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Abstract of Thesis 

 

 In this thesis I argue that the letter of Ephesians contains a coherent 

argument and that this argument is animated by the ideology of divine warfare.  

This ideological tool was utilized throughout the ancient world to assert and 

defend the cosmic supremacy of national deities, and appears throughout the Old 

Testament in texts that declare the exalted status of Yahweh over all other gods 

and over the forces of chaos that threaten creation.  This ideology is applied to 

Ephesians with the result that what many regard as the central portion of the 

letter—Ephesians 2—contains a complete cycle of this mythological pattern.  

Here, within a context of praise and worship (1:1-19), the cosmic Lordship of 

Christ is asserted (1:20-23) and the triumphs of God in Christ over the powers that 

rule the present evil age are elaborated (2:1-22).  God in Christ has triumphed over 

the powers that hold humanity captive to death by raising believers to life and 

seating them in the heavenlies with Christ.  Further, Christ triumphs over the 

powers and their divisive effects within humanity by creating a new unified 

humanity that shares in the life of God in Christ by the Spirit.  I then attempt to 

demonstrate that reading Ephesians through this lens provides satisfying solutions 

to a number of problems in subsequent sections of the letter.  The 

‘autobiographical’ remarks in Eph 3:2-13 are not intended as an apostolic defense, 

but rather are an explanation of how Paul’s imprisonment, which would appear to 

be a devastating argument against the cosmic Lordship of Christ, actually serves 

to epitomize and reinforce that exalted status.  I also argue that the difficult 

quotation of Psalm 68 in Eph 4:8 finds a satisfying solution through the 

application of divine warfare ideology.  Finally, I argue that this reading 

demonstrates that the two halves of Ephesians are integrally related—that the 

exhortatory portion is a call to the New Humanity to engage in divine warfare 

against the evil powers, embodying the triumph of God in Christ in their corporate 

life. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE TRIUMPH OF GOD IN CHRIST: DIVINE WARFARE IN 

THE ARGUMENT OF EPHESIANS 

 

Introduction 

The Letter of Ephesians finds itself in an odd situation.  While it has held 

an esteemed position in the history of the Christian church and has been a rich 

resource for Christian theology through the centuries, it has been a puzzle for NT 

scholars and has endured some rather unflattering descriptions.  According to John 

Muddiman, ‘No letter of Paul is so confused and confusing in its form and 

structure’.
1
  For J. H. Roberts, ‘In view of the many questions that still await an 

acceptable solution the enigma of Ephesians remains’.
2
  Nils Dahl calls Ephesians 

‘sublime yet elusive’,
3
 and Edgar Goodspeed refers to it as the ‘waterloo of 

commentators’, since it invariably ‘baffles them’.
4

This state of affairs in Ephesians scholarship has come about because of 

the difficulty involved in discerning the internal coherence of the letter.  While 

scholars agree on the presence of major themes within the letter, such as corporate 

unity, the people of God and cosmic Christology, the manner in which they are 

integrated into an argument remains a mystery.  If there is anything approaching a 

consensus on this matter, it is that the letter is largely a reinterpretation of the 

essence of Pauline theology for a new generation of Christians.  For example, 

Michel Bouttier claims that Ephesians has a two-fold purpose:  

réinterpréter globalement le message paulinien, à partir d’une conviction 

reçue, face à une situation neeuve; et incorporer dans le paulinisme des 

traditions qui avaient mûri dans d’autres milieux que ceux qui étaient sous 

l’influence directe de l’apôtre.
5
   

 

As such, Ephesians does not contain an argument, but is rather a pastiche of 

Pauline traditions woven together by a Pauline disciple.
6
  According to Michael 

Gese,  

                                                           
1 Muddiman 2001, 7. 
2 Roberts 1993, 104. 
3 Dahl 1986, 38. 
4 Goodspeed 1933, 15.   
5 Bouttier 1991, 24.  Muddiman’s proposal is a variation of this viewpoint.  He argues that 

Ephesians is a composite document, a re-working of an authentic Pauline letter, which was the 

epistle to the Laodiceans noted by Marcion, by a disciple of Paul (2001, 2-39). 
6 Käsemann 1966, 297; Bouttier 1991, 24-28; Schwindt 2002, 46-47; Gnilka 1971, 13-21. 



Aus seiner Kenntnis der paulinischen Briefe heraus gelingt dem Verfasser 

eine umfassende Gesamtschau der paulinischen Theologie.  Wie wir 

beobachten konnten, greift er die bei Paulus angelegten unterschiedlichen 

Tendenzen auf, führt sie zusammen und formt aus ihnen einen in sich 

geschlossenen Entwurf.
7

   

 Complicating matters further for those attempting to find a coherent 

argument is the appearance of works claiming that there is no integral relationship 

between the two halves of the letter—chapters 1-3 and 4-6.  In a recent 

monograph, Roy Jeal argues that the unity of Ephesians is not found in a thematic 

or theological coherence, but rather in a rhetorical scheme.
8
  He notes the 

difficulty in discerning the connection between the usual narratio and 

argumentatio portions of the letter and proposes that the coherence of Ephesians 

consists in its rhetorical classification as a ‘sermon’.  In this scenario, the writer is 

not arguing critically with his readers in a polemical fashion, establishing the 

theological ground for his paraenesis, but rather attempts to stimulate the 

sentiments of his readers with appeals to sublime truths held in common (chapters 

1-3) in order to persuade them to adopt his recommended course of action 

(chapters 4-6).
9

This letter, then, which has been so influential and which has enjoyed a 

place of such prominence in the Christian tradition has come to be regarded as 

only barely coherent, and, as a result, has suffered relative neglect in NT 

scholarship.  Recent attempts to situate the letter in a first-century context have 

proved no help in discerning the argument of its author.  A fresh reading, 

therefore, is needed, one that seeks to determine whether there is a coherent 

argument within Ephesians, and how this argument unfolds. 

 In this thesis, I will argue that Ephesians does indeed contain an argument 

and that it has a tight coherence that binds together the letter’s two halves.  When 

read through the ideology of divine warfare from the ancient world, the argument, 

in which the writer asserts and elaborates upon the triumph of God in Christ over 

all competing cosmic forces, emerges into view. 

                                                           
7 Gese 1997, 271-72. 
8 Jeal 2000; cf. also Lincoln 1990, lxxxi. 
9 Jeal 2000, 48. 
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The Triumph of God in Christ 

In a monograph published in 1997, Thomas Yoder Neufeld documented 

the utilization of divine warrior typology in Ephesians 6, tracing the trajectory of 

this tradition from Isaiah 59 to Ephesians 6.
10

  In Isaiah 59 Yahweh appears as the 

Divine Warrior who is preparing to judge his apostate people and warns them to 

repent.  In preparation for coming in his awesome judgment to wage war, he puts 

on his armor, which consists of his own righteousness, salvation, vengeance and 

zeal (Isa 59:16-17).  This imagery is found also in Wisdom of Solomon—a text 

dated from the late second century B.C.E. to early in the first century C.E.—and in 

1 Thessalonians, indicating that this tradition was familiar and capable of being 

exploited in various contexts. 

Yoder Neufeld devotes the bulk of his study to Ephesians 6:10-20 and 

demonstrates that the author of Ephesians takes up this tradition and creatively 

deploys it for his own purposes.  Here, the divine warrior is no longer God, but the 

church, which is engaged in warfare with the powers ruling the present evil age.  

The call to ‘be strong in the Lord and in the power of his strength’ (6:10) is an 

exhortation to the corporate church to take up God’s power in order to engage the 

conflict.
11

  Further, the church is ‘to “wield the Lord” so to speak, a striking 

reversal of the usual Divine War tradition where the people function as one of the 

du>nameiv of the Divine Warrior’.
12

  Just as Yahweh took up his armor to execute 

divine warfare in Isaiah 59, so here in Ephesians 6, the people of God are called 

upon to put on that same armor in carrying out the divine warfare to which they 

are commissioned. 

The writer calls on the church, as the embodiment of the divine warrior, to 

assist Paul in his ministry in Eph 6:19-20.  Just as Yahweh as the Divine Warrior 

would come to the aid of his people in the OT, so now the community as the 

warrior is summoned to aid Paul in his struggle.  The author of Ephesians asks 

that the community wield prayer as a weapon and fight on Paul’s behalf that he 

might be assisted to make known the gospel with boldness (6:19).
13

                                                           
10 Yoder Neufeld 1997; cf. also his commentary on Ephesians, Yoder Neufeld 2002. 
11 Yoder Neufeld 1997, 109. 
12 Yoder Neufeld 1997, 115. 
13 Yoder Neufeld 1997, 146-47; cf. also Yoder Neufeld 2002, 306-10. 
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Yoder Neufeld’s work on the tradition of the divine warrior fully armed 

from Isaiah 59 to Ephesians 6 demonstrated that the imagery of divine warfare 

would have resonated with a first-century audience in Asia Minor and that this 

imagery could be usefully appropriated to speak of the conflict between the people 

of God and the enemy powers.  According to Andrew Lincoln, the dramatic 

conclusion in Eph 6:10-20 provides a rhetorical climax to the entire letter, and not 

just to the exhortatory section in 4:17-6:9.
14

  Yoder Neufeld’s valuable study, 

along with Lincoln’s observation, raise the question of the presence of divine 

warfare imagery throughout Ephesians, and the extent to which reading the epistle 

through this lens might prove fruitful in discerning the presence of an argument in 

the letter and recognizing its overall coherence. 

In this thesis, I will argue that reading the letter through the lens of the 

ideology of divine warfare from the ANE, developed in the OT and utilized 

throughout the NT, brings to light the argument of Ephesians and reveals its 

overall coherence.  This argument has to do with asserting and defending the 

triumph of God in Christ over all competing cosmic powers.  The writer claims 

that God has triumphed over the powers ruling the present evil age in raising 

Christ from the dead and seating him at his right hand in the heavenlies, installing 

him as Lord over ‘all things’ (1:20-23).  This triumph of God in Christ is then 

elaborated throughout the remainder of the letter, where the author lists the 

triumphs of God in Christ (2:1-22) and notes how Paul, as the servant of the 

cosmic Lord Christ, participates in this triumph even while his earthly situation 

appears less than triumphant (3:2-13).  The writer also explains how the church is 

to participate in this triumph and how the people of God play a strategic role in the 

Divine Warrior’s program of advertising his triumph to a cosmic audience (4:1-

6:9). 

In Chapter 2, I will develop the pattern of divine warfare from the ANE.  

This ideological tool was utilized throughout the ancient world to assert and 

substantiate the supremacy of a national deity, and it followed a typical pattern.  A 

deity could rightly be worshiped as the supreme sovereign over all creation on the 

basis of his/her victory in conflict with other deities, or over the forces of chaos.  

On the basis of the deity’s supremacy, (s)he had the right to have a temple built in 

                                                           
14 Lincoln 1995, 99-114. 

 4



his/her honor, to which the deity’s people would gather in worship and 

celebration. 

In the third chapter, I will discuss the pervasive sense of enslavement to 

cosmic powers found throughout the ancient world.  The author of Ephesians 

asserts and defends the cosmic lordship of Christ over the ‘powers and 

authorities’, but how would such language have been understood?  Indeed, would 

it have been understood at all?  We will demonstrate in this chapter that the 

argument of Ephesians would have resonated across all traditions in the ancient 

world because of this pervasive sense that earthly life was determined and 

governed by various supra-human powers. 

I will apply the pattern of divine warfare to Ephesians 1:1-2:22 in the 

fourth chapter, demonstrating that reading this passage—regarded as ‘die Mitte 

des ganzen Epheserbriefes’
15

—through the lens of this ideological tool reveals the 

writer’s rhetorical strategy.  Within a context of praise and worship of the 

triumphant Lord Christ (1:1-19), the writer’s concern is to assert the lordship of 

Christ over the powers and authorities that rule the present evil age (1:20-23).  

This lordship is vindicated by a rehearsal of the triumphs of God in Christ 

throughout Ephesians 2, where God in Christ has freed people from bondage 

under the powers, raising people from death and seating them with Christ in the 

heavenlies (2:1-10).  Further, he has overcome the deep division within humanity 

created by the law.  The evil powers hijacked God’s good gift of the Mosaic Law 

and perverted it into a source of alienation, bitterness and division.  In his death, 

Christ conquered this enmity and bitterness by uniting both Jew and Gentile in 

Christ in one New Humanity (2:11-16).  Because of these triumphs, Christ has the 

right to build his temple, which he has done in creating the church, the place 

where God in Christ dwells by the Spirit (2:19-22). 

In the fifth chapter, I will demonstrate how this reading accounts for the 

enigmatic digression (Eph 3:2-13) found in Ephesians 3, which interrupts the 

letter’s second prayer report (3:1, 14-21).  The writer’s digression is necessary 

because he must answer a potential objection to his announcement of the triumph 

of God in Christ.  This triumph might be called into question by his mention in 3:1 

that Paul is a prisoner for the cause of Christ Jesus.  That is, if God has indeed 

                                                           
15 Lindemann 1985, 34. 
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installed Christ as cosmic Lord over all things, how is it that Paul, his emissary, is 

in prison—an apparent defeat?  The purpose of the digression is to explain this 

paradoxical situation, demonstrating that Paul’s execution of his ministry while in 

prison is actually an epitome of the triumph of God in Christ.  His imprisonment is 

bringing about the eschatological glory of the Gentiles (3:13), and despite the 

shame of being a prisoner, he continues to occupy the cosmically significant 

position as administrator of God’s grace.  It is through Paul’s preaching that God 

calls the church into being, which then points to the triumph of God by 

demonstrating his manifold wisdom to the powers ruling the present evil age 

(3:10).  Even in apparent defeat, God demonstrates his triumph. 

In the sixth chapter, we will argue that Eph 4:1-16 is not simply a call for 

unity, but rather a discussion of the equipment and empowerment of the church by 

God for its task of engaging in divine warfare against the evil powers.  The church 

is the earthly manifestation of the triumphant warrior Christ and, as such, is called 

to participate in the triumph of God in Christ.  This reading of Eph 4:1-16 also 

facilitates a satisfying solution to one of the most stubborn interpretive problems 

in Ephesians—the quotation of Psalm 68 in Eph 4:8.  I will argue that the writer 

did not cite this text mistakenly—that is, out of context—as some writers claim,
16

 

but rather appeals to the narrative logic of Psalm 68, a strategy made clear by 

reference to the ideology of divine warfare.  When the argument of Ephesians is 

read against the background of this divine warfare imagery, a satisfying solution 

to the problem of the writer’s citation of scripture emerges into view. 

The same is the case for understanding how the exhortatory portion of 

Ephesians is integrally related to the first half of the letter, as demonstrated in the 

final chapter.
17

  The writer portrays the church as the people of God residing in 

enemy territory—the present evil age ruled by the powers and authorities who 

seek to lead humanity astray from obedience to God—and the task of the church is 

to participate in the triumph of God in Christ by realizing its identity as the new 

creation people of God even while set in this hostile environment.  When new 

                                                           
16 Mitton 1976, 148; Hamann 1982, 123. 
17 Philip Esler objects to the use of terms such as ‘ethics’ or ‘paraenesis’ with reference to 

the exhortatory portions of NT letters (2003, 51-63).  Such imprecision has characterized 

Ephesians scholarship, with its typical division of Ephesians into ‘theology’ (chapters 1-3) and 

‘ethics’ (chapters 4-6).  We agree with Esler’s criticisms, and note that this standard construal of 

the literary strategy in Ephesians has had miserable consequences for the status of Ephesians 
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creation life flourishes in Christian communities, the triumph of God in Christ 

over all competing cosmic forces is advertised to the powers and authorities in the 

heavenlies. 

Our aim is to demonstrate that the ideology of divine warfare animates the 

argument of Ephesians, which is found in Eph 1:3-6:9.  Our investigation, 

therefore, will not consider the closing exhortations to engage the power of God 

for combat against the powers.  As we have just discussed, however, Yoder 

Neufeld has capably displayed the rich tradition of divine warfare typology being 

utilized in Eph 6:10-20. 

 

Authorship 

 I will not engage issues regarding the authorship of Ephesians in this 

thesis.  While I am convinced that this letter most likely was written by Paul, I do 

not want to distract from the central contention of my thesis—that the ideology of 

divine warfare animates the letter’s argument.  I have, therefore, adopted the 

consensus position on this issue, which is that the letter was written in Paul’s 

name after his death.  I will refer, throughout this thesis, to ‘the author’ or ‘the 

writer’ of Ephesians, in order to keep the reader’s focus on the central issue of the 

argument of Ephesians. 

                                                                                                                                                               

within the Pauline corpus.  We will instead employ categories of ‘identity formation’ and ‘task’ or 

‘exhortation’, instead of ‘theology/doctrine’ and ‘ethics’. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE PATTERN OF DIVINE WARFARE  

 

Introduction 

 A number of scholars have noted that in the ANE the pattern of divine 

warfare was a common ideological tool for narrating and celebrating the rise of a 

nation’s deity to the status of supreme god over all creation and over all other 

deities.
1
  It was utilized to express how a national deity had defeated a rival deity, 

or had overcome the forces of chaos that threatened the created order, and now 

ruled as the universal and cosmic sovereign.  According to D. Aune, this ‘mythic 

narrative pattern of a primordial cosmic struggle between two divine beings and 

their allies for sovereignty was widespread throughout the ancient world’.  He 

further notes that while ‘the names of the combatants, as well as their roles, 

change from culture to culture, many of the constituent folklore motifs of the 

combat myth or legend either remain constant or are subject to a limited range of 

variation’.
2

 The narratives that utilize the pattern of divine warfare usually articulate 

the conflict between two combatants resulting in the triumph of one over the 

other.  The victor is then proclaimed the universal and cosmic king, after which 

that deity is to have a house or temple built in his/her honour (or, the deity 

resumes the throne after successfully meeting a challenge to the deity’s 

supremacy).  The triumph of the deity is celebrated by the people loyal to the deity 

at the deity’s temple.  A final element to this pattern is that the deity now turns to 

bless his/her people with peace and protection, and the land with fertility.
3

The present chapter consists of an analysis of a number of texts to establish 

this pattern.  Two texts from the ANE will be examined followed by a discussion 

of the pattern as it appears in the OT, first in the composition of the Song of the 

                                                 
1 Longman and Reid 1995, 83-88; Miller 1973, 64; Kang 1989, 122; Cross 1973, 93, 142; 

Hanson 1979, 299-324; 1973, 37-59; Kapelrud 1963, 56, 62; Millar 1976, 71-81; Dozeman 1996, 

156; Kloos 1986, 152; Yarbro Collins 1976; 1998, 176. 
2 Aune 1998, 667.  For the pattern of divine warfare in Greek literature, see Fontenrose 

1959; Forsyth 1987. 
3 Longman proposes that the following five-fold pattern be regarded as ‘the pattern of 

divine warfare’: Conflict, victory, kingship, house-building and celebration (Longman and Reid 

1995, 83-88).  This five-fold pattern is useful in that nearly every instance of the appropriation of 

the myth involves each element of this pattern, though invariably other elements will be found, 

such as the development of the threatening situation, victory shout, procession, salvation of the 

people and theophany. 



Sea in Exodus 15, then in a number of psalms from the Hebrew Psalter.  Finally, 

in order to establish that the mythic pattern was current in the first century C.E., 

three instances of the use of the pattern in the book of Revelation will be discussed 

as well as the appearance of the mythic pattern on the outer frieze of the Great 

Altar in Pergamon. 

 

Examples from the Ancient Near East 

 That the religious imagination of the ANE was animated by a basic myth 

of divine warfare is evident in a variety of documents from that culture.  In this 

section, we examine the combat myths as they appear in the Ugaritic Baal Cycles 

and in Enuma elish. 

 

The Pattern in the Ugaritic Baal Cycles 

There are two cycles in the Baal kingship mythology.  They tell the story 

of Baal earning and maintaining his supremacy and kingship over the two main 

threats against the maintenance of order in the universe—chaos, represented by 

the god Yamm, and death, represented by the god Mot.
4

 In the first cycle, Yamm
5
 appears to have won the favor of the supreme 

god El,
6
 who orders the craftsman god, Kothar-wa-Khasis, to build Yamm a 

temple, which is only fitting for an exalted god.
7
  Several of the other gods in the 

pantheon have objections to the exaltation of Yamm by El, including Baal, an 

ambitious and powerful god.
8
  Because Yamm sees Baal as a threat to his rule, he 

sends messengers to the gathered pantheon to demand that El hand over Baal to be 

Yamm’s servant.  The gods in the pantheon are intimidated by Yamm’s show of 

                                                 
4 On the relationship between the Baal-cycle and the Ugaritic cult, see Petersen 1998, 55-

67; Kinet 1978, 236-44. 
5 Yamm (‘sea’), also called ‘Judge Nahar (river)’, is seen as the god of the seas and rivers, 

representing ‘the unruly powers of the universe who threatened chaos’ in Ugaritic mythology 

(Cross 1973, 116). 
6 III AB C 7-15.  All citations are from Ginsberg 1969, 129-42.  In the Ugaritic pantheon 

of the gods, El is the creator god who is supreme over all of the gods.  Though he at times appears 

to be threatened by shows of force from other gods, his position as ruler of the gods is seen as 

secure (Gibson 1984, 202).  For an alternative view that El was seeking to install Yamm as his own 

successor, see Millar 1976, 72; Pope 1955, 91-93. 
7 Kapelrud 1963, 62.   For Kothar-wa-Khasis as spell-caster as well as craftsman, see 

Smith 1984, 377-80. 
8 III AB B 3-10.  While Baal is often viewed as the god of fertility, Gibson notes that he is 

primarily the wind and weather god of the Ugaritic pantheon.  ‘As the controller of the rains he has 

ipso facto a crucial function in assuring the fertility of the soil, but he is also the sender of storm 

and lightning and in that function he is to be as much feared as a danger as revered as a benefactor’ 

(Gibson 1984, 206). 
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force and El appears quite eager to hand over Baal, offering to send him with gifts 

to Yamm.
9
   

Baal reacts strongly to being put in subjection to Yamm.  He lashes out in 

anger at Yamm’s messengers but is urged to relent by Ashtoreh, El’s wife, the 

mother of the pantheon of the gods.  Baal then challenges Yamm to battle and is 

supported by Kothar-wa-Khasis, who equips Baal with two clubs for the fight.
10

  

After an initial unsuccessful attack on Yamm, Baal thoroughly trounces him, 

resulting in the confinement of Yamm to the seas.
11

  After this, Baal demands 

from El that a palace be built in his honour, since it is only right that the victorious 

and supreme god have a house built for him.
12

  After several efforts of lobbying El 

in this regard, El agrees that a house must be built for Baal.  Baal rejoices and 

Kothar-wa-Khasis is commissioned to build the palace,
13

 which is followed by a 

feast of celebration hosted by Baal for the pantheon of the gods.
14

The second cycle begins with a challenge by Mot to Baal’s kingship.
15

  

Mot is seen as a serious threat, so Baal instructs his messengers to approach Mot 

with extreme caution. The messengers warn Mot to remain in his abode of the 

underworld and not to challenge Baal’s kingship.
16

  Baal must face Mot, however, 

since the threat that Mot will overstep his appointed realm remains a real one.  

Baal goes down to meet Mot in battle and is defeated by him.  Mot rejoices in his 

victory and El mourns intensely for Baal.
17

  Anath, Baal’s sister, orders Mot to 

give back Baal, and after Mot’s refusal, Anath enters into battle with Mot and 

                                                 
9 III AB B 12-38. 
10 III AB B 39-AB A 12. 
11 III AB A 29-30.  Jacobsen 1968, 107.  It appears that the death of the gods involved the 

crushing of their malevolent exercise of powers.  While the god’s independent will has been 

crushed, his/her force is still felt (Wakeman 1973, 40; Hornung 1956, 38-32; Te Velde 1967, 103-

5). 
12 II AB 5-15. 
13 At this point Kothar suggests that the palace include a window, a proposal which Baal 

rejects a number of times before finally permitting it to be installed.  Scholars are divided as to the 

nature and purpose of the window, which appears to be tied to the issues of the identity of Baal—

storm god or god of fertility—and to how closely the mythology is connected to Ugaritic cult 

rituals.  See Grønbæk 1985, 34-35; Løkkegaard 1955, 17; Wakeman 1973, 37-38; Gaster 1966, 

188; Fisher 1965, 318; Hvidberg 1962, 46. 
14 II AB ii—vii. 
15 Mot is the god of the underworld, including death and is seen as the god who brings 

drought and famine by causing the heavens to burn up, scorching the earth’s produce (Gibson 

1984, 217). 
16 II AB viii. 
17 I AB ii-vi.  Oddly, Mot does not ascend Baal’s throne to take his place, but rather a new 

god from the pantheon is sought to replace Baal.  Unfortunately, however, the candidates for his 

position fail to measure up to the stature of Baal’s throne. 
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manages to take back Baal alive.
18

  El celebrates the fact that Baal is alive
19

 and 

Baal and Mot re-engage in battle.  The fighting is fierce with both gods managing 

to inflict serious wounds on each other without either achieving decisive victory.  

