have it as a promise and a hope, not that we have entered into it actually. The ESV on verse 14 says, “who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it.” See Romans 8:17; 1 Peter 1:3-5; Galatians 3:18,29; Acts 20:32; Colossians 1:12.

    However, the ASV translates that we have become a heritage to God. This is also a Biblical concept, meaning that we have been made into that which God will possess as His own – see 1:14,18; Psalm 4:3; Titus 2:14; Deuteronomy 4:20; 9:26,29; 32:9; 1 Peter 2:9,10; etc. Both ideas – God’s inheritance and ours – go hand in hand and both are Scriptural. Which is meant here I am not sure. 

    1:12-14 – Having heard the word of the truth and believed, we were sealed by the Holy Spirit as an earnest of our inheritance.

    The praise of God’s glory

    The end result of this predetermined purpose and counsel of God is that people should bring about praise to God’s glory. This has already been stated in verse 6 and is repeated here in both verse 12 and verse 14. Clearly, God redeemed us for our blessing and benefit, but He also did it to achieve the glory and praise that He richly deserves. See notes on verse 6.

    Who should be to the praise of His glory? The first group named (verse 12) is “we who first trusted in Christ.” This surely must be the Jews. The gospel went to them first. See Romans 1:16; Acts 2. The Law of Moses had been given to prepare them for the coming of Jesus so they would accept Him by faith (Galatians 3:24,25). When the gospel was preached, it went first to them. Many accepted it, but many also rejected it.

    Then Paul said, “you also trusted in Him.” Surely this is the Gentiles. This connection will be made repeatedly in the book – compare 1:12,13 to 2:11ff; 3:1ff. One of the points of Ephesians is that the gospel provides God’s blessings to both Jew and Gentile alike. There is no distinction in the commands they must obey, in the blessings they receive, or in the conditions they must meet to receive those blessings. God is no respecter of persons (Acts 10:34,35; Romans 2:6-11). 

    When did they trust and believe in Jesus? After they heard the word of the truth, the gospel of salvation. The gospel means “good news.” Hearing, believing, and obeying this good news is the only way anyone can be saved. See Romans 1:16; Mark 16:15,16. So the gospel is the good news that tells men how to be saved through Christ. It is also the word (or message) of truth. It is not a lie, fraud, nor deceit. It is completely true in all it commands and promises. See John 17:17; 1:17; Colossians 1:5; Acts 13:26; Ephesians 4:21.

    Note that, in order to receive the blessings of this gospel, there are conditions one must meet. These verses say one must hear the gospel and believe in Jesus. In the discussion of predestination (verses 4,5,11), we learned that it occurs according to God’s purpose and will. Now we are told that His will is for this predestination or election to be, not unconditional, but conditional (compare Ephesians 2:8,9). The conditions include faith, which the gospel shows to be an obedient faith (Hebrews 11; Galatians 5:6; James 2:14-26).

    The seal and guarantee of the Holy Spirit

    He then says that, having believed, they were sealed by the Holy Spirit. See similar language in 2 Corinthians 1:22; 5:5; Romans 8:16; 2 Timothy 2:19.

    Paul is here using technical terms that refer to the assurance or guarantee of the genuineness or authenticity of a product or an act. A seal was used, especially in those days but also still today, as proof that a document or law was officially ratified and therefore genuine. Medicine bottles are often sealed to give assurance that the product is genuine.

    Likewise, an earnest was a sort of down payment or partial payment given as assurance of intent to pay other money. In the purchase of a house, the buyer initially pays a small part of the total price as a pledge of his sincere or “earnest” intent to purchase. The amount initially given becomes assurance that the rest will come later. The ESV says that we were sealed with the Holy Spirit, “who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it.”

    So today Christians have the Holy Spirit as a seal and earnest. This could be so in two ways. First the Holy Spirit dwells in Christians – 1 Corinthians 3:16; 6:19; Romans 5:5; 8:9; Acts 2:38; 5:32; James 4:5; Ephesians 5:18. This fits the fact that Paul here refers to the “Holy Spirit of promise.” This indwelling of the Spirit is promised to all who receive forgiveness by the blood of Jesus Christ. So, it is a promise that serves as a seal or earnest of even greater blessings to come. 

    This indwelling is not a literal or personal embodiment of the Spirit in our bodies anything like our own spirits inhabit our bodies. Rather, the Spirit is said to dwell in us even as the Father and Son are said to dwell in us. This is an expression for the fellowship we have with God and all the blessings we have in this life as a result of the fellowship, in contrast to the alienation we have from God when we are in sin. Regarding the indwelling of the Father and Son see John 17:20-23; 15:1-6; 2 Corinthians 6:14-18; 5:17; 1 John 1:3,6,7; 2:3-6; 4:14-16; Ephesians 3:17; 2:1-5,11-22; Romans 8:1; 6:3,4; Galatians 3:27.

    In this sense, the fellowship men have with Deity (the Holy Spirit, in particular), with all the related blessings, is just a down payment or partial installment on the much greater blessings to come later when we enter into the final reward in eternity.

    To learn more about the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, we urge you to study our free articles on that subject on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    A second possible meaning is that the Holy Spirit is a seal or earnest of our inheritance through the word that the Holy Spirit revealed. This word tells of the inheritance, tells of God’s faithfulness to His promises, including examples, and confirms the promises by miracles. So, the Spirit through the word becomes a seal and earnest of our inheritance. Perhaps both of these ideas are involved here. (Another view some hold is that the miraculous gifts of the Holy Spirit, given in the first century, were an earnest or down payment assuring that God’s word is true and that He will give the blessings promised in it.)

    Some mistakenly use such passages as this to claim we have a “guarantee” in the sense that we cannot lose salvation – “once saved always saved” because we are sealed and have an earnest. However, the “earnest” shows God’s good intention, but does not guarantee the faithfulness of the humans in the agreement. 

    It is not uncommon, in human transactions, for people to back out of a purchase after they have paid their earnest money. If one party fails to keep their part of the agreement, then the other party is released. God will not back out if we keep our part of the agreement; but if we humans do not keep our part of the covenant, God is surely not required to provide the eternal life. Many passages show that we can and sometimes do fail to keep the covenant and as a result fail to receive the final reward. See John 15:1-6; Acts 8:12-24; Romans 6:12-18; 8:12-17; Galatians 5:1-4; 6:7-9; 1 Corinthians 9:25-10:12; 1 Timothy 1:18-20; 5:8; 2 Timothy 2:16-18; Hebrews 3:6,11-14; 4:9,11; 6:4-8; 10:26-31; 2 Peter 1:8-11; 2:20-22.

    Nor is Paul affirming, as some believe, that there is some “better felt than told” assurance that one is saved and has the Spirit. There is no visible or physical experience or emotion one can point to as proof that he is saved or the Spirit is in fellowship with Him. This assurance comes through the word of God, which Paul had just said they heard and believed. This is the sword or medium the Spirit uses to reveal His will to us (Ephesians 6:17; John 16:13; etc.). We walk by faith, not by sight (5:7) and faith comes by hearing God’s word (Romans 10:17; 1:16; 2 Timothy 3:16,17), not by feelings, emotions, or personal experiences.

    Note that some translations refer here to the Holy Spirit as “who” (NASB, NKJV, ESV). This confirms the personal nature of the Holy Spirit. Contrary to the views of some, the Holy Spirit is not simply a power or force. Rather the Holy Spirit possesses the characteristics of a living spirit being, a member of the Godhead, even as the Father and the Son. He loves, knows, wills, etc. He is a living spirit being or individual.

    “Seal” () – “1) to set a seal upon, mark with a seal, to seal 1a) for security: from Satan 1b) since things sealed up are concealed (as the contents of a letter), to hide, keep in silence, keep secret 1c) in order to mark a person or a thing 1c1) to set a mark upon by the impress of a seal or a stamp 1c2) angels are said to be sealed by God 1d) in order to prove, confirm, or attest a thing 1d1) to confirm authenticate, place beyond doubt 1d1a) of a written document 1d1b) to prove one's testimony to a person that he is what he professes to be” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer

    “Earnest” () – “1) an earnest 1a) money which in purchases is given as a pledge that the full amount will subsequently be paid” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    Until the redemption of the purchased possession

    Redemption was discussed in verse 7 as the payment of a ransom to buy back that which has been carried captive by an enemy, etc. Clearly, we (Christians) are the possession that is purchased back by the blood of Christ (compare verse 7; Acts 20:28; Matthew 20:28; 26:28; etc.).

    But what is the significance of “until”? The Holy Spirit is the guarantee, down payment, or earnest of our inheritance “until” the redemption of the purchased possession. Apparently this is a further illustration enlarging on the concept of redemption and earnest. Our final redemption from sin and its consequences will not occur till Jesus returns. Until then we belong to God, but we still suffer the consequences of sin (such as death), and we surely have not yet received the inheritance as a full possession. Romans 8:23 says we await the redemption of our body. 

    So the Holy Spirit, as described above, is an earnest or down payment on the redemption. When Jesus comes again, we will fully receive the benefit of the redemption and will be fully God’s purchased possession. The ESV on verse 14 says, “who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it.” See Acts 20:28; 1 Corinthians 6:19,20; 1 Thessalonians 5:9; 2 Thessalonians 3:14; 1 Peter 2:9; Hebrews 10:39. 

    1:15-23 – The Exalted Position of Christ 

    1:15,16 – Having heard of their faith and love, Paul gave thanks for the Ephesians, making mention of them in his prayers.

    “Therefore” (“for this reason” – ESV) connects verse 15 back to the teaching of verses 3 through 14. Since God has such wonderful blessings for those who are His redeemed in Christ, as described in verses 3 through 14, Paul now greatly rejoices and gives thanks that these Ephesians had the faith that was required for them to be a part of God’s people. Faith and love are essential for people to please God and be counted among His elect.

    Paul had heard of the Ephesians’ faith in the Lord and love for the brethren (see verse 1 regarding saints). He had preached there some years before, but he was far from them in prison. He had apparently recently received a report of how they were doing. This report caused him great joy. 

    Christians should always rejoice when other Christians do well in God’s service, but preachers have a special interest when they have labored with a congregation. They may have taught many of the people there, converting them and building them up, seeing them grow. This interest continues, even after the preacher leaves to labor elsewhere. 

    Hearing of their faith and love caused Paul to give thanks. He continually did so, making mention of them in his prayers. Paul commonly began epistles by assuring people that he was remembering them in prayer. See Romans 1:9; Philippians 1:3,4; Colossians 1:9; 1 Thessalonians 1:2,3; 2 Thessalonians 1:11; 2 Timothy 1:3; etc. 

    Christians should always pray for one another. Praying for others brings God’s blessings of strength and encouragement upon them. It can help them overcome their problems, illnesses, and sins. All this is limited, as shown in other passages, by their free will and by the plan and purpose of God. It is especially to be expected that we would pray for those we know and in whom we have a personal interest. 

    Note that Paul told the Ephesians he was praying for them. There is benefit in praying for others. There is also benefit then in telling them we are praying for them. This shows them that we care, gives them encouragement, and moves both them and us to be more diligent in prayer and service. 

    Note that he praised them for loving all the brethren, not just some of them. One of the main points of this letter is that all Christians, Jews and Gentiles, should be one in Christ. We should love all Christians, regardless of race, nationality, social status, wealth, etc. 

    1:17,18 – Paul prayed especially that God would give them a spirit of wisdom and revelation that they might know the hope of His calling and the riches of His inheritance.

    Wisdom, understanding, and enlightenment

    Specifically, Paul prayed to God, whom he calls the God of our Lord Jesus Christ and the Father of glory. God is truly glorious and should be given the glory for all the good we receive (verses 6,12,14).

    His request on their behalf was that they might be given the spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Him. We are taught to pray for wisdom (James 1:3-8). Paul prayed likewise for the Colossians in Colossians 1:9-11. But this wisdom does not come today by any direct or miraculous means. Rather, it comes as we study and apply the word – 2 Timothy 3:15-17; Hebrews 5:14. This can be compared to a prayer for daily bread. We do not expect it to suddenly appear from heaven, like manna. Rather, we must work for it; but because we have prayed, God blesses our work to make it productive.

    He also said he prayed for them to receive revelation. This could be a prayer for them to receive spiritual gifts (1 Corinthians 14:6), but not necessarily so. He could as easily be referring to the revelation they would receive simply by hearing the message taught by inspired men (see Ephesians 3:3-5). To reveal is to make known. The written word is revelation from God to us, making known God’s will. So, we can receive revelation through Scripture without being personally inspired. This revelation gives the knowledge of God.

    Further, he prayed for the eyes of their understanding to be enlightened. This is just a poetic way of saying what he had already been saying. Physically we see with our eyes, and seeing leads to understanding. So we say “I see,” meaning “I understand.” In order to see, our eyes require light, so light is often an expression for understanding. “I saw the light!” So, enlightenment is an expression for that which gives understanding. Paul is praying that spiritually they might be enlightened to understand the things he is discussing. See Acts 26:18; 2 Corinthians 4:6; Hebrews 6:4; compare Psalm 119:105.

    The hope of His calling and the glory of the inheritance

    What did he want them to understand? First, that they might know the hope of His calling (compare 4:4). God calls us by the gospel (2 Thessalonians 2:14). This message, properly received, gives hope. This is the hope of eternal life; so, eternal life is the “one hope of your calling” (4:4; 2:12; Colossians 1:5; Philippians 3:14; Romans 11:29; Titus 1:2; 2:11-14; 3:7). 

    Paul was praying for them to have a fuller understanding of the greatness of this hope. Surely such an understanding would strengthen us in God’s work. See Acts 24:15; Romans 5:1-5; 8:24,25; 12:12; 15:13; 1 Corinthians 15:19; Colossians 1:5; 1 Thessalonians 1:3; 2 Thessalonians 2:16; 1 Timothy 1:1; Hebrews 6:18,19; 10:23; 11:1; 1 Peter 1:3,4,13,21.

    Then he wanted them to understand the riches of the glory of His inheritance in the saints. Our inheritance is reserved in heaven (1 Peter 1:3,4). It is that which we hope for. See Ephesians 1:11. This inheritance is truly rich and glorious. This is not just a few dollars inherited from a rich uncle; this blessing is incredibly wonderful. (Again, some translations lead to the conclusion that Paul refers here, not to the inheritance that God’s people will receive in eternity, but to the fact that the people of God are the heritage or possession of God. But if the reference is to our inheritance, that would fit well with the hope of our calling. See verse 11.)

    Notice how Paul repeatedly in the book of Ephesians uses expressions that emphasize the greatness of God’s blessings to us, the greatness of His character, or the greatness of His works on our behalf. In this context we have: “riches of the glory of His inheritance” (verse 18), riches of His grace which he made to abound (verses 7,8), exceeding greatness of His power (verse 19), etc. Watch for such expressions throughout the book as we continue through the study.

    We need to truly appreciate our inheritance and our hope if we are to continue to serve God without falling.

    1:19-21 – God’s power raised Jesus from the dead, made Him sit at His right hand, and exalted Him above all rule and authority. This power works for us.

    Further, Paul was praying for them to understand the greatness of God’s power to us who believe. Notice how the language repeatedly emphasizes the power of God: “exceeding greatness of His power,” “working of His mighty power.” God has shown great power on our behalf in many ways. There is the power of forgiveness of sins, the power of the gospel, the power of the hope of eternal life. There is also power that can work in our lives to answer prayer and to help us overcome sin and be faithful. See 1 Corinthians 10:13; Philippians 4:13; 3:19-21; Ephesians 3:7,16-21; 6:10-18; Colossians 1:29.

    Specifically, this power of God was the same power that He showed when He raised Jesus from the dead. Surely this power is great and awesome. It was power to overcome death – power none of us have. It was power to defeat Satan, who held the power of death (Hebrews 2:10-15). It includes the power to give us all eternal life. 

    The resurrection is the crowning miracle of the gospel, and its power and importance should never be overlooked. We must preach it and emphasize it. Not only is it the foundation of our hope along with Jesus’ death, but it is also the proof of the gospel of Jesus Christ and the demonstration of God’s power on our behalf. See Luke 24:44-46; John 20:24-31; Acts 2:23-36; 17:30,31; 3:15; 4:10ff; Romans 1:4; 10:9,10; 6:4-13; 1 Corinthians 6:14; 15:1-26; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; 2 Corinthians 5:15; Ephesians 1:19,20; Colossians 2:12,13; Hebrews 13:20; 1 Peter 1:3,4,21; 3:21.

    Ultimately this same power will raise us up. 1 Corinthians 15:22ff; 6:14; Romans 8:11; 2 Corinthians 4:14. This will be the final manifestation of God’s power to us on earth. 

    Jesus at God’s right hand above all authority and power

    Further, having raised Jesus from the dead, God placed Him at His own right hand in heavenly places (see notes on verse 3 about the expression “in heavenly places”). After making the sacrifice for our sins, Jesus sat down on the right hand of majesty on high. This expression does not mean that Jesus continually sits in some particular physical location. Rather, it refers to His office of great authority and honor (1 Kings 2:19; Psalm 80:17; Matthew 20:20-23; 26:64). Jesus is in this position as a consequence of His death and resurrection from the dead (Acts 2:30-36; 7:56; Mark 16:19; Hebrews 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; Colossians 3:1; Romans 8:34; 1 Peter 3:22). 

    Psalm 110:1,2 predicted the Messiah would reign at God’s right hand and be a priest after the order of Melchizedek – i.e., both king and priest at the same time. See also Zechariah 6:12,13; Hebrews 7:15-17; 1:3; 8:1. He would be king when He was priest, and He would be priest when He was on God’s right hand. He is now on God’s right hand, therefore He is now High Priest. Therefore, He is now king. If He is a king, then His kingdom must exist.

    Any effort by premillennialists to deny that Jesus’ kingdom exists has the effect of denying that Jesus is our priest mediating our salvation. In short, it is an unintentional denial of salvation through Jesus. Since Jesus now has this position, then He must now be King over His kingdom. He received this position as a result of His resurrection. Therefore, His kingdom now exists. He will not become king and establish His kingdom at His second coming, as premillennial folks suppose.

    In this position, Jesus is over all principality, power, might, and dominion. This further explains the significance of God’s right hand. It is a position of authority and power over every other power that exists. No power in heaven or earth is above Jesus or equal to Him (except of course the other beings of Deity). See Isaiah 9:6,7; Luke 1:32f; Philippians 2:9,10; Revelation 19:12; Romans 8:38,39; Colossians 1:16; 2:9,10; Ephesians 3:10; Hebrews 1:4; 1 Peter 3:22.

    He is furthermore over every name that is named in this age or that to come. A name stands for a person and all that he is. The name of one in authority stands for his authority. So, Jesus’ name stands for His authority over all other authority. Surely He is over all kings and rulers on earth. He is over Satan and all demons. He is over all angels. How could He possibly have a higher position in a future millennium? There can be no greater authority in this world or in the age to come the passage says. The false concept of a coming future earthly reign of Christ belittles His present position.

    Note how the author, in attempting to show the importance of the gospel and the church, begins by emphasizing the exalted position of Jesus. Jesus is the foundation of the gospel, the church, and everything related to them (1 Corinthians 3:11). If He is not important, then nothing about the gospel or the church is important. But if He is important, then everything God’s word teaches about the gospel and the church is important.

    How could Jesus hold the position described here and not Himself be Deity? Isn’t that by definition what Deity is: the Ruler that rules over all other powers? These are major points about Jesus for us to appreciate. He is not just a man, not just a prophet, nor even just a good man. He is Deity sent in the form of man to become our intercessor to make it possible for us to be forgiven. He is also our King. 

    1:22,23 – Jesus is the head over all things to the church, which is His body, the fullness of Him who fills all in all.

    Now since Jesus at God’s right hand is set over all other authority of every kind, then it follows that all things are under His feet (a position of subjection). See previous notes above; Matthew 28:18; 1 Corinthians 15:27.

    Head of the church

    Specifically, Jesus is head over all things to the church. Here is introduced the church, one of the major themes of the epistle. The church is simply God’s chosen people, the group whom He has called by the gospel and forgiven of sins (Acts 2:47). In Scripture it is also referred to as His body, kingdom, family, etc. It is simply another name for the elect, that group of people who have been chosen by the Lord as described throughout this chapter.

    Jesus is Head of His church. See Colossians 1:18,24; Ephesians 4:15; 5:22-25. The church is to Jesus like a body is to the head. The head gives guidance to the body, and the body must submit to the directions of the head. Any body that does not submit to its head is in serious trouble. Now this shows that Christ is the authority, the lawmaker, the ruler of the church. He makes all the rules. 

    Further, He is head over all things to the church. There is just one body and just one head. One body cannot submit to two separate heads (Matthew 6:24). It follows that the church has no right to follow any human or man-made rules that differ from the rules revealed from Christ. It must instead be subject to Jesus’ rules. See Matthew 15:9,13; Galatians 1:8,9; 2 John 9-11; Colossians 3:17; Jeremiah 10:23; Proverbs 14:12; 3:5,6; Revelation 22:18,19.

    Further, since Jesus is in heaven at God’s right hand (verse 20; Hebrews 8:1; etc.), and Jesus is head of all things to the church, it follows that the church has no earthly head or headquarters. No man can be head of the church, nor can any group of men. No men have the right to be called the head or headquarters, and no men have right to make laws for the church universal. All laws have been made and revealed in Scripture (2 Timothy 3:16,17). 

    It follows that, if any man or group of men claim to be the head or to act as head of the church, they have usurped the position of Jesus and must be summarily renounced. This includes a pope, synod, council, conference, assembly, etc. Since there are no longer any apostles on earth, it follows that the church has no universal or centralized officers of any kind. The only one who has authority over more than one local church is Jesus Christ Himself. 

    “Church” () – “a gathering of citizens called out from their homes into some public place; an assembly … 4. in the Christian sense, a. an assembly of Christians gathered for worship … b. a company of Christians, or of those who, hoping for eternal Salvation through Jesus Christ, observe their own religious rites, hold their own religious meetings, and manage their own affairs according to regulations prescribed for the body for order's sake; aa. those who anywhere, in city or village, constitute such a company and are united into one body: … bb. the whole body of Christians scattered throughout the earth; collectively, all who worship and honor God and Christ in whatever place they may be…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    The church as a body

    Jesus is the head of the church, which is His body. See 4:3-6; 5:22-25,30; 4:12; Romans 12:4,5; Colossians 1:18,24; 2:19; 1 Corinthians 12:14,27. As a head functions through its members, which must obey the head’s instructions, so Jesus has chosen to function through us as members of His spiritual body the church. As stated above, this works only if the body obeys the head’s directions.

    Just as a body cannot have more than one head (see above), so a head cannot have more than one body. Many of the verses listed above regarding the body emphasize the oneness of the body. Different bodies can follow different heads and go in different directions. But one head may have only one body and it must go only in the direction the head instructs. See notes on 4:3-6.

    This illustration proves the error of denominational division. Men have attempted to chop the body of Jesus up into different denominations. Denominations go in different directions, following different rules and guidelines, teaching different doctrines about salvation, worshiping in different ways, having different organizations, wearing different names, etc. This proves they must be different bodies, not part of the body of Jesus. They go in different directions because they listen to different heads (human heads and headquarters, etc.). Denominationalism is a perversion of the headship of Jesus and of the nature of the church as His body. 1 Corinthians 1:10-13; 12:25; Galatians 5:19-21; John 17:20,21; Luke 11:17; Romans 14:19; 16:17; Titus 3:10; Proverbs 26:21; 6:16-19

    Finally, the church is called the fullness of Him who fills all in all. Fullness is that which fills a thing or makes it complete (Vine). Jesus fills or makes all things complete – i.e., all things in God’s will and plan. All our salvation, our hope, our blessings are found in Him (verse 3). He fills us and all God’s people. He fills and completes the whole plan of Deity for His universe. This is another way of repeating that all things are summed up in Him – see our notes on verse 10.

    But in what sense is the church the fullness of Christ? It fulfills His plan (3:10,11). His will and plan for man’s salvation is brought to full fruition in the church. This does not mean the people individually fulfill all His will. The point is that the church is essential to the accomplishment of God’s will. His plan is revealed and carried out as the church fulfills His will. 

    It is not that God could not have chosen another way to achieve His will, but He chose to work through the church. All people must be in the church to be saved, to receive His spiritual blessings, and to achieve His will on earth. So, as a head carries out (fulfills) its plans through the work done by the body, so Jesus has chosen to fulfill His plans through the work done by the church. 

    God’s plan is fulfilled in Jesus and Jesus’ plan is fulfilled in the church. So the church is the fullness of Him who fills all in all. Great and glorious are His works. Surely this shows the great and important purpose of the church in the plan of God. 

    Since this is true, how can it possibly be correct to believe that people can be saved outside the church? How can the premillennial view be correct when it says the church is just a last-minute change of plans added to the gospel because the Jews unexpectedly rejected Christ so He could not establish His kingdom? And why should we build and work through man-made institutions to accomplish the work that God gave the church to do? A proper understanding of the teaching of the book of Ephesians would correct such errors.

    This letter to the Ephesians, as it proceeds, will show us many ways in which the church fulfills the purpose and plan of God. We cannot truly appreciate the gospel and the plan of salvation through Christ without appreciation of the church. 

    See Colossians 2:9; 1:19; Ephesians 4:10; John 1:16.

  
    Ephesians 2

    2:1-10 – Salvation by Grace through Faith

    Having described to this point the great plan of salvation by which God chose and redeemed those who would be His people, Paul now proceeds to make application to the salvation of the Ephesians whom he addresses. Of course, the same lessons apply to us. We now begin to see how this great scheme, that God has worked according to His plan and purpose, brings salvation to mankind, specifically to the Gentiles.

    2:1-3 – All who live in the lusts of the flesh according to the course of the world are dead in trespasses and sins and are by nature children of wrath.

    Jesus had been raised from the dead to receive great glory. By God’s grace, we too can be raised in a different sense from a different kind of death.

    Spiritual death and life

    The gospel refers to different kinds of life and death. Physical life refers to the existence of man’s spirit in a human body as created by God at the beginning (Genesis 2:7; Acts 17:25,28). This is the opposite of death, which involves the separation of the spirit from the body (James 2:26; Ecclesiastes 12:7; Luke 8:55; 1 Kings 17:22). 

    God gave life to men at the beginning, but man was led into sin by Satan. Physical death was part of the curse brought on man because of sin (Genesis 3:19,22-24; Hebrews 9:27). So, God is the ultimate source of life. But Satan is the ultimate cause of death. (James 4:14; Hebrews 2:14) Someday Jesus will give all men power to come to life again at the resurrection (John 5:28,29; 1 Corinthians 15:3,4,22-26; Hebrews 2:14; John 11:25,26; 2 Corinthians 4:14; Matthew 22:23-33).

    Ephesians 2:1-5 refers to a different kind of life and death. It is called “death” and “life” because it is similar in many ways to physical death and life. People in sin were dead in trespasses and sins, because they walked according to the course of this world, conducting themselves in the lusts of the flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh. But God, because of His great love and grace, made them alive by saving them from sin.

    Notice that the life and death here are not physical. The people were walking and acting even while they were dead. They were dead in sins and trespasses – death in a spiritual sense. Yet God made them alive by saving them from sin – life in a spiritual sense.

    Verses 12,13,18,19 explain further showing that, when they were dead in sin, they were without Christ, having no hope and without God in the world. They were “afar off.” But by the blood of Christ they were “made near.” They gained access to the Father and became members of God’s household. Note again that death is a separation, but life is a union. 

    In Luke 15:24,32 the father of the prodigal son said, “this my son was dead and is alive again.” When the son was living in sin (wasting his substance with harlots), he was “dead” even though he was physically alive. After the son repented and returned, he was “alive again.” As a result, the son again had harmony, union, and fellowship with his father.

    Death is a separation. Death in sin is that separation or alienation from God that we experience because God cannot fellowship those who are guilty of sin – Isaiah 59:1,2. He is displeased with us and cannot give us His spiritual blessings. However, when we are saved from sin, we are friends with God again and have harmony, union, or fellowship with Him. We are spiritually alive.

    (Matthew 8:22; 1 Timothy 5:6; Colossians 2:12,13)

    Sin, the cause of spiritual death

    Ephesians 2:1-13 shows men are dead in trespasses and sins. Before their conversion, the Ephesians, like all men, walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air. They conducted themselves in the lusts of the flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind. We will see as we proceed that “you” refers to the Gentiles. The Ephesians had predominately been Gentiles before conversion (see verses 11ff; Acts 19), so they had lived in the immorality and idolatry common among Gentiles. However, there were some Jews among the Ephesians, and Paul explains that “we also” – that is the Jews – had likewise lived in sin – verse 3.

    “Walked” here refers to the pattern of their life, showing how they in general conducted themselves (compare verse 11). They lived the way the world in general lives, in the lust and desires of flesh and of mind. This clearly refers to the sinful way most people live, doing whatever their bodies and minds desire, regardless of God’s will. Galatians 5:16-21 lists a number of works of the flesh. See also 1 John 2:15-17; James 1: 14,15. 

    In this conduct, they were acting according to the will of the prince of the power of the air. This surely refers to Satan. See John 12:31; Ephesians 6:12; 2 Corinthians 4:4. This made them sons of disobedience and children of wrath. “Sons” and “children” here are used to describe how the child often takes the character of the parent. As sons of disobedience and children of wrath, they were characterized by disobedience and subject to God’s wrath. See Romans 5:9f; Colossians 1:21; 2 Peter 2:14. 

    They were children of wrath “by nature,” but this has no reference to the inheritance of Adam’s sin. Calvinism says “by nature children of wrath” means each person is born guilty of total depravity which he inherited from Adam, and “dead in sin” means each person is then powerless to choose to do anything about that condition, just like a dead body is powerless to do anything. But none of these conclusions are stated in this passage nor in any other passage. 

    The Bible teaches that guilt cannot be inherited, each will be judged for his own life. See Ezekiel 18:20; 2 Corinthians 5:10. We are guilty or innocent according to what we personally have done (1 John 3:4; Matthew 7:21-23; Romans 1:32; 2:6-11; 14:12; James 1:14,15; etc.). Even Ephesians 2:1-5 clearly states that people are dead in their own sins and trespasses, not in Adam’s sin. People are alienated from God by what they do themselves, not because they inherited a depraved sin nature from Adam. See also Exodus 32:32,33; Hebrews 2:14,17 and 2 Corinthians 5:21; Mark 7:20-23; Romans 6:16,19; Psalms 106:37,38; Jeremiah 19:4,5; Matthew 19:14; 18:3.

    So how should we understand Ephesians 2 in light of this question?

    1. Note that the passage nowhere mentions Adam, Adam's sin, nor inheriting guilty of Adam's sin. Such concepts are simply not taught here.

    2. They were dead because of “sins” (plural, not singular, as Adam's sin) in which they once walked (verse 2), and conducted themselves in the lusts of the flesh (verse 3). This contradicts inherited depravity and proves that people are in sin because of their own conduct, not Adam's conduct.

    3. “Nature” here refers to a person's character that comes as a result of repeated practice – the manner of conduct by which they walked – not by inheritance. It is learned conduct, like what we call “second nature.” Romans 2:14 says some people by nature obey God's will, but total depravity says that is impossible.

    4. As discussed above, “death” here refers to spiritual separation from God – see verses 11-13. As the body is dead when the spirit separates from it (James 2:26), so our sins separate us from God (Isaiah 59:2) and we become spiritually dead in sin. 

    5. Luke 15:24 – The prodigal son had been "dead," yet even in that condition he was able to decide to turn from sin and return to His father (verses 17-20).

    Other passages showing that sin leads to spiritual death are:

    Isaiah 59:1,2 —Your iniquities have separated you from your God. 

    Ezekiel 18:20 – The soul who sins shall die. Again, this is not physical. Physical death comes to all men regardless of sin. And the people in this context could receive life again if they would repent (verses 21-23). Further, it says the “soul” will die – this is death of the spirit, not the body. Again, the cause of this death is sin.

    Genesis 2:17 – God told Adam and Eve not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil because “in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” They ate and eventually they died physically. But they did not die physically “in the day they ate.” However, other passages we have studied show the sense they died “in the day they ate.” They were spiritually alienated from God. They lost His favor and blessings. They were afraid to face Him, etc. 

    Note again that it was Satan who urged Adam and Eve to sin. So, Satan is the ultimate cause of spiritual death. (James 1:14,15; 1 John 3:4; Romans 5:12; 6:23; Ezekiel 33:7-20)

    Finally, note that aliens who are outside Christ (verses 11,12) are subject to God’s wrath because they have committed sins or trespasses. This clearly shows that such folks are subject to God’s law. Sin is transgression of God’s law (1 John 3:4). How can these folks violate the law if they are not subject to it? The fact they are sinners or transgressors proves that those outside Christ are yet subject to His law. 

    2:4,5 – By grace and because of His great love, God made alive those who had been dead in their trespasses.

    Verses 1,4,5,13,18,19 – These who were dead in sin, were made alive when they were saved by grace. They were made nigh by the blood of Jesus. So, the way to overcome the alienation from God that is caused by sin is to have your sins removed by Jesus’ blood. 

    Note that these people had been dead in sin but had been made alive. This demonstrates that they were not physically dead, since they certainly had not been physically resurrected. Their death was a spiritual separation from God, as explained previously. Like the prodigal son, they had been dead but were alive again spiritually.

    John 14:6 – Jesus said to him, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.” Sins alienate from God, but Jesus gives life so we can be reconciled and reunited with God. No man needs to continue to be alienated from God. We can be made alive again by Jesus’ blood. 

    This newness of life is elsewhere referred to as a spiritual resurrection. In other places it is described as a “new birth” or being born again as a child of God. It is spiritual life resulting from a spiritual birth (John 3:3ff; Romans 6:4). This is the solution to the problem of spiritual death. So again, Satan is the cause of death, but God is the source of life. (Ezekiel 18:21-23; 1 Peter 2:24; Romans 5:6-8; 6:3-23; Colossians 2:12,13; 1 Peter 1:22,23; James 1:18-25)

    This blessing of new life is offered to us by the mercy and grace of God according to His great love for us. See 1:2,6; 2:8; John 3:16; Romans 5:6-9; 1 John 4:9,10. Grace is the favor of God extended to those who do not deserve it (see notes on 1:7). We have all sinned (Romans 3:23). As a result, we are children of wrath. We deserved to be punished (Romans 6:23). But God’s love for us led him to show mercy and favor which we do not deserve. So, we are saved by grace. No one who begins to appreciate such concepts can doubt that this is an expression of God’s great love for mankind.

    Nothing here or elsewhere, however, proves that there are no conditions we must meet to receive the blessings of God’s grace. Grace can surely be conditional without ceasing to be grace. See notes on verses 8-10. 

    2:6,7 – We have been raised up with Him to show the riches of His grace.

    Jesus makes us alive (verse 5), raising us up together. This newness of life (born again) can be compared to a resurrection, even as Jesus died and then arose from the dead. Likewise, we die, being separated from God by our sins, but we are made alive by being raised from the dead. 

    Note that this resurrection to a new life occurs in baptism – Romans 6:4; Colossians 2:12,13; 3:1. To claim, as many do, that Paul is here teaching justification from sin without or before baptism, is to clearly contradict what he himself teaches in other passages. In particular, even before we get to the teachings of verses 8,9 in this chapter, he has already established the principle that we must be raised up to a new life, and elsewhere he teaches that this requires baptism.

    As a result, He made us sit together in heavenly places in Christ Jesus. See notes on 1:3 regarding “heavenly places.” As a result of His resurrection, Jesus sits at God’s right hand in heavenly places (1:20). There He reigns as head over the church which is his body – 1:22,23. As a result of our spiritual resurrection, we sit together (“with him” – ASV) in heavenly places in Christ Jesus. This does not mean we also rule at God’s right hand. It does mean we too have been exalted and greatly blessed in heavenly places, as a result of the forgiveness He grants. 

    Romans 5:17 says: “… those who receive abundance of grace and of the gift of righteousness will reign in life through the One, Jesus Christ.” Even in this life the Christian can triumph and be victorious through Christ over temptation and the forces of evil. See notes on Ephesians 6:10-18 regarding the armor of God by which Christians can have victory over the forces of evil.

    We now sit together with him in heavenly places in the church. We are now “alive together,” because we were “raised together”, and now “sit together” – no longer alienated and separated from Him, but now united with Him. (Compare Romans 8:17; Colossians 3:1; Revelation 20:4.)

    As a result, in the ages to come, He can show the “exceeding riches of His grace” in kindness to us in Christ. He saves us by grace (verse 5). This is done in kindness or in genuine caring gentleness. This grace and kindness is exceeding rich. Surely it must be so. By rights all men should be punished for their sins. Any treatment that even spares us must be great grace and kindness. But treatment that instead raises us up to sit with Jesus is incredible grace and kindness. (Romans 2:4; Titus 3:4)

    In what sense is this shown “in ages to come”? This may mean that future generations throughout history on earth can receive the blessings of God’s mercy. But I wonder if this does not mean even in eternity. Surely we will all, in heaven, praise God throughout the coming ages for the great grace and mercy He has shown. This may be one reason He did it – that He might show Himself to be worthy of such praise.

    2:8-10 – We are saved by grace through faith as a gift of God that we cannot earn by our works. Yet we are created in Christ Jesus for good works. 

    These verses again give a basic summary of the fundamental concept of salvation in the gospel: salvation by grace through faith. Yet sadly this great concept has been perverted by denominations to mean salvation by “grace alone” through “faith alone” without obedience – something it does not teach. Consider what the verses actually teach.

    First, we have been saved by grace – see notes on verse 5 and on 1:7. Without God’s favor, which we surely do not deserve, we could have no hope of salvation. So, we are saved on the basis of His grace. Let none deny it.

    Yet the passage nowhere says that we are saved by grace alone. On the contrary, it clearly says we are saved by grace “through faith.” If faith is required, then we are not saved by grace alone. And if grace is required, then we are not saved by faith alone. How can we be saved “alone” by two separate things? As Coffman points out, can a man be married to Ruth alone and to Ann alone at the same time? We will see as we proceed that neither salvation by grace nor salvation through faith eliminate the need for obedience.

    Salvation by faith

    The passage is one of many that affirm we are saved by faith. See also Hebrews 10:39; 11:1,4-8,17,30; Romans 1:16; 4:19-21; 5:1,2; 10:9,10,13-17; Galatians 5:6; 2 Corinthians 5:7; James 2:14-26; John 1:12; 3:15-18; 8:24; 20:30,31; Mark 16:15,16. Yet not one of these passages says we are saved by “faith alone” without obedience, nor do any of them mean such. We could likewise show passages saying we are saved by repentance or by confession, etc., but that would not mean we are saved by those things alone without faith.

    Further, there are many passages showing that we are not saved by the kind of faith that simply recognizes God’s existence and recognizes Jesus as the Savior and the Son of God, without obeying Him. 

    John 12:42,43 tells of people who believed in Jesus but would not confess Him. Were they saved? 

    James 2:19,20; 2:14-26 – These verses explain that we are saved by faith that obeys God, not by faith without doing anything. Faith without works is dead like that of the demons. Rather, faith and works go together to complete one another so that man is not justified by “faith only.”

    Hebrews chapter 11 lists numerous examples of the kind of faith we must have to be saved (10:39). But every example is an example of obedient faith. In each case faith was required to demonstrate itself in obedience in order to receive the blessing of God, and God did not bless the individual until his faith led to obedience. Faith saves, but there are different kinds of faith. The faith that does not obey is not saving faith.

    Galatians 5:6 – The faith that avails in Christ is faith that works by love.

    Further, faith is just one of many things the Bible says are essential to our salvation. Other things the Bible says are essential to our salvation are the grace of God, the blood of Jesus, learning the gospel, repentance, confession, obedience, the church, and yes baptism. See Ephesians 1:7; 1 Corinthians 15:17; Romans 1:16; Acts 11:14; 1 Corinthians 16:22; Romans 8:24; 10:9,10; 2 Corinthians 7:10; Hebrews 5:9; Mark 16:16; Matthew 10:22; Acts 2:47. Salvation is not by means of “faith alone” or any one thing alone. We must take all the Bible says (Acts 3:22,23; 20:20,27; Revelation 22:18,19; Matthew 4:4,7). Other passages show more than just a conviction about Jesus is required.

    Specifically, there are many verses that teach that obedience is essential. See Matthew 7:21-27; 22:36-39; John 14:15,21-24; Acts 10:34,35; Romans 2:6-10; 6:17,18; Hebrews 5:9; 10:39; 11:8,30; Galatians 5:6; 2 Thessalonians 1:8,9; James 2:14-26; 1 Peter 1:22,23; 1 John 5:3; 2:3-6. If obedience to commands is not necessary to salvation, then love, repentance, confession, and even faith itself are not necessary, since the Bible clearly says that these are also commands that must be obeyed – see Matthew 22:37-39; Acts 17:30; Romans 10:9,10; 1 John 3:23; John 6:28,29.

    So, the gospel teaching of salvation requires faith but does not exclude obedience.

    [Coffman here argues at length that “faith” here refers to the faith – that is to the gospel. He bases this on a few Greek and textual arguments, but especially on the fact the passage says “that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God.” He argues that “that” refers back to faith; and since it is not of ourselves, it must not refer to the faith in the heart of the sinner who needs salvation. But his Greek and textual arguments are unconvincing, especially since I know of no significant English translation that so translates. Furthermore, it appears to me that “that” can refer simply back to the whole concept or process of salvation as described in verse 8. In any case, I see nothing to be gained by the argument, since there are many other passages that show that faith in the heart of the sinner is essential to receive salvation – John 3:16; Romans 10:9,10; Mark 16:16; etc. So we must in any case respond to those who believe that this faith saves us without obedience.]

    Salvation as a gift of God

    We are told that salvation is not of ourselves – see notes below discussing salvation as not being of works. 

    But salvation is a gift of God. See John 1:12,13; 4:10; Hebrews 6:4; Romans 6:23. This means that we receive what we did not earn. It is not a matter of merit. We cannot earn salvation because we have already earned punishment (Romans 6:23). Having earned punishment, there is no way we can earn justification. It can be granted only by the good grace of God whereby He offers to forgive when we do not deserve forgiveness. By definition, this is a gift by grace.

    However, this does not in any way prove there is nothing for man to do to receive the gift. A gift can be conditional. Examples abound. Consider a man who leaves an amount of money in his will to an heir, but to qualify the heir must be a certain age or be married or live in a certain place, etc. Meeting the qualifications does not earn the money – it is still a gift. Yet the conditions still must be met in order to receive the gift. 

    Not of works lest man should boast

    Some conclude this means there is nothing man can do to receive eternal life, so obedience is not necessary. This is not stated in this verse or in any verse in the New Testament. What is really meant is that man cannot so work as to earn salvation so he can boast or brag in it (compare Romans 3:27; 1 Corinthians 1:29). That is what the passage says, and this is the sense in which salvation is “not of ourselves.”

    The Bible describes different kinds of works.

    There are works of the flesh or sin (Galatians 5:19-21; Romans 13:12-14). Obviously these do not save.

    There are works of the law or works whereby one earns or deserves salvation. See Galatians 2:16; 3:11; Romans 3:20,28; 4:2-16; 11:6; Acts 13:39; 2 Timothy 1:9; Titus 3:5. These are the kind of works Paul is talking about here, and these kinds do not save because man cannot earn salvation.

    But there is another kind of works: works of obedience to the gospel as conditions for receiving forgiveness by God’s grace through Jesus’ blood. These do not deserve salvation. Their whole purpose is to admit we deserve punishment, but to call upon God’s mercy to save us anyway. This is the obedience that is required to receive salvation, as proved by all the passages listed above.

    All conditions of salvation fall into the category of this last kind of works. All are essential as conditions to receive salvation, but none of them earn salvation so that we can boast about having done them. Faith is an essential condition to salvation, but can we boast about it as though we have earned our salvation? Repentance is an essential condition to salvation, but can we boast about it? Likewise, confession and baptism are essential conditions to salvation, yet there is nothing in them that we can boast about. That is Paul’s point here, not to deny that they are essential to salvation.

    Furthermore, many passages show that saving faith includes obedience. 

    We do not receive forgiveness and salvation by faith until that faith leads to obedience. See Old Testament examples in Hebrews 10:39; 11:7,8,30. In each case obedience by faith came first, then God gave the blessing He had promised. See also James 2:14-26; Galatians 5:6.

    Specifically, this obedience to receive forgiveness includes baptism as shown in Mark 16:15,16; Acts 2:38; 22:16; Romans 6:3,4; Galatians 3:26,27; 1 Peter 3:21. Note that Paul addresses the Ephesians saying, by grace “you” were saved. How were the Ephesians saved? Did their salvation include baptism or not? See Acts 19:5.

    Finally, compare Ephesians 2:4-9 to a parallel passage in Colossians 2:12,13. Note the similarity, point by point:

     

    
      
        	
          Ephesians 2:4-9

        
        	
          Colossians 2:12,13

        
      

      
        	
          Dead in trespasses (v5)

        
        	
          Dead in sin (v13)

        
      

      
        	
          Made alive (quickened) (v5)

        
        	
          Made alive (quickened) (v13)

        
      

      
        	
          Raised with Jesus (v6)

        
        	
          Raised with Jesus (v12)

        
      

      
        	
          Saved (v8)

        
        	
          Forgiven of trespasses (v13)

        
      

      
        	
          By God’s grace (v8)

        
        	
          By God’s operation (v12)

        
      

      
        	
          Through faith (v8)

        
        	
          Through faith (v12)

        
      

      
        	
          Not of self, not of works (verses 8,9)

        
        	
          in baptism (v12)

        
      

    

     

    Note it carefully. The parallel passages say exactly the same things except that, where Ephesians says salvation was not of self, not of works, Colossians says it was in baptism. Undeniably, salvation by grace through faith does not exclude baptism, but includes it. The “works” by which we are not saved refer, not to baptism, but to other kinds of works. Baptism is necessary to saving faith.

    Examples of God’s blessings granted by grace through faith

    Gideon illustrates deliverance by grace through faith.

    Hebrews 11:32 lists Gideon as an example to us of the kind of “faith” we need to save our souls – see 10:39. What did this faith require?

    Judges 7:2,7 – God did not want Israel to boast that they had saved themselves. He said He would save the people – that is, grace (compare verses 9,15). But the people still had to act (verses 3-7,16-25). Without obedience they would never have been saved. But God designed their action so that it was clearly not sufficient to earn or deserve deliverance. The action was simply a test of their faith. 

    This is the same point as Ephesians 2:8,9. In salvation from sin, we cannot boast that we save ourselves or deserve salvation. We are saved by grace through faith. But this nowhere disproves the need for obedience in our salvation, any more than in Gideon’s case.

    The fall of Jericho in Joshua is also similar. 

    This too was an example of “faith” (Hebrews 11:30). God said He gave Jericho to Israel (Joshua 6:2), but Israel had to act to receive the blessing (Joshua 3-16,20; Heb 11:30). The fact a thing is a “gift” does not prove there is nothing to do to receive it. God’s gifts are often conditional. We must act, but it is a gift because our actions are inadequate to earn or merit the result. 

    Israel received Jericho as a gift from God “by faith,” but they still had to obey to receive it. So Ephesians 2:8,9 says salvation is a gift from God “by faith.” This does not prove there is nothing to do. It just proves that our actions do not earn the gift, so we cannot boast.

    We are saved by the grace of God, but God’s plan required that His grace must be expressed in action: the crucifixion of Christ on the cross. Likewise, we are saved by faith, but God’s plan requires that our faith must be expressed in action. As we have already seen, the actions required to receive salvation by grace through faith under the gospel are repentance, confession, and baptism. We must then live a life of faithful obedience, as we will see discussed further as the book of Ephesians continues.

    Created for good works

    Verse 10 – We are His workmanship. “Workmanship” refers simply to that which is made or “created.” We were created by Him physically. In the new birth (salvation) we are “created” by Him spiritually (see also verse 15; Colossians 3:10; Ephesians 4:24). We who were dead in sins and subject to His wrath (verses 1-3), were yet made alive or raised with Jesus (verses 4-6). This is a spiritual creation by God.

    But He so created us for a purpose. That purpose is to walk in good works (compare Titus 2:14; 3:8; 1 Peter 3:13). To walk means to direct the pattern of our conduct in a certain way. An inventor makes an object for a purpose. It is created to do work of some kind. So God created us to do work – good works. Good is whatever God defines to be good (2 Timothy 3:17). So we were created by God to do the work He tells us in His word to do. 

    Verses 8,9 said we cannot earn salvation by good works. Yet this does not mean we can be saved without works. We were created for good works. They are essential conditions in order for us to receive salvation and in order for us to keep it. If we are not dedicated to continuing in good works, we will be cast off again. (See notes on verse 9 regarding works.)

    To learn more about the relationship between grace, faith, and obedience in salvation we urge you to study our free articles on that subject on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    2:11-22 – Reconciliation and Peace for both Jew and Gentile 

    2:11,12 – The Gentiles had been separated from Christ, strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God.

    Here Paul begins one of the clear themes of Ephesians: Gentiles can be saved right alongside Jews under the gospel. The gospel system of salvation for those in sin includes Gentiles the same as Jews. Many Jews denied this in the first century. Yet Paul plainly affirms this is one of the great fundamental truths of Scripture. See the books of Galatians, Romans, Hebrews, 2 Corinthians, etc.

    The Gentiles were uncircumcised.

    Paul first shows clearly that he is talking about Gentiles in the flesh. As discussed earlier, Ephesus was located in Gentile territory. Although apparently some Jews had been converted in that city, the citizens there were predominantly heathen idol worshipers. In particular, they worshiped the goddess Diana – see Acts 19. So Paul here addresses the Gentiles who had been converted to Christ.

    Gentiles were any people other than Jews. This was a fleshly distinction because the Jews were physical descendants of Jacob. Further, there was a physical sign of being a Jew: fleshly circumcision. All male descendants of Abraham were required to be circumcised as a sign of their participation in the promises God made to Abraham (Genesis 17). So, the Jews (the circumcision) viewed the Gentiles as the uncircumcision. This described the fleshly condition of Gentiles.

    The Gentiles were without God and without the promises to Israel.

    Verse 12 then describes the resulting spiritual condition of the Gentiles. This describes them under the Old Testament, when the Jews had the special privileges of the law and the position of God’s chosen people. However, this also describes them under the gospel, so long as they remained unconverted. 

    They were without Christ – i.e., separated from Him, not in fellowship with Him, and without His blessings. He is the Savior of all and the source of all spiritual blessings (1:3,7; John 14:6; 8:24; Acts 4:12). Apart from Him, all Gentiles were without these blessings.

    They were also alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers of the covenants of promise. God had given certain special blessings to the Israelite nation. Citizenship in any nation gives responsibilities, but it also gives special privileges or benefits (see verse 19). This was especially true of the nation of Israel. This included the covenants and promises given to Abraham and his descendants. See Romans 9:4; Galatians 3:17; Colossians 1:21; Hebrews 8:6; etc. As strangers and aliens, Gentiles had no such blessings. 

    “Commonwealth” refers to the conditions of a state or society, including especially the privileges of citizenship. As citizens of the nation of Israel, Jews had certain special blessings. These the Gentiles did not share.

    They were, as a result, without hope and without God in the world. They did not know the true God, since they in general worshiped idols. They were separated from God by their sins. See notes on dead in sin – verses 1,2. See also Isaiah 59:1,2; 1 Thessalonians 4:5; Galatians 4:8; 1 Corinthians 1:21. 2 Thessalonians 1:8.

    God is the giver of hope. All spiritual blessings are from Him, including hope. Without His favor and blessings, no one has hope. So, the Gentiles, being separated from God and Jesus, had no hope. The same is true of all who are alienated from God by their sins. 1 Thessalonians 4:13. 

    This was the condition of Gentiles before the gospel and before conversion. It is important for Christians to remember our past before we were converted, because it helps us appreciate the blessings we have now in Christ.

    2:13,14 – Those who were far off have been brought near by Christ’s blood. He made both one, breaking down the middle wall of partition.

    Verse 12 described the condition of Gentiles without Christ. In contrast, verse 13 describes their condition in Christ. Christ is the source of all spiritual blessings (1:3). When one is converted under the gospel, he has access to all the spiritual blessings that are not available to those who are alienated from Christ. The beauty of the gospel, as regards the Gentiles, is that it gives them access to the same blessings that are available to Jews. 

