
    
      Endorsements for the Conversational Commentaries Series

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Gloria Furman, author, Labor with Hope and Missional Motherhood

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

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

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

      Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College

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

      Nancy Guthrie, author; Bible teacher
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      For Christina, Loren, Nina, Samantha, and Sarah

      Thank you for studying and teaching Ephesians with me—you have helped me grow up into Christ (Eph. 4:15).
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      The Big Picture of Ephesians

      Why Study Ephesians?

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

      Who Was Paul?

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

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

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

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

      Setting of Ephesians

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

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

      Themes in Ephesians

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

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

      Ephesians for You

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

      Outline of Ephesians

      1.  Greeting (1:1–14)

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

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

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

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

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

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

      8.  Paul’s testimony (4:17–24)

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

      10.  New life in love (5:1–20)

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

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

      13.  Conclusion (6:21–24)1

    

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

      

    

  
    
      Ephesians 2

      Salvation and Unity

      Ephesians 2:1–3

      1 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the flesh and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.

      Nobody likes to dwell on the sins and failings of her past. After you’ve become a Christian, it can be uncomfortable to think about aspects of your former life. And yet, that’s exactly what Paul does here. In these three verses, he takes a long, hard look at the Ephesians’ past, before they trusted in Christ and received new life in him. As we’ll see, it’s not pretty.

      First, Paul says that the believers were once “dead.” It doesn’t get much worse than that! Scripture’s consistent testimony is that people who are apart from Christ are not merely sick or sluggish but spiritually dead. A dead person, of course, can do nothing to help herself. So, too, a spiritually dead person is powerless to improve her condition. She can’t make herself alive; she can’t even ask someone else for assistance. The reason for this deadness is “trespasses and sins.” Those two words sum up the wickedness that cuts unbelievers off from life in Christ. “Trespasses” refers to rebellion against God’s law; “sin” refers to failure to live up to God’s righteous standard.1 Once upon a time, the evil things we did and the good things we failed to do were a symptom of our spiritual death.

      As you think back on your life as an unbeliever—or as you look at the unbelievers around you today—it might not seem like unbelievers are “dead” or that their lives are characterized by “trespasses and sins.” Your social media feed is probably filled with “dead” people who are running marathons, creating art, helping their communities, and caring for their children. But these verses tell us that even when unbelievers are physically alive and doing good things, their souls lack the spiritual life that comes only through Christ.

      Second, Paul reveals the authorities the Ephesians once obeyed. He says they followed “the course of this world.” In Scripture, the “world” doesn’t usually refer to planet Earth; it refers to the realm of those who reject God and his gospel. Paul is saying that, as unbelievers, the Ephesians succumbed to the worst kind of peer pressure. Whatever sin was popular was the sin they took up. He says they also followed “the prince of the power of the air.” Elsewhere, this wicked ruler is called an “adversary” and a “roaring lion” (1 Pet. 5:8), a “thief” (John 10:10), and the “dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil and Satan” (Rev. 20:2). Unbelievers do the devil’s bidding, and the Ephesians, too, once eagerly followed his evil suggestions. Prior to conversion, the Ephesians (and all of us) were also in bondage to our own sinful desires, “the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the flesh and the mind” (Eph. 2:3). In Galatians, Paul lists some of the works of the flesh: “sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these” (5:19–21). As unbelievers, we regularly satisfied ourselves at the expense of others and without regard to God.

      Theologians talk about the world, the flesh, and the devil as the three primary influences on our sinful choices, and in these verses we see that evil triumvirate at work. Throughout our preconversion past we were enslaved to those three masters, even if we didn’t recognize it. It’s one feature of the blinding nature of sin that unbelievers fail to understand their condition and choices. In our world, to be “transgressive” is to be free, to make daring decisions apart from constraints, to boldly push boundaries in new and exciting ways. Unbelievers often think they’re doing something courageous, willful, and innovative. But Scripture says they’re dead and enslaved followers, jumping to attention whenever one of their masters crooks a finger. When we consider our own past, we realize that we too obeyed sin and Satan with a prompt “Yes, sir!” every time.

      Paul’s final phrase in this passage describes the universal condition of everyone apart from Christ: “by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.” Prior to our salvation, God rightly considered us his enemies and rebels against his holy rule. Every sin deserves God’s wrath and curse, and so we were once under God’s just judgment. Paul also affirms that we didn’t become sinners by doing bad things—we were sinners “by nature,” from the very beginning of our existence (see Ps. 51:3–5; Rom. 1:18; 5:12–14). The particular sins we committed were simply expressions of our inherent sinfulness. Finally, these verses reveal that this dead and enslaved condition was true of everyone (“like the rest of mankind”), not just those we might consider especially sinful. This truth puts us on the same level with every believer; before the Spirit worked in us, our situation was grim. The girl who was saved as a three-year-old at vacation Bible school and the woman who was saved last year while in prison have the same testimony. They were once rebels under God’s wrath. Paul’s words also put us—when we were alienated from Christ—on the same level with unbelievers. Back then, we weren’t any better off than our unbelieving neighbors are today. Taking a long look at our past isn’t fun, but it helpfully humbles us. We couldn’t do anything by our own power. We deserved only God’s just judgment. We weren’t superior to anyone else. And, as we’ll see in the
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