El intervenes in the fight and awards victory to Baal. The power of El to back up 

his judgment forces Mot into submission and Baal resumes his seat of dominion 

and kingship.
20

The pattern of divine warfare:   

Cycle 1  

Threat (Yamm demands that Baal be his servant) 

Conflict (Between Baal and Yamm) 

Victory (of Baal over Yamm) 

Kingship (of Baal declared) 

House-building (Palace built for Baal, symbolizing his kingship) 

Celebration (of the gods at the Palace of Baal) 

 

Cycle 2 

Threat (Baal’s kingship threatened by Mot) 

Conflict (Between Baal and Mot) 

Victory (of Baal over Mot, though not decisive) 

Kingship (Baal’s kingship is re-established, and he returns to his throne) 

 

The Pattern in Enuma Elish 

 This pattern also determines the structure of the narrative in Enuma elish, 

which appears to contain two cycles, similar to the Baal cycles above.  However, 

the first brief episode relates how the basic powers of the universe came into 

being, while the second, more extended, story tells how the present order of the 

world came about.
21

  In this Babylonian epic,
22

 the older gods Tiamat
23

 and 

Apsu,
24

 who treasured their rest, were disturbed by the raucous behavior of the 

younger gods, to whom they were mother and father.
25

  Apsu could not get them 

to calm down so that Tiamat and Apsu could rest, so he proposed to Tiamat that 

they slay these younger gods.  Tiamat objected to destroying their own offspring, 

                                                 
18 I AB ii.  On Anath, see Walls 1992. 
19 Just how it is that Baal dies and comes back to life is not made clear.  See Smith 1998, 

257-313; Smith 1987, 521-27; Barstad 1984, 150-51. 
20 I AB v-vi. 
21 Jacobsen 1976, 168. 
22 Translation taken from Speiser 1969, 60-72.  For background and textual issues, see 

Lambert 1965, 287-300; Jacobsen 1976, 167-68. 
23 Tiamat is the sea-goddess, specifically the salt water sea (Jacobsen 1968, 105; Heidel 

1963, 3. 
24 Apsu is the primeval sweet-water ocean, the husband of Tiamat (Heidel, 1963, 3). 
25 I, 20-30. 
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but Apsu would not be pacified.  When Ea
26

 heard of the plot of Apsu, he cast a 

spell upon Apsu, putting him to sleep.  He then slew him, building his own 

dwelling upon Apsu.
27

 Ea then gave birth to Marduk
28

 who was endowed with great power, 

becoming ‘the loftiest of the gods’.
29

  Tiamat is again disturbed, apparently by the 

commotion of the gods over Marduk.
30

  This time, a number of the gods in her 

company provoke Tiamat to enter into battle, arguing that she might suffer the 

same fate as Apsu if she does nothing.  Tiamat is aroused with anger and creates a 

variety of demons and other beasts in order to destroy the younger gods.
31

  She 

also appoints Kingu as chief in charge of the battle plan, whom she also appears to 

take as her husband.
32

 When Ea learns of Tiamat’s plans to avenge Apsu, he goes to his 

grandfather Anshu for counsel.
33

  Anshu tells Ea that he must go and slay Tiamat.  

After Ea and then Anu both fail to defeat or pacify Tiamat, the situation appears 

hopeless.
34

  Marduk then promises defeat Tiamat, but will only do so if the 

pantheon of gods grants him absolute supremacy: ‘If I indeed, as your avenger, am 

to vanquish Tiamat and save your lives, set up the Assembly, proclaim supreme 

my destiny!’
35

  The gods agree to grant Marduk ‘kingship over the universe 

entire’, joyfully proclaiming, ‘Marduk is king!’
36

 Marduk then goes to battle against Tiamat and her chief, Kingu.  When he 

first approaches his enemy, Marduk is initially confused and distracted,
37

 at which 

                                                 
26 Ea is the god of magic, and superior in wisdom, who appears to be a leader of some sort 

in the pantheon of the younger gods (Heidel 1963, 5; Jacobsen 1976, 170-71). 
27 I, 60-76. 
28 Marduk is the god of the storm, and thus rain, thunder and lightning (Jacobsen 1968, 

106; Kang 1989, 39). 
29 I, 98. 
30 I, 100-115.  It appears that Tiamat was disturbed by the commotion surrounding the 

celebration of Marduk’s birth, possibly causing a wave to arouse Tiamat from her state of rest 

(Lambert 1992, 2:527; Wakeman 1973, 17). 
31 According to Wakeman, the demonic manifestations to which Tiamat gives birth are 

symbols of disorder and chaos (1973, 17).  
32 I, 127-150. 
33 II, 1-10. 
34 II, 85-92.   
35 II, 123-125.  Frankfort sees Marduk’s behavior here as a threatening power-play (1948, 

220).  It may have been that, though Marduk was young and powerful, he lacked the authority of 

the senior members of the pantheon of the gods, and so obtained unrivalled power through his 

offer to fight Tiamat (Jacobsen 1949, 193). 
36 IV, 20-30. 
37 IV, 67-68. According to Heidel’s translation, Marduk appears to confuse Kingu, 

perhaps with the ‘evil eye’ (Heidel 1963, 8, 39; cf. also Jacobsen 1976, 177).  Wakeman, however, 
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point Tiamat taunts him defiantly.  Marduk comes to his senses and accuses 

Tiamat of seeking to destroy her offspring and granting to Kingu a rank that is not 

rightfully his.
38

  He then challenges Tiamat to do battle.  Tiamat is aroused 

furiously, ‘like one possessed’, and seeks to devour Marduk.  Marduk, however, 

forces Tiamat’s mouth open and shoots an arrow into her belly, cutting through 

her insides and ‘splitting the heart’.
39

  Marduk then crushes Tiamat and out of her 

carcass creates the heavens.
40

 Because Marduk had provided salvation for the gods, they build him the 

temple Esagila.  They also erect for him a stagetower as high as the waters of 

Apsu are deep, so that he can sit in their presence in grandeur.
41

  There is then a 

celebratory feast at which the gods proclaim the fifty names of the exalted god 

Marduk.
42

The pattern of divine warfare: 

Threat (Tiamat threatens to destroy the gods) 

Conflict (Between Marduk and Tiamat) 

Victory (of Marduk over Tiamat) 

Kingship (of Marduk declared by the pantheon of gods) 

House-building (Temple Esagila built by the gods for Marduk) 

Celebration (of a feast of the gods at Esagila) 

 

Examples from the Old Testament 

 The God of Israel is depicted as a victorious warrior throughout the OT, an 

image utilized to celebrate the salvation accomplished by Yahweh on behalf of his 

covenant people.  P. Craigie notes that the imagery of Yahweh as Warrior is 

introduced in Exodus 15, the Song of the Sea, and developed throughout the 

Hebrew Psalter.
43

  Throughout the Psalms Yahweh is portrayed as the Divine 

Warrior who triumphs over all competing forces and who sits enthroned as King 

                                                                                                                                      
supports Speiser’s interpretation, maintaining that Marduk is initially confused by the sight of 

Kingu and Tiamat with her battle company.  She claims that in the dragon battle tradition, it is 

customary for the hero to suffer an initial setback.  Further, in several other cases where the 

paralyzing glance is mentioned, the villain, not the hero, employs it (Wakeman 1973, 18). 
38 IV, 80-83. 
39 IV, 101-102. 
40 IV, 130-146.  Wakeman rightly notes that, though Marduk cuts Tiamat’s carcass in two, 

the text only mentions what Marduk does with one half of it (1973, 18).  It is typically assumed 

that from the other half he creates the earth, but perhaps this is done merely to retain the symmetry.  

For explicit statements of this assumption, see Lambert 1992, 2:527; Heidel 1963, 9; Kramer 1961, 

121. 
41 VI, 49-70. 
42 VI, 71-VII, 144. 
43 Craigie 1972, 143-51. 
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over all creation.  The pattern of divine warfare and accompanying mythological 

imagery underlie many of these texts, as this section will demonstrate.
44

  

Significantly, this pattern provides the framework for a diversity of types of 

psalms, such as those that would have been part of an annual festival celebrating 

the kingship of Yahweh, Zion psalms, and those composed to celebrate the 

ascension of a new human king. 

 

The Song of the Sea: Exodus 15:1-18 

 The Song of the Sea in Exodus 15:1-18 is a hymn celebrating the defeat by 

Yahweh of the Egyptian army at the Re(e)d Sea.
45

  The song is modeled on the 

odes of triumph that greeted victorious kings upon their return in the ANE.
46

  

Scholars disagree as to the role of this song in Israel’s cult, though it was most 

likely part of an antiphonal celebration performed by men and women.
47

  Men 

would sing the song of Moses, with the women singing the refrain in vv. 19-21, 

the so-called Song of Miriam.
48

   

 The subject of the song is the victorious Yahweh, with praise for his 

decisive victory over Pharaoh and the Egyptians dominating the song.  While 

other victory hymns in the OT refer to human leaders of Israel alongside praise of 

Yahweh for granting victory,
49

 this song contains no mention of Moses or any 

other human.  The intensity and frequency of occurrences of the name of Yahweh, 

                                                 
44 Some of the psalms discussed would have been part of an annual festival celebrating 

the kingship of Yahweh, though discussion of this debate will not be engaged here, since it is 

beyond the scope of the present work.  On the debate over the royal cult and the enthronement 

psalms, see Brettler 1989, 125-40; Weltern 1982, 299-310; Rosengren Petersen 1998; Clines 1974, 

22-40; Day 1993, 67-87.  
45 For an analysis of the song as a psalm set within the surrounding narrative context, see 

Watts 1992, 41-62. 
46 Cassuto 1967, 173; Clements 1972, 91; Watts 1957, 371; Brenner 1991, 36. 
47 Sarna 1991, 76.  For further discussion of placement in the cult, see Kugel 1981, 116-

19; Muilenburg 1966, 236-38; Mowinckel 1962, 2:247.  On the view that the Song of Moses is a 

development of the earlier Song of Miriam, see Janzen 1992, 211-20; Coats 1969, 1-17. 
48 Propp 1999, 508; Sarna 1991, 76; Kugel 1981, 116-19.  The song is divided into three 

strophes (vv. 1-6; 7-11; 12-16) with vv. 17-18 serving as an epilogue.  The repetition of certain 

words or phrases mark off the end of each strophe. The two lines in v. 6 begin with the phrase 

‘Your right hand, O Yahweh…’ (… hwhy Ún]ymiy] … hwhy Ún]ymiy]), and v. 11 repeats the question 

‘Who is like you?’ (… hk;moK; ymi … hk;mok;Aymi).  The phrase ‘till … pass by’ (… rbo[Äy'Ad[' … 

rbo[Äy'Ad[') appears twice in the middle of v. 16.  In addition, before these repeated phrases and 

words, there is, in each strophe, a simile (v. 5, ˆb<a;A/mK“, ‘like a stone’; v. 10, tr<p</[K', ‘as lead’; 

v. 16, ˆb<a:K;, ‘as a stone’) (Cassuto 1967, 173).  Propp argues that the structure of the song follows 

the prose account in Exod 1:1-14:31 (1999, 521). 
49 E.g., the Song of Deborah in Judg 5:1-31. 
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especially in the first three verses, further stress that the victory could only be 

attributed to Yahweh.
50

 The song speaks of Yahweh in intimate terms.  In v. 2, Yahweh has 

become ‘my strength’ (yZi[;) and ‘protection’ (tr:m]ziw]).51
  He is ‘my God’ (yli)') 

and ‘my father’s God’ (ybi)f yh'lo)v), phrases that allowed individual Israelites in 

succeeding generations to identify with the confession.
52

 The song claims that the very identity of Yahweh is that he is a warrior.  

According to v. 3, Yahweh is ‘a man of war (hm;j;l]mi vyai), Yahweh is his name’.  

To refer to the name of a deity or a person in the OT was to speak of his very 

character, or his identity.
53

  That Yahweh is a ‘man of war’ is demonstrated in the 

preceding narrative and in the remainder of the song, where his exploits against 

Egypt are recounted. 

 The conflict in the song is between Yahweh and Pharaoh with his army.  

According to some scholars, the mythological motifs in the song indicate that 

Yahweh and the sea must be the respective combatants.  However, the fight is 

taken to the Egyptians by Yahweh at the sea.
54

  Further, the enemy is specified as 

the Egyptians, in vv. 9-10, where their lust for vengeance leads them into the 

Re(e)d Sea.  Though mythical imagery dominates the song, the sea is not 

personified, being merely a weapon in the hands of Yahweh.
55

 Yahweh, in manipulating the sea as a weapon, throws the horse and its 

rider ‘into the sea’ (µY;ba) (v. 1).
56

  In v. 4, Pharaoh’s chariots and army are cast 

‘into the sea’ (µY;ba) and his officers are drowned ‘in the Re(e)d Sea’ (Pw@s-Myab;).  

                                                 
50 Hauser 1987, 267.  Propp notes that, ‘In fact, God’s name is the dominant theme of 

15:1b-18’ (1999, 513). 
51 For a defense of rmz as ‘protection’, see Parker 1971, 373-79; Barré 1992, 623-37; 

Childs 1974, 242; Propp 1999, 513.  Loewenstamm argues that rmz be read as ‘glory’(1969, 464-

70).  He is followed by Good 1970, 358-59. 
52 Propp 1999, 514. 
53 In Exod 34:14, the worship of any god beside Yahweh is forbidden, because ‘Yahweh, 

whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God’.  In 1 Sam 25:25, the character of Nabal as one who is 

foolish is epitomized by his name: ‘for as his name is, so is he.  Nabal is his name and folly is with 

him’. 
54 Cross, 1973, 131-32; Kloos 1986, 151; Wolters 1990, 239. 
55 Admittedly, the mythological motifs are strong, influencing the development of later 

tradition in this direction (Kang 1989, 123-24).  For the development of the tradition in the Psalms, 

see also Gillingham 1999, 19-46; Craigie 1972, 143-51. 
56 On the problematic phrase /bk]row] sWs, see Kloos 1986, 128; Propp 1999, 510; contra 

Brenner 1991, 82-84. 
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‘The deeps’ (tmohot@;) cover the Egyptians, as they go down into ‘the depths’ 

(tlowOcm;bi) like a stone (v. 5).  Yahweh first makes ‘the waters’ (Myima) stand up (v. 

8), and then blows with his breath so that ‘the sea’ (Myf) covers the Egyptians, who 

then sink like lead ‘in the majestic waters’ (Myriyd@I)a Myimab@;) (v. 10).  The sea, far 

from being the enemy of Yahweh in the song, is depicted as both the weapon of 

Yahweh and the theatre of his conflict with the Egyptians. 

 The song ascribes absolute supremacy to Yahweh, emphasizing the 

overwhelming nature of his victory over the Egyptians.  The imagery of the 

chariot and its driver being cast into the sea (v. 1) is quite unexpected and 

somewhat jarring.  Chariot-drivers normally would be overrun or cast to the 

ground from their chariots while sailors would usually be cast into the sea.  The 

imagery here points to the bizarre and awesome nature of the victory of Yahweh.
57

   

Further, the language describing Yahweh’s warring against Egypt is 

vigorous: he ‘flung’ (hm;r;) the chariots of Egypt into the sea (v. 2).
58

  In v. 4, 

Yahweh ‘threw’ (hr;y;) Pharaoh and his officers into the sea.  Propp, noting that 

hr;y; could be read as ‘shot’, detects a variation on the myth from the battle 

between Marduk and Tiamat: ‘instead of subduing the Sea by shooting arrows into 

it, Yahweh subdues Egypt by shooting Egypt itself into the Sea’.
59

 The imagery throughout the song contrasts the loftiness and supreme 

power of Yahweh, and the humiliation and defeat of the Egyptians.  The song 

moves from elevation to depression, featuring the language of rising and falling.  

Egypt progresses downward, from the shore, to the sea, to the underworld, moving 

metaphorically from great military might and glory to ignominious death.  At the 

same time, Israel ascends, from slavery in Egypt, to the sea, to the safe habitation 

of Yahweh’s mountain.  ‘The more imaginative reader might feel the up and down 

of the Sea’s waves.’
60

  Yahweh is ‘highly exalted’ (v. 1), ‘majestic in power’ (v. 

6), and the song extols ‘the greatness of your excellence’ (v. 7).  The Egyptians, 

                                                 
57 Propp 1999, 511. 
58 Clements 1972, 91. 
59 Propp, 1999, 511. 
60 Propp 1999, 510. 
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on the other hand, are ‘hurled into the sea’ (v. 1), where they sink ‘like a stone’ (v. 

5).  They ‘sank like lead’ (v. 10) and ‘the earth swallowed them’ (v. 12).
61

 Because of his defeat of Pharaoh and the Egyptian army, Yahweh is 

proclaimed as king.  The song celebrates that ‘he is highly exalted’ (ha;G; haog;).  

This term in an infinitive absolute, whereby the haog; is duplicated, is commonly 

used in passages alluding to Yahweh’s unique majesty, especially when that 

majesty is vindicated through mighty acts of deliverance and salvation (Deut 

23:26; Ps 68:35; 93:1; Isa 12:5).
62

  In an echo of Enuma elish and the Baal myth, 

v. 11 asks, ‘who is like you among the gods, O Yahweh?’  The song ends with the 

explicit declaration of his kingship in v. 18, declaring that ‘Yahweh will reign 

forever and ever’ (d(ewF Mlf(ol; K7lom;yI hwFhy:). 

 Because Yahweh is king it is only fitting that he construct his temple.  In v. 

17, three parallel phrases are used to speak of Yahweh’s temple.  It is called ‘the 

mountain of your inheritance’ (Út]l;jÄn' rh'Bi), a place ‘for your dwelling’ 

(ÚT]b]vil]), and ‘the sanctuary’ (vd;Q]mi).  Scholars are divided as to whether these 

terms refer to the land of Canaan,
63

 to Jerusalem,
64

 to the Jerusalem Temple,
65

 or 

are arranged in a narrowing sequence, referring respectively to Canaan, Jerusalem, 

and the Temple.
66

  They are most likely parallel expressions referring to 

Jerusalem, understood as Zion, the holy mountain of Yahweh, and the temple in 

which Yahweh sits on his throne.  While ‘the mountain of your inheritance’ could 

be taken to refer to the hill country of Palestine,
67

 it more probably refers to 

Mount Zion, on which the temple of Yahweh stood.  This is clear from a number 

of similar names referring to Zaphon, the mountain on which the temple of Baal 

was located.
68

  In the text of the Baal Cycles, it is called ‘my mountain, divine 

Zaphon, . . . the sanctuary, mount of my portion . . . the hill which I possess’.
69

                                                 
61 On the earth as metaphor for the grave, see Wifall 1980, 325-32. 
62 Smith and Hamilton 1997, 1:787. 
63 Noth 1962, 126; Cassuto 1967, 177.  A strong argument for this position comes from 

the connection between ‘the territory/border of your holiness’ (wO#$d:qf lw%bg%:), referring to Canaan, 

and ‘this mountain (hze-rha) which his right hand had gained’ (McCurley 1983, 150).   
64 Day 1985, 98-100. 
65 Clements 1972, 92. 
66 Davies 1967, 130; Muilenburg 1966, 249. 
67 Hyatt 1971, 168. 
68 Sarna 1991, 82; Bozeman 1996, 156-57. 
69 V AB C 26-27 (Ginsberg 1969, 136).   
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 The pattern of divine warfare: 

Conflict – between Yahweh and Egypt (Pharaoh) 

Theophany – nature convulses at the appearance of the Divine Warrior (v.  

8)  

Victory – of Yahweh over the Egyptian army 

Kingship – of Yahweh declared as a result of his victory 

House-building – the Temple in Jerusalem is to be Yahweh’s throne 

 

Psalm 29 

Psalm 29 begins with a call to worship Yahweh (vv. 1-2).
70

  The earthly 

congregation gathered at the temple in Jerusalem calls out to the ‘sons of god’ 

(µyliaE yneB]) in the heavens to worship and ascribe glory to Yahweh.
71

  The phrase 

µyliaE yneB] refers to the divine assembly, those angelic beings who serve before 

the heavenly throne of the Most High God.
72

  In the Ugaritic texts, the same 

phrase is used to refer to the minor gods who were the offspring of El, and who 

formed the pantheon of which he was the head.  In the OT, however, it functions 

within a monotheistic framework, referring to the members of the court of 

Yahweh who do his bidding.
73

The ‘sons of god’ are called upon to give to Yahweh the glory (d/bK;) that 

is due him in light of his awesome appearance (v. 2).  It is difficult to determine if 

                                                 
70 The origin of Psalm 29 has occasioned no small amount of debate.  In 1936, H. L. 

Ginsberg argued that the psalm has a Phoenician origin, entering the Hebrew Psalter after 

appropriate adaptation (1936, 472-76).  A radical strand of this viewpoint maintains that the 

substitution of the name of Yahweh for Baal was the only change made from the original (Seybold 

1980, 212).  Ginsberg’s argument was based on a number of similarities, which, when taken as a 

whole, present a fairly strong cumulative case.  His hypothesis has proved influential and has been 

followed by a number of scholars (Dahood 1965, 175; Greenstein 1992, 49; Cross 1973, 151-52).  

O. Loretz, on the other hand, argues that the psalm is not a unity but that three ancient traditions 

have been adapted and combined.  Verses 1-2 and 9c find their origin in a tradition about El, while 

two traditions about Baal make up the rest of the contents of the psalm (vv. 3-9a; vv. 10-11) 

(1984).  There is good reason, however, to view this psalm as a unity and as an original 

composition in praise of Yahweh.  While the imagery employed in the psalm is taken from the 

ANE and has parallels in Ugaritic literature, ‘caution should nevertheless be expressed against an 

overly simplistic interpretation of that evidence’ (Klingbeil 1999, 99).  A number of parallels upon 

which Ginsberg based his hypothesis have been shown to be more supposed than real in light of 

more recent scholarship (Klingbeil 1999, 99; cf. also Kloos, 1986, 98-112).  Furthermore, the unity 

of the psalm has been demonstrated by a number of structural studies (Freedman and Hyland 1973, 

256; Klingbeil 1999, 94).  Thus, while it is obvious that the psalm contains elements common to 

the surrounding cultural milieu, it also appears that they have been reworked and filled with new 

content resulting in an original composition (Klingbeil 1999, 99; Craigie 1972, 143-51; Margulis 

1970, 332-48). 
71 Eaton 1967, 89;  
72 Broyles 1999, 152; Weiser 1962, 262; Rogerson and McKay, 1977, 130. 
73 Dahood 1965, 175; Craigie 1983, 246. 
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vd<qoAtr'd]h'B] refers to the clothing of the worshipers (‘in holy array’)
74

—whether 

in the earthly or heavenly temple—or to the glorious appearance of Yahweh (‘in 

the splendor of his holiness’).
75

  The latter is more consistent within the context of 

a ‘theophany psalm’, since the powerful storm that provides the occasion of the 

psalm is understood as the appearance of Yahweh in his glory.
76

   

The main section of the psalm, comprising vv. 3-9, speaks about the voice 

of Yahweh and its effects upon nature.  The imagery is of a thunderstorm forming 

and developing over the Mediterranean Sea and then moving inland,
77

 and the 

psalm abounds with allusions to the mythological battle and victory over the 

forces of chaos.   

The central section opens with the ‘voice’  (l/q) of Yahweh ‘upon the 

waters’ (µyiM;h'Al[') (v. 3).  The thunderstorm calls to mind the mastery of 

Yahweh over Yamm, the sea god who threatened the stability of life in the ANE.  

In 3b, Yahweh ‘thunders’ (µy[ir]hi) and takes his position ‘over the mighty 

waters’ (µyBir' µyim'Al[') (3c).  This scene portrays Yahweh’s superiority over 

Yamm, emphasizing that, just as at the Re(e)d Sea event, the sea is not a rival to 

Yahweh, but merely a tool of conquest in his hand.
78

Verse 4 describes the voice of Yahweh as ‘powerful’ (t'KoB') and ‘majestic’ 

(rd:h:B<).  Verses 5-6 elaborate on this description by noting the effects of his 

voice on the symbols of power and strength from the north.  The voice of Yahweh 

demolishes the ‘cedars of Lebanon’, trees that were specially noted for their 

strength and durability.
79

  The great and immovable mountains of Lebanon are 

made to ‘skip like a lamb’ at the sound of his voice. 

Though it appears that in v. 7 the voice of Yahweh is being compared to 

lightning and its effects, the phraseology is difficult.  bxejo typically is not 

connected with lightning bolts, but used as a technical term for the hewing of 

                                                 
74 Eaton 1967, 89; Oesterley 1939, 201. 
75 Dahood 1965, 176; Broyles 1999, 152; Anderson 1972, 1:234-35. 
76 Weiser 1962, 260; Hanson 1979, 307; Niehaus 1997, 4:1247-50. 
77 Klingbeil 1999, 95. 
78 Craigie 1983, 247; Mays 1985, 62. 
79 Anderson 1972, 1:236.  Dahood notes that when the palace of Baal was to be built, 

workers repaired ‘to Lebanon and its timbers, to Shirion and its choicest cedars’ (UT, 51:VI;20-21) 

(1965, 178). 
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stone, metal, or wood.
80

  Greenstein prefers to solve the problem by emending the 

MT, reading wyxj instead of bxj and thus rendering v. 7, ‘Hark! YHWH—his 

arrows are flames of fire!’
81

  Klingbeil, however, notes that, ‘the transition from b 

to w, viz., wy is unlikely in early Hebrew’.  He argues that bxj is the effect of 

God’s voice upon the rocky mountains.  It has such an impact that it creates sparks 

like a firestone causing flames of fire.
82

  However the phrase is understood, the 

imagery is that of the Divine Warrior, who is commonly depicted in the ANE as 

wielding lightning as a weapon.
83

 The storm continues to move inland, where its effects are seen upon the 

‘desert/wilderness of Kadesh’ (vodeq: rB'd]mi) (v. 8), and felt by both plants and 

animals (v. 9).
84

  The voice of Yahweh strikes with such force that animals are 

startled into giving premature birth, just as it rips through forests, stripping them 

bare (v. 9).
85

  The thundering voice of Yahweh also elicits the ecstatic cry of 

‘glory!’ to go up from those in the heavenly temple (9c).
86

  This is the fulfillment 

of the call in vv. 1-2.
87

The closing section of the psalm (vv. 10-11) emphasizes the eternal 

(µl;/[l]) and universal kingship of Yahweh.  He reigns as sovereign over all 

competing forces, even the dark and threatening forces of chaos.  Picking up the 

imagery from v. 3, v. 10a pictures Yahweh as sitting enthroned ‘over the flood’ 

(lNBM'l'), an allusion to the flood account in Genesis 6, where Yahweh 

                                                 
80 Greenstein 1992, 50. 
81 Greenstein 1992, 56. 
82 Klingbeil 1999, 86. 
83 Craigie 1983, 248. 
84 While most scholars agree that there is some mythological connotation present, the 

precise geographical identification of the desert has been a matter of some debate (Seybold 1980, 

211).  The two main options are the desert of Kadesh in the south, and the Kadesh on the Orontes 

in the north.  Though a southern locale might provide a note of completion to the overall 

geographical descriptions in the psalm, the northern location seems to be in view, since it is nearer 

to the other places mentioned and provides continuity with the imagery of the storm moving inland 

from off the Sea (Dahood 1965, 178; Cross 1973, 154; Klingbeil 1999, 96). 
85 Because of the supposed oddity of a reference to ‘hinds’ in this context, some have 

proposed reading t/lY;a' as from hla, ‘mighty tree, oak’ (Briggs 1906, 253-54; Anderson 1972, 

1:237-38; Domeris 1997, 901).  This would yield the reading, ‘makes the oaks to whirl/twist’, 

providing a more sensible parallel with 9a.  It appears preferable, however, to read ‘hinds’ here, so 

that the effect of the voice of Yahweh is felt by the botanical world as well as by animals 

(Klingbeil 1999, 87; Rogerson and McKay 1977, 131). 
86 Rogerson and McKay 1977, 131. 
87 Weiser 1962, 264; Mays 1994b, 63. 
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manipulated the waters for his own purposes in judgment.
 88

  Even when the 

forces of the flood were used for destruction, ‘Yamm’ was still only a tool in the 

hand of Yahweh.  Finally, the psalm proclaims that ‘Yahweh sits as king forever’ 

(MlfwO(l; K7leme hwFhy: b#$ey%'wA) (v. 10b), and because of his sovereign rule, he can 

guarantee ‘peace’ (MwOl#$f) (11b) for his people, just as he gives them his ‘strength’ 

(11a). 