    The Gentiles had been far off – i.e., alienated and separated from God and His favor (as in verse 12; compare verse 17; Acts 2:39; Isaiah 57:19). But forgiveness made them near. They came into His fellowship again, so they had access to the fullness of His blessings. 

    This was made possible by the blood of Jesus (1:7; Colossians 1:20; Romans 3:25). Sin is what separates man from God. Forgiveness is what gives renewed fellowship. Jesus’ death paid the price or penalty for our sins, thereby making possible a renewed closeness of relationship. 

    Breaking down the middle wall of partition

    The result was peace – peace with God, but especially here the reference is to peace between Jew and Gentile (see verse 15; compare Colossians 3:15,11; Galatians 3:28; Isaiah 9:6).

    Jew and Gentile were separated by a “middle wall of partition.” This is clearly explained in verse 15 to be the “law of commandments contained in ordinances” – i.e., the Old Testament law given by Moses. 

    The Mosaic code was given to the nation of Israel, not to people of any other nation. 

    Deuteronomy 4:1,44,45; 5:1,6 – When he revealed the Ten Commands, Moses said they were given to Israel to observe.

    Exodus 34:27,28 – The Lord made a covenant with Israel writing on tablets the words of the covenant, the Ten Commandments. 

    1 Kings 8:9,21 – The two tablets of stone contained the covenant the Lord made with the children of Israel, when they came out of the land of Egypt. 

    Deuteronomy 4:7-13 – No other nation had such a great law as the Ten Commandments.

    (Compare Exodus 19:1-6; 20:2,22; Deuteronomy 6:4,10; 9:1,10; 2 Chronicles 6:11; Romans 9:4,5; 2:14; Ephesians 2:11,12; 1 Corinthians 9:20,21.)

    In particular, the Sabbath was given only to Israel.

    Deuteronomy 5:15 – Israel (verse 1) was a slave in the land of Egypt; God brought them out and commanded them to keep the Sabbath day. 

    Exodus 31:13,16,17 – The Sabbath was a sign between God and Israel, just as surely as circumcision was (Genesis 17; Romans 4:11). (Compare Hosea 2:11; Ezekiel 20:10-12; Hosea 1:10; 2:11.)

    God had good reason to give this law to Israel; but since it was given only to Israel, it stood as a barrier between Jew and Gentile. The Jews had the law but the Gentiles did not. This constituted one of the reasons Jews and Gentiles were separated from one another. This separation would have continued as long as that law stood. In order to make peace between Jew and Gentile, Jesus had to remove that law.

    It follows that those today who seek to bind the Old Testament or any part of it (such as the Sabbath or the Ten Commands) are rebuilding the very wall that Jesus died to remove. They are alienating Jew and Gentile. This is also true of premillennial folks who teach that Jews will again have favored status when Jesus returns. All such views rebuild the wall Jesus died to remove. 

    To learn more about the Old Law and its removal, we urge you to study our free articles on that subject on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct.

    2:15,16 – Jesus abolished the law of commandments in order to make peace and reconcile both Jew and Gentile through the cross. 

    The law of commandments abolished to create one new man, making peace

    Continuing the thought of verses 11-14, Paul states that Jesus broke down the middle wall of partition between Jew and Gentile by abolishing the law of commands contained in ordinances. As already explained, this refers to the Law of Moses. So, here is one of many clear statements in the New Testament that shows that Jesus abolished that law. See Hebrews 10:1-10; 7:11-14; 8:6-13; 9:1-4; 2 Corinthians 3:6-11; Galatians 3:24,25; 5:1-6; Romans 7:1-7; Colossians 2:13-17.

    Removal of the law removed the enmity between Jew and Gentile because it removed one of the major causes for separation between them. In a positive sense, then, Jesus took the two (Jew and Gentile – verses 11-14) and made them one new man in Christ. In this way He made peace between them (compare verse 17). 

    The gospel often speaks of conversion and its results in a person’s life as creating a new man (see verse 10). When a person is saved, his past life is forgiven, so all things are new in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17). But this should result in a changed life, described as a new man as compared to the old sinful man. See on 4:22ff; Colossians 3.

    This change in both Jew and Gentile results in peace between them. Both must learn how to act peaceably and treat one another as brothers in Christ (Galatians 3:28). Such conduct will remove the old alienation and result in oneness.

    Both Jew and Gentile reconciled to God in one body through the cross

    To achieve this peace both must be reconciled to God. Reconciliation is a peace-making process in which two warring or alienated parties are brought together again. See 2 Corinthians 5:18ff; Colossians 1:20-22. In this case, Jew and Gentile were alienated from one another; but more important, they were both alienated from God by their sins (verses 11-13; Isaiah 59:1,2). 

    The reconciliation process between people often requires repentance and forgiveness of sins. So our alienation from God was caused by our sins and can be reconciled only by forgiveness. This is offered to us by Jesus, and results in both (i.e., Jew and Gentile) being in the same “body.” This is done “through the cross,” since only by means of Jesus’ death can we be forgiven and be reconciled to God (1:7). 

    The “one body” is clearly the church (1:22,23), that group of people to which God adds all saved people (Acts 2:47). Note that there is only one such body. God adds all saved people to the same body. See Ephesians 4:3-6; 3:6; 5:22-25; Colossians 1:20; 3:15. This proves that denominational division is not acceptable to God. If God will not accept the division that existed between Jew and Gentile, but sent His Son to die to make peace between them and put them both in the same body/church, how can anyone imagine that He would accept spiritual alienation between people today? 

    The result of this reconciliation to God should be peace among men; enmity should be put to death. When people try to justify denominational division, or when they try to claim that the old law still is binding, or when they try to say Jews will once again have a special position in the millennium, they are justifying or even building again the barriers between men that Jesus died to remove.

    Note that true reconciliation between men first requires that both must be reconciled to God. 

    This peace requires diligent effort by Christians. When brethren fuss and war, bicker and argue, refuse to talk to one another or shake hands, this is hardly the peace Jesus died to achieve. When brethren do not want people to worship with them or be members of the same congregation with them because they are of a different race, nationality, or background, that hardly constitutes the peace here described. If we can appreciate how hard it would have been for the warring Gentiles and Jews to become one and achieve peace in Christ, then surely we can begin to understand how important it is for brethren today to work out their differences and become one in Christ. 

    “Reconcile” () “… ‘to change from one condition to another,’ so as to remove all enmity and leave no impediment to unity and peace …” – Vine.

    2:17-19 – Through Christ both Jew and Gentile have access to the Father, resulting in peace, Gentiles being part of the family of God.

    Peace between Jew and Gentile

    So, as in verses 14-16, Jesus came and preached peace to all men, both to those who were afar off (Gentiles – verses 11-13) and those who were near in covenant relationship with God (Jews). This is accomplished by the gospel. The gospel requirements are the same for all people. There is not one gospel for Jews and a different one for Gentiles. All must obey the one gospel, and this brings peace with God and then with man.

    Again, this peace between people is based on and requires peace between the people and God. We have access by the one Spirit to the Father through Christ (the Holy Spirit teaches the terms of salvation through the message that He revealed under the gospel). “Both” again here refers to Jew and Gentile, as in verses 11-17. 

    Jesus gives us access to the Father. See Romans 5:1,2; John 14:6; 10:9; Hebrews 4:14-16. We were alienated from Him because of sins (see verses 1-5,11-13). When sins are forgiven by Jesus’ blood, according to the teaching of the Holy Spirit, then we again have access to the Father. Only Jesus can provide this. 

    Fellow citizens and members of the same household

    The result is that men are no longer strangers or foreigners, who have no privileges as citizens (see verses 11-13). Instead, they are fellow-citizens with the saints (see 1:1 regarding saints). As such, they would have full privileges with the Jews in the one spiritual nation, the church. 

    The existence of citizenship in a nation requires the prior existence of the nation. If, as some teach, the kingdom of Christ is not yet established, how could these people have been citizens in it? (Colossians 1:13,14; Hebrews 12:28; Revelation 1:9; 1 Peter 2:5-9) We may as well argue that God’s family does not exist, despite the fact the verse says these folks were members of it. 

    Not only were Gentiles and Jews now fellow-citizens in the same kingdom, they were also fellow-members of the same household. The household, like the nation, refers to the church, a spiritual household. See 1 Timothy 3:15; Galatians 6:10; Hebrews 3:5,6; 2 Corinthians 6:16-18; Romans 8:16,17. Men are born into that family by the new birth of conversion. God is the Father and all we are children in the family. Can we be saved if we are not children of God? Are we children of God if we are not in his family?

    Once again I ask, if we are all citizens in the same kingdom and children in the same family, what right do we have refusing to worship together or to accept in the local church others who are citizens and children? Of course, if people are not faithful as children, that destroys the fellowship. But why is it that we allow cultural, racial, or national differences to justify forming separate congregations? How can we say that we accept other folks as children of God, but we insist on worshiping separately from them?

    It appears to me that Paul is not just teaching the blessings that Gentiles can have in the gospel. He is attempting to teach us that we must act peaceably toward one another as followers of Jesus Christ. Who can imagine that Paul is here saying that both Jew and Gentile are one in Christ, but Jews should have separate congregations from Gentiles? 

    Jews and Gentiles came, not just come from different religious backgrounds, but from significantly different cultural backgrounds. But their oneness in Christ required them to overcome those differences and learn to work together in a local church. I know of no example in any city where Paul established separate churches for Jews and Gentiles. Nor can I imagine him tolerating such a situation. Why then do we allow or encourage such differences to exist among us?

    What amazing blessings are here described! God took people who were His enemies and made them citizens in His kingdom, yes even members of His own family. What grace indeed! How dare we claim to deserve such blessings! How dare we cause fighting and war within God’s very own family! The Father sent His Son to bring peace.

    2:20-22 – Those who are so reconciled become a holy temple for a habitation of God built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus being the chief cornerstone.

    Christ is the chief cornerstone.

    Paul concludes this description of the blessings in Christ by describing the church in a different illustration. He has referred to it as a household or nation (verse 19). Now he refers to it as a temple. See the very similar example in 1 Peter 2:4-8.

    First, he describes the foundation. It is said to be the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus being the chief corner stone. See also 1 Peter 2:4-8 and Psalm 118:22 where Jesus is also said to be the chief cornerstone. Likewise, in 1 Corinthians 3:11 and Matthew 16:18 Jesus is said to be the foundation itself, the stone on which the church is built.

    These other passages make clear that Jesus Himself is the foundation. The chief cornerstone was the foundational stone in ancient architecture, from which all measurements began, so every other stone was laid in relationship to the cornerstone. Clearly this position belongs to Jesus. 

    The foundation of the apostles and prophets

    But in what sense is the foundation “of the apostles and prophets”? Some claim this means the apostles and prophets are the foundation, but such a view seems to contradict the above passages. And the idea is not necessary to the language. 

    “Of” the apostles is a translation of the genitive plural, and simply means belonging to or pertaining to the apostles and prophets. It does not say the apostles and prophets are the foundation, but simply that the foundation in some way pertains or relates to them. 

    Romans 16:16 refers to the churches of Christ. Does this mean Christ is the church or the church is Christ? Obviously not. It simply means that the church belongs to or pertains to Christ.

    This is similar to Acts 2:42, which refers to the apostles’ doctrine – that is, the doctrine of the apostles. This does not mean the apostles are the doctrine, nor even that they originated it. It is theirs only in the sense that they were responsible to reveal and teach it. 

    Likewise, the foundation of the apostles and prophets means, not that the apostles and prophets are the foundation, but that the foundation in some sense pertains to them. Jesus is the foundation or the chief cornerstone; so in what way does Jesus, as the foundation or chief cornerstone, pertain to the apostles and prophets? The answer is that they revealed the gospel message that made known to the world about Jesus as the foundation of the church and how people can become members of that church (1 Corinthians 3:10,11). They were His ambassadors (2 Corinthians 5:18-21). Peter had the keys of the kingdom (Matthew 16:18,19), which he used when he preached the sermons that taught people how to enter. 

    One may say that our nation is built on the foundation of the founding fathers. This does not mean the founding fathers are the foundation, but the nation is built on the work they did – they laid the foundation. Likewise, it can be said that the apostles and prophets laid the foundation of the church (by preaching the message of salvation); but Jesus is the foundation. The latter part of the verse simply explains or makes clear that this is so: Jesus Himself is the chief cornerstone or foundation that pertains to the apostles and prophets. 

    To say the apostles and prophets are the foundation would be to make the same mistake people make on Matthew 16:18 when they claim Peter was the rock on which the church is built. Such a view exalts men to a position God never intended and thereby fails to truly exalt Jesus to the position He deserves. The practical consequences are seen in groups such as Catholicism and Mormonism, who pervert such passages as these in order to exalt their priesthood/hierarchy (especially popes) to positions all out of proportion to what God ever intended. 

    Specifically, Mormons say “the church is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets” means apostles and prophets must be living on earth in order for the true church to exist, and any church which does not have living apostles on earth cannot be the true church. Truly, the work of the apostles pertained to the foundation of the church, but Jesus is the chief cornerstone. Must Jesus be living on earth in order for the church to exist? Then why must we have apostles and prophets living on earth in order for the church to exist? We no more need apostles living on earth today than we need Jesus living on earth today.

    But we have seen that it is the foundation of the apostles and prophets in the sense that they revealed and taught the message about it. In that sense, their work of teaching and preaching pertained to the beginning of the church. But today we have the written record of their work in the Scriptures. We now “have” apostles and prophets in the sense that Jews in Jesus’ day “had” Moses and the prophets (Luke 16:29-31) – we have the fruits of their work. This is the only sense in which apostles and prophets are needed in the church today. 

    So contrary to what many people believe, the work of the apostles and prophets pertained to the foundation of the church. Nothing requires their continued existence living on earth. Since the foundation of the church has been fully laid, neither apostles nor prophets continue to live on earth. Their work has been completed and has ceased. See 1 Corinthians 13:8-10.

    Now as people are converted, they are added to the building, built on the foundation, like bricks are added to a building to build it up. So the whole building is gradually built up and joined together. This work is ongoing and continues even today. But it assumes and requires the existence of the foundation. The foundation no longer needs to be laid because it has been completed. See 1 Peter 2:4-8. 

    A holy temple, a habitation of God in the spirit

    The building that is so constructed is here called a holy temple, a habitation or dwelling place of God in the Spirit. The illustration reminds us that, symbolically God was viewed as dwelling in the Most Holy Place in the Old Testament temple (1 Kings 8:13,27). So God today dwells in this spiritual building the church. 

    This is not meant to describe a literal or physical indwelling. The lesson is clearly spiritual – “in the Spirit.” God once dwelt in a physical building. Today His home is spiritual and can be found wherever His people are found. This harmonizes with the spiritual emphasis of the New Testament as compared to the physical emphasis of the Old Testament. 

    The illustration that God inhabits or dwells in His people simply means that we have fellowship with God (1 Corinthians 3:16,17; 6:19,20; 2 Corinthians 6:16-18; 1 Peter 2:4-8). He is present with us in our lives when we are His children, in contrast to our condition before conversion in which we were alienated and separated from Him. We are now near to Him, not afar off (see verses 11-19). That is the point of the temple or spiritual habitation illustration, and the whole context has explained it. 

    Further, 1 Peter 2:4-8 shows that, in this spiritual building the temple, we offer spiritual sacrifices of worship and praise to God. Just as the Old Testament temple was where the people would go to worship God, so the church today is the people of God who worship and honor and serve Him. As the people of God, we ought to praise and glorify Him in our daily lives and especially when assembled in worship.

    What a great blessing and privilege to be part of this building! We were separated from God by our sins, not worthy to even come close to His fellowship – worthy instead to be cast out and burned. Yet, by His grace and mercy, as shown throughout this chapter, we are now fully in His fellowship, part of His own family, part of the very temple in which He dwells. What great grace indeed! What a great blessing to be enjoyed! Praise God!

  
    Ephesians 3

    3:1-21 – The Gospel Mystery Revealed 

    3:1-13 – The mystery of the gospel revealed through Paul

    3:1,2 – The dispensation of grace given to Paul on behalf of Gentiles

    Compare verse 1 to verse 14. In verse 1 Paul evidently begins a thought that he begins again in verse 14, for he says again in verse 14 almost exactly what he does in verse 1. Apparently in 3:1 he is about to break forth to express praise to God for the great blessings to all people in the church (chapter 2). However, as he begins this praise, he mentions his service to the Gentiles. Then on that thought, he interrupts himself and proceeds to talk about the mystery of the gospel he was commissioned to preach to the Gentiles. Then he brings himself back to the original thought in verse 14 and continues to complete the idea.

    He says he is a prisoner of Christ. He was in prison at the time he wrote this, probably in Rome (see introduction). Physically, he was a prisoner of Rome. But spiritually he considered himself to be a prisoner or servant of Christ. He was in prison because of his service to Christ. But he was also bound to the service of the Lord. See Romans chapter 6.

    In particular, he viewed himself as being in prison for the Gentiles. Paul had been called especially as an apostle to the Gentiles. He taught all people, usually beginning with the Jews in any community, but he had a special responsibility to Gentiles. See verses 7,8; Galatians 2:7-9; Acts 9:15; 26:16-18; Romans 1:5; 11:13; 1 Timothy 2:7; 2 Timothy 1:11. Because of his work among Gentiles, Jews persecuted him, and this was the immediate cause of his imprisonment. He had been imprisoned in Jerusalem because the Jews resented his efforts to teach and convert Gentiles. See Acts 21:28,29; 22:21,22.

    Having mentioned his commitment to teaching Gentiles, Paul interrupts himself and decides to explain his service to the Gentiles. He mentions what they had heard of the favor (grace) God had showed him in this matter (“if,” as used here, does not mean that there was any doubt as to whether or not they had heard but rather it has the meaning of “since”). 

    He refers to his work as a “dispensation.” See notes on 1:10 regarding this word. It refers, not to a time period, but to an arrangement or even a stewardship (NKJV footnote). So God had an arrangement whereby He extended His grace or unmerited favor to the Gentiles through the preaching of the apostle Paul. See 3:9; Colossians 1:25; 1 Timothy 1:4. 

    3:3-5 – Paul wrote the mystery that had been unknown in previous generations but was revealed to him so that others could read and perceive his understanding.

    The mystery made known

    The work Paul did among Gentiles (verses 1,2) involved the mystery that had been made known to Paul by revelation. Revelation refers to an uncovering of that which was not previously known, like a statute or painting is unveiled to the public. As an apostle, Paul had been directly guided by the Holy Spirit to learn truths regarding the gospel message that had not been previously known. He often claimed this power of revelation. See Acts 22:17,21; 26:16-28; Romans 16:25; Galatians 1:11-16; 1 Corinthians 2:11-13. 

    The message he revealed was a “mystery” (see 1:9; 3:4,9; 6:19; Colossians 1:26f; 2:2; 4:3; 1 Timothy 3:16; etc.). A mystery, as used in the New Testament, is something that at one time was hidden or kept secret so people could not know it. However, this does not mean it can never be known, but simply that at one time it was not known. Paul here clearly states, by his day, the mystery had been revealed and made known. 

    This may be compared to a mystery book or movie. For a long time the solution may not be known, but by the end of the story it is revealed. This is exactly what happened with the gospel. He repeats this in verse 5 stating that these things once had not been known, but had now been revealed to the apostles and prophets by the Holy Spirit (see on 1:1 regarding apostles). Also, verse 9 contains a further explanation (see notes there). Compare 1 Peter 1:10.

    “Mystery” () “In the NT it denotes, not the mysterious (as with the Eng. word), but that which, being outside the range of unassisted natural apprehension, can be made known only by Divine revelation, and is made known in a manner and at a time appointed by God, and to those only who are illumined by His Spirit. In the ordinary sense a ‘mystery’ implies knowledge withheld; its Scriptural significance is truth revealed. Hence the terms especially associated with the subject are ‘made known,’ ‘manifested,’ ‘revealed,’ ‘preached,’ ‘understand,’ ‘dispensation.’ The definition given above may be best illustrated by the following passage: ‘the mystery which hath been hid from all ages and generations: but now hath it been manifested to His saints’ (Colossians 1:26, RV)….” – Vine.

    Revelation and Scripture

    Now what Paul received by revelation, he says he wrote down. As a result, when others read, they can understand his knowledge in that mystery. Here is an excellent statement of the intent of direct revelation through the Holy Spirit. Certain men (apostles and prophets) received “revelation” from the Holy Spirit. This message was not directly revealed to all people – to them it would be unrevealed if it were not for the message to the inspired men. 

    However, what the inspired men received, they also taught to others, including teaching it in written form. The intent of this teaching was that others could read what they wrote and thereby know what the inspired men had been told. This is how the message of salvation comes to others who are not directly guided by the Holy Spirit. 

    We do not need apostles and prophets living on earth today. Having no apostles and prophets on earth leaves us at no disadvantage with the early church that had apostles and prophets on earth. What we need is a record of the message received and recorded by those who did have direct revelation. That is exactly the purpose served by the written word. We can know from the Scriptures the message that inspired men received by direct revelation. See 1 Corinthians 14:37; 2:10-13; Ephesians 3:3-5; John 16:13; Matthew 10:19,20; Galatians 1:8-12; 2 Peter 1:20,21; 1 Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Timothy 3:16,17; Luke 10:16. 

    Now further, the passage states (or at least clearly implies) that the written word is capable of being understood by those who read it. That is the purpose of the message. We can understand when we read what Paul received by revelation. 

    What is the point of the revelation if it cannot be understood? Such a “revelation” would uncover nothing, and so would be no revelation at all. The word was written in such a way that the average man, if he is honest, can understand it. This is also affirmed elsewhere. See Mark 7:14; 2 Timothy 3:15-17; Acts 17:11; Ephesians 3:3-5; 5:17; 1 Corinthians 14:33; Isaiah 55:11; Psalm 119:104,105,130; 1 Timothy 2:4. 

    So, these verses become an excellent summary of the purpose, means, and effectiveness of the process of revelation through inspired men. They also gave an excellent summary of the purpose and inspiration of Scripture. Paul did not write by his own initiative. He did not write his own opinions or even the fruits of his personal study. What he wrote was directly revealed to him by the Holy Spirit, and he wrote by the direction guidance of the Holy Spirit. The result is an inspired message which can make known the will of God to all who read and study it with an honest heart.

    Paul says he had already briefly written this message that they could read and understand. What message was this and when had he written it? It may refer to some other inspired book that the Ephesians were familiar with. There were surely many of Paul’s writings in circulation (2 Peter 3:15,16). However, it could refer simply to something Paul had written earlier in this very epistle. In 1:9,10 he referred to the mystery of God’s will, which He had purposed. That could be what Paul referred to. If so, then the things in chapter 1 (and perhaps chapter 2), were the things that briefly stated the mystery.

    “Revelation” () – “an uncovering; 1. prop. a laying bare, making naked … 2. tropically, in N.T. and eccl. language … a. a disclosure of truth, instruction, concerning divine things before unknown – esp. those relating to the Christian salvation – given to the soul by God himself, or by the ascended Christ, esp. through the operation of the Holy Spirit …, and so to be distinguished from other methods of instruction … b. … as used of events by which things or states or persons hitherto withdrawn from view are made visible to all, manifestation, appearance …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    3:6,7 – The mystery was that Gentiles may become part of the body of Christ to partake of the blessings of the gospel.

    This mystery that was revealed includes the fact that Gentiles will be saved right alongside Jews. Paul had described this principle at length in chapter 2. Many Old Testament passages predicted that Gentiles would be blessed and be able to serve God. See the following list as cited in Caldwell: Genesis 12:3; 22:18; etc.; Isaiah 11:10; 49:6; 60:1-3; Malachi 1:11; Romans 9:26; 10:19,20; 15:8-12; Hosea 2:23: 1:10; Deuteronomy 32:21; Isaiah 65:1; 2 Samuel 22:50; Psalm 18:49; etc.

    It is doubtful that the Jews had understood these prophecies in the past. But that is the point. In the past it had not been clearly revealed that the Gentiles would be follow heirs and in the same body with the Jews, partakers of the same promise in Christ through the gospel. 

    Surely no Jews thought the Gentiles would ever be given equal privileges with them before God. To them, this was unthinkable (Galatians 3:26-29; 1 Peter 1:3,4). That they should be members of the same body would seem impossible (2:14-18). That they would have the same promises simply was incredible, yet all this was part of the mystery. The “promise” here is not specifically identified, but most likely refers to or includes the promise to Abraham of a blessing on all nations (Galatians 3:14; 3:26-29; Acts 3:25,26; compare Acts 2:38,39).

    Note that the Gentiles received these blessings in Christ through the gospel (compare 1:3,4,7 and notes there). It was not done through the Old Testament law. That law had to be abolished to accomplish this (2:11-19). Only the gospel of Jesus Christ has the power to make Jew and Gentile one in the body of Christ, the church.

    Today, none of this seems mysterious at all, because we now have the revelation which makes all this clear (verses 3-5,9). But to the Jews prior to the coming of the gospel, this was all unknown, hence a mystery.

    Paul was a minister (servant) who had been commissioned by God to reveal this gospel, according to God’s divine power. Paul viewed this privilege as a blessing given to him by God’s grace (compare verse 2). Paul repeatedly mentions in his writings how he viewed it as a great blessing to be able to preach this gospel and be an apostle (Romans 15:16; 11:13; 1:5; 1 Timothy 1:12-16; Colossians 1:25,29; 1 Corinthians 3&4; Galatians 1:15,16). Perhaps he mentioned this so often because other people questioned or denied the authority of his ministry. Or perhaps it was because he felt it was such a great blessing to be allowed to preach it after he had so persecuted the church (see verses 8,9 below).

    This gift was given to Paul by the grace of God according to “the effective working of His power.” God’s power worked effectively through all that Paul has described in many ways. Surely it was His effective power that brought about the gospel as the means of salvation for both Jew and Gentile.

    But here it appears that Paul refers especially to the fact that God’s power enabled him to be a minister to preach this message of the gospel. It was by the power of God that Jesus appeared to Paul on the road to Damascus to make him an apostle. It was by the power of God that the message of the gospel was revealed to Paul by the Holy Spirit. And it was by the power of God that Paul was able to preach the message by inspiration and to confirm the message by miracles.

    “Ministry” () – “‘service, ministry,’ … is used … (1) of apostolic ‘ministry,’ e.g., Acts 1:17,25; 6:4; 12:25; 21:19; Romans 11:13, RV …” – Vine.

    3:8,9 – Paul viewed it as a matter of grace to be able to preach the gospel that had been revealed to him because he was less than the least of all saints.

    Paul continues to express his amazement that God had extended to him the grace (unmerited favor) to be able to preach the gospel to the Gentiles (compare verses 2,7). To him this was grace because he had persecuted the church and been an unbeliever, so he surely did not deserve the privilege of being called as an apostle. 

    In fact, he considered himself to be less than the least of the saints. Of course, it is impossible to be less than the least, but Paul is exaggerating to make his point. He expresses similar concepts in 1 Timothy 1:12-16; 1 Corinthians 15:8-10; Philippians 3:6. 

    To Paul, the gospel is unsearchable riches because no one will ever be able to fully fathom how good God has been or how richly He has blessed us in the gospel. See Romans 11:33. We too should strive to appreciate how good God has been. 

    Verse 9 states again that this was a fellowship ( – NKJV) or dispensation ( – ASV) of mystery (different texts have different words for fellowship or dispensation). See verse 2 regarding dispensation, and verses 3-5 regarding the mystery. 

    As in verses 3-5, we are told again that this was a mystery because it had been “hidden” in Christ from the beginning of the ages, but Paul’s job was to reveal it or make it known so all men could see it (Gentiles as well as Jews). 

    In a good “who-done-it,” at the end of the plot the master detective explains how the crime was committed and proves who was guilty. So Paul and other inspired men revealed what had been hidden for so long (though of course he did it by Divine inspiration, not by his own wisdom).

    God created all things. He planned this dispensation for saving men, He gradually revealed it over the years, and when the time was right, He finally made it all known. As Creator, He has the right to plan and reveal as He wills. Some manuscripts say this creation was done through Christ, but others omit this. In any case, it clearly was through Christ as explained in John 1:1-3; Hebrews 1:2; Colossians 1:15,16; etc. 

    3:10,11 – The wisdom of God is made known unto principalities and powers through the church according to God’s eternal purpose.

    God’s wisdom made known by the church

    Throughout the ages, God had hidden this mystery (verse 9), so of course men could not understand it. His intent all along, however, was to manifest or make known His will through the church. 

    The church makes known God’s will by preaching it. But in a deeper sense God’s wisdom in His eternal purpose is made known simply by observing His plan for the church. People can appreciate the wisdom of men by observing things they designed, like a rocket ship or skyscraper. So we know the great wisdom of God by observing the design of the church.

    God’s wisdom is “manifold,” meaning many-sided. There are many aspects of His wisdom (not just one or two) revealed in the church. It would take far more than just a lifetime to fully appreciate all aspects of His will. The message in this book of Ephesians is revealing to us many of these manifold aspects of the wisdom of God revealed in the church.

    His wisdom is revealed to principalities and powers in heavenly places. See Ephesians 1:21; 6:12; Colossians 1:16: 2:10,15; 1 Peter 1:9-12. Principalities and powers are rulers, authorities, or possessors of power of various kinds. Since these are in heavenly places, they must be spiritual in nature. Chapter 1 revealed that, as a result of Jesus’ role in our salvation, God highly exalted Him above all these principalities and powers.

    The references show that these terms can be used for either good or bad spirit beings. Which is meant here I am not sure, but probably both are included. 1 Peter 1:12 says that angels learn from this revelation as it is made known. In the past it had been hidden from them as well as from men. In any case, it surely is true that, as God’s will was revealed through the church, spirit beings, both good and bad, were enabled for the first time to understand the mystery that God had previously hidden.

    God’s eternal purpose in Christ revealed in the church

    All this was done according to the eternal purpose of God, which He purposed in Christ. The church is not some insignificant part of God’s plan. It is most surely not a last-minute, stop-gap change in His plan forced upon Him against His will because the Jews unexpectedly rejected Jesus (as is taught by many premillennialists). 

    The church was planned from eternity by God and reveals His manifold wisdom, just as do all aspects of His purpose in Christ. To say He never intended to set up the church is to deny this passage and to deny the greatness of God’s wisdom revealed in the church. But when we understand that the church is the kingdom planned and prophesied in the Old Testament, then we understand that God planned all along to establish the church, just as Paul here affirms. 

    See Daniel 2:31-45; Matthew 16:18,19; Mark 1:14,15; 9:1; John 18:36; Acts 1:3-8; 2:1-17,33; 1 Corinthians 15:22-28; Colossians 1:13,14; Hebrews 12:23-29; Revelation 1:9.

    Furthermore, when people deny that the church is essential to salvation, saying we can be saved outside the church, they are missing the point of many Scriptures, including this one. If the church is not needed for our salvation, why would God purpose the church from eternity as a part of His Divine purpose in Christ and then reveal the church as part of His manifold wisdom? 

    Paul’s point in context is to describe God’s plan for our redemption in Christ. That is the purpose He has been talking about. The church is a fundamental part of God’s plan for our salvation through Christ. Those who seek to be saved must be in the church, which is the body of all people who have been saved by the blood of Jesus Christ. See Ephesians 1:22,23; 5:23,25; Acts 2:47; Colossians 1:12-14; Acts 20:28.

    Finally, if God’s will is so revealed in the church, what right have we to change anything about His arrangement for the church? If we change it, are we not saying that our wisdom is greater than His? We have no right to add to or take from His plan for salvation in the church, His plan for worship in the church, His plan for the organization of the church, or His plan for the work of the church. What arrogance to think that we can please God if we do something different from what He planned from eternity as a revelation of His Divine wisdom!

    3:12,13 – Through Christ we have boldness, so should not faint at tribulations.

    In Christ we can have bold, confident access through faith. Many other passages speak of our boldness or confidence because of what God has done for us. We would have no hope for salvation whatever were it not for what Jesus has done and has offered us in the church. But now that He has made the sacrifice and initiated the plan for our redemption, we can have bold confidence. See also Hebrews 4:14-16; 10:19,35; 1 John 5:14; 3:21,22; 4:17; 2:28,29; etc.

    This does not mean we should be overly confident, thinking (as some teach) that we cannot lose our hope of eternal life. Many Scriptures warn us to take heed of falling and being lost. See John 15:1-6; Acts 8:12-24; Romans 6:12-18; 8:12-17; Galatians 5:1-4; 6:7-9; 1 Corinthians 9:25-10:12; 1 Timothy 1:18-20; 5:8; 2 Timothy 2:16-18; Hebrews 3:6,11-14; 4:9,11; 6:4-8; 10:26-31; 2 Peter 1:8-11; 2:20-22. Nevertheless, we can have confidence that God does want us saved and has provided salvation for us, if we will trust Him (through faith). 

    In fact, verse 13 shows there is danger of losing heart. One reason Paul is writing all this is to give them courage because of the great blessings we have in Christ. They had apparently heard of Paul’s suffering, and he feared this might discourage them. 

    He had been granted the privilege to preach the gospel to save souls (verses 8,9). As a result of his preaching, he was in prison (3:1), suffering tribulation. They might look at the tribulation and think there is no point in maintaining faith in the gospel, if it will lead to such suffering. He is calling their attention to the great blessings in Christ, showing that these are what we should focus on, not the problems. If we appreciate the glory we have through Jesus in His church, then we will have bold confidence and will maintain our faithfulness through trials.

    3:14-21 – Paul’s prayer for their strength, understanding, and glory to God

    3:14-16 – Paul prayed for the Father to strengthen them through His Spirit in the inward man.

    Compare verse 14 to verse 1. In verse 1 Paul was about to burst forth in praise to God for the concepts he had discussed in chapter 2. But he interrupted himself to tell us about the great opportunity he had to preach the gospel mystery of salvation for both Jew and Gentile through Christ (3:2-13). Having explained this, he now apparently returns to the thought of verse 1. 

    God had given salvation to Gentiles, as well as Jews, in the church by the death of Jesus (chapter 2). This is such great news that Paul feels compelled to bow his knees to give praise to the Father for it. We clearly should do the same. 

    Note that Paul’s prayer is specifically addressed to the Father in heaven. This is specific authority regarding the One to whom we should address our prayers. Many seek to address their prayers to Jesus Christ, but where is the clear authority for this practice in the New Testament? 

    Paul then continues the prayer through verse 21 (or at least through verse 19). He says next that the whole family in heaven and on earth is named of God (or of Christ). The ASV, NASB, and RSV confuse this somewhat by saying “every” family. Yet it seems clear that the meaning must be spiritual, and there is really only one spiritual family named after God. That is the church, though the concept here embraces God’s servants in heaven as well as on earth. See Ephesians 2:18,19; 1 Timothy 3:15; Hebrews 12:22-24. 

    The idea seems to be that a family is identified with the one who is its head (compare 1:22,23). It wears his name, but more important, it is subject to him and is his household. It is spoken of as his family. It is identified with him. So God’s people are identified in just that way – God’s people (1 Peter 2:5,9). All Bible terms for the church exalt Deity. But more important, they all show our relationship to God, focusing on our relationship to Deity as that which is essential.

    Paul’s prayer then is that God would grant them strength according to the riches of His glory. God truly deserves to be glorified because of His rich blessings to us (1:3,6,12,14,17). Paul’s prayer is that God will likewise show the riches of His glory to us in giving us strength. Note again the emphasis on spiritual riches.

    We need to be strengthened with power in the inner man. This is not physical, bodily strength. It is inner, spiritual strength – strength with power. We need strength to serve God despite the hardships, temptations, and discouragements we face in life. See verse 20; 1:17-20; 6:10-17; Philippians 4:13; 1 Corinthians 10:13; 16:13; Colossians 1:11. God promises to provide this strength, using the word and all the elements of our armor, as in chapter 6. But here we are shown the need to pray for strength.

    This power comes through His Spirit. Surely this includes the word revealed by the Spirit. God also provides other avenues that help strengthen us, but all of them are according to the message of the Spirit.

    3:17-19 – He prayed that Christ may dwell in their hearts through faith, so they could understand the greatness of the love of Christ that passes knowledge.

    Note the expression “that” in verses 16-19. Each time it is used, it appears to describe another blessing or concept Paul is praying for them to receive. 

    Christ dwelling in the heart

    Paul’s prayer further was “that” Christ would dwell in their hearts by faith. The idea of Deity dwelling in man is very confusing to some, yet such confusion is unnecessary. The expression is used in many passages, and a close study of these passages shows that the expression is just that: an expression, an illustration, which has an understandable meaning.

    First, note that here Christ is the One who is said to dwell in us. People are often confused when the Bible says the Holy Spirit dwells in us. They wonder whether this means somehow the Holy Spirit is literally or physically embodied in our body or takes up residence in us in some direct or literal way. Yet no one argues that Jesus so indwells us, despite passages like this one. And no one seems confused when it says Jesus dwells in us.

    Note that the passage says Christ dwells in our hearts, not our bodies. This is very specific, referring to our inner man (as in verse 16). So, the expression is spiritual, not literal. How can one spirit literally dwell in another spirit? Physically or literally, it cannot.

    Further, He dwells in us by faith. Because we have studied the message of the Spirit, we believe it (Romans 10:17). This faith leads to a relationship with God, which in turns causes Jesus to dwell in us. We understand and accept all this by faith, in a spiritual sense. 

    Furthermore, the Bible says the Father dwells in us (2 Corinthians 6:17ff), and we dwell in God (John 17:20ff). No one thinks any of this is a personal, literal indwelling in the case of the Father or the Son. Yet people get all confused when they think about the Holy Spirit dwelling in us. Strange. See 1 Corinthians 3:16,17; 6:19,20; 2 Corinthians 6:17ff; John 17:20,21 for further examples and specific passages. 

    The point of the expression is simply a reference to the close fellowship or relationship we have. As discussed at length in chapter 2, when we are in sin, we have no fellowship or close relationship with God. We are alienated from Him. But when, by faith in the gospel, we are forgiven of sins, we come into a family relationship of fellowship or oneness with Deity – the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (see 2:11ff). This relationship brings with it all spiritual blessings (1:3). This in a nutshell is what it means to have Deity dwell in us and we in them, as shown in comments on the passages listed above. 

    To learn more about God’s dwelling in man, we urge you to study our free article about the indwelling of the Holy Spirit on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    Rooted and grounded in love, comprehending love

    Paul then prays further “that” we, being rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend the width, length, depth, and height. Note first the request that we be rooted and grounded in love. A root gives strength and nourishment to a plant. It holds it in place (grounds it), and provides what is necessary to life. Grounding us is similar, relating to the idea of a foundation. So that which gives this foundation, strength, and nourishment to our spiritual lives is love. 

    Surely God’s love for us is the basis of all our spiritual hope and well-being. Without God’s love, none of these blessings would have been offered to us (John 3:16; Romans 5:6-9; 1 John 4:7-19). In turn, our love for God is the basis of our commitment to Him (Matthew 22:36-40; John 14:15; 1 John 5:3; 1 Corinthians 13; etc.). Love, then, is the power and motivation that roots and grounds us spiritually. When people are moved from the truth to follow error or false doctrine, one of their basic problems is a lack of proper love.

    Being rooted and grounded in love, we may be able to comprehend the width, length, depth, and height. It seems clear to me that these terms are not intended to express any specific concepts distinct from one another. The point is to poetically emphasize magnitude. Paul wants us to comprehend how great something is. 

    But what is it that is so great that we should comprehend it? I can only conclude, from context, that it is love. Love is discussed both in verse 17 and in verse 19. Verse 19 appears to be a continued explanation of verse 18. If so, then clearly that which we should comprehend is the love of Christ. 

    Yet having said that he prays for us to know Christ’s love, Paul immediately proceeds to say that it passes knowledge! How can that be? How can we know that which passes knowledge? I believe this is similar to what verse 18 is saying. We should comprehend the great magnitude of it. Yet the magnitude is so great, we cannot really comprehend it!

    What is the point? The truth is there are many things we know to be true, yet we cannot fully comprehend their greatness. We know them in the sense that we are completely convinced they are correct. Yet we cannot fathom how great they are or how they can be so great.

    We look at the stars at night. We are told there are hundreds of billions, and they are many light years from us. We accept this as true (we know it), yet we cannot fully comprehend such magnitudes. We view the ocean, the mountains, or the Grand Canyon. We are told these are so many miles wide, so many miles across, so many miles deep or high, etc. We know it must be true, so we accept it. Yet we cannot grasp the magnitudes involved.

    Likewise, we know God truly loves us so much He sent His Son to die for us. We know He has prepared a place for us in Heaven, and wants us to be there with Him forever. We must admit it is all true (we know it), yet we cannot grasp the greatness of such love. We can only wonder at it. 

    Filled with the fullness of God 

    What is more, He prays “that” we may be filled with all the fullness of God. Fullness is that which fills a thing or makes it complete (see notes on 1:22,23). I do not see this as saying that we are filled with everything that makes God complete – that would be impossible. But we can be filled with all that God offers us to make us full or complete: all spiritual blessings (1:3). 

    So, this is Paul’s prayer that they would receive every blessing and good gift that God has for His people. All that God offers to fill us with His good and gracious gifts – that is what Paul wants them to have to the fullest extent. 

    What a great and beautiful section this part of Ephesians is! It so grandly portrays that which we cannot fully understand, yet should all desire to have. We can receive the very fullest of God’s blessings – filled to the brim with all the good things He has for us. 

    3:20,21 – He prayed that God, who works in us beyond all that we ask or think, may receive glory in the church and in Christ Jesus.

    Paul here concludes the prayer of praise he has been offering for the great blessings God extends to Jew and Gentile in the gospel. He concludes that true glory belongs to God, who is able to do “exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that works in us.”

    Power that works in us

    Paul has mentioned several times in context the power we can have from God. See verse 16. We need power. People often seek power in ungodly ways. We often hear that some are involved in a “power struggle,” meaning different people want to control the activities of some group. 

    But true power is from God. Who can be more powerful than He? But the power He gives does not necessarily involve authority over others (Matthew 20:25-28). The power Paul describes here is the power to do God’s will and resist the efforts of Satan to defeat us. How we need that power! And everyone can have it, even the humblest of men.

    We are so often discouraged, defeated, and generally negative because of how little we accomplish. And truly we ourselves are weak and useless in the things that matter most. But God can give us power. Look at it:

    * Power that works in us.

    * Power to do all that we ask or think

    * Power to do above all that we ask or think

    * Power to do abundantly above all that we ask or think

    * Power to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think

    Clearly the point builds as Paul emphasizes the power we can have. Why then are we weak? Either because we don’t go to the proper source for power, we don’t go in the proper way, or we are looking for the wrong kind of power to begin with. Oh God, may we have the power that you want us to have, that we may do your work in your way!

    Glory in the church by Jesus Christ

    As the source of this power, God deserves to receive glory in the church by Christ Jesus to all generations. God always deserves the glory. Glory for the good we do does not belong to us. It belongs to God through us. See on 1:6,12,14. Compare 1 Corinthians 1:29-31; Romans 16:27; Matthew 5:16; Revelation 5:13.

    Verses 10,11 said the church is part of God’s eternal purpose. But the church exists to make known God’s purpose and God’s glory. Now, if the church if not part of God’s eternal plan, as some say, but is just a last-minute, unplanned substitute for what God really wanted to do, where is the glory to God in that? That makes the church the result of a failure on God’s part to accomplish what He wanted to do, and an accident unforeseen by the God who claims to be able to know all things. That gives God glory? 

    And notice that this glory through the church should last forever and ever. If the church is the kingdom prophesied in the Old Testament and over which Christ reigns, then it will last forever even into eternity in a glorified state. But how could the church glorify God for ever and ever if it is just a temporary stopgap which will be replaced when Jesus comes again by the kingdom that He intended to establish when He came the first time but could not because He was rejected by the Jews?

    And what if, as some say, the church is not essential to our salvation? What if we don’t need to be members of the church to be saved and please God? Then again, where is the glory to God in the church? Do you mean to say we do not need to be part of the body that He ordained whereby we give Him glory? Surely not. But if the church is part of God’s eternal purpose and is essential to salvation, then as part of it we can give God glory that His plan for our salvation is true and effective. And who has more reason to give Him glory than those of us who have received that salvation?

    The book of Ephesians teaches us to appreciate the church as part of God’s eternal plan through which He will be glorified forever and ever. Let us never be guilty of in any way belittling His plan for the church, but let us respect and obey the teaching of His word and work through His church to accomplish His purpose.

    But this power for us and this glory for God is ultimately effective only because of what Christ did for us. To Him be praise also, for He is the One who can give the power. His death gives the power of forgiveness, and His gospel gives the power to serve and live as God wills. Truly we glorify God through Him.

    Does your life demonstrate power and glorify God? It can. Let us turn to Him for all spiritual blessings (1:3).

  
    Ephesians 4

    Chapters 4-6 – II. Applications to the Church and to Individual Christians

    4:1-16 – Unity and Maturity in the Body through Christ’s Gifts 

    4:1-3 – A plea to walk worthily of our calling endeavoring to keep unity

    4:1,2 – We should walk worthy of our calling with humility and patience, forbearing one another in love.

    In chapters 1-3, Paul has described God’s great arrangement for our redemption through Christ, and has praised Him for these blessings. Now in chapters 4-6, he makes practical applications. Many of these applications concern the church, and many concern personal lives. 

    He speaks as a prisoner of the Lord – see the introduction and 3:1. He was apparently in prison when he wrote, probably in Rome. Exactly why Paul mentions his imprisonment is not clear. Perhaps it is simply to remind them of the seriousness of his teaching. This is not something to be taken lightly. He has suffered imprisonment for it. Specifically, it had seriously affected his life, and ought to seriously affect theirs (and ours).

    The Christian’s walk

    First, he urges us to act in a way that is suitable to the calling he has just described. Our calling refers to the circumstances to which we have been called. We are called by the gospel (2 Thessalonians 2:14). We have received great blessings, including forgiveness and the hope of eternal life as a result of our calling (1:18). If we have accepted such a blessed and exalted calling, we ought surely to act in harmony with that calling. See also 1 Thessalonians 2:12; Colossians 1:10.

    God does not save us simply for our own benefit. We are surely greatly blessed, but to receive such blessings and give nothing in return would be selfish indeed. We are saved also to honor God and lead others to honor Him by our lives. Those who are unwilling to live for Him are unworthy of the blessings. 

    Here and throughout the book of Ephesians and elsewhere, Paul describes the Christian’s life as a walk. We are on a journey to a goal. How we act will determine whether or not we arrive. So our walk refers to our lives – the conduct or manner in which we ought to live. It is not enough just to know God’s will for us. We must act upon that knowledge. It is not enough just to claim to be God’s people. We must demonstrate by our lives that His will controls us. See also 4:17; 5:2,8,15.

    Paul then names some specific characteristics we should have in our walk. Many of these are named elsewhere in Scripture, including other of Paul’s letters. He will list these qualities here, then in verses 3-16 he will begin a lengthy discussion of unity and peace in Christ. These qualities need to be understood in light of how they promote unity and peace. 

    It appears to me that these instructions to maintain unity and peace were especially intended to help promote a proper relationship between Jews and Gentiles. Paul has gone to great lengths to defend the gospel teaching that Gentiles can be saved alongside Jews and can receive all the blessings through Christ in the church. This is the teaching of truth in principle, but achieving unity and peace in practice among people of such widely divergent backgrounds would require great effort.

    If in fact we teach the gospel to all as we ought to do, the church today will also include people from widely divergent backgrounds. So, the instructions regarding how to achieve unity and peace will be of great value to all of us. It is one thing to be willing to accept the fact that we and others have become Christians and should be part of one great spiritual body. It is another thing entirely to practice the principles that can bring true unity and peace within that body. Learning to get along with one another after the conversion of the lost may be more difficult in practice than it is simply to come to understand the fact that all can be saved.

    So Paul begins with attitudes that we must maintain in order to be able to get along with one another in the one body.

    Lowliness

    Lowliness is humility or a lowly view or our own importance compared to others, and especially compared to God. It is the opposite of pride. The humble person will recognize God’s will to be best in all things. He will recognize his complete dependence on God for all His needs. As a result, he will submit to His will. 

    Further, our attitude toward our brethren should be one of humility, never seeking to force our own way on others, yet always standing for God’s will without pride or self-exaltation. The Christian should not see himself as more important than others, and so should not seek to force his human desires on others. He should seek instead what is best for all, always based on the word of God.

    The reason this humility is needed toward God is because in general, God resists pride and rewards humility (compare 1 Peter 5:5; James 4:6; Proverbs 3:24; 1 Peter 3:8). If we are willing to be lowly toward Him, He will exalt us in eternity. 

    But humility is also needed toward others, especially in order to have unity in the church. A man who seeks to exalt himself will inevitably cause strife and alienation among brethren. “The wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield” – James 3:17. Unity in the church requires that we be willing to deny our opinions and desires for the good of the group. Those who seek personal exaltation over others in this life, will be humbled in eternity (compare James 4:10; Luke 18:14; Matthew 23:12; Luke 14:11).

    “Lowliness” () “‘lowliness of mind’ … is rendered ‘humility of mind’ … ‘humbleness of mind,’ … ‘humility.’ – Vine.

    Gentleness or meekness

    “Meekness” (sometimes translated here is as “gentleness”) is quite similar to lowliness and is also opposed to pride, but it is especially opposed to self-will. A meek person is willing to submit to the will of others: first to the will of God and then to the will of other people.

    Meekness does not lead people to subject themselves to the will of those who want them to do evil. But first one is meek toward God, then he is meek toward other people. This leads to subjection to God’s will, even when men object. 

    So, meekness is not weakness. In fact, the strength to control one’s own desires so as to submit rather than to cause strife, is a fundamental form of strength that many people lack. It is much easier to selfishly insist on our own way, but the meek person gives in for the good of the group.

    This attitude also is essential to unity and peace in the church. Whereas humility keeps us from thinking so highly of ourselves that we think only our ideas and plans can be best, meekness leads us to be willing to submit our desires to the will of God and the needs of others. The results will defuse many situations of strife and conflict in a local congregation.

    Notice that Jesus demonstrated meekness and humility as stated in Matthew 11:28-30; 21:5; John 13:1-15; Philippians 2:8.

    See also Numbers 12:3; Matthew 5:5; Galatians 5:22,23; 6:1; Colossians 3:12,13; 2 Timothy 2:24-26; Titus 3:2; James 3:13-18; 1:21-25; 1 Peter 3:1-6.

    “Meekness” () – “gentleness, mildness, meekness” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “‘…it is an inwrought grace of the soul; and the exercises of it are first and chiefly towards God. It is that temper of spirit in which we accept His dealings with us as good, and therefore without disputing or resisting; ... it is only the humble heart which is also the meek, and which, as such, does not fight against God and more or less struggle and contend with Him. This meekness, however, being first of all a meekness before God, is also such in the face of men…’ (Trench, Syn. xlii).”

    “…It must be clearly understood, therefore, that the meekness manifested by the Lord and commended to the believer is the fruit of power. The common assumption is that when a man is meek it is because he cannot help himself; but the Lord was ‘meek’ because he had the infinite resources of God at His command. Described negatively, meekness is the opposite to self-assertiveness and self-interest; it is equanimity of spirit that is neither elated nor cast down, simply because it is not occupied with self at all. …” – Vine.

    Longsuffering or patience

    This term refers especially to being “patient in bearing the offenses and injuries of others … slow to anger, slow to punish…”

    Matthew 18:26,29 – Debtors asked those to whom they owed money to have “patience,” and they would pay. The request was to bear with them, even though their conduct was not what would be desired. Don’t quickly demand punishment or retribution, but give them time. 

    1 Thessalonians 5:14 – Warn the unruly, comfort the fainthearted, uphold the weak, be patient with all. In the family, in the church, and on the job we deal with people who have different views and characteristics. This often causes conflict. 

    Love teaches us to put up with irritating personality traits and viewpoints in others. These may not be sinful, but they are unpleasant. Too often we react to attitudes or conduct we don’t like by “blowing up” and saying hateful things. There is no justification for becoming bitter, holding a grudge, refusing to do them good, trying to hurt their feelings, etc. 

    2 Peter 3:9 – God is longsuffering, not willing that any should perish, but that all come to repentance. Again, patience means bearing with people, even those in sin, giving people time to correct their wrongs. 