The pattern of divine warfare: 

Conflict-Victory (vv. 3-9) 

Victory shout (v. 9b) 

 Kingship (v. 10) 

 Housebuilding (worship of Yahweh in his temple) (vv. 9c-10) 

 Celebration (vv. 1-2, 9c) 

Blessing (provision of peace and giving of strength to the people) (vv. 10- 

11)  

 

Psalm 68:12-24 

 The interpretive difficulties that Psalm 68 presents are almost legendary.
89

  

The psalm contains more than fifteen hapax legomena as well as about two dozen 

words that are used less than twenty times in the MT, half of which occur less than 

ten times.
90

  Such difficulties led W. F. Albright to propose that the psalm 

consisted of a collection of incipits, or first-line headings to a number of psalms, 

serving as something of an index for the Hebrew Psalter.
91

  Albright’s thesis has 

not met with general acceptance,
92

 and the unity of the psalm has been defended 

by a number of scholars.
93

   

 The present investigation will focus on the central portion of the psalm, vv. 

12-24, which depict Yahweh as cosmic king and as victorious Divine Warrior, and 

which has an intense collection of warfare imagery.
94

  It presents the conquest of 

Canaan in mythological terms, depicting Yahweh, the Divine Warrior, proceeding 

                                                 
88 Grisanti 1997, 2:836-37; Craigie 1983, 249; Klingbeil 199, 96. 
89 ‘There is hardly another song in the Psalter which in its corrupt text and its lack of 

coherence precipitates such serious problems for the interpreter as Psalm 68’ (Kraus 1989, 2:47). 
90 Tate 1990, 170. 
91 Albright 1950, 1-39. 
92 For a history of interpretation of the psalm see Gray 1977b, 2-8; Kraus 1989, 2:47-51. 
93 Klingbeil 1999, 122; Tate 1990, 172-73; Fokkelman 1990, 75. 
94 Hanson detects three ‘cycles’ of the pattern of divine warfare throughout the psalm 

(1979, 306). 
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from Sinai to his dwelling place on Zion, vanquishing his foes, both cosmic and 

earthly.
95

Verses 12-15 recall the victory of Sisera over the kings of Canaan who 

were gathered against him (Judg 5:19).
96

  The victory was effected by divine 

decree after Yahweh
97

 had given the ‘word’ (rm<ao).98
  At his command the kings 

and their armies fled in fear.  In vv. 12, 13a, the word ‘hosts/armies’ (ab;x;) 

appears twice, referring to the great host of those who spread the good news of the 

victory (12b) and to the armies of the kings (13a).  This double reference 

emphasizes the great contrast between the fleeing kings and the exalted and 

victorious ‘Yahweh of hosts’.
99

The reference to women who divide up the spoils of war (v. 13b) is an 

allusion to the mother of Sisera with her maidens, who imagine the spoils of war 

being divided between the victors (Judg 5:30).
100

  The imagery of verse 14 is 

notoriously difficult, but it most likely denotes the achievement of victory by 

Yahweh without the aid of the full contingent of the tribes of Israel.
101

According to v. 15, the scattering of the kings by ‘Shaddai’
102

 is illustrated 

by the snow falling on Mount Zalmon.  This mountain is most likely identified 

with Jebel ed-Druz, a mountain located near Bashan which has peaks more than 

6000 feet high and on which snow falls in winter.
103

  The rock of that mountain 

has a dark appearance (µlx, ‘to grow black’), so that the snow falling on the 

                                                 
95 Broyles 1999, 282; Dahood 1968, 133. 
96 Kraus 1989, 2:52. 
97 yn;doaÄ is used here.  This divine name occurs six times in the psalm (vv. 12, 18, 20, 21, 

23, 33) and carries connotations of universal lordship and kingship, designating Yahweh as the 

king of heaven (Klingbeil 1999, 128; Eissfeldt 1974, 1:63; Tate 1990, 164). 
98 The exact force of rm<ao is difficult to determine.  It can refer to spoken words, so that 

Yahweh can be depicted as releasing the ‘news’ of the victory, spreading it abroad (Kidner 1973, 

1:240).  Less likely is that it refers to the ‘thunder’ of Yahweh, alluding to his theophany as the 

Divine Warrior (Weiser 1962, 486).  It can also be taken to refer to the ‘command’ or ‘decree’ of 

Yahweh, so that at his command, the victory is achieved.  While the broad possibilities leave open 

varied shades of meaning, the third option is most likely in view (cf. Tate 1990, 178).   
99 Anderson 1972, 1:488. 
100 Kidner 1973, 1:240 
101 Anderson 1972, 1:489; Tate 1990, 178. 
102 This divine name occurs mainly in the patriarchal narratives (Gen 17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 

43:14; 48:3; 49:25), and in Job, where it is found 31 out of a total of 48 appearances in the OT.  

The term carries connotations of the God of Israel as ruler of all creation, especially in contrast to 

the claims of all other gods (Klingbeil 1999, 127; Kraus 1986, 25).   
103 Tate 1990, 166. 
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mountain and covering it with a blanket of white pictures the complete destruction 

by Yahweh of his enemies.
104

The central portion of the psalm (vv. 16-19) depicts the procession of the 

victorious Yahweh to Zion, his heavenly temple-mountain where he will dwell as 

supreme king over his vanquished foes. 

Yahweh has chosen Zion for his eternal abode, which causes the majestic 

mountains of Bashan to ‘look with envy’ (ˆWdX]]r'T]).105
  The superior beauty and 

stature of the mountains of Bashan is exaggerated by the five-fold repetition of 

rh'.  The mountains of Bashan are ‘many-peaked’ (µyNinub]G') as well as being the 

dwelling place of the gods (v. 16).
106

  Zion has nothing to offer by way of lofty 

appearance, but in spite of the impressive stature of the great mountains of 

Bashan, God has desired Zion for his eternal dwelling place.  The independent 

colon in v. 17c stands out as perhaps the most significant statement in the psalm: 

‘Yahweh will dwell there forever’ (jx'n<l; ˆKov]yi hw;hy]Aπa').107

The imagery in v. 18 is of the entourage that accompanies the victorious 

Divine Warrior as he continues his procession to his heavenly throne.  Kingship 

and warrior motifs converge in v. 18a, where Yahweh is depicted as the king of 

heaven, accompanied by thousands of ‘chariots of God’ (µyhiloa$ bk<r<) along 

with thousands of the angelic host.
108

  The final phrase in v. 18 (vd<QoB' yn'ysi) 

portrays Yahweh triumphantly making his way from Sinai to Canaan and into the 

temple on Zion.
109

                                                 
104 Klingbeil 1999, 132; Gray 1977b, 16. 
105 ‘Bashan’ and the ‘mountains of Bashan’ refer to Mt. Hermon and to the mountainous 

plateau which extends from it to the Yarmuk river (Klingbeil 1999, 127). 
106 µyhiloa$Arh' should be read as ‘mountain of the gods’ instead of the ‘mountain of 

God’.  Mt. Hermon was known as the mountain of the gods in Canaanite religion.  Interestingly, in 

1 Enoch 6:6, it is on Mt. Hermon that the sons of God descended when they came to have sexual 

relations with the daughters of men (Day 1985, 116-17). 
107 Tate 1990, 180-81. 
108 Kraus 1989, 2:53.  ˆa:n]vi ypel]a' provides another difficulty.  Tate omits the a and on 

the basis of dittography reads ˆnv, which is taken to be equivalent to the Ugaritic tnn, referring to a 

‘class of archers/warriors who accompanied the chariots’ (1990, 166).  Klingbeil, however, retains 

the MT and reads the term as ‘the bright ones’ referring to the angelic host (1999, 124). 
109 The phrase vd<QoB' yn'ysi is difficult to determine, though Klingbeil’s rendering (‘has 

come from Sinai into the sanctuary’) is favored because of the consideration that ‘Sinai’ is always 

a geographical term in the OT (Klingbeil 1999, 123; contra Tate 1990, 181; Kidner 1973, 1:241-

42). 
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In v. 19, Yahweh ‘ascends’ (t;yli[;) triumphantly to the ‘heights’ (µ/rM;l') 

of his heavenly throne and as he does so, he leads a procession of his vanquished 

enemies (ybiV< t;ybiv;, ‘you took captive captives’).
110

  The image is a familiar one 

in the ANE—that of a victorious king as he returns to his land leading the 

procession of prisoners of war and receiving tribute from his people.
111

  Now that 

Yahweh (Hy; in 19b) has conquered his foes and is seated upon his heavenly 

throne, even his enemies who are in rebellion (µyrir]/s) against him are ready to 

acknowledge his rule. 

The triumphant king has ascended his throne and receives the praise of his 

people in vv. 20-24.  The psalmist calls on the people to praise the exalted God 

(yn;doa}) ‘day after day’ (µ/y µ/y) (v. 20a).
112

  He is praised as the ‘God of our 

salvation’ (Wnte[;Wvy] laeh;) and as being a ‘God of deliverances’ (t/[v;/ml] lae) 

(vv. 20b, 21a).   

Verses 21-24 praise Yahweh because he is supreme over all cosmic and 

earthly forces.  He is exalted over the power of death, for ‘to Yahweh Adonai’ 

(yn;doa} hwhylew]) belong the ‘out-goings from death’ (t/ax;/T tw<M;l').  Whether or 

not there is a reference here to the mythological figure ‘Mot’, god of the 

underworld and of death,
113

 Yahweh’s supremacy over life and death is absolute. 

Yahweh is exalted over the gods who dwell on Bashan as well as ‘Yamm’ 

the ominous and fearsome god of the sea.  If the kings who have fled from 

Yahweh (v. 13) seek to hide in the ‘mountain of the gods’, this will prove no safe 

harbor from the arm of Yahweh.
114

  Neither will they be able to find safety in the 

seas, for he will be able to ‘bring them back’ (byvia;) to face judgment.
115

  

                                                 
110 Dahood 1968, 143. 
111 See Isserlin for discussion of a 12th century ivory plaque from Megiddo which depicts 

‘a victorious ruler returning in triumph, preceded by music and followed by captives led along, 

while on the left he is shown having taken his seat on the royal throne’ (1971, 5). 
112 Dahood 1968, 143. 
113 Tate (1990, 181) sees a reference to Mot here, while Klingbeil (1999, 134) downplays 

the mythological elements of the psalm. 
114 Dahood claims that this appearance of ˆv;B;mi ought to be read without the preceding m 

and identified with Ugaritic b n, another name for Leviathan (1968, 145).  However, the 

appearance of ‘Bashan’ here is most likely equivalent to that in v. 17, the ‘mountain of the gods’.  

‘Bashan’ and the depths of the sea represent the two extremes to which the enemies of Yahweh 

might flee, and from which he has the power to capture and destroy them (Day 1985, 118). 
115 Fokkelman 1990, 79. 
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Yahweh’s supreme exaltation over all cosmic enemies is emphasized, since not 

even these great forces can provide protection to his earthly enemies. 

 In Ps 68:12-24, Yahweh the victorious Warrior leads the procession to his 

heavenly throne after vanquishing his foes in the conquest of Canaan.  He has 

demonstrated his exalted position as king of heaven by his victories over his 

enemies—earthly and cosmic—and now he dwells eternally on his heavenly 

throne. 

 The pattern of divine warfare: 

 Conflict-Victory (vv. 12-15, 21-24) 

 Kingship (v. 19) 

 Procession (v. 19) 

 Housebuilding (Yahweh ascends his throne) (vv. 16-19) 

 Celebration (Yahweh receives the praise of his people) (vv. 20-21) 

 

Psalm 110 

Psalm 110 is included here because of the combination of kingship and 

divine warfare imagery within it, as well as the important role it plays in 

Ephesians.
116

  The psalm consists of two oracles, the first in vv. 1-3, the second in 

vv. 4-7.  Each is preceded by a formula that typically introduces prophetic 

oracles.
117

 The first oracle is introduced by the phrase hwFhy; M)un: (‘the oracle of 

Yahweh’) and addresses the Davidic king, designated as ynido)la (‘[to] my lord’).  

The king is told to sit at the right hand (yniymiyli) of Yahweh, which is a position of 

honour.  The imagery depicts the king ruling as the direct appointee of Yahweh, 

having Yahweh’s authority conferred on him.
118

 The king is then told what Yahweh will do for him in vv. 1b-3.  Yahweh 

will subjugate kings and nations to his appointed king.
119

  He will make the 

enemies of the king a ‘stool for his feet’ (Úyleg:ral; Mdhj), which is an image of 

                                                 
116 For discussion of issues related to dating and occasion, see Kraus 1989, 2:346-47; 

Bowker 1967, 31-41; Eaton 1986, 124-25.  The psalm was most likely was used at the coronation 

of the Davidic kings and spoken by a prophet, but there is little agreement among scholars beyond 

this (Broyles 1999, 414; Eaton 1986, 124-25). 
117 Mays 1994a, 350; Weiser 1963, 693. 
118 VanGemeren 1991, 5:696-97; Dahood 1970, 114. 
119 The activity of Yahweh is emphasized here, as he acts alone on behalf of the king 

(Allen 1983, 86). 
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submission in the ancient world (v. 1b).
120

  Yahweh gives universal dominion to 

his king as he sends forth the king’s scepter (ÚZ]][ÄhFem') from Zion.
121

  Here 

again, the stress is on Yahweh waging warfare on behalf of the king.  The 

imperative ‘rule’ (hder]) indicates the decree of Yahweh that his king will have 

dominion from Zion ‘in the midst of your foes’ (Úyb,y]a br,q,B]) (v. 2b).
122

 In v. 3a, the peoples’ glad volunteering behind the king for battle on ‘the 

day of his strength’ (Úl,yje µwyB]) is a gift of Yahweh.
123

  The text of 3b is 

notoriously difficult and each phrase is highly disputed.  It may be a description of 

the hosts who have volunteered in support of the king,
124

 a description of the glory 

of the king,
125

 or an elaboration of the sonship of the king to Yahweh.
126

  Brown’s 

rendering conveys a ‘sense of directed movement’ so that the king ‘is commanded 

to go forth from the womb toward the dawn, suggesting perhaps a rite of passage’ 

in the coronation liturgy: 

In holy splendor, out of the womb, towards the dawn go forth!   

Like [the] dew, I have begotten you.
127

   

 

 The second oracle opens with the phrase hw:hy] [B'v]ni (‘Yahweh has 

sworn’), which is strengthened by the pledge that he µjeN;yi aOlw] (‘and will not 

change his mind’) (v. 4a).  He solemnly confers on the Davidic king the office of 

priest.  This priesthood, however, is not an inherited one, but is more like 

                                                 
120 ‘Egyptian representations show the pharaoh with his feet on a footstool, depicting 

enemies or even enemies serving as footstools themselves’ (Cornelius 1997, 1:1011).  Originally, a 

victorious king placed his feet on the necks of his vanquished foes (cf. Josh 10:24; 1 Kgs 5:3; Isa 

51:23), from which practice arose the idiom ‘to make one’s enemy one’s footstool’ (VanGemeren 

1991, 5:697). 
121 Booij 1991, 397. 
122 Anderson 1972, 2:769. 
123 There is a slight allusion to the Song of Deborah, where the ‘people offered themselves 

willingly’ (Judg 5:2) (Kidner 1975, 2:394). 
124 VanGemeren 1991, 5:697-98; Allen 1983, 86. 
125 Brown 1998, 96. 
126 Kraus 1989, 2:346; Broyles 1999, 414-15; Eaton 1967, 261-62. 
127 Brown 1998, 95-96.  In v. 3b, Brown opposes the emendation of yrdhb (‘in 

splendor’) to yrrhb (‘on the mountains’), arguing that the Masoretic text is the more difficult 

reading morphologically, though he admits that the exact force of rdh is elusive (96).  He retains 

the Masoretic consonants rjvm and assumes a preposition, thus rj'V'mi, with the preposition nmi 
indicating ‘the place or direction in which something is to be found, in this case the dawn’ (94).  

He proposes a slight emendation of the consonants of lf' Úl] to either lf'K] Ële or lF'K' Ële (‘go 

forth like [the] dew’) assuming an early corruption due to haplography, thus losing the second 

kaph (95-96).  The final word of the line he repoints ÚyTid]liy] (‘I have begotten you’), as is 

commonly suggested (95). 

 26



Melchizedek’s (qd<x<AyKil]m' ytir;b]DiAl[', ‘after the order/on the model of 

Melchizedek’), which was conferred on him by an oath.
128

 Divine warfare imagery fills verses 5-7, as Yahweh goes to war in order to 

bring the whole earth (hb%fra CrE)e, v. 6b) under submission to his king.
129

  In a 

shift of imagery from the throne to the battlefield, Yahweh is now at the ‘right 

hand’ of the king, fighting on his behalf.  Yahweh is referred to here as ynFdo)j 

(‘Adonai’), which was used of the king in v. 1, emphasizing the unity of their 

efforts and the closeness of the Davidic king to Yahweh.
130

   

 There is a shift within vv. 5-7 from second to third person, raising the issue 

of who is being addressed.  Some see Yahweh as addressee in vv. 5-7, so that he 

carries out the destruction of the king’s enemies for him.
131

  Yet Gilbert and 

Pisano have argued convincingly that the Davidic king is in view throughout vv. 

5-7.  In v. 5a, the prophet addresses himself to the king as he is about to undertake 

the conquest spoken of in vv. 1-2.  The prophet assures him of the assistance of 

Yahweh (‘the Lord is at your right hand’).  Then, in vv. 5b-7, the prophet turns to 

a vision of the future as the king carries out the battle.  He still is referring to the 

Davidic king, but now in the third person.
132

 The destruction and judgment carried out by the king is recorded in vv. 6-

7.  The king ‘shatters’ (Cxamf) enemy kings (5b) as well as the ‘chief men’ (vaOr) 

of enemy nations (6b).  The graphic imagery of v. 6a depicts the king carrying out 

the judgment of Yahweh, as he ‘fills’ the nations ‘with corpses’ (t/Ywig] alem;).  

The scope of the dominion and victory gained by the king—assisted by Yahweh—

is world-wide, as v. 6b notes (hB;r' Cr<a<Al[', ‘over a broad earth’).
133

 According to v. 7, the king will ‘drink from a brook by the way’ (hT,v]yi 

Ër<D<B' lj'N'mi).  Because of this drink (ˆKeAl[', ‘therefore’), the king ‘will lift his 

head’ (vaOr µyriy;) in triumph.  This enigmatic reference may be to a ceremonial 

drink that the king would have taken at his coronation, or it may refer to a drink of 

                                                 
128 Paul 1987, 209; Allen 1983, 81. 
129 Booij 1991, 403. 
130 Allen 1983, 86. 
131 Allen 1983, 87; Kraus 1989, 2:351-52. 
132 Gilbert and Pisano 1980, 349. 
133 Booij 1991, 404. 
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refreshment that the king takes during the battle.  Either way, it appears to signify 

the king’s confidence in Yahweh and his being strengthened by him.
134

 In Psalm 110, Yahweh promises to give universal dominion to the Davidic 

king, who is installed as Yahweh’s vice-regent in Zion.  Yahweh’s ultimate 

kingship—lying behind the authority of the earthly king—is demonstrated in his 

ability to carry this out, to make his king’s enemies a stool for his feet.  As the 

king goes to war, he is guaranteed victory, since Yahweh the Divine Warrior is at 

his side, fighting for him.   

 The pattern of divine warfare: 

 Kingship (vv. 1-2) 

 Housebuilding (the king will reign in Zion) (v. 2) 

 Conflict-Victory (vv. 5-7) 

 Celebration (v. 3) 

 

Examples from Texts Related to Asia Minor 

We have seen thus far that the pattern of divine warfare was common in 

the ANE and appears throughout the OT.  In our final section, we will 

demonstrate that there was also a vibrant awareness of this mythology in Asia 

Minor in the first century, since it is widely agreed that though Ephesians may not 

have been addressed to Ephesus, its destination was almost certainly somewhere 

in Asia.
135

   While there are a number of NT texts we could bring to bear in this 

effort,
136

 we will focus on the appearance of the pattern in the Book of Revelation, 

which was addressed to a number of different churches throughout Asia Minor, 

such as Ephesus (Rev 2:1-7) and Laodicea (3:14-22), the two cities most 

commonly linked with the letter known as Ephesians.  That the author of 

Revelation could be confident that the utilization of this myth would have 

resonated strongly with his readers in Asia is a valid assumption in light of the 

appearance of the myth on the central religious temple in Pergamon, the outer 

frieze of the Great Altar.  Significantly, the church in Pergamon is one of the 

churches addressed by the author of Revelation (2:12-17), so that they certainly 

would have understood the author’s employment of the combat myth.  Further, 

                                                 
134 VanGemeren 1991, 5:699; Booij 1991, 404-405. 
135 Best 1993, 15; Muddiman 2001, 34-36; Van Kooten 2003, 1-3; Schwindt 2002, 55-62. 
136 The divine combat myth is also utilized in other portions of the NT.  For its use in John 

5 see Huie-Jolly 1997, 191-217.  For its utilization throughout the Gospels, see Longman and Reid 

1995, 91-135. 
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that familiarity with the combat myth would have extended beyond Pergamon to 

other cities in Asia Minor is clear from the high level of contact between the cities 

in this region.
137

  In this section, therefore, we will examine the pattern of divine 

warfare as it appears in the Book of Revelation and the outer frieze of the Great 

Altar of Pergamon. 

 

Revelation 6:9-7:17 

 The Book of Revelation is an apocalyptic text written in the last decade of 

the first century.  In it, John the seer beholds a series of eschatological visions in 

which the purposes and activities of God in history are revealed in order to bring 

comfort to the followers of Jesus who are suffering persecution at the hands of the 

Roman Empire, and to warn against compromise with this evil world system. 

 Revelation 6 initiates a new section in the book, the breaking of the seven 

seals, the first four of which are broken in 6:1-8.  With the breaking of the fifth 

seal by the Lamb in v. 9, a new perspective is introduced, and the threatening 

situation is developed (6:9-11).
138

  John sees the souls of those who had been 

martyred under the altar, which represents their being protected by God under his 

heavenly throne.
139

  In a scene which has a number of parallels to other 

apocalyptic texts, the souls of the martyrs cry out to God to vindicate their deaths 

and to come in his eschatological judgment.
140

  The martyrs are given white robes, 

symbolizing their purity and their vindication as righteous by God, regardless of 

the verdict which the world may have rendered against them.
141

  They are then 

told to wait until the full number of martyrs has been completed, indicating that 

the persecution is not only ongoing, but will continue. 

 In 6:12-17, John sees the Lamb break open the sixth seal which unleashes 

an earthquake followed by further cosmic upheaval indicating the appearance of 

God to conduct holy war.
142

  The symbolism contained in this passage is drawn 

from a variety of OT texts, most of which refer to Yahweh as the Divine Warrior 

                                                 
137 Cf. Kampmann’s study of homonoia pacts between the cities of Asia Minor (1998, 

373-93). 
138 Yarbro Collins 1976, 217. 
139 Beale 1999, 391; Aune 1998, 424. 
140 Roloff 1993, 89; Bauckham 1993a, 48-56.  ‘Inhabitants of the earth’ designates the 

enemies of Christ throughout the book of Revelation (3:10; 6:10; 8:13; 11:10 [2x]; 13:8, 14 [2x]) 

(Aune 1998, 410; Harrington 1993, 93). 
141 Caird 1966, 101; Beasley-Murray 1974, 136.  Contra Murphy 1998, 211. 
142 Bauckham 1993a, 199; Sweet 1979, 145. 
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judging sinful nations by sending one nation to defeat another (Isa 13:10-13; 34:4; 

Ezek 32:6-8; Joel 2:10, 30-31; 3:15-16; Hab 3:6-11).
143

  In response, all of 

mankind, regardless of class (v. 15) flees to escape ‘the presence of him who sits 

on the throne and from wrath of the Lamb’ (v. 16).
144

 The conflict and victory of the saints is portrayed in 7:1-12.  Verses 4-8 

describe those who receive the seal—tou<v dou>louv tou~ qeou~ hJmw~n (‘the slaves 

of our God’ v. 3)—as an army ready to conduct holy war.
145

  This battle is fought 

in an ironic manner, however, in that victory is achieved by maintaining their faith 

through suffering and death.
146

  The victory is announced in v. 9 as those who 

were sealed are now seen standing before the throne of the Lamb wearing the 

white robes of victory and vindication, and waving palm branches, a symbol of 

triumph over an enemy.
147

  A shout goes up from the great multitude in v. 10, 

ascribing the victory (swthri>a) to the Divine Warrior, a scene which is typical of 

the holy war tradition.
148

  This is followed by the angels, the elders and the four 

living creatures giving praise to God for his supreme power (vv. 11-12). 

 These ascriptions of praise are followed by the worship and celebration of 

the people of God in his temple (vv. 13-17).  God is exalted on his throne after his 

triumph and his people now ‘serve him day and night’ while he spreads ‘his 

tabernacle over them’.  The imagery is that of the Feast of Tabernacles which 

celebrated the joy of the presence of God and his protection of Israel in the 

wilderness.
149

  The celebration here is for the protection of God through the 

tribulation of persecution.
150

  Just as the worshipers gathered at the temple were 

blessed by Yahweh (e.g., Pss 24:5; 29:11), so too God blesses those who worship 

him and who have been faithful, triumphing through the persecution (vv. 16-

17).
151

 

                                                 
143 Beale 1999, 397. 
144 In a passage which highlights the paradoxical nature of the victory of the martyrs, 

Harrington points out the deliberate paradox of the phrase ‘the wrath of the Lamb’ (1993, 96). 
145 Bauckham 1993a, 216; Beale 1999, 422.  The sealing (sfragi>zw, vv. 3, 4, 5, 8) is the 

mark of ownership and protection by God (Bauckham 1993a, 216; Schüssler Fiorenza 1991, 66). 
146 Beale 1999, 423. 
147 Beasley-Murray 1974, 145-46; Harrington 1993, 100. 
148 Bauckham 1993a, 226.  The term swthri>a has the meaning ‘deliverance, victory’, 

which  often denotes eschatological victory in Revelation (Aune 1998, 470). 
149 Sweet 1979, 151. 
150 Caird 1966, 100. 
151 Contra Yarbro Collins (1976, 218), who labels vv. 16-17 ‘fertility of the restored 

order’. 
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The pattern of divine warfare: 

Threat (6:9-11) 

Theophany (6:12-17) 

Conflict-Victory (7:1-9) 

Victory shout (7:10-12) 

Kingship (7:10-12, 15) 

Resumption of rule on throne (House-building) (7:10-11, 15) 

Celebration (7:13-15) 

Blessing (7:16-17) 

 

Revelation 12:1-12 

 The pattern of divine warfare can also be clearly seen in Revelation 12.  

The mythic pattern forms the structure of the chapter and much of the imagery 

which appears here is drawn from this ancient myth, as well as related myths.
152

 The threatening situation is introduced in vv. 1-4, where two characters 

appear ejn tw~| ouJranw|~ (‘in heaven’).  First, John sees a woman in the pains of 

labor, about to give birth.  Her description in v. 1 suggests that she represents 

Israel, the nation from which the Messiah arises.
153

  Verses 3-4 introduce the 

figure of the dra>kwn me>gav purro>v (‘great red dragon’), which John continues 

to describe utilizing mythical imagery drawn from the OT and the ANE.
154

  The 

image of the dragon typically is used of the enemies of God, whether Leviathan 

the sea-serpent (Isa 27:1), or enemy kings who persecute his people (Ps 89:10; Isa 

30:7).
155

  In v. 4, the dragon stands in front of the woman ready to devour the 

child as soon as he is born. 

 The woman gives birth to a male child who immediately is caught up pro<v 

to<n qeo<n kai< pro<v to<n qro>non aujtou~ (‘to God and to his throne’) (v. 5).  The 

child is described in the language of Ps 2:9, as the one o{v me>llei poimai>nein 

pa>nta ta< e]qnh ejn rJa>bdw| sidhra|~ (‘who will shepherd all the nations with a rod 

of iron’).  The birth and ascension of the Messiah does not merely refer to his 

death and resurrection, but, as Beasley-Murray puts it, to ‘the entire Christ-event, 

as we term it’.
156

  The woman then flees to the wilderness for protection, recalling 

                                                 
152 Aune 1998, 667; Bauckham 1993a, 196-98; 1993b, 89-90; Beasley-Murray 1974, 191-

93; Yarbro Collins 1976, 231-34; Schüssler Fiorenza 1991, 80. 
153 Murphy 1998, 282; Bauckham 1993b, 89. 
154 His description as ‘red’ here most likely indicates the mortal threat of death (Roloff 

1993, 146). 
155 Beale 1999, 632-35; Caird 196, 150.  See esp. Bauckham 1993a, 185-98. 
156 Beasley-Murray 1974, 200. 
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a number of other situations in which God protected and preserved his people 

(Exod 16; 1 Kgs 17:2-6).
157

 Verses 7-9 depict the po>lemov ejn tw|~ oujranw~| (‘war in heaven’) between 

Michael with his angels and the dragon and his angels.  The dragon along with his 

angels are overwhelmed and thrown from heaven, since there was no longer a 

place for them there (v. 8).  After he is thrown to the earth, v. 9 reveals the identity 

of the dragon.  He is oJ kalou>menov Dia>bolov kai< oJ Satana~v (‘the one who is 

called the devil and Satan’).  The three-fold appearance of ba>llw as passives of 

divine activity indicates that God was the one who had defeated Satan and his 

angels, and the victory belongs to him, not solely to Michael and his angels.
158

  

 The victory shout and acclamation of the sovereign kingship of God is 

proclaimed in vv. 10-12.  According to v. 10, ‘the salvation, and the power, and 

the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ’ (hJ swthri>a kai< hJ 

du>namiv kai< hJ basilei>a tou~ qeou~ hJmw~n kai< hJ ejxousi>a tou~ Cristou~ 

aujtou~) ‘have now come’ (a1rti ejge>neto) ‘because’ (o[ti) Satan ‘has been thrown 

down’ (ejblh>qh).  The kingship of God is vindicated by his victory over Satan, 

which also provides the basis for the victory of those who are faithful to God over 

the dragon (v. 11).  For this reason (dia> tou~to), all heaven and those who inhabit 

it are called upon to rejoice in God’s victory (v. 12). 

 The pattern of divine warfare: 

 Threat (12:1-4) 

 Salvation (12:5-6) 

 Conflict (12:7) 

Victory (12:8-9) 

 Victory shout (12:10-12) 

 Kingship (12:10) 

 Housebuilding (12:10) 

 Celebration (12:12) 

 

Revelation 16:12-19 

 This section depicts the pouring out of the sixth and seventh bowl 

judgments.  The vision that follows the pouring out of the sixth bowl describes the 

preparations for a great battle in which the beast leads the armies from the east 

                                                 
157 Roloff, 1993, 147. 
158 Aune 1998, 695; Harrington 1993, 132. 
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(vv. 12-16).
159

  The bowl is poured out on the Euphrates, drying it up, so that the 

kings of the east may cross over to wage war against Rome—imagery that Aune 

calls the ‘typological antithesis of the Exodus from Egypt’.
160

  The plague 

accompanying the sixth bowl is the spread of foul, demonic spirits that issue from 

the mouths of the evil trio of the dragon, the beast, and the false prophet (v. 13).   

These pneu>mata daimoni>wn (‘spirits of demons’) go out to deceive the 

kings of the whole world in order to gather them together at &Armagedw>n 

(‘Armageddon’).  This place (lit., ‘mount of Megiddo’) is not to be identified with 

any literal location, but rather ‘represents the mythical apocalyptic-world 

mountain where the forces hostile to God, assembled by demonic spirits, will 

gather for final battle against God and his people’.
161

   This war is called to<n 

po>lemon th~v hJme>rav th~v mega>lhv tou~ qeou~ tou~ pantocra>torov (‘the war of 

the great day of God, the Almighty’), and the appellation tou~ qeou~ tou~ 

pantocra>torov (‘God the Almighty’) here represents the Hebrew twO)bfc=;ha 

yh'lo)v (‘God of hosts/armies’), the name for God which identifies him as the 

Divine Warrior.
162

 The victory shout is given in v. 17 after the pouring out of the seventh 

bowl judgment.  Initiating a series of theophanic images, the voice of God comes 

from the throne of the temple saying ge>gonen (‘it is done’).
163

 The cosmic upheaval described in vv. 18-21 reflects the coming of the 

Divine Warrior in judgment, warring against his enemies.  Lightning and thunder 

appear frequently as the weapons of the storm theophany, which follows naturally 

after the mention of the ‘voice’ of God in v. 17 (cf. Pss 18:14, 15; 29:3).
164

  This is 

followed by an earthquake which is described in superlative terms (thlikou~tov 

seismo<v ou[tw me>gav, ‘so great and so mighty’), signifying the consummation of 

God’s judgment.
165

   

                                                 
159 On the identification of the beast with Nero, see Bauckham 1993a, 384-452. 
160 Aune 1998, 890-891. 
161 Aune 1998, 898; see also Beale 1999, 839-41; Beasley-Murray 1974, 245-46 
162 Sweet 1979, 249. 
163 Roloff 1993, 191-92; Murphy 1998, 347.  That it is the voice of God is indicated by its 

having come from ejk tou~ naou~ ajpo< tou~ qro>nou (‘from the temple from the throne’) (Beale 

1999, 842). 
164 Yarbro Collins 1976, 220. 
165 Beale 1999, 842; Bauckham 1993a, 205. 
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In the midst of the theophany, the element of conflict and victory appears 

in compressed form (v. 19) as God destroys Babylon (i.e., Rome), pouring out tou~ 

oi]nou tou~ qumou~ th~v ojrgh~v aujtou~ (‘the wine of the wrath of his anger’).
166

  

The theophanic imagery continues in vv. 20-21 where the trembling of creation at 

the appearance of God in judgment is pictured by the islands and the mountains 

disappearing and huge hailstones raining down ejk tou~ oujranou~ (‘from heaven’) 

upon the enemies of God. 

 The pattern of divine warfare: 

 Threat (16:12-16) 

Victory shout (16:17) 

Theophany (16:18, 20-21) 

Conflict-victory (16:19) 

Kingship (12:17, 19) 

Housebuilding (12:17) 

 

The Frieze of the Great Altar of Pergamon 

The pattern of divine warfare also is utilized in the outer frieze of the Great 

Altar of Pergamon.  Constructed during the first half of the 2
nd

 century B.C.E.,
167

 

the Frieze may have been part of a cultural effort by Pergamon to demonstrate that 

it was a bastion of civilization against barbarism and to bolster its standing over 

against Ptolemaic Alexandria.
168

  While many points about the interpretation of 

the frieze are unresolved, it is clear that the subject is a great battle between the 

gods and the Giants.
169

  The latter are depicted in the frieze as physically 

abnormal, deformed, and bestial, representing the forces of chaos, vice, and 

ugliness.
170

  They seek to overthrow the gods, pressing their attack in all the 

regions ruled by them, which extends to the entire cosmos.   

The gods are led by Zeus and represent order, virtue, reason, and beauty.
171

  

Present in the frieze are the gods who represent the sea, the passage of time, the 

cycle of day and night, and life and death.
172

  In the battle, the gods have the upper 

                                                 
166 Yarbro Collins 1976, 221. 
167 Stewart 1993, 131; Kästner 1998, 140. 
168 Pollitt 1986, 81-82. 
169 Yarbro Collins 1998, 181; Stewart 1993, 153-72.  Simon argues that the Stoic 

philosopher Krates of Mallos was influential in the design of the Altar, so that it must be 

interpreted in light of Stoic thought (1975, 56-59).  According to Pfanner, the frieze is arranged 

geographically so that the gods find their place on the frieze according to their region (1979, 46-

57). 
170 Stewart 1993, 155. 
171 Stewart 1993, 160. 
172 Yarbro Collins 1998, 182. 
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hand, though the frieze contains some gods who are clearly overmatched.
173

  The 

purpose of the depiction of the war between the Giants and the gods is to exalt the 

virtue and supremacy of the gods—they reign supreme by having defeated the 

forces of chaos, providing for the maintenance of the present order.  Politically, 

the frieze is meant to exalt the Attalid regime as the earthly manifestation of the 

might of the gods, preserving the civil order by holding back the forces of 

barbarism and chaos.
174

The outer frieze of the Great Altar, therefore, represents another 

example—strategic for our purposes—of the utilization of the pattern of divine 

warfare in the first century in Asia Minor.  The gods preserve order against the 

forces of chaos, and, having defeated their enemies, deserve to be recognized as 

universal sovereigns. 

The pattern of divine warfare: 

Threat (by the grotesque Giants, the forces of chaos) 

Conflict (between the gods and the Giants) 

Victory (by the gods over the Giants) 

Kingship (of the gods is recognized) 

House-building (the building of the altar in honor of the triumphant gods) 

Celebration (by the people loyal to the gods who come to the altar to  

worship) 

 

Conclusion 

 The pattern of divine warfare was common throughout the ANE and 

utilized to great effect up to, and including, the first century.  Further, there was 

great awareness of this combat myth in Asia Minor, as it was utilized not only on 

the outer frieze of the Great Altar in Pergamon, but also by the author of the Book 

of Revelation in writing to churches in Asia Minor.  The writer of Ephesians, 

therefore, could also assume that his employment of this mythological tool would 

have resonated with his readers in the church(es) to which he wrote.  In the 

following chapters, we will demonstrate how this pattern of divine warfare 

animates the argument of the writer regarding the triumph of God in Christ over 

his enemies. 

                                                 
173 Stewart 1993, 159-60. 
174 Stewart 1993, 165-66. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ENSLAVEMENT TO COSMIC POWERS  

IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 

 

Introduction 

 The pattern of divine warfare and the celebration of the people loyal to the 

triumphant deity raises the question as to the enemies over whom the deity has 

triumphed.  Many of the ancient texts that utilize the pattern of divine warfare 

depict the triumph of the deity over the forces of chaos threatening the created 

order.  The triumphant deity is praised as the one who ensures cosmic order and 

protection from hostile forces.   

As C. Arnold has demonstrated, the powers and authorities play a 

prominent role in Ephesians, appearing here not only more often than in any other 

Pauline letter, but also at strategic points throughout the argument (1:20-23; 3:10; 

4:8; 6:12).  In order to grasp the crucial role these figures play in Ephesians we 

must examine more carefully the cultural milieu in which Ephesians originally 

would have been heard.  The rhetoric of the ‘powers and authorities’ in Ephesians 

would have resonated across all traditions in the ancient world because of the 

pervasive sense of enslavement to cosmic powers.
1
  That is, at the very core of all 

ancient conceptions of reality is the conviction that the world is governed by 

supra-human cosmic figures that must be manipulated in some way in order to 

negotiate one’s way through various aspects of life—such as relationships, family 

honor, and economic interests—and to provide security and stability in one’s daily 

existence.  As Lichtenberger notes, in the ancient world ‘spirits and demons were 

frequently thought to influence people toward certain ends.  A broad stream of 

traditions in the ancient world testifies precisely to the frequency of this 

conviction in the ancient world’.
2

 In order to demonstrate this pervasive notion, we will examine selected 

evidence from a broad spectrum; first from the magical papyri from the ancient 

world, then two Greco-Roman intellectual leaders, and finally, Jewish tradition.
3

                                                 
1 Kotansky 2000, 269; Lichtenberger 2004, 14; Arnold 1992, 27. 
2 Lichtenberger 2004, 14. 
3 What follows is merely a representative sample of several traditions in the ancient 

world.  To give a full account of this sense of enslavement to cosmic powers would require several 

monographs, at least. 



 

Magical Papyri 

 The collection of what has come to be known as the magical papyri from 

the ancient world is an important witness to the common folk belief of the first 

century.
4
  This collection of texts contains instructions for the construction of 

amulets or charms that would have been written on broken shards of pottery, 

papyrus, wax, pieces of lead, or other materials.  Their purpose was to ward off 

evil spirits, to provide protection from harm, to capture the affections of a man or 

woman, to achieve victory in chariot races, to succeed in business ventures, and to 

secure protection from the malevolent curses of others.  These texts demonstrate 

clearly that the average person conceived of her/his world as governed by cosmic 

entities that had the power to adjust the course of reality for good or ill.   

The ancient worldview, according to Jeffers, was a ‘cosmic consciousness 

based on a system of correspondences between heaven and earth’, so that magic is 

‘the harnessing of cosmic forces. . .   In a universe threatened by chaos, mankind 

expresses its wish for order (or disorder) by acting on the earth; the consequences 

of this action have their correspondence in heaven’.
5
  As Kee notes, the petitions 

included in these texts do not have the purpose of inquiring about the divine will, 

but seek, rather, ‘to shape the deity’s will to do the bidding of the one making the 

demand or to defeat the aims of the evil powers’.
6
  In the survey that follows, the 

perceived role that supra-human powers played in relation to both the mundane 

events and significant turning points in the lives of people in the ancient world 

will be demonstrated. 

 One text, PGM VII. 579-90, contains instructions for a charm or amulet of 

some sort in order to ward off demons that might cause suffering or sickness. 

 

A phylactery, a bodyguard against daimons, against phantasms, / against 

every sickness and suffering, to be written on a leaf of gold or silver or tin 

or on hieratic papurus.  When worn it works mightily for it is the name of 

                                                 
4 Arnold 2000, 666.  Many of these texts are from as late as the fourth century C.E., but at 

least one text can be dated as early as the fourth century B.C.E., and a few others to the first 

century C.E.  Further, the similarities between these quite early texts and those which have later 

dates indicates that these papyri accurately represent common perceptions in the first century C.E. 

(Brashear 1995, 3420; Arnold 2000, 667; Gager 1992, 3-5; Kee 1986, 101-102). 
5 Jeffers 1996, 3.  Aune notes that the distinction between magic and religion is difficult 

to discern (Aune 1980, 1513).  Meyer and Smith object to the prejudicial language that has been 

used to discuss these texts, preferring to call them ‘texts of ritual power’ (Meyer and Smith 1994, 

1-6). 
6 Kee 1986, 112. 
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power of the great god and [his] seal, and it is as follows: . . . [divine 

names] . . . These [are] the names; the figure is like this: let the Snake be 

biting its tail, the names being written inside [the circle made by] the 

snake, and the characters thus, as follows. . .  

 The whole figure is [drawn] thus, as given below, with [the spell], 

“Protect my body, [and] the / entire soul of me, NN.”  And when you have 

consecrated [it], wear [it]. 

 

 PGM XVIIIb. 1-7 contains a plea for general healing: ‘I conjure you all by 

the sacred name to heal Dionysius or Anys, whom Heraklia bore, from every 

shivering fit and fever, whether daily or intermittent [fever] by night or day, or 

quartan fever, immediately, immediately, quickly, quickly’.
7

 PGM XXXVI. 211-30 contains a plea for general success and for 

protection against the negative effects of charms or spells against oneself by 

others: 

 

Prayer to Helios: A charm to restrain anger and for victory and for 

securing favor (none is greater): Say to the sun (Helios) [the prayer] 7 

times, and anoint your hand with oil and wipe it on your head and face. 

 Now [the prayer] is: ‘Rejoice with me, you who are set over the east 

wind / and the world, for whom all the gods serve as bodyguards at your 

good hour and on your good day, you who are the Good Daimon of the 

world, the crown of the inhabited world, you who rise from the abyss, you 

who each day rise a young man and set an old man, . . . [divine names].  I 

beg you, lord, do not allow me to be overthrown, to be plotted against, to 

receive dangerous drugs, to go into exile, to fall upon hard times.  Rather, I 

ask to obtain and receive from you life, health, reputation, wealth, 

influence, strength, success, charm, / favor with all men and all women, 

victory over all men and all women.  Yes, lord, . . . [divine names] . . ., 

accomplish the matter which I want, / by means of your power’. 

 

 Quite common among the magical papyri are spells that are intended to 

procure the affections of a man or woman,
8
 as in PGM VII. 619-27: 

 

Take the plant snapdragon and hold it under your tongue while lying 

asleep.  And rise early and before you speak to anyone recite the names, 

and you will be invisible to everyone. 

 But when you say them over drinking cups and give them to a woman, 

she will love you, since this spell has power over everything: . . . [divine 

names]. 

                                                 
7 A number of other papyri include spells or pleas to do away with headaches (PGM 

XVIIIa. 1-4; PGM  XX. 1-4). 
8 Gager rightly notes that these are perhaps not best labelled ‘love charms’ since strikingly 

violent and aggressive imagery is often present (Gager 1992, 80-81).  Since a common thread in 

these magical spells, generally speaking, is the constraining of others’ wills to be bent according to 

one’s own, it is not surprising that this same dynamic is found in this arena of human relationships. 
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 For what you wish, say: “Get her, NN, for me, NN” (add the usual, 

whatever you wish).
9

 

 Another such spell is found in PGM XXXIIa. 1-25, which is an appeal to a 

number of deities, for the affections of a woman named Amoneios: 

 

As Typhon is the adversary of Helios, so inflame the heart and soul of that 

Amoneios whom / Helen bore, even from her own womb, ADŌNAI 

ABRASAX PINOUTI and SAVAŌS; burn the soul and heart of that 

Amoneios whom Helen / bore, for [love of] this Seapiakos whom Threpte 

bore, now, now; quickly, quickly. 

 In this same hour and on this same day, from this [moment] on, mingle 

/ together the souls of both and cause that Amoneios whom Helen bore to 

be this Seapiakos whom / Threpte bore, through every hour, every day and 

every night.  Wherefore, ADŌNAI, loftiest of gods, whose name is the 

true / one, carry out the matter, ADŌNAI. 

  

 In another ‘love’ spell, contained in PGM IV. 1390-1495, appeal is made 

to a variety of figures who inhabit the realm of the dead, specifically ‘heroes or 

gladiators or those who have died a violent death’ (1390-95).  The one who was 

attempting to secure the affections of another was to eat some bread, without 

consuming the whole loaf, breaking up the rest into seven bite-size pieces.  The 

spell was to be spoken to the pieces of bread, which then were to be thrown 

toward the house.  Finally, the one casting the spell was to ‘pick up some polluted 

dirt from the place where you perform the ritual and throw it inside the house of 

the woman whom you desire, go on home and go to sleep’ (1395-1400).  After the 

spell is laid out, the following instructions are given:  

 

When you have done / these things for 3 days and accomplish nothing, 

then use this forceful spell: just go to the same place and again perform the 

ritual of the bread pieces.  Then upon ashes of flax offer up dung / from a 

black cow and say this and again pick up the polluted dirt and throw it as 

you have learned’ (1435-40). 

 

 At the end of another love spell of attraction, which was supposed to be 

written on an unbaked piece of pottery, and appeal was made to Hekate, 

instructions are given to write ‘8 figures like this…’ (PGM XXXVI. 200).  After a 

divine name is mentioned, a number of figures appear, which seem to contain 

within them further divine names that appear elsewhere in the papyri. 

                                                 
9 It is also obvious from this text that the lists of divine names in the papyri are, as Kee 

notes, ‘ecumenical and extensive’, including Jewish and Christian divine names (Kee 1986, 107). 
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 There are a small number of lesbian love spells contained in the papyri.  

PGM XXXII. 1-19 contains the plea of a woman named Herais for the love of 

Sarapias.  What is striking about her plea is that she seeks to coerce the deity to 

action by appeal to other deities.   

 

I adjure you, Evangelos, by Anubis and Hermes
10

 and all the rest down 

below; attract and bind / Sarapias whom Helen bore, to this Herais, whom 

Thermoutharin bore, now, now; quickly, quickly.  By her soul and heart / 

attract Sarapias herself, whom [Helen] bore from her own womb, MAEI 

OTE ELBŌSATOK ALAOUBĒTŌ ŌEIO . . . AĒN.
11

  Attract and [bind / 

the soul and heart of Sarapias], whom [Helen bore, to this] Herais, [whom] 

Thermoutharin [bore] from her womb [now, now; quickly, quickly]. 

 

This is not entirely uncommon, however, since PGM XII. 134-44 contains the 

threat that if the demon does not do as he is asked, he will be reported to the Most 

High God and will be hacked to pieces. 

 

O sacred names of the god, listen to me—you also O Good Daimon, whose 

might is very great / among the gods, listen to me: go to him, NN, into his 

house, where he sleeps, into his bedroom, and stand beside him, causing 

fear, trembling, by using the great and mighty names of the god.  And tell 

him such-and-such. 

 I conjure you [by] your power, [by] the great do, SĒITH, [by] the hour 

in which you were begotten a great god, [by] the god revealing it now, [by] 

the 365 names of the great god, to go to him, NN, this very hour, this very 

night, and to tell / him in a dream such-and-such. 

 If you disobey me and don’t go to him, NN, I will tell the great god, 

and after he has speared you through, he will chop you up into pieces and 

feed your members to the mangy dog who lies among the dungheaps.  For 

this reason, listen to me immediately, immediately; quickly, quickly, so I 

won’t have to tell you again. 

 

 Such coercion is seen again in PGM IV. 1520-1540.  Here the spell calls 

on Myrrh but also appeals to a number of more coercive and stronger ‘names’: 

 

Rather, let her hold me / NN alone in her mind; let her desire me alone; let 

her love me alone; let her do all my wishes.  Do not enter through her eyes 

or through her side or through her nails / or even through her navel or 

through her frame, but rather through her ‘soul’.  And remaind in her heart 

and burn her guts, her breast, her liver, / her breath, her bones, her marrow, 

                                                 
10 Hermes is by far the most common deity invoked in these ritual texts, followed by 

Hekate and a few others (Gager 1992, 12). 
11 These long series of unintelligible words that are found throughout these texts may be 

divine names or words that were thought to have been intelligible only to the powers being 

invoked.  A more accurate understanding of these words continues to elude scholars (Brashear 

1995, 3434; Gager 1992, 9-10). 
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until she comes to me NN, loving me, and until she fulfils al my wishes, 

because I adjure you, Myrrh, by the three names, / ANOCHŌ ABRASAX 

TRŌ, and by the more coercive and stronger names KORMEIŌTH IAŌ 

SABAŌTH ADŌNAI, so that you may carry out my / orders, Myrrh.
12

 

 There is also an emphasis on the correct recitation of spells in order for 

these to be effective.  PGM XIII. 755-59 contains the exhortation:  

 

Learn and conceal, child, the name [composed] of the nine letters, AEĒ 

EĒI OYŌ, and that of the fourteen letters, YSAU SIAUE IAŌUS, and that 

of the twenty-six letters, ARABBAOUARABA (to be written forwards 

and backwards), the name of Zeus, CHONAI IEMOI CHO ENI KA ABIA 

SKIBA PHOROUOM EPIERTHAT. 

 

This is followed by the lines, ‘Here is the instruction [for recitation] of the 

heptagram, and the spell to which the god gives attention’ (XIII. 760). 

 PGM LIX. 1-15 includes the plea for protection of the mummified body of 

a departed relation: 

 

You, slave of the [glorious] god ABLANATHANALBA, you servant of 

the [good] god AKRAMMACHAMAREI, you, slave of [IAEŌ] SABAŌ 

ABRASAX ADŌNAI, / you, servant of the [four] good [and] glorious 

gods, [divine names], / you, the good and glorious gods, protect the 

mummy and the body and all the grave of the younger Phtheious, who is 

also [called] Saioneis, whom Sentaesis bore . . . the everlasting 

[punishments given by] the Lady [Isis], / goddess of many names. 