    Sometimes we are upset by sins of others. Some people think longsuffering means you just overlook it, say little or nothing, and continue fellowshiping them. Many Scriptures teach that love requires us to speak out, oppose sin, and refuse to in any way encourage it (Ephesians 5:11; 2 Timothy 4:2-4; Revelation 3:19). But still love suffers long – we do not seek to harm them but help them to repent and try to keep others from being influenced by them. If they repent, we must be willing to forgive. 

    True love cares for the well-being of others no matter how bad things get and even if it stays bad for a long time. It does not give up because the other person mistreats us, nor because problems continue for long periods of time.

    It should once again be obvious that such an attitude is of great value in producing unity and peace in the church. Almost never do new converts immediately become mature and upright in all their conduct. Time is required in order to overcome old habits and learn new truth. 

    Furthermore, we all have differences of background, culture, and personality as well as personal preferences that tend to cause conflict with other people. Learning to get along takes time, effort, and a willingness to endure things that we may strongly prefer would be otherwise. 

    Again, imagine how difficult it was for people of Jewish and Gentile backgrounds to learn to get along in the early church. This is the primary application that Paul makes in the context. But the principle applies the same to us in our differences of background and culture as well. Only by such attitudes as patience and longsuffering can we learn to overcome our differences and work together in peace.

    See also Hebrews 6:15; James 5:8; Luke 18:7; 2 Corinthians 6:6; Galatians 5:22; Colossians 3:12; 2 Peter 3:15.

    “Patience” (Gk. ) – “…1. patience, endurance, constancy, steadfastness, perseverance; esp. as shown in bearing troubles and ills … 2. patience, forbearance, long-suffering, slowness in avenging wrongs …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Bearing with one another in love

    Other translations here all use “forbearing” or “forbearance.”

    This is clearly related to “longsuffering,” and Paul says it is the result of love. The idea involves holding back the harm or punishment that we might think a person deserves. It is to that extent opposed to seeking vengeance. The fact that others have hurt us should not motivate us to hurt them in response.

    We forbear others to give them time to repent, even as God does with us. If all were punished immediately, like we deserve, with no mercy, none of us could stand before God. So we should likewise forbear with others. 

    This does not mean we ignore their sins – too many passages teach the need to rebuke sin for us to believe that. But instead of seeking to hurt them for their wrongs, we seek to lead them to repentance so we can forgive them (Luke 17:3,4). And even if they never repent, we leave vengeance to God and return good for evil (Romans 12:17-21).

    Forbearance is also opposed to faultfinding and unkind criticism. Many seek a form of vengeance by reviling others with words, continually pointing out their faults, seeking to harm their image in the eyes of others, etc. Again, if others sin, we should tell them so. But often the faultfinder picks on those who have done nothing wrong at all or have violated only human opinion, not divine law. Sometimes those who are trying the hardest to please God are yet subject to the most unrelenting or vicious attacks by those who are doing far less in God’s service. 

    And once again we should be able to see the value of this quality in maintaining unity and peace in the church. Instead of immediately insisting on punishing others for their sins, we seek in love and patience to lead them to repent. Such a loving response will often result in the resolution of differences. Discipline is required toward those who will not repent, but forbearance is also required and must come first.

    Furthermore, if we learn to overlook differences of opinion and personality that are not sinful of themselves, we go a long way toward avoiding unnecessary conflict and bitterness. But this requires strong self-control to maintain a proper attitude towards others even as they act in ways that we would much prefer they would change. Rather than criticizing and belittling them, we seek to build them up and lead to their salvation by the blood of Jesus Christ.

    All the attitudes described here characterized our Lord Jesus Christ. Had He not been longsuffering, forbearing, meek, and lowly, He most certainly would never have come to earth. Without these qualities, He surely would never have offered His sacrifice on the cross for our sins. His example makes clear our need to learn to treat one another with the love that He treated us. Such conduct is our only hope for unity and peace among God’s people.

    “Forbearing” () “…to bear with, endure” – Vine.

    The related noun is defined as follows:

    “‘forbearance,’ a delay of punishment, Romans 2:4; 3:25, in both places of God's ‘forbearance’ with men; in the latter passage His ‘forbearance’ is the ground, not of His forgiveness, but of His … withholding punishment. In Romans 2:4 it represents a suspense of wrath which must eventually be exercised unless the sinner accepts God’s conditions…” – Vine.

    4:3 – We should be diligent to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.

    All these qualities Paul has described are essential ingredients of unity and peace. And failure to possess those qualities is invariably associated with strife and division. Those who have humility and meekness, longsuffering and forbearance, are among those most effectively promoting unity and peace. Those who are proud and self-willed, stubborn and bossy, critical and condemning, are those who create strife, havoc, and eventually complete division.

    So Paul has listed these terms as an introduction to a discussion of unity. Note that unity and peace are blessings we must “endeavor” to keep or give “diligence” to keep (ASV) or be “eager” to keep (RSV). Unity does not happen by accident. Like anything worthwhile, it takes hard work and diligent effort. It is fragile and easily broken. Men may labor for years to build unity and peace in a congregation, but just a single act can destroy these efforts and create warring factions.

    Further, unity and peace are the business of all members. It takes only one person to destroy them. One lie or rumor can turn whole groups against one another. One selfish person can stir up strife among many. One member teaching false doctrine can split a congregation. So everyone must diligently endeavor to keep unity and peace.

    Many passages discuss the importance of unity and warn against division. Here are just a few of them. Note what they teach about the importance of unity and about how to have it. 

    John 17:20-23

    Jesus prayed for all who believe in Him to be one. This means we should have the Father and Son in us and we in them. How should we be one? As the Father and Son are one! If we can find out how they are one, and how we can have them in us, we will know how to be united. Let us study other passages in John.

    John 8:26-32,40-55 – Jesus preached the truth which the Father taught Him (verses 26,28,40). He practiced what the Father taught, so the Father was with Him (verses 29,55). He opposed the teaching of the Jews because it was not according to truth (verses 40-47,54,55). Those who would be His disciples must hear God’s words, know the truth, abide in and keep His words (verses 31,32,47,51). 

    John 12:48-50 – Jesus’ word will judge us, for He preached the commandments of His Father, which commands are life eternal (compare 7:16).

    John 17:14-17,20-23 – Jesus gave us the Father’s word (verse 14) and wants us to be sanctified by truth, which is the Father’s word (verse 17). Then the world will hate us like it did Jesus (verses 14-17). But it hated Jesus because He testified that its works were evil (John 7:7) (compare verse 8).

    This is how we can be one as the Father and Son are one.

    1 Corinthians 1:9-13

    God called us into fellowship with His Son. We should not be divided, but have the same mind and judgment. Is Christ divided? No! But the Corinthian church was very divided. Paul was writing to help them overcome division and become united. If we want to know how to do this, let us consider what he told them:

    1 Corinthians 1-4 – Paul rebuked division over preachers and human wisdom. He preached the gospel, which is God’s power and wisdom – 1:17,18,(24). He opposed human wisdom (1:19-2:5). Their faith should stand in God’s power (the gospel), not in human wisdom (2:5). God’s wisdom was preached by inspired men guided by the Spirit (2:6-13). He opposed their following human wisdom, going beyond what was written —4:6.

    1 Corinthians 11:17-34 – Paul did not praise them for their division regarding the Lord’s Supper (verses 17-22). He delivered to them what he had received from the Lord that they should do as He taught (verses 23-26). He opposed any changes in this practice (verses 27-29). Those who changed it would eat and drink damnation to their souls (verse 29).

    1 Corinthians 12-14 – He rebuked their division over spiritual gifts. There should be one body, and no schism in that body (12:12-26). They should practice love and understand that the gifts were temporary (chapter 13). Their assemblies should practice the gifts in an orderly, understandable, edifying way (chapter 14).

    Observations: Paul did more than just rebuke division. He also opposed the false doctrines and practices that caused the divisions. Paul said the solution to division is to rebuke the false practices that led to the division. (See also 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1; 7:8-11; 11:13-15; 13:1,2.)

    Galatians 5:20

    Those guilty of division will not inherit the kingdom of God. The book discusses a disagreement within the church about the Old Law. How did Paul teach the churches to deal with this disagreement?

    He preached what had been revealed from Jesus (1:11,12; compare chapters 3,4).

    He opposed anything different, saying those who taught differently were accursed (1:6-9).

    He refused to submit to false teaching, so truth could continue among the saints (2:5).

    He opposed one who did not walk uprightly according to the truth of the gospel (2:11-14). 

    He said that those who followed false teaching fell from grace (5:1-6) (compare 5:7-12; 6:1).

    Again, this was a doctrinal issue within the church. Paul’s approach was not just to teach loving attitudes but to oppose the false practice and false teaching that led to the strife.

    So, proper attitudes toward one another are essential to unity and peace. But more basic still are our attitudes toward God and His word. The unity Paul was preaching was “unity of the Spirit” – i.e., that which was taught by the Holy Spirit. This unity is taught in God’s word. Any other kind of unity is not what God wants. 

    Specifically, Paul is not advocating unity by doctrinal compromise or “unity in diversity.” In the following verses, he will name seven things for which there is only one each in God’s true plan for us. The unity of the Spirit requires us to hold fast to each of these “one” things. 

    Note carefully that endeavoring to keep the unity of the Spirit requires both proper attitudes, as in verse 2, and doctrinal purity, as in verses 4-6. Attempts to maintain doctrinal purity without proper attitudes are doomed to failure. Likewise, emphasizing proper attitudes while ignoring doctrinal purity will also lead to failure. The only way to have true unity among God’s people is to have both proper attitudes and doctrinal purity. Paul makes this principle abundantly clear in this section.

    To learn more about the importance of religious unity we urge you to study our free articles on that subject on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    Note more closely the seven aspects of doctrinal purity the Paul says are essential to unity.

    4:4-6 – The unity of the Spirit requires one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all.

    Here Paul lists the principles of doctrinal purity which are essential to the unity which the Spirit instructs God’s people to have. That unity is based on seven things of which there is only one each in God’s true plan for His people. 

    First, notice that there may be many counterfeits for each of these items, but there is only one true one of each item. For every true principle that God teaches as the basis of proper service to Him, Satan invariably makes one or more counterfeits. These may look somewhat like that which God has authorized, but they are just enough different to condemn those who accept them.

    This is clear from considering our God and Father. Verse 6 says there is only one God and Father of all. Now there are many and various different gods that people claim can be worshipped and served. Some people say that any of the so-called gods may be worshipped, and it does not matter which you choose to worship. But the Bible teaches these are false gods, and there is only one true God and Father that people may worship if they seek to follow the truth and receive eternal life. Unity of the Spirit requires us to accept the oneness of our heavenly Father. Division occurs whenever people fail to worship the one true God. 

    Only heathen idol worshippers would claim there are many different gods and we can take our pick. True Christians know better than to make any such claim. Nevertheless, there are those who would claim to be Christians, who would make similar claims regarding several other items in the list. Failure to respect the uniqueness of every one of these items is what causes modern religious division. 

    The Spirit does not teach a form of “unity” in which everyone agrees to disagree or compromise on every issue. It is not proper to say, “It does not matter what you believe or practice about these matters, we will just agree to accept one another anyway.” This is the “unity” of ecumenism or compromise or denominationalism. Instead, the Spirit requires us to accept the one true item that God describes in each category. Division results because people want to accept other unauthorized forms of these items.

    One body

    Clearly many different physical bodies exist. But in God’s plan for our salvation there is a spiritual body of which there is only one, and we must accept its oneness to please God and have the unity of the Spirit. What is that body? 

    The church is identified as the body over which Christ is the head in 1:22,23. 5:23,25 says that He is the Savior of the body. Chapter 4 continues to discuss at some length the church and its unity (note 4:15,16), and the church is discussed elsewhere in Ephesians. Other passages referring to the church as the body of Christ are Colossians 1:18; Romans 12:3-8; 1 Corinthians chapter 12.

    In particular, this passage directly affirms what is taught elsewhere, that there are many members but one body – 1 Corinthians 12:12,13,20; Romans 12:4,5.

    Denominational folks are used to thinking that there are many different bodies that please God. You can take your pick. It doesn’t really matter which you choose. But one head demands one body (1:22,23). There can no more be many bodies than there can be many heads. If one head gives the directions, and all members of the body follow those directions, how can the body be divided? It can’t, unless the head is giving conflicting directions. Is this the case? See 1 Corinthians 1:13.

    There can no more be many bodies in God's true plan than there can be many Lords or many Gods. This one body teaches and practices one faith. That faith is the gospel which the Head revealed. Since the Head is not divided, there is one set of rules that all members must follow. If they do, the one body will be united. Division comes only when people do not follow the rules the Head gave. 

    Note Ephesians 5:22-25 – Wives should submit to their husbands like the church submits to its Head. The church should be subject to Christ in everything. How many wives can one man have subject to Him with God’s approval? One (Romans 7:2,3; Hebrews 13:4; etc.). So by comparison, Jesus is head of one body. To say He has many different bodies is to make Him guilty of spiritual adultery. (Colossians 3:15) 

    In particular note that there is just one body for both Jews and Gentiles. Both are reconciled to God in one body. Gentiles are fellow heirs in the same spiritual family as Jews – 2:16,19. But if there is just one body or church for both Jews and Gentiles, how can anyone effectively argue that God is pleased with separate bodies for other groups today? Should there be one body for white Americans and a different body for African-Americans and still another body for Hispanics? Should they not all be reconciled to God in the same body today?

    Other passages also affirm the oneness of Jesus’ true church. See the discussion of unity above.

    One Spirit

    Again, there are many different spirit beings described in the Bible. But surely the reference here is not to Satan or other evil spirit beings (demons). Nor can it refer to man’s spirit, of which there are many, nor even can it be angels. It must refer to one Spirit in the one God. But the Father is mentioned in verse 6 and the Lord in verse 5 must be Jesus. So, the one “Spirit” here must be the Holy Spirit. Compare Acts 2:4; 1 Corinthians 12:3-13; Luke 4:1.

    Note that each item listed in the context is separate and distinct from each other item. The body is not the hope. The baptism is not the Lord. The faith is not the Father, etc. Likewise, the Father is not the Spirit, the Spirit is not the Lord, and the Lord is not the Father. It follows that this passage is distinguishing the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as three separate and distinct individuals. So the “Spirit” must be the Holy Spirit, and He must be a spirit being in the Godhead along with the Father and the Son.

    So the passage teaches that there is only one Holy Spirit. In order to follow God’s true plan, we must accept and honor that Spirit. The Spirit is a spirit Being in the Godhead. He is not just some force or power, but has all the characteristics of a living, personal Being. 

    Consider the following personal characteristics of the Spirit.

    John 16:13 – The Spirit hears. 

    1 Corinthians 12:8 – The Spirit gives gifts. 

    Acts 15:28 – He decides or determines whether or not an act is good. 

    1 Corinthians 6:11 – He justifies. 

    Romans 15:30 – He loves. 

    Acts 5:9 – He can be tried or tested. 

    1 Corinthians 12:11 – He wills (power to choose). 

    Romans 8:27 – He has a mind. 

    1 Corinthians 2:11 – He knows. 

    Acts 5:3 – He can be lied to. 

    Ephesians 4:30; Isaiah 63:10 – He can be grieved. 

    So the Spirit is not just a power or force. He is a living spirit being in the Godhead alongside the Father and the Son.

    One hope of our calling

    Hope is desire plus expectation. There are many goals people may hope for, but on achieving them may find they are not as desirable as they thought. Or they may find these goals are impossible to achieve, so they should not have expected to achieve them. So, these are false hopes, just as there are many false gods, etc.

    False hopes

    The New Age Movement has adopted the concept of reincarnation to a better life similar to the teaching of Hinduism and other Oriental religions. But what men really face after death is, not another life on earth, but rather judgment (Hebrews 9:27). 

    Premillennialism hopes for a 1000-year reign of Jesus in a glorious earthly kingdom when He returns. But the Bible says Jesus already reigns as King of His kingdom (Colossians 1:13). Jesus will reign till He returns. Then the earth will be destroyed. (1 Corinthians 15:24-26; 2 Peter 3:8-11)

    In particular, the Holy Spirit teaches that there is one hope for both Jews and Gentiles, just like there is only one body for both Jews and Gentiles. But premillennialism offers them two separate hopes. The Jews have the hope of favored status with God in the thousand-year reign, in which they will rule over the Gentiles who will serve them. The Scriptures say there is one hope of our calling.

    Jehovah’s Witnesses teach two different hopes. 144,000 will go to heaven, but the other faithful will remain on a cleansed earth. But the Bible says the earth will be destroyed (see above). And God is no respecter of persons (Romans 2:11). There is one hope, which is the same for all (Ephesians 4:4).

    These are a few of the many false hopes offered to man.

    The true hope

    The true hope is something we truly should desire and can expect to receive. 

    This hope will be fulfilled at Jesus’ return after this life is over.

    1 Peter 1:13 – Rest your hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ. (Titus 2:13)

    1 Corinthians 15:19 – If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men the most pitiable. 

    Acts 24:15 – I have hope in God that there will be a resurrection both of the just and the unjust. 

    Unlike those who seek their reward or goal in this life, the Christian’s reward comes primarily after this life. (Acts 23:6; 2:26; Proverbs 14:32)

    The reward is eternal life in heaven.

    Titus 3:7 – Having been justified by His grace we should become heirs according to the hope of eternal life. (Titus 1:2; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18)

    1 Peter 1:3,4 – Our hope is an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled, reserved in heaven. 

    Where could you find a better hope than Jesus offers: a place of joy and happiness with no death, pain, sorrow, sickness, or suffering, dwelling forever in God’s presence?

    (Romans 5:2; Ephesians 1:18; Hebrews 7:19; Colossians 1:5; Acts 26:6,7; 28:20; 1 Thessalonians 5:8)

    One Lord

    See the discussion of “one Spirit.” The One God and Father and the Holy Spirit are elsewhere represented here. The one “Lord” must, therefore, refer to Jesus. 

    There are, of course, other lords in the material sense, and other beings may be called “lord” in the sense of a ruler or exalted power. But “Lord” here clearly refers to Deity. And since the Father and Spirit are listed elsewhere, this must mean one Lord Jesus Christ. 

    Jesus’ work is the central story of the gospel. There can be only one true Lord and Christ. He is the only One who died to save us (Ephesians 1:7; Acts 4:12), the only One through whom we can come to the Father (John 14:6), the only mediator between the Father and man (1 Timothy 2:5), the only Head of the church (Ephesians 1:22,23), the One through whom God rules the world (Ephesians 1:19-21; Matthew 28:20). 

    And once again notice that there is only one Lord for both Jews and Gentiles – Romans 10:12. There is not one ruler for Jews and a different Lord for Gentiles. All must serve the same Lord, Jesus Christ.

    To view anyone else to be occupying His position or equal to Him, or to consider that anyone else can do His unique work, is to belittle Him and cause division where the Spirit wants unity. Yet that is exactly what is done when people claim some man or men as head of the church, when they allow men to make laws for the church, when they view someone else as a mediator through whom we can pray to God, or when they believe that anyone else can save or redeem mankind from his sins.

    One faith

    The faith here refers to that which ought to be believed to please God. There is only one true body of teaching that we must believe in religion. That faith is, of course, the gospel. It is the faith, once for all delivered to the saints, for which we must earnestly contend (Jude 3). 

    Many claim that there are many differing faiths that exist today, all of which are pleasing to God. Each denomination has its own faith. People ask: “What faith are you?” The general response is, “I am of the Baptist faith or the Lutheran faith or the Episcopal faith.” So people are divided in their faith, yet many people claim God will accept people of all faiths, it does not matter what you believe, etc. 

    Yet the one faith is as much a part of God’s required plan of unity as is the one Father, one Spirit, etc. We can no more please God if we believe there are many acceptable faiths, than we can please Him if we believe there are many acceptable Gods. To justify division in matters of the faith is to deny the unity of the Spirit and displease God. 

    And again there is one faith for both Jews and Gentiles. There is not, as some teach today, one plan of salvation for Jews and a different one for Gentiles. Some say that Peter taught one set of rules for the Jews to be saved, but Paul taught a different set of rules to the Gentiles for their salvation. The Scripture says there is one faith for all. And if so, how can anyone effectively justify different faiths for different groups of people today?

    See further notes above on the one “body” and the notes on unity (verse 3).

    One baptism

    We come now to the one baptism. And again, many people believe that baptism does not matter. They claim you can take your choice about the action of baptism (immersion, sprinkling, or pouring), the subject of baptism (infant or one who has reached the age of accountability), and even whether or not to be baptized. Some think unbaptized people will be saved as surely as baptized people. Some claim you should be baptized in water and again in the Holy Spirit. But if these views are correct, why does Paul by inspiration list “one baptism” alongside the other things of which there are only one each in God’s plan?

    The fact is that there are many false baptisms practiced by men, even as there are many false gods worshipped by men, many false churches begun by men, etc. What the Spirit requires is the one true baptism by which men please God and are saved under the gospel. What is that one true baptism?

    The action of baptism

    Many churches practice sprinkling or pouring, but others say baptism must be a complete immersion. What does God say? 

    Colossians 2:12 (Romans 6:4) – In baptism, we are buried and raised with Christ. “Burial” involves being completely covered or surrounded in an element. Jesus was “buried” in the earth, then raised from it. Sprinkling and pouring do not constitute a burial and resurrection like Jesus’ burial and resurrection. Only a complete immersion fits. 

    Acts 8:36-39; Mark 1:9,10 – Scriptural baptism involves going down into the water and coming up out of it. This requires “much water” (John 3:23). Sprinkling and pouring, as practiced today, do not involve “much water,” going down into the water, or coming up out of it. Only immersion fits the Bible pattern. 

    Hebrews 10:22 – The body must be washed in water.

    “Baptism” in the Bible always meant immersion. It never meant sprinkling or pouring. 

    The purpose of baptism 

    Most Protestant denominations teach that sins are forgiven when one simply believes in Jesus or when one prays for forgiveness. They say baptism is not essential to receive forgiveness but is just an outward sign that one has already been forgiven. But what purpose for baptism is satisfactory according to God’s word? 

    Acts 22:16 – God commanded Saul: “Arise and be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on the name of the Lord.” Before his baptism, Saul believed in Jesus, and he even prayed (9:1-6,11). According to denominational teaching, this should have been all he needed to do to be forgiven. But God’s word says his sins were not washed away till he was baptized. 

    Acts 2:38 – “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins…” According to this verse, does remission of sins come before baptism, or as a result of it? God’s word says that baptism is as essential to receive forgiveness as repentance is. 

    In fact, the verse says that the purpose of baptism is “for the remission of sins.” If a person was taught that he was saved as soon as he believed, would he be baptized for the right reason? How could he be baptized “for remission of sins,” if he believed his sins were already forgiven before baptism? 

    Mark 16:15,16 – “He who believes and is baptized will be saved…” Rather than occurring after salvation, baptism is an essential condition in order to receive salvation. 

    Romans 6:3 – “Do you not know that as many of us as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” Can a person be saved outside Christ or without the benefits of His death? Surely not. But baptism is essential in order to come into Christ and to receive the benefits of His death. (See also Galatians 3:27; 1 Peter 3:21.) 

    In order to satisfy God, a person must be baptized to receive forgiveness of sins. 

    The candidate for baptism 

    Many churches baptize babies. Others say baptism is only for those who are old enough to understand and make their own choice. Which view satisfies God? 

    Examples and passages already studied showed that, before a person is baptized, he must hear and understand the gospel and believe it (Mark 16:15,16; Acts 8:36-39; John 6:44,45). He must also repent of his sins (Acts 2:38) and confess Christ (Romans 10:9,10). Can a baby do these things? 

    Babies do not need baptism because they are innocent. God does not hold them accountable for sin; rather, sinners must become like children to be converted (Matthew 18:3; Psalms 106:38; Ezekiel 18:20). 

    In order to satisfy God, one must be mature enough to make his own decision to serve God based on his own faith, repentance, and confession. Then he must be immersed in water for the purpose of receiving forgiveness of sins. If our baptism was not done correctly, we must do it in the way that truly satisfies God (Acts 19:1-6). 

    Other baptisms?

    Some may point out that other baptisms are mentioned in the gospel, such as Holy Spirit baptism, John’s baptism, baptism in fire, etc. True, there have been and will be other baptisms. But Paul says there is one baptism. 

    This is not to deny there have been other baptisms, even as there have been other bodies and other faiths. People in the Old Testament believed the Old Testament faith, not the gospel of the New Testament. They worshipped as part of the church or kingdom of the Old Testament (1 Corinthians 10:1ff). But that arrangement has been removed (Ephesians 2:14ff). 

    Likewise, John’s baptism has been removed (Acts 19:1ff), and Holy Spirit baptism was recorded only in the case of the apostles on Pentecost (Acts 2) and Cornelius’ household in Acts 10. But the point is that these baptisms ceased to occur, just as these other items did, before Paul wrote Ephesians. Likewise, the other baptisms mentioned in the New Testament are not practiced today with God’s approval. 

    There is one baptism. To deny it or to practice other baptisms is as wrong as worshipping other gods or believing in more than one God.

    To learn more about the action and subject and purpose of baptism, we urge you to study our free articles on that subject on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    One God and Father

    The Bible repeatedly refers to the Heavenly Father by the term “Father.” This expresses the concept that He is our progenitor, ruler, and provider. We are His family in the church (Galatians 6:10; 1 Timothy 3:15; see Ephesians 2:19). We enter this relationship by a new, spiritual birth (John 3:3,5; 1 Peter 1:23). This makes us brothers and sisters to one another as children of God. 

    There is one God and Father who is Father “of all” and “above all.”

    We cannot attain the unity of the Spirit if we believe there are many gods or spiritual Fathers (1 Timothy 2:5). The heathen concept of many gods leads people to believe that one god rules in one realm or nation, but another god rules in another realm or nation. This denies that one God and Father is Father “of all” and “above all.” The concept that one supreme God rules over all, and no other god rules anywhere or over anyone, was entirely foreign to heathen thought. Yet this is the true concept of God as taught in Scripture. 

    Before the gospel, the Jews worshiped the one true God, but Gentiles worshiped many gods. Many of the Gentiles to whom Paul wrote, who had been converted in Ephesus, had come out of idolatry and the worship of many gods. Under the gospel, salvation requires that all recognize the one true God.

    Most people who claim to be Christian would admit that the oneness of God is the correct view, though some want to compromise and tolerate those who hold heathen or New Age concepts. But few Christians are willing in the same way to accept the oneness of the other items in the list. However, the Scripture likewise says there is only “one” each.

    The one God and Father is “through all.”

    The exact meaning here is more challenging. In what sense is our Heavenly Father “through all”? The only thing that makes sense to me is that it is similar to the idea of “in all.” He is through all and in all – we have Him within our lives and throughout our lives because we have fellowship with Him in the gospel. He not only is in our lives, but He should pervade all aspects of our lives. We cannot isolate any aspect of our lives and say He has no power or authority in that area. 

    I suspect there is much more involved, but that is all I can see presently.

    The Father is “in you all.”

    See notes on the expression “in Christ” on 1:3. To have Deity (the Father, Son, or Holy Spirit) “in” us simply means to have a close relationship of fellowship and harmony. Rather than being alienated from God by sin (2:11-13), we have drawn so near that all three Beings of the Godhead are said to be “in” us and we in them. Not only is the Holy Spirit in us, but the Son and the Father are in us also. Understanding this helps us understand that the meaning is the same in all the expressions.

    If all of God’s true children – who have been truly converted according to the gospel – have the same Father who dwells in all of us, how dare we be divided and separated from one another? Men will answer to God for causing division among the people of God by false doctrines, man-made creeds, denominationalism, and pressing human opinions. And if we are all the children of the same Father, what right do we have refusing to worship together or be part of the same local church because of differences in race, nationality, social background, etc.?

    The unity taught by the Holy Spirit requires proper effort and understanding on the part of all of us. We need proper attitudes toward one another (verse 2), but we also need proper commitment to a plan of unity which involves the oneness of that which the Spirit requires (verses 4-6).

    4:7-16 – God’s provisions to bring His church to maturity and unity

    4:7-10 – Christ has given grace to each of us. When Christ ascended, He gave gifts to His people, but first He had to descend to the lower parts of the earth.

    Verses 1-6 defined the basis of unity. Verses 7-16 then describe the gifts God has given to the church to produce this unity.

    God has given grace to each of us (verse 7). 

    This grace is a gift of God and provides us with other gifts as well (2:8,9). This grace provides salvation, as discussed at length in chapter 2. This salvation by grace has been given to each of us according to the measure of Christ’s gift. 

    “Measure” can refer to measuring out a portion or part of a thing, or it can refer to the full measure of a thing, the full extent, the completeness, not just part of it (see verse 13; compare Luke 6:38). So the word here could refer to different portions being given to different people, as in Romans 12:3 and 1 Corinthians 12 (regarding spiritual gifts), but that does not seem most likely here. Here “the measure” is given to each – we all have the same measure of God’s gift. We all have salvation as a gift by God’s grace (2:8,9). 

    In any case, the point is that, having received the measure of the Lord’s blessings to us, we should then respond by working for unity in the church as here described.

    He has given men gifts.

    Having given us the gift of salvation by grace, He then gives other gifts to help make us mature (verses 11-16). This was implied from a passage in Psalm 68:18. When He ascended on high, He led captivity captive and gave gifts to men. 

    More will be said later about ascending on high. When He did this, He led captivity captive. NASB says “He led captive a host of captives.” Jesus overpowered Satan and all His forces when, having died, He was raised from the dead. He then returned victoriously to heaven, having taken captive the forces that were subject to Satan. Like a conquering hero, He returned to heaven having vanquished the enemy and taken his forces captive. See Colossians 2:15; Hebrews 2:14,15; Luke 11:20-22; Revelation 1:17,18; Acts 2:22-24; 1 John 3:8; John 12:31; 16:11. 

    He then gave gifts to men. Having received honor and gifts because he had conquered the enemy, the conquering hero would then give gifts to his friends. In a somewhat similar idea, Jesus conquered His enemies, then gave gifts to His people.

    Note: Psalm 68:18 says he “received” gifts, rather than he “gave” gifts. This is confusing. But Caldwell points out that the rest of Psalm 68 shows that, having received gifts (verse 18), the Lord gave gifts to others (verses 19,35). So, the first part of Paul’s statement in Ephesians 4:8 quotes from Psalm 68:18, but the rest of verse 8 is a paraphrase or explanation, guided by the Spirit, summarizing a point found in the context of Psalm 68, which was the point Paul wanted to make as he proceeded. If so, then the point is exactly as just described in our preceding paragraph.

    A similar view, expressed by Coffman, is that Paul begins with the quotation from Psalm 68, but being inspired himself he writes new Scripture. The passage simply says that God says this. It does not say that this is what the Psalm says. It could very well be that God was saying this at this very time, not through the Old Testament writer, but through the inspired New Testament writer the apostle Paul. If so, then Paul was here claiming the right to write Scripture just like Old Testament writers (compare 2 Peter 3:15,16).

    What are these gifts? 

    Some say they are miraculous spiritual gifts, as in 1 Corinthians 12-14, such as prophecy, tongues, miracles, etc. Accepting this view leads to a whole series of conclusions regarding verses 11-16. I can accept that those conclusions are harmonious with Scripture in general, yet for several reasons I doubt that this particular context is referring in any direct way to miraculous gifts. 

    First, the word used here for gifts is doma, rather then charisma, which is the word used for spiritual gifts. Second, the passage does not say gifts were given “to” apostles, prophets, etc., but these offices themselves are the gifts given to us. Third, several of the gifts listed are not in any inherent sense miraculous, though some men in those offices did have gifts: evangelists, pastors, teachers. Fourth, these gifts were given by Christ, rather than by the Holy Spirit as spiritual gifts were given according to 1 Corinthians 12. Other points will be made as we proceed.

    Jesus descended then ascended.

    Verses 9,10 then give a parenthetical further discussion regarding the ascending and descending. After His resurrection and appearances to men, Jesus ascended to the right hand of the Father. See Acts 1:9-11; Mark 16:19; John 20:17.

    But if Jesus ascended, as cited here, then by implication He must first have descended. See John 3:13. This is a clear affirmation of His pre-existence in heaven. He was eternal (John 1:1-3), but He became incarnate in the virgin birth (John 1:14). Since He was in heaven to begin with, He could not have ascended to heaven unless He first descended from heaven.

    What is meant by “the lower parts of the earth”? It could mean the grave, where Jesus had to be buried when He died, before He could be raised and ascend. Jesus said He must be three days in the heart of the earth. Another possibility is an expression for Hades, the abode of departed spirits (Psalm 63:9). 

    But it can refer simply to the surface of the earth (in contrast to the firmament and atmosphere). Or it could mean those aspects of earth that are “lower,” not physically, but in terms of circumstances. He came to live in the lowest manner on earth, suffering the lowest treatment and circumstances one can on earth. This would contrast to heaven, from which He came and to which He would return.

    Having descended to earth, He then ascended far above the heavens or to the highest height of heaven. This was necessary that He might fill all things (see notes on 1:22,23). He accomplished His entire purpose, did all the will of the Father, and filled all that needed filling in order for God’s purpose to be achieved. 

    4:11 – The gifts that Jesus gave were apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers.

    Verse 11 then lists the gifts given by the Lord when He ascended. These gifts are offices or roles fulfilled by men who serve in the church. Note that the verse does not say he gave gifts to these men, but the gifts are that He gave men to serve in these ways. 

    The ESV says: “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.”

    “Apostles”

    This refers to those men chosen especially by Jesus to be witnesses of His resurrection and to preach His gospel message by inspiration of the Holy Spirit. 

    For a further discussion of apostles, see notes on 1:1 regarding Paul as an apostle. Note also 2:20.

    These men were required to have powers and qualifications such that they could not possibly exist living on earth today. In what sense, then, are they gifts to the church? The work they did is still the basis by which we today know the gospel teachings. They revealed the gospel, gave testimony of Jesus and the resurrection, etc. The same can be said of prophets. We “have” them today like people in the time of Jesus “had” Moses and the prophets (Luke 16:19-31). 

    “Apostle” () – “1. a delegate, messenger, one sent forth with orders … 2. Specially applied to the twelve disciples whom Christ selected, out of the multitude of his adherents, to be his constant companions and the heralds to proclaim to men the kingdom of God … With these apostles Paul claimed equality …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “Prophets”

    Prophets, as referred to here, were inspired spokesmen for God, directly guided by the Holy Spirit. As such, they were enabled to speak the message of God, in the age before it was written down. They then participated in the writing of it for future generations. See notes on 1 Corinthians 12-14. Note that all apostles were prophets, but not all prophets were apostles. 

    Prophets, in the New Testament, received their power by having apostles lay hands on them (Acts 8:14ff; 19:1ff). Since there are no apostles now to lay hands on anyone, it follows that there is no way anyone can become a prophet. Since the word was completely written by the end of the first century, we no longer need living prophets. Those who claim the power today are frauds. However, we need and have the work of the prophets preserved for us in the written word. This too is God’s gift to the church.

    “Prophet” () – “to speak forth, speak out; hence, properly, one who speaks forth …; hence, an interpreter or spokesman for God; one through whom God speaks … a foreteller, soothsayer, seer … ‘one who, moved by the Spirit of God and hence, his organ or spokesman, solemnly declares to men what he has received by inspiration, especially future events, and in particular such as relate to the cause and kingdom of God and to human salvation’ …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “Evangelists”

    This word is related to the word “gospel.” It emphasizes that the message is “good news,” and the men responsible to proclaim that message were “evangelists.” So, an evangelist is simply a preacher of the gospel. 

    The apostles were all evangelists, but clearly not every evangelist has the qualifications or does the work of an apostle. Evangelists do a work that does not require direct inspiration from the Holy Spirit, so they are not required to be prophets. They do a work that is still needed today, so unlike apostles and prophets we still have evangelists today.

    See Acts 21:8; 2 Timothy 4:5.

    “Evangelist” () – “… a bringer of good tidings, an evangelist …This name is given in the N.T. to those heralds of salvation through Christ who are not apostles…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    “Pastors”

    Some denominations think a “pastor” is the same thing as a preacher or evangelist. But the New Testament teaches:

    * Pastors are listed as a separate work from evangelists – Ephesians 4:11. Pastors differ from evangelists, just like evangelists differ from apostles (though the same man sometimes may do more than one job). 

    * Pastors are the same as elders or bishops – 1 Peter 5:1,2; Acts 20:28. Elders “oversee” the flock – this is a form of the word for bishops. They also “feed” the flock – this is a form of the word for pastor. So a pastor is the same work as an elder or bishop. But this is not the same work as that of evangelists.

    * By definition, an evangelist simply preaches the gospel. But a pastor (elder/bishop) shepherds or guides the local church (flock). A bishop (elder/pastor) oversees and supervises the work of a local church. So the work of a pastor/elder/bishop involves supervision and decision-making that other members are expected to follow. But an evangelist simply preaches the word, which involves no such oversight or supervision.

    * Pastors (bishops) must meet special qualifications – 1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:5-9. But one does not need to meet all these qualifications to be a preacher. Timothy was an evangelist (2 Timothy 4:5), but was not an “elder” or pastor, because he was still a youth (1 Timothy 4:12).

    * When a local church appoints pastors (elders), it must appoint a plurality – Acts 14:23; 20:17,28; Philippians 1:1; etc. No local church in the gospel was ever overseen by just one pastor (elder). 

    Denominational congregations often have just one man they claim is the pastor. They often allow that one man to supervise or guide the congregation. However, he is really just an evangelist or preacher. He does not have the qualifications of an elder or bishop. Such a practice is unscriptural. 

    Some men who preach have also met the qualifications of elders (pastors) and have been appointed to do both jobs, but this is not the case for all preachers (1 Timothy 5:17,18).

    Like evangelists, pastors also do a work that does not require direct inspiration from the Holy Spirit, and a work that is still needed today.

    “Pastor” () – “a shepherd, one who tends herds or flocks (not merely one who feeds them), is used metaphorically of Christian ‘pastors,’ Eph. 4:11. Pastors guide as well as feed the flock; cp. Acts 20:28, which, with ver. 17, indicates that this was the service committed to the elders (overseers or bishops); so also in I Pet. 5:1,2 …; this involves tender care and vigilant superintendence” – Vine.

    “Teachers” emphasizes the effect or benefit produced by the message that one proclaims. It imparts knowledge, instruction, or information to others. 

    The repetition of the word “some” before each term except this one seems to imply that all the foregoing terms refer to different works. But this term “teachers” is simply used here as a further description of “pastors.” Elders are responsible to lead a local church, but they are also responsible to teach. This is one of their qualifications.

    “Teacher” () – “a teacher; in the N.T. one who teaches concerning the things of God, and the duties of man; 1. of one who is fitted to teach, or thinks himself so…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    The offices and works listed here are among God’s gifts to his church. The next verse tells what work the church can accomplish because it has these works.

     

    Effective Working in the Church – 4:11-16
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    4:12 – By means of these gifts the saints are perfected to the work of ministering and edifying the body.

    These gifts (the works these men do for the church) were given “for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ.” 

    Here is the work that these gifts were given to accomplish. 

    To “equip” the saints means to perfect them or complete them or bring them to the proper arrangement of wholeness. This fits the context, which shows that the goal is maturity and unity (see verses 13-15). 

    This perfection or completeness provides what the saints need to accomplish the work of ministry or service. By means of what these leaders provide, we are able to serve as God wants us to serve. We serve in every authorized way, including caring for the needy. But our service, especially in the church, emphasizes spreading the gospel and saving souls. Jesus came to set the example of serving others, so we could learn that serving is the measure of true greatness (Matthew 20:25-28).

    The end result of this then is edifying the body of Christ. To “edify” means to build up. We should do that which helps the body grow in number and in strength, but we also do what helps the members individually to become mature and complete in Christ (compare verses 13-16). 

    See Ephesians 4:15,16; Romans 15:14; 1 Thessalonians 5:11; Hebrews 3:12-14; 10:23-25.

    “Equipping” () “‘to render fit, complete … It does not necessarily imply, however, that that to which it is applied has been damaged …; it signifies, rather, right ordering and arrangement’” – Vine.

    “Ministry” () “‘service, ministry,’ is used … of religious and spiritual ‘ministration,’ (1) of apostolic ‘ministry,’ (2) of the service of believers, e.g., Acts 6:1; Romans 12:7; 1 Corinthians 12:5, …; 1 Corinthians 16:15; 2 Corinthians 8:4; 9:1,12, RV, “ministration;” 2 Cor 9:13; Ephesians 4:12 …’” – Vine.

    “Edification” () “denotes (a) ‘the act of building’ … this is used only figuratively in the NT, in the sense of edification, the promotion of spiritual growth…, Romans 14:19; 15:2; 1 Corinthians 14:3,5,12,26 …” – Vine.

    Applications to the work of the church

    Note that the Bible specifically states what work the Lord wants the church to do. The church exists for a purpose. While the book of Ephesians discusses the church in general, from this passage and others we can conclude why the church exists and what work local churches should emphasize. 

    Combining this with other passages, we see that the church exists to help souls be saved – spiritual purposes. Jesus is Head of the church (1:22,23) and Savior of the body (5:23,25). Every aspect of the church in the context here and elsewhere shows that the emphasis of the church is on spiritual matters. See 1 Thessalonians 1:8; Acts 11:26; Philippians 4:14-18; 1 Timothy 3:15; Ephesians 4:15,16; 1 Corinthians 14:15,19,23-26; 16:1,2; 11:17-34; 2 Corinthians 8&9; Acts 4:32-35.

    Other passages specify the work that local churches should focus on. 

    * Local churches should preach the gospel to save those who are not God’s children: 1 Thessalonians 1:8; Acts 11:22-26; Philippians 4:14-18; 1 Timothy 3:15. 

    * Local churches should instruct and edify Christians: 1 Corinthians 14:19,23-26; Ephesians 4:16. This work includes chastising erring members (1 Corinthians 5; Matthew 18:15-17; 2 Thessalonians 3:6-15). 

    * Local churches should provide opportunities to praise God (1 Corinthians 14:15; 11:17-34; 16:1,2; 2 Corinthians 8 & 9). 

    * Local churches have a limited responsibility to care for destitute members: Acts 4:32-35; 1 Corinthians 16:1,2; 2 Corinthians 8 & 9; Acts 11:27-30). 

    Many denominations and some “churches of Christ” have involved the church in various Social Gospel practices. They act as though the church is a recreational center, social club, or entertainment society. They attempt to involve the church in solving the material, social, and emotional problems of the world. The end result of such practices, however, involves members in practices that please their physical, social, and personal desires.

    While true service to God will involve us to some extent in these material matters in our individual lives, that is not the purpose of the church. We could have done all those material works had Jesus never come to earth and never died to establish the church. The church exists to help people serve God and be saved eternally. To sidetrack the church into these physical interests is to weaken her ability and commitment to do what the Lord put her here for. Changing the work of the church into that which the Lord never authorized is as wrong as changing the Lord’s plan of salvation or His plan of worship in the church.

    (Note: Some of the functions of the men listed clearly pertain to local church function, such as pastors – 1 Peter 5:2,3. Others pertain to the church as a whole, such as apostles and prophets. However, in practice the apostles and prophets always associated with local churches and accomplished their work through local churches. The original apostles worked with the church in Jerusalem at the beginning of the book of Acts. In his missionary travels, Paul established local churches and worked with a local church till he moved on to start another congregation elsewhere. Prophets prophesied within the framework of the local church – 1 Corinthians 14. So the work of the church always manifests itself within the framework of local churches.)

    To learn more about the organization and work of the church we urge you to study our free articles on those subjects on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    4:13,14 – These works lead us to the unity of the faith, unto full-grown maturity, so we are not children tossed about by doctrines of men.

    This continues the thought of verses 11,12. In fact, in the NKJV, verses 11-16 constitute one long sentence. The men/offices named in verse 11 were gifts to the church to enable the saints to do the work described in verse 12. That work in turn is done to accomplish the purposes of verses 13,14.

    The work the church does because it has these gifts

    “Till” is a critical word here. It can often mean time duration – a thing lasts or continues “till” a certain time or event occurs and then it ceases. However, it can mean simply the continuation of something to some point or extent, but it does not cease then. That point may be a point in time. See the word as used in Matthew 11:23; Mark 13:30; Matthew 28:15; Romans 5:14. Or, the word may also refer to a point of extent or degree or measure of some activity: an activity is done to achieve some extent, but does not cease then. See 2 Timothy 2:9; Hebrews 12:4. (See also Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.)

    This is important to our understanding of the whole passage, especially verse 13. The gifts of verse 11 function to achieve the works of verse 12 “till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (verse 13). 

    As we discussed somewhat on verse 11, some maintain that this context is discussing various miraculous gifts, saying they will continue “until” the point discussed in verse 13, then they cease. So, the teaching is the same as 1 Corinthians 12-14. I agree that this point is made in 1 Corinthians, so I accept that doctrine as valid (see 1 Corinthians 13). However, I simply am unconvinced that Ephesians 4 is making that point. I believe a different point is made here, as stated in our notes on verse 11. 

    1 Corinthians 12,13 clearly names and describes the miraculous gifts, so there can be no doubt they are discussed there. But Ephesians 4 nowhere names any miraculous gifts at all. It names men and offices or functions. Some of those men possessed spiritual gifts (apostles and prophets), but others did not necessarily possess spiritual gifts at all (evangelists and pastors). Furthermore, while some of those offices or functions have ceased, others have not. 

    Furthermore, verse 13 says, among the purposes of the gifts, till we come “to a perfect man,” etc. (and the Greek has a word for “man”). Such is never done in 1 Corinthians 13. That passage does not discuss coming to a perfect “man,” but to “that which is perfect”: a perfect thing, the Scriptures. Ephesians is discussing the maturing of people, not of revelation. 

    I believe Ephesians 4 discusses a different point than 1 Corinthians 13. So what meanings would fit here? 

    (1) The gifts (men and works of verse 11) continually work to the extent that we all arrive at the goal of unity and knowledge of God’s word and maturity of us all in Christ (verse 13). So, these men/works are not said to continue to a time (then cease), but they work to achieve some extent of unity and maturity. 

    This goal is one that is needed in all ages and all places. These men/works are gifts designed to function to the extent of (“till”) achieving those goals. (This requires us to view the apostles and prophets as functioning through the work they did in revealing the word. So, we “have” them working in us yet, as people “had” Moses and the prophets – Luke 16:29. See notes on 2:20). 

    (2) Another closely related view is this: that which works till we come to unity and maturity (verse 13) refers, not so much to the gifts (men/works) of verse 11 as to the work of the church in verse 12. So, the men/offices of verse 11 equip the church to do the work of verse 12. The church does that work till we all achieve the goals described in verse 13. 

    This view clearly fits verses 15,16, and I believe best fits the context. We work in every time and place to the extent that we achieve the goals described.

    These two views are so closely related that the distinction is not of any great significance.

    The goals or results toward which we work 

    If we understand verses 13,14 to describe the goals toward which the church works (verse 12), when it benefits from the men/offices of verse 11, then what are the goals of our work?

    Attaining unity of the faith and the knowledge

    The faith and the knowledge have definite articles, so they mean objective faith and knowledge. These refer to the faith revealed in the gospel (as Jude 3) and those truths which we should come to know. The church works till (in order to achieve the extent that) we all arrive at (or unto – ) that faith and knowledge. 

    The faith and knowledge exist, but the church is to teach and preach (speak the truth in love – verse 15) so all the members (“we all”) achieve unity in that faith and knowledge. We have the revelation, but we sometimes do not have unity in them. Unity is what Paul has been instructing throughout the context (see verses 1-6). The objective facts have been revealed on which unity is based (verses 4-6). But we must strive to keep that unity (verses 2,3). That is the point of verse 13 – the church works to bring about this unity in the lives of all members.

    Attaining a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ

    Verse 13 says the church works to help us all achieve “a perfect man” (NKJV) or “a fullgrown man” (ASV), “a mature man” (NASB, MLV) or “mature manhood” (ESV, RSV). The reference is to maturity, not to sinlessness – though we should surely seek to live above sin.

    There are always new converts (if the church is doing its work), and those who have been members for years also need to grow. So, the maturing process is a continual one. The goal is to achieve “perfection” in the sense of maturity. 

    What maturity? That of the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ. Christ is our example. He is the Master. Our goal is to grow up to be like Him! He is the standard by which we should measure ourselves. See 1 Peter 2:21,22; Matthew 10:24,25; etc. This is what the church works to help us all achieve.

    Growing to maturity in Christ is a concept taught in many New Testament Scriptures. We are not born mature. We are born again as spiritual babes. We must grow to become mature by a process of time, study, and experience in God’s service. We must grow up and no longer be children – 1 Corinthians 14:20. This process must occur for each individual, and God wants us all to mature. See 2 Peter 3:18; Hebrews 5:11-14; This is what the church is working toward. 

    “Perfect” () “signifies ‘having reached its end’ (telos), ‘finished, complete, perfect.’ It is used (I) of persons, (a) primarily of physical development, then, with ethical import, ‘fully grown, mature,’ 1 Corinthians 2:6; 14:20 …; Ephesians 4:13; Philippians 3:15; Colossians 1:28; 4:12; in Hebrews 5:14…” – Vine.

    That we not be easily led astray by false doctrine

    Verse 14 then shows a further goal that this maturity will produce. Often those who are immature in age or knowledge can be easily led astray by those whom they respect as being older and more mature. This is the danger of youth. 

    Parents often warn their children not to listen to those who are older who are not known to be trustworthy. “Don’t ride with strangers,” or even, “Don’t talk to strangers,” or “Don’t run with a bad crowd.” This is why children need the protection of parents and families. Parents should protect children from those who would harm them, either physically or by lies and deceit. 

    This illustrates the point Paul makes here. There are false teachers who come with cunning craftiness, lying in wait to deceive. Such are described in many Scriptures. There are other teachers who may be sincere but have themselves been deceived by others. 

    Those who are spiritually immature can be tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine, like a wave of the sea tossed back and forth by the wind. They simply do not have the knowledge of truth to recognize and combat error in all its forms. 

    Those who are more mature should be better able to recognize error and combat it. They are included among those gifts listed in verse 11. They are responsible to “speak the truth in love” (verse 15) to help the church accomplish its work. Like a family protects it children from harm and abuse, so the church protects its spiritual children from being victimized by false teachers.

    There are those who would tell us that false teaching is not a serious danger and we should not speak out against other religious views. Yet the Bible continually warns of the danger. See Matthew 7:15-23; 15:14; 2 Corinthians 11:13-15; 1 Timothy 4:1-3; Acts 20:28-30; 1 John 4:1; 2 Timothy 4:2-4; Titus 1:9-14; 2 John 9-11; Romans 16:17,18; Galatians 1:6-9; 2 Peter chapter 2.

    4:15,16 – We help one another grow by speaking the truth in love and every part of the body working together to build the body up in love.

    Here Paul enlarges on the means the church uses to urge and lead all members to grow up in all things to the Head (see on verses 13,14). We bring about this result, for those who have receptive hearts, by speaking the truth in love, every member doing its part to build up the body in love.

    The truth

    Truth is what must be taught to help members grow to the stature of Christ (to grow up unto the Head) and to avoid the winds of deceitful doctrine and to achieve the unity described in verses 13,14. God’s word is truth (John 17:17). This truth is what the Holy Spirit revealed to the apostles and prophets (verse 11), so they could teach it to others (John 16:13). They then wrote it in Scripture to serve as our guide (2 Timothy 3:16,17; 1 Corinthians 14:37; Psalm 119:105). This truth is what the evangelists and pastors then teach and guide the members to follow.

    Truth is the antidote to error. It is the means God has given so we can avoid error. It is also the means by which we know what to do to be saved from sin (John 8:32), and it is that which we must obey to be made free from sin and be born again (1 Peter 1:22-25). Jesus has therefore given these leaders to equip the church to speak the truth so all members can grow to maturity and be unified in Christ.

    Note that the Spirit has a basis for unity, which includes truth about the things listed in verses 3-6. What is more, the Spirit has a plan to achieve that unity. That plan requires unity to be based on truth – verses 13-15. Unity is not based on compromise, let alone on error. Truth is required. A church that does not diligently teach the truth and stand firmly against error, is a church that is destined for division and spiritual immaturity.