 

 The tone appears to vary in these texts between plea/prayer and 

peremptory order, so that the line becomes difficult to draw between ‘religion’ and 

the practice of ‘magic’, as a number of scholars note.
13

  While in certain instances 

a person takes the position of pleading as a pious supplicant before the various 

deities, just as often the attitude ‘is that the divine powers are subject to human 

orders, and should be told so in no uncertain terms’.
14

  These texts demonstrate the 

                                                 
12 Cf. also PGM XV. 1-19: “I am conjuring / you, daimons, by the force and fate that 

constrains you.  Accomplish everything for me and rush in and take away the mind of Nilos, to 

whom this magical material belongs, in order that he might love me . . . I conjure you daimons by 

your spiteful fates that hold you and by those carried by the wind [divine names]’. 
13 According to Aune, it is false to claim that  the distinction between magic and religion 

is the coercive nature of magic and the posture of the religious individual as suppliant and 

worshipful.  He points to the variation in the magical papyri between supplication and coercion, 

along with the often coercive nature of religious worship on the part of many who seek to 

manipulate supernatural powers.  ‘In terms of beliefs and practices, there appears to be no 

thoroughly convincing way of distinguishing magic from religion’ (Aune 1980, 1512-13).  Cf. also 

Jeffers 1996, 2-3; Meyer and Smith 1994, 1-6. 
14 Kee 1986, 109. 
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consciousness that the courses of lives on earth corresponded to the activity of 

supra-human figures in the heavens.  Because of this, the cosmic forces that have 

some sort of control over human existence must be cajoled and manipulated for 

acceptable outcomes.
15

 

Greco-Roman Intellectual Thought 

 Though magic was practiced mainly among the lower, uneducated 

classes,
16

 the sense of enslavement to cosmic powers transgressed social and class 

boundaries.  Intellectual leaders throughout the Greco-Roman world understood 

their realities as determined and controlled by cosmic forces.  For example, in his 

Natural Histories, a compendium of sorts of a wide range of natural phenomena, 

Pliny the Elder recounts the belief of the common mass of humanity in 

supernatural powers and the manipulation of their powers for effecting daily life.  

Pliny appears to approach reports of magical or ritual phenomena with a good bit 

of scepticism, almost to convince his reader of his reliably rationalistic approach 

to these matters.  Yet he admits that ritual magic has a hold over the popular 

imagination that effects people in every stratum of society.  He states that  

 

the wisest of our fellow-men, I should remark, taken individually, refuse to 

place the slightest faith in these opinions.  And yet, in our every-day life, 

we practically show, each passing hour, that we do entertain this belief, 

though at the moment we are not sensible of it.  Thus, for instance, it is a 

general belief that without a certain form of prayer it would be useless to 

immolate a victim, and that, with such an informality, the gods would be 

consulted to little purpose.  And then besides, there are different forms of 

address to the deities, one form for entreating, another form for averting 

their ire, and another for commendation (Nat. Hist. XXVIII.3). 

 

 He has an extensive discussion on the power of words and of various other 

ritual practices to effect the course of reality, such as the power of the spoken 

word, incantations, the power of bodily effluences, menstrual fluid, and the power 

of knots.
17

  He mentions, in this context, that Caesar, who had an accidental fall in 

his chariot on one occasion, ‘was always in the habit, immediately upon taking his 

seat, of thrice repeating a certain formula, with a view of ensuring safety upon the 

                                                 
15 Mills 1990, 24-25; Jeffers 1996, 3; Arnold 1989, 35. 
16 Aune 1980, 1521. 
17 Kee 1986, 102-108. 
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journey; a thing that, to my knowledge, is done by many persons at the present  

day’ (XXVIII.4).   

 The notion that cosmic forces such as good and evil supra-human figures 

determine human existence is also found in Plutarch.
18

  He quotes with approval 

the assertion of Xenocrates that demons have a nature that is midway between 

humanity and the gods (De defectu oraculorum 416d).  Further, Plutarch notes 

that Xenocrates and Chrysippus regard these great demons (daimo>nwn mega>lwn) 

as ‘stronger than men and, in their might, greatly surpassing our nature, yet not 

possessing the divine quality unmixed and uncontaminated, but with a share also 

in the nature of the soul and in the perceptive faculties of the body’ (De Iside et 

Osiride 360E). 

In his Lives, Plutarch recounts at least two appearances of demonic spirits 

of some sort, one to Dion (Dion 55) and one to Brutus (Brutus 36).  In the account 

of the apparition to Brutus, he is sitting in his tent at night and meditating and 

reflecting when he hears someone coming into the tent.  He turns to behold a 

‘strange and dreadful apparition, a monstrous and fearful shape standing silently 

by his side’.  Brutus, plucking up his courage, asks who this is, whether it is ‘of 

gods or men’.  The apparition answers him, ‘I am your dai>mwn kako>v, Brutus, 

and you will see me at Philippi’. 

He recounts the appearance to Dion along similar lines: 

 

As the plot was ripening, Dion saw an apparition of great size and 

portentious aspect (me>ga kai< teratw~dev).  He was sitting late in the day 

in the vestibule of his house, alone and lost in thought, when suddenly a 

noise was heard at the other end of the colonnade, and turning his gaze in 

that direction he saw (for it was not yet dark) a woman of lofty stature, in 

garb and countenance exactly like a tragic Fury, sweeping the house with a 

sort of broom.  He was terribly shocked, and, becoming apprehensive, 

summoned his friends, told them what he had seen, and begged them to 

remain and spend the night with him, being altogether beside himself, and 

fearing that if he were left alone the portent would appear to him again. . . 
19

 

According to Plutarch, these appearances were to signal to the two men 

their approaching death (Dion 2).  In answer to those who might doubt the reality 

                                                 
18 Hershbell 2000, 812. 
19 According to Brenk, this demon is some sort of avenger of evil, and the sweeping is a 

symbol of her imminent striking of the household of Dion in revenge for the murder of Heracleides 

(Brenk 1977, 108). 
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of such appearances, Plutarch notes that  Dion and Brutus were extraordinary 

men, and if they recounted such things, others ought not to dismiss them so easily.  

He then states that these appearances are most likely 

 

mean and malignant spirits (ta< fau~la daimo>nia kai< ba>skana), in 

envy of good men and opposition to their noble deeds, [trying] to confound 

and terrify them, causing their virtue to rock and totter, in order that they 

may not continue erect and inviolate in the path of honour and so attain a 

better portion after death than the spirits themselves (Dion 2). 

 

Plutarch also claims that Caesar was helped throughout his career by some 

sort of powerful cosmic protector (me>ntoi me>gav dai>mwn) (Caesar 69).  Even 

after he died, this cosmic overlord acted as an avenger, ‘driving and tracking down 

his slayers over every land and sea until not one of them was left’. 

Affairs of state are also affected by cosmic or demonic powers, as Plutarch 

demonstrates in De Fortuna Romanorum 7.  Plutarch records a time in which 

there were friendly meetings between Augustus and Antony, in which they 

engaged in various games, Antony always going down to defeat.  Plutarch 

attributes this to Fortune and to her smiling specially upon Augustus.  He goes on, 

however, to recount a story in which a friend of Augustus admonishes him to 

avoid further contact with Antony:  

 

Your repute is greater, you are older, you govern more men, you have 

fought in wars, you excel in experience but your Guardian spirit fears this 

man’s Spirit (oJ so<v dai>mwn to<n tou>tou fobei~tai).  Your Fortune is 

mighty by herself, but abases herself before his.  Unless you keep far away 

from him, your Fortune will depart and go over to him! 

 

 The pervasive sense of enslavement to cosmic powers reached to the upper 

echelons of first-century culture.  No one was immune to the sense of humanity’s 

fate being subject to potentially malevolent forces beyond humanity’s control. 

 

Early Judaism 

The sense that human life was bounded and determined by supra-human 

powers such as angels and demons was also common in early Jewish thought.
20

  

According to the Jewish belief in angelic powers, God had delegated authority 

                                                 
20 Collins 1987, 7; Rowland 1982, 91-92; Stone 1984, 384; Reddish 1990, 230. 
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over the nations to angelic beings, a tradition which has its roots in Deuteronomy 

32:8-9: 

 

When the most high gave the nations their inheritance, when he separated 

the sons of man, he set the boundaries of the peoples according to the 

number of the gods.  For the Lord’s portion is his people; Jacob is the 

allotment of his inheritance. 

 

This understanding was further developed in Daniel, where monstrous 

beasts represent empires (Dan 7:2-8).  In Dan 10:13-21, the ‘one like a man’, 

along with Michael, fights with the ‘Princes’ of Greece and Persia. 

 The notion of the angelic powers over the nations is developed in Early 

Jewish literature, where the angelic powers have rebelled against God and now 

lead humanity astray into idolatry, among a variety of other sins.
21

 

And he sanctified them (Israel) and gathered them from all of the sons of 

man because (there are) many nations and many people, and they all 

belong to him, but over all of them he caused spirits to rule so that they 

might lead them astray from following him.  But over Israel he did not 

cause any angel or spirit to rule because he alone is their ruler and he will 

protect them and he will seek for them at the hand of his angels and at the 

hand of his spirits and at the hand of all of his authorities so that he might 

guard them and bless them and they might be his and he might be theirs 

henceforth and forever (Jubilees 15:31-32). 

 

1 Enoch narrates how rebellious angels left their place in heaven and came 

to earth to take women as their wives, to introduce to humanity heavenly secrets, 

and lead them into rebellion and sin against God.  According to 8:1-4: 

Azaz’el taught the people (the art of) making swords and knives, and 

shields, and breastplates; and he showed to their chosen ones bracelets, 

decorations, (shadowing of the eye) with antimony, ornamentation, the 

beautifying of the eyelids, all kinds of precious stones, and all coloring 

tinctures and alchemy.  And there were many wicked ones and they 

committed adultery and erred, and all their conduct became corrupt.  

Amasras taught incantation and the cutting of roots; and Armaros the 

resolving of incantations; and Baraqiyal astrology, and Kokarer’el (the 

knowledge of) the signs, and Tam’el taught the seeing of the stars, and 

Asder’el taught the course of the moon as well as the deception of man. 

 

These angels will be judged because they ‘have taught injustice and 

because [they] have shown to the people deeds of shame, injustice, and sin’ (13:2; 

                                                 
21 Longenecker 1998, 51. 
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cf. 64:1, 2; Jub. 4:22).  The work of the angels in influencing humanity to sin is 

depicted in 1 Enoch with special reference to idolatry: 

And Uriel said to me, ‘Here shall stand in many different appearances the 

spirits of the angels which have united themselves with women.  They 

have defiled the people and will lead them into error so that they will offer 

sacrifices to the demons as unto gods, until the great day of judgment in 

which they shall be judged till they are finished (19:1).   

 

In 1 Enoch 69:1-15, the angels who sinned by wrongly revealing secrets to 

those who dwell on the earth, are named and judged.  One of these is Gader’el: 

This is the one who showed the children of the people all the blows of 

death, who misled Eve, who showed the children of the people (how to 

make) the instruments of death (such as) the shield, the breastplate, and the 

sword for warfare, and all (the other) instruments of death to the children 

of the people.  Through their agency (death) proceeds against the people 

who dwell upon the earth from that day forevermore (69:6-8). 

 
1 Enoch 56:1-4 depicts ‘an army of the angels of punishment marching’ in 

order to bring judgment on those angels who have led humanity astray.  When 

these angels of punishment bring their judgment, ‘the epoch of their lives, the era 

of their glory, and the age of their leading (others) astray shall come to an end and 

shall not henceforth be reckoned’.
22

It is not only these arch-angels that lead nations astray, but demons are at 

work on a more focused level to influence the behaviour of individuals, thus 

enslaving them to sin.  In Jubilees 5:26-27, Noah speaks to his grandsons, blaming 

their misdeeds on the work of demons: 

And behold, I see your deeds before me that you have not been ones who 

walked in righteousness because you have begun to walk in the paths of 

corruption.  And each one of you will be separated from his neighbour.  

And this one will be jealous of that one, and (I see) that you will not be 

together, O my sons, each on with his brother.  For I see, and behold, the 

demons have begun to mislead you and your children.  And now I fear for 

your sakes that after I die, you will pour out the blood of men upon the 

earth. 

 

                                                 
22 It appears that one of the ways that these angelic rulers have led humanity astray is that 

they have set the orientation of the nations to reflect their own character.  They are responsible for 

the spirit that characterizes national life among the nations.  This is reflected in 1 Enoch 48:7: ‘And 

he [the Son of Man] has revealed the wisdom of the Lord of the Spirits to the righteous and the 

holy ones, for he has preserved the portion of the righteous because they have hated and despised 

this world of oppression (together with) all its ways of life and its habits in the name of the Lord of 

the Spirits; and because they will be saved in his name and it is his good pleasure that they have 

life’. 
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In a later passage, Jubilees 10:1-14, ‘the polluted demons began to lead 

astray the children of Noah’s sons and to lead them to folly and to destroy them’.  

Because of this, they came to Noah and ‘they told him about the demons who 

were leading astray and blinding and killing his grandchildren’.  Noah prays on 

their behalf that the evil spirits would not rule over his children. 

In Jubilees 12:19-20, Abram is depicted as praying to God:  

 

My God, the Most High God, you alone are God to me.  . . . Save me from 

the hands of evil spirits which rule over the thought of the heart of man, 

and do not let them lead me astray from following you, O my God; But 

establish me and my seed forever.
23

 

The godly person, however, may resist the influences of these demons.  

According to T. Benjamin 6:1, ‘the deliberations of the good man are not in the 

control of the deceitful spirit, Beliar, for the angel of peace guides his life’.  T. 

Issachar 4 contains a poetic piece extolling the godly person: ‘And the spirits of 

error have no power over him, since he does not include feminine beauty in the 

scope of his vision, lest by allowing distraction he might corrupt his mind’ (v. 4). 

Other portions of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs portray the 

activity of demons in coercing people to sin, and they are seen to be operating 

under the authority of Satan, or Belial.  In the Testament of Reuben, Reuben 

speaks ‘concerning the seven spirits of deceit.  For seven spirits are established 

against mankind, and they are the sources of the deeds of youth.  And seven other 

spirits are given to man at creation so that by them every deed is done’.  After 

listing six of these spirits, Reuben then speaks of  

 

the spirit of procreation and intercourse, with which come sins through 

fondness for pleasure.  For this reason, it was the last in the creation and 

the first in youth, because it is filled with ignorance; it leads the young 

person like a blind man into a ditch and like an animal over a cliff (T. 
Reub. 2:1-9; cf. also 3:3; 6:3). 

 

In the Testament of Simeon, Simeon speaks to his children about the spirit 

of deceit and envy: ‘Beware of the spirit of deceit and envy.  For envy dominates 

                                                 
23 Many Jewish texts have a multi-perspectival vision of human sin and sinfulness.  As 

demonstrated above, they portray humans being tempted to sin and rebel against God by supra-

human cosmic rulers and by demons subordinate to the rule of Satan, but they also portray humans 

as responsible for sin.  For example, later in this prayer of Abram he prays, ‘Make the straight path 

prosper before you in the hand of your servant that he might serve.  And do not let me walk in the 

error of my heart, O my God’ (Jub. 12:21). 
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the whole of man’s mind and does not permit him to eat or drink or to do anything 

good.  Rather it keeps prodding him to destroy the one whom he envies’ (3:1-3).  

Out of fear of the Lord Simeon fasted for two years and found liberation from this 

spirit of envy.  He then counsels his children: ‘If anyone flees to the Lord for 

refuge, the evil spirit will quickly depart from him, and his mind will be eased’ 

(3:6). 

Early Jewish texts depict one central figure as the authority over all other 

evil angelic powers.  Known by a variety of names, he is most commonly called 

‘Satan’ or ‘Beliar’.  In Jub. 11:4-6, evil spirits assist people in making idols and 

‘led them astray so that they might commit sin and pollution’.  Satan is depicted as 

being behind this: ‘And the prince, Mastema, acted forcefully to do all of this.  

And he sent other spirits to those who were set under his hand to practice all error 

and sin and all transgression’ (11:5).   

Jubilees also depicts Mastema as appealing to God in order to preserve for 

himself a demonic and angelic host: 

And the Lord our God spoke to us so that we might bind all of them.  And 

the chief of the spirits, Mastema, came and he said, “O Lord, Creator, 

leave some of them before me, and let them obey my voice.  And let them 

do everything which I tell them, because if some of them are not left for 

me, I will not be able to exercise the authority of my will among the 

children of men because the evil of the sons of men is great.”  And he said, 

“Let a tenth of them remain before him, but let nine parts go down into the 

place of judgment” (10:7-9). 

 

Throughout Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs evil spirits, such as the 

‘spirits of deceit’, operate under the authority of Beliar. According to T. Dan. 1:7-

8, ‘one of the spirits of Beliar was at work within me, saying, “Take this sword, 

and with it kill Joseph; once he is dead, your father will love you”.  This is the 

spirit of anger…’  Similarly, in T. Sim., sin is blamed directly on the influence of 

Satan: ‘I determined inwardly to destroy him (Joseph), because the Prince of Error 

blinded my mind so that I did not consider him as a brother nor did I spare Jacob, 

my father’ (2:7). 

The same dynamic is at work in T. Dan. 5:5-6: 

 

To the extent that you abandon the Lord, you will live by every evil deed, 

committing the revolting acts of the gentiles, chasing after wives of 

lawless men, and you are motivated to all wickedness by the spirits of 

deceit among you.  For I read in the Book of Enoch the Righteous that 
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your prince is Satan and that all the spirits of sexual promiscuity and of 

arrogance devote attention to the sons of Levi in the attempt to observe 

them closely and cause them to commit sin before the Lord. 

 

 This sense of enslavement to cosmic powers is also reflected in the 

Qumran literature.  There is a sharp dualism between good and evil in these texts, 

and the present evil age is referred to as ‘the reign of Belial’, so that following the 

way of God may entail persecution (1QS 1.17-18, 23-24; 2.19).  The radical 

dualism in the Qumran texts pits the ‘sons of righteousness’, ruled by the Prince of 

Lights, against those who live under the dominion of the Angel of Darkness.  In 

contrast to the Prince of Lights, under whose authority and in whose way the sons 

of righteousness live,  

 

in the hand of the Angel of Darkness (is) the dominion of the Sons of 

Deceit; and in the ways of darkness they walk.  By the Angel of Darkness 

comes the aberration of all the Sons of Righteousness; and all their sons, 

their iniquities, their guilt, and their iniquitous works (are caused) by his 

dominion, according to God’s mysteries, until his end.  And all their 

afflictions and the appointed times of their suffering (are caused) by the 

dominion of his hostility.  And the spirits of his lot cause to stumble the 

Sons of Light; but the God of Israel and his Angel of Truth help all the 

Sons of Light (1QS 3.20-25). 

 

 The present age is understood as the reign of Belial, so that those who 

choose to join the community that produced the Qumran texts must commit to 

following the rules so that they will not stray ‘during the dominion of Belial’ (1QS 

1.18).  As part of the ritual practice of the community, ‘the Levites shall recite the 

sins of the children of Israel, all their blameworthy transgressions and their sins 

during the dominion of Belial (1QS 1.22-24; cf. also  2:19). 

 In the document known as The War Scroll, Belial, the chief ruler of evil 

forces, is depicted as holding humanity in captivity, along with controlling evil 

spirits who work directly among humans: 

  

 You created Belial for the pit, 

 angel of enmity; 

 his [dom]ain is in darkness, 

 his counsel is for evil and wickedness. 

 All the spirits of his lot 

 angels of destruction 

 walking in the laws of darkness; 

 towards them goes his only desire. 
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 we, instead, in the lot of your truth, 

 rejoice in your might hand (1QM 13.11-12). 

 

 The fear of oppression and subjugation to demonic spirits is reflected in 

this plea for deliverance found in 11QPs 19.13-16.  The psalmist prays for 

protection from unclean spirits, which were thought to emerge from Satan.
24

 

 Pardon my sins, YHWH 

 and cleanse me from my iniquity. 

 Bestow on me a faithful and knowing spirit;  

 may I not be disgraced in the calamity. 

 May Satan not rule over me 

 or an unclean spirit; 

 may neither pain nor evil purpose 

 take possession of my bones. 

 

 In The War Scroll God is praised for his blessing and protection from 

Belial and his spirits: 

 In all our generations  

 you have caused your favours to fall on the rem[nant of our people]  

 during the empire of Belial.   

 In all the mysteries of his enmity,  

 they have not separated us from your covenant.   

 You have excluded from us  

 his spirits of destruction.   

 You have protected the soul of your redeemed ones  

 [when the m]en of his empire [were scheming] (1QM 14.9-10). 

 

Conclusion 

 This survey of several traditions demonstrates the ubiquity of the sense of 

enslavement to cosmic powers in the ancient world.  The common mass of 

humanity, along with the upper classes, would have understood their reality— 

their national security, their fate, their relationships, economic success, and daily 

well-being—to be bound and determined by supra-human cosmic powers that 

must be manipulated for one’s well-being.  Because of this, the language of 

‘powers and authorities’ in Ephesians would have resonated with any audience.
25

                                                 
24 Flusser 1966, 205; Lichtenberger 2004, 18-19. 
25 Schwindt 2002, 392; Yoder Neufeld 1997, 122; Lincoln 1990, 63-64; Leivestad 1954, 

160-61. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE TRIUMPHS OF THE EXALTED CHRIST 

 

Introduction 

 Among the many difficulties in Ephesians is the question of how to read 

chapters 1-2.  While it appears at first glance that Ephesians 2 contains the letter’s 

theological argument, the precise contours of the author’s line of reasoning remain 

elusive.  There is no obvious polemical edge nor is there a clear grammatical 

transition between the first two chapters to indicate a shift to the letter body.  

According to Michel Bouttier, ‘L’impossibilité de scinder le texte de l’épître se 

vérifie à nouveau et c’est par commodité que l’on conservera le découpage 

traditionnel.  Depuis la Bénédiction, seule la prise de parole en 3,1 marquera une 

césure’.
1
  If there is anything resembling a consensus regarding this portion of the 

letter, it is that Ephesians 2 is a continuation of the blessing and thanksgiving 

section from chapter 1, where the author now turns to ponder the blessings of 

salvation in lofty prose.  For example, Roy Jeal labels this section narratio, 

wherein the author aims to impress ‘the fullness and gracious nature of God’s 

salvific actions in Christ, along with some implications of those actions, on the 

minds of the audience members’.
2
  On such a view, the writer appeals to his 

listeners’ minds and emotions by stressing the desperation of the situation prior to 

the granting of salvation, thus highlighting God’s grace.  He reminds the readers 

of what they ‘once’ were, and of what God has ‘now’ done for them—the pattern 

that is repeated in the two sections, vv. 1-10 and 11-19.
3

 John Muddiman argues that Ephesians in its present form is the product of 

the heavy editing of Paul’s original Laodicean epistle by one of his disciples.  The 

result is a work whose genre is ‘more mixed, indeed confused, than that of the 

genuine Paulines’.  Accordingly, the final form and structure of chapter 2 are 

nearly impossible to identify, and its rhetoric is neither formal nor sharply 

defined.
4
  While he maintains that the structure and process of composition of the 

chapter are unclear, its theological purpose is simply to restate the Pauline 

                                                 
1 Bouttier 1991, 93. 
2 Jeal 2000, 131.  Cf. also Lincoln, 1983, 626; 1987, 608; Best 1998, 198; Dahl, 2000, 

465-66. 
3 Tachau 1972, 134-43. 
4 Muddiman 2001, 98. 



  

doctrine of salvation without the more controversial elements.
5
  Our task in this 

chapter is to demonstrate that Ephesians 1-2, over against the above readings, does 

indeed contain a coherent line of argument, and this comes to light when read 

through the pattern of divine warfare outlined previously in Chapter 2 of this 

thesis. 

 

The Pattern of Divine Warfare in Ephesians 1:1-2:22 

  Ephesians 1:1-2:22 represents an appearance of the pattern of divine 

warfare and includes additional affinities with divine warfare narratives from the 

ANE and the OT.  Far from being a rambling thanksgiving section touching on 

various aspects of salvation with the goal of elevating the readers’ thoughts, there 

is indeed a coherent and tightly woven argument running through these first two 

chapters.  The letter opens by drawing the readers into the praise of God in Christ 

for the great blessings in salvation they have received from him.  After his prayer 

that begins in 1:15, the author announces in 1:20-23 that Christ has been exalted to 

the seat of cosmic lordship at the right hand of God, far above all powers and 

authorities in the heavenly realm.  Such a bold claim cannot pass without defense.  

The assertion that Christ has been installed as cosmic lord must be vindicated by a 

display of his credentials as universal sovereign, his triumphs over all competing 

powers.  Such vindication is found in 2:1-16, which elaborates the triumphs of 

God in Christ over the powers that rule the present evil age.  Verses 17-18 depict 

the victory shout and celebration of the people of God, and vv. 20-22 detail the 

construction of Christ’s temple, which stands as a lasting testament to his triumph.  

The pattern in this passage, then, is as follows: Lordship (1:20-23), conflict-

victory (2:1-16), victory shout (2:17), celebration (2:18), and house-building 

(2:20-22). 

 

The Liturgical Context of the Pattern of Divine Warfare (1:1-19) 

As mentioned above, the author of Ephesians immediately draws his 

audience into the rhetoric of praise and worship—a strategy that has an important 

function in relation to divine warfare motifs.
6
  While most NT letters begin with 

customary greetings, including words of praise and thanksgiving to God in Christ, 

                                                 
5 Muddiman 2001, 99. 
6 Cf. Jeal 2002, 317-18. 
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along with words of blessing with grace and peace, Ephesians is the only NT letter 

that opens with an extended berakah—a blessing formula that would have been 

common in Jewish and Jewish-Christian circles.
7
  Many have attempted to 

determine a structure to this passage but, to this point, no proposal has proved 

satisfying.
8
  What is more apparent, however, is that, as Best notes, ‘[t]he eulogy 

hangs together as a whole, beginning and ending with the praise of God’.
9
  Our 

concern here is not to identify the structure of the berakah, but rather to grasp its 

function as praise in the argument of the letter. 

Occurrences of the pattern of divine warfare in texts from the ancient 

world are most common in contexts of praise to the deity.  For example, both 

instances of the mythic pattern from the ancient Near East discussed previously 

appear in such contexts.  In the Baal cycles, the mythic pattern is followed by a 

banquet where the gods are gathered to celebrate the kingship of Baal.  In Enuma 

elish, the triumph of Marduk is followed by a celebratory feast in which the fifty 

names of the exalted god are proclaimed.  Further, the myths contained in these 

texts are dramas that would have been re-enacted regularly in the cultus of the 

respective cultures.
10

  Such ritual re-enactments had the function of informing and 

reflecting the imagination of these nations, wherein the nations’ respective deities 

held the position of Most High God. 