    For other passages on truth see Psalm 19:7-11; 25:4,5; 119:47,48,97,140-143,151; 12:6; Proverbs 23:23; John 1:14,17; 8:32-36; 14:6; Romans 2:6-11; Ephesians 1:13; 4:14-16; 2 Thessalonians 2:10-12; 1 Timothy 3:15; 4:1-3; 2 Timothy 2:15,25,26; 4:2-4.

    Speak the truth

    Since truth is so essential to man’s salvation, the work of the church (verse 12) is to speak that truth (verse 15). The church is the pillar and ground of the truth (1 Timothy 3:15). We must uphold, support and defend truth. The men/offices of verse 11 were necessary to reveal that truth and to lead in this work of teaching truth.

    Sadly, there are many today, even in the church, who object when truth is spoken, especially when error is rebuked and condemned by the truth. They would prefer that the leaders in the church (verse 11) would compromise or would at least keep quiet about the sins of others. Yet God’s word requires truth to be spoken. 

    Others would seek to produce growth in the church by carnal attractions that appeal to the physical and material desires of people: entertainment, recreation, social activities, common meals, etc. They attract people by carnivals, parties, games, banquets, and even appeals to beautiful facilities, eloquence of the preacher, choirs, and instrumental productions. All of these are human wisdom, and none of them are what the Bible says to use to build up the church.

    The gospel is the power of God unto salvation – Romans 1:16. Faith comes by hearing the word of God – Romans 10:17. And so Paul clearly instructs that we produce unity and maturity in a congregation by speaking the truth in love. Attempts to build up the church by any other means are guaranteed to result in disunity and/or spiritual immaturity.

    Teaching of truth is what is needed. Teaching of truth is God’s ordained means to achieve unity in the church. Teaching of truth is God’s ordained means to cause growth of the members. The gospel reveals a taught religion. It must be taught, not just to those who are lost and in need for forgiveness, but it must be taught to the saved so they can grow and achieve unity. See Matthew 28:19,20; Mark 16:15,16; Colossians 1:28.

    But it is not just anything that must be spoken. It is not just any teaching that will achieve the Lord’s will. We must not speak human doctrines or human desires. We must not press our personal preferences and opinions to the division of the church. We must not be determined to have our own way. To grow up to the Head we must speak the truth: that which the Head has revealed (see Ephesians 1:22,23).

    See John 8:32; Acts 17:11; Joshua 1:8; Hosea 4:6; Hebrews 5:12; Deuteronomy 6:6-9; 1 Peter 2:2; 2 Timothy 2:15; Proverbs 2:1-20; Psalms 1:2; 119:47,48,97-99; 19:7-11; Matthew 5:6.

    Speak the truth “in love.”

    Yet these goals are not achieved just simply by speaking truth, nor is it just any and every kind of speaking that will achieve the Lord’s ends. To grow up to the Head and achieve the unity He wants in His body, we must speak truth “in love.” The manner and attitude in which truth is presented is important right alongside the importance of truth.

    Too many, even in the church, insist on speaking their views, perhaps even make great pains to be sure only truth is taught, yet they seem to care little for the manner or attitude with which it is done. 

    Note that Paul makes clear that speaking in love does not mean compromising with error. He has already settled that issue in verse 13 and elsewhere (see verses cited on verse 13). Nor does it mean keeping quiet. Nor does speaking the truth in love eliminate the need for rebuking error – see Revelation 3:19. We must speak and we must speak truth. Love leads to obedience to the Head, not to compromise – John 14:15,21-24; 1 John 5:2,3; etc. 

    Yet love will affect how we speak. We lead people to truth, but we do so with patient concern for their souls, not with haughty self-righteousness. We must not approach people as though we are not sinners and they are scum. We must grieve with them for their error, humbly keeping in focus our own failures, past and present. We must lead them to look with us to Jesus as the Savior, not to ourselves (2:8,9). We must speak because we care about their souls and want deeply for them to avoid the dangers of eternal torment. 

    That is what it takes to achieve unity and maturity among God’s people.

    Every part doing its share

    This discussion of the unity of the church concludes with a beautiful comparison to the parts of a body working in harmony. First, Paul explains that Christ has provided the whole body with everything it needs to achieve unity and maturity. He gave the gifts needed (verses 7-11). He gives, through the Spirit, the instructions to produce unity (verses 3-6). He is the Head, whose laws guide the body (1:22,23), so that we have unity and maturity if we follow Him. All must work according to His guidance and provision, just as is the case with any body in relationship to its head. He provides, but the members must work to accomplish the goal.

    The whole body is then joined and knit together by what every joint supplies. The expressions “joined and knit together” picture the parts of the body fitting perfectly together in one unified whole, held together by the joints. Compare Colossians 2:19; Ephesians 2:20-22.

    It is like a house built together or like the cloth of a garment woven and pieced together. Every part must be in place, fitting its place perfectly, then each part works for the good of the whole. “Joints” are places where body parts connect. So, joining the body in unity is the work of all the parts. Every part must work to hold the whole together.

    Further, unity is achieved according to the effective working by which every part does its share, or “when each part is working properly” (ESV). It is not enough for the parts to fit together well. They must also work together. Each one has a job, and each must do the job that has been assigned to it. No matter how well the parts fit, they cannot accomplish anything worthwhile unless they all work according to the plan of the head.

    Cooperation is what is needed. Members must work together. All it takes to disrupt the unity is one member who refuses to cooperate. To the extent that any one member is contentious and divisive, to that extent the congregation does not have unity and will not effectively work towards maturity.

    The emphasis must be on “every” part and on “working” and “doing its share.” Every part has work to do. Note the contrast between the leaders in verse 11 and all the members in verse 16. The leaders who are the gifts to the church (verse 11) do not do all the work. They simply equip or provide what the members need to do their work (verse 12). But every part has work. To the extent that any part fails to do its work, to that extent the body fails to do its work. Every member is needed. Yet far too many neglect their work. We should realize our mutual responsibility in the body. 

    Far too many churches and far too many members want to shift their responsibilities onto the leaders. They think if they have hired a preacher and if the congregation has elders then those leaders must work and work diligently, but the other members spend their time and efforts in pursuing other interests. When there is work to be done, they seek to pile more and more onto the leaders. 

    It must be clearly understood from the illustration used here that the church grows and accomplishes the purposes of the Head when and only when all the members are willing to do their work. The responsibility of the leaders is to equip the members so that they can work, not to do all the work. Both the leaders and the members must remember that. The leaders must be willing to assign work for the members to do, and the members must be willing to take up the responsibilities before them and labor for the good of the cause of Christ.

    Note further that “work” is required. Each one has its share. Some are better able to do certain works than others, but all can work in every required area, and all have something to contribute. See 1 Corinthians 12 and the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14-35). The work is assigned by the Head, and He gives a share to each one. Are you doing your share, or are others having to take up the slack because you failed to do your share? The work is done “effectively” only when every member works.

    The result of the work is that the whole body is caused to grow and edify itself in love. This is the result of speaking the truth in love (verse 15). The body grows by adding new members as the gospel is preached (2:20-22; 4:15). It also grows by the members edifying one another so each one becomes mature and effective for the Lord, instead of being immature, ineffective, and easily led astray (verses 12-15). 

    All must act in love for one another and especially for God and His word. This is fundamental to Biblical unity (verse 2). In this way, the body has both unity and growth. 

    What a beautiful symbol, and what an expressive explanation Paul has here given of the unity God wants in His church (4:1-16). 

    4:17-32 – The New Man in Christ vs. the Old Man

    4:17-19 – Do not walk the way Gentiles walk in ignorance with hardened hearts in lasciviousness, uncleanness, and greediness.

    Paul has described at length God’s purpose for man’s redemption and the role of the church in that plan. He now begins giving practical applications to individual lives. One who truly appreciates forgiveness and God’s purpose, as Paul has described it, will surely want to live the life of a Christian. He will no longer want to continue living like the world, but will become a new man. This new man is discussed through verse 32 and into the next chapter.

    In particular, Paul testified that, as Christians, the Ephesians should no longer walk as other Gentiles walk. He was addressing converted Gentiles (2:11). He had described their walk in sin in 2:2,3. “Walk” refers to one’s manner of life (compare 5:8). 

    Gentiles in that day – like heathen who do not believe in God in our day – tended to live in evil and immorality of all kinds. They even carried this into their religion, using religious exercises as an excuse to justify their evils. Paul said that, when such people are converted, they ought not to continue such a life but should be changed people.

    This is an important lesson for all Christians to learn. When one turns from walking in sin and is converted to Christ, he must not continue in sin. There are some today who would argue that a person can be accepted by God even while continuing in sin. The word of God shows repeatedly that conversion requires change, which requires diligent pursuit of overcoming sin in our lives.

    He then begins to list some of the ways Gentiles typically lived: ways in which converted Gentiles should not live.

    Futility of mind

    People in the world in general tend to live wrong because they think wrong (compare verse 32; Romans 12:1,2). Their hearts and minds are directed toward practices that are evil or, if not inherently evil, are yet not the purpose of life. Many people emphasize these things to the neglect of God’s service. Wrong thinking leads to wrong living. So we must learn to control our thoughts and allow them to be directed by the word of God.

    Ignorance, darkened understanding, and blinded hearts

    Part of the futility of mind of worldly people is that their understanding is darkened. Darkness in the Bible is a symbol of sin and ignorance. These people, before conversion, had been ignorant of God’s word as were most Gentiles. 

    This ignorance was generally the result of hardened or blinded hearts. See Romans 1:18-32; Matthew 13:13-15; John 3:19-21; 2 Timothy 4:2-4. Sometimes ignorance results because people simply have not yet had opportunity to learn. But often ignorance results because people refuse to learn or even reject truth when they hear it. It may truly be said that they do not know, but this is because, given opportunities to learn, they refused to listen. 

    Or perhaps the message did not agree with their desires or preconceived ideas or former teachings, so they simply rejected it. Ignorance of God’s will under the gospel is never an excuse. It is sinful and we must repent of it (Acts 17:30; Romans 10:1-3). 

    This ignorance in turn led to alienation from the life God provides (compare 2:12). Life is in the Son (John 14:6; Romans 6; 1 John 5:11,12). He is the Source of spiritual life during this earthly life and eternal life in the life to come. Through Him we are raised to live again (Ephesians 2:2-6). Failure to go to Him for forgiveness necessarily leads to alienation from God. 

    Past feeling

    These unconverted Gentiles were, furthermore, past feeling (“callous” – NASB, ESV). They not only did wrong, they did not care that it was wrong. 

    Some people, doing wrong, feel guilt of conscience. Such remorse may eventually lead them to repent or at least to cease evil. Or at the very least their sense of guilt demonstrates they have a knowledge of right and wrong, so they may be willing to admit that they really ought to do better.

    But some people do wrong so long they simply no longer care. Their consciences do not bother them. They feel no sense of guilt or remorse whatever. See 1 Timothy 4:2; Jeremiah 3:3. 

    Here are some specific sins of these unconverted Gentiles:

    Lewdness

    The NKJV may say “lewdness” or “licentiousness.” Other translations are “lasciviousness” (ASV, KJV), “sensuality” (NASB, ESV), “carnal indulgences” (MLV), “licentiousness” (RSV). Compare Mark 7:20-23; Galatians 5:19-21; 1 Peter 4:1-4. 

    “Lascivious” or “licentious” is defined in the dictionary as anything that causes or tends to arouse sexual excitement, desire, or lust between people not married to one another. This would include indecent clothing, modern mixed dancing, mixed swimming (in modern swimwear), suggestive jokes and speech, petting, and other forms of sexual suggestiveness. 

    Other commands forbid unlawful sexual intercourse, but this word goes further and forbids enjoying thinking about or suggestively talking about or participating in things that would encourage sexual immorality. Even if no actual sexual intercourse occurs, it is still sinful to enjoy thinking about doing it with someone not your lawful spouse, or to want to see or touch that which is intimate or private. Anything that encourages the desire to do these is also forbidden.

    Such moral looseness was common among Gentiles. As mentioned earlier, it was common even in the religious exercises of the Gentiles. They thought they were worshiping God even in their temples by practicing adultery, homosexuality, lewd dancing, and sexual immorality of all kinds. 

    Such moral looseness is likewise common in our corrupt society. It is seen continually in the entertainment industry, parties, advertising, and often on the street and in the schools. It is a shame wherever it occurs, and those who are converted to the Lord should cease it. Yet unfortunately, as Paul implies in the context here, some who profess to be members of the Lord’s church have not yet learned to turn away from such evils.

    “Lewdness” () – “…unbridled lust, excess, licentiousness, lasciviousness, wantonness, outrageousness, shamelessness, insolence … ‘wanton (acts or) manners, as filthy words, indecent bodily movements, unchaste handling of males and females, etc.’ (Fritzsche) …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Uncleanness

    This word is translated “uncleanness” (NKJV, ASV, KJV, MLV, RSV), “impurity” (NASB, ESV).

    The reference seems to mean immorality in general, perhaps especially sexual immorality. The Gentiles were known for immorality, and many Christians had practiced it before their conversion (compare 1 Corinthians 6:9-11). It was common in heathen idol worship. Paul warns them that they must not return to this profligate lifestyle.

    “Uncleanness” () “…denotes ‘uncleanness,’ … (b) moral, Romans 1:24; 6:19; 2 Corinthians 12:21; Galatians 5:19; Ephesians 4:19; 5:3; Colossians 3:5; 1 Thessalonians 2:3 (suggestive of the fact that sensuality and evil doctrine are frequently associated); 4:7…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    Greediness

    The Gentiles also were greedy or covetous. Covetousness is greed, love for money and material things to the point that one sins or is hindered in his service to God. Anytime we are willing to sin because of love of money, we are covetous. Christians who are converted must turn from such greed. (See also Ephesians 5:3.)

    Those who over emphasize material possessions often tend to put their faith or trust in them rather than in God – 1 Timothy 6:17-19. They may become so wrapped up in their material possessions and enjoyments that they neglect God’s service – Luke 12:15-21. Once again, those who are converted to the Lord must overcome such sinful attitudes. But unfortunately, members of the Lord’s church have sometimes not yet learned these lessons and continue to overindulge and over emphasize material possessions.

    See Matthew 6:19-33; 16:24-27; Romans 8:5-8; 12:1,2; 2 Corinthians 8:5; 10:3,4; John 6:27,63; Luke 12:15-21; 1 Timothy 6:6-10; Colossians 3:1,2. 

    “Greediness” (“covetousness”) () “…lit., ‘a desire to have more’ … always in a bad sense, … Mark 7:22 …; Romans 1:29; Ephesians 5:3; 1 Thessalonians 2:5. Elsewhere it is used, (a) of material possessions, Luke 12:15; 2 Peter 2:3; 2 Corinthians 9:5 … (b) of sensuality, Ephesians 4:19…; Colossians 3:5…; 2 Peter 2:14 …” – Vine.

    4:20,21 – What is learned from Christ is not the same as what was practiced by the Gentiles but is based on truth.

    Practices that do not harmonize with the will of Christ

    The Gentiles “walked” as described in verses 17-19, but no one learns to live that way when they learn Christ. If they had heard Jesus and been taught by Him, they would know that He did not teach anyone to so live. 

    Of course, they had learned about His will (2:17,18; 4:11,15). Paul was not doubting or denying this. He is simply reminding them that, since they had learned from Christ, they must act according to His teachings.

    Truth is found in Christ (John 14:6; 8:31,32). If we want truth, we must turn to Him. But when we so learn truth, we will learn that such things as the Gentiles walked in are not justified but are evil.

    Learning Christ

    Note that learning Jesus involves learning how to live an upright life in His service. Some people think that learning Christ simply means learning about what He did: how He lived, His death and resurrection, etc. (See also Acts 8:12.) Other people simply think it means learning how to receive His forgiveness and become a child of God. Here we are taught that learning Christ involves far more than that. 

    These Ephesian converts had many of them been converted from Gentile backgrounds. They had practiced the evils the Gentiles often practiced. But when one is converted to Christ, he learns a whole new way of life and cannot continue in the ways of the world.

    Note furthermore that Paul excludes these things from the life of the Christian simply by saying that we did not learn and were not taught them by Jesus. What we do not learn from Christ is important, as well as what we do learn from Christ. Things that are not included in what the Lord tells us to do are thereby excluded.

    4:22-24 – In Christ we must put away the corrupt old man, be renewed in the spirit of our mind, and put on the new man of righteousness and holiness.

    What have we learned in Christ? We did not learn (verses 20,21) to continue walking in the sinful conduct Gentiles generally practiced (verses 17-19). What then did we learn?

    “Put off”

    Concerning that former conduct, we must learn to “put off” the old man. The “old man” here refers to the way we used to act, as summarized in verses 17-19. This was the kind of person these Gentiles used to be: the kind of person most people in the world are, and the kind of people that we all used to be to some extent before our conversion. 

    We must put off that way of life, like a man takes off his clothing and puts on an entirely different suit. But what we put off or remove is, not just something external, but an entire way of living. See also Colossians 3:8ff; Romans 13:12; Hebrews 12:1; James 1:21; 1 Peter 2:1.

    The old man also refers to a life that grows corrupt according to deceitful lusts. Corruption refers to pollution, impurity, and defilement. Here it is moral and spiritual defilement. This way of living causes us to “grow” corrupt – we become more and more evil. Corruption is progressive. We are not, as Calvinists claim, born totally depraved. If so, we could not become more depraved. But living in sin causes us to grow progressively more depraved.

    Depravity is caused by giving in to deceitful lusts. Lusts are desires – generally evil or sinful desires – that lead us to practice evil activities. See 1 John 2:15,16. Caldwell lists these passages: Romans 6:12; 13:14; Galatians 5:16,24; Ephesians 2;3; 1 Peter 2:11; 2 Peter 2:18; Colossians 3:5; 1 Thessalonians 4:5; 1 Timothy 6:9; 2 Timothy 2:22; Titus 2:12.

    These are deceitful in the sense that they lead us to believe they are good and will benefit us (Matthew 13:22). People often deny the wicked nature of these practices, attempting to deceive us to believe we can participate in them with God’s approval. Or they lead us to believe we will benefit and be glad we engaged in them. Instead, of course, God disapproves and will punish us. In the end, we will bitterly regret our sins. These regrets may come even in this life. Consider the example of Adam and Eve in Genesis 3. 

    Sin offers pleasure, and may give a measure of it. But it is temporary at best, and not ultimately satisfying. So, it is deceitful.

    What does it take to put off the old man? We are talking a complete life change. We are not just discussing quitting a bad habit or two. We are talking about complete commitment to Jesus – a new way of thinking (verse 23), resulting in a new way of acting and speaking. 

    This will usually require forming new friendships and leaving old friendships (1 Corinthians 15:33). It will surely require leaving all sinful associations, such as denominations and other false religious groups, sinful clubs and organizations, and perhaps even sinful occupations and business practices (2 Corinthians 6:16-18; Matthew 15:13). It will require, in many cases, alienation from family and friends (Matthew 10:34-37). It will require avoiding places and circumstances we may have chosen in the past. Depending on how deeply ingrained we are in sin, it will require major changes in life.

    We do not do people a favor when, as members of the church sometimes mistakenly do, we tell other people that they are so good that it would not take much changing for them to be Christians. The fact is that the Christian life is a whole new way of life. It may be true that some people are closer to it than others, but for all people becoming a Christian is truly a conversion: a major change, a transformation, a metamorphosis. We should not belittle that but, as Paul does here, we should challenge people to accept the responsibility to live the whole new life that the Lord requires of us.

    Renew your mind

    All service to God begins in the mind. People live wrong because they think wrong. In order to live right we must think right. Changing from the old man to the new man, therefore, requires being renewed in the spirit of the mind.

    Note that this is a spiritual change we are discussing. We are not talking about just an outward change in the way we dress (though that might be one manifestation of the inner change). Nor is this just a matter of external changes in how we act, though that too will follow. We are talking about a fundamental change of attitude that begins in the heart or spirit, then in turn it leads to a different life. 

    Proper service to God requires proper motivations and attitudes. Too many people want to change simply the externals of their conduct, without changing their motives and attitudes. They just “go through the motions.” It will not work, because attitudes determine conduct. Such people just become hypocrites. Real change must come from within. 

    We must present our bodies a living sacrifice to God by not being conformed to the world but being transformed by the renewing of our minds – Romans 12:1,2.

    See Proverbs 4:23; Philippians 2:5; Compare Matthew 6:19-33; 16:24- 27; Romans 8:5-8; 12:1,2; 2 Corinthians 8:5; 10:3,4; John 6:27,63; Luke 12:15-21; 1 Timothy 6:6-10; Colossians 3:1,2.

    “Put on”

    Nor is it enough just to get rid of bad habits and evil speech. We must then replace them with good conduct. We must “put on” the new man, the new character molded by Jesus’ example and instructions. This is an entirely different kind of person from the old man. It is complete transformation from the inside out.

    This change is so profound that other passages describe it as a new birth or a resurrection from death: John 3:3,5; Romans 6:4ff; 2 Corinthians 5:17; Ephesians 2:5,10.

    We are then created or formed by God to be different persons (see Ephesians 2:10). God creates us to be righteous and holy. We are upright in His way and truly holy in attitude and conduct. Just as God created the world and the people on it, so He creates in each of us a new person. But in this case, He does not operate us on independently apart from our will. We must also work to produce the changes, and many of them will take time to complete. 

    Note the significance of this putting off and putting on. Too many people think of serving God as just getting rid of bad habits. That is the putting off. We avoid committing evil things. But just as important, in God’s service, is the putting on of good qualities. We must not neglect the good works God wants in us. We cannot please God by good deeds practiced without removing evil. Nor can we please God by removing evil without practicing good.

    Furthermore, bringing the good into our lives helps us keep out the evil. And we must remove the old to make room for the new. The two go hand in hand. We have just so much room in our lives. We are limited in time, energy, ability, money, etc. But our lives will be filled with something. 

    So we must both put off and put on. We must eliminate the evil to make room for the good. As we put off bad practices, we must replace them with good. This fills our lives and makes it much harder for evil to return. If we do not bring in the good habits, the evil habits are sure to return. See Matthew 12:43-45.

    Verse 25 through the end of the chapter gives a number of specific examples of things we should “put off.” Generally, each one is accompanied by good we should “put on” in its place. Here is a summary of the specific examples of putting off and putting on that Paul lists here:

    Falsehood versus truth – 4:25

    Stealing versus work & generosity – 4:28

    Corrupt speech versus edification – 4:29,30

    Bitterness & malice versus kindness & forgiveness – 4:31,32

    Impurity versus thankfulness – 5:3,4

    4:25-27 – Put off falsehood but speak truth. Do not allow anger to lead to sin, nor give place to the devil.

    Here now are specific examples of corrupt conduct we must put off, accompanied by what we should put on in its place.

    Lying vs. speaking truth

    We should put away lying (NKJV) – also translated “falsehood” (ASV, NASB, ESV). Lying is deliberately speaking in such a way as to lead someone else to believe what is not true. All people accidentally and unintentionally say things that are not accurate. Such is not necessarily lying. It is only a mistake. Lying is deliberate.

    On the other hand, lying can be done without directly saying something false. We can deliberately leave impressions or tell partial facts so as to intentionally lead people to believe what is not true. Such is also lying. 

    Lying can include: 

    Making false promises that we do not intend to keep (Genesis 29:18,25; Exodus 8:28,29)

    Flattery in which we say good things about people but do not mean them (Psalm 62:4)

    Teaching false doctrine (Genesis 3:4; 2 Corinthians 11:13-15; 4:2)

    Hypocrisy, in which we pretend to be something (good) that we are not (Psalm 78:35-37; Malachi 1:14; Acts 5:1-9)

    Telling half truths to deceive (Genesis 37:28,31-33)

    Self deception (Galatians 6:3; Romans 1:19-25)

    Lying originates with the devil (John 8:44) and comes from the heart of man (Acts 5:1-9; Matthew 15:18-20). It often harms the relationships people have with one another (Genesis 27, 29; 37:33-35; Isaiah 9:14-16; Psalm 40:4; Jeremiah 9:4,5). Ultimately, it leads to alienation from God and eternal condemnation, if it is not repented of and forgiven (Colossians 3:9 Revelation 21:8,27; 22:14,15; Psalm 24:3-5). 

    The opposite of lying, of course, is truth. Christians speak truth to their neighbors. We do not practice situation ethics. We must not say things that we know are not true, even if we think it will help others. Christians tell truth, period. Telling lies for the benefit of others is as wrong as telling lies for our own benefit. 

    This does not mean we must tell everything we know. Some things are confidential or private. We are not obligated to tell them just because people ask about them. But in such cases, neither should we lead people to believe we have told them all we know. If we are reserving some things because they are confidential or private, then we should make that clear or at least simply say that we prefer not to discuss the subject.

    “We are members of one another.” Our lives are intertwined. When we speak falsehood, we hurt others as well as ourselves. Members of a body should not lie to one another. Nerves communicate from various body parts to other parts, but lies should not be sent. Only truth is communicated. So it should be when Christians speak.

    How totally different Bible teaching is from what we see around us in society. Lying is the common cold of society. It is among the most common of sins. We all have practiced it at times. Most people do it all their lives, and justify it when it is to their advantage or at least when they think it is best for others. The entertainment media is full of it, even in the most innocent of shows. Government officials practice it daily to cover up their misdeeds from the public. Children and spouses practice it to hide their wrongs from parents or spouses. 

    We are surrounded by lying. Yet Christians must learn to speak truth. 

    For other passages on lying and deceit see 1 Peter 2:1,22; 3:10; Colossians 3:9; Proverbs 6:16-19; 19:22; Exodus 20:16.

    “Lie” () “1) a lie, 2) conscious and intentional falsehood, 3) in a broad sense, whatever is not what it seems to be, 3a) of perverse, impious, deceitful precepts…” Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Anger

    Be angry and sin not. Not all anger is sinful. Some people see a Christian become angry and they automatically conclude he has sinned. Yet such is not always valid. Sin ought to make us angry. It surely makes God angry.

    Moses was angry at sin (Exodus 11:4-8; 32:19-28; Numbers 16:15). Jesus was angry at sin (Mark 3:5; 10:14; Psalm 2:12). We should also be angry at sin (2 Corinthians 7:11). Numerous Scriptures speak of God’s anger against sin. To condemn people simply because they become angry is to condemn those who are like Jesus and His Father! 

    However, anger can be dangerous, not because it is always sinful, but because it so easily leads to sin. The problem is that we tend to lose control and do or say things we should not. We tend to hold grudges and plot how we will get even with those we imagined hurt us. 

    Anger can be controlled so it does not lead to sin. The passage clearly states this is so, therefore it can be done. Instead of excusing our lack of self-control, we should learn to practice Bible principles. 

    “Do not let the sun go down on your wrath.” This is not meant to be technically literal. Suppose the thing that angers me happens two minutes before sundown. If I have not gotten over it in the next two minutes, did I sin? The point is that anger should be constructively dealt with, rather than allowing it to brood in our hearts. We should not harbor grudges, holding anger, plotting how we will hurt those who angered us. 

    The important lesson to learn is that we should deal with anger, not by seeking to harm the person who angered us, but by seeking to eliminate the cause of the anger. Attack the problem itself – the circumstances or the action – not the person. Generally, this requires discussing the problem at a time when we have cooled off and can have a reasonable discussion with the one who angered us. 

    We must not talk about the matter to everyone around us other than the one who angered us. We must not sit in a huff insisting that they must come to us to resolve the problem. We must not seek to hurt the person who angered us, saying hateful things to hurt their feelings, or seeking personal vengeance. Instead, we pray for them, and seek to work out the problem talking to them according to Bible principles. This includes determining who was Scripturally wrong, apologizing for wrongs done, and offering forgiveness to those who repent. See Matthew 5:22-24; Luke 17:3,4; Matthew 18:15-17.

    See James 1:19,20; Proverbs 14:17; 29:11,20; 16:32; 25:28; 22:24,25; 15:1,28; Leviticus 19:17,18.

    Do not give place to the devil. 

    “Place” means “opportunity” (NASB, ESV, RSV, NKJV footnote), “a chance” (MLV). We should not allow the devil to have a place in our lives. The point is, not just that we should not give in to the devil, but further we should not do things that give him a chance to capture us. Instead, we should resist him by every means possible (James 4:7; 1 Peter 5:8,9). This includes staying away from circumstances that easily lead to sin.

    Harboring anger gives the devil a place to work on us, an opportunity to lead us astray. But the same is true of many other practices. Some people give the devil an opportunity by going to places where they know people have gathered to sin or by associating with people who they know will encourage them to sin. 

    The point is to avoid playing with temptation. The devil uses temptation to lead us to sin. We cannot avoid all temptation, but when we see temptation coming and we have no good reason to continue in the situation, we should take steps to avoid the temptation. 

    Note that the devil is real and should be taken seriously. He is not just some principle of evil or evil influence. Let alone is he some make-believe character who can really do no one harm. He is a real living spirit being, and his danger is real. We will learn more about our opposition to Satan in chapter 6.

    See Proverbs 4:23; 6:27; 13:20; 22:3; Matthew 5:8; 6:13; 18:8,9; Romans 13:14; 1 Corinthians 15:33; Genesis 39:7-12.

    4:28,29 – Do not steal but work what is good to give to others in need. Avoid corrupt speech but say what is edifying to give grace to those who hear.

    Stealing

    Here is another practice of the world that Christians must “put off.” Christians realize that people have a right to keep what they worked for. People should not take other people’s property without their permission. This principle is called “property rights.” Rather than denying the concept, as some allege, the Bible defends the concept. 

    Some people say that the Bible teaches Christians not to own property. However, every passage that rebukes stealing is automatically justifying the owning of property. The very fact that it is wrong to take what belongs to other people of itself proves that people have the right to own property.

    Of course, God ultimately owns everything; but we “own” what is “ours” in contrast to other people, who do not own it. We want others to respect our property and not steal from us. So, we ought to love our neighbor and not steal his property. 

    Stealing takes many forms, not just one or two. Besides the obvious forms of armed robbery or shoplifting, there are dishonest business practices, “white collar” theft (juggling the books, extortion, etc.), employee theft, failure to give an honest day’s work for the pay we receive, cheating on taxes, and refusal to pay debts. All these are stealing because one takes for himself that which belongs or is owed to others, without their permission.

    Clearly, stealing is a common problem in modern society. Many people simply are not content to earn their income by an honest occupation.

    See Matthew 7:12; Romans 13:6-10; Ephesians 4:28; 1 Corinthians 6:9,10; Exodus 20:15; Isaiah 6:18; 1 Peter 4:15,16; Titus 2:9,10; Matthew 15:19,20; Psalm 37:21; Ezekiel 33:15.

    “Steal” () “1) to steal, 1a) to commit a theft, 1b) take away by theft i.e take away by stealth” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Work

    This is what should be “put on” instead of stealing. The Bible teaches that people are expected to work for what they receive. This is called a “work ethic.” This idea is the opposite of stealing. As people develop a strong work ethic, they work instead of stealing. As they lose their work ethic, they seek to take what belongs to others without earning it. The desire to “get something for nothing” has pervaded our society, and it accompanies the increase in stealing. 

    Note that we must work “that which is good” (or “honest work” – ESV). Not every job provides a service or product that is “good.” Paul is not justifying drug dealers, bartenders, or tobacco growers, just because they work. 

    A legitimate work for Christians must provide something “good” for others. This is an important point. The Biblical law of labor is that we earn our pay by providing something of genuine benefit to others. A service or produce that harms others is not working “that which is good,” and therefore is actually forbidden by this passage.

    Passages showing the importance of working to provide for our selves and our loved ones include: 2 Thessalonians 3:7-10; 1 Corinthians 4:12; Acts 20:34; 2 Timothy 2:6; 1 Thessalonians 1:3; 4:10,11; Romans 12:11. 

    Likewise, we should not be lazy or negligent: Proverbs 21:25; 24:30,31; 26:15; 6:6-10; 18:9; 10:26; 24:30-34; 13:4; 26:16; 31:27; 1 Timothy 5:8; Matthew 25:24-26.

    Give to others

    One who has worked for his income has the privilege and duty as a Christian to share with others. Giving to the needy is a Divine requirement. Rather than stealing from others, a Christian works to give to others as well as to provide for himself and his family.

    Note that the passage specifies to whom we are to give: those who have need. The Bible does not teach us to give to those who are simply lazy or negligent. Giving to them just encourages them in their error. We give to those who have legitimate need due to circumstances beyond their control. See Luke 15:16,17; 2 Thessalonians 3:10.

    Some have suggested that giving to others, besides being a form of service, may constitute a form of restitution for those who have stolen from others. The Bible requires those who wrong others and then repent to seek to undo the effects of the harm they have done to others. One who was stolen from others may know from whom he stole and how much, in which case he should restore what he took. But in many cases he may not know how much or from whom, in which case giving to others in need may serve as a form of restitution.

    See also 1 John 3:16-18; 1 Corinthians 13:3; 1 Timothy 5:4,8,16; Matthew 15:4-6; 25:31-46; Esther 2:7; Luke 10:25-37; 14:12-14; Acts 9:36-39; 20:34,35; James 1:27; 2:15,16; Galatians 6:10; John 19:26,27.

    Applications to gambling

    It becomes obvious here that gambling is sinful, because it is not an authorized way to obtain the property of others. If you want what others have, you must offer them something of value – something of genuine benefit to them – so that they agree by an act of free will to give their property to you in exchange for what you have to offer. Or they may choose to give it to you as an act of kindness or generosity on their part (as in the last part of the verse).

    The gambler clearly violates what this verse describes. He simply offers others a chance to take what he possesses in exchange for a chance for him to take their possessions. The outcome is determined by a game of chance, but the winner has not given “that which is good” as a benefit to others. He has taken their property for nothing. He has not earned it. He does not seek to contribute value to others in exchange for what he receives, but seeks to avoid doing so. 

    This “get something for nothing” attitude is the opposite of the Bible work ethic and thoroughly undermines it. It is not love for the neighbor, but is covetousness or greed.

    Corrupt speech

    Here is something else Christians must “put off.” We must eliminate from our lives corrupt speech. Proper speech is important to God. We can sin by word just as surely as by deed. In fact, controlling our tongues is said to be especially difficult. 

    Speech may be corrupt in various ways. Paul has already discussed corrupt speech in the form of lying (verse 25). 

    Some speech is improper because it is profane, using words or ideas disrespectfully, when they ought to be discussed with respect. This includes profaning God’s name and other terms for Deity. Likewise, cursing is wrong because it pronounces a wish for someone to be harmed. 

    Obscene speech is also forbidden because it is suggestive of sexual immorality or indecency. See James 3:9-12; Luke 6:27,28; Romans 12:14,17-21; Exodus 20:7; Psalm 111:9; Matthew 6:9; 1 Timothy 1:9-11; Mark 7:20-23 (lasciviousness); Ephesians 4:29; 5:4.

    Other speech is corrupt because it slanders people (see notes on verse 31 for other Scriptures about slander). This can be wrong because it speaks what is not true. But even truth can be spoken to harm others, as by ruining their reputation. If we speak from evil motives, or simply because we enjoy telling “juicy” news about the wrongs others have done, we are guilty of tale-bearing or slander. 

    Regarding speech, see 1 Peter 2:1; Matthew 12:34-37; James 3:2-8; 1:26; Colossians 4:6; Psalm 141:3; Proverbs 18:21.

    “Corrupt” () – “1. rotten, putrid … 2. corrupted by age and no longer fit for use, worn out … hence, in general, of poor quality, bad, unfit for use, worthless (A.V. corrupt)…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Edifying speech

    Here again is the speech to “put on.” Instead of speaking that which corrupts or harms others, we speak that which benefits or builds up others. To edify is to build up in the sense of helping, strengthening, encouraging, exhorting others. 

    Before speaking, Christians should always ask whether what they are about to say will help others be better people. Will it benefit them in some way? Will it impart grace or favor of some kind to them (Colossians 4:6; Proverbs 15:23)? Or, on the other hand, will it harm someone, drag them down, weaken them, tempt them to sin? If there is even a danger of this, a Christian should avoid such speech. 

    Notice an interesting similarity between the verse 28 and verse 29:

    Verse 28– work what is good

    Verse 29 – speak what is good

    So verse 29 means we should speak that which is beneficial to others, and verse 28 means we should do work that is beneficial to others.

    Passages on edifying others include Ephesians 4:15,16; Romans 15:14; 1 Thessalonians 5:11; Hebrews 3:12-14; 10:23-25 (notice especially our discussion of edifying in Ephesians 4:12-16).

    4:30 – Do not grieve the Holy Spirit by whom we are sealed.

    Paul urges us to grieve not the Holy Spirit (compare Isaiah 63:10). This is the seal God gave us to the day of redemption (see notes on 1:13,14). 

    Note first that the Holy Spirit has emotions and can feel grief, joy, love, etc. This proves beyond doubt that He is a personal spirit being. He has the power to think, choose, and will. These are characteristics of a living being, not just a force or power. Those who deny the personality of the Spirit need to deal with passages such as these. (See notes on verse 4.)

    How can we grieve the Holy Spirit? Doubtless we most seriously grieve the Spirit by our sins. God has done all He can to save us. He loved us so much He purposed from eternity a means for our salvation. All the Beings of the Godhead have worked for this goal. Jesus came to earth and suffered cruel death He did not deserve, just so we can be saved. 

    So what did the Holy Spirit do to provide for our salvation? The Holy Spirit revealed this message of salvation to mankind by inspired apostles and prophets to make known the truth. Then He enabled these inspired men to do miracles to confirm this message to be from God. See 1 Corinthians 14:37; 2:10-13; Ephesians 3:3-5; John 16:13; Matthew 10:19,20; Galatians 1:8-12; 2 Peter 1:20,21; 1 Thessalonians 2:13; 2 Timothy 3:16,17; Luke 10:16.

    Surely after all that Deity has done to save us, our sins cause deep grief to all the Beings of the Godhead. Let us resolve never to grieve the Holy Spirit. 

    4:31,32 – Put away bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, railing, and malice, and be kind, tenderhearted, forgiving, even as God is forgiving through Jesus Christ.

    Paul concludes this section of putting off worldly practices by listing several sins we should eliminate. All are related to one another.

    Bitterness

    This idea emphasizes sharp resentment held in the heart. It is so easy to brood over wrongs done to us, whether done actually or just in our imagination. We rehash events over and over in our minds, magnifying the wrongs done to us, justifying our own conduct, holding grudges and perhaps even planning how we might get vengeance. 

    Such thoughts, commonly practiced, lead to the bitter resentment Paul is admonishing us to avoid. Such thinking often leads to mistreatment of others, including active forms of vengeance.

    “Bitterness” () – “…a bitter root, and so producing bitter fruit, … metaphorically, bitterness, i.e. bitter hatred, Ephesians 4:31…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Wrath and anger

    These practices were warned against in verse 26. They are not always sinful, but they often become sinful by leading to other sins. They often follow from the bitterness, just described. 

    As one broods over wrongs suffered, resentment and wrath build in the heart. This leads to anger expressed in word or deed. As discussed in notes on verse 26, the problem of such attitudes and emotions are the sins they so often lead to.

    Clamor

    Major translations translate this “clamor,” except MLV has “outcrying.” Vine says this word emphasizes the “tumult of controversy.” The root idea is loud, harsh sounds. It describes the harsh, sharp, bitter quarreling that often results from bitterness, wrath, and anger. 

    As anger builds up, it tends to lead to words of criticism and condemnation, often spoken in harshness and anger. This leads other people to respond likewise. A vicious circle results in which each person becomes more vocal trying to outdo the other in accusation and hurting the other’s feelings. The result is clamor.

    So clamor or quarreling occurs whenever, instead of focusing on the problem or conduct that caused the conflict, we instead begin to focus on attacking the other person, refusing to listen to what is really being said, simply trying to win the argument, and taking vengeance by trying to hurt the other person’s feelings. To avoid this, we must focus instead on the action or problem that caused the conflict, sincerely seeking to resolve that problem. 

    So the solution to clamor is to learn the proper attitudes described in verse 32. Then instead of bitter quarreling one learns to give the soft answer of Proverbs 15:1.

    Evil speaking

    This refers to slander as already discussed under verse 29 (see notes there). It is translated “evil speaking” (NKJV, KJV), “railing” (ASV), “slander” (NASB, RSV), “blasphemy” (MLV).

    This kind of speech often follows as bitterness leads to anger. Before or after we have had a bitter, harsh, hurtful quarrel with the one we believe wronged us, we then speak to others, telling them how terribly the other person wronged us. We try to get people lined up on our side against them, seeking to punish others by destroying their good image in the eyes of others.

    See Psalm 101:5; 1 Corinthians 6:9,10; 5:11; Proverbs 16:28; 26:20; 11:9; Romans 1:30,32; Titus 3:2; 2:3; 1 Peter 2:1,23; 3:9; 2 Timothy 3:3; Exodus 23:1; Psalm 41:5-7; 3 John 9,10; 1 Timothy 6:3,4; 5:13; 2 Thessalonians 3:11; Leviticus 19:16.

    Malice

    Again all major translations here say “malice.” I believe this word is key in the verse. The word seems to me to involve a vicious, hateful attitude, seeking to harm other people. 

    This is the problem underlying all the other wrongs. It is not necessarily wrong to be aware of, upset by, or mull over wrongs done to us by others. It is not necessarily wrong to be emotionally upset in the sense of angry at what was done (verse 26). 

    It is not necessarily wrong to discuss with the person, even to the point of debating the issue, sometimes even loudly. It is not even necessarily wrong to tell others about the wrong done. Jesus commanded us to do so in some cases (Matthew 18:15-17), and He often told others of the wrongs of the Scribes, Pharisees, etc. 

    The underlying wrong that turns all these otherwise acceptable acts into sin is malice. We act from a desire to hurt the person, not to help them. We do not care about their well-being but only seek to justify ourselves and take vengeance on them. This underlying malice is a lack of love and taints all else the verse discusses.

    “Malice” () “‘badness in quality’ … ‘the vicious character generally’ (Lightfoot), is translated ‘malice’ in 1 Corinthians 5:8; 14:20; Ephesians 4:31; Colossians 3:8; Titus 3:3; 1 Peter 2:1, AV …; ‘maliciousness’ in Romans 1:29; in 1 Peter 2:16, AV … Elsewhere, Matthew 6:34; Acts 8:22; James 1:21…” – Vine.

    Kind

    Verse 32 then lists what we should “put on” instead of the evils of verse 31. First, we should be “kind” to one another. This is a very difficult word to define. All translations say simply “kind.”

    See Galatians 5:22-24. Kindness is a fruit of the spirit. It is clearly opposed to malice and is the solution to the malicious conduct described in verse 31. 

    Perhaps the best definition of “kind” would involve something like “concerned for helping others.” It is a form of consideration in which, instead of seeking to hurt others or even to justify self, we seek foremost to be helpful in all aspects of our conduct.

    Kind, loving people need to be grateful and express appreciation for good done for them. Paul often expressed appreciation and offered praise to people who had helped Him (Romans 16). Some people expect others to do good deeds for them, but then they say little or nothing to thank them. This is unkind and unloving. 

    Kindness must be defined in harmony with God’s word, not by human opinions. Some people object to church discipline, rebuke of sin, and forceful opposition to error as “unkind.” But the Bible often shows we are commanded at times to do all these things. Sincere helpfulness may lead us to confront others for sin, but it will not be done maliciously. It will be done to help them be better people, for their good.

    “Kindness” () – “manageable … mild, pleasant (opposite to harsh, hard, sharp, bitter)” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Tenderhearted

    This word carries the idea of compassion or genuine sympathy for others. It leads us to try to put ourselves in their place and understand their needs and views. 

    This contrasts with the malicious intent to quarrel and harm others, as described in verse 31. When we stew over wrongs done us, bitterly thinking mainly of our own side of an issue, we fail to see that others may have good reasons for what they did. Or they may have needs or problems that contributed to their actions. Or there may be some way we can help them deal with the situation, other than by trying to harm them. Tenderheartedness helps us show this compassion.

    Of course, it has applications in many other circumstances also, even when no wrong has been done to us at all. The tenderhearted person will in general seek to understand the needs of others and help them.

    Forgiving one another, just as God in Christ forgave you.

    To forgive means to grant pardon or remission. The result of forgiveness is that, even though a person did wrong, we no longer consider him to be guilty, so as a result we release him from the punishment that he would otherwise be due.

    This is the bottom line solution to alienation among people. When others have sinned against us, the real solution is not taking vengeance on them, slandering them, quarreling, or otherwise taking out our frustrations by harmful or unconstructive means. The ultimate solution is to work out the differences based on God’s word and forgive whatever wrongs have really occurred. 

    It is important, however, to see that the passage modifies the concept of forgiveness by saying we must forgive “just as God in Christ forgave” us. This teaches several important lessons:

    * When we forgive someone, we must no longer view or treat him as though he is still guilty. This is the essence of the meaning of God’s forgiveness of us. To continue viewing someone as guilty is to fail to forgive.

    A proper understanding of the meaning of forgiveness is essential. Some seem to think that forgiveness is equivalent to love, kindness, or willingness to be nice to somebody. Yet God loves the whole world, even when He has not forgiven them because they rebelliously refuse to accept His terms of forgiveness. 

    Misunderstanding of forgiveness leads people to think that, if we have not forgiven someone, it follows that we are unloving, hateful, unkind, or bitter. Yet the Scriptures clearly teach that God wants all people to repent so that He can forgive them, but most people have not been forgiven because they will not meet the terms of forgiveness. Does this mean that God is unloving, hateful, unkind, or bitter? Surely not, so we see that such a concept is a misunderstanding of forgiveness.

    So to say that we have not forgiven someone means simply that we still consider him to be guilty of the wrong that he did and therefore he is subject to punishment if he will not correct the wrong. It should not mean that we hate him, that we are bitter, or even that we seek to take personal vengeance on him. Rather, we should seek for him to repent so that he can be forgiven.

    * We must be willing to forgive an unlimited number of times, as God does for us – Matthew 18:21,22; Luke 17:4.

    * We must not continue to bring up what he did, speaking as though he is still in error, even after he has repented. We surely would not want God to so treat us. See Matthew 18:27,32; Colossians 3:13; 2 Corinthians 2:5-8; Hebrews 10:17. 

    * On the other hand, God’s forgiveness of us is conditional. So, if we are to forgive just as God does, our forgiveness of others must be conditional. God requires us to meet conditions to be forgiven through Christ: Mark 16:16; Acts 8:22; 1 John 1:9; etc. 

    Likewise, God has ordained, not just that we must be willing to forgive, but that we must follow His ordained procedure in order to reach the point of forgiveness. Those steps require us to rebuke the sinner. If he will not repent, we take others, then take it to the church. But all this is to be done with a sincere desire for him to repent so we can forgive him. See Luke 17:3,4; Matthew 18:25-17; Galatians 6:1; James 5:19,20; Psalm 86:5.

    But note that the passages clearly say that the person who sinned must repent and must acknowledge his error and ask forgiveness. 

    Luke 17:3,4 – “If your brother sins against you, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. And if he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times in a day returns to you, saying, ‘I repent,’ you shall forgive him.” (compare Matthew 18:21-35; Luke 15:17-21). No passage anywhere requires or authorizes unconditional forgiveness of those who sin against us. (See Vine’s definition below.)

    If we claim to “forgive” the wrongdoer before he repents, then we should never again bring up the matter to rebuke him as though he is still guilty. But we know he is guilty before God until he repents, so we are still responsible to teach him that he is wrong. It follows that we must not profess to forgive him when we know we still consider him guilty before God. True, we must seek no personal vengeance. We sincerely hope that he will repent so we can forgive him, just as God seeks his forgiveness. But in the meanwhile we recognize that he is unforgiven of the sin, so he must not speak or act as though he is forgiven.

    Jesus Himself demonstrated forgiveness as described in Matthew 9:2; Luke 7:47; 23:34.

    See also Luke 17:3,4; Matthew 18:21-35; 6:12-15; 2 Corinthians 2:6-11.

    A related word for forgive is defined as follows: 

    “Forgive” () – “… ‘to remit or forgive’ (a) debts, Matt. 6:12; Matt. 18:27, 32, these being completely cancelled; (b) sins, e.g., Matt. 9:2, 5, 6; Matt. 12:31, 32; Acts 8:22 … ; Rom. 4:7; Jas. 5:15; 1 John 1:9; 1 John 2:12. In this latter respect the verb, like its corresponding noun (below), firstly signifies the remission of the punishment due to sinful conduct, the deliverance of the sinner from the penalty Divinely, and therefore righteously, imposed; secondly, it involves the complete removal of the cause of offense; such remission is based upon the vicarious and propitiatory sacrifice of Christ. … Human "forgiveness" is to be strictly analogous to Divine "forgiveness," e.g., Matt. 6:12. If certain conditions are fulfilled, there is no limitation to Christ's law of "forgiveness," Matt. 18:21, 22. The conditions are repentance and confession, Matt. 18:15-17; Luke 17:3 …” – Vine.

    Clearly the attitudes Paul describes in verse 32 would eliminate the wrongs described in verse 31. Once again, it is not enough to “put off” bad habits or practices. We must replace them with good habits we “put on.”

    All these were changes that these Gentile converts at Ephesus needed to make in order to overcome their sinful background. In particular, they were changes they needed to make in order to maintain a relationship of peace and unity with other Christians, especially Jewish Christians. Likewise, these are the changes we need to make in order to have peace and unity among God’s people today.

  
    Ephesians 5

    5:1-21 – Walking as Children of Light 

    5:1,2 – As children of God, we should imitate Him and walk in love according to the example of Jesus who gave Himself up as a sacrifice for us.

    “Therefore” indicates that this discussion ties back to the previous material. 4:32 said that we should forgive as God through Christ forgave us. 5:1 then continues, despite the chapter break, by saying we should imitate God as His children and love as Jesus loved. This would indicate that chapter 5 is continuing the discussion of the change that should come when we become new men in Christ, in contrast to the way Gentiles lived in the past (4:17ff).

    Children of the Father should imitate Him.

    We are now members of God’s family (2:19). He is our Father and we should live according to His will. What is more, we should imitate our Father. Most children demonstrate characteristics very much like their parents. With natural children, these qualities may be inherited or developed; but as God’s children we should deliberately seek to develop those good qualities of our Father. See Luke 6:36; 1 Peter 1:14-16.

    God is righteous, upright, loving, wise, and merciful. All these qualities should also characterize His people, and will lead us to develop other specific qualities. It is not enough just to receive blessings as family members and ultimately receive the family inheritance. Family membership also involves responsibilities. Accepting membership in God’s family requires us to develop the family characteristics.

    Walk in love as Jesus loved us.

    Specifically, we must learn to love as Jesus loves us. Many passages teach that we should imitate Jesus. Being a disciple of Jesus by definition requires us to develop His character. He is our example, and we should seek to be like Him. See Luke 6:40; 1 Peter 2:21,22; 1 Corinthians 11:1; Matthew 16:24; 1 John 2:6; John 13:15.

    Love is one of the many characteristics Jesus possesses that we should strive to imitate. See John 13:34; 15:12; Romans 8:37. In many ways, it is the most basic quality we need. Jesus said love is the greatest command because it motivates and leads us to practice all the others. See Matthew 22:37-40; Luke 6:27,28,31-33; 10:25-37; 1 Corinthians 13:1-8,13 1 John 5:2,3.

    In particular, Jesus’ love led Him to sacrifice Himself for the good of others – 1 John 4:9-11; 3:16-18. Love gives, shares, and sacrifices for others. This is the nature of Biblical love. The greatest example of it is God’s gift of Jesus dying for us (John 3:16; Romans 5:6-9). We should imitate that love and be willing to give for others (Acts 20:35; 1 John 4:7-21).

    Note that we should “walk” in love. See notes on 4:17. This walking implies a daily way of life. Love is not something we do occasionally. Love is our way of living. 

    In particular, it follows from 4:32 that our love should lead us to be willing to forgive others even as Jesus was willing to forgive us. We should forgive even as God through Jesus forgives us. (See notes on 4:32.)

    5:3,4 – The new life requires us to avoid sexual immorality, covetousness, filthiness, and sinful speech.

    Paul here begins a discussion of various kinds of immorality – especially sexual immorality – that Christians should avoid. Such immorality was common among Gentiles. The Corinthians also came from such a Gentile background and struggled with overcoming these types of moral issues (see 1 Corinthians 5 and 6). Since the Ephesians too had a Gentile background, they needed special warning to avoid such sins. 

    The list in this verse is quite similar to 4:19, where Paul named sins for which the Gentiles were known. Compare 5:5.

    Fornication

    This is translated “fornication” (NKJV, KJV, ASV, MLV, RSV), “sexual immorality” (ESV), or “immorality” (NASB).

    “Fornication” refers to any and all kinds of sexual union outside a Scriptural marriage. 1 Corinthians 7:2-5 expressly shows that the sexual union outside marriage is “fornication.” In Matthew 19:4-6 Jesus explained that marriage requires a lifetime commitment between one man and one woman (see also Romans 7:2,3). 

    It follows that fornication includes: 

    * Sexual union between two people neither of whom is married (premarital sex)

    * Sexual union with a person who is married to someone else (extra-marital sex)

    * Sexual union with someone of the same sex (homosexuality)

    * Remarriage of someone unscripturally divorced (Matthew 19:9; Romans 7:2,3)

    All such acts constitute fornication because they involve sexual union with someone other than a lawful spouse. Compare Hebrews 13:4.

    For other related passages see 1 Corinthians 6:9-11,18; 7:2-4,9; Romans 7:2,3; Revelation 21:8; 22:14,15; Exodus 20:14; Hebrews 13:4; Galatians 5:19-21; Ephesians 5:1-11; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-8; Proverbs 5:1-23; 6:23-7:27; Mark 7:20-23.

    “Fornication” () “is used (a) of ‘illicit sexual intercourse,’ in John 8:41; Acts 15:20,29; 21:25; 1 Corinthians 5:1; 6:13,18; 2 Corinthians 12:21; Galatians 5:19; Ephesians 5:3; Colossians 3:5; 1 Thessalonians 4:3; Revelation 2:21; 9:21; in the plural in 1 Corinthians 7:2; in Matthew 5:32; 19:9 it stands for, or includes, adultery; it is distinguished from it in 15:19; Mark 7:21…” – Vine.

    Grimm-Wilke/Thayer says “fornication” means: “…illicit sexual intercourse in general…” Bauer/Arndt, and Gingrich give similar meanings. 

    Uncleanness

    This is the same word used in 4:19 (see notes there). Translated here “uncleanness” (NKJV, KJV, ASV, MLV) or “impurity” (NASB, ESV, RSV).

    The reference seems to mean immorality in general, perhaps especially sexual immorality. It was common in heathen idol worship. Paul warns them that they must not return to this profligate life-style.

    Covetousness

    This is translated “covetousness” (NKJV, KJV, ASV, ESV, RSV) or “greed” (NASB, MLV).

    The Gentiles also were greedy or covetous. Covetousness is greed, love for money and material things to the point that one sins or is hindered in his service to God. Anytime we are willing to sin because of love of money, we are covetous. Christians who are converted must turn from such greed. 

    It is possible to covet money or possessions or even people. Exodus 20:17 warned not to covet your neighbor’s wife. So, this can also have an application regarding sexual morality.

    See Matthew 6:19-33; 16:24- 27; Romans 8:5-8; 12:1,2; 2 Corinthians 8:5; 10:3,4; John 6:27,63; Luke 12:15-21; 1 Timothy 6:6-10; Colossians 3:1,2. 

    “Greediness” (“covetousness”) () “… lit., ‘a desire to have more’… always in a bad sense, is used in a general way in Mark 7:22…; Romans 1:29; Ephesians 5:3; 1 Thessalonians 2:5. Elsewhere it is used, (a) of material possessions, Luke 12:15; 2 Peter 2:3; 2 Corinthians 9:5…” – Vine.

    Let it not even be named among you, as is fitting for saints

    It is not fitting or suitable for saints to even have such things named among them. This does not mean it is sinful to even discuss the topics – Paul is discussing them right here. Is it improper to discuss the topics as Paul is discussing them here? The point is that they should not be mentioned as something saints are guilty of or would even consider doing (note the similar language in 1 Corinthians 5:1). Not only should we not practice such, but we should not speak of them as something desirable or acceptable. 

    Sometimes people, who do not actually practice evil, will yet laugh and joke about it as though it was acceptable. They will enjoy participating in discussions of such practices with people who do participate. To hear them talk, you would never know they objected to such conduct. Or they will discuss with others doing such, as though they may be considering doing it, wanting to do it, or threatening others that they will do it. 

    We should not participate in such conduct or favorably name it. When the subject comes up, we should make it clear that this is something everyone knows a Christian would not do.

    Why should we reject such activities? Because they are not fitting (suitable) for saints. Saints are, by definition, “holy ones” – those who are set apart for God’s service (see 1:1). God is the standard of holiness (5:1). Those who are set apart to Him – named as His people and children of our Father in heaven – have no business being involved in such immorality as is named here. It is simply not fitting. 

    Filthiness

    Other translations for “filthiness” (NKJV, KJV, ASV, NASB, ESV, RSV) include “obscenity” (NIV), “shamefulness” (MLV), and “indecency” (Goodspeed). See also Colossians 3:8.

    This term is related to the word for lasciviousness or licentiousness (see 4:19). 

    Mark 7:20-23 – Lasciviousness, like murder or fornication, etc., is a sin that proceeds from the heart and defiles the man. 

    Galatians 5:19-21 – Those who practice it will not inherit the kingdom of God.

    Romans 13:13,14 – So we should avoid making provision to fulfill this lust of the flesh. 

    “Lascivious” means “inclined to lustfulness; wanton; lewd … arousing or inciting sexual desire …” (Random House College Dictionary). Thayer adds: “wanton (acts or) manners, as filthy words, indecent bodily movements, unchaste handling of males and females…” 

    Note that “lascivious” has the same definition as “obscene.” Words or jokes are obscene or lascivious when they tend to cause lustful thoughts or take pleasure in improper sexual desires.

    Matthew 5:27,28; 18:6,7; 1 Timothy 2:9,10 – Whoever looks on a woman to lust after her has committed adultery with her in his heart. Women should not tempt men to commit this sin by dressing or acting in a manner that would be suggestive. 

    Not only are people wrong if they have an unlawful sexual union, but they are also wrong if they desire to do such or if they take pleasure in thoughts of such (fantasizing). Not only are women wrong if they indecently expose themselves, but men are also wrong if they take pleasure in thoughts of seeing such. (See also Proverbs 6:25; 4:23.)

    See notes on “coarse jesting” below for further comment. 

    “Filthiness” () “‘baseness’ (from aischos, ‘shame, disgrace’), is used in Ephesians 5:4, of obscenity, all that is contrary to purity” – Vine.

    Foolish talking

    Translated “foolish talking” (NKJV, KJV, ASV), “foolish talk” (ESV, MLV)), or “silly talk” (NASB, RSV).

    In our speech today, the word “foolish” often refers to that which is simply humorous or not serious. But that is not the case in the Bible. In the Bible the term refers to that which is morally or spiritually foolish. This is especially discussed in numerous ways in Proverbs. But note how the concept is also described in the immediate context of Ephesians 5. Verse 17 plainly describes foolishness as that which is opposite of understanding the will of the Lord – see also verse 15 (Matthew 7:24-27). So, the word refers to that which is opposed to spiritual wisdom.

    Much talk is foolish in this sense. It encourages, promotes, justifies, or laughs at sin, as though it is not really all that bad. Any talk that refers to things the Bible condemns, speaking as though they are worthy of doing or even as though they are not really serious, is foolish talk. You can hear it all night long on an electronic box found in most people’s living rooms. It characterizes most modern entertainment, whether in music, humor, movies, the Internet, books, magazines, comic books, etc. 

    “Foolish talking” () “from moros, ‘foolish, dull, stupid,’ and lego, is used in Ephesians 5:4; it denotes more than mere idle ‘talk.’ Trench describes it as ‘that “talk of fools” which is foolishness and sin together’ (Syn. xxxiv)” – Vine.

    Coarse jesting

    Other translations for “jesting” (KJV, ASV) are “coarse jesting” (NASB, NKJV, Vine), “crude joking” (ESV), “malicious jesting” (MLV), “levity” (RSV), “suggestive jesting” (Williams), and “ribald jesting” (Conybeare).

    This expression is closely tied to the two previous expressions. In fact, it combines them. It combines the idea of “filthiness” or obscenity with “foolish talk,” but applies it to the special case of humor. The result refers to obscene or filthy speech used in the name of joking and entertainment. 

    As discussed on the expression “filthiness” above, words, jokes, or expressions are “obscene,” and therefore wrong, when they are sexually suggestive or they encourage people to want to see things that should be kept private. 

    Not only are we wrong if we use such speech, but we are also wrong if we “have pleasure in” those who do so. This would include laughing at or enjoying being entertained by people who use such language and humor (Romans 1:32; 2 John 9-11; 1 Timothy 5:22; Ephesians 5:11).

    “Jesting” () “properly denotes ‘wit, facetiousness, versatility’ … it came to denote ‘coarse jesting, ribaldry,’ as in Ephesians 5:4…” – Vine.

    Giving of thanks

    As in chapter 4, Paul tells us, not only what speech to avoid (put off), but also what to practice (put on). There are, of course, many kinds of good speech (see on 4:29). The kind Paul advocates here is giving thanks. See further notes on 5:20.

    Christians, of all people, have so much to be truly thankful for. Some people pity us, thinking we don’t have any fun because it is all forbidden as evil. This is completely untrue. God forbids only that which is not really good for us. 

    But even more important than any wholesome pleasures we may enjoy, as Christians we have incredible blessings from God that are truly good and beneficial. The Christian fully understands the real blessings of life, so he has so much to be grateful for. See James 1:17 and notes on Ephesians 1:3.

    When tempted to tell dirty jokes or participate in immoral, corrupt speech, Christians should instead think of the blessings God has given and should turn our conversation to expressing gratitude to God for it. 

    See 1 Thessalonians 5:18; Ephesians 5:20; Colossians 2:7; 1:12-14; Philippians 4:6-8; 2 Thessalonians 1:3,4; Matthew 15:36; Luke 17:12-18; 2 Corinthians 1:3-11; Romans 1:20-23.

    5:5,6 – We should know that people who practice these evils will receive, not an inheritance in the kingdom of God, but the wrath of God.

    Here Paul repeats the same sins mentioned in verse 3: fornication, uncleanness, and covetousness (see the definitions there). There he said we should not practice them because they are not suitable conduct for saints. Here he gives further information.

    Covetousness and idolatry

    First, he says that covetousness is, in effect, idolatry. Idolatry refers to more than just bowing down in a formal act of worship to a false god. The same effect occurs when we allow something other than God to control our lives. Whatever is the determining factor in deciding how you will live is your “god,” in this sense. 

    When you make decisions about what you will do, what factors determine your choices? If desire for wealth, possessions, women, or other material things control you – if you will work for them or participate in them, even if it means you are failing to properly serve God – then those things have become your god, and you are an idolater. 

    The eternal inheritance

    Further, Paul warns of another reason to avoid such practices. Those who do them will not inherit the kingdom of God (compare Galatians 5:19-21; 1 Corinthians 6:9-11). God has an eternal inheritance for those who are His children (compare verse 1). That inheritance is reserved for us in heaven (1 Peter 1:3,4). 

    But this eternal inheritance is only for those who are citizens in God’s kingdom here on earth (Colossians 1:13) and serve faithfully. Only these will enter that eternal kingdom (2 Peter 1:5-11). Those who do not enter the kingdom on earth or do not serve obediently, will not enter the eternal kingdom. This includes all who practice the sins described here.

    The wrath of God

    Instead of an inheritance, those who do such things will receive the wrath that God has reserved for the sons of disobedience. Note based on 2:2,3: These Gentiles had been children of wrath, following the conduct of sons of disobedience before they were converted. If they now returned to such conduct, their destiny would be the same as before. Indeed, it is possible for a child of God to so sin as to be lost. (See on Peter 2:20-22; Romans 6:12-23).

    Note it carefully: God plainly warns that we must know assuredly that people who practice these things will not receive the eternal inheritance but will receive the wrath of God. These things are undoubtedly true, so we must know them, teach them, and act accordingly.

    Deceptions of men

    He further warns that we should not let people deceive us about this. There were people then, just like there are people today, who seek to rationalize and justify all such conduct. They say it is just natural, everybody does it, we should be “free” and “liberated,” it is just innocent fun, it won’t hurt anyone, just be sure to have “safe sex,” etc., etc. 

    Such people make heroes of the famous people who practice such evils: movie stars, politicians, military and sports heroes, etc. They tell us we are the ones missing out on the fun if we don’t participate. They entertain us with it all evening long, if we are so foolish as to let them. 

    Worse yet they tell us that, if we speak out against such conduct (as verse 11 instructs us to do), we are the ones who are wrong, we are full of hate, and we must be compelled by law or other forms of persecution to accept such conduct or at least to be quiet and make no opposition.

    But Paul says that we should be confident that all such are empty words. Such talk may salve the consciences of those who are determined to be guilty. But God is not fooled. He will still bring wrath on those who practice such. We must make sure we are not deceived into accepting such ungodly reasoning. (Note the passage does not say we should practice physical violence or personal vengeance against such people. God is the one whose wrath will determine their eternal destiny.)

    5:7-10 – Do not partake in such evils, because we are now children of light, not darkness. Instead, practice what is good, righteous, true, and pleasing to God.

    Do not partake with sinners.

    Paul then warns us not to partake with those who practice such evils (compare verse 11). To partake of something is to participate in it or become involved in it along with others. There are various ways to do this. See the notes on verse 11 for further specifics. However, the word for “partake” here is not the common word for fellowship, as is used in verse 11 below.

    Here the emphasis seems to be on actually doing the wrong thing along with others who do it (“partners” – ESV). If we are deceived by their empty words (verse 6), we may be convinced to do the wrong things like they do (verse 7). We must be sure we do not do this, for if we do, we will be condemned as surely as they are.

    Many examples illustrate the danger of going along with others who sinned. We can think of Adam with Eve, Peter with Jesus’ enemies while He was on trial, Peter and Barnabas with the Jews who refused to eat with Gentiles (Galatians 2:11-14), Saul at the stoning of Stephen (Acts 7), etc.

    On the other hand, we have numerous Bible examples of those who refused to participate in sins of others: Noah, Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, Joseph, and many others. It is definitely possible to keep ourselves pure, and God requires that we do so. 

    Note 1 Timothy 5:22.

    “Partakers” () “‘partaking together with’ … a joint partaker, Ephesians 3:6 … Ephesians 5:7…” – Vine.

    Walk as children of light.

    Paul speaks to those who had been characterized by darkness, but now are children of light. They had been converted and become light in the Lord. So, they should walk in a way becoming to children of light. Many other passages use the illustrations of darkness and light to contrast being a servant of God with being in sin. See Acts 26:18; Romans 13:12; 2 Corinthians 4:4-6; Colossians 1:13; 1 Peter 2:9.

    Darkness is a common Bible symbol for sin and error and ignorance of truth. Light is a common symbol for righteousness, godliness, and truth. See Ephesians 5:8-14; 1 Thessalonians 5:4,5; Luke 16:8; John 8:12; 12:35,36; 3:19-21; Matthew 5:14; Philippians 2:15; 1 John 1:7; 2:11. 

    The main point is that Christians must change compared to their old way of life. This is emphasized throughout the book in 2:1-6 and 4:17-32.

    The language implies that darkness had been a very part of their character. Paul does not say simply that we were “in” darkness and came to be “in” the light. He says we “were” darkness but now “are” light. These expressions describe the very nature of their character. They (and we) must avoid evil because they had become children of light – i.e., they were characterized by light, just as a child takes on character like his parents.

    “Walk” again refers to our manner of conduct – see verse 2, etc. Since we have identified ourselves with light, we should conduct ourselves in a manner befitting those who are in the light. Too many, as discussed in 4:17ff, want to be viewed as people of God, but do not want to live the life of a child of God.

    When God and other people view your life, do they view it as characterized by light? Or have you attempted to mix it with darkness?

    Fruit of the Spirit

    Walking as children of light requires us to manifest in our lives the fruit of the Spirit (KJV, NKJV) or fruit of the light (ASV, NASB, ESV, RSV). 

    Galatians 5:22-24 also lists fruits of the Spirit. The list is not identical to this list. Obviously neither list is intended to exhaust all the characteristics we should have when the Spirit leads us, but these are all included.

    Goodness

    This is translated “goodness” in all standard translations (except ESV says “good,” and RSV says “all that is good”).

    That which is “good” is that which God’s word instructs us to do, for it provides us to “every good work” (2 Timothy 3:17). So, as we study the Spirit’s word and obey it, it produces “goodness” in us. 

    Christians should seek to be “good” to be like God, because God is good (verse 1). This is similar in meaning to “righteous.” We seek to do good that we might stand right before God. Sin is the opposite of “good.” It makes us “evil” and unrighteous. See also 2 Thessalonians 1:11; Psalm 119:66.

    “Goodness” here is the noun form of the adjective defined as follows:

    “Good” () “describes that which, being ‘good’ in its character or constitution, is beneficial in its effect; it is used … (b) in a moral sense, frequently of persons and things. God is essentially, absolutely and consummately ‘good’… To certain persons the word is applied …

    “The neuter of the adjective with the definite article signifies that which is ‘good,’ lit., ‘the good,’ as being morally honorable, pleasing to God, and therefore beneficial. Christians are to prove it, … to cleave to it, … to do it, …to work it, … to follow after it, … to be zealous of it, … to imitate it, … to overcome evil with it …” – Vine.

    Righteousness

    This word is related to the word for “justify” and “justification.” It refers to the state of being right before God or to whatever conforms to God’s will. See Romans 6:13-20; Philippians 1:11; Hebrews 12:11; etc.

    One can be righteous before God in different ways. One way is to always practice what is right and not what is wrong, so that one stands just or justified before God. The other way is by being “justified” or made righteous by having sins forgiven by Jesus’ blood. However, in order to receive this forgiveness, one must repent of sins, which means one must commit himself to practicing what is right.

    No one on earth (except Jesus) will ever be absolutely righteous, always having done what is right. All others who are righteous are so because their sins were forgiven. However, Paul’s point here in Ephesians is that, having been made righteous, we must commit ourselves to practicing what is righteous. This is a fruit that the Spirit will bear in our lives.

    In chapters 1 and 2, Paul discussed at length God’s plan for making men righteous through the blood of Christ.

    “Righteousness” () “is ‘the character or quality of being right or just;’ it was formerly spelled ‘rightwiseness,’ which clearly expresses the meaning. It is used to denote an attribute of God, e.g., Romans 3:5, the context of which shows that ‘the righteousness of God’ means essentially the same as His faithfulness, or truthfulness, that which is consistent with His own nature and promises …

    “‘Dikaiosune is found in the sayings of the Lord Jesus, (a) of whatever is right or just in itself, whatever conforms to the revealed will of God, Matthew 5:6,10,20; John 16:8,10; (b) whatever has been appointed by God to be acknowledged and obeyed by man. Matthew 3:15; 21:32; (c) the sum total of the requirements of God, Matthew 6:33; (d) religious duties, Matthew 6:1 (distinguished as almsgiving, man's duty to his neighbor, Matthew 6:2-4, prayer, his duty to God, Matthew 6:5-15, fasting, the duty of self-control, Matthew 6:16-18).’

    “‘This meaning of dikaiosune, right action, is frequent also in Paul's writings, as in all five of its occurrences in Romans 6; Ephesians 6:14, etc. But for the most part he uses it of that gracious gift of God to men whereby all who believe on the Lord Jesus Christ are brought into right relationship with God...’” – Vine.

    Truth

    “Truth” refers to that which is in harmony with reality. There may be two possible senses that Paul refers to here, both of which apply to a Christian.

    First, we must learn and practice the truth in religion. Spiritual truth is determined by God’s will – John 17:17. So a fruit of the Spirit in a Christian’s life will be to learn and obey truth. See Psalm 19:7-11; 25:4,5; 119:47,48,97,140-143,151; Proverbs 23:23; John 1:14,17; 8:32-36; 14:6; 16:13; 17:17; Romans 2:6-11; Ephesians 1:13; 4:14-16; 2 Thessalonians 2:10-12; 1 Timothy 3:15; 4:1-3; 2 Timothy 2:15,25,26; 4:2-4; 1 Peter 1:22,23.

    But not only will a Christian determine to accept Divine truth, he will also speak truth to others, rather that lying and deceit. This was discussed thoroughly in 4:25.

    “Truth” () “‘truth,’ is used (a) objectively, signifying ‘the reality lying at the basis of an appearance; the manifested, veritable essence of a matter’ (Cremer), e.g., Romans 9:1; 2 Corinthians 11:10; especially of Christian doctrine, e.g., Galatians 2:5, where ‘the truth of the Gospel’ denotes the ‘true’ teaching of the Gospel, in contrast to perversions of it … (b) subjectively, ‘truthfulness,’ ‘truth,’ not merely verbal, but sincerity and integrity of character, John 8:44; 3 John 1:3...” – Vine.

    Finding out what is acceptable to the Lord

    Other translations say “proving” (KJV, ASV) or “trying to learn” (NASB) or “try to discern” (ESV) what is “acceptable” (KJV, NKJV) or “pleasing” (ASV, NASB, RSV) to the Lord. 

    “Finding out” or “prove” refers to an examination to determine what should be approved. A Christian should always seek to learn or discern what is acceptable to the Lord (1 Thessalonians 5:21; Philippians 1:9,10).

    This requires first that we diligently study, learn, and hear the word of God – Acts 17:11. See John 6:44,45; 8:31,32; Matthew 13:23; Romans 1:16; 10:13,14,17; Mark 16:15,16; Acts 8:26,29,35; 9:6; 11:14; 18:8; Luke 6:46-49; 11:28; 2 Thessalonians 2:14; Revelation 3:20.

    Then we must apply the word in our lives so that by experience we exercise our ability to discern good from evil – Hebrews 5:14. In this way, we come to understand the word of God, we recognize and appreciate the benefits of it, and we show by our example how other people can learn and benefit from it. 

    “Prove” () “1. to test, examine, prove, scrutinize (to see whether a thing be genuine or not) … Romans 12:2 … 2. to recognize as genuine after examination, to approve, deem worthy” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    5:11,12 – Rather than fellowshiping works of darkness, we should reprove them because they do things in secret that are shameful even to speak of.

    No fellowship with darkness

    Fellowship refers to “togetherness” or sharing something in common. Christians ought to have fellowship in all aspects of what is pleasing to God, but we must avoid fellowship with the unfruitful works of darkness. See verse 8 regarding darkness. Many of these unfruitful works of darkness have been described in context (4:17-5:21). They are “unfruitful” in that they do not produce what is good or wholesome (in contrast to the fruits of the spirit in verse 9, and contrary to that which is acceptable to the Lord in verse 10). Rather they lead to condemnation.

    In 2 Corinthians 6:14-18 Paul warned that there can be no “fellowship” between righteousness and lawlessness, no “communion” between light and darkness, no “accord” between Christ and Belial, no “part” of a believer with an unbeliever, and no “agreement” between the temple of God and idols. The solution requires “coming out from among them,” being “separate,” not touching the unclean thing, but cleansing ourselves of defilement (6:17-7:1).

    These expressions refer to spiritual union, fellowship, harmony, such that one becomes involved in sin. This might include any of the following:

    * Active participation in other people’s sins – Ephesians 5:6,7; 1 Timothy 5:22; 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1; Genesis 3:12,13; Proverbs 1:10,15 

    * Encouragement, temptation, or influencing other people to sin: This can occur directly and deliberately, or it can be done indirectly by our influence or example. See Psalm 64:5; Matthew 18:6,7; Romans 1:32; 2 John 10,11; Genesis 3:12,13; Matthew 27:19-25; 1 Corinthians 8:9-13.

    * Financial support, assistance, cooperation, or providing what others use to accomplish sin: When we do these things to help people do what is right, we are having fellowship in righteousness – Exodus 17:10-12; Philippians 1:3-5; 4:14-16; 3 John 5-8. When we do them for the purpose of helping people practice sin, then we are having fellowship in sin – 2 John 9-11; Luke 22:2-6; Proverbs 1:14; Acts 7:58; 8:1; 22:20.

    * Justification, defense, protection, or acceptance of the sins of others – Exodus 23:7; Proverbs 17:15; 1 Timothy 6:3; Numbers 16:41; Deuteronomy 13:8; 1 Corinthians 5:1,2,9-11

    Sometimes we are tempted to have fellowship in sin because of our relationships with other people. That is, because of our close relationships with a family member or a friend, we seek to please them or help them. But if such relationships lead us to have fellowship in sin, we must either leave the relationship or at least restrict it to the extent necessary to avoid sinful fellowship (Proverbs 4:23; 6:27; 13:20; 22:3; Matthew 5:8; 6:13; 18:8,9; Romans 13:14; 1 Corinthians 15:33; Genesis 39:7-12). 

    “Fellowship” () “‘to have fellowship with or in’…” – Vine.

    This is a form of the word used numerous times for fellowship, which is  meaning:

    “fellowship, association, community, communion, joint participation, intercourse … 1. the share which one has in anything, participation … 2. intercourse, fellowship, intimacy … 3. a benefaction jointly contributed, a collection, a contribution, as exhibiting an embodiment and proof of fellowship …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    Rather reprove or expose them

    It is not enough just to refuse to be a part of sinful conduct. We must “expose” (NKJV, NASB, ESV, RSV) or “reprove” it (ASV, KJV, MLV, footnote in NKJV). See also verse 13.

    The word for “expose” or “reprove” carries both the idea of exposing a thing for what it really is and rebuking it as being wrong or false. We must do both of these regarding sin. By both our lives and our teaching, we must show others the evil nature of sin, urging them to cease such practices.

    The devil and the world would like us to practice evil alongside others who do so. But this passage forbids us to do so. If we cannot be convinced to do that, they would at least like us to condone, justify, or encourage what they do. This passage also forbids that, for that too is a form of “fellowship.”

    However, if we cannot be convinced to justify sinful conduct, then they would like us to at least keep quiet and “tolerate” the fact that others do it. This is the spirit of our age. Everything should be “tolerated,” no matter how corrupt it may be. People hope we will not condemn their sins, but will let them feel comfortable when they do them. Many Christians would like to take this middle-ground course. But this passage will not allow it. Not only must we refuse to practice sin, but we must actively oppose it. 

    Many people want us to believe that Christians should not rebuke sin in this way, yet numerous passages in the Scriptures instruct us to do it (see below). We are told that such rebukes are “un-Christlike,” yet Christ is the very One who instructs us to do it and who gave us the example of doing it. We are told it is “unloving,” yet love requires us to obey Jesus, and love for others leads us to try to save them from sin (John 14:15; 1 John 5:2,3; Revelation 3:19). 

    In many ways this is one of the most difficult Bible commands to obey, yet it is a command nevertheless. Those who seek to please and honor the Lord must follow His example of actively opposing sin.

    See also Revelation 3:19; Galatians 6:1,2; James 5:19,20; 1 Thessalonians 5:14; Ephesians 5:11; 2 Timothy 4:2-4.

    “Reprove” () “1. to convict, refute, confute, generally with a suggestion of the shame of the person convicted …used of the exposure and confutation of false teachers of Christianity… 2. ‘to find fault with, correct’; a. by word; ‘to reprehend severely, chide, admonish, reprove’: … contextually, to call to account, show one his fault, demand an explanation…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    It is shameful even to speak of those things which are done by them in secret.

    The clear implication here is that people do these acts secretly because they know they are shameful. They seek to hide what they do, so others will not know. But no one can hide from God (Matthew 6:4; Hebrews 4:13; Ecclesiastes 12:13,14). 

    Since Paul says these things are shameful to speak of, some folks conclude that certain kinds of sin should not even be mentioned by Christians – especially they claim that preachers should not mention such matters from the pulpit, not even to condemn them. They then proceed to develop a list of unmentionables which they rebuke preachers for mentioning. (The Bible itself gives no such list, but each such person develops his/her own list.)

    However, such an approach misses Paul’s point. The fact is that he is mentioning these forms of conduct right here (see also verse 3). When such folks make their list of unmentionables, invariably nearly every sin they list is somewhere mentioned in the Scriptures. If such sins must not be mentioned, why do the Scriptures mention them? Are we forbidden to mention what the Scriptures themselves mention, or should we preach what the Scriptures preach?

    The fact is that such sins must be mentioned in order to rebuke them as Paul does here. Verse 11 requires us to rebuke them. Paul’s point here is, not that such sins should not be mentioned to rebuke them, but that they must not be spoken of favorably or with encouragement. And they must not be spoken of as something Christians do or want to do (see verse 3). We must recognize that they are so horrible that we never say anything that would lead Christians or anyone else to justify them or to fill their minds with such acts as though they might be desirable. Instead, we should fill our minds with desires to do what is wholesome (Philippians 4:8).

    5:13,14 – The light is what exposes all things, so we should awake and arise from the dead so that Christ can shine in our lives.

    These verses continue the discussion of light vs. darkness (verse 8). Verse 11 instructed us to reprove or expose the unfruitful works of darkness. Having warned us that it is shameful to speak of such corruption (verse 12), Paul now informs us how these evils should be reproved or exposed. They are exposed by the light and are thereby made visible (ESV).

    Evil men seek to act in secret to avoid exposure and rebuke (verse 12; John 3:19-21). Christians, however, know that light will always expose and rebuke darkness. Light dispels darkness and reveals (makes manifest) what cannot be seen in darkness. Darkness cannot reveal or expose that which cannot be seen, so it takes light to do so. Whatever accomplishes such revealing, therefore, must be the light.

    The power that so reveals evil is God’s word, which is the lamp to our feet and light to our path (Psalm 119:105; compare 1 Corinthians 14:24,25). The ultimate source of this light is, of course, God (see verse 14).

    Verse 14 then cites a statement of God that men should awake from sleep and arise from the dead, so Christ can give them light. This appears to be a quotation, but there is no corresponding Old Testament passage that it exactly quotes. See Isaiah 26:19; 60:1-3; 9:2; 51:17; 52:1 as possibilities. Nevertheless, the concept is surely taught throughout the Old Testament and New Testament. Perhaps Paul is just paraphrasing ideas God has often expressed in various ways, or perhaps he is revealing something God said to Paul himself by inspiration. 

    Those who sleep and those who are dead are insensitive to light. They cannot work or be productive in any way. But the context here seems to especially relate to light versus darkness (verse 13 and the last part of verse 14). If so, then the point must be that, when people are in sin (spoken of here as being asleep or dead) they are unaware of light and do not see what the light exposes. 

    Many people are spiritually asleep or dead (2:1ff; Romans 6; Colossians 2:12; Luke 15:32). They are in darkness despite the fact that light may be all around them. They are ignorant of truth, do not care about it, or simply ignore it. They do not see the great evils around them – perhaps even the evil in their own lives – because they are not aware of the light. Their eyes are closed (Matthew 13:13-15).

    When people awake or rise from the dead, they become aware of the light and all that it reveals. A physically dead man cannot, of course, raise himself from the dead. But a spiritually dead man has the power to choose whether or not to open his eyes to the truth, obey the gospel by faith, and be raised by the power of God to walk in newness of life (see notes on 2:1ff). This is compared to awaking from sleep or arising from the dead.

    The result is that the man, who saw no light but lived in darkness, will now receive all the light he needs through Jesus. If he responds to the gospel, the light of God’s word shines in his life and through his life, so that he himself becomes light and should walk as a child of light – verse 8.

    Many passages teach that Jesus is the source of spiritual light (truth) to the world. See verses 8,13; 1 John 1:5; 2:8; James 1:17; John 1:4,5; 8:12; 9:5; 12:46; Hebrews 1:3.

    5:15-17 – So we should watch carefully to be sure we walk in wisdom, using our time wisely, understanding the will of the Lord rather than being foolish.

    Walk circumspectly

    Being aware of the dangers that face us as children of light (verses 8,11), we should walk circumspectly, wisely and not foolishly. Again the term “walk” refers to our conduct (see verses 2,8). 

    “Circumspectly” (NKJV, KJV) is translated “carefully” or “careful” (ASV, NASB, ESV, RSV) or “accurately” (MLV). We must conduct ourselves carefully, looking around us for problems and acting wisely to avoid them. See Colossians 4:5. Here again the words “foolish” and “wise” are used in the spiritual sense (see verses 4,17). See Proverbs 12:15; 18:2. 

    Note especially Proverbs 22:3 – A prudent (wise) man foresees evil and hides himself, but the simple (foolish) pass on and are punished. We must walk carefully and circumspectly, watching vigilantly for the pitfalls and dangers that beset our path through life. If we have the light of God’s word to help us see the problems, then we can deal wisely with them. But the person in spiritual darkness does not see the problems, so he stumbles blindly into them (verses 13,14). 

    “Circumspectly” () “is correctly translated in the RV of Luke 1:3, ‘having traced the course of all things accurately’ (AV, ‘having had perfect understanding’) … The word expresses that ‘accuracy’ which is the outcome of carefulness …” – Vine.

    Redeeming the time because the days are evil

    Part of walking circumspectly (verse 15) requires “redeeming” our time (NKJV, KJV, ASV), or “making the most” (NASB, RSV). The ESV says, “making the best use of your time.” The MLV says “buying up the time.” The NIV says “making the most of every opportunity.”

    “Redeem” means to buy up or buy back. Here it is in the middle voice, meaning to buy up for oneself. “Time” can refer to an opportune time or opportunity (Galatians 6:10). So, Vine says “making the most of every opportunity, turning each to the best advantage since none can be recalled if missed.” The reason given is “because the days are evil.” See also Colossians 4:5. 

    Comparing time to something we buy uses money to illustrate our use of time. Buying is exchanging one thing of value for another thing of value. Of course, in a sense no one can buy more time. But what we can do is to purchase wise use of time by exchanging it for uses that are less wise. This is part of walking wisely and circumspectly.

    Time is what life consists of. What you use your time for is what you use your life for. Like money, time is a limited item. We have only so much of it. So we must budget it wisely in order to use it in the best way.

    Budgeting involves two concepts. (1) You must have overall goals or principles you use to guide your spending. (2) You must set priorities and use your limited resources to accomplish the most important works. This is basically what Paul is saying about our use of time.

    We buy time or opportunities by trading other things for them. We decide what is important in life (our goals) and what specific priorities we seek to reach in order to accomplish our goals. Then we buy time or opportunities by giving up other things in order to have time for the ones we consider most important. 

    The reason this is so important is because the days are evil. We are surrounded by so many opportunities to do evil. Life continually tempts us to waste our lives (time and opportunities) to participate in sin. We must refuse (verses 7,11). In such an evil time, it is especially important to do what is good when we have the opportunities. 

    We may have relatively few opportunities to do good. Life is short and soon gone – Proverbs 27:1; James 4:13,14. We must walk circumspectly, watching carefully for opportunities to do good, then use our time wisely to achieve the good by sacrificing activities that are less important.

    All of us make choices about how we will budget or use our time, just as we make choices about how we will budget or use our money. Far too many of us are careless or negligent in the use of our time. We simply waste time using it on activities of relative unimportance – even if they are not sinful – rather than using our time to emphasize those truly important works of service to God. 

    How much thought have you given to the way you use your time to make sure that you use it wisely? Consider how you use your time and how quickly your opportunities will be gone. 

    Do you diligently teach your children while they are young? They will soon be older, when you have little influence and little opportunity. 

    Are you diligent to use your time to study your Bible and pray, or do you neglect your Bible study and your prayer while you find time to participate in entertainment and pleasures?

    Do you teach others the gospel? Opportunities come so rarely. Are we ready and willing to use them? 

    Do you even use to the full your opportunities to attend church gatherings? Do you attend diligently, putting worship assemblies as top priority in your life, or do you allow personal pleasures such as travel, sports, entertainment, and social visiting to take priority over church meetings?

    Are we willing to “buy up” these opportunities to do good by forsaking other activities that seem pleasant or even important, but in the long run are less important? How are we using our time?

    “Redeem” () “…denotes ‘to buy out’ …, especially of purchasing a slave with a view to his freedom. It is used metaphorically … (b) in the Middle Voice, ‘to buy up for oneself,’ Ephesians 5:16; and Colossians 4:5, of ‘buying up the opportunity’ (… where ‘time’ is kairos, ‘a season,’ a time in which something is seasonable), i.e., making the most of every opportunity, turning each to the best advantage since none can be recalled if missed…” – Vine.

    “Time” () “…when used of ‘time,’ signified ‘a fixed or definite period, a season,’ sometimes an opportune or seasonable ‘time,’ e.g., Romans 5:6, RV, ‘season;’ Galatians 6:10, ‘opportunity.’ …” – Vine.

    Understand the will of the Lord

    In order to be wise, not foolish (verse 15), we must understand the will of the Lord. This is necessary in order to awake from sleep (verse 14) and expose evil with light (verses 11,13). 

    True wisdom is based on doing God’s will (Proverbs 1:7; 2 Timothy 3:15). No one can be truly wise without understanding God’s will. God’s word is the true source of wisdom (Psalm 19:7).

    Many Scriptures teach the absolute necessity of knowing and understanding God’s will in order to please Him. This in turn requires us to study, read, and meditate on His word. See John 8:32; Acts 17:11; Joshua 1:8; Hosea 4:6; Hebrews 5:12; Deuteronomy 6:6-9; 1 Peter 2:2; 2 Timothy 2:15; Proverbs 2:1-20; Psalms 1:2; 119:47,48,97-99; 19:7-11; Matthew 5:6.

    But this passage not only requires us to understand God’s will, but by necessary inference it proves that it is possible to understand what we need to know to please God and be saved. God does not demand what is impossible.

    Many say that it is impossible for the average person to understand God’s will so as to be saved. So they think we must accept what some preacher, priest, or hierarchy tells us that the Scripture means. Others say the Bible is just a matter of personal subjective interpretation: no one can really be sure what interpretation is right. But such views simply deny that it is possible to really understand the Bible.

    God commands us to understand His word. Therefore, it is possible to do so. 

    See also Mark 7:14; 2 Timothy 3:15-17; Acts 17:11; Ephesians 3:3-5; 1 Corinthians 14:33; Isaiah 55:11; Psalm 119:104,105,130; 1 Timothy 2:4.

    To learn more about our need to study the Scriptures and the fact that we can understand the Scriptures, we urge you to study our free articles on our Bible study web site at www.gospelway.com/instruct. 

    5:18 – Do not be drunk with wine, wherein is dissipation or riot, but be filled with the Spirit.

    Not drunk with wine

    People usually begin drug or alcohol use while they are young and easily influenced by friends, music, rebellion, desire to escape, or desire for a thrill. Some become addicted. Among adults, alcohol use in our society is socially accepted. Entertainment portrays it as universally practiced. But is it pure? Should a Christian indulge?

    Considering the following facts about the teaching of Scripture as applied to the modern use of alcoholic beverages:

    Bible “wines” might be fermented or unfermented, like our word “cider.” 

    Some people use passages that refer favorably to “wine” as evidence modern alcoholic wines and beers are acceptable. But as with “baptism,” “saint,” “bishop,” “Christian,” etc., the word “wine” is commonly used today in a way that differs from the Bible usage. The Bible often uses the word “wine” to refer to unfermented grape juice: see Isaiah 16:10; 65:8; Jeremiah 48:33; Revelation 19:15. This is how the word is used in passages that refer favorably to the use of wine.

    Modern wines are generally more alcoholic even than fermented Bible wines. Distilled alcohol was unknown in Bible times. In those days (as any good encyclopedia will show), fermented wines were commonly drunk diluted with water. Modern wines are often diluted with distilled alcohol! 

    A single can of modern beer has as much alcohol content as a glass of wine or a shot of whiskey. Should a Christian drink a shot of whiskey?

    Intoxication (“drunkenness”) is expressly forbidden. 

    This is the point in our passage here in Ephesians. See also Galatians 5:19-21 (1 Corinthians 5:11; 6:9,10; Romans 13:12-14). 

    As with many Bible words (such as love, baptism, church, etc.), modern people want to put their own definition on this word. They conclude that, in order for a person to be drunk, there must be some outward physical evidence, such as stumbling, slurred speech, or other outward evidence of impaired function. However, we will see that the fundamental meaning of the term, especially in the Bible, does not depend on outward physical evidence.

    Intoxication means simply that brain function is affected so one does not think as clearly as normally. Studies prove that just one or two beers or glasses of modern wine measurably impair brain function.

    This condemns the recreational use of intoxicating drugs as well as alcoholic beverages.

    “Drunk” () – “‘to make drunk, or to grow drunk’ … ‘to become intoxicated’” – Vine. 

    “Drunk” () “…to intoxicate, make drunk; …to get drunk, become intoxicated…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Christians must constantly practice sobriety and self-control. 

    One of the main reasons that the Lord has condemned the use of drinking and drugs is that their very first effect is to weaken inhibitions and moral judgment. Even before speech or motor skills are noticeably impaired, moral judgment and self-control are diminished.

    What concerns God about the use of alcoholic beverages, including the use of recreational drugs, is the effect it has on the brain. In order to avoid temptation and control oneself to practice what is right, one needs his full mental capacity to recognize right from wrong and the strength of will power to do the right. All of this is hindered by alcoholic beverages, and that problem begins long before any outwardly noticeable evidence of physical effects.

    See 1 Peter 5:8; 1:13-17; 1 Corinthians 9:25-27; 1 Thessalonians 5:6-8; Proverbs 4:23. 

    Social drinking is a form of “banqueting.” 

    1 Peter 4:3 – “Banqueting” is translated “drinking parties” (NKJV, NASB, ESV), “tippling” (NEB). It is drinking which is less excessive than “drunkenness” or “revelries” listed previously in the verse. Trench defines it to refer to drinking that is: “not of necessity excessive,” but giving opportunity for excess. 

    In short, the banqueting that is forbidden to Christians describes that which we today would call “social drinking.” Even if one does not drink to excess as society views it, he is nevertheless tempting himself and those around him by participating in a practice that hinders his inhibitions and moral judgment.

    Other reasons for avoiding drinking and drugs:

    (1) They are harmful to health. To participate for personal pleasure or self indulgence is improper stewardship of life and health.

    (2) They are progressive, tempting one to go deeper into error – Proverbs 23:20,21,29-33; 20:1; Hosea 4:11. Remember, Christians should not place themselves in temptation. See notes below on “dissipation.”

    (3) They are a bad example for others. Remember, Christians should not tempt others to sin, but most people begin drinking and drugs because of friends, etc.

    See 1 Timothy 4:12; Matthew 5:13-16; 18:6,7; Titus 2:7,8; 1 Peter 2:11,12; 2 Corinthians 6:3; 8:20,21; 1 Corinthians 8:9-13; 10:23-33; Romans 16:17.

    (4) In many cases they are forbidden by parents or by civil government, including alcohol for minors. Remember, we must obey parents and government.

    “Wine is a mocker” (Proverbs 20:1). 

    So, faithful, mature Christians should avoid any kind of drinking that could even possibly lead to intoxication, even if some who are involved in it do not become obviously intoxicated as the world views it. This is so because God wants our minds to be sober so we can distinguish temptation and have the will to resist it.

    Drinking alcoholic beverages leads to dissipation.

    “Dissipation” (NKJV, NASB) is translated “riot” (ASV), “excess” (KJV), “debauchery” (ESV, RSV), riotousness (MLV).

    The meaning here is that drunkenness leads to riotous, debauched conduct. That is why it is wrong to even begin a course of action that could lead to such conduct. That is, if the end result is wrong, then so is the process that could reasonably be expected to lead there. 

    Many Scriptures teach that Christians should avoid situations, people, or practices that tempt or tend toward sin. If drunkenness leads to dissipation, as it often does, then the Christian should avoid from the very beginning the practice that could lead to such conduct. 

    Proverbs 23:29-35 describes specific aspects of the dissipation that comes from drinking alcoholic beverages. The solution that the wise man Solomon gives by inspiration is to treat wine like one would a serpent or adder that seeks to bite him. He should avoid the wine from the very beginning.

    For other passages on the importance of avoiding tempting situations, see Proverbs 4:23; 6:27; 13:20; 22:3; Matthew 5:8; 6:13; 18:8,9; Romans 13:14; 1 Corinthians 15:33; Genesis 39:7-12.

    “Dissipation” () “… properly, incorrigibleness … an abandoned, dissolute, life; profligacy, prodigality …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Filled with the Spirit

    The expression “filled with the Spirit” often in certain contexts refers to possession of miraculous spiritual gifts. However, that does not appear to me to be the case in this context. Here the expression refers to something which is required of all Christians, whereas the miraculous gifts were limited only to the apostles and those on whom the apostles laid their hands. 

    Not all Christians possessed supernatural powers even in the first century – 1 Corinthians 12:28-30. No one possesses these gifts today, since they ceased when they fulfilled their purpose and completely delivered the Scriptures – 1 Corinthians 13:8-11.

    The expression here might refer to the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Every Christian has the Holy Spirit dwelling in his heart even as Christ dwells in his heart (see notes on 3:17). As discussed on 1:13,14, this is not some mysterious direct, personal indwelling. Rather it refers to the fellowship all Christians have with all three of the Divine Beings, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

    However, this expression as used in this context seems to me to involve more than just the indwelling of the Spirit. It seems to include that the Spirit fills the life. This is similar to the fruits of the Spirit (see notes on 4:9). 

    Note the parallel in Colossians 3:16 where we are told to let the word of Christ dwell in us richly. This is how the Spirit dwells in us. But surely having the word dwell in us does not here mean simply that we have a knowledge of the word in our hearts. Surely it includes that the word expresses itself in our lives by the way we act. 

    So when we study the word and fill our hearts with it and obey it, then we have fellowship with the Spirit, all of which shows itself in how we live. We live Spirit-filled lives by obeying the instructions of the Spirit through the word.

    In the verse, the contrast to being drunk shows that a Christian, who has a Spirit-filled life, does not need to be drunk with wine. People get high on booze and drugs because there is something missing in their lives. They are trying to escape from something or to find something better. The Christian, filled with the Spirit, has found the meaning of life. He turns to the instructions of the Spirit to guide him to know how to deal with problems and how to have a better life. He does not need alcohol but knows such will only make things worse, not better.

    5:19 – Speaking to yourselves in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your hearts to the Lord.

    This passage is just one of several that discuss how Christians should praise God in song. See also Colossians 3:16; 1 Corinthians 14:15; Romans 15:9; Hebrews 2:12; James 5:13; Acts 16:25; Matthew 26:30. Note especially Colossians 3:16, which is a phrase-by-phrase parallel to this passage.

    The context of this passage is describing the Christian’s life in general, as we have seen. It would surely include when assembled with the local church, but it would also include other times as well. It is a general passage including our lives whether assembled or not. 

    Note first what the passage teaches:

    “Speaking” 

    Various translations say: “speaking (to one another)”(NKJV, KJV, ASV, NASB, MLV, Marshall, Berry), “speak” (NIV, NEB, TCNT), or “addressing” (ESV, RSV).

    The term “speak” implies intelligent, understandable communication. When praising God in song, Christians should convey an intelligible message to one another. This is “teaching and admonishing one another” (Colossians 3:16). It must be done with the intent to communicate an understandable message capable of being understood by all who hear (1 Corinthians 14:15). This thereby accomplishes edification (see the context of 1 Corinthians 14, especially verse 26, etc.).

    While it is true that the word used here can mean simply to utter sounds, in this context it must mean to speak an understandable message, which implies use of words. It says we should speak to one another, which shows that all participants are mutually communicating, giving and receiving an understandable message, not just making unintelligible sounds. 

    We should “teach and admonish one another” – Colossians 3:16. We should sing with the understanding so we can edify one another – 1 Corinthians 14:15,26. So Thayer lists Ephesians 5:19 under the definition “to use words in order to declare one’s mind and disclose one’s thoughts; to speak.” 

    Notice carefully that what God wishes us to emphasize in our singing is the message in the words of the song. Often participants tend to prefer songs that have catchy tunes and rhythms that sound good. While it helps to have tunes that sound nice, the emphasis should always be on the meaning in the message.

    This has several important applications. If the message is not Scriptural, then we should not use the song no matter how beautiful the music may sound. But what is more, some songs sound good, but the message conveys little spiritual meaning. The message may not be unscriptural as such, but there is just little value in it as instruction, edification, or encouragement. We should always evaluate the songs that we sing primarily on the basis of the meaning in the message, rather than on how pleasing the tune or rhythm may be.

    Furthermore, this should help us understand that instrumental music is not included in the passage but violates the intent. An instrument does not convey an understandable message spoken in words. It can neither give nor receive teaching nor admonition. On the contrary, it adds sounds that have no meaning of themselves but which compete with the ability of the worshipers to understand the words. Rather than emphasizing instruction and edification, they emphasize the skill and entertainment of musical talent. The same is true of whistling, humming, clapping, and other such sounds often used to accompany music but which convey no meaningful message.

    For more information about applications to the use of instrumental music in worship, see the addendum following the end of the notes on chapter 6.

    “Speak” () “1) to utter a voice or emit a sound 2) to speak 2a) to use the tongue or the faculty of speech 2b) to utter articulate sounds 3) to talk 4) to utter, tell 5) to use words in order to declare one’s mind and disclose one’s thoughts 5a) to speak” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “One another”

    This is translated “one another” in all major translations except KJV (“yourselves”).

    This expression implies that more than one person is involved. This does not forbid singing while completely alone (James 5:16). But it does emphasize that, when more than one Christian is present, they should speak to edify one another. Again, this would include, but not be limited to, public church worship assemblies. 

    Since all are given this command to speak to “one another,” it is hard to avoid the conclusion that every Christian involved in the meeting where this is done ought to sing. It would appear that this principle is violated by the use of solos, quartets, duets, and choirs, in which a few people or part of the group are designated to sing to the others, while the rest are to keep quiet and listen. 

    “Psalms and hymns and spiritual songs”

    Translations of these words include the following:

    “psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” – NKJV, KJV, ASV, NASB, NIV, ESV, MLV, RSV, Marshall, Berry 

    “psalms and hymns and sacred songs” – TCNT

    These terms are not easy to distinguish. All refer to songs of worship or praise. 

    “Psalm” does not (as some argue) require the use of an instrument (see the addendum). If so, how could one read or quote a psalm, as is often done in the New Testament? A psalm is a song of praise, such as those in the Old Testament book of Psalms. Some believe the word refers expressly to the Old Testament psalms. Others say it means inspired songs. 

    “Hymn” is a more general word for a song of praise to God. 

    “Song” is the general word for a song, but “spiritual” shows that, in worshipping God, we use songs that pertain to our relationship to God, eternal salvation, etc., in contrast to secular songs. 

    Please note that, when we praise God, we should offer “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs,” not secular songs. Further, when we render “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs,” we must do so by “speaking … singing, and making melody in our hearts to the Lord.” Anything which does not fit those definitions should not be done musically in worship to God. 

    “Psalm” () – “…a striking, twanging … spec. a striking the chords of a musical instrument … hence a pious song, a psalm … Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16 … 1 Cor. 14:26 … one of the songs of the book of the O.T. which is entitled  …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. [Note that, while the word in its historical usage could include an instrument, in the New Testament use it simply means a song.]

    “Hymn” () “1) a song in the praise of gods, heroes, conquerors 2) a sacred song, hymn” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “Song” () “1) a song, lay, ode” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “… in Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16 the adjective "spiritual" is added, because the word in itself is generic and might be used of songs anything but spiritual…” – Vine.

    “Spiritual” () “1) relating to the human spirit, or rational soul, as part of the man which is akin to God and serves as his instrument or organ 1a) that which possesses the nature of the rational soul…” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “Singing” 

    This is translated “singing” (NKJV, KJV, ASV, NASB, ESV, MLV, RSV, Marshall, Berry, TCNT) or just “sing” (NIV, NEB).

    Here we see how “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” are to be rendered. We do it by singing. One reason or purpose for which we sing these songs is that others may be taught and admonished (Colossians 3:16). 

    Note again that the emphasis throughout is on the words of the songs: the message and teaching contained in the words. Only the words can “speak, teach, and admonish.” Clearly the tune does matter, else there is no reason to sing and we might as well just read. Tunes help make the message more pleasant to repeat, thereby encouraging deeper appreciation of the words. Tunes also help establish the mood of the song. However, tunes alone cannot teach or instruct.

    It further follows that God nowhere requires worshipers to demonstrate great musical talent, nor is any emphasis put on musical artistry. God wants everyone to sing to the extent of his ability. If he has no great ability, God is just as pleased as if he had great ability (see the parable of the talents). Nevertheless, all should sing. We should be active participants in the worship, not simply observers.