 The same is true of many biblical psalms in which Yahweh appears as 

Divine Warrior.
11

  Psalm 98, to cite just one example, was most likely composed 

to be sung by worshipers at the temple to celebrate the triumphant return of 

Yahweh the Divine Warrior from battle.
12

  Because of his conquests, which are 

                                                 
7 O’Brien 1979, 504.  On the similarity between the sentence structure of the berekah and 

the typical Hebrew sentence structure in Qumran texts, see Kuhn 1968, 117. 
8 For a survey of ways in which the berekah has been variously structured, see Hoehner 

2002, 153-61.  Cf. also Lincoln 1990, 10-19; O’Brien 1979, 505-16.  For discussion of its 

composition in relation to a creedal or liturgical Vorlage, see Best 1997, 55; Dahl 1951, 241-64.  In 

the end, O’Brien claims that it ‘is probably best to refer to the paragraph . . . as an ad hoc creation 

in which the author, by means of exalted liturgical language (some of which was possibly 

borrowed from early Christian worship), praises God for His glorious plan of salvation, and edifies 

the readers’ (O’Brien 1979, 509; cf. also Schlier 1971, 41; Sanders 1965, 229; Gnilka 1971, 60; 

Lincoln 1990, 14).  M. Kitchen calls the berekah a ‘sustained piece of liturgically charged 

theological writing’ (1994, 45). 
9 Best 1998, 110. 
10 Kang 1989, 198; Day 1985, 19; Grønbæk 1985, 27-28; Kapelrud 1963, 59. 
11 Mowinckel 1962, 106. 
12 Longman 1984, 268-69; Mays 1994a, 312. 
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listed in vv. 1-3, an ever-expanding community is called upon to worship 

Yahweh—Israel, then the nations, then all of creation.
13

 The blessing section of Ephesians begins in similar fashion, wherein the 

writer opens his letter with a call to praise God who has blessed his people with 

every spiritual blessing in Christ.  This ‘outburst of praise’ on the part of the 

writer (Eujloghto<v oJ qeo<v, ‘Blessed be God’, v. 3) is a form utilized in Israel’s 

worship to render praise in response to God’s deliverance.
14

  By using this form, 

Perkins claims that  

Ephesians telegraphs its intention to the audience.  We are about to hear a 

fine speech in praise of “God [the] Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  True 

to the conventions of such speech, Ephesians indicates that such praise is 

the appropriate response to benefits conferred.
15

 

It is only natural, then, that this extended and lofty section of praise in 

Ephesians would precede the appearance of the pattern of divine warfare—the 

assertion of the triumph of God in Christ followed by a rehearsal of his conquests.  

This doxological direction of Ephesians, focusing on delineating the triumphs of 

God in Christ, is set from the very beginning by the appearance of the phrase eijv 

e]painon do>xhv ca>ritov aujtou~ (‘unto the praise of the glory of his grace’) in v. 

6, and the repetition of eijv e]painon do>xhv aujtou~ (‘unto the praise of his glory’) 

in vv. 12 and 14. 

 The blessing section that opens this letter has the same intended function 

as other cultic contexts of praise—the formation of the imagination.
16

  The notes 

of predestination and election and the universal scope of the sovereignty of God 

and his work in Christ are meant to encourage the readers that Christ stands at the 

very center of God’s sovereignty over the cosmos and that they have been 

absorbed into the narrative of God’s all-encompassing plan of salvation.
17

A number of scholars have also noted that the berakah seems to preview 

the content of the remainder of the letter.
18

  According to Cambier, it is ‘le résumé 

doctrinal des six chapitres de la lettre’.
19

  From the very beginning the cosmic 

                                                 
13 Weiser 1962, 637.  Other psalms that contain the pattern of divine warfare in the 

context of praise are Pss 24, 29, 46, 47, 48, 68, 76. 
14 Lincoln 1990, 10. 
15 Perkins 2000, 11:372. 
16 Cf. Walsh and Keesmaat 2004, 84; Jeal 2002, 317-18. 
17 Cf. Yoder Neufeld 2002, 58-59; Mouton 2002, 58-60; Lincoln 1993, 143-44. 
18 O’Brien 1979, 510; Dahl 1951, 262; Sanders 1965, 230; Mouton 2002, 60. 
19 Cambier 1963, 58. 
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vision of Ephesians is brought into view, with the mention by the writer that God 

has given every spiritual blessing ejn toi~v ejpourani>oiv (v. 3).  This serves to 

shape the readers’ identity as belonging to that dimension where Christ has been 

exalted as Cosmic Lord over the powers and authorities—the dimension also in 

which they are to wage cosmic warfare against those very same supra-human 

figures (Eph 6:10-18).  Their task in this regard puts them at the very center of 

God’s purposes for the cosmos: ajnakefalaiw>sasqai ta< pa>nta ejn tw~| 

Cristw~|, ta< ejpi< toi~v oujranoi~v kai< ta< ejpi< th~v gh~v ejn aujtw~| (v. 10).
20

The repetition of ejn Cristw~| and related phrases (ejn aujtw~|, v 4; ejn tw~| 

hjgaphme>nw|, v. 6b) emphasizes both that Christ is the chief agent of God’s 

‘summing up of all things’ and the one through whom God blesses his people with 

salvation.  The writer also uses such constructions to indicate that his readers no 

longer belong to this present evil age, under the authority of the powers and 

authorities, but that their very identity and location in the cosmos has been 

transformed—they now are located ‘in Christ’, pointing ahead to his readers’ 

participation in the triumph of God in Christ.
21

 The prayer that begins in 1:15 makes the writer’s intention explicit.  He 

prays that they would be empowered to recognize the apocalyptic vision of reality 

that he is about to unfold in this letter.  In an initial petition, he depicts Paul as 

praying that God would grant to them a ‘spirit of wisdom (sofi>av) and of 

revelation (ajpokalu>yewv)’ that his readers might have a more fruitful 

knowledge of God (1:17).
22

  The writer’s language indicates that, though this is 

not an ‘apocalyptic’ text,
23

 the vision of ‘all things’ that the writer is about to 

unfold requires insight granted by God.  The intercessory prayer report continues 

with the petition that his readers’ eyes might be ‘enlightened’ (pefwtisme>nouv) 

so that they might rightly understand their ‘calling’ (v. 18) and the ‘surpassing 

greatness of his power’ (to< uJperba>llon me>geqov th~v duna>mewv aujtou~v, v. 19) 

towards them.  It is this great power upon which he now elaborates through the 

assertion of the cosmic lordship of Christ and the listing of the triumphs of God in 

Christ. 

                                                 
20 Kitchen 1984, 41; Van Kooten 2003, 151; Turner 1995, 139-43. 
21 Cf. Mouton 2002, 60. 
22 Roberts 1991, 49. 
23 See Yoder Neufeld’s discussion on the relation of the cosmic vision of Ephesians to 

apocalyptic literature (2002, 339-41).  Cf. also Reynier 1992, 27-28. 
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Lordship (1:20-23) 

 The thesis statement of Ephesians is found in 1:20-23, where the author 

claims that Christ has been exalted to the position of cosmic lordship over the 

powers ruling the present age and that ‘all things’ have been subjected to him.  

That this passage stands as the thesis statement is demonstrated by the fact that the 

phrase that concludes the prayer in v. 19, tou~ kra>touv th~v ijscu>ov aujtou~ (‘the 

power of his strength’), appears again in 6:10, forming an inclusio that sets the 

limits within which the argument of the letter is found.
24

 This passage is situated at the end of the letter’s first prayer report, where 

the author prays that his readers’ eyes will be opened so that they will be able to 

grasp the surpassing greatness of the power of God (v. 19).  God exercised 

(ejnh>rghsen) this power in raising (ejgei>rav) Jesus Christ from the dead and 

installing him at his right hand as cosmic Lord (vv. 20-23).
25

 According to v. 20, God has seated Christ ‘at his right hand’ (ejn dexia|~ 

aujtou~).  In the OT, the right hand of Yahweh was a position of favor (Ps 80:18; 

Jer 22:24), of victory (Ps 20:6; 44:3; Isa 41:10), and of power (Exod 15:6; Ps 

89:13; Isa 48:13).
26

  It is the ‘place of delegated sovereignty’ so that Christ 

exercises the power of God himself, since he shares in his authority.
27

 The exaltation formula is based on Psalm 110, the most common OT text 

in early Christian proclamation.
28

  While most NT citations of the psalm focus 

only on v. 1—Hebrews, of course, concentrates on v. 4—the development of vv. 

20-23 in chapter 2 reflects the movement of the entire psalm.
29

  In Psalm 110, 

Yahweh appoints the Davidic king to his exalted post as lord over his enemies and 

                                                 
24 See the structural analysis of Wendland 1999, 208.  While vv. 20-23 are often read as a 

meditation on the power of God to close off the prayer with a rhetorical flourish, this paragraph is 

better viewed as the thesis statement of the letter.  On the close connection between 1:20-23 and 

chapter 2, see Roberts 1986, 96-98; 1991, 18-19; 1993, 100-101; Mouton 2002, 61-65.  

Schnackenburg also notes that the theological argumentation begins at v. 19b (1991, 76).  For other 

suggestions regarding the transition point between greeting and letter body, see Kitchen 1994, 53; 

Sanders 1962, 348-62; Muddiman 2001, 97-98. 
25 A number of scholars prefer to view the two participles along with the two aorist verbs 

as subordinate to ejnhrghsen, so that God’s power is exercised in four specific acts: he raises 

Christ, seats him, subjects all things to him, and makes him head over all things (Best 1998, 170; 

Harris 1991, 76; Sanders 1965, 220).  Hoehner rightly notes, however, that the three aorist verbs in 

vv. 20-22 are coordinate and the two participles are subordinate to ejnh>rghsen (2002, 273, 282). 
26 O’Brien 1999, 141. 
27 Caird 1976, 46; O’Brien 1999, 141. 
28 On the use of Ps 110 in early Christian proclamation, see Bauckham 1998, 29-42; 

Moritz 1996, 9-22; Hay 1973; Juel 1988, 135-50; Loader 1978, 199-217. 
29 Moritz 1996, 20; cf. also Gese 1997, 190-93. 
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then subjects the enemies to his king.  The task of subjecting the enemies shifts in 

the latter half of the psalm, as the earthly king goes forth to subdue kings and 

judge among nations.
30

  The relationship between the activity of God and his 

exalted Christ is much the same in Eph 1:20-2:22 as God first subjects enemies to 

Christ before Christ then becomes active later in Ephesians 2. 

 This seating of Christ has been done ‘in the heavenlies’ (ejn toi~v 

ejpourani>oiv), a phrase that designates the realm of the spiritual world.  This 

realm contains the evil spiritual powers, along with the church, and it is the sphere 

over which Christ has been exalted as cosmic lord.  While Ephesians does not take 

part in apocalyptic speculations about the number of the heavens, God and Christ 

most likely dwell in the highest of the heavens while the evil powers inhabit the 

lower heavens, since Christ has been exalted ‘far above’ all other spiritual 

powers.
31

 The seating of Christ at the right hand of God in heaven has direct 

reference to the powers enumerated in v. 21; ‘all rule and authority and power and 

lordship’ (pa>shv ajrch~v kai< ejxousi>av kai< duna>mewv kai< kurio>thtov).  This 

listing of various names for the powers is not meant to delineate a hierarchy of 

spiritual beings or to provoke speculation regarding the inhabitants of the spiritual 

realm, but simply to underscore that Christ has been exalted as Lord ‘far above’ 

all conceivable entities of spiritual authority.
32

  In order to stress this point, the 

author includes ‘every name that is named, not only in this age, but also in the 

coming one’ (panto<v ojno>matov ojnomazome>nou, ouj mo>non ejn tw~| aijw~ni tou>tw| 

ajlla< kai< ejn tw~| me>llonti) (v. 21b).
33

   

                                                 
30 There is a shift within vv. 5-7 from second to third person, raising the issue of who is 

being addressed.  Some see Yahweh as addressee here, so that he carries out the destruction of the 

king’s enemies for him (Allen 1983, 87; Kraus 1989, 2:351-52).  It makes better sense, however, 

for the Davidic king to be in view throughout vv. 5-7.  In v. 5a, the prophet addresses himself to 

the king as he is about to undertake the conquest spoken of in vv. 1-2, and assures him of the 

assistance of Yahweh (K1n:ymiy:-l(a ynFdo)j, ‘the Lord is at your right hand’).  Then, in vv. 5b-7, the 

prophet turns to a vision of the future as the king carries out the battle.  He is still referring to the 

Davidic king, but now in the third person (Gilbert and Pisano 1980, 349). 
31 Bauckham 1998, 27; cf. also Noll 1998, 139. 
32 According to Schwindt, ‘Daß dieser räumlich oberhalb jeglicher Macht gedacht wird, 

ist Ausdruck von Gottes und Christi herrscherlicher Stellung über dem All und allen darin 

wesenden Potenzen’ (2002, 355). 
33 Contra Wesley Carr, who claims that the author is merely contrasting the exalted power 

of Christ with all other authority (1981, 99).  He states that the ‘usage of Ps 110:1 in the NT always 

stresses the glorified presence of Christ with God and does not refer to some act of Christ in 

defeating his enemies’ (1981, 98).  While Carr’s contention does have some limited validity—in 

that the usage of Ps 110 in the NT largely has to do only with the exaltation of Jesus Christ—this 
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The major role that the powers and authorities play in Ephesians raises the 

question of their identity.  Wesley Carr argues that the powers and authorities in 

Ephesians do not refer to evil demonic powers that rule the present age, but to the 

pure angelic host surrounding the throne of God.  To support this position, Carr 

maintains that in the thought-world of the first century CE, evil was concentrated 

exclusively in the figure of Satan.  He also argues that Psalm 110 is used 

throughout the NT to speak about the exaltation of Christ in the presence of God, 

with no reference to Christ defeating his enemies.
34

  Against Carr’s reading, there 

is substantial evidence that belief in the demonic realm was quite extensive in the 

first century CE.  And, while Carr correctly notes that Psalm 110 appears several 

times in the NT to speak solely of Christ’s glorification to the right hand of God, 

there is a link in 1:20 between the hostile powers and the enemies in the quotation 

from Psalm 110.
35

The writer has in view here the entire range of supra-human powers that 

were given  authority over creation but are now arrayed in hostility against the 

church and the purposes of God in the world.
36

  These figures reside ‘in the 

heavenlies’ but are closely intertwined with the earthly institutions which they 

manipulate in leading humanity astray.
37

  Such supra-human powers have 

antecedents in both Graeco-Roman thought and in Jewish theology, and so would 

have resonated in the imagination of the author’s audience, however diverse.  

                                                                                                                                      
citation of Ps 110 is unique precisely because it involves the subjection of the powers to the 

sovereign authority of Christ.  In Ps 110, the exalted one is sitting in authority over his enemies, a 

suggestion made clearer in the remainder of Eph 1:20-23.  First, the appearance in v. 21a of 

uJpera>nw does not merely indicate that the power of Christ is greater relative to that of the powers 

and authorities, but indicates specifically that he is in authority over them.  Second, the subjection 

of ‘all things’ (pa>nta) under the feet of Christ is related directly to the powers (v. 22a).  While all 

conceivable entities certainly are in view here, the reference to the powers just mentioned is 

unmistakable (Caird 1976, 46; O’Brien 1999, 145; Wendland 1999, 211-12; Best 1998, 180; 

Hoehner 2002, 282-83; Caragounis 1977, 144). 
34 Carr 1981, 98-99, 122-23. 
35 This link is made more explicitly in the quotation of Ps 110 in 1 Cor 15:25-26.  For 

further critique of Carr’s proposal, see Arnold 1989, 47-51; Lincoln 1990, 63-64; Wink 1984, 23-

26; O’Brien 1984, 125-28. 
36 Schwindt 2002, 392; Yoder Neufeld 1997, 122. 
37 Walter Wink identifies the powers and authorities with the ‘spirit’ or the social force at 

work in powerful and oppressive societal structures, and with those very structures themselves 

(Wink 1984, 60-64).  Wink is perhaps correct that first century hearers of Ephesians would not 

have distinguished between the identity of the powers and their earthly manifestations (60).  There 

does appear to be some distinction in Ephesians, however, between the powers as supra-human 

personal beings and their effects in human affairs.  They are said to dwell ‘in the heavenlies’ (Eph 

1:20-21; 3:10; 6:12) and their influence is felt in the ordering of a worldly mindset that is hostile to 

God (2:2) (cf. Schwindt 2002, 392-93).  In the end, however, the line between the powers and their 

earthly manifestations is, admittedly, a fuzzy one. 
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According to the Jewish belief in angelic powers, God had delegated authority 

over the nations to angelic beings, who have rebelled against God and now lead 

humanity astray into idolatry, among a variety of other sins (Deut 32:17; 1 Enoch 

19:1; 64:1, 2; Jub. 15:31-32; T. Dan. 5:5, 6).
38

  This understanding was further 

developed in Daniel, where monstrous beasts represent empires (Dan 7:2-8).  In 

Dan 10:13-21, the ‘one like a man’, along with Michael, fights with the ‘Princes’ 

of Greece and Persia.
39

   

These angels of the nations play a prominent role in the early Jewish 

literature as well.  This view of the powers came to full expression in 1 Enoch, 

which narrates how rebellious angels left their place in heaven and came to earth 

to take women as their wives, to introduce to humanity heavenly secrets, and lead 

them into rebellion and sin against God.  These angels will be judged because they 

‘have taught injustice and because [they] have shown to the people deeds of 

shame, injustice, and sin’ (13:2; cf. 56:4; 64:1, 2; Jub. 4:22). 

Early Jewish texts depict one central figure as the authority over all other 

evil angelic powers.  Known by a variety of names, he is most commonly called 

‘Satan’ or ‘Beliar’.  In Jub. 7:26-27, Noah observes that his sons have begun to 

‘walk in paths of corruption’.  He notes the jealousy between brothers and claims 

that ‘the demons have begun to mislead you and your children’ (cf. 10:1-14).  In 

Jub. 11:4-6, evil spirits assist people in making idols and ‘led them astray so that 

they might commit sin and pollution’.  Behind it all is Satan: ‘And the prince, 

Mastema, acted forcefully to do all of this.  And he sent other spirits to those who 

were set under his hand to practice all error and sin and all transgression’ (cf. also 

10:8).  Throughout Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs evil spirits such as the 

‘spirits of deceit’ (T. Reub. 2:1-9) lead people astray into various sins.  These 

spirits are also under the authority of Beliar. According to T. Dan. 1:7-8, ‘one of 

the spirits of Beliar was at work within me, saying, “Take this sword, and with it 

kill Joseph; once he is dead, your father will love you”.  This is the spirit of 

anger…’ 

In Ephesians, these figures are portrayed as leading humanity astray from 

the path of obedience to God.  They rule the present evil age, ordering it in such a 

                                                 
38 Lincoln 1990, 63-64; Reid 1993, 750-51; Leivestad 1954, 160-61; Yates 1980, 101; 

O’Brien 1984, 137; Caragounis 1977, 157-61. 
39 Reid 1993, 750-51. 
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way that humanity is enticed to continue in transgressions and sins, remaining 

spiritually dead.
40

According to the author, God has not only subjected ‘all things’ to Christ, 

but ‘gave him as head over all things to the church’ (aujto<n e]dwken kefalh<n 

uJpe<r pa>nta th|~ ejkklhsi>a|), reflecting the intimate relationship between the 

cosmic Lord Christ and his people in Ephesians, a prominent theme of strategic 

importance throughout the letter.
41

  In v. 23, the author states that the church is the 

body of Christ (h[tiv ejsti<n to< sw~ma aujtou~, ‘which is his body’), indicating that 

the church is the earthly manifestation of the living and exalted Christ, and Christ 

is its animating life-force—the dynamic presence that gives life and sustenance to 

the whole body.
42

  The writer adds to this ‘body’ imagery the notion that the 

church is the ‘fullness’ of Christ: ‘the fullness of the one who fills all things in 

every way’ (to< plh>rwma tou~ ta< pa>nta ejn pa~sin plhroume>nou) (v. 23b).
43

  

The special relationship of unity between Christ and the church has direct 

reference to his status as cosmic lord over the powers ruling the present age.  

Christ has been given as head over all things to the church (v. 22b), and the church 

                                                 
40 This understanding of the role of the powers stands in contrast to the reconstruction of 

Arnold, who argues that the readers of Ephesians were being tempted to live in fear of the powers 

which had dominated their lives prior to their conversion (1989, 41).  There are few indications 

within Ephesians that the letter was written to address this concern.  E.g., the ethical section lacks 

any exhortations against fearing the powers.  On the present view, the powers are those which rule 

the present evil age, ordering it in such a way that people would be led astray into sin and rebellion 

against God, so that the conflict with the powers involves living according to the New Humanity 

instead of the old humanity (cf. Leivestad 1954, 162; Yoder Neufeld 1997, 104, 108; Yates 1980, 

111). 
41 Hoehner 2002, 289.  Contra Jeal 2000, 105-6; Dawes 1998, 140; Lincoln 1990, 67; 

Lindemann 1975, 212; Caird 1976, 48.  The term kefalh> clearly has the sense of ‘authority’ here 

rather than ‘source’, as the allusion to Ps 8:7 demonstrates, so that the lordship of Christ over ‘all 

things’ is in view, not that he is the source of life for the church.  The ‘head’ metaphor is separate 

from the ‘body’ metaphor in this passage, however the mention of the one may have brought to 

mind the other.  As Howard notes, ‘Christ is head not because the church is his body, but because 

all things have been subjected under his feet’ (1974, 353; cf. also Lincoln 1990, 69-70; Dawes 

1998, 140-41; O’Brien 1999, 145-46; Best 1998, 182; contra Muddiman 2001, 92). 
42 Barth 1974, 199; Usami 1983, 126.  For background on the ‘head-body’ imagery in 

Eph, see Arnold 1994; Barth 1974, 183-210. 
43 Some scholars regard this clause in apposition to aujto<n from the middle of v. 22 (Caird 

1976, 49; Moule 1951, 79-86; Muddiman 2001, 95).  They argue that this makes good sense in 

light of the close relationship between Eph and Col, especially Col 1:19 and 2:9, where plh>rwma 

refers to Christ.  On this view, the words th~| ejkklhsi>a| h[tiv ejsti<n to< sw~ma aujtou~ are read as a 

parenthesis (Muddiman 2001, 95).  It is better grammatically, however, to read the clause in 

apposition to sw~ma, which is closer to to< plh>rwma than aujto>n, which is quite remote, and which 

is already in apposition to kefalh>n (Best 1998, 184; Jeal 2000, 109; O’Brien 1999, 150; Perkins 

2000, 11:384; Schnackenburg 1991, 80-81; Yates 1972, 151; MacDonald 2000, 221; Lincoln 1990, 

73).  The emphasis at the end of this section is on the place of the church in relation to the exalted 

Christ so that it makes good sense for the two clauses in v. 23 to expand on this relationship 

(Lincoln 1990, 73; Gnilka 1971, 97). 
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is the fullness of the one who fills all things in every way (v. 23b).
44

  This unity 

between Christ in his role as cosmic lord and the church anticipates the discussion 

of the nature of spiritual warfare in Ephesians, where the church carries out its role 

in participating in the triumph of God in Christ over the powers and authorities. 

 

Conflict-Victory (2:1-16) 

 The claim that Jesus Christ has been exalted as cosmic Lord and that the 

evil powers that presently rule the fallen creation have been subjected to him must 

be substantiated.  That is, the author must answer the question, If Christ has been 

so exalted, what are his triumphs, or in what way has he demonstrated his 

                                                 
44 The grammatical problems involved in v. 23b are notorious and well-rehearsed (See the 

discussions in Arnold 1989, 82-85; Lincoln 1990, 72-78; Best 1998, 183-89; Benoit 1984, 136-58; 

Usami 1983, 129-36; Gnilka 1971, 97-111; Barth 1974, 158-59, 200-210; Dawes 1998, 237-48).  

Two broad interpretations may be outlined.  First, a number of scholars argue that the clause 

indicates that the church fills Christ who is filled completely by God (Overfield 1979, 393; Benoit 

1984, 156; Yates 1972, 149-51).  On this view to< plh>rwma is regarded in an active sense (‘that 

which fills’), a meaning which is widely attested in the NT (Mark 8:20; Matt 9:16; 1 Cor 10:26; 

Rom 11:25).  This notion, which at first might sound theologically strange—the idea of Christ 

being completed in some way by the church—makes good sense in light of Col 1:24 where Paul 

regards the suffering he encounters in his ministry as completing what is lacking in Christ’s 

afflictions.  The participle plhroume>nou is read in a passive sense so that Christ is regarded as the 

one who is being filled (Best 1998, 184-85; Yates 1972, 149-51; de la Potterie 1977, 503-7; 

Hoehner 2002, 299).  Finally, ta< pa>nta ejn pa~sin is read adverbially, so that God fills Christ 

‘completely’ (Yates 1972, 151; Barth 1974, 156; Moule 1959, 160).  An alternative reading 

regards the church as the fullness of Christ who fills all things (Lincoln 1990, 77; Jeal 2000, 108-

109; Schnackenburg 1991, 81; Turner 1994, 1228; O’Brien 1999, 151; Hanson 1946, 127-29; 

Gnilka 1971, 97-99; Schlier 1971, 98-99; MacDonald 2000, 221).  On this view plh>rwma is taken 

in a passive sense, which makes good sense within Ephesians as a whole— in Eph 3:19 the author 

depicts Paul as praying that his readers would ‘be filled’ (plhrwqh~te) to all ‘the fullness’ 

(plh>rwma) of God —and of which there are a number of examples in contemporary Greek 

(Lincoln 1990, 74-75).  The participle plhroume>nou is regarded as being middle in form with an 

active force so that Christ is the one who does the filling.  This active sense is reflected in Eph 4:10 

where Christ is viewed as filling all things (plhrw>sh| ta< pa>nta).  Finally, the phrase ta< pa>nta 
ejn pa~sin is understood adjectivally, indicating that Christ fills ‘all things in every way’, which is 

also parallel to the appearance in 4:10 of ta< pa>nta.  On grammatical grounds a decision between 

these two interpretations is difficult.  The latter, however, is preferable, since it makes better sense 

within Ephesians as a whole.  While Colossians notes that the fullness of God resides in Christ, the 

emphasis in Ephesians is on the relationship between Christ—and God in Christ by the Spirit—and 

the church, a notion with which the latter reading fits well (cf. 3:19; 4:13; 5:18).  This view also 

fits nicely with the notion of the church as the ‘body of Christ’, so that Christ is depicted as filling 

the church with his life and his power.  According to Arnold, v. 23b is best understood in light of 

the ‘fullness’ language in the OT, which is often used to indicate the presence of God (Arnold 

1989, 83-85).  Ezek 44:4 states that ‘the house of the Lord is full (plh>rhv) of his glory’.  In 

Jeremiah 23:24, the Lord asks, ‘Do I not fill (plhrw~) the heavens and the earth?’  Just as the OT 

occasionally referred to the presence of God via ‘fullness’ language, so too in Eph 1:23 the church 

is the dwelling place of Jesus Christ, the place where his ‘fullness’ resides.  In the OT God’s 

presence filled the earthly temple, while at the same time it filled the entire universe, in that there 

was nothing outside the scope of the sovereign rule of Israel’s God.  Likewise, v. 23 notes that 

Christ ‘fills all things’ in that his reign as Lord of all things includes everything in every place, 

while the church is the fullness of Christ in that his relationship with the church is unique (Gombis 

2002, 260-62). 
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superiority over these supposedly vanquished powers?
45

  Two parallel passages 

(vv. 1-10, 11-16) vindicate this claim. 