    This word () is almost universally recognized to refer to vocal music or singing by the human voice. The word itself refers to singing. Unless an instrument is somewhere implied in the context, this word would not imply it. Since no mechanical instruments are stated in this context, we conclude that the word used here refers simply to singing or vocal music. To add an instrument is to practice that which is unauthorized in the New Testament. Use of an instrument constitutes, not singing, but playing – a different kind of music.

    “Sing” () “to the praise of anyone, to sing” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “Making melody” 

    Translations:

    “making melody (in your heart)” – NKJV, KJV, ESV 

    “making melody (with your heart)” – ASV, NASB 

    “singing praise in your heart” – MLV 

    “make music (in your heart)” – NIV, NEB

    “psalming with the heart” – Marshall

    “singing and making melody to the Lord with all your heart” – RSV

    “praising with your heart” – Berry

    Here the Scripture goes beyond the sound of the voice (singing) and emphasizes the attitude of heart. It is not enough to just mouth words. God does not accept music that simply goes through the motions. As in all our worship, He wants sincere intent. The message must be meant as a melody from the heart to honor the Lord. 

    So, Scriptural singing both edifies others and praises God. Both purposes must be accomplished. We sing with the spirit and the understanding (1 Corinthians 14:15). We sing with grace in our hearts to the Lord (Colossians 3:16).

    And notice that the Scriptures here specify the instrument that we should use for making melody in worship to God. In addition to the voice, we make melody in the heart. God has specifically stated what instrument we should use, and it is not a mechanical instrument of music. It is the human heart. To add the use of another instrument would be to act without divine authority, the same as if we were to add hamburger and Coke to the Lord's Supper.

    See the addendum at the end of these notes for a careful, detailed study of the use of mechanical instruments of music in worship.

    “Make melody” () – “…a. to pluck off, pull out … b. to cause to vibrate by touching, to twang; … to touch or strike the chord, to twang the strings of a musical instrument so that they gently vibrate …; and absol. to play on a stringed instrument, to play the harp, etc. …; to sing to the music of the harp; in the N.T. to sing a hymn, to celebrate the praises of God in song, James 5:13 … Eph. 5:19 …; Rom. 15:9; … I Cor. 14:15*” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. [Note again that, although this word in its historical usage could include instrumental music, that is not the case in the New Testament. In the New Testament, it simply means to sing. See the addendum for a detailed study.]

    5:20 – Give thanks for all things to the Father in the name of our Lord Jesus.

    Being filled with the Spirit (verse 18) will lead, not just to speaking in song by singing and making melody in the heart (verse 19), it will also lead to giving of thanks (verse 20). This may be done in various authorized ways, including the singing of verse 19. But it can also be done in prayer, in the Lord’s Supper, etc. 

    We have received many rich blessings, including especially the spiritual blessings we have in Christ (see 1:3). If God has given these to us, it follows that we should be grateful. 

    We should be grateful for “all things.” Obviously this does not mean to be grateful for sinful, evil things. Therefore, the point must be to be grateful for every good thing that comes down from the Father (James 1:17).

    It seems that this verse especially refers to giving thanks in prayer, for He says to offer thanks to the Father in the name of Jesus. This is exactly what many other passages say should be done in prayer. Prayer is addressed to the Father, but is offered “in the name of” Jesus, because He is the mediator between us and God (1 Timothy 2:5). He is the one who makes prayer possible by reconciling us to God, so that God will hear our prayers. So, we pray to God the Father through Jesus.

    Thankfulness is enjoined on Christians in many passages (see verse 4). See 1 Thessalonians 5:18; Ephesians 5:20; Colossians 2:7; 1:12-14; Philippians 4:6-8; 2 Thessalonians 1:3,4; Matthew 15:36; Luke 17:12-18; 2 Corinthians 1:3-11; Romans 1:20-23.

    5:21 – Submitting to one another in the fear of Christ

    “One another” implies that Paul is instructing a mutual submission of all Christians to all other Christians in our various relationships (see also 1 Peter 5:5). If so, then it must not refer to authority, since not all would have authority over all others. Instead, it must refer to a sense of love among Christians such that no one insists on his own self-willed desires to the neglect of what is good for others. Instead, all should be willing to give up personal desires in order to achieve that which is good for others.

    Each of us naturally desires to please ourselves. We want our own way. But insisting on such will cause harm at times to others. So, we should be willing so forego our desires to benefit others. This is loving our brethren. It is meekness and a willingness to yield (James 3:13-18). It is seeking the interests of others as Jesus did (Philippians 2:1-4; compare Ephesians 4:2,3). It is humbling ourselves to serve others as Jesus taught in Matthew 20:27,28. 

    In this sense, even those who possess authority should at times submit to others. They may have personal wishes and desires, but they may see that insisting on personal desires would not accomplish what is best suited to the needs of others. So they submit their own wills and go along with what is best for others. They may even use their authority accordingly. So, in this sense, those in authority may submit to others, not in the sense of submission to authority, but in the sense of subjecting their own will to achieve the good of others. In doing this, however, they do not surrender their authority but simply use it wisely.

    Such mutual submission is necessary in every group activity, whether in the home, the business company, or the church. Those who do not learn this have violated basic rules of love and kindness. They simply must learn to give up their own will at times to submit to the best interests of the group. This does not, of course, mean submitting to sin or error.

    Different kinds of submission

    As with Matthew 20:25-28, I have heard this verse used in such a way that directly stated or at least left the impression that no Christian should exercise authority over any other Christian, since all should submit to one another. So it is implied, intentionally or not, that husbands have no authority over their wives or elders have no authority over the local church.

    Such teaching, again intentionally or not, can easily leave a false impression. The fact is that New Testament teaching instructs Christians to submit to one another in different ways. It is true, as described above, that all Christians, including those who possess authority, should subject their will to achieve the good of others. But this does not eliminate the clear Bible teaching that, in some relationships, Christians do have authority over others in the sense of being responsible to make decisions that others are obligated to obey.

    For example, should parents submit to their children in the same sense that children submit to their parents? To ask the question in light of Bible teaching is to answer it. Ephesians 6:4 shows that parents submit to their children in the sense of forgoing their own desires in order to make sure they train their children to be what God wants them to be. But that does not change the fact that verses 1-3 clearly teach children to be obedient to their parents and honor them. So both submit to one another, yet parents clearly have authority over their children whereas children do not have authority over their parents.

    Likewise, in Ephesians 6:5-9, masters should submit to their servants in the sense of avoiding threatening but treating their servants the way they want their Master in heaven to treat them – verse 9. But is this whole sense in which servants submit to their masters? No, the passage says that the servants should obey their masters as they would Christ. So masters should submit to their servants in the sense of making decisions for the best for everyone, but that does not change the fact that servants must submit to their masters as obedience to those who have authority.

    The same principles apply in civil government. Rulers ought to use their authority to protect the good people of the society from those who would do them harm, rather than simply doing as the rulers wish for their own profit. Nevertheless, citizens should submit to the rulers in the sense of obedience to authority – see Romans 13:1-7.

    And in the local church, elders should submit their will for the good of the local congregation in the sense of leading to benefit the whole group and to be sure they themselves are following the teachings of Jesus, rather than seeking their own gain or profit – 1 Peter 5:2,3. But this does not change the fact that the New Testament clearly says that elders “rule” in the local congregation, and that the members should submit to them in the sense of obedience – Hebrews 13:17; 1 Timothy 5:17.

    Likewise, we will see in the remainder of Ephesians 5 that a husband should submit to his wife in the sense of loving and caring for her and making decisions for her good, not just to please his own desires. But this does not in any way change the fact that the Bible clearly says the husband is the “head” of the wife, and the wife must submit to her husband in the sense that the body must submit to its head, and the church must be subject to Jesus Christ – 5:22-24. 1 Peter 3:6 says the subjection of the wife involves obeying as to a lord (see Titus 2:5). This clearly means that the husband does have authority in the sense of making decisions which the wife is obligated before God to obey.

    So it is true that all Christians should submit to one another, but it is not true that this means that none have authority over the others. To deny the principle of authority is to teach contrary to the Scriptures, to invite rebellion of those who ought to be in subjection, and to create havoc in the human relationships that God has ordained.

    Notice in the following verses the clear teaching in which Paul describes the sense in which some have authority that others must obey, but those with authority must use that authority for the good of those subject to them.

    “Subject” (`) – “…to arrange under, to subordinate; to subject, put in subjection … mid. to subject one’s self, to obey; to submit to one’s control; to yield to one’s admonition or advice …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer. 

    5:22-33 – Christ and the Church Compared to Husband and Wife 

    5:22-24 – Wives should submit to their husbands as to the Lord, since the husband is head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church.

    In this section Paul is talking about the church (verse 33). He makes an extended comparison describing the church’s relationship to Christ as being like that of a husband and wife. There are similarities from both viewpoints. In making the comparison, Paul teaches some points of major importance regarding husbands and wives, but his ultimate application is to Christ and the church.

    He first says wives should submit to their husbands as to the Lord, the husband is head of the wife as Christ is head of the church, so the wife should be subject to the husband.

    General observations about Bible teaching regarding authority in human relationships

    People often view submission to the authority of other humans as something painful, humiliating, and definitely to be avoided wherever possible. God’s view is just the opposite. In fact, God has ordained subjection to others in several relationships. 

    Such submission is necessary to the proper function of any group activity. Certain people must be understood to be in charge. People cannot work together in an organized way unless someone is understood by all to be the leader. So, in every institution that He has ordained, God has stated who should take the leadership role. 

    Since God has ordained human beings to have authority, if we disobey those who have authority over us, we also disobey God. Note the following authority relationships defined in God’s word.

    * God Commands Citizens to Obey Civil Rulers.

    1 Peter 2:13,14,17 – Be subject to rulers for the Lord’s sake – kings, governors, etc. 

    Romans 13:1-5 – Rulers were ordained by God, so we should be subject (verse 1). To resist them is to withstand God’s ordinance.

    (Genesis 37:8; 41:40; Deuteronomy 1:12-17; 2 Samuel 5:2; Matthew 8:8,9; 1 Timothy 2:1,2; Titus 3:1)

    * God Commands Servants to Obey Earthly Masters.

    Ephesians 6:5 – Servants should be obedient to their masters.

    Titus 2:9,10 – Servants be subject to their masters, and be well pleasing in all things.

    In business and the workplace, as in other organizations where people work together, there is a need for some people to be in charge and others to be in subjection.

    (Colossians 3:22; 1 Timothy 6:1,2; 1 Peter 2:18)

    * God Commands Children to Obey Their Parents.

    Proverbs 6:20 – My son, keep your father’s command, and do not forsake the law of your mother. 

    Ephesians 6:1,4 – Children should obey parents, and fathers should bring children up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. To disobey parents is to be displeasing to God.

    (Colossians 3:20,21; Luke 2:51; Deuteronomy 21:18-21; Proverbs 1:8; 22:6; Romans 1:30,32; 2 Timothy 3:2)

    * In the same way, God Commands Wives to Obey Their Husbands.

    1 Peter 3:1-6 – The wife should obey and be subject to her husband, following the example of Sarah. 

    Ephesians 5:22-25 – The husband is the head of the wife as Christ is head of the church. Wives should be subject to their husbands in all things as the church is subject to Christ. For a woman to refuse would be to disobey God. 

    (1 Timothy 3:4,12; Colossians 3:18; Titus 2:4,5; 1 Corinthians 11:3; Exodus 6:25; Genesis 2:18ff; 3:16)

    This is not demeaning to the wife. It does not mean God loves the husband more than He loves her or that her role is less valuable than the husband’s. Is it demeaning to the church to be subject to Christ? Is a citizen necessarily of less value as a person than a civil ruler? Does God love parents, but not children? Likewise, it follows that the wife’s subjection to the husband does not mean that she is less valuable as a person than the husband is, nor that God loves her less, etc.

    Specifically, Jesus taught plainly that having authority does not make one person more important or valued than those without authority, nor does being in subjection to authority make a person less important – Matthew 20:25-28. Value in God’s eyes is determined by service rendered, not by authority. This does not deny the validity of authority, it does not mean we must not possess it, nor does it mean we may refuse to submit to it. Jesus used Himself here as the example, and He surely has authority (Matthew 28:18). What is important is how we serve God and others, regardless of whether or not we possess authority.

    Further, note that these verses, and especially the following ones, also regulate and guide the husband in his treatment of the wife. He is not free to mistreat her and misuse his authority with impunity. Do not stop after verse 24 and leave the message one-sided. God gives instructions to the husband as well as to the wife, and neither of the two will find it any easier to fulfill their role than does the other.

    Terms that teach submission

    Paul here uses several terms that instruct women to be in subjection. These same terms show the need for the church to be subject to Christ.

    “Submit” or “subject” is used in all major translations. This was originally a military term referring to rank and the responsibility of those of a lower rank to obey those of a higher rank. So, as used in this context, it means to obey the instructions given us by someone else. 

    “Head” is also used in all the translations, and also emphasizes the idea of subjection or obedience. The members of the body are responsible to obey the instructions given by the head. Any member that does not do so causes severe problems for the whole body.

    So, both of these terms teach that one person (or group) should obey the instructions, will, or decisions of another. One is the leader, who makes final decisions. The other is the follower who should follow the decisions.

    1 Peter 3:1-6 says the wife should submit to her husband, following the example of Sarah who obeyed Abraham calling him “Lord.”

    1 Timothy 3:4,12 says the man should rule well his own house, which would include his wife as well as his children.

    Titus 2:4,5 says wives should be obedient to their husbands.

    See also Colossians 3:18; 1 Corinthians 11:3; Exodus 6:25; Genesis 2:18ff; 3:16.

    “Submit” (“subject”) () “primarily a military term, ‘to rank under’ … denotes (a) ‘to put in subjection, to subject,’ … (b) in the Middle or Passive Voice, to subject oneself, to obey, be subject to … – Vine.

    “Head” () “besides its natural significance, is used … (b) metaphorically, of the authority or direction of God in relation to Christ, of Christ in relation to believing men, of the husband in relation to the wife, 1 Corinthians 11:3; of Christ in relation to the Church, Ephesians 1:22; 4:15; 5:23; Colossians 1:18; 2:19; of Christ in relation to principalities and powers, Colossians 2:10…” – Vine.

    The relation of Christ and the church compared to husband and wife

    The husband is head of the wife as Christ is Head of the church. The wife should be subject to her husband as the church is subject to Christ.

    The illustration makes clear what the terms mean. Without question, numerous passages teach that wives should obey or submit to their husband’s authority (see above). Likewise, many teach that the church should obey or submit to Jesus’ authority (see Ephesians 1:22,23).

    When we understand the sense in which the church should submit to Jesus, then we understand the sense in which the wife should submit to her husband. And vice-versa. Clearly, the illustration shows that obedience is necessary. The church has no right to disobey the Lord, and the wife has no right to disobey her husband.

    Extent of submission

    The wife should submit to her husband as the church submits to Christ “in everything.” 

    Some folks want to limit the areas in which the wife must submit to her husband: he can make decisions only “in the major things,” or only in certain areas of the marriage. But in other areas it is assumed he has no right to make rules. He can decide about the car and the furnace, etc. But these folks set aside certain areas (such as decorating the house and buying food and how the wife dresses) and conclude that he must never interfere with her decisions in these areas. However, different folks who hold this view will have different ideas of what realm should be left to the wife for the very simple reason that they are making their own rules – the Scriptures make no such distinctions.

    Now without question a loving husband will let the wife have major areas of responsibility. He will not tell her everything to do – in fact, it is literally impossible to do so. He will realize that she is his God-given helper, that she rules in the household (1 Timothy 5:14), and that this is her realm of work and duty (Proverbs 31:10-31). Many decisions will properly be left up to her. 

    But this does not change the fact that, in all of this – including these very areas – she should act subject to his over-ruling guidance. He has the responsibility to give general guidance as needed, even in these areas, and he must step in and give specific instructions where he believes this is needed. He must do so in love (verses 25ff), but she has no right to refuse when he has made decisions. 

    However, there is one limit on the husband’s authority. The wife must disobey him if he commands her to disobey God (Acts 5:29). He has no right to tell her to do that which, if she did it, would be sinful against God’s will.

    This does not mean she may disobey him anytime she finds he has disobeyed God. 1 Peter 3:1ff expressly states she must obey him even if he is disobeying God. She may disobey only when she is required to do so in order for her to obey God. Of course, the church need not apply this principle toward the Lord, since He would never make such an improper request.

    Further, a godly husband will consider his wife’s views. He will discuss with her, where possible, the concerns she has before he makes decisions that affect her. He will sacrifice for her well-being, giving up his own desires and even his own needs where necessary or important to fulfill her desires or needs. In all this, He will act as Christ did toward the church. 

    But Christ’s consideration and care for the church does not in any way change the fact that He has the ultimate say, and the church must obey His rules. Likewise, the fact the husband should be helpful, caring, and considerate does not change the fact that the wife should obey his decisions. 

    Attitude of submission

    Likewise, obeying “as to the Lord” and submitting “as the church submits to Christ” should affect the attitude with which submission is rendered. The wife, who loves her husband, willingly submits because she knows this is best for their relationship and that it is necessary to please God. She will not seek to manipulate her husband to get her way when she knows her way disagrees with his. She will not sneak behind his back to hide from him the things she does that she knows displease him. 

    She will want to please him and let his will be her guide even when she would personally prefer to do differently. And she will do all this as pleasantly as she can, not trying to make his life miserable because he made decisions she did not like. She will not take vengeance on him by pouting, complaining, nagging, and being generally disagreeable.

    The same can be said for the church. We should obey the Master in love, like that loving wife (John 14:15,21-24; 1 John 5:3; 1 Corinthians 13:1ff). We should not try to remold His instructions to fit our desires. That is the way denominations do. We should not sneak around to do what we want when we know it disagrees with His will, hoping He will not find out. We should sincerely seek to know His will, so we can please Him in all things. We seek His will first, subjecting our conduct to His will because we have subjected our hearts to His will.

    Coffman well describes the problems caused by the attitude of many who listen to the siren sound of the Women’s Liberation movement and others who would encourage women to leave their role of a homemaker and helper in subjection to their husbands:

    Like the poor prodigal who resented the restrictions of his incumbency in the father’s house, but found those of the “far country” to be far more cruel and oppressive, woman may choose to forsake the gains of centuries in the Father’s house for the fancied delights of “the far country”; but, if so, she will find, as did the prodigal, that Satan is still in the swine business!

    Number of churches; number of heads

    Further, the passage compares Christ as the head of the church to the husband as head of his wife. Yet the New Testament clearly teaches the concept of one wife for one husband and one husband for one wife. To have more than one spouse is adultery. See Romans 7:2,3; 1 Corinthians 7:1ff; Matthew 19:3-9; Hebrews 13:4.

    Likewise, there is one Head for the church. To believe in an earthly human head, in addition to the Head in heaven, is to defend spiritual adultery. The church can have only one Head, as the wife can have only one husband. 

    And likewise, the Head can have only one body – only one church – even as the husband can have only one wife. To claim that there are many different denominations, all pleasing to God and all “married” to Jesus is to accuse Jesus of spiritual adultery in having many wives.

    See notes on 1:22,23 and 4:1-6.

    Importance of the church

    Further, Christ is the Savior of the body, which is the church (1:22,23). See also verse 25 below. But Christ is the only Savior, and there is no salvation apart from Him (Acts 4:12; John 14:6). This shows that there is no salvation outside the church. 

    Those outside the church have not been bought by Jesus’ blood (Acts 20:28), they have not been added to the number of the saved (Acts 2:47), they are not part of that body of which Christ is the Savior and for which He gave Himself (Ephesians 5:23,25). 

    So, to claim, as some do, that a person can be saved outside the church or that church membership is unnecessary to salvation is to completely misunderstand the relationship between the Head and His body. It is true that only Christ can save us. The church itself does not save us. But all whom Christ has forgiven and to whom He has given the hope of salvation are those in the church. To be outside the church and yet claim the right to salvation would be like a wife claiming the privileges of the marriage relationship with a man to whom she has never been married!

    Duties of husbands

    Further, these verses introduce the duties of the husband to his wife. These are discussed far more in depth in verses 25ff. But note what verses 22-24 do say. In comparing the husband’s relationship to the wife as being like that of Christ to the church, the passages say Christ is the Savior of the body.

    This clearly teaches that the husband is to sacrifice greatly for the good of the wife. He is her provider. Just as Christ provided what the church needed even at great sacrifice and cost to Himself, so the husband should provide what the wife needs. He should be willing to go to great lengths and make great sacrifices to provide for her. The husband who will not do so is not a true follower of Jesus. He has therefore denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever (1 Timothy 5:8). 

    More will be said on this under verses 25-29.

    5:25 – Husbands should love their wives as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for it.

    Paul then turns to the husband’s duties to His wife, still using the comparison to Jesus’ relationship to the church. Paul instructs husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the church (Colossians 3:19). This discussion continues in various forms through verse 33.

    There can be no doubt that Jesus loved the church. See John 10:11-15; 15:13; 1 John 3:16; 4:9-11.

    John 3:16 – God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son. No one understands the value of love more than God and Jesus, no one practices love more than they, and no one understands better than they do what love is and how love should cause us to act. Instead of accepting human concepts of what love involves, we should accept what God says about it. Specifically, we will see that love requires us, like God, to give of ourselves for the well-being of others.

    Definition of love

    Many husbands pay lip service to love, yet often we fail to properly understand or to apply it in our lives. What is love, and how does one act when one loves?

    As a practical definition, love is a sincere and active concern for the well-being of others. It is an attitude of good will in which we sincerely desire others to receive what is needed or good for them, even to the point that we are willing to act/work, if necessary, to help them get what they need. See 1 Corinthians 13. 

    Jesus’ loved the church so much that He gave His life so we could be saved. Likewise, the husband should be concerned for the well-being of the wife. He should nourish and cherish her. 

    1 John 3:15-18 – If we love our brother, we help his need.

    1 Corinthians 13:5 – Love is not selfish.

    Romans 13:10 – Love works no ill to its neighbor.

    “Love” () – “…In signification it follows the verb , consequently it denotes 1. affection, good-will, love, benevolence …” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    “Love” () “...Love can be known only from the actions it prompts. God’s love is seen in the gift of His Son, 1 John 4:9,10 … it was not drawn out by any excellency in its objects, Romans 5:8. It was an exercise of the Divine will in deliberate choice, made without assignable cause save that which lies in the nature of God Himself … Christian love has God for its primary object, and expresses itself first of all in implicit obedience to His commandments … Christian love … is not an impulse from the feelings, it does not always run with the natural inclinations, nor does it spend itself only upon those for whom some affinity is discovered. Love seeks the welfare of all … and works no ill to any …” – Vine.

    Love is a choice of the will.

    Note that love is a command. This is  love. Paul is not here speaking of romantic love, though that has a definite role in marriage. Nor is he speaking of friendliness, in which each person sees the other as having such an attractive or interesting personality that each is naturally attracted to the other. That will definitely enter into one’s choice of whom to marry. But that is not the love Paul commands here, nor the love Jesus had for the church. 

    Love can be commanded because it is a matter of the will. We can choose whether or not to love just like we can choose whether to obey or disobey any other command. Biblical love is not fundamentally an emotion.

    Some think love just happens and cannot be controlled: you “fall in love” or out of love. This kind of “love” is an emotional reaction to the attractiveness of the actions or character of another person. As such, it cannot be controlled. So, if people “just don’t love one another,” they think nothing can be done to change that attitude. 

    But the love God commands is a love we can choose to show, therefore we can put love into our marriage. And if we fail to put it in, we sin! It is based on our character, not that of the object of our love. We love because we choose to do so.

    Romans 5:6-8 – Christ loved us while we were yet sinners, not because we were so lovable He couldn’t help Himself, so He just had to fall in love with us. He chose to do what we needed to have done. This is the love Jesus had for those who are now members of His church, and it is the love husbands are here told to have for wives. 

    Luke 6:27,28 – We are commanded to love our enemies. But we love our enemies, not because we uncontrollably fall in love, nor because their character so overwhelmingly appeals to us, but because we choose to do what is best for them.

    Further note that just as Christ initiated love toward the church when we were sinners not acting out of love toward Him, so it is the responsibility of the husband to practice love toward his wife, whether or not she acts or responds lovingly. Many think the wife is responsible to put love in the marriage. She is (Titus 2:4). But it is not right for the husband to wait for the wife to start acting lovable before he loves her. He is commanded to begin loving his wife, regardless of how she chooses to act. That is love as Jesus had for the church. 

    Love requires action.

    Surely Jesus’ love for the church led Him to act for our good. 

    1 John 3:15-18 – Jesus set the example. To follow His example, we must love, not just in words, but in deed and in truth. This is a vital principle in every relationship and every circumstance. We ought to say loving things, but that alone is not enough. We must act in love.

    1 John 5:2,3 – Love for God and for others requires us to love God and keep His commands. Keeping God’s commands is loving God. This is how Jesus acted toward the church, and it is how the husband must act toward his wife.

    Because love is a determination to see others receive what is best for them, one who loves is willing to act when necessary to bring about what is best for others. It expresses itself in action for the good of the object of the love. One who is not willing to act, does not possess true Biblical love. Love is an attitude, not inherently an action, but like faith and many other Biblical attitudes, the nature of love is such that it must show itself in action.

    Many passages make quite clear that love will affect how we act. John 14:15,21-24,31; Romans 13:8-10; Galatians 5:6; Hebrews 10:24; 1 John 2:3-6,15-17; 5:2,3; 2 John 5,6; Revelation 3:19; Luke 10:25-37; 6:27,28

    This is how the husband must love his wife. 

    Love requires giving and self-sacrifice.

    Ephesians 5:25 – Jesus loved the church and gave Himself for it. See Philippians 2:2-8.

    John 3:16 – God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son.

    1 John 3:14-18 – If you see your brother in need and don’t give what is needed, you don’t have love.

    Romans 12:20 – Loving your enemy requires giving food and drink when needed.

    The basic beginning point in doing what is right in any situation is love – willingness to give of ourselves for the good of others. Don’t say, “I’ll give in if she will too.” “I’ll try to change if she’ll try.” “I’ll admit I was wrong if she’ll admit she was wrong.” If an act is good for the wife and family, do it regardless of what they do. If you have been wrong, admit it regardless of whether or not they have admitted their errors.

    This is especially important when serious problems exist. As long as both insist on their own way, strife will continue. When one is willing to give in for the good of the group, then a start has been made to resolving the problem. When both are willing to give in for the good of the group, then the solution definitely will be found.

    Applications to the husband’s use of authority.

    Surely the husband’s authority (verses 22-24) should be used in love. That is what Jesus did with His authority. 

    Love will lead the husband to use his authority for the good of the family, not for his selfish desires. That is what Jesus did, and only such an approach fits the meaning of love as described here. Authority is not a personal benefit to be used to satisfy one’s own whims or greed or ego. It is a responsibility to be used to benefit the whole group. See Matthew 20:25-28.

    Specifically, the husband should try to understand his wife – 1 Peter 3:7. Too many husbands think they are the boss, so they get to do what they want without regard for the wife’s needs or interests. Such is not love. Is this the way Jesus’ loved the church? Hardly! He loved the church to the point He sacrificed His life for it (Ephesians 5:25ff), and that is the example of love the husband should have for the wife.

    Husbands should be willing to discuss with the wife before making decisions that affect her (see on verses 22-24 above). Jesus does this indirectly by means of prayer. We are able through Jesus to ask God for our needs to be met, and He promises to hear our requests, and give what we need and what is best. He does not always give what we want, nor should the husband always give in to the wife’s requests. He should decide according to what he is convinced is best, but first he must carefully understand and consider her needs.

    He should then be willing to sacrifice for her good and the good of the group. Jesus did so as clearly shown in verses 23,25. He gave His life for the church. See Philippians 2:2-8. So the husband must not be selfish with his authority. He should be willing to give in when best for others (especially the wife) and just to please her (if no harm is done). This is love in the full sense and anything less is simply not loving her as Jesus loved the church. 

    And all this should be done with an attitude of kindness and genuine concern for the wife, not an attitude of bitter resentment and self-pity – Colossians 3:19.

    5:26,27 – Jesus gave Himself to sanctify and cleanse the church by the washing of water with the word to present it to Himself holy and without blemish.

    Sanctification and cleansing

    Jesus gave Himself for the church (verse 25) that He might sanctify and cleanse her (verse 26). 

    To sanctify means to set apart, make holy, or dedicate to God’s service. All the major translations say “sanctify.” This is the verb form of the word for holiness. Those who have been sanctified are “saints.” The church at Corinth was “them that are sanctified, called to be saints” (1 Corinthians 1:2).

    That which keeps us from belonging to God and being set apart to Him is our sin. Sin separates us from God (Isaiah 59:1,2; Ephesians 2:1-6,11ff). To be set apart from sin and belong to God, we must be cleansed from our sins (1 Corinthians 6:11). The church is the body of saved people (Ephesians 5:23,25; Acts 20:28; 2:47). To be part of the church, we must be cleansed from sin and sanctified to God’s service.

    All this required Jesus to die to sanctify us (verse 25; Hebrews 10:10; 13:12). His blood is what cleanses us from sin (Revelation 1:5), so He gave Himself to sanctify and cleanse the church.

    Washing of water with the word

    This was done “with the washing of water.” This can only refer to baptism. Baptism is the only command of God in the New Testament that requires water (Acts 8:35-39; 10:47; John 3:23; Hebrews 10:22). Further, baptism is essential to be cleansed from sin, because in baptism the blood of Jesus is applied to forgive us (Acts 22:16; 2:38; Mark 16:16; 1 Peter 3:21; Galatians 3:26,27; Romans 6:3,4). So the washing of water in baptism is essential to receive forgiveness of sins; and since the church is the body of saved people, baptism is essential to come into the church (1 Corinthians 12:13; Acts 2:38,47). 

    “With the word” simply means in accord with the teaching of the word. All that has been described is taught in Jesus’ gospel. Jesus died to offer cleansing, according to God’s plan. It is the gospel that teaches us we need that cleansing and how to receive it (Mark 16:15,16; John 6:44,45; Romans 1:16; 10:17). When we hear and obey that word, we will be baptized or washed in water. We are then cleansed from sin and set apart to God’s service. We are sanctified by the word (John 17:17). This connection between the word and our cleansing from sin is also taught in John 3:5; Acts 2:41; 8:12,35-39; 16:32,33; 18:8.

    “Sanctify” () “‘to sanctify,’ ‘is used of … (h) the setting apart of the believer for God, Acts 20:32; cp. Romans 15:16; (i) the effect on the believer of the Death of Christ…; (j) the separation of the believer from the world in his behavior – by the Father through the Word, John 17:17,19; …” – Vine.

    A glorious church

    The result should be a church that is glorious, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, holy and without blemish. See Colossians 1:22.

    Sanctification and cleansing are done for a purpose. Sins are forgiven so we will be set apart to live apart from sin. See 1 Peter 1:14-16; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-7; 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1; Romans 6:19,22; 2 Timothy 2:19-22; 2 Peter 2:13; Psalm 118:1; 100:6; Jeremiah 2:22; Ephesians 1:4; Hebrews 10:22; James 4:8.

    A bride seeks to present herself to her husband without spot or wrinkle. She wants everything perfect to please him, no blemishes or any such thing. This is the kind of church Jesus wants His people to be spiritually. 

    The fact that we have been forgiven does not mean that we can go back to sin or excuse and justify sin. Some teach that those who have been cleansed of their sins can then continue to practice sin without falling from the favor of God, so they teach we should overlook the sins of others. But this is completely the opposite of Jesus’ teaching. He wants a pure church. No sin of any kind should be tolerated.

    We understand, of course, that we will sin (1 John 1:8,10). And we also understand that Jesus’ blood can cleanse such sins (1 John 1:7,9; Acts 8:22). But this is no excuse for sin, and it especially does not justify or permit us to continue in sin. We must repent of sin so that we can be forgiven and thereby become pure and without spot once again.

    As studied in Ephesians 4:11-16, what it takes for the church to grow up and be pure is faithful preaching of the word and diligent application by those who hear. Compare 2 Timothy 4:2-4. Impure teaching leads to defiled lives. So, what the Lord requires is pure teaching and pure practices. 

    When is the church “presented” to Christ in this way? I am not sure. Some view that the church is now just betrothed to Christ but will be presented to Him at His second coming. This may be so. See Colossians 1:22,23; 2 Corinthians 11:2; Revelation 21:2,9; 19:6-8. 

    However, it also seems that, in the comparison to man and wife, as Paul uses it here, the church is compared to a man and wife who are already married. If that is the sense meant, then we are presented to Christ pure and without blemish as each member is converted (verse 26). When He cleanses us, we become part of His pure bride. 

    Of course, both concepts can be valid, since this is an illustration. It is not necessary for the illustration to be used the same in every passage. We could be betrothed to Christ in the sense of one passage, but married to Him in the illustration used in another passage. Regardless of when we are presented, the ultimate lesson is the same. 

    5:28-30 – The husband should love his wife as his own body, nourishing and cherishing her as Christ does the church.

    Paul here continues describing the love husbands should have for their wives (compare verses 25,33). He says we should love our wives as we do our own bodies. This again is like Jesus’ relationship to the church. He is the Head and the church is the body (see verses 30,23; 1:22,23). This is what Adam said when the woman was made: she was bone of his bones and flesh of his flesh (Genesis 2:23). The two become one (compare verse 31; Genesis 2:24).

    All these verses express the idea that the wife should be treated as part of the man himself. If he loves his wife, he loves himself. This is an important and expressive concept. It is natural to view the wife as being a separate person, perhaps even competing with the husband. She has her own opinions, desires, and will, separate from that of the man. As a result, we tend to think of her like we think of another person. If so, we might not treat her with the same sense of care that we treat ourselves. Yet when we think of her as part of ourselves, then we realize a much greater sense of responsibility.

    Consider a body and its head. Who would ever consider the body as functioning apart from the head or vice-versa. Both go together. Who can imagine that the head would be indifferent to what the body needed? Would the head think that, if the body was suffering, that was its tough luck? The head would be concerned about the body because the head and body are part of the same being. This is how the husband should view the wife.

    Note that, if the wife is part of the husband, then it follows that the husband is part of the wife. While Paul does not directly state this point, it follows that the wife should also be concerned for her husband as part of herself. Who can imagine the body as being unconcerned what happened to its head?

    Further, who can read this and conclude (as some claim) that Paul taught or believed wives should be disregarded or given a value inferior to the value of men? Wherein is Paul degrading women? The only reason people claim such is that Paul says the wife must submit to the husband. But as already discussed, subjection to authority is not degrading or a sign one is not valued. Who would argue that a body is degraded or not valued simply because it is not the head? Paul’s point here is that the husband should care for and value his wife. This is just the opposite of what many people accuse. This view is honoring to wives especially when contrasted to the prevailing customs of that day. 

    Paul makes several applications:

    The husband should not hate the wife.

    A man does not hate his body. He cares for it. Of course, there are men so perverted as to take their own lives, but we all recognize that to be a perversion. Generally, men are concerned for their bodies. They are willing to give what is needed.

    Hate, of course, is lack of love or the opposite of love. He has already said the husband should love the wife as Christ loved the church. When a man says he no longer loves his wife – perhaps even that he wants a divorce because he no longer loves her – he is simply admitting sin. When he neglects to consider her needs or provide what she needs, he is showing lack of love. If he actively does what is harmful to her well-being, he is surely not acting in love.

    Nourish

    The husband should “nourish” his wife as he does his own body and as the Lord does the church. This word is so translated in all the major translations. It is used in Ephesians 6:4 for nurturing children to maturity, but the idea of bringing to maturity does not seem to fit well here. Surely that is not what a man does with his own body.

    The idea here seems to involve provision, supply, and care for needs. The Lord supplies or provides what the church needs spiritually (see 1:3; 4:11ff). So a man provides for the needs of his body. He gives food, clothing, shelter, protection from elements, medical care, etc. When some part of the body has a problem or need, he does what he can to solve the problem or meet the need. And he tries to prevent such problems and needs from occurring. 

    Many verses show that a man ought to do these things for his own body. In fact, if he does not do so, others should not provide for him. See Genesis 3:17-19; 2 Thessalonians 3:10. In order to nourish his wife as he does himself, it follows that the husband should provide for her in these ways, help her avoid problems, and help her solve problems if they come. 

    This passage, along with verse 23, indicates that God intends for the man to be the provider for the family, especially the wife, even as for himself. See also Genesis 3:17-19,23; 1 Timothy 5:8; compare 2 Thessalonians 3:12; 1 Thessalonians 4:10-12. Many Bible examples show men employed away from the home in such occupations as shepherd, carpenter, physician, fisherman, merchant, farmer, sailor, preacher, tentmaker, etc. 

    “Nourish” () “1) to nourish up to maturity, to nourish; 2) to nurture, bring up” – Grimm-Wilke-Thayer.

    Cherish

    This word is translated “cherish” in all major translations. It emphasizes the idea of loving care. It goes beyond supplying needs (“nourish”). It implies care given to something we value or treasure. 

    Again, this is how the man treats his own body and how the Lord treats the church. This does not mean the wife is set upon a shelf and not allowed to work or “get her hands dirty.” This is not how the man treats his body, nor how the Lord treats the church. Nevertheless, it does imply a care that extends from an attitude of personal concern and valuing.

    Does a husband view his wife as simply a servant, a worker whose job is to meet his needs and clean his house and satisfy his whims? Does that properly fit the description of cherishing, valuing, treasuring? Or should he not see her as his most valued blessing in this life (aside, of course, from the spiritual blessings in Christ)? Should he not treasure her above any earthly possession or any earthly honor? Is this not how Jesus loved the church?

    “Cherish” () “‘to cherish with tender love, to foster with tender care,’ in Ephesians 5:29 of Christ and the Church; in 1 Thessalonians 2:7 of the care of the saints at Thessalonica by the Apostle and his associates, as of a nurse for her children” – Vine. 

    5:31-33 – A man should leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife and the two become one flesh. The lessons apply to Christ and the church, yet a man should love his wife and the wife should respect her husband.

    The man shall leave father and mother and be joined to his wife…

    In verse 31 Paul quotes Genesis 2:24, God’s original statement of the marriage law. This passage is also quoted in Matthew 19:3-9, where Jesus applied it to a discussion about divorce and remarriage. 

    Jesus’ use of this passage and Paul’s use of it confirm the accuracy of Moses’ account of the creation. People often criticize Genesis 1-9 as myth or legend. Yet Jesus and Paul both quote it as fact and treat it as inspired Scripture, authoritative as all other Scripture. 

    Specifically, Paul’s use of the passage confirms God’s intent for marriage to be a commitment between one man and one woman for life. Marriage under any other plan is a violation of God’s intent, including so-called homosexual marriage, polygamy, and divorce for any cause other than fornication (Matthew 19:9). 

    Here, in particular, it seems that Paul is quoting the passage to confirm the concept that the husband should view the wife as part of himself (verses 28-30). The two become one flesh. The husband and wife should therefore view one another as so tightly bound that they are one. They should no more mistreat one another than they would mistreat themselves. They should instead treat one another with love and care as they would treat themselves.

    Consider carefully the significance of the man leaving his father and mother in order to cleave to his wife. Marriage begins a new family relationship. The man has been part of his parents’ family, but he leaves that relationship and enters a new one. He cleaves to his wife. Both man and woman must “cut the apron strings.” The husband then becomes head of this new family (Ephesians 5:22ff; Titus 2:5; 1 Peter 3:1-7). Neither the wife’s parents nor the husband’s parents have authority in this new family (though their advice may be considered and even valued). The man must consider first the needs and wishes of his wife and rule for her good, not subject to the headship of either of their parents any longer. 

    Paul is making application to the relationship between Christ and the church.

    In verse 32 Paul expressly states that he is speaking regarding Christ and the church. He makes many applications that teach important lessons for husband and wife (verse 33). But his main application in context relates to Jesus and the church. This has been a major theme of Ephesians. 

    Why does he call this a mystery? As in 3:3-5 and other passages, the word means something not previously known. However, it has now been revealed, so it is no longer unknown. Jesus’ relationship to the church is part of this mystery. 

    The man should love his wife as himself, and the wife should respect her husband.

    Paul then concludes the discussion by clarifying that, though he was speaking with main application to Jesus and the church, yet the husband and wife should learn the lessons he is teaching. The husband should love his wife as himself (verses 28-31), and the wife should reverence her husband. Clearly this is a personal duty. No one can do it for us, and we cannot please God if we neglect it. 

    “Respect” (NKJV, NASB, ESV, RSV) is translated “reverence” (KJV) or “fear” (ASV, MLV). The meaning refers to reverential fear. It is used for respect of men and of God. 

    The woman should submit to her husband (verses 22-24) with respect and reverential fear. This does not mean she should tremble with fear of danger whenever her husband enters the room. That would not fit the concept of love the husband should have for the wife as for his own self. But it surely would include the idea of respectful speech and conduct, such as the church should offer to Jesus. 

    Virtually everything that the inspired word of God teaches in this discussion has been opposed by the modern Women’s Liberation movement. Our modern feminist-oriented society has led women to be far too disrespectful in openly griping about their husbands and refusing to honor their wills. The idea of the man as the provider and protector is ridiculed. Instead, women are taught that they should leave their homes and compete with their husbands for careers in the business world, and that unless they do they are not truly contributing to society.

    Many fairytales describe how the prince and the princess must struggle to find one another and overcome the threats of the wicked stepmother or the wicked witch. But in the end, they finally get married and “live happily ever after.” So young people are left with the impression that, if you can just get married, you will always be happy and all your problems will be solved. Such an idea is properly labeled a fairytale. Marriage is hard work. It involves many blessings and advantages. But in order for it to succeed, both husband and wife must make serious sacrifices and work hard to overcome the temptations and problems that hinder marriage from being what God intended.

    Wives, should the church think, act, and speak toward Christ as you do toward your husbands? Husbands, do you care for your wives as Jesus did for the church?

    “Respect” () “… (a) ‘to fear, be afraid’…; or (b) ‘to show reverential fear’ …” – Vine.

  
    Ephesians 6

    6:1-9 – Children and Parents, Servants and Masters

    6:1 –Children should obey their parents in the Lord.

    Having discussed husbands and wives, Paul now discusses other human relationships, presenting divine principles that guide these relationships. The discussion of 5:22-33 had specific application to the church, as well as application to the husband and wife. Chapter 6, however, seems to have left entirely the application to the church as such, and deals directly with the human relationships. Then Paul discusses the armor with which we oppose Satan, then he ends the book with closing comments.

    Many Scriptures teach children to be obedient to their parents. 

    As with husbands and wives and other human relationships, so with parents and children, when people work together, someone must be in charge (see notes on 5:22-24). Someone must lead and others must follow. This is especially true with children, because they know so little when they come into the world. 

    The parents’ duty is not just to exercise authority (as over an equal), but to train and guide one who is relatively unlearned (verse 4; Proverbs 29:15; 4:10-12). As the child grows and learns, he becomes more informed and more capable of making his own decisions, till finally he is ready to go out on his own and start his own family (Genesis 2:24; Ephesians 4:22-24). Until that time, he should learn from his parents and submit to their authority.

    See Colossians 3:20,21; Proverbs 1:8; 6:20; Luke 2:51; Deuteronomy 21:18-21; Romans 1:30,32; 2 Timothy 3:2,3. Note Proverbs 13:1; 10:1; 15:20; 6:20; 23:22.

    Parental authority is ordained of God. 

    This arrangement is not a product of human wisdom. It is God’s plan from the beginning. He created families, not just for the companionship of man and wife, but also for human reproduction and training of the children that result (see Genesis 1:26-28 and verses above). 

    God intends that children be brought up in families, guided by their natural parents, whenever possible. When people are not Scripturally married to one another, God forbids them to participate in the sexual union because they have no family in which to raise a child that might result (this is just one among other reasons why God forbids the sexual relationship outside of marriage). 

    It follows that God commands and requires children to obey their parents. “This is right” because God has so ordained it. The child benefits from it. But even if he thinks he is not benefiting, he is not free to disregard God’s plan. He still must obey. To disobey parents is to disobey God. 

    Children often tend to think they know better than their parents. Whenever they disagree with their parents, they want to do things their own way. Such completely sets aside God’s instructions regarding authority in the home. The child who proceeds to disobey his parents, is rebelling against God’s word. Note that the exception is when the parents tell the child to act in a way that would violate the child’s duty to God (Acts 5:29).

    An age of rebellion against authority

    Throughout history there have been children who wanted to disobey parents. Our society has reached the point that rebellion against authority is often encouraged. Our age generally rejects and even despises the concepts of authority, rules, law, and duty. People insist on doing their own thing, being their own person, and having their own way.

    This rejection of authority is especially obvious in the modern concept of the family. How often do you see TV shows, books, movies, or cartoons that portray a father who is a capable, responsible, and proper head of his family? Generally, he shares authority equally with the wife, or else he is a bumbler who is dominated and manipulated by his wife. 

    In the same way, society also denies that children should be required to submit to parental authority. Here are some examples. 

    Parent Effectiveness Training, introduced by Thomas Gordon, advocated that parents give up all use of power (authority). Conflicts between parent and child must be resolved by finding a course that is mutually agreeable to both parent and child. It is forbidden for either the parent or the child to “impose” his solution on the other. (See the high school text Parenting and Children, by H. Westlake, pp. 46-50.) 

    The Children’s Liberation Movement leads youth to rebel against parents like the Women’s Liberation movement leads women to rebel against their husbands. 

    “We want the power to determine our own destiny. We want the immediate end of adult chauvinism … Age might once have led to wisdom, but the old have proven themselves unable to deal with present reality … the young must take the lead…” (quoted from “Youth Liberation,” Youth Liberation Press, via Christian Inquirer, 10/79). 

    As a result, many parents are afraid to stand up to their own children. Many children have their parents “buffaloed.” The parents are afraid to cross their children – afraid the children will throw a fit, run away, get into drugs, or some other form of immorality. The children, not the parents, end up being the dominant influence in the home.

    Parental authority teaches children proper attitudes toward all authority.

    Adults must regularly relate to all kinds of authority in life. We earlier discussed how authority is needed to produce organization and cooperation when people work and live together. To become well-adjusted adults, children must learn how to relate to authority – how to submit to others who have authority, and how to exercise authority when they themselves have it. 

    One major responsibility of parents is to prepare children to be well-adjusted adults. This requires them to develop a proper authority relation with the children. The children learn that they need to submit to authority, and they see the example set by the parents in how to use authority properly. 

    Many psychologists teach the opposite of this. They say parental exercise of authority makes children maladjusted, destroys their self-image, etc. Drivel! The truth is the opposite. Too many children today have had little authority exercised over them, so they grow up unwilling to submit to authority. They think they should get their own way or they will just rebel against the whole “establishment”: parents, government, employers, church, and God. 

    People must especially learn how to relate to the authority of God. God Himself is an “authority figure.” But if a child grows up without learning respect for authority, he will naturally rebel against God’s limits. Like Eli’s sons, children grow up to disrespect God if their parents do not restrain them (1 Samuel 3:13). 

    Children must learn obedience to their parents because it benefits them now, throughout life, and for all eternity.

    “In the Lord”

    Children should obey their parents “in the Lord." This surely does not mean simply if the parents are Christians. Wives should submit to husbands who are not Christians (1 Peter 3:1ff), so surely children should obey parents who are not Christians.

    The expression could mean to obey as long as parents do not demand the child to sin (Acts 5:29). 

    The parallel verse in Colossians 3:20 says “for this is well-pleasing in the Lord” (compare Colossians 3:18). So children should obey because this is the Lord’s will for them. This is in harmony with God’s will. It is what God requires of them. See notes on verse 7 below. The similar use of phrases, such as “as to the Lord,” implies that children should obey their parents in the same manner that they should serve the Lord or do the will of the Lord. 

    6:2,3 – Children should honor their parents, a commandment which under the Old Testament promised a long life on the earth.

    Many Scriptures also teach children to honor their parents. See also Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16; Proverbs 23:22; Matthew 15:4-6; Leviticus 19:3; Deuteronomy 27:16; Ezekiel 22:7. What does honoring parents involve?

    Children must act obediently.

    Honor for one in authority requires that we submit and obey his authority. This is the essence of respect for authority, and this is what is required by many of the passages previously listed. 

    Children must speak respectfully.

    Our permissive age allows children to say anything in any tone of voice and with any attitude. This ranges from preschoolers to teens. One high school parenting text says parents should allow “children the right to have all kinds of feelings and wishes and to express them freely” (Caring for Children, Draper and Draper, p281).

    That’s why we hear little children say to their parents, “No, I won’t! You can’t make me! You leave me alone! You shut up!” They yell and scream at parents, mock them, and backtalk (“sass”). We are told this “gets it out of their systems.” But what it really does is develop and ingrain the habit of rebellion and disrespect for authority. 

    Matthew 15:4 – Jesus taught that “honoring parents” means not “speaking evil.” He who speaks evil of his parents should “die the death.” Whoever cursed a parent was worthy of death under the Old Law (compare Exodus 21:17). To curse means to express a desire for harm to befall someone. When a parent refuses to allow a child to have his way, sometimes they say, “Oh, drop dead.” “Go jump off a bridge.”

    Proverbs 30:11,17 – The wise man Solomon by inspiration promised destruction to a son who curses, mocks, or disobeys his parents. Yet parents often tolerate a child who rebelliously makes fun of them and disobeys them. The New Testament, of course, does not teach that children should be physically put to death for dishonoring parents. Nevertheless, there will be consequences in this life and in eternity.

    1 Timothy 5:1 – Do not rebuke an elder, but exhort him as a father. This clearly teaches that there are respectful ways to speak to a father and there are disrespectful ways. (Compare Ezekiel 2:3-7.) 

    If a child speaks calmly and respectfully, but simply thinks he has a better idea or just does not understand the parents’ decision, it is right to discuss with him. It may be he does have a better idea, or the discussion may help him understand the parents’ views.

    But if a child speaks with a rebellious, defiant, disrespectful attitude or tone of voice (parents can tell the difference, and so can kids), parents must punish the child for his defiance, regardless of the worth of his ideas. We must teach children that we are glad to discuss if they have a humble, respectful attitude, but rebellion will not be tolerated. 

    (Compare Matthew 19:19; Mark 7:10; 10:19; Luke 18:20.) 

    Children must never strike or hit their parents.

    Often a child becomes angry or frustrated when the parents don’t let the child have his way. He may strike them in anger. This often leads larger children to commit abuse, violence, and even murder in our modern society. 

    Exodus 21:15 – He who strikes a parent would be put to death under the Old Law. (“Smite,” as used in some translations, does not necessarily mean to kill – see verses 18,19). 

    Proverbs 19:26 – He who does violence to (“assaults” – NASB) his parents is a shame and reproach. (Compare 1 Timothy 1:9.) 

    Parents must begin early to teach children such conduct will not be tolerated. If your little child hits you in defiance, rejecting your wishes, you must punish that child severely and teach him he never has the right to strike you.

    Children must care for elderly parents.

    Honoring a parent also refers to caring for that parent when he or she becomes elderly and needs care. The parent cared for us when we were children and needed care. Now we must repay them by caring for them in their older years. See 1 Timothy 5:3-16 (compare the use of “honor” in verse 17); Matthew 15:3-6.

    Again our society has developed the attitude that elderly parents should be independent. The government should provide for them, and they should not be a “burden” on their children. Surely it is an advantage to all if parents can remain independent. But there comes a time for most elderly people when they need help. They become dependent on their children, just as their children were dependent on them in earlier years. This need may be physical, emotional, or spiritual. At this point, the child who will not care for an elderly parent has denied the faith (see 1 Timothy 5). 

    Many elderly parents are put into nursing homes so others can care for them. This may be necessary if the parent has a medical problem of such a nature that the children are not qualified or capable of providing the care that is needed. This is similar to parents’ putting a child in a hospital to meet its needs. 

    But too often elderly parents are put in homes for the aged simply because the children don’t want to be bothered. They are too busy with their own lives, usually meaning they are too busy making money and enjoying life to be bothered with elderly parents. Often the man and wife are both employed, so they have no time for the elderly parent, when they could care for them if they were willing to make the necessary sacrifices. 

    Our parents sacrificed much to care for us. If we could care for them if we were willing, but we refuse to do so, we have clearly violated Scripture.

    Note that the command to obey parents has limits in that, when the child leaves home and goes on his own, he is no longer subject to parents (Genesis 2:24; Ephesians 5:22ff). He should still remember his parents’ instructions, but he is no longer subject to their authority. However, the command to honor parents continues throughout life, though perhaps with different applications.

    The first command with promise

    Paul then lists the promise: "that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth." This is quoted from Exodus 20:12 in the 10 commands. Of course, this is not without physical exception, but it is a general truth, like many Proverbs.

    When we respect our parents, this benefits us as well as them. We should do it not just to help them. We are blessed as well. We learn from their wisdom. We live a better life because we have learned the lessons they taught us. We are better adjusted to authority in life. We learn how to use authority better when our turn comes to exercise it. And because we cared for our elderly parents, our children will understand their need to care for us when we are in need. In many ways we are blessed when we act respectfully to our parents. 

    Yet “the earth” almost surely refers to the “land” in Exodus 20:12, meaning the land of promise in Canaan. This was a reference to the promised land that God so often held before Israel as the reward for their faithfulness. If so, it seems likely that the reward here, as applied to us, refers to our promised land of heaven (not the physical earth). Surely we will be blessed in the eternal land if we honor our parents as part of our faithful obedience to God. (Compare this to the language of Matthew 5:5 – the meek shall inherit the earth.)

    In what sense is this the “the first command with promise”? God had given many commands prior to the 10 Commands, and many of those commands had promises attached to them (compare the promises to Abraham). Even Exodus 20:6 appears to be promising a blessing in one of the 10 Commands prior to this one regarding honoring parents in verse 12. 

    This is a difficult point. Caldwell reminds us that the Greek has no definite article: “the first command.” Literally, it says “a first command with promise.” He concludes it means first in the sense, not of order, but of importance. It is a command so important that it has a specific promise with it, making it clearly a prominent command of great importance in God’s eyes. Perhaps this or some similar point is the best explanation. In any case, clearly Paul is saying that the attached promise means this is a very important command. 

    6:4 – Fathers do not provoke your children to wrath, but bring them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.

    Just as the discussion of husbands and wives in Ephesians 5 dealt with the relationship from both standpoints, so it is with parents and children. Having taught children how to act, Paul now discusses the parents – fathers in particular.

    Fathers should not provoke children to wrath.

    Colossians 3:21 – Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged. 

    Some conclude this means a parent should do nothing that ever angers a child. Specifically, some claim a parent should not make demands of a child or exercise authority, and surely should never punish or spank a child. Of course, such views totally contradict numerous other Scriptures that we have studied, and therefore cannot be what this passage means.

    The point is the parents should not do that which causes children to be justifiably angry or discouraged. How might parents be guilty of this? 

    * Parents are sometimes unfair or unjust. Parents sometimes punish children for violating rules which have not been adequately explained to the child. They may be inconsistent in use of authority. Today they may punish for what was accepted yesterday. One parent may punish what the other parent accepts or even encourages. 

    * Parents sometimes play favorites. They may allow one child to do what another child is punished for doing. They may give one child benefits or privileges that other children, under the same circumstances, are refused.

    * Parents sometimes demand more than the child is capable of accomplishing. Children are able to do more than what is sometimes appreciated, but some expectations are just beyond their ability. Children will justifiably be discouraged or angered when parents punish or ridicule them for failing to do what they simply cannot do at their age. Some mistakes are the result of childishness, not of rebellion or personal fault.

    * Parents sometimes are continually negative, criticizing the child’s weaknesses, but never giving praise and appreciation for the good the child does. Children who knowingly disobey parents, when they could obey, ought to be punished. But they ought also to be assured of their parents’ love. They should be told and shown that the parents act in love. One way to do this is to show appreciation when the child makes a diligent effort to do good or when he shows improvement.

    * Parents sometimes unfairly compare one child to another. Some children are simply unable to do what other children are able to do. This may be a matter of age or of natural ability. But each child should be expected to achieve to the level of his or her capabilities, not continually put down because he/she did not achieve as highly as an older sibling or some child from another family.

    * Parents sometimes refuse to reason with the child. It is true that sometimes parents need not or should not explain everything to a child. There are some things that the child may not be old enough to understand, or there may not be time to discuss before the child must obey. Or the parent may have tried to reason, but the child simply does not want to listen and insists on talking till he gets his way (demands for “why” can be a form of rebellion). 

    But, as the child grows and becomes capable of understanding, and as there is time and opportunity, parents need to help their children understand the reasons for their decisions. This shows the child how to reason things through for himself, and helps him see that the parents really do have reasons for their decisions. 

    * And parents who let the child have his own way and do not discipline as needed, are in fact giving the child grounds for anger and discouragement. The most frustrated and angry children are often ones whose permissive parents have rarely restricted them but have simply let them have their way. 

    Such children have little concept of self-denial and self-sacrifice, little concern for others, and little understanding of how to relate to authority. As they grow older, however, they must learn all these things. When facing situations that require submission of their will to the will of others, they become bitter and angry when they cannot have their way. And this is ultimately because the parents never taught the child to give in to others. 

    Fathers should bring children up in the Lord’s training.

    Note the words:

    “Training” (NKJV) is translated “nurture” (ASV, KJV), “discipline” (NASB, ESV, MLV, RSV).

    “Admonition” (NKJV, ASV, KJV, MLV) is translated “instruction” (NASB, ESV, RSV).

    These terms emphasize bringing children up in two senses: (1) By instruction and teaching (“admonition”), including rebuke and, (2) by actions designed to bring consequences on the child (rewards or punishments) according to whether he has done good or bad (“nurture” or “training” or “discipline”).

    Note that the training described here is especially that “of the Lord.” Parents need to train children to prepare them for life in general – how to prepare for a job, be a good citizen, etc. But this discussion is saying to teach children their duties in God’s service.

    Specifically:

    * Parents must instruct children in God’s will.

    By instruction we mean word of mouth, example, and rebuke. 

    Genesis 18:19 – God said about Abraham, “For I have known him, in order that he may command his children and his household after him, that they keep the way of the Lord, to do righteousness and justice, that the Lord may bring to Abraham what He has spoken to him."

    See also Deuteronomy 6:6-9; 4:9,10; Proverbs 1:8; 1 Thessalonians 2:11; Psalm 34:11; 78:4-8; Isaiah 38:19; 2 Timothy 3:15.

    * Parents must punish children when they do wrong.

    Proverbs 22:15 – Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child; the rod of correction will drive it far from him. 

    Proverbs 13:24 – He who spares his rod hates his son, but he who loves him disciplines him promptly. 

    See also Proverbs 19:18; Hebrews 12:5-11.

    * Parents should also reward children when they do right. 

    See Hebrews 11:6; Luke 15:20-24.

    “Nurture” () “denotes ‘the training of a child, including instruction;’ hence, ‘discipline, correction,’ ‘chastening,’ Ephesians 6:4, … suggesting the Christian discipline that regulates character; so in Hebrews 12:5,7,8 …’” – Vine.

    “Chasten” (related word) () “primarily denotes ‘to train children,’ suggesting the broad idea of education …; hence, ‘to chastise,’ this being part of the training, whether (a) by correcting with words, reproving, and admonishing, or (b) by ‘chastening’ by the infliction of evils and calamities, … Hebrews 12:6,7,10; Revelation 3:19. The verb also has the meaning ‘to chastise with blows, to scourge’ …” – Vine.

    “Admonition” () “lit., ‘a putting in mind’…, is used … in Ephesians 6:4, of that which is ministered by the Lord; and in Titus 3:10, of that which is to be administered for the correction of one who creates trouble in the church. Nouthesia is ‘the training by word,’ whether of encouragement, or, if necessary, by reproof or remonstrance. In contrast to this, the synonymous word paideia stresses training by act, though both words are used in each respect” – Vine.

    Why address this specifically to fathers?

    Children are to obey both parents (verse 1). Both should be involved in the training of the children, as the passages above show. Why then is this instruction addressed to fathers?

    The main reason is that the father is the head of the family. As such, it is his duty to see that the children are properly trained. He need not necessarily do it all, but he is to oversee it, setting guidelines and principles, and make sure it is done right. And this will require his frequent direct involvement.

    Some husbands think they can leave the training of the children entirely up to their wives. I have even heard leaders in the Lord’s church advocate such thinking. This is simply a violation of Scripture. The Bible expressly requires the father to be involved and to take the lead. Anything less is sinful abandonment of duty.

    6:5,6 – Servants should obey their masters as unto Christ, not with eyeservice, but doing the will of God from the heart.

    Having discussed husbands and wives, parents and children, Paul next turns to discuss servants and masters. Several New Testament Scriptures deal expressly with the subject of masters and servants: Ephesians 6:5-9; Colossians 3:22-4:1; 1 Timothy 6:1,2; Titus 2:9,10; 1 Peter 2:18.

    Servants should be obedient and diligent.

    Servants are told to be obedient to earthly masters, with fear and trembling, in sincerity of heart. This requires sincere service and obedience. See 2 Corinthians 7:15; 1 Corinthians 2:3; Philippians 2:12; Colossians 3:22. 

    Servants should not put on a false front, but should sincerely desire to do the master’s will. The Christian should really want to please his master, just like he really wants to please Christ. This is true even if the master is grouchy and unreasonable (1 Peter 2:18). The Christian is not just trying to get away with as little work as possible. He is not trying to get his own way, when he knows the master disagrees. He sincerely wants to know the master’s will and do it.

    He should not offer eyeservice, as men-pleasers. This simply means the worker should be diligent all the time, not just when the boss is watching. Some workers work hard when supervisors are present, but then they goof off when they think they won’t get caught. That would be pleasing men with eyeservice.

    The passage says instead we should do the will of God from the heart. A Christian knows that God is always looking, and we cannot hide from Him. So it does no good to offer mere eyeservice, for His eye is always on us. Further, God wants service meant from the heart. Such service will lead to continual diligence. 

    The following verses (verse 7ff) further emphasize the fact that work should be done as to the Lord (see notes below).

    The Christian has a diligent work ethic (see 4:28). Unfortunately, our society has largely lost the work ethic for which our country was once known. Welfarism has led many to believe they are owed an income, even if they don’t work for it. Unions often restrict the amount of work people are allowed to do, and then defend those who do not work. Lazy people often simply do not want to work, and people who are not diligent often criticize those who work hard. Nevertheless, a Christian must work diligently all the time. 

    6:7,8 – The servant should work with good will as unto the Lord, knowing that he will be rewarded by the Lord, whether he is bond or free.

    Working as to the Lord

    Several times we are told that this service should be offered as to the Lord (verses 5,6,7,8). The Christian is serving God, not just his employer. This is similar to the instruction given wives to submit to their husbands “as to the Lord” (5:22), and children were told to obey their parents “in the Lord” (6:1). We serve these humans just as though we were serving the Lord. If we disobey or neglect our work for our employer, we are ultimately disobeying God, because it is the Lord who told us to serve them.

    Again, this should be done “with goodwill,” not with belligerence, or constant complaint, wishing we did not have to do the job. We should work pleasantly like we would want people to work for us and like we should work for the Lord. Is this the attitude typically seen in the modern workplace? And remember, this still applies even if the boss is cruel (1 Peter 2:18; compare 3:23).

    God is the rewarder.

    Just as God is the one we ultimately serve, so God is the one who will ultimately reward us. The paycheck or other benefits the boss gives us is just part of our reward, and the small part at that. Yes, we work for the pay. But if we work diligently, as to the Lord, the Lord will reward us in eternity.

    Note that this applies whether we are slave or free. This shows that the principle of diligent work, described here, applies to those who are freemen as well as to slaves.

    6:9 – Masters also should treat their servants like they would want to be treated, knowing that they also have a Master in heaven who shows no partiality.

    Having discussed the duties of servants, Paul now turns to the masters. As he did with husbands and wives and with parents and children, Paul discusses both sides of the relationship. Employees have duties on the job, and far too often they fail to fulfill their duties. But this does not excuse employers if they fail in their duties. Both need to be admonished regarding God’s will for them.

    Do “the same things.”

    Masters are taught to do “the same things” to servants. This cannot mean specifically that they should obey the servants as servants should obey masters (verse 5). The meaning must be more general. It would include fulfilling one’s duty, following Divine principles, doing to others as you would have them do to you, and acting with understanding that the Lord is the Judge and the One, therefore, whom we ultimately seek to please (verse 8).

    The parallel in Colossians 4:1 says masters should be “just and fair.” This is probably included in the “same things” they are to do. Both parties should act justly and fairly. Also it may help to explain the idea of “giving up threatening.”

    Give up threatening

    Some supervisors attempt to control employees by continual threats and intimidation. They may be loud and angry and demanding. They may threaten to fire an employee, cut his pay, withhold a promotion, or otherwise threaten dire consequences. The result is that employees are motivated by fear and guilt. This is not “fair and just.” See also Leviticus 25:43.

    Instead, masters should try to have a kind, helpful, patient, appreciative relationship with employees, so employees serve out of a desire to please and to benefit the supervisor. This does not deny that masters have the right to bring consequences on negligent workers who fail to fulfill duties. But threats should not be the essence of their control of their workers. 

    Fairness and justice may require a supervisor to bring penalties on a worker. But when this is done, it should consist first of warnings based on a sincere desire to help, with real concern for the individual worker. This is then followed, if necessary, by whatever disciplinary action is appropriate.

    You too have a master

    Masters are reminded that they too have a Master in heaven, and there is no partiality with Him. This should teach the master to treat his workers like he wants his Master to treat him. Jesus becomes the example for masters to follow toward employees, just as Jesus is the example for husbands to follow toward wives. In each decision a master faces, he should ask the question that all Christians should ask regarding the spiritual implications of every decision: “What would Jesus do?”

    Following these principles would lead masters or employers to treat their servants or employees with a genuine concern for their well-being. Just as the example of Christ teaches husbands how to treat their wives properly, so the example of Christ teaches masters how to treat their servants with a sense of care and genuine concern. These people are made in the image of God and some may even be children of God (see the book of Philemon). They are just as important in the eyes of God as the masters are, so they should be treated with the same sense of respect and kindness that would be shown towards anyone else. Such conduct would go a long way toward resolving many of the problems that exist between masters and servants or employers and employees.

    Specifically, the Lord will judge us without partiality. So the master should treat his workers without partiality – i.e., no “respect of persons” (KJV, ASV). Partiality is favoritism. It involves giving benefits to individuals, when other individuals do not receive those benefits though their conduct is just as deserving. Or individuals are punished or face demands that are not required of other individuals, yet there is no valid reason for the distinction. 

    God does not play favorites. He evaluates and rewards us entirely on the basis of our conduct, not on the basis of race, nationality, wealth, beauty, athletic ability, fame, influence, or other matters unrelated to our spiritual relationship to God. See Acts 10:34; Romans 2:11; Colossians 3:25; James 2:1ff.

    Sometimes supervisors have their favorites on the job – people they just like, or people who have gone out of their way to cultivate a special relationship for their own benefit. The supervisor may let these people sit for hours talking, goofing off, or otherwise violating rules, but other people are rebuked or punished for doing the same. 

    Or the favorites may be given raises, promotions, or other benefits despite the fact that other people have done work more worthy of receiving the benefit. Our Lord will judge us entirely on the basis of what we have done compared to His instructions to us. Masters must learn to do the same. 

    Observations regarding slavery.

    The instructions here are addressed to bondservants, but the principles apply also to those who are hired servants. Both existed in the first century. 

    Bondage or slavery is illegal in our society, so Christians should obey the law. But slavery was legal in the first century. God’s word does not forbid it as such, and has never forbidden it in any age: Patriarch, Mosaic, or Gospel. God’s word does, however, forbid the abuses that often characterize slavery. 

    For example, to capture free people by force and violence against their will and make them slaves (as generally happened with American slavery) would be men-stealing, kidnapping, and violence. To in any way participate in such traffic of humans would be sinful and surely unloving. The primary errors of American slavery consisted of the slave trade and the abusive treatment of slaves.

    However, people did not always become slaves by means of force or violence. In Bible times some simply became so impoverished that they had nothing else to sell to provide an income or obtain a job. So they sold themselves as slaves to a master (Leviticus 25:39,47; Genesis 47:13-26). Others voluntarily became slaves in order to marry a man or woman, or simply because they liked the master and wanted to work for him (Exodus 21:5). 

    In such cases, people willingly became slaves and sometimes were grateful to those who offered them work because the alternative was so much worse. Such a practice would not inherently violate Scripture then or now, though it would be illegal in our society today. Notice that a number of the passages that we cited previously regarding slavery instruct masters how to properly treat their slaves. Would God instruct people how to practice something that was sinful in and of itself? 

    Many commentators advocate the concept that God did not directly forbid slavery but gave restrictions that were intended to ultimately lead to its elimination. I simply cannot see where the Scriptures teach this concept. If slavery were inherently wrong, why did God not directly forbid it like He did other evils that were so prominent in the Roman Empire, such as fornication, idolatry, homosexuality, and divorce?

    Other wrongs of slavery involve mistreatment of those who are slaves. Paul deals with that in verse 9. If a person obtained slaves even in a morally upright way, he would surely be required to treat them as he himself would want to be treated (Matthew 7:12). If masters would treat their servants benevolently with genuine concern for their well being, the objections to slavery would be unfounded.

    Nevertheless, the principles Paul teaches here apply to hired servants too. Verse 8 expressly says that the Lord will reward the diligent service described here, whether one is “slave or free.” 

    A hired servant does not belong to his master 24 hours a day, 356 days a year. But he does belong to his master for the hours that he has hired out to work. He has sold those hours of his life to his master. So, when he is under pay to be working for the master, that part of his life belongs to the master, and he should follow the rules Paul describes here. The advantage he has – and it is a real blessing – is that, if he dislikes the job and finds a better job, he is free to move to another master.

    6:10-20 – The Armor of God 

    6:10,11 – We can be strong in the Lord by putting on the armor of God so that we can stand against the wiles of the devil.

    Strength from God

    Paul is about to conclude the letter. He has mentioned often the need for Christians to be strong in their service to God. He has stated that this strength comes from God – 1:19,20; 3:14-21. Here he concludes the letter by repeating this concept, then showing how and where we receive this strength.

    Note that the strength we need comes from God. The power is His might. God often promises to provide His people with strength, power, and might. See Philippians 4:13; 1 Corinthians 10:13; 2 Corinthians 9:8-10; 10:3-5; 12:9,10; Romans 8:31ff; etc. 

    If we trust our own power and ability, we will eventually fail. We do not have the wisdom or the power to face Satan alone. He can and often does defeat us. Without God, we are like sheep without a shepherd. However, Satan can never defeat God. If we make use of the power God provides, Satan can never defeat us.

    Strength through God’s armor

    God does not leave us wondering about how we get this strength. It is not some dark mystery that no one (or only a select few) understands how to obtain it. Nor are we left to ask for this power, but then we can do nothing to obtain it.

    Praying for strength is like praying for daily bread: we must pray but then go out to work for it. It is like praying for wisdom: we must pray but then go study God’s word to obtain it. So we can obtain strength, but we must learn from God’s word where to go to obtain strength. Paul tells us this strength is found in God’s armor, and he is about to describe it more specifically.

    Soldiers need strength. Paul was doubtless impressed by this as he wrote as a prisoner of Rome, guarded by a Roman soldier (Acts 28:16). The armor provides the soldier with protection for each part of his body, so that the enemy cannot harm him. He is also provided with offensive weapons, whereby he seeks to attack the enemy.

    With this armor we can withstand the Devil. Note that the devil is our enemy (see verse 12). However, if we use God’s provisions, we are able to stand against him. It is true that we often err by trusting in ourselves without using God’s provisions. It is also true that too often we excuse ourselves when Satan defeats us because we think there is nothing we can do. We consider ourselves unable to defeat him, unable to resist his temptations, unable to accomplish victory for the Lord. Both errors come from the same mistake: looking to our own human ability as the source of our strength, instead of trusting and using God’s armor.

    Note that the devil attacks us with wiles (see verse 16). Wiles are schemes, tricks, usually deceitful and devious. 2 Corinthians 2:11 warns of Satan’s devices. He is a liar (John 8:44) and works by deceit (2 Corinthians 11:13-15). But he works through agents.

    Satan does not often come against us with a frontal attack. He sneaks behind us, comes against us in a way we do not expect. He especially will appear in disguise so we do not recognize the danger. He is always deceitful, never showing his true motives or the true effect of his work. We must be aware of his methods and constantly be vigilant. If we do, using the means God provides, we can successfully resist him (James 4:7; 1 Peter 5:8,9; compare 1 Corinthians 10:13). 

    Numerous other passages allude to this armor: 2 Corinthians 6:7; 10:4,5; Romans 13:12.

    6:12,13 – We should take the whole armor of God so we can withstand. We wrestle, not against flesh and blood, but against spiritual wickedness.

    Spiritual warfare

    Paul has described the conflict in terms of warfare, yet here he makes clear that this is not physical warfare. He is not talking about physical weapons and armor, since the enemy is not physical. We wrestle, not against flesh and blood, but against spiritual powers. 

    This does not mean we are never opposed by human beings. Notice that the verse is a “not … but” expression. Paul does not intend to deny that humans may ever cause spiritual conflict for Christians. Rather, he intends to emphasize the spiritual powers behind the conflict. And perhaps even more so, he intends to emphasize the spiritual nature of the conflict. See other examples of such “not … but” expressions in these passages: John 6:27; 12:44; 1 Cor. 1:17; 15:10; 1 Peter 3:3,4; Mark 9:37; Matt. 10:20; Acts 5:4; 1 Thess. 4:8; Genesis 45:8.

    The devil uses humans as his agents. We must firmly oppose their teachings and influence. These forces are found everywhere in society and often serve as powerful agents of evil: government, education, entertainment, business, etc. These forces of evil are arrayed against God’s people. But we must remember that we are not doing physical battle with them. Our flesh and blood should not attack their flesh and blood. 

    The real enemies are described as “principalities, powers, rulers of the darkness of this age, spiritual hosts of wickedness.” These terms describe the real enemies as spiritual forces in high places of every type. 

    Satan is the ruler of this world – John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 2 Corinthians 4:4. He has forces of demons and spirit beings that work for him “in heavenly places” – i.e., in the spirit realm (see notes on 1:3). For other passages using these terms compare 1:21; Romans 8:38; Colossians 1:26; 2:14,15.

    We cannot see these spirit beings, but we can recognize their work and influence by comparing what men say and do to the Scriptures. When men act according to sinful practices, we should oppose the evil, while yet hoping to help the men themselves leave the forces of error. We seek, not to harm the men, but to convert them. 

    Indeed we are at war in the spiritual realm. We are under attack and will surely be destroyed unless we fight diligently for the Lord. Are you fighting the good fight or simply watching it? 2 Thessalonians 3:1,2; Philippians 3:1,2; etc. 

    “Principality” () “‘beginning, government, rule,’ is used of supramundane beings who exercise rule, called ‘principalities;’…” – Vine 

    “Ruler of the world” () “denotes ‘a ruler of this world’ … In the NT it is used in Ephesians 6:12, ‘the world rulers (of this darkness),’ … The context (‘not against flesh and blood’) shows that not earthly potentates are indicated, but spirit powers, who, under the permissive will of God, and in consequence of human sin, exercise satanic and therefore antagonistic authority over the world in its present condition of spiritual darkness and alienation from God…” – Vine.

    Take God’s armor and stand.

    So we must fight Satan’s forces. But, as in verse 11, we are able to do so if we make use of what God provides. We fail to defeat Satan’s forces when we fail to trust and use the means God provides us to be victorious. 

    Every soldier needs armor and weapons. He needs both defensive protection and offensive weapons. If his armor is adequate and if he is well trained in how to use it, he can defeat his enemy. So if we take up God’s armor, we can stand against the devil.

    Note that we must take the “whole” armor of God. It is not enough to have parts of it; we must have it all. Otherwise, the devil will attack us at that point where our armor is lacking. 

    “The evil day” must surely be the day of battle, the day when the enemy is attacking us with temptations and trials. We may be able to stand a while with inadequate armor, but the day will come when Satan’s forces will attack in full fury. Even in that day we can stand, but only if we have God’s whole armor. The Christian must believe that he truly can be successful in defeating the power of Satan if he will use the means that God provides.

    6:14,15 – Gird your loins with truth, put on the breastplate of righteousness, and shod your feet with the preparation of the gospel of peace.

    Here Paul begins to describe the parts of God’s armor in particular. Remember that this is an illustration. Like all illustrations, we should take from it only the meaning the author intended. Other passages, for example, speak of similar parts of armor, but use different things in different places or as different parts of armor. This is not contradiction. It simply shows that other authors used the illustration in other ways, but all teach the truth.

    Waist girded with truth

    The ancient girdle was a basic garment to which all other garments related or by which they were held in place or attached. The soldier’s girdle held his sword and other pieces of armor in place. Compare Isaiah 11:5; Luke 12:35; 1 Peter 1:13.

    Truth is likewise the basis of our armor. Everything else in our armament in one way or another relates to or is based on truth. If we do not have truth, our armor is weak and will ultimately fail us.

    Truth is fact or reality. It is that which agrees with the way things really are. Spiritual truth is found in God’s word (John 17:17), and this is the only ultimate source of infallible truth. We find truth in the Scriptures, so we must study them diligently to be sure we know the truth (Acts 17:11,12; John 8:31,32). 

    Our society has done everything imaginable to defeat, belittle, or ignore truth. People have been taught false doctrines, confidently assured that they are true. Others have concluded that truth cannot be determined or simply does not matter. Perhaps even more subtle is the belief that truth is relative, not absolute. There is no assurance of what is true, we are told. So what you think is true, for you is true; but other people hold other views, and for them those views are just as true. 

    An obvious and extreme illustration of this lack of respect for absolute truth is the concept accepted by society that a person is whatever gender he believes himself to be. So, if he believes that he is female, he should be allowed to play on girls’ sports teams and use women’s facilities, including their restrooms, showers, locker rooms. 

    Interviews with college students have shown that they widely believe that, if a person really thinks he is the sex opposite to what he was born, that he should be free to act according to that gender and no one should say that he is wrong. Likewise, many affirmed that if a Caucasian man thought that he was a Chinese woman, or if he thought he was a little child, others should not disagree with him. Here is the ultimate demonstration of the foolishness that comes from failing to believe in absolute truth.

    All these mistaken concepts leave people without any real protection against Satan. Their armor is faulty from the beginning. God’s word is the source of absolute truth, and only by it can we know what is right. 

    See Psalm 19:7-11; 25:4,5; 119:47,48,97,140-143,151; Proverbs 23:23; John 1:14,17; 8:32-36; 14:6; 16:13; 17:17; Romans 2:6-11; Ephesians 1:13; 4:14-16; 2 Thessalonians 2:10-12; 1 Timothy 3:15; 4:1-3; 2 Timothy 2:15,25,26; 4:2-4; 1 Peter 1:22,23.

    See notes on 5:9.

    Breastplate of righteousness

    The soldier’s breastplate protected the vital organs of the chest and abdomen. Any wound in these areas, of course, could easily be fatal. So the soldier needed firm protection. Isaiah 59:17; 1 Thessalonians 5:8. 

    For the Christian, this protection is provided by righteousness. See notes on 5:9. This word is related to the word for “justify” and “justification.” It refers to the state of being right before God or to whatever conforms to God’s will. See Romans 6:13-20; Philippians 1:11; Hebrews 12:11; etc.

    One can be righteous before God in different senses. One way is by simply practicing what is right and not what is wrong, so that one stands just or justified before God. Only Jesus is absolutely righteous in this sense. The other way is by being “justified” or made righteous by having sins forgiven by Jesus’ blood. However, in order to receive this forgiveness, one must repent of sins, which means one must commit himself to practicing what is right.

    Christians are protected by knowing what is right, practicing what is right, and being assured that we have been forgiven where we were wrong. Satan will attack us by accusing us of being wrong, trying to make us feel guilty. And he will try to convince us that, when we are guilty, we are hopeless and cannot ever become right. To be strong in resisting him, we need true righteousness based on the truths of God’s word. 

    Feet shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace

    The feet play an important role in battle. They must hold the soldier firmly in position for battle. They must take him quickly wherever he needs to be to face the enemy. Wounds in the feet would effectively remove the soldier from battle and make him vulnerable to further attack.

    The Christian’s feet must be shod with footwear that protects him, helps him to stand firm in his place in the battle, and makes him ready to travel wherever he is needed. This is accomplished by the preparation of the gospel of peace.

    Preparation is readiness. We must be ready to go to do the Lord’s work, especially the work of telling others the saving gospel message. Too often we keep the message to ourselves, afraid or unwilling to speak out. All Christians need a greater willingness to go to teach God’s word. Isaiah 52:7; Romans 10:15.

    The gospel, of course, is the good news of God’s word. It is the power of God to salvation (Romans 1:16), which the Lord wants preached to every creature in the world (Mark 16:15,16). We are good soldiers when we know that gospel and willingly teach it.

    This gospel is a message of peace. This is strange talk in describing warfare. The enemy’s goal is to imprison us or slay us. But our Master’s goal is to bring about peace. He wants us to convert every enemy soldier to allegiance to God. This makes true peace between God and man. 

    We fight, not because we are warlike people who desire conflict, but because the devil is continually attacking us and taking people captive. So often our society accuses Christians of being full of hate, attacking other people to harm them. The truth is that Satan’s forces are constantly attacking us, attempting to destroy our good lives and our relationship with our Father in heaven. So, the goal of our warfare is first to protect ourselves from Satan, and then to set free those who have been captured by Satan. So, we fight in order to achieve peace. 

    How willing are you to go and fight by teaching the word of God to those who are lost?

    See Matthew 5:9; James 3:13-18; Romans 12:18; 14:19; Genesis 13:8; Proverbs 20:3; Psalm 133:1; 1 Thessalonians 5:13; Ephesians 4:2-6; Galatians 5:19-21.

    6:16,17 – Take the shield of faith that you can use to quench Satan’s fiery darts. And take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, God’s word.

    The shield of faith

    This item is listed “above all” (KJV, NKJV), but other translations say simply with or in addition to the others. Surely faith is necessary. 2 Peter 1:5-7 lists it as the basis to which all other characteristics are added.

    The shield was a major defensive weapon used to protect any and all parts of the soldier from enemy attack. It could protect against sword, spear, and darts, including fiery darts. Such weapons would simply strike the shield and fall away without harm.

    The Christian needs faith to protect himself from the fiery darts of Satan’s temptations. We needed faith in order to be forgiven and become Christians, but we also need it in our everyday lives as Christians.

    If we lose our faith or become weak in faith, we will falter, fall away completely, or commit sin that may hinder our work for the Lord and eventually cause eternal death. The verse clearly promises, however, that with strong faith the Christian can defeat these temptations. No temptation can defeat us and cause us to be lost if we use the provisions of God (1 Corinthians 10:13).

    This verse, and others like it, clearly show that it is not necessary for a child of God to give in to the temptations of Satan. We fail when we do not use the means God provides. But if we will use the armor from God, we can defeat every temptation, we do not need to sin, and we can receive forgiveness when we do sin.

    See Hebrews 10:39; 11:1,4-8,17,30; Romans 1:16; 4:19-21; 5:1,2; 10:9,10,13-17; Galatians 5:6; 2 Corinthians 5:7; James 2:14-26; John 1:12; 3:15-18; 8:24; 20:30,31; Mark 16:15,16.

    The helmet of salvation

    The helmet, made of leather or steel, protected the head from injury. Clearly this was absolutely vital to the soldier’s safety. The head, of course, is at least as vital as any other body part. Wounds here could disable or slay a soldier. See Isaiah 59:17; 1 Thessalonians 5:8. 

    The helmet is compared here to our salvation. Salvation refers to deliverance or rescue. Here it refers to rescue from sin and its consequences. One in sin is faced with severe consequences in this life and eternal consequences when life is over. By forgiveness of sins, one is rescued from guilt and its consequences.

    This salvation and the knowledge that one has been saved, become a strong protection against attacks from Satan. As with righteousness (verse 14), one who has been saved from sin has every reason to fight for his Master and to oppose the one who led him into slavery to sin. He is determined to never again allow himself to become defeated and enslaved. And the assurance that he can be eternally saved and that he knows how to accomplish this, enables him to avoid the lies and deceit of the enemy.

    See Ephesians 1:7; 1 Corinthians 15:17; Romans 1:16; Acts 11:14; 1 Corinthians 16:22; Romans 8:24; 10:9,10; 2 Corinthians 7:10; Hebrews 5:9; Mark 16:16; Matthew 10:22; Acts 2:47.

    “Salvation” is here soterion, but note the related word: () “denotes ‘deliverance, preservation, salvation.’ ‘Salvation’ is used in the NT … (b) of the spiritual and eternal deliverance granted immediately by God to those who accept His conditions of repentance and faith in the Lord Jesus, in whom alone it is to be obtained …” – Vine.

    The sword of the Spirit

    The sword was the soldier’s offensive weapon. The other articles named were primarily defensive, used to protect the soldier from enemy attack. The weapon he had with which to attack the enemy, however, was his sword. Other kinds of weapons existed for physical warfare, but this is the only one Paul named for our spiritual warfare, so it is the only one the Christian has or needs. See Isaiah 49:2; Hosea 6:5; Hebrews 4:12.

    God’s word as a weapon was provided for us by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit revealed it to man through the inspired apostles and prophets (see 3:3-5). It is the only means we have to know God’s will for our lives. It provides all we need to know, so we are forbidden to follow any other source of knowledge of Divine truth. 

    The Spirit does not lead men directly apart from the word. In every instance of Bible conversion, people had to be instructed in the message that God revealed through inspired men before they could be saved. This is why teaching the word to the lost is so vital. John 6:44,45; 8:31,32; Matthew 13:23; Romans 1:16; 10:13,14,17; Mark 16:15,16; Acts 8:26,29,35; 9:6; 11:14; 18:8; Luke 6:46-49; 11:28; 2 Thessalonians 2:14; Revelation 3:20.

    By using the God-given weapon of God’s word, we can defeat Satan. We can use it to defeat his efforts to tempt us, for it strengthens our commitment to what is right and confounds those who oppose us – Matthew 4:1-11. As already discussed, we can also use it to set free those who have been taken captive by the devil – 2 Timothy 2:24-26. 

    The word of God is the ultimate offensive weapon. Those who resort to using recreation, entertainment, social activities, human wisdom, philosophy, personal intelligence or skills, and other means to attract people to Christ or to lead them to church membership, have lost their faith in the power of the gospel (Romans 1:16). 

    6:18-20 – The armor should be taken with prayer for all saints. Specifically, Paul asked for prayer that he might boldly make known the mystery of the gospel.

    Prayer

    The Christian must have and use the armor God provides, but it must be used with prayer. Prayer is not a specific item in the armor. Rather, it must accompany our use of all the other items. Prayer expresses our complete dependence on God to give us the power to fight the battle and use the armor effectively. Even with the armor, our own human strength alone will not prevail. We must have strength and blessing from God to succeed.

    “Supplication” refers to a request for needs to be supplied. Any army constantly needs a supply line. The Christian’s supply line must come from God. Other soldiers help us, and we need one another. But without God to provide for us and give us strength, even other soldiers could not provide for us adequately to bring victory.

    However, our supplications should be offered, not just for ourselves, but for all saints. Sometimes Christians tend to pray primarily for things they themselves want or think they need. It is not wrong to pray for necessities, but we should also pray for other soldiers in the battle. We are always grateful when others pray for us, so let us diligently pray for other Christians.

    Prayer must be accompanied by watchfulness and perseverance. Our enemy constantly seeks opportunities to attack us. We are most vulnerable when we do not even realize where the enemy is or what his intentions are. If Satan can catch us unprepared, he may wound, capture, or even slay us before we are able to use our weapons (1 Peter 5:8,9). 

    We must also persevere. Soldiers face hardship and severe difficulties. It is easy to become discouraged and give up the battle. Often the victors are those who can persevere the longest. Satan is surely committed to our defeat. He often fights a “war of attrition.” We must trust in our Lord and be patient till the end. 

    What is meant by praying “in the Spirit”? It would not mean direct inspiration, for surely not all the Ephesians could pray that way. It could mean prayer in the spirit of the individual – prayer sincerely meant from the heart, as in 1 Corinthians 14:15. Or it could mean prayer as instructed by the Holy Spirit in the word. Either view would do no harm to Scriptural teaching. 

    For other passages on the importance of praying steadfastly, see Acts 2:42; 6:4; Luke 18:1; Colossians 1:3; 4:2,3; 1 Thessalonians 5:17; Philippians 4:6,13,19; Romans 12:12.

    “Supplication” () “primarily ‘a wanting, a need’ ... then, ‘an asking, entreaty, supplication,’ in the NT is always addressed to God …” – Vine. 

    Prayer for preachers

    Paul specifically asked for prayer for himself. He made similar requests in Romans 15:30; 1 Thessalonians 5:25; 2 Thessalonians 3:1,2. It is good and right for Christians to ask other Christians to pray for them, especially as they face trying and difficult circumstances.

    Paul was in prison for preaching the truth. This would be trying enough of itself. Surely we ought to pray for all those who face persecution and for all who preach the gospel, even when they are not persecuted. But when Christians are both persecuted and striving to continue to preach, they especially need our prayers.

    Paul needed boldness to continue to speak the truth even in prison. “Utterance” is simply speech – i.e., the power to speak. Here Paul needed boldness to speak – courage to plainly say what was needed without compromise. All of us need such speech, but we especially need boldness to speak in times of opposition when we are tempted to deny the truth or fail to preach what is really needed. See Acts 4:29ff. 

    What was to be spoken was the mystery of the gospel. See notes on 3:3-5, etc. Compare Colossians 4:3. 

    Paul viewed himself as an ambassador, an official representative of his king. See 2 Corinthians 5:20. In a sense we all represent our king, but the apostles did so especially as officially appointed spokesmen. They were given a message to speak by direct guidance of the Holy Spirit. To throw an ambassador in chains would make it especially difficult for him to maintain his courage and speak the message his king sent. Paul sought the courage needed to so speak.

    Note that throwing an ambassador in chains was an incredible insult, not just to the ambassador himself, but to the king who sent him. Such was the case here. Christ had sent Paul with his message. To persecute and imprison him was to insult Jesus Christ Himself. We should understand that our rejection or acceptance of the message of an ambassador reflects the respect we have or do not have for the ruler who sent him. 

    6:21-24 – Concluding Comments

    6:21,22 – Paul sent Tychicus to make known to them Paul’s circumstances and to give them comfort.

    Paul has now presented all the doctrinal and practical instruction of the letter. He concludes with final thoughts. He was sending Tychicus to them. Apparently Tychicus was delivering this letter for them on the same trip in which he delivered the letter to the Colossians. Onesimus accompanied him, so perhaps the letter to Philemon was being sent at the same time – see Colossians 4:7-9.

    Tychicus is also mentioned in Acts 20:4 as one of the messengers of the churches who accompanied Paul to deliver the funds collected for the needy saints in Jerusalem. See also 2 Timothy 4:12; Titus 3:12.

    He is here called a beloved brother and a faithful minister. He was committed to doing God’s will, and Paul furthermore had a close personal affection for him. Those who labor together for the Lord should share such commitment and feelings.

    Paul was confident that Tychicus would tell them personal news about Paul’s circumstances, so there was no need to put such information in the letter. However, we do here learn that it is good and right for Christians to be concerned for knowing the well-being of others, especially those who preach the gospel and those who face trying circumstances. Paul thought this would, in some measure give them comfort.

    6:23,24 – Paul concluded by expressing his desire that peace and love with faith be with the brethren, accompanied by grace.

    Paul concludes with a prayer for the brethren to have peace from God. God is the God of peace (Hebrews 13:20). All men are enemies of God by sin, but God offers peace to all through the forgiveness of Jesus’ blood. 

    He also prayed for them to have love. Clearly we all must love God and our fellow-man (especially Christians). These are the greatest two commands. Paul’s prayer was that they might enjoy these benefits.

    And all should be accompanied by faith, that shield in the armor God gives (verse 16). 

    Finally Paul extends grace – God’s unmerited favor. This is a common closing in his letters. But those who receive it are those who show a sincere love for God.
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    Addendum: A Study of Instrumental Music in Worship

    Introduction:

    The purpose of this study is to examine whether mechanical instruments of music should be used in worship to God today.

    Today most denominations have accepted in their worship the use of pianos, organs, and other instruments of music. But many people are not aware that historically such instruments were usually accepted only after much controversy. Among churches of Christ, division occurred in the mid-1800’s when instruments and missionary societies were introduced.

    The controversy has recently been renewed as some churches that formerly opposed the use of instruments have begun introducing their use. Others may still not use them, but their opposition may be based mainly on tradition rather than on conviction. Still others claim the issue should not be a matter of controversy or fellowship. 

    Old issues do not fade away. Young people and new members must learn the principles involved, and all members need their memories refreshed. Our goal is simply to determine God’s will and stand firmly for it. We do not enjoy disagreeing with the practices of others. We have no personal ill will toward others. But God’s word must prevail. In order to worship God acceptably, we must stand for the truth and help others correct their lives where necessary.

  
    Part 1: Reasons to Avoid Instrumental Music in Worship 

    A Summary of Scriptures about Music in Worship

    Let us begin simply by summarizing Scriptures that relate to the subject.

    Musical Praise in the Old Testament

    Singing as a means of praising God

    Each passage below describes singing as a form of worship to God in the Old Testament. 

    Deuteronomy 31:19 – Write down this song … put it in their mouths.

    2 Samuel 22:1 – David spoke to the Lord the words of this song…

    2 Chronicles 29:30 – Sing praise to the Lord with the words of David…

    Psalms 40:3 – He has put a new song in my mouth – Praise to our God.

    Psalms 51:14,15 – My tongue shall sing aloud of Your righteousness. O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth shall show forth Your praise. 

    Psalms 71:23 – My lips shall greatly rejoice when I sing to you… 

    Psalms 89:1 – I will sing of the mercies of the Lord forever; with my mouth will I make known your faithfulness…

    Psalms 126:2 – Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with singing… 

    Isaiah 52:8 – With their voices they shall sing together…

    Words like “sing,” “spoke,” “lips,” “mouth,” etc. clearly refer to vocal music. Other verses could be cited. Altogether over 125 Old Testament verses describe worshiping God by singing. 

    Instrumental music as a means of praising God

    Each passage below describes instrumental music as a form of worship to God in the Old Testament. 

    2 Samuel 6:5,21 – Israel played before the lord on instruments. [Compare 1 Chron. 13:8.]

    1 Chronicles 23:5 – They praised the lord with instruments that David made for giving praise (NKJV; ASV and KJV = “to praise therewith”).

    2 Chronicles 7:6 – The Levites had instruments of music which David had made to praise the lord. David offered praise by their ministry.

    2 Chronicles 29:25 – The Levites were arranged with cymbals, stringed instruments, and harps. This was commanded of the Lord.

    Psalms 43:4 – On the harp I will praise you. Compare Psalms 71:22; 33:2.

    Psalms 68:25 – Singers went before, players followed after.

    Psalms 150:3-5 – Praise Him with the trumpet, harp, etc.

    Altogether over 60 Old Testament verses refer favorably to worship using instruments. 

    [Compare Psa. 87:7; 2 Chron. 29:28; 30:21.]

    Dancing as a means of praising God

    Dancing in the Bible was generally not a sexually suggestive act involving couples as is done today. It meant to leap, twirl, and gyrate as an expression of joy. Each passage below describes dancing as a form of worship to God in the Old Testament. 

    Exodus 15:20,21 – Miriam led women with timbrels and dances, saying to sing to the Lord.

    2 Samuel 6:14 – David danced before the Lord with all his might.

    Psalms 149:3 – Let them praise his name with the dance.

    Psalms 150:4 – Praise him with the timbrel and dance.

    At least six Old Testament verses refer favorably to dancing in worship to God.

    Observations on musical praise in the Old Testament 

    The Old Testament is clear and explicit. 

    (1) Instrumental music, dancing, and singing were all clearly stated to be acceptable acts of worship under the Old Testament. If the Old Testament “proves” that instruments are acceptable in our worship under the gospel today, then is dancing also acceptable?

    (2) Singing, playing, and dancing were three different types of musical praise, each of which was used as a form of worship to God. They were often done together, but each one of itself constituted an act of praise to God in addition to the others. Some passages expressly distinguish singing and playing as separate, distinct acts (Psalm 68:25; 2 Chronicles 29:28). Furthermore, playing instruments and dancing were each, in and of themselves, a means or avenue of praising God, just as singing was. They were not just “aids” to the singing, but were clearly stated to be acts of worship or praise to God in and of themselves.

    (3) When God was willing to accept instrumental praise, He plainly said so. The average person could understand this to be so just by reading the Scriptures. He did not need to appeal to a different law for a different time or a different people. He did not need to study a foreign language to understand. Anyone could see God’s will in their own law directly written in the Scriptures. If instruments are acceptable today, shouldn’t the New Testament say so as plainly as the Old?

    These facts will be important in our study; however, they do not establish what God wants in our worship today. We will later show that we are no longer under the Old Testament, and the acts it authorizes do not apply to us (Gal. 5:1-4; Heb. 10:9,10; Rom. 7:1-6; Col. 2:14).

    Musical Praise in the New Testament

    Singing as praise to God for New Testament Christians

    Each passage below describes singing as a form of worship to God in the New Testament. 

    Matthew 26:30; Mark 14:26 – After instituting the Lord’s Supper, Jesus and His disciples sang (`) a hymn.

    Acts 16:25 – In prison, Paul and Silas were praying and singing (`) hymns to God. 

    Romans 15:9 – Old Testament prophets predicted that (in the gospel age) Gentiles would glorify God for His mercy and sing () to His name.

    1 Corinthians 14:15 – I will sing with the spirit and I will sing with the understanding (both times). The context shows that this refers to the public worship assembly of the church.

    Ephesians 5:19 – Speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing () and making melody () in your heart to the Lord.

    Colossians 3:16 – Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing () with grace in your hearts to the Lord. 

    Hebrews 2:12 – In the midst of the congregation I will sing praise (`) to You.

    Hebrews 13:15 – Therefore by Him let us continually offer the sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of our lips, giving thanks to His name. 

    James 5:13 – Is any cheerful, let him sing psalms ().

    This is a complete list of all New Testament verses that mention musical praise to God by Christians on earth. As in Old Testament examples, words like “sing,” “speak,” “teach,” “admonish,” and “lips” all clearly refer to vocal music. Note that this conclusion is proved, not just by the word “sing,” but also by other words that emphasize the vocal nature of the music.

    Observations about instrumental music and dancing as New Testament praise

    The Old Testament explicitly stated that singing, playing instruments, and dancing were three distinct forms of musical expression, each of which was an acceptable act of praise to God. The New Testament continues to describe singing as acceptable praise, but not one time are instruments or dancing mentioned as accepted forms of praise to God today. The New Testament mentions instruments (12 times) and dancing (5 times), but never as acts of praise to God. (Note 1 Corinthians 14:7; Matthew 9:23; 11:17.)

    Why does the New Testament contrast so powerfully to the Old Testament regarding instrumental music as praise? If God still wants instruments today, why does He not clearly mention them in the New Testament as He mentioned them in the Old Testament and as He mentions singing in both Old Testament and New Testament? He mentions instruments in the New Testament, but never for our praise to God. Why not?

    The Old Testament expressly authorized many practices that are nowhere authorized in New Testament service to God: the seventh-day Sabbath, animal sacrifices, Levitical priesthood, burning incense, infant membership, circumcision, tithing, holy days, roast lamb in memorial feasts, dancing, and instrumental music. Since that law does not apply today, people generally omit most of these from service to God, yet some people want to keep instrumental music. Why leave off some Old Testament acts of worship but continue to practice others? 

    The very fact that God mentioned these practices repeatedly in the Old Testament, but does not mention them at all in New Testament worship, shows that He does not want them now. If He wanted them, He would mention them now as He did then.

    Consider some important principles in reaching the proper conclusions about this evidence.

    Instruments and New Testament Emphasis on Truth

    John 4:24 tells us to worship God “in spirit and in truth.” 1 Corinthians 14:15 says to sing “with the spirit and with the understanding.” So, musical praise in the New Testament must meet three criteria: (1) truth, (2) understanding, and (3) spirit. Let us see how instrumental praise measures up according to these three criteria.

    First, consider worshiping God in truth. People often defend a practice by saying “God nowhere said not to do this.” But when a practice differs from what God’s word teaches, is that practice right or wrong? Does God’s silence about a practice give us consent to do it, or does it prohibit us from doing it? 

    Consider the following teachings of God’s word:

    The Bible Completely Reveals All God’s Will for Us.

    God reveals in the gospel everything that He approves as being good. 

    John 16:13 (14:26) – The Holy Spirit revealed all truth to the apostles. What the Spirit revealed, they then wrote in the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 11:23; 14:37; 15:8; 1 John 1:1-4; Ephesians 3:3-5). 

    Acts 20:20,27 – Paul preached the whole counsel of God, keeping back nothing that was profitable. 

    2 Timothy 3:16,17 – All good works are recorded in the Scriptures. So, the Scriptures are profitable to teach and instruct men in righteousness, etc. 

    2 Peter 1:3 – In Peter’s lifetime, people received all things that pertained to life and godliness. Having received these things, Peter wrote them down so that, even after he died, we could be reminded of the words of Jesus’ apostles and prophets (2 Peter 1:12-15; 3:1,2). 

    James 1:25 – This word of truth is the perfect law of liberty. 

    Consider the consequence for practices that differ from what is revealed in the New Testament. Since the Bible contains all truth, all good works, etc., does it not follow that any religious practice not found there is not true, not a good work, and does not pertain to life or godliness? How then can we practice these things and expect to please God?

    Specifically, if God wants instrumental praise today, wouldn’t the New Testament reveal this like the Old Testament did? Singing must be part of the truth and a good work, etc., since it is included in what God revealed. But instruments are nowhere included, so how can we use them and be abiding in the truth?

    [Matt. 28:20; Col. 4:12; Jude 3; Hebrews. 13:20,31; John 20:30,31; 1 John 1:1-4; 2:1-6.] 

    Practices that Differ from God’s Word Are Unacceptable.

    Consider the Bible teaching about worship.

    John 4:23,24 – We must worship God in spirit and in truth. But God’s word is truth (John 17:17), and all truth is revealed in the gospel (John 16:13). It follows that any practice is unacceptable if it differs from what is included in the gospel. 

    Matthew 15:9,13,14 – Worship is vain (worthless) when based on precepts of human origin. But every religious practice is based either on God’s authority or else on man’s authority (Matthew 21:23-27). Since the Bible reveals everything that God ordained, then any practice that does not fit what is revealed in the gospel must be human in origin and therefore displeasing to God. 

    The purpose of worship is to please and glorify God. We honor and respect Him when we do what He says. If we do what men say instead, then we are showing respect for men, not for God. So, God is displeased. 

    Specifically, we know singing in worship pleases God, because the New Testament includes it. But instrumental music is different from what God said to do in worship. Therefore, it must be human in origin and shows disrespect for God.

    Consider the Bible teaching about love for God.

    Loving God is the most important command there is (Matt. 22:37). 

    John 14:15 – But love means that we keep God’s commands (1 John 5:3; 2 John 6). Love leads us to please the person we love, rather than pleasing ourselves. 

    Isaiah 55:8,9; Luke 16:15 – God’s thoughts and ways are completely different from ours. What is highly esteemed by men is an abomination to God. 

    The fact that we like a thing means nothing regarding whether or not God will like it. Yet people often say regarding their religious practices, “I think it’s beautiful,” “I like it,” or “We’re satisfied with it.” Such statements may reveal love for self, but do they reveal love for God? When we love God, we do what pleases Him, regardless of what we want. 

    Where can we learn what God wants? Only in the Bible. If we love God, then we will do only what His will says to do, because it tells us everything God wants. 

    Specifically, we show love for God when we sing in worship, because He says He wants this. But instrumental music is different from what God said to do in worship today. It does not fit what God revealed. So to use it may please the people, but it is not an act of love for God. 

    [Revelation 22:18,19; Deuteronomy 4:2; 12:32; Proverbs 30:6]

    Consider the Bible teaching about faith.

    Romans 10:17 – Faith comes by hearing God’s word. So, we can practice a thing “by faith” only if it is in God’s word.