 The first section (vv. 1-10) details the triumph of God in Christ over the 

powers who rule the present evil age, operating under the ultimate direction of the 

‘prince of the authority of the air, the spirit who now works in the sons of 

disobedience’.  The section is a distinct unit in that an inclusio marks off its 

limits—the verb ‘to walk’ appearing in v. 2 and again in v. 10, emphasizing the 

transformative power of God: Whereas once people led an existence of death, 

walking in transgressions and sins, they now lead an existence in good works.
46

 

Threat (2:1-3) 

 The author dwells on the readers’ former existence with the aim of 

highlighting the dark and desperate situation they faced prior to their conversion.  

He then details the manner in which God has saved them.  The portrayal of a dire 

situation that demands rescue and salvation is a typical device in divine warrior 

scenarios.  The desperate situation is emphasized and drawn out in bold strokes so 

that the salvation will appear all the more dramatic. 

 For example, the dark threat that faces the younger gods in Enuma elish is 

portrayed quite effectively.  Tiamat is disturbed and rouses herself in 

determination to destroy the younger gods.
47

  The threatening mood begins to 

darken as the narrative details her arrangements for battle, including the terrifying 

monsters she creates as weapons of war.
48

  The threat increases as the focus shifts 

to the deliberations of the younger gods and the fear that the news of Tiamat’s war 

preparations strikes in their hearts.
49

  Ea, the leader of the younger gods, goes to 

Anshar, his father, and tells him of the threat, leaving Anshar deeply troubled.
50

  

Anu, an emissary, is sent to Tiamat to attempt to mollify her, but he is so shaken 

                                                 
45 This need to vindicate a claim to supremacy is reflected in the familiar yk@i constructions 

in OT poetry, which elaborate on claims of Yahweh’s superiority.  E.g., Ps 24:1, 2: ‘The earth is 

Yahweh’s… for (yk%i) he founded it…’ (cf. also Exod 15:1, 19, 21; Ps 47:8; 48:5; 98:1, 9).  

Schwindt recognizes that Ephesians 2 directly relates to the exaltation of Christ as lord over his 

enemies: ‘Das zweite Briefkapitel beginnt mit einer adressatenbezogenen Aktualisierung der zuvor 

beschriebenen Christusherrschaft, beginnend mit einem Rückblick auf die frühere sündige 

Existenz der Heidenchristen unter der Hegemonie des Teufels’ (2002, 379). 
46 Both sections of chapter 2 (vv. 1-10, 11-19) are structured according to a ‘once-now’ 

schema (Tachau 1972, 134-43), which Gese calls a ‘soteriologische Kontrastschema’ (1997, 146). 
47 I, 120-130 (citations from Ginsberg 1969, 129-42). 
48 I, 130-160. 
49 II, 1-90. 
50 II, 1-50, esp. 49-50. 
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at merely approaching Tiamat that he flees back to Anshar, elevating the sense of 

terror, thus driving the level of the threat to breaking point.
51

  The gods assemble 

and their collective thought is that ‘no god can go [to battle and] facing Tiamat, 

escape [with his life]’.
52

 The narrative of the battle between David and Goliath in 1 Sam 17 opens 

similarly, with the desperate situation faced by Israel.
53

  They are at a standoff 

with the Philistines, who have put forward their ‘champion’, proposing to decide 

the war by representative combat.  The narrative goes to great lengths in 

describing Goliath, ponderously noting his enormous size, his experience in 

combat, and his impressive equipment (vv. 4-8), building the sense of dread.  He 

embodies the strength and power of the Philistine army, and the overwhelming 

obstacle that they pose to the army of Israel.
54

  Not only does Israel face this huge 

threat posed by Goliath, but the stakes for the army are high.  For forty days 

Goliath has been taunting them, attempting to shame them into taking up his 

challenge (v. 16).
55

  If any ‘man’ can defeat Goliath, then the Philistines will 

become the servants of Israel.
56

  But if Goliath triumphs, then Israel will become 

the servants of the Philistines, to ‘serve’ them (v. 9).  Though it appears that Saul 

would have been the obvious one to answer the challenge, he and his army have 

responded only with fear.  The scene closes with a note of intense desperation and 

utter hopelessness—the men are ‘dismayed’ (WTj'Yew') and ‘greatly afraid’ (daom] 

War]Yiw') (v. 11). 

 In the same way, the author portrays the threatening situation in dark and 

desperate tones (2:1-3).  His description is so ponderous and unwieldy that it 

forms an anacoluthon—the main verb of this long clause finally appearing in the 

                                                 
51 II, 60-80. 
52 II, 89-90. 
53 That this is indeed a Divine Warrior context is demonstrated by the speech of David, 

which casts the conflict into explicitly theological terms, making it out to be a battle between 

Yahweh and the gods of the Philistines.  After Goliath curses David by his gods (v. 43), David 

states that though Goliath is heavily armed with sword, spear, and javelin, David is armed with the 

name of ‘Yahweh of hosts (t/ab;x] hwhy), the God of the armies of Israel’—the Divine Warrior, 

who has been challenged by Goliath (v. 45). 
54 George 1999, 396; Brueggemann 1990, 127. 
55 Gordon 1986, 155; McCarter 1980, 293. 
56 The appearance of ‘man’ (vyai) throughout the narrative is used to great effect to 

portray the unsuitability of David to face Goliath.  It appears 17 times in the narrative, but never 

with reference to David, who is a ‘son of Jesse’ (v. 12), a keeper of only a ‘few sheep’ (v. 28), an 

errand boy, sent to bring supplies to his brothers at the battlefront, among the ‘men of Israel’ (v. 

19) (Klein 1983, 177). 
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middle of v. 5.  This desperate situation was one in which the readers were held 

captive in death through their engagement in transgressions and sins, conducting 

their lives (periepath>sate) under the power of two dominating influences. 

These controlling influences are both indicated by kata>, which indicates 

compulsion or control.
57

  First, they walked kata< to<n aijw~na tou~ ko>smou 

tou>tou (‘according to the age of this world’).  It is tempting to view this phrase as 

a reference to a personal deity, along with a number of commentators, since this 

would depict the conflict between Christ and the powers more directly and 

explicitly.
58

  Indeed there appears good reason to adopt such a reading.  The two 

parallel kata< phrases would then both denote a personal being.
59

 But this interpretation is unlikely.  The phrase is, rather, a loose rendering 

of a Hebraism, indicating ‘this present world order’ and all its values which are 

formed either in opposition to, or apart from consideration of God and his ways.
60

  

The readers’ behavior and attitudes had been shaped by and oriented according to 

the powerful influences of ‘a spatio-temporal complex wholly hostile to God’.
61

 Second, they were under the control of the ‘ruler of the authority of the air’ 

(kata< to>n a]rconta th~v ejxousi>av tou~ aje>rov), a reference to the devil or Satan, 

the ruler of the forces leading humanity in disobedience to God.
62

  In early Jewish 

and early Christian texts, this figure is known by a number of different names and 

has a variety of activities ascribed to him.  In Jub. 10:8, he is known as 

‘Mastema’, ‘the chief of the spirits’, and ‘Beliar’ who ensnares and corrupts Israel 

                                                 
57 O’Brien 1999, 158; Best 1998, 202. 
58 Bruce 1984, 281-82; Gnilka 1971, 114; Schlier 1971, 101; Lindemann 1975, 56-59; 

Schnackenburg 1991, 91.  Cf. also Yoder Neufeld 2002, 92-93. 
59 Best argues that the figure known as the devil had many names in contemporary 

Judaism and early Christianity so that the adoption of the name of a pagan god or evil power would 

not be wholly unexpected, especially since ‘this age’ already had an evil connotation (1998, 204).  

Ignatius seems to have taken it this way in his Epistle to the Ephesians (19.1, 2) (cited in Best 

1998, 204).  Also, it is argued that elsewhere in Paul he can speak of a ‘god of this age’ (2 Cor 4:4) 

and that such a figure here would be equivalent to the ruler of the realm of the air, the devil (6:11) 

or the evil one (6:16) (Schlier 1971, 102). 
60 In every other instance in the Pauline corpus, the term is used in a temporal sense, a 

meaning that fits well here (O’Brien 1999, 159).  Further, one finds several discussions in the 

letters attributed to Paul of evil powers ruling the present evil age, but in none of these contexts is 

aijw>n used to refer to such powers (MacDonald 2000, 229).  While it is difficult to know if the 

intended audience contained a majority of Jewish Christians, the imagery that dominates Ephesians 

is that of Jewish apocalypticism, making it more natural to understand this phrase as a reference to 

the present age (Muddiman 2001, 103; Perkins 2000, 11: 390; Caird 1976, 51; Lincoln 1990, 94; 

Mußner 1982, 59). 
61 Lincoln 1990, 94. 
62 Lincoln 1990, 95; Caird 1976, 51; Kreitzer 1997, 72; Best 1998, 204; Aune 1995, 155-

56. 

 64



  

and accuses them before God (1:20).  He is the ‘Prince of Error’ who blinded 

Simeon’s mind so as to sell Joseph into slavery (T. Sim. 2:7), and who caused 

Judah to go astray through the love of money (T. Jud. 19:4).
63

  In the Synoptics, 

Satan is referred to as ‘the ruler of demons’ (Matt 9:34; 12:24; Mark 3:22; Luke 

11:15), in John ‘the ruler of this world’ (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11) and in 2 Cor 

4:4, he is known as ‘the god of this age’.   

 In Eph 2:2, the a]rconta is not specifically identified as Satan, but he is 

described as the ‘personale gottwidrige Macht’ in authority over the powers and 

principalities.
64

  In 4:27 and 6:11 he is mentioned explicitly as the devil 

(diabo>lou), and in 6:16 as the evil one.
65

  So it is most likely Satan who is in 

view in 2:2—the one who rules over the forces of darkness inhabiting the spiritual 

realm (aje>rov).  These forces carry out his directives and purposes in tempting 

humanity to walk in transgressions and sins and thus to remain in spiritual death.
66

Satan is also depicted as operating actively in unbelievers in some way.  

According to v. 2, there is a ‘spirit now working in/among the sons of 

disobedience’ (tou~ pneu>matov tou~ nu~n ejnergou~ntov ejn toi~v uiJoi~v th~v 

ajpeiqei>av) influencing them to continue in lifestyles of transgressions and sins so 

that they will remain spiritually dead.  Scholars disagree as to the referent of tou~ 

pneu>matov, some arguing that it is in apposition to aje>rov, some to a]rconta, and 

others that it is subordinate to a]rconta, parallel to ejxousi>av.
67

  It makes best 

                                                 
63 Riley 1995, 467-68. 
64 Schwindt 2002, 383. 
65 Lincoln 1990, 95. 
66 The datives (toi~v paraptw>masin . . . tai~v aJmarti>aiv) are here read as both causing 

and characterizing the state of spiritual death (Gnilka 1971, 114; O’Brien 1999, 157). 
67 The majority of commentators read tou~ pneu>matov in apposition to a]rconta (Jeal 

2000, 134; Gnilka 1971, 115; Turner 1994, 1229; Lindemann 1975, 110; Fee 1994, 679; Arnold 

1989, 61-62; O’Brien 1999, 160; Bratcher and Nida 1982, 41; Best 1998, 205).  This reading of the 

two phrases (to<n a]rconta. . . tou~ pneu>matov . . .) views the two nouns as parallel descriptions of 

the person of Satan.  This view also maintains that it is a personal spirit that is active among 

unbelievers.  Turner points to Asc. Is. 2:2-4, where Satan is said to have ‘rejoiced in Jerusalem 

because of Manasseh and strengthened him in his leading to apostasy and in the lawlessness which 

was spread abroad in Jerusalem’ (1994, 1229).  While this view is held by a majority of 

commentators, it is grammatically awkward at best, and impossible at worst.  Lincoln notes that it 

is awkward to regard tou~ pneu>matov as a genitive of apposition since to<n a]rconta is accusative 

(1990, 96).  Wallace goes further, arguing that such a relationship is grammatically impossible, 

since such cannot occur when both nouns are personal (1996, 104).  This is so because, according 

to Wallace’s definition, ‘the genitive of apposition typically states a specific example that is a part 

of the larger category named by the head noun’ (95).  The relationship between tou~ pneu>matov 

and to<n a]rconta—in order to accommodate this view—would have to fall under a grammatical 

category such as ‘simple apposition’, which is also impossible, since to<n a]rconta is not a 

genitive. 
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grammatical sense, and fits well with the context, to read tou~ pneu>matov as a 

genitive of subordination in relation to ejxousi>av, resulting in the translation, ‘the 

ruler… of the spirit now working…’.
68

  On this view, then, Satan is depicted as 

ruling over an evil spirit that works in/among the disobedient,
 
leading them astray 

to continue in transgressions and sins, remaining spiritually dead.
69

 The author continues in v. 3 to portray the dark and desperate former 

situation of his readers by noting that not only were their lives determined by the 

evil rulers of the present age, but also by their own human sinfulness.
70

  He 

identifies himself with his readers at this point, noting that ‘we also all formerly 

conducted ourselves’ (kai< hJmei~v pa>ntev ajnestra>hme>n pote) among the 

children of disobedience.
71

  He describes their existence as living ‘in the lusts of 

our flesh’ (ejn tai~v ejpiqumi>aiv th~v sarko<v hJmw~n), which is then expanded by 

                                                 
68 Lincoln 1990, 95-96; Robinson 1904, 154; Abbott 1987, 42; Wallace 1996, 104; Yoder 

Neufeld 2002, 93; Hoehner 2002, 315.  On this category of genitives, see Wallace 1996, 103-4. 
69 Lincoln 1990, 96-97.  According to Lincoln, it is difficult to determine whether tou~ 

pneu>matov refers to a personal or impersonal spirit in light of the fact that even references to the 

Spirit of God as pneu~ma often hover between personal and impersonal connotations.  Further, it 

may be that when the author chooses to speak of evil spirit beings, as he does in 6:12, he uses the 

adjective pneumatika>, and not pneu>mata (1990, 96).  This ambivalence between personal and 

impersonal is reflected in a number of the Jewish texts that depict the activity of spirits operating 

under the authority of Satan (e.g., Jub. 10:1-14; 11:4-6; 12:19-20; T. Sim. 3:1; 4:1-9; T. Jud. 20:1).  

To support the notion of an impersonal spirit, Lincoln cites 1 Cor 2:12, where Paul supposedly 

recognizes that there is a spirit working in the world in opposition to the Spirit of God (1990, 97).  

An appeal to 1 Cor 2:12 to support such a notion is questionable, however, since it does not appear 

that to< pneu~ma tou~ ko>smou  is a reference to a spirit that belongs to the world.  The author ‘is not 

suggesting that there is a “spirit” of the world comparable to the Holy Spirit’, but rather that the 

Spirit whom the Corinthians have received is not ‘from this world’, but from God (Fee 1994, 102-

3; cf. Witherington 1995, 128; Adams 2000, 116; Barrett 1971, 75). 
70 Lindemann argues that in vv. 2, 3 the writer describes the same situation from two 

different perspectives.  In v. 2, he speaks in mythological terms, and non-mythological terms in v. 

3 (1975, 113).  It is more natural, however, to read the two descriptions as focusing on the sources 

of sinfulness in the world—the evil powers ruling this age, and human sinfulness.  Such a 

supposed tension is discernible in certain Jewish texts where passages point to evil spirits as the 

cause of evil and temptation in close proximity to those which point to the evil in one’s own hear 

(e.g., Jub. 12:19-20 and 21). 
71 Some commentators read the ‘we/you’ contrast which runs throughout the letter as a 

contrast between the author as a Christian Jew and his readers as Gentiles (Abbott 1897, 43; 

Schlier 1971, 105-6; Barth 1974, 211-12; Bruce 1984, 280; O’Brien 1999, 156; Fee 1994, 669).  It 

is more likely, however, that the contrast is between the writer and his ministry associates (‘we’), 

and his readers (‘you’) (Perkins 2000, 11:389; Schnackenburg 1991, 90; Lincoln 1990, 88; Gnilka 

1971, 112; Lindemann 1975, 108; Best 1981, 15; 1998, 208; Jeal 2000, 133; Hoehner 2002, 317; 

cf. also Kreitzer 1997, 72).  The addition of pa>ntev in v. 3 makes it clear that the reference is to all 

people being in an unregenerate state, not just to Jews.  Further, the usage of the first person plural 

throughout the remainder of the section, not to mention 1:3-14, does not restrict the recipients of 

the blessings of salvation to Jewish Christians (Hoehner 2002, 317).  Lastly, it must be stressed 

that the Jew/Gentile contrast plays only a minor role in Ephesians, showing up in 2:11-16 to make 

a very strategic and limited point.  The author is not addressing a pressing situation of tension 

between Jewish and Gentile Christians, but is rather noting that Christ has triumphed over the 

division created by the Mosaic Law by uniting Jew and Gentile in one New Humanity, on which 

see below. 
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the further phrase ‘doing the desires of the flesh and of the mind’ (poiou~ntev ta< 

qelh>mata th~v sarko<v kai< tw~n dianoiw~n). 

 This is a comprehensive diagnosis of their previous state—not only their 

actions, but their plans, thoughts, aims, motives, dispositions, and imaginations 

were affected by sin and were in opposition to God.  Because of this, they were 

destined for eschatological destruction.  They are called ‘children of wrath’ 

(te>kna fu>sei ojrgh~v) in v. 3b, bringing to a climax the desperate situation in 

which they were found prior to their conversion.  They had no hope of escape, but 

were completely in need of a salvation God alone could provide. 

 

Triumph over the Powers (2:4-6) 

 With v. 4 there is a transition in the passage (de<) where the author now 

describes the dramatic rescue—God’s mighty work of salvation—whereby God 

triumphed over the powers of evil (vv. 4-6).  In comparison with the surrounding 

context, the description of God’s act of salvation is quite brief, taking up only two 

and a half verses—with v. 5a recapitulating the previous situation—to speak of 

God’s motivation and actual act(s) of rescue and deliverance.  Such a brief report 

of the conflict and victory of God over his enemies is not unusual in Divine 

Warrior contexts, where much more space typically is devoted to the development 

of the threatening situation, setting the backdrop against which the great power of 

God in salvation can be emphasized.  Further, in contexts that develop the 

scenario at length, a brief statement of the conflict and victory serves to emphasize 

the stunning and dramatic deliverance. 

 For example, in the confrontation between Elijah and the prophets of Baal 

in 1 Kings 18, the actual climax of the story is very brief in relation to the rest of 

the narrative, being reported in just two verses (vv. 38-39).
72

  Much space is 

devoted to the speeches of Elijah to the people gathered around to witness the 

‘battle of the gods’.
73

  Further, the description of the frantic activity of the 

prophets of Baal attempting to get the attention of their god is quite extensive.  

                                                 
72 That this is a passage in which the Divine Warrior appears is clear from the presence of 

several theophanic elements commonly found in such contexts, such as ‘fire’ (vae) and ‘voice’ 

(l/q) (Domeris 1997, 3:900; Naudé 1997, 1:534; Hamp 1974, 1:426; Klingbeil 1999, 84-99). 
73 Elijah challenges the people to move beyond their indecision between following 

Yahweh or Baal, and then sets up a contest between the two to demonstrate who is supreme.  Both 

Elijah and the prophets of Baal will prepare a sacrifice so that the deity who brings down fire upon 

the sacrifice will be declared the God of Israel (vv. 22-24). 

 67



  

The narrative notes that they spent almost the entire day attempting to rouse Baal 

to action.
74

  The emphatic conclusion, repeated in vv. 26 and 29, stresses the 

futility of the prophets: ‘but there was no voice, and no one answered and no one 

paid attention’ (bv,q; ˆyaew] hn<[oAˆyaew] l/qAˆyaew]).75
   

The narrative also elaborately and methodically draws out the preparations 

by Elijah of the altar that he constructs, and then focuses at length on his prayer 

(vv. 30-37).  Finally, in stark contrast to the elaborate descriptions of the action to 

this point, as soon as Elijah finishes his prayer in v. 37 Yahweh immediately and 

dramatically answers (v. 38).  The contrast between the lack of any response on 

the part of Baal to his prophets’ repeated and extended pleadings and Yahweh’s 

immediate response to Elijah’s request could not be clearer.
76

 The same is true of the David vs. Goliath narrative in 1 Sam 17.  While the 

narrative dwells at length on the physical and militaristic advantage of Goliath 

(vv. 4-7), patiently developing the character of David and the dreadful nature of 

the threat Israel was facing, the actual description of the conflict is quite brief, 

comprising only two verses (vv. 48-49).  As Goliath lumbers forward, David 

unleashes one of his stones, hitting Goliath in the head.  Goliath ‘falls down with 

his face to the ground’, recalling Dagon’s prostration before the ark of the 

covenant in 1 Samuel 5.
77

  David then rushes over to cut off Goliath’s head and 

the army of Israel chases after the Philistines as they flee (v. 51).  

 In the same way, the author’s description of the actual salvation and rescue 

of believers who had previously been caught in such a dreadful situation is 

stunningly brief—just three verbs (vv. 5-6).  This is all the more impressive in a 

letter known for its ‘superabundance of words’ with endless genitival 

                                                 
74 They ‘called’ (ar;q;) out to Baal to ‘answer’ throughout the entire day, from morning 

until noon, continuing until the time for the evening sacrifice (vv. 26, 29) (DeVries 1985, 229).  In 

v. 28, their efforts become more desperate as they continue to ‘cry’ (ar;q;) and now begin to gash 

themselves, perhaps as a substitute for human sacrifice (Gray 1977, 399). 
75 In both vv. 26 and 29 the negative particle is repeated to emphasize the conclusion, 

making it more dramatic.  The mention in the narrative that ‘there was no voice (l/q)’ also stands 

out in light of the frequent use of ar;q; ‘to call’ in vv. 24-26 (Hauser 1990, 42). 
76 The difference in the two approaches is also emphasized by the similarity between two 

Hebrew phrases: the prophets of Baal cut themselves ‘according to their custom’ (µf;P;v]miK], v. 

28), while Elijah constructs the altar ‘according to the number’ (rP"s]miK], v. 31) of the tribes of 

Israel (Gregory 1990, 122). 
77 Whereas Goliath had threatened that Israel would ‘serve’ the Philistines and their gods 

(v. 9), Goliath is forced into the position of worship before Yahweh (George 1999, 407). 
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constructions and elaborate descriptions.
 78

  The main verb—sunezwopoi>hsen—

governs the entire paragraph from vv. 1-5, and the second (sunh>geiren) and third 

(suneka>qisen) verbs further explain God’s saving action.
79

  These verbs are 

quite obviously related to God’s raising and seating of Christ in 1:20, a 

relationship which is made explicit by the sun- prefix on the three verbs.
80

  When 

God acted to raise Christ and seat him in the heavenlies, believers were included 

along with him.
81

In v. 5b, the author interjects that it is truly by grace that his readers have 

been saved (ca>riti> ejste sesw|sme>noi).
82

  He is careful throughout this chapter 

                                                 
78 Best 1993a, 19.  According to Gnilka, ‘Was den Stil prägt, ist seine geradezu 

unersättliche Neigung zur Abundanz’ (1971, 31). 
79 Schnackenburg 1991, 95. 
80 Gese 1997, 226-28; Caragounis 1977, 69; Mouton 2002, 64.  Contra Schlier, who 

maintains that the inclusive element has the union of Gentile and Jewish Christians in view (1971, 

109). 
81 Allen 1986, 106; Weber 1995, 478.  The ‘in Christ’ formula emphasizes the inclusion 

of believers with Christ, which is highlighted further by the compound verbs.  In v. 5 tw~| Cristw~| 
appears, along with ejn Cristw~| *Ihsou~ in v. 6b, in a locative sense.  According to Best, Christ is 

the ‘place’ where God acts for us (1998, 223).  One crucial difference between the situation of the 

exalted Christ and that of believers is that whereas Christ has been seated at the right hand of the 

throne of God—indicating his position of authority and power—believers are not spoken of as 

having received such an endowment.  Several writers argue that since believers are included in 

what God has done for Christ via the sun- compound verbs, they therefore have been given 

authority in the same way as has Christ—at least in some measure (Harris 1991, 77; Arnold 1989, 

165).  But this is to go beyond the evidence in Ephesians.  According to Harris, Ephesians does not 

deny that believers have been granted such power and authority, but nowhere in Ephesians are 

believers spoken of as having any kind of authority over the evil powers, and, in fact, the nature of 

the battle against the evil powers is far more subtle, as will be demonstrated in subsequent chapters 

of this thesis. 
82 That Eph 2 is a listing of the triumphs of God in Christ over the evil powers—i.e., his 

‘mighty deeds of salvation’—may provide a justification for the use of sw|>zw as a perfect passive 

participle.  The construction with this verb has occasioned no small amount of debate regarding the 

extent to which eschatology is realized in Ephesians, and the bearing of this on the issue of 

authorship.  According to some scholars, the emphasis on realized eschatology is a significant step 

beyond the undisputed Pauline letters (e.g., Lindemann 1975, 137; Schnackenburg 1991, 98; 

Gnilka 1971, 119).  According to Lincoln, however, the difference between Ephesians and the 

undisputed Paulines on this score can easily be overstated (1990, 104; cf. also O’Brien 1999, 169; 

MacDonald 2000, 232).  Gese maintains that it is inappropriate to conclude that there are non-

Pauline formulations present here: ‘Betrachtet man die aus der Paulustradition übernommenen 

Wendungen, so läßt sich feststellen, daß hier zwar nicht wörtlich, aber inhaltlich die 

Grundgedanken der paulinischen Rechtfertigungslehre adäquat wiedergegeben sind.  In der 

Zusammenstellung dieser Grundaussagen über die Rechtfertigung kann dem Verfasser nicht der 

Vorwurf einer unpaulinischen Denkweise gemacht warden’ (1997, 164-65).  While the point must 

not be pressed too far, it is worth pointing out that if the appropriate framework for the present 

discussion is the rehearsal of the ‘mighty deeds of salvation’ by which God in Christ has rescued 

people from the evil rulers that held them in captivity, the usage of sw|>zw in a perfect construction 

is quite natural.  At the same time it is worth noting that one must not be distracted into 

downplaying elements in Ephesians that might be at variance with the undisputed Paulines out of a 

desire to make the former appear more likely to be genuinely by Paul.  The extent to which a 

number of the undisputed epistles differ from each other easily encompasses that to which 
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to stress the divine initiative in salvation, as this interjection demonstrates, and he 

will reinforce the point in vv. 8-10.
83

 

The Purpose of God in His Triumph (2:7-10) 

 The purpose of this dramatic rescue is given in v. 7, which begins with 

i[na.  God has brought his salvation in order to demonstrate his great saving power 

and the riches of his kindness throughout the coming ages.  This is an emphasis 

found in the berakah of 1:3-14, with the repeated theme of the ultimate purpose of 

God’s salvation being the praise of his glory (cf. 1:6, 12, 14).  Again, it is 

tempting to see a direct reference to the hostile powers in the phrase toi~v aijw~sin 

toi~v ejpercome>noiv.
84

  A number of scholars argue that this phrase can be 

translated as ‘the hostile aeons’ with the participle translated in the sense of 

‘attacking’, a sense it has in Luke 11:22, so that the purpose of God in saving 

people is to demonstrate directly to the evil powers how great is his power and 

grace.  A temporal reference, however, is more likely.
85

  In order to see the aeons 

as hostile powers here, the preposition eijv would be expected, instead of ejn.  The 

latter preposition makes the translation ‘among’ a possibility, but the former 

would have given the sense of a display ‘to’ the powers.
86

 Two statements follow in vv. 8-10 that substantiate and support the design 

of God to magnify his saving power through his work of salvation and rescue.
87

  

Both statements are introduced by ga<r and betray a polemical edge, stressing the 

notion that God alone has brought salvation, triumphing over the evil powers, 

without the aid of any human agent, thereby excluding human boasting.   

First, in vv. 8-9, the author recapitulates his interjection from v. 5, arguing 

that it is by grace that his readers have been saved, through faith (th~| ga<r ca>riti> 

                                                                                                                                      
Ephesians varies from one or another of the undisputed Paulines.  In the end, this issue must not 

distract from an investigation of the argument of Ephesians taken on its own terms.  
83 Bouttier states that ‘on retrouve le droit fil de l’évangile paulinien où l’initiative 

rédemptrice apparaît comme unilatérale, renversante’ (1991, 102). 
84 Lindemann 1975, 129-30; Schlier 1971, 112-14; Kitchen 1994, 61. 
85 Hoehner 2002, 338; Schnackenburg 1991, 97; MacDonald 2000, 233; Lincoln 1990, 

110; Gnilka 1971, 121. 
86 Perkins 2000, 11:392.  Barth’s suggestion that God is involved in a cosmic lawsuit 

against the powers and authorities (1974, 238-42; cf. also Kreitzer 1997, 74) misapplies a variety 

of images to the present context (cf. Hoehner 2002, 337). 
87 Both instances of ga<r substantiate the claim made in v. 7 (cf. Muddiman 2001, 112).  

Lincoln and O’Brien claim that the second ga<r further grounds the claim made in v. 8, that 

salvation is a divine gift, not of human origin or the result of human works (Lincoln 1990, 113; 

O’Brien 1999, 178). 
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ejste sesw|sme>noi dia< pi>stewv).  He then contends that the initiative for God’s 

gracious and powerful rescue resides in God alone, ruling out any thought of this 

move of God originating elsewhere.  He contends that this salvation is ‘not from 

you, it is the gift of God’ (oujk ejx uJmw~n qeou~ to< dw~ron) (v. 8).
88

  In v. 9, it is 

‘not from works, so that no one may boast’ (oujk ejx e]rgwn, i[na mh> tiv 

kauch>shtai). 

 These statements recall passages in the OT where human boasting is 

strictly forbidden in light of God’s saving acts.  According to Bouttier, ‘Cela ne 

vient pas de vous reprend un theme frequent chez les prophètes.  Dieu sauve son 

people à l’exclusion de toute autre initiative ou tout autre concours’.
89

  God alone 

has done it, and human boasting diminishes the clarity of the display of God’s 

power (1 Sam 2:3; Ps 20:7; 34:2; 75:4; 97:7; Isa 10:15; 20:5).  This notion grows 

in force when taken together with the thrust of v. 10. 

 The second ga<r (v. 10) introduces another statement in support of v. 7.  

Many have rightly noted the ‘new creation’ imagery present here, with the noun 

poi>hma and the participle ktisqe>ntev.  But with the noun poi>hma the polemic 

against human boasting continues, referring not merely to the fact of the new 

creation, but that this work of God is his creation, his doing, and not ours.
90

  As 

Lindemann states, the author ‘gibt . . . eine Begründung dafür, weshalb ein 

Selbstruhm nicht in Frage kommt; und er verweist zugleich auf ethische 

Konsequenzen: Wir sind Gottes Gebilde, seine (neue) Schöpfung’.
91

The language in v. 8, along with its basic thrust, is similar to that in Ps 

100:3 (LXX 99:3).  In the call to worship in Ps 100:3 (99:3), the confession aujto<v 

ejpoi>hsen hJma~v kai< oujx hJmei~v (‘he has made us and not we ourselves’) is 

similar to oujk ejx uJmw~n (‘not from you’) and aujtou~ ga>r ejsmen poi>hma (‘for we 

are his creation’) of v. 10.  Both of these appear in a context that calls the people 

of God to recognize that their status as such depends exclusively on the initiative 

and creative power of God, ruling out human boasting. 

                                                 
88 The neuter pronoun tou~to is best seen as referring to 8a as a whole, and not merely to 

either ca>riti> or pi>stewv (Hoehner 2002, 343; Lincoln 1990, 112; Best 1998, 226; O’Brien 1999, 

175; Schlier 1971, 115; Gnilka 1971, 129; Schnackenburg 1991, 98). 
89 1991, 106. 
90 Best 1998, 230.  Cf. also Barth 1974, 226.   
91 Lindemann 1985, 41. 
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 With the participle ktisqe>ntev, new creation is brought to the fore.  

Believers were created in Christ Jesus for good works,
92

 which have been 

prepared in advance by God, indicating that God has created his people for 

righteousness and obedience.
93

   

 The purpose of this brief mention of ‘good works’ is often missed, as a 

number of commentators suggest that this amounts to an exhortation to produce 

good works.  According to Kreitzer, the author in vv. 8-10 moves ‘to draw out 

some practical implications for Christian living’.
94

  For Schnackenburg, this is an 

explicit and sudden turn from highlighting the grace of God in salvation to 

stressing the demand for good works: This ‘call to an ethical change’ is ‘an almost 

violent turn from the divine acts of salvation to the responsible behaviour of 

Christians’.  Further,  

 

In these emphatic clauses the author reveals his pragmatic concern for the 

addressees.  They should on the one hand not praise themselves but on the 

other make every effort to raise themselves above their heathen 

environment through a Christian way of life.
95

 

 But this completely misconstrues the thrust of this brief section.  That the 

good works which believers carry out were prepared beforehand by God is not an 

exhortation actually to perform them, but rather a further piece of evidence 

marshaled by the author to prove that this salvation is God’s work exclusively—

even the good works in which believers inevitably will engage are the work and 

                                                 
92 The controversy surrounding ‘works of the law’ is not in view here (contra Schlier 

1971, 116; Mußner 1982, 67).  This occurrence of e]rgwn refers to human deeds in general and not 

to works done in obedience to the Mosaic Law (Lincoln 1990, 112; Jeal 2000, 142; Caird 1976, 

53). 
93 The concept that the good works in which believers will engage have been prepared in 

advance—i.e., before the foundation of the world—by God is troublesome to a number of writers 

and commentators, who argue that this amounts to determinism (Cf. the discussions in Best 1998, 

231-32; Schlier 1971, 117; Abbott 1897, 54-55).  On an alternative view, the dative pronoun oi=v is 

read as a dative of reference and an implicit hJma~v is seen as the object of the transitive verb 

prohtoi>masen, resulting in the translation: ‘created in Christ Jesus for good works with reference 

to which he prepared us’ (Muddiman 2001, 113; Abbott 1897, 54-55).  Those who hold to this 

view point to Pauline texts which speak of believers themselves as objects of election, but not the 

good works in which they walk (e.g., Rom 9:23; 2 Tim 2:21; 3:17; Tit 3:1) (Muddiman 2001, 113).  

Such a reading can hardly be sustained, however.  There is no hJma~v, and it appears that oi=v is a 

dative by attraction to e]rgoiv ajgaqoi~v, resulting in the translation: ‘created in Christ Jesus for 

good works, which God prepared beforehand, in order that we might walk in them’ (Jeal 2000, 

144; Lincoln 1990, 115; O’Brien 1999, 181; Bratcher and Nida 1982, 48).  Further, this need not 

point towards determinism, but merely indicates that God has created his people for righteous 

living. 
94 Kreitzer 1997, 71. 
95 Schnackenburg 1991, 97. 
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gift of God, the product of grace.  This final clause highlights the transformative 

power of God.  The occurrence of peripath>swmen forms an inclusio with 

periepath>sate in v. 2: Whereas formerly the readers ‘walked’ (v. 2) in 

transgressions and sins, remaining in death, they now ‘walk’ in good works. 

The suggestion that vv. 8-10 contain a polemic directed against human 

boasting in the face of God’s mighty act of salvation is strengthened by the fact 

that in a number of Divine Warrior narratives in the OT there are clear narrative 

devices that highlight the sole activity of Yahweh vis-à-vis any human aid.  Not 

only this, but contexts that speak of the mighty deeds of Yahweh often contain 

strict warnings against human boasting—which would detract from the clarity of 

the display of Yahweh’s power and might, robbing him of glory. 

At the climax of the David and Goliath narrative, just after the stone slung 

by David knocks the giant to the ground, the narrative pauses in v. 50 to remind 

the reader: ‘but there was no sword in David’s hand’.  The purpose of this note is 

to stress that the confrontation between the two combatants was really a conflict 

between Yahweh and the gods of the Philistines.  Repeatedly throughout the 

narrative, David makes clear that it is Yahweh who has been affronted by the 

challenge of Goliath,
96

 and in his speech, he claims that it is the power of Yahweh 

that is on display (1 Sam 17:45-47).
97

The narrative in Judges 6:1-7:22 emphasizes in several ways that Yahweh 

in his role as Divine Warrior—and not anyone else—has provided deliverance and 

salvation for Israel.  After Yahweh appears to Gideon and commissions him to 

fight for Israel, Gideon summons 32,000 men.  Yahweh protests that this great 

number will obscure the fact that he alone will grant the victory to Israel, ‘for 

Israel would become boastful, saying, “My own power has delivered me”’ (7:2).  

That Yahweh the Divine Warrior fights for Israel and alone grants victory must be 

unambiguous.
98

  A test brings the number of men down to 300, and with these 

                                                 
96 David is the only one in the narrative who recognizes that the main problem is that 

Goliath, ‘this uncircumcised Philistine’, is taunting Yahweh, since the reproach cast on the armies 

of Israel extends naturally to their God.  This reproach must be ‘removed’ (rWs, v. 26), and so 

David pledges to strike down Goliath and to ‘remove’ (rWs, v. 46) his head in order to ‘remove’ 

the reproach and to vindicate Yahweh the Divine Warrior, whose standing had been called into 

question by Goliath and the threat of the Philistines (vv. 46b-47). 
97 In his speech, David states that he comes armed only with the name of ‘Yahweh of 

hosts (t/ab;x] hwhy), the God of the armies of Israel’. 
98 Webb 1987, 150. 
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Yahweh will deliver Israel, giving Midian into their hands (v. 7).
99

  In addition to 

the tiny fighting force of Israel, they do no actual fighting, but simply blow 

trumpets, dash pitchers, and shout ‘a sword for Yahweh and for Gideon!’ (v. 20).  

The victory is clearly Yahweh’s in that he creates a fatal confusion—a common 

weapon in divine warfare—causing the soldiers of Midian to turn on each other 

(v. 22). 

In the same way, Eph 2:8-10 highlights that God’s saving activity, his 

rescue of his people and his triumph over the powers, has been done by his hand 

alone, and by his own initiative.  Any attempt on the part of those whom God has 

delivered from the state of death in transgressions and sins to take credit for 

moving the hand of God to save them would detract from God’s glory and power.  

His saving power is exercised on behalf of those who do not deserve it, and solely 

at the initiative of God’s gracious desire, driven by mercy and love. 

 

Threat (2:11-12) 

 In the second and parallel section, vv. 11-16, the author dwells on the 

triumph of Christ over the law, overcoming the deep division within humanity 

created by it.  The passage follows the same ‘then-now’ pattern as the first, and 

again is framed by an inclusio, with the repetition of similar words and phrases in 

vv. 12 and 19.
100

  Just as the author described the desperate situation with an 

extended anacoluthon in vv. 2-3, he does so again in vv. 11-12.
101

  These features 

serve the same function as in the first section, vividly portraying the desperate 

situation prior to the triumph of God in Christ. 

 The two sections—vv. 1-10 and 11-16—contain a significant difference in 

the presentation of the actors involved in the conflict.  Whereas in vv. 1-10 it is 

God who triumphs in Christ over his enemies, in the latter section, Christ himself 

goes about accomplishing victory.  This shift reflects the movement in Psalm 110, 

in which Yahweh subjects enemies to his anointed king before the king himself 

goes out to conquer his enemies.  Further, the enemies are different in the two 

sections: In vv. 1-10, they are the evil angelic powers which rule the present age, 

                                                 
99 The test is most likely completely random, devised solely as a means for Yahweh to 

choose whom he wanted to go and fight for him (Soggin 1981, 137; contra Klein 1988, 56). 
100 Schnackenburg 1991, 120. 
101 Jeal 2000, 149. 
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while in vv. 11-16 the enemy over which Christ triumphs is the law depicted as an 

ontological power, which has wrought deep division within humanity.
102

The writer calls his readers to ‘remember’ (mnhmoneu>ete, v. 11) their past 

alienation from the covenantal privileges of Israel.  While many of his readers 

may not have thought in terms of their being separated from the purposes of God 

in the world, the author is inviting them to think about the past along with him, 

reflecting upon the well-known tension between Jews and non-Jews from his own 

Jewish-Christian perspective.
103

  The author paints this alienation in theologically 

dramatic and desperate terms. 

 His aim vv. 11-12 is not to focus on the privileges of Israel which the 

Gentile readers formerly lacked, and of which they now partake.
104

  Nor is his 

purpose to highlight the alienation between the Gentiles and God—or all of 

humanity and God.
105

  Rather, the primary focus is on the profound social 

alienation that existed formerly between Jews and Gentiles, and whatever 

‘privileges’ the author mentions are brought into view for this purpose.  As M. 

Gese states, ‘Die Trennung von Heiden und Juden ist das Thema, das die ganze 

Perikope Eph 2,11-18 bestimmt. . . . Im Gegenüber zu Israel wird die Verlorenheit 

der Heiden aufgezeigt und die tiefe Differenz beider Menscheitsgruppen 

herausgearbeitet’.
106

These privileges are not depicted in the same way as the advantages 

belonging to Israel in Rom 9:1-5, but rather as the source of the fundamental 

                                                 
102 Leivestad is correct in stating that ‘The law is conceived of as a hostile power which 

must be defeated to make possible firstly a union of Jews and Gentiles, secondly their 

reconciliation to God’ (1954, 152).  This conception raises the question, however, regarding how 

Christ can be seen to be waging war against the Mosaic Law, which itself was given by God as a 

gift to Israel.  The apocalyptic frame of Ephesians may assist in coming to a satisfactory solution, 

wherein the cosmos has been corrupted by those supra-human figures to whom God had delegated 

authority over his good creation.  The law was given into such a situation and has become a 

‘circumstantial accomplice in a cosmic revolt’ (Longman and Reid 1995, 161), having been 

hijacked by the rebellious cosmic powers and manipulated to further their purposes of exacerbating 

divisions within humanity.  Das notes that Paul signals the perspective from which he is discussing 

the Mosaic Law by the genitive constructions he attaches to no>mov (Das 2003, 155-65).  The 

expression to<n no>mon tw~n ejntolw~n ejn do>gmasin (2:15) indicates that the author has in view the 

function of the Mosaic Law in separating Israel from the nations through mandated practices that 

maintain ethnic purity.  This basic distinction provided for in the Mosaic Law has been 

manipulated by the evil cosmic powers to divide humanity in a profoundly harmful way.  Christ 

has triumphed over the law, as seen from this perspective, overcoming the division and destroying 

the enmity between Jews and Gentiles. 
103 Schnackenburg 1991, 102-3; O’Brien 1999, 185. 
104 Contra Rese 1990, 26-27; Hoehner 2002, 353-57. 
105 Contra Stuhlmacher 1986, 190. 
106 1997, 112. 
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division—at least from the author’s standpoint—within humanity.  They are the 

divisive fault lines created by the Mosaic Law.  Best states that the previous 

position of Gentile unbelievers is given in theological terms, and is not a 

sociological analysis.
107

  Yet, even though the descriptions are theologically 

oriented—since Israel is in view, they could hardly be otherwise—the division 

within humanity is in view here, and the analysis of the previous situation relates 

to the social alienation created by the law between Jews and Gentiles. 

 The manner in which the author mentions Israel, the Jews, and the law is 

decidedly subdued, and seems to be more of a description ‘from below’, rather 

than ‘from above’.  In v. 11, the author refers to his Gentile readers as the ‘so-

called uncircumcision’ (oiJ lego>menoi ajkrobusti>a), a term used by the ‘so-

called circumcision’ (th~v legome>nhv peritomh~v).
108

  Rather than being glorified 

as a mark of election by Israel’s God, this circumcision is that done ‘in the flesh, 

by hands’ (ejn sarki< ceiropoih>tou), phrases deliberately chosen to emphasize 

the action of man vis-à-vis the action of God.
109

  This is, as Lindemann notes, 

hardly the ‘Selbstverständnis als Gottesvolk’.
110

 While the five descriptions in v. 12 speak of the covenantal privileges 

enjoyed by Israel, the social alienation, specifically the ‘outsider’ status of the 

Gentile readers, is still prominent.  They were ‘strangers’ (xe>noi) to the covenants 

of promise’, outside the ‘commonwealth (politei>av) of Israel’, and not a part of 

the community that hoped in the coming of the Messiah.  Again, the author is not 

extolling the privileges enjoyed by Israel vis-à-vis the nations, but highlighting the 

points of social division.  Whatever defined the people of Israel also served to 

exclude Gentiles at ‘outsiders’. 

 This is the dark and desperate situation depicted by the writer.  Whereas 

God had intended Israel to be a light to the Gentiles and for humanity to 

experience reconciliation among nations and with God, the law given to Israel had 

                                                 
107 Best 1992, 51. 
108 This language does not, as Turner suggests, imply the presence of a Judaizing group, 

using ajkrobusti>a to intimidate Gentile believers (1995, 144). 
109 The term ceiropoi>htov is used in the LXX to refer to idols (Lev 26:1; Isa 2:18), an 

idol’s sanctuary (Isa 16:12), false gods (Isa 11:9), and images (Lev 26:30), highlighting that gods 

other than the true God were made with human hands vis-à-vis the living God.  It is also used 

throughout the NT to refer to anything that is the result of human action over against divine action, 

and that which is of the old, natural order over against the new creation of God (Mark 14:58; Heb 

9:11; Acts 7:48; 2 Cor 5:1; Col 2:11) (MacDonald 2000, 241; Best 1998, 51). 
110 Lindemann 1985, 46. 
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created a fundamental division within humanity—a situation with no apparent 

solution.  Against this dark backdrop the author announces the triumph of Christ 

in reconciling the two groups within humanity by his death (v. 13).  Whereas the 

Gentile readers were formerly ‘outsiders’, they now have been made an essential 

part of the new creation people of God. 

 

Triumph over the Law (2:13-16) 

 Verse 13 introduces the powerful intervention of God into the hopeless 

situation.  Just as in 2:4, ‘l’initiative inconditionnelle de Dieu surgit pour renverser 

la situation’.
111

  Those who were once ‘far off’ (makra>n) have been brought 

‘near’ (ejggu>v) ‘by the blood of Christ’ (ejn tw~| ai{mati tou~ Cristou~).  This is not 

a reference to reconciliation between Gentiles and God,
112

 but rather to Gentiles 

being united with Jews, the people from whom they had formerly been separated.  

At the same time, this bringing near has been accomplished ‘in Christ Jesus’, 

which implies that the two groups who have been brought near to each other are 

now also brought near to God.   

 In vv. 14-19, the author elaborates on how this triumph was accomplished.  

Christ has made peace by destroying the division between Jews and Gentiles and 

by creating a New Humanity in which those from any and every background may 

peacefully co-exist. 

 The author, elaborating on his statement in v. 13, notes in v. 14 that the 

bringing of the Gentiles ‘near’ has been accomplished in Christ because ‘he is our 

peace’ (aujto<v ejstin hJ eijrh>nh hJmw~n).  This statement builds on and reflects the 

locative use of the phrase ‘in Christ’ throughout Ephesians, indicating that ‘Christ’ 

is the place where the unification of Jewish and Gentile Christians has been 

accomplished, the sphere in which God has worked to bring salvation to his 

people.  It is Christ who ‘has made the two one’ (oJ poih>sav ta< ajmfo>tera e{n), 

accomplishing peace by making one new entity of the two formerly divided 

peoples.  Neither of these groups is what they formerly were, rather they have 

each become part of something completely new and are now joined together as 

one. 

                                                 
111 Bouttier 1991, 114. 
112 Contra O’Brien 1999, 190; Lindemann, 1975, 155; Hoehner 2002, 362. 
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 This unification is made possible because Christ has ‘destroyed the middle 

wall of partition’ (to< meso>toicon tou~ fragmou~ lu>sav), a reference to the 

Mosaic Law that had separated Jews from Gentiles in every possible way.
113

  

Christ has ‘abolished the enmity in his flesh, the law of commandments in 

ordinances’ (th<n e]cqran ejn th~| sarki< aujtou~, to<n no>mon tw~n ejntolw~n ejn 

do>gmasin katargh>sav).  The two nouns e]cqran and no>mon stand in apposition, 

so that the law itself is depicted as the source of the enmity between Jews and 

Gentiles.
114

  Christ has brought peace and united the two into one by abolishing 

the law and, along with it, the enmity within humanity caused by it.
115

 Two purpose clauses introduced by i[na in v. 15b reveal the goal of this 

destruction.
116

  The first is that Christ ‘might from the two create in himself one 

New Humanity, making peace’ (i{na tou<v du>o kti>sh| ejn aujtw~| eijv e{na kaino<n 

a]nqrwpon poiw~n eijrh>nhn).  This ‘New Humanity’ is the corporate church made 

up of Jewish and Gentile Christians,
117

 and is intimately connected with the person 

of Christ, as seen in the phrase ‘in himself’ (ejn aujtw~|).  In creating this New 

                                                 
113 The identification of this ‘middle wall of partition’ (to< meso>toicon tou~ fragmou~) 

has been debated.  Some scholars contend that it refers to the Jerusalem temple feature of the 

parapet which separated the Court of the Gentiles from the Court of Israel (Muddiman 2001, 128; 

MacDonald 2000, 244; Kitchen 1994, 65).  Such a reference would only make sense, however, if 

the author was arguing that Gentiles now partake of specifically Jewish privileges (Best 1998, 254; 

Caird 1976, 58).  The writer argues in this passage that Jews and Gentiles are now both part of one 

New Humanity, not that they are the continuation of Israel, or that Gentiles have now become 

Jews.  Further, it is not at all clear how much such a reference would have resonated with Gentile 

Christians in Asia Minor, especially since temples in that region did not have the feature of the 

temple wall (Best 1998, 254).  Lastly, there is no mention of such a dividing wall in the OT 

accounts of the temple’s construction.  It makes better sense to regard the dividing wall as the law 

itself (Caird 1976, 58; Jeal 2000, 155; Lindemann 1975, 173; Turner 1994, 1231; Lincoln 1990, 

141-42; Gnilka 1971, 140; O’Brien 1999, 196; Yoder Neufeld 2002, 115; Schnackenburg 1991, 

115).  The term fragmo>v is used in Isa 5:2 (LXX) and Mark 12:1 to refer to the protective hedge 

that God placed around Israel, his vineyard (Caird 1976, 58).  Both the law itself, later oral 

tradition, and the Letter of Aristeas (‘the legislator [Moses] surrounded us with unbroken palisades 

and iron walls to prevent our mixing with any of the other peoples in any matter, being thus kept 

pure in body and soul… worshipping the one almighty God’ [139]) speak of the law as a hedge, 

built to protect Israel from overstepping it (Turner 1994, 1231).  Such a hedge, being made up of 

the detailed holiness code and the separate way of life which the Torah and subsequent tradition 

demanded, would not allow for easy mixture, and served to separate Jews from Gentiles, not only 

religiously, but socially as well, causing deep division and hostility. 
114 According to Gnilka, ‘Die durch das Gesetz begründete Apartheid war die Ursache für 

das Mißtrauen den Juden gegenüber.  Ebenso war sie die Ursache für manche Skepsis des Juden 

dem Heiden gegenüber’ (1971, 140). 
115 Gese 1997, 128-29; Mußner 1982, 76-77. 
116 Both purpose clauses following i[na in vv. 15-16 have a subjunctive verb followed by 

a participial phrase (kti>sh| . . . poiw~n eijrh>nhn; ajpokatalla>xh| . . . ajpoktei>nav th<n e]cqran, 

‘that he might create . . . making peace’; ‘that he might reconcile . . . killing the enmity’). 
117 Jeal 2000, 155-56; Gese 1997, 134-37; Turner 1994, 1231; Gombis 2002, 265.  Contra 

Best, who seems to suggest that the ‘