    Jeremiah 10:23; Proverbs 14:12; 2 Corinthians 10:18 – The way of man is not in himself. It is not in man who walks to direct his steps. There is a way that seems right to man, but the end is death. Not he who commends himself is approved, but he whom the Lord approves. 

    Since we do not think like God does, we cannot possibly know God’s will unless He reveals it. And His will is completely revealed in the Bible. It is impossible, therefore, to practice anything by faith if it differs from what is found in the New Testament. 

    Proverbs 3:5,6 – Trust in the Lord and do not lean on your own understanding. True faith teaches us to do only what the Lord reveals. To do what is not revealed is to lean on human wisdom instead of trusting God.

    Specifically, we can sing by faith in worship to God, since He has revealed this. But instrumental music is different from what God said to do in worship. It does not fit that which is included in God’s word. To use it is to act by faith in human wisdom, not in God’s wisdom.

    Consider the Bible teaching about Jesus’ authority.

    Colossians 3:17 – All we do, in word or deed, should be done in Jesus’ name (by His authority). But Jesus’ authority for today is completely revealed in the gospel. Practices not included in Jesus’ teaching cannot be done in Jesus’ name. What about instrumental praise? Can you find it in Jesus’ teaching?

    Galatians 1:6-9 – Any man is accursed if he preaches a gospel different from what inspired men taught in the first century. That gospel completely reveals all good works that God wants us to do. So if a practice does not fit what is included in the gospel, then for us to say it is a good work would be to preach a different gospel. Can you find instrumental music in the gospel? 

    2 John 9 – Whoever does not abide in Jesus’ teaching, does not have God. To have God we must abide in Jesus’ teaching. But all Jesus’ teaching is revealed in the New Testament. So to practice things we cannot find authorized in Jesus’ teaching would be to separate ourselves from Him. Is instrumental praise authorized in the teaching of Jesus for us today? If so, where?

    Although the Bible does expressly forbid some acts, God never intended for His word to specifically itemize all the things He does not want us to do. Instead, God tells us what He does want us to do. Then He tells us that anything else is unacceptable. 

    So, when we study a practice, we should not ask, “Where does God say not to do this?” Rather, we should ask, “Where does God’s word show this act to be acceptable?” If the act does not fit what is included in God’s will for us, then we should refuse to participate in it. Since instruments are different from what God said, to use them in worship is to act by human authority, not God’s authority.

    [See also 1 Peter 4:11; 1 Corinthians 4:6; Romans 10:1-3; Colossians 2:8.] 

    Applications of These Principles

    To please God, we must do only those things that are included, fit the definition, or fall within the meaning of God’s instructions. Consider some examples.

    2 Kings 5:9-14 – Naaman and washing in the Jordan

    God told Naaman to go and wash seven times in the Jordan and his flesh would be cleansed of leprosy. Like many people today, Naaman wanted to do differently from what God said. He wanted to dip in a different river. But so long as Naaman did differently from what God said, he remained a leper! God did not expressly say not to wash elsewhere, but it would have displeased God because God said wash in the Jordan.

    Had God simply said to wash in water and specified no particular river, then Naaman would have been free to choose any river. But when God specified washing in the Jordan River, that left Naaman with no other choice. 

    [Compare Noah and the gopher wood – Genesis 6:14.]

    Romans 6:4; Mark 16:16; Acts 2:38 – Baptism

    God said people should be buried in baptism. Sprinkling and pouring do not constitute burial. They are different ways of applying water. Had God said simply, “Apply water to the people,” or “Get them wet,” then we could sprinkle, pour, or immerse. But when He said to bury them in water, and nowhere said to sprinkle or pour, then sprinkling and pouring must be wrong. 

    Likewise, Jesus said to baptize penitent believers. Babies and animals do not fit the definition, so they are different subjects from what God said to baptize. When God specified penitent believers and said nothing about babies or animals, then to baptize babies or animals would be wrong. 

    Matthew 26:26ff – Elements in the Lord’s Supper

    Jesus said to use unleavened bread and fruit of the vine in the Lord’s Supper. But milk and lamb are different kinds of foods from what Jesus said. Had God simply said to eat and drink, we could have chosen any kinds of food and drink. But when He named particular kinds of food, that limited us. To use other kinds of foods would displease Him.

    Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16; etc. – Musical praise

    Every New Testament passage that mentions music in worship today says to sing, speak, teach, etc. In the Old Testament God showed that singing, playing, and dancing were three distinct ways of praising Him musically, and all three were acceptable then. But in the New Testament, God simply says to sing. Dancing and playing instruments do not fit the instructions He gave about musical praise.

    If God had simply said to praise God with music, then singing, playing, and/or dancing would all have been acceptable. But He named only singing, and He omitted dancing or playing instruments. So to dance or to play in worship would be to do that which falls outside the meaning of what God said to do, just like using hamburger on the Lord’s Supper or Naaman’s washing in a different river. 

    God does not have to expressly forbid instruments. The fact that He expressly said to sing, but nowhere says to praise with dance or instruments, shows they are displeasing. 

    Isaiah 30:1 says, “‘Woe to the rebellious children,” says the Lord, “Who take counsel, but not of Me, and who devise plans, but not of My Spirit, that they may add sin to sin.” This exactly states our concern with instrumental music in worship. It is a plan devised by human counsel, not from God and not from His Spirit.

    Conclusions 

    Sometimes people object to some of the practices we have named above that differ from the New Testament, but they accept others. Some want to use instruments in worship but reject dancing, infant baptism, or hamburger on the Lord’s Supper. On what basis do we differentiate them? The arguments that justify one would also justify the others; and the arguments that eliminate one would also eliminate the others. 

    If people practice instrumental praise, they cannot consistently oppose infant baptism, sprinkling, hamburger on the Lord’s Supper, annual communion, an earthly headquarters for the church, a special priesthood, dancing as praise to God, or any of a hundred other things that the New Testament nowhere expressly forbids. All are eliminated on the grounds that they differ from what God says.

    Instruments and New Testament Emphasis on Understanding

    We have seen that instrumental music in worship does not fit New Testament truth. That is reason enough to not use it. But there are other reasons too. Consider the New Testament teaching about understandable worship. This may help us appreciate why God specified singing.

    Scriptures about the Importance of Understanding in Worship

    Our assemblies should be arranged to edify people with an understandable message.

    Acts 17:2,3 – The gospel is spread by reasoning – teaching an understandable message.

    1 Corinthians 11:23-29 – To fail to discern the meaning of what we do in our assemblies is to bring condemnation on ourselves.

    1 Corinthians 14:19,26,31 – Everything we do in our assemblies should promote edification, which in turn requires understanding. Activities that fail to promote understanding should be eliminated!

    1 Corinthians 14:15 – Specifically, we should sing with spirit and understanding. One reason we sing is that singing expresses words that are intended to promote understanding.

    Ephesians 5:19 – Again, in singing we speak to one another. Note it: We should render psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs by speaking. This is done by singing. Singing conveys an understandable message by means of words or speech. 

    Colossians 3:16 – We should render psalms, etc., in a way that teaches and admonishes one another with the word of Christ that dwells in our hearts in wisdom. This requires an understandable message, which is accomplished by singing.

    Note that the latter two verses show that the people being taught should also teach. They teach and speak to “one another.” The same people both teach and are taught in singing. 

    [Acts 11:26; Hebrews 10:24,25]

    Applications to Instruments in Worship

    Do instruments speak, teach, and reason by an understandable message based on wisdom and the word of Christ? 

    How can they? They speak no words and carry no message! You can take the same instrumental music and put hundreds of different messages to the same tune. Instruments produce nothing but an undefined sound that is capable of many different interpretations. They actually hinder understanding by making it harder to hear the words that are sung.

    But in contrast, singing involves spoken words that are designed to teach and admonish and promote understanding based on wisdom in the word of Christ. Singing fits the New Testament requirement that everything we do in our worship must promote understanding and edification, but instrumental praise does not fit because it does not promote understanding. (It is possible to sing in a way that is confusing, and such should be avoided. But this is not inherently the case with singing, as it is with an instrument.)

    Instruments inherently promote entertainment and emphasis on human skill.

    Instruments actually detract from the message by emphasizing the players’ skill. The audience tends to observe the talents of the performers rather than actively participating in proclaiming an understandable message.

    Playing discourages group participation and promotes instead a performer/observer relationship – i.e., entertainment. This necessarily occurs because playing instruments requires skill that many people have not developed. So, rather than teaching and admonishing one another in which everyone is an active participant as the Scriptures require, instruments encourage some to perform while others observe and are entertained. 

    Singing is commanded because it promotes active participation in teaching and admonishing by an understandable message based on wisdom and of the word of Christ. Instruments do not fit because they do not promote teaching, admonition, edification, wisdom, or the word of Christ. Instead, they make sounds that interfere with understanding the words and that lead the audience to be entertained by observing the skill of the performers instead of participating. 

    Instruments and New Testament Emphasis on the Spirit

    We have learned that the use of instrumental praise does not fit either the New Testament emphasis on worship in truth or worship with the understanding. What about the New Testament requirement that our praise must be in spirit?

    Instrumental Praise Suited the Outward Emphasis of the Old Testament.

    Old Testament ceremonies often emphasized physical, outward ritual.

    Hebrews 9:10 describes these as “carnal (fleshly – NKJV) ordinances imposed until the time of reformation.” Consider some examples:

    * The law was given to a physical nation, an earthly kingdom.

    * People were born into this nation by a physical birth. 

    * The symbol of this covenant relationship was fleshly circumcision (Romans 2:28,29).

    * Worship was offered in a physical temple that emphasized beautiful furnishings (Hebrews 9:1-5,24). 

    * Worship was led by a physical priesthood (earthly descendants of Aaron).

    * Worship included many physical animal sacrifices (Hebrews 10:1-4; 9:13). 

    All these had spiritual significance, but they greatly emphasized outward ritual and physical requirements. Often little or no understanding of the spiritual meaning was required of people who participated (such as the babies being circumcised or entering the kingdom by birth, etc.). 

    Instrumental music and dancing would fit such ritualistic, ceremonial service. 

    These acts lend themselves to outward ceremony that emphasizes physical sound, outward beauty, and musical skill. All this is described in the Old Testament references to instruments. 

    Likewise, people who use instruments today emphasize the outward beauty of the sound, they invent great rituals involving instruments, they deliberately invite and honor talented players, they create theatrical productions to attract crowds, etc. The end result is an effort to entertain people and please their fleshly desires for physical beauty. 

    This is not just an abuse of instruments, but is inherent in their very nature. Use of instruments eventually invariably leads to these results, because instruments have no spirit! They are simply physical objects used for the outward effect of the physical sound they make. There is no other purpose for them. Because they are entirely physical, they take the emphasis off inner, spiritual qualities and put it on the outer quality of the physical sound. By their very nature, they always have and always will emphasize that which is outward and physical.

    In short, instrumental praise was well suited to a period of “carnal ordinances.” They do not suit the “time of reformation” that has now come. 

    The New Testament Emphasizes Spiritual Worship.

    The New Testament is a spiritual covenant characterized by spiritual emphasis, especially in worship.

    The Bible often contrasts spiritual and physical. Spiritual things emphasize God, eternal life, and salvation from sin based on obedience to God’s word. 

    And God’s word, especially regarding worship, repeatedly tells us to maintain spiritual emphasis and avoid bringing in physical emphasis. While the New Testament worship involves some outward activities, the emphasis is on the inner man. See Matthew 6:1-18,19-34; 16:23-27; Colossians 3:1,2; John 6:27; Romans 8:5-8; 2 Corinthians 10:3,4.

    Specifically, the New Covenant involves:

    * A spiritual law – John 6:63,27,68; Ephesians 6:17; Romans 2:28,29; 7:6.

    * A spiritual (holy) nation – 1 Peter 2:9.

    * A spiritual kingdom – John 18:36; Romans 14:17.

    * A spiritual new birth – John 3:3,5; 1 Peter 1:23.

    * A spiritual circumcision – Romans 2:28,29.

    * A spiritual temple or house, the church – 1 Peter 2:5; Ephesians 2:21,22; 1 Corinthians 3:16.

    * A spiritual (holy) priesthood – 1 Peter 2:5,9.

    * Spiritual worship (to a spiritual God) – John 4:23,24; Matthew 15:8,9; Philippians 3:3; Romans 1:9.

    * This worship involves spiritual sacrifices, i.e., the fruit of the lips – 1 Peter 2:5; Hebrews 13:15; 1 Corinthians 14:15; Ephesians 6:18.

    * Specifically, it includes spiritual songs – 1 Corinthians 14:15; Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16.

    Notice how singing fits this spiritual emphasis. 

    We sing because we offer spiritual songs, speaking to one another and making melody in our hearts to the Lord (Eph. 5:19), teaching and admonishing one another, with grace in our hearts to the Lord based on the word of Christ in wisdom (Col. 3:16). We sing because God wants spiritual sacrifices of praise offered by the fruit of the lips (1 Peter 2:5; Heb. 13:15). Surely no one can miss the fact that these verses require spiritual emphasis in our New Testament singing.

    Sometimes people think instruments are spiritual because of the emotions they produce: “It just makes me feel so spiritual.” This is a false conclusion. Instruments do not make you feel spiritual. They may make you feel emotional, but emotional is significantly different from spiritual. Emotions can be entirely physical, as when you receive a present, attend a ball game, or see a pretty girl. And emotions can be quite confusing and hard to understand. In worship God wants, not just emotions, but spirituality based on an understandable message in the words.

    Spiritually minded people must emphasize spiritual sacrifices in the spiritual temple of God. They must not allow the spiritual worship of God to be turned into carnal, fleshly entertainment, yet that inevitably happens when instruments of music are added to the worship.

    Remember that God wants “spiritual songs.” But by its very nature, an instrument adds nothing that is “spiritual.” The noise it makes can be matched to many different meanings, secular or spiritual. What makes a song spiritual is the words. Words are inherently involved when we “speak” and “sing.” But the sound made by an instrument is inherently physical, not spiritual. You may as well pray by a robot as to praise by musical machinery.

    Consider 1 Corinthians 11:17-34 as an inspired illustration.

    Paul firmly rebuked Corinth because they turned the Lord’s Supper into a banquet. This involved two errors: (1) they used unauthorized elements (different kinds of foods from what God specified), and (2) they emphasized satisfaction of physical appetites to please themselves instead of spiritual edification and praise as instructed by God. But this is exactly what happens when people put musical instruments in worship. 

    Using instruments is just like adding roast lamb to the Lord’s Supper. (1) Both were authorized in the Old Testament (lambs were eaten in the Passover), but neither is authorized in the New Testament. (2) Both hinder proper emphasis on spirit and understanding in worship and promote instead emphasis on pleasing the physical desires and appetites of the people. 

    When we understand why Paul forbade Corinth to turn the Lord’s Supper into a common meal, we will understand exactly why the Lord does not want instruments added to our worship!

    Summary and conclusion to Part 1

    The three required elements of New Testament worship are truth, understanding, and spirit (John 4:24; 1 Corinthians 14:15). Singing in worship fits all three, but instrumental music fits none of them. 

    (1) Singing is authorized in the truth of the New Testament. Instruments are not. 

    (2) Singing promotes understanding based on speaking and teaching a message from the word of Christ, but playing does nothing to promote understanding and in fact hinders it. 

    (3) Singing promotes spiritual mindedness, but playing hinders spirituality and promotes carnality and fleshly entertainment. 

  
    Part 2: Defenses of Instrumental Praise Today

    Consider some efforts that have been made to defend the use of instruments in worship. 

    Instruments in the Old Testament

    We are told that David used instruments in Old Testament worship. And since David was a man after God’s own heart, surely God will be pleased if we use instruments like he did. 

    The Old Testament Does Not Constitute Authority for Our Worship Today.

    As discussed earlier, the Old Testament did authorize playing and dancing in worship. But this tells us nothing about what God wants today. Today we follow the New Testament.

    Hebrews 7:12,18 – The law was changed and annulled.

    Hebrews 10:9,10 – Jesus took away the first covenant, so He could establish the second.

    Galatians 3:24,25 – Like a tutor, the law brought us to Christ. Now we are no longer under the tutor.

    Galatians 4:21; 5:1-4 – Those who desire to be under the law are entangled in a yoke of bondage, Christ profits them nothing, they are severed from Christ and fallen from grace.

    Galatians 2:4,5 – Those who bind the law are false brethren to whom we should not submit.

    Romans 7:1-7 – We are dead to the law (verse 4), and discharged from the law (verse 6). To follow it today would be like a woman whose husband dies, then she remarries, but she still obeys the will of her dead husband instead of her living husband!

    Colossians 2:14,16 – Christ blotted out the handwriting of ordinances that was against us, and took it out of the way, nailing it to His cross. No man should judge us by its commands.

    To follow the law is to contradict Christ, who died to remove it!

    [Compare Galatians 5:18; Ephesians 2:14-16; Matthew 5:17,18; 2 Corinthians 3:6-11; Acts 15:5,10; Hebrews 8:13.]

    Galatians 5:3 – The Law Is a “Whole.” We Cannot Take Part and Leave Part.

    If we seek to follow part of the law, then we are bound to keep the whole thing. Either all of it is binding, or none of it is binding. Consider some examples of Old Testament practices. Note that David, the “man after God’s own heart,” practiced all of these as part of the law under which He lived. Does that prove we should practice them? On what Scriptural basis may we practice some but leave off the others?

    1) Seventh-day Sabbath (including the death penalty)

    2) Animal sacrifices

    3) Levitical priesthood

    4) Circumcision

    5) Holy days

    6) *Feasting on roast lamb (in worship)

    7) *Incense

    8) *Infant membership

    9) *Anointing oil

    10) *Dancing in worship 

    11) *Instrumental music in worship

    If you reject any of these practices for today, how can you accept instruments in worship? If you accept instruments, how can you reject any of the others? If you accept any of it, you are bound to accept the rest, and then you are fallen from grace, etc.

    [Note items marked with an asterisk (*). No New Testament passage expressly says that any of these are not included today. So, if we can have instruments because they were in the Old Testament but are nowhere specifically forbidden today, then we may also practice all these other items for the same reason.]

    [Some folks wonder why the New Testament does not specifically state that instruments are not in effect today, like it names circumcision, animal sacrifices, etc. As shown above, many other Old Testament practices are not in effect today yet are not specifically identified in the New Testament as having been removed. As Galatians 5:3,4 shows, none of the Old Testament is in effect. It is a “whole.” Matthew 5:17,18 – Every jot and tittle was removed when Jesus fulfilled it. We practice today only what we can find in the New Testament.]

    Other Points to Consider

    The contrast between Old Testament and New Testament helps us see that God does not want instruments today.

    When God accepted instrumental praise, He clearly and repeatedly said so.

    The Jews could easily understand this from their own Scriptures in passage after passage. If instruments are still acceptable today, this should be equally clear in the New Testament.

    The conspicuous inclusion of instruments in the Old Testament, followed by their conspicuous absence in the New Testament, argues powerfully that God does not want them today, just like He does not want other Old Testament practices that are not included in the gospel.

    The Old Testament authorized dancing as well as playing instruments.

    But the New Testament is silent regarding both. The contrast between Old Testament and New Testament shows us God does not want dancing in our worship today. The same is true of instruments. Why not defend dancing in worship with the same zeal some defend instruments?

    [Note that instruments were used in temple worship, and only certain people actually played them. Synagogues did not use them. As the gospel spread to new cities, it was taught first in the synagogues. So, for most new converts from Judaism, singing without instruments was no issue, since they were not accustomed to using them in the synagogues anyway.]

    Instruments do not fit New Testament emphasis on understanding in worship.

    Again, the New Testament repeatedly emphasizes that everything we do in worship must promote understanding and teaching. We must not add anything that is not understandable. 

    But playing instruments is a different kind of musical praise from what the New Testament specifies. It adds nothing that is understandable, but in fact hinders our understanding.

    Instruments do not fit the spiritual nature of New Testament worship.

    As discussed earlier, the Old Testament authorized great emphasis on elaborate outward ritual and ceremony. But this does not fit the spiritual emphasis of New Testament worship.

    If the law is authority for today, then instruments are not just permitted, they are commanded.

    The law did not just permit instruments, it plainly commanded their use (see 2 Chron. 29:25; Psalm 150; etc.). If this is binding today, we must use instruments. They are not optional.

    The Psalms are part of the “law” that the above verses say is no longer binding.

    Some claim that the New Testament says to praise God with psalms; but the psalms say to use instruments, so we may use instruments when singing the psalms. 

    However, psalms were included in the law that was removed:

    John 10:34 – A statement written in Psalms 82:6 was part of the “law.”

    John 15:25 – Statements written in Psalms 35:19; 69:4 were part of the “law.” So, the “law” that was done away (as shown in the passages above) must include the psalms.

    Matthew 5:17,18 – The law that passed away, when Jesus fulfilled it, included every jot and tittle. This would include the psalms and the prophets (Luke 24:44).

    Besides instrumental music, the psalms authorized animal sacrifices (Psalms 66:13-15), observing holy feast days as Divine law (Psalm 86:1), worship in the physical temple (Psalms 5:7; 65:4; 138:2), and dancing (Psalms 149:3; 150:4). Should we use the psalms as authority for these practices in our worship today?

    The New Testament often quotes various parts of the Old Testament, not just the psalms. When we read any part of the Old Testament, we must compare to the New Testament to determine which practices mentioned in the Old Testament are still in effect today and which are not. Honest study of the differences between the Old Testament and the New Testament shows that that the use of instrumental music is not included in New Testament worship in the Lord’s church today.

    Instruments in Heaven

    Some argue that harps are used in heaven to praise God – Revelation 5:8,9; 14:2,3; 15:2,3. No sin can enter heaven, and God accepts instrumental praise there. Therefore, it is not sin for us to use them to praise God. However:

    There Is No Evidence the Harps in Heaven Are Literal.

    Most things in the book of Revelation are symbolic, not literal. Premillennialists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and many others make serious mistakes by literalizing the symbols of Revelation. It is likewise error to take the harps literally.

    Our next point (below) lists many items in the context of the harps that clearly cannot be taken literally and used as authority for our worship on earth.

    Things Practiced in Heaven Are Not Necessarily Authorized for Worship on Earth.

    Matthew 22:30 – In heaven there is no marriage. Yet to forbid marriage on earth constitutes apostasy (1 Tim. 4:1-3; Heb. 13:4). So, the rules for heaven differ from the rules for earth.

    Note some things in the immediate context of the harps in Revelation. Should we literally use them in our worship today on earth? 

    1) A lamb (5:6; 14:1,4) – A literal, woolly animal in our worship? They had them in Old Testament worship, as well as symbolically in heaven.

    2) Golden bowls of incense (5:8). They had this in the Old Testament too.

    3) Mt. Zion (14:1) – A literal, physical mountain in Jerusalem has some significance in our worship? It did in the Old Testament and symbolically in heaven.

    4) Four living creatures (5:6,8,11; 14:3; 15:7)

    5) The throne of God (5:1,6,7) – Literally in our worship?

    6) Voice of many waters and voice of great thunder (14:2) – Note: “as (like) the voice … as (like) the voice.”

    7) 144,000 virgins (14:1,4) – A literal number of literal virgins? (This is the same mistake Jehovah’s Witnesses make.)

    8) Sea of glass mingled with fire (15:2) – Note “like a sea.” 

    9) The beast (15:2) – Shall we rejoice in worship over literal defeat of a literal beast?

    10) Seven angels with seven plagues (15:1,6,8)

    11) Harps – Note 14:2,3: “as the voice of harpers harping…” (ASV).

    Should we take all these literally and put them in our worship services? If not, then why do so with the harps?

    Just as the past age of the Old Testament had different rules from the present New Testament age, so the future age of heaven has different rules from the present practices on earth. We have no more right to use the rules of heaven as authority for our practice today than we have to use the Old Testament rules.

    The Contrast Between Revelation and New Testament Worship Strengthens the Evidence Against Instruments.

    When people want to justify instruments in the worship of the New Testament church, why must they go everywhere except to the instructions given to the New Testament church?! They go to the Old Testament to try to show what we should do in the New Testament. They go to heaven to try to show what we should do on earth. Why don’t they just find instruments in the passages talking about worship in the New Testament church? Because they are not there!

    The fact instruments are so conspicuously mentioned in the Old Testament and in heaven (albeit figuratively) simply makes all the more obvious the fact that they are not mentioned regarding the New Testament church. God provided us to all good works in the gospel, and He told us not to practice things different from what He said. Then He omitted instruments. The only sensible, honest explanation is that God did not mention them because He did not want them.

    The Passages Mention Only One Specific Kind of Instrument.

    If the Revelation passages constituted authority for literal instruments on earth (which they do not), they would also specify the kind of instruments God wants: harps. Using other kinds of instruments would be as wrong as using other kinds of foods in the Lord’s Supper. 

    All the passages say the people played harps. And all the people played, not just a few playing to the others. Yet people will read these passages about everybody playing harps, they will argue that this is what God wants us to do today, and then they turn around and have a few people play every kind of instrument except harps!

    Using Our Talents for God

    We are told that playing an instrument is a God-given talent, just like singing. God expects us to use our talents to serve Him. Since God gave people the talent to play, He would surely be pleased if we used it to praise Him. [Matt. 25:14-30]

    May All Human Talents Be Used in Worship to God?

    Consider some talents people have. Some of them may have a proper use, but may they all be used in worship to God? 

    1. Dancers have musical talent. It was used in Old Testament worship. Shall we use it in our worship in Jesus’ church today?

    2. Chefs have cooking talent. Should they cook roast lamb and put it on the Lord’s Supper, like in the Old Testament Passover?

    3. Butchers have talent for killing animals. Shall they kill them in worship, like the lambs offered as sacrifices in Old Testament worship?

    4. Animal trainers have talent. Shall we have a lion-taming act or dog show in worship?

    5. Athletes have talent. Shall we have gymnastics, basketball, Ping-Pong, etc., in worship?

    6. Undertakers have talent. Shall we have one embalm a body in worship?

    7. Thieves have talent. Shall we allow pickpockets to use their talents in worship?

    8. Likewise, playing instruments requires talent. But if we agree that not all the talents listed above should be used in worship, then how can we justify using the talent argument to authorize the use of instruments in worship?

    When people emphasize talent, they prove they misunderstand the purpose of music in worship. God’s word nowhere emphasizes the skill and beauty of music in worship. It emphasizes teaching, and praise to God from the heart: spirit, truth, and understanding. God requires this of all Christians, even those with little or no talent. To talk about the talent people possess is to miss the whole point.

    Talents Must Be Used in Ways Authorized by God’s Word.

    The fact a person has talent does not, of itself, prove anything about how it should be used. We have previously listed many verses showing that all we do in God’s service must be found taught in God’s word. Specifically then, we must use our talents to do works He has authorized.

    Is it possible to use a talent in a way that displeases God? 

    * Should musical ability be used to entertain gamblers at a casino or drinkers at a bar?

    * Salesmen have talent. Should they use it to peddle recreational, illegal drugs?

    * Dancers have talent. Should they use it for burlesque show performances?

    * Doctors have talent. Should they use it to perform abortions?

    Likewise, does the fact we have ability prove we should use it in church worship?

    Colossians 3:17 – Whatever we do, in word or deed, must be done by His authority.

    Matthew 7:21-23 – These people thought they were using their abilities for the Lord too, but they were rejected because they were not following the Father’s will.

    Romans 10:1-3 – Zeal in God’s service must be directed by knowledge of His will.

    God’s word does not simply teach us to use our talents in whatever way we may choose or think is pleasing. The Scriptures have taught us at great length that everything we do in worship and service to God must be authorized in the principles of His will. Many talents have proper use outside the worship of God, and some may be used properly in the worship of God. But all must be done in harmony with the principles of the will of God as revealed in the New Testament. 

    The use of instrumental music does not fit New Testament teaching about worship in God’s church, so to use musical talent in that way would be act without divine authority.

    The Greek Words Psallo and Psalmos

    “Sing” in Romans 15:9; 1 Corinthians 14:15; James 5:13, and “make melody” in Ephesians 5:19 are translated from the Greek PSALLO (). “Psalm” in 1 Corinthians 14:26; Ephesians 5:19; and Colossians 3:16 is translated from PSALMOS (). Some dictionaries (lexicons) list as a meaning of these words to sing to the accompaniment of a harp. So some folks argue this authorizes instrumental music today.

    General Observations about Greek Lexicons

    Must we be Greek scholars to learn the truth?

    The average person does not understand Greek. He cannot refute a Greek argument, but neither can he confirm it. So why should he be convinced by it? Does our salvation depend on evidence that we can neither confirm nor refute? 

    Jesus expected average people to understand His teachings (Mark 7:14). They can know the truth (John 8:32) and prove all things (1 Thess. 5:21; 1 Pet. 3:15) by studying the Scriptures (2 Tim. 3:16,17; Acts 17:11; Eph. 5:17). Any proof, that requires studying original Greek, ought to be immediately suspect, because the average person cannot check it out. To make such arguments requires people to take other people’s word for what the truth is.

    And remember that Greek lexicons were written by humans, who are subject to error. 

    Any doctrine that cannot be proved from the study of common translations, using context and parallel passages, is a doctrine that is questionable at best. God says to use the Scriptures for our proof!

    The fact that a definition can be found in a lexicon does not prove it applies in a particular New Testament passage. 

    Dictionaries often list significantly different definitions for the same word. Different meanings may apply in different contexts. And word meanings may change over time. People often misuse English dictionaries by using a definition that does not apply in a certain time or context. This mistake is even more common when discussing a foreign language. Examples:

    * Compare the use of the word “gay” today to its use prior to the mid-1900’s.

    * “Meat” in the KJV meant food (in general). Today it means a particular kind of food – animal flesh (a change from general to specific).

    * “Conversation” in the KJV meant conduct in general. Today it means a specific kind of conduct – speech (a change from general to specific.)

    * “Lyric” originally meant that which pertained to a lyre, a musical instrument like a harp. Today the lyrics are the words of a song, which cannot possibly be played on any instrument. So, this word originally referred to an instrument, but now refers to vocal music and has nothing to do with instruments.

    In a similar way we will see that lexicon references to instruments are older definitions that do not apply to PSALLO and PSALMOS in the New Testament.

    How can the average person learn the truth?

    So how can you know the truth without being a Greek scholar? There are three ways the average person can study the meaning of Bible words without knowing Greek or Hebrew: (1) Translations, (2) Context, (3) Other passages. Consider these regarding PSALLO and PSALMOS.

    Standard English Translations

    PSALLO in translations

    
      
        	
          Trans

        
        	
          Rom. 15:9

        
        	
          1 Cor 14:15

        
        	
          Eph. 5:19

        
        	
          James 5:13

        
      

      
        	
          KJV

        
        	
          sing

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          making melody (in your heart)

        
        	
          sing psalms

        
      

      
        	
          NKJV

        
        	
          sing

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          making melody (in your heart)

        
        	
          sing psalms

        
      

      
        	
          ASV

        
        	
          sing

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          making melody (with your heart)

        
        	
          sing praise

        
      

      
        	
          NASV

        
        	
          sing

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          making melody (with your heart)

        
        	
          sing praises

        
      

      
        	
          ESV

        
        	
          sing

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          making melody (with all your heart)

        
        	
          sing praise

        
      

      
        	
          NIV

        
        	
          sing hymns

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          make music (in your heart)

        
        	
          sing songs of praise

        
      

      
        	
          RSV

        
        	
          sing

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          making melody (with your heart)

        
        	
          sing praise

        
      

      
        	
          NEB

        
        	
          sing hymns

        
        	
          sing, sing

        
        	
          making music (in your heart)

        
        	
          sing praises

        
      

    

    PSALMOS in translations

    
      
        	
          Trans

        
        	
          1 Cor 14:26

        
        	
          Eph. 5:19

        
        	
          Col. 3:16

        
      

      
        	
          KJV

        
        	
          psalm

        
        	
          psalms

        
        	
          psalms

        
      

      
        	
          NKJV

        
        	
          psalm

        
        	
          psalms

        
        	
          psalms

        
      

      
        	
          ASV

        
        	
          psalm

        
        	
          psalms

        
        	
          psalms

        
      

      
        	
          NASV

        
        	
          psalm

        
        	
          psalms

        
        	
          psalms

        
      

      
        	
          ESV

        
        	
          hymn

        
        	
          psalms

        
        	
          psalms

        
      

      
        	
          NIV

        
        	
          hymn

        
        	
          psalms

        
        	
          psalms

        
      

      
        	
          RSV

        
        	
          hymn

        
        	
          psalms

        
        	
          psalms

        
      

      
        	
          NEB
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    Observations:

    PSALLO in the New Testament is consistently translated as “sing” or “make melody (music)” in your heart, and PSALMOS is translated “psalm” or “hymn.” No major English translation ever says “sing to a harp” or any other expression that implies instruments. From reading the standard English translations, no one would ever believe that instruments are included. If PSALLO and PSALMOS include instruments, why don’t the translations say so?

    Remember that the men who made these translations were almost invariably members of churches that use instruments! If these words imply instruments, why did these men not translate so as to defend their practice? The answer is clear: They knew that, by the time the New Testament was written and in the context of New Testament passages, the words did not refer to instruments!

    [Some may respond that the translators likewise did not translate “baptize” so as to tell us it means immerse. But had they done so, it would have condemned their own practice, since most of them sprinkle and pour. So this is the opposite case of PSALLO and PSALMOS. To have translated these words “sing to an instrument,” etc., would have defended their practice. Yet they did not do it. Why not?] 

    Context

    The second way to study the meaning of a word is by context. We do this with “baptism,” “church,” “saint,” etc.

    PSALLO in context

    Ephesians 5:19 specifies we should “make melody” (PSALLO) with the heart. 

    Singing should be accompanied, not by a mechanical instrument, but by meaning what we say in our heart. Note this comparison:

    Psalms 98:5 – Sing to the Lord with the harp (Sing = PSALLO in LXX, Psa. 97:5).

    Psalms 33:2 – Make melody to Him with an instrument of ten strings (PSALLO in LXX, Psa. 32:5).

    Ephesians 5:19 – Making melody (PSALLO) in your heart to the Lord.

    So, where the Old Testament authorized praising God on a harp, the New Testament substitutes praising God in the heart. God leaves out the harp and puts in the heart!

    God here specifies the only instrument to accompany our singing, just like He has specified the elements of the Lord’s Supper. He left out the mechanical instrument in the New Testament, just like He left out the Passover lamb in the Lord’s Supper. To add mechanical instruments is to act without Divine authority, just the same as if we added another element to the Lord’s Supper.

    Ephesians 5:19 also says to “make melody” “speaking” and “singing.” 

    We earlier showed that an instrument cannot speak, because it gives no understandable message, as the New Testament requires. The sound it makes can be interpreted in numerous ways. Instead, it hinders an understandable message. 

    So the context of PSALLO shows that it refers to an attitude of heart that accompanies speaking by means of singing. There is no mechanical instrument in the word.

    PSALMOS in context

    In the New Testament, psalms could be simply spoken. 

    Luke 20:41,42 – Jesus quoted what David said in the Psalms. 

    Acts 1:20 – Peter quoted two references from the Psalms.

    Acts 13:33,35 – Paul quoted two psalms.

    Who would argue that these men had to play harps in order to quote these psalms? New Testament references to “psalms” do not even require music, let alone instrumental music! 

    A psalm is simply a kind of sacred poem. Like our poems, the word itself tells you nothing about how it is rendered. It is physically possible to read it, sing it, or sing it to the accompaniment of an instrument. The only way to know which method to use is by the context. 

    New Testament context shows that psalms are rendered in worship by singing, speaking, and teaching, just the same as hymns and spiritual songs.

    Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16 both specify the correct way we should render psalms: by speaking, teaching and admonishing, and singing (ADO) the word of God that dwells in our hearts in wisdom. All these terms describe vocal music (everyone agrees that ADO refers to vocal music). So, in the New Testament, when psalms are rendered musically, God instructs us to render them by vocal music.

    The verses also say psalms are rendered the same way as hymns, and spiritual songs. Even when people claim that “psalms” are accompanied by instruments, they agree that no instruments are implied in “hymns.” But the context says all three kinds of songs are rendered in the same way: speaking, teaching, singing, etc. If hymns are rendered without instruments, then so are psalms.

    So, New Testament context confirms that psalms may be spoken without music or may be rendered by vocal music. The word has lost any inherent reference to instruments. 

    Other Passages

    Another way the average person can learn the meaning of New Testament words is to compare words in one passage to words in other passages. 

    Compare Ephesians 5:19 to Colossians 3:16.
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    The parallel shows that “making melody (PSALLO) in your heart to the Lord” in Ephesians 5:19 means the same as “with grace in your hearts to the Lord” in Colossians 3:16. But the latter phrase has no reference to instruments. It refers simply to the attitude of heart we have as we sing. Since this is parallel to PSALLO in Ephesians 5:19, this proves PSALLO in Ephesians 5:19 likewise has no reference to instruments. 

    Consider the New Testament emphasis on spirituality and understanding.

    We earlier studied the New Testament emphasis on spirituality and understanding, especially in our worship and in praising God in song. In fact, this emphasis is made strongly in the very context of New Testament PSALLO/PSALMOS passages.

    We are told not to add to our worship things that are not found in God’s word and that do not contribute to understanding and spirituality. But we have learned that instruments do not contribute to understanding or to spirituality, but in fact they hinder both. So, by studying other New Testament passages, we conclude that neither PSALLO/PSALMOS nor any other words authorize the use of instruments in New Testament worship. 

    Consider references to instruments in the Old Testament and Revelation.

    As discussed earlier, when God accepted instruments in the Old Testament, He said so in a way that was easily understood in standard English translations. The average person does not need to study a foreign language. If God still wants instruments today, why can’t it likewise be clearly understood in English translations? 

    This same argument can be made from the symbolic references to harps in Revelation. No one needs to know Greek to see that harps are mentioned. Why is it that, when we get to passages that talk about our worship on earth today, we cannot understand God’s will unless we either study a foreign language or else take someone else’s word for what the passages mean?

    Conclusions regarding PSALLO/PSALMOS

    The argument that PSALLO/PSALMOS include the use of instruments is based on misuse of Greek lexicons. But no one needs to know Greek to learn the truth. By studying English translations, context, and other passages, the average person can know that PSALLO/PSALMOS in the New Testament do not include the use of instruments. 

    The truth is that people did not start using instruments because they found authority for them in the Greek or the English New Testament, then they decided to start using them. They use instruments because they enjoy them, want them, and are determined to have them. The PSALLO argument is used to justify what they already determined to practice.

    (See the addenda at the end of this article for additional thoughts on PSALLO/PSALMOS.)

    Instruments as an Aid to Singing

    We are told that instruments are authorized as aids to help people stay on tune and improve the singing. They are compared to songbooks, pitch pipes, church buildings, pews, pulpits, water fountains, lights, projectors, carpets, etc. They may not be expressly mentioned in the Bible, but they are authorized because they help us do an authorized act.

    How Do Instruments Aid Singing When No One Is Singing?

    Churches may argue that they use instruments to aid the singing, but in practice they use the instrument even when no one is singing! They play as a prelude to the service, between acts of worship, during collection, etc. (Groups that do not practice these things, if such there be, still do not oppose the fact that others practice them.) How can the instrument expedite or aid something that is not even happening?

    These facts prove the following: 

    The instrument is not being used just as an aid to singing. 

    Their actual practice proves that people view instruments as an act of praise to God in and of themselves, apart from the singing. So, instruments are not parallel to water fountains, lights, pews, restrooms, projectors, etc. We do not use these as acts of praise to God. 

    The aid argument does not justify what is actually believed and practiced. 

    They argue for one thing but practice something different. 

    Again, people did not start using instruments because they first found New Testament authority for them and then decided to start using them. They use instruments because they enjoy them, want them, and are determined to have them. The aid argument is used to justify what they are determined to practice.

    [The “talent” argument likewise proves that instruments are viewed as acts of praise in and of themselves. They claim they should use their talent for playing as a means of praising God, not just as an aid to singing.]

    Old Testament Use of Instruments Proves They Are a Different Kind of Music from Singing and Are an Act of Praise to God of Themselves, Distinct from the Singing.

    God Himself has revealed by inspiration that instruments are not merely an aid to singing. 

    Restudy the passages listed earlier regarding Old Testament use of instruments. They show clearly that God viewed singing, playing, and dancing as three separate kinds of musical praise. And each was authorized as an avenue of praising God, in and of itself, distinct from the others. 

    To argue that instruments merely aid the singing is to overlook the fact that God has clearly decreed that they constitute an act of praise in and of themselves. 

    Consider, for example, Psalm 150. 

    People often use Psalm 150 to try to justify use of instruments in worship. But note what it says: praise God with the trumpet. Praise Him with the harp. Praise Him with the timbrel and dance, etc. God views instrumental music as an act of worship of itself, not just an aid to singing.

    Is this the way we use the water fountain, etc.? Praise God with the water fountain? Praise Him with the carpet? Praise Him with the pitch pipe, etc.? Surely not. Instrumental music is not just an aid, parallel to those things we use that are legitimate aids.

    If instrumental music can be justified today at all, it must be justified as an act of worship in its own right, not just as an aid to singing. If God wanted instruments today, He would clearly say so as He did in the Old Testament. The fact He does not say so proves He does not accept them today. When God changed the law from the Old Testament to the New Testament, He did not include instruments music in worship just like He did not include animal sacrifices, the seventh-day Sabbath, roast lamb, dancing, etc.

    Instruments Hinder, Rather than Aid, the New Testament Emphasis on Understanding and Spirituality.

    We have already shown that New Testament worship, including our singing, should emphasize spirituality and understanding. Everything we do in worship must contribute to understanding, not hinder it.

    Some may attempt to prove that instruments improve the sound or beauty of our singing. Others of us would disagree. But even if it did so, that proves nothing for our discussion. God nowhere emphasizes the need for beautiful sounds in our worship, but He does repeatedly emphasize understanding and spiritual meaning. And this, we have seen, is hindered by playing. So playing does not aid what is really important in our singing. Instead, it hinders and violates it. 

    In practice, what instruments really aid are entertainment and fleshly desires. They appeal to the desires of the audience to hear performances that satisfy their personal pleasures. But they hinder, rather than aiding, the understanding and spirituality that God emphasizes. 

    The very fact that people make this aid argument proves that they are emphasizing the outward sound instead of the understanding and the spiritual message. If they understood the proper emphasis God wants in our worship and singing, they would not even make the argument! If people really want to “aid” the singing, they should get rid of instruments!

    Instruments Are an Aid, Not to Singing, but to an Unauthorized Kind of Music.

    The principle of an aid

    We learned earlier that everything we do in worship to God must be authorized in the New Testament. It must be included or fit the meaning of what God said to do. 

    An aid is something that simply helps us to do what God authorized. When we use it, we must still be doing only that which fits the definition of what God said. It must not be a different or another kind of act. If it is different, then you have an unauthorized addition. 

    Examples:

    (1) Glasses are truly an aid to seeing. When I use glasses, I am just seeing. It fits the definition of seeing. The glasses help me see. But hearing is another kind of sense in addition to seeing. If I am hearing, I am not just seeing. I am both seeing and hearing. Hearing does not fit the definition of seeing.

    (2) A cane can truly aid walking, because when I use it I am just walking. It still fits the definition of walking. The cane helps me walk. But riding is another kind of transportation. If I walk awhile and ride awhile, I cannot say I am just walking. I am both walking and riding. Riding does not fit the definition of walking.

    Bible illustrations of the difference between an aid and an addition

    Restudy some of the evidence we considered earlier.

    (1) God told Noah to make an ark of gopher wood.

    Noah could have used tools (hammer, saw, etc.) to help him build the ark. When using them, he would be doing just what God said: make an ark. It fits the definition of making. But using oak would be different from what God said. Oak does not fit the definition of gopher wood. So, oak would not be simply an aid to gopher wood. It would be an unauthorized change in what God said.

    (2) God said to bury in baptism. 

    Any pool, large enough to bury someone in, is an aid to baptizing. If I immerse someone in a baptistery, I am doing what God said: burying in baptism. It fits the definition. The baptistery helps me do what God said. But if I sprinkle or pour, I am doing something different from what God said. Springing or pouring would not be a legitimate aid to baptism. They do not fit the definition of burying in baptism. Therefore, they are an unauthorized change in what God said.

    (3) God said to use bread and fruit of the vine in the Lord’s Supper. 

    Containers help us serve the elements. When we use them, we are doing what God said: eating and drinking the elements. It fits the definition. But if I add roast lamb to the Lord’s Supper, I have a different kind of food from what God said. It does not fit the definition of eating unleavened bread and drinking fruit of the vine. Therefore, it is not a legitimate aid to the Lord’s Supper, but is an unauthorized addition to what God said.

    (4) Likewise in music, God said to sing, speak, teach, etc., emphasizing the understanding and spiritual meaning. 

    When we use a songbook, we are doing what God said: singing. It fits the definition. The book helps us know what words and notes to sing. Likewise, the pitch pipe merely helps the leader know what note to start on (he has to get a note somehow).

    But if I add an instrument, I have a different kind of music from what God said. I am no longer doing just what God said (sing, speak, etc.). It does not fit the meaning, and it leads us away from spiritual emphasis and understanding.

    So, we know instruments are a different kind of musical praise because: (1) logic tells us so (just as in the other cases listed); (2) the way people use it proves it is a separate act of praise (they play when not singing); and (3) the Old Testament clearly says it is itself an act of praise.

    By way of contrast, lights, pews, restrooms, water fountains, projectors, etc., are legitimate aids to worship. We do not use them as acts of praise to God of themselves separate from the other acts we do to praise God. We use them only because, like Noah’s tools, they legitimately help us accomplish the acts of worship God has authorized.

    [Pitch pipe: “Music” = a sequence of sounds of varying pitch to produce a composition (compare Random House College Dictionary). A pitch pipe is not intended to produce music, but only to give the initial pitch to help start. Three things are required for singing: a melody, words, and a pitch. The book helps give the first two and a pitch pipe helps give the third. We could get these in various ways: books, memory, guessing, pitch pipe, etc. But either way, we are using something to help us, since we must have all these. When we use them, we are still just doing what God said: singing.]

    Conclusion

    Instruments are not just an aid to singing, but an additional, different form of praise to God. They violate the New Testament teachings about truth, spirit, and understanding in worship. Those who use them are not following God’s plan but have changed His plan to satisfy their own entertainment and enjoyment.

    Addenda to the Discussion of Instrumental Music

    Additional Notes on PSALLO and PSALMOS

    To argue that instruments are included in the New Testament use of PSALLO and PSALMOS is to misuse lexicon definitions.

    PSALLO and PSALMOS changed meanings, just like the word “lyric.” 

    Classical Greek was spoken by educated people in formal speech, before the New Testament and outside the New Testament. It differs from the Koine (common) Greek in which the New Testament was written. In Classical Greek PSALLO and PSALMOS did sometimes referred to instruments, and some lexicons include both the Classical and the Koine meanings. But by New Testament times and in New Testament usage, nothing in the words includes instruments. They changed meaning, like “lyric” did.

    Examples of lexicon definitions:

    Some lexicon definitions for PSALLO include:

    (1) To pluck the hair

    (2) To twang a bowstring (as in shooting an arrow)

    (3) To twitch a carpenter’s line

    (4) To touch the chords of a stringed instrument

    (5) To sing to the accompaniment of a stringed instrument

    (6) To sing without an instrument

    Some lexicons define PSALMOS as:

    (1) The act of plucking a string

    (2) A song sung to the accompaniment of a stringed instrument

    (3) A song or sacred poem

    Some lexicons give these definitions because the words were so used in some instances in some periods of the Greek language. But that does not prove the words have these meanings in the New Testament. Do PSALLO and PSALMOS in Ephesians 5:19 mean to pluck a bowstring, hair, carpenter’s line, etc.? Obviously not. So these lexicon definitions do not apply in Ephesians 5:19, and the same is true for singing to an instrument.

    Many lexicons show the change in meaning we have described.

    They may list older definitions that include instruments, but they do not apply those definitions in the New Testament. Instead, they show that in the New Testament PSALLO meant to “sing” and PSALMOS meant a sacred “song.” There is no inherent reference to instruments. Such lexicons include: Thayer, Sophocles, Moulton and Milligan, Green, Greenfield, Abbott-Smith, Bagster, Vine, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. 

    For example, Thayer on PSALLO lists the classical meanings. Then he says: “in the N.T. to sing a hymn, to celebrate the praises of God in song.”

    On PSALMOS he again gives some of the classical uses. Then he says, “hence a pious song, a psalm … Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16…” 

    Likewise, other lexicons may include the Classical meanings. But when they define the words as used in the New Testament they do not include instruments.

    Where is the authority for playing without singing?

    When discussing the aid argument, we pointed out that people claim that the instrument can be used as an aid to the singing, but then proceed to use it even when there is no singing at all! Likewise, people claim that PSALLO/PSALMOS mean “to sing to the accompaniment of an instrument.” But almost invariably those who make the argument will then proceed to play at times when there is no singing at all! But singing is inherent in the definition that they use to defend their practice. How can the instrument “accompany the singing” when there is no singing? So, their argument does not defend their own practice! Where is the authority for playing that does not accompany singing? 

    [Likewise, the PSALLO argument, if it proved anything, would justify only singing to the accompaniment of a harp or stringed instrument, not to organs and all kinds of other instruments such as are used today. What New Testament word justifies these other instruments?]

    [Further, if the words include instruments, then instruments would be required. They would not be optional. Those who make these arguments, however, agree that it’s all right to sing as we do without the instrument. Their position contradicts their own argument.]

    People who spoke Greek did not use instruments.

    We do not speak Greek, but people in the first century did. Surely if PSALLO/PSALMOS in the New Testament included instruments, they would have so understood and would have used instruments. But history unanimously tells us they did not (see attached historical notes). Why not, if these words include their use?

    Furthermore, the instrument was introduced several hundred years after the first century among apostate Latin-speaking churches. Yet even then the Greek-speaking churches did not use it. In fact, the Greek Orthodox church has refused to use instruments consistently through the centuries till the 20th century (though some may have begun their use in recent years).

    If the Greek words PSALLO and PSALMOS include the use of instruments, why haven’t Greek-speaking people throughout history known this?

    [Note that the PSALLO argument contradicts the PSALMOS argument on Ephesians 5:19. We are told that “psalms” are sung to an instrument, but hymns are unaccompanied. But the passage says to “make melody” (PSALLO) with them all. So if PSALLO includes an instrument, then their argument says to sing them all to an instrument without distinction. Which way is it?]

    Historical Information

    Regarding the origin of instrumental music in worship, the following historical quotation is very helpful, since it comes from an official publication of the Catholic Church. However, it must be remembered that instruments in worship are wrong, not for historical reasons, but because they do not fit the revealed pattern of the New Testament. 

    Incidentally, quotations such as the following can easily be multiplied. Most good secular or religious encyclopedias will contain similar information. That instrumental music was not used in the early church is not really a matter of dispute. The only questions pertain to details of time and place when and where it was introduced. 

    The Catholic Dictionary, by Addis and Arnold, says on p. 631, under the article ‘organ’: 

    “In 757 the Byzantine Emperor Constantine Copronymus sent an organ to Pepin and another was sent to Charlemagne by Constantine Michael ... 

    “It has never been adopted among the Greeks or Orientals. Chrysostom ... speaks of musical instruments generally as only ‘permitted’ in Jewish worship ‘on account of their weakness’ ... [A historical quotation] written after the conversion of the empire, says expressly that, whereas instruments were allowed in the temple, singing only without instruments is permitted in Christian churches ... 

    “...There is little doubt that it was the presents of organs made to Pepin and Charlemagne which led to the Church use of the instruments ... True it is, however, that protests were occasionally made against the use of organs. ‘Whence, says Aelred ..., ‘whence, now that types and figures are over, so many organs and cymbals in the church? Wherefore that horrible sound of bellows, more like thunder than the sweetness of the voice?’ More remarkable still is the opinion of St. Thomas ... ‘musical instruments’ such as pipes, harps, &c., ‘minister to delight and do not promote virtue, and were only permitted to the Jews because of their carnal dispositions; whereas singing does help devotion.’ It is evident that he did not approve of instrumental music.” 

    Again, such quotations could be multiplied. Truth is determined by Scripture, not by historical quotations. Nevertheless, those who introduced instruments into worship admit that they did so despite the fact that the early church did not use instruments and therefore they cannot be found in the Scriptures.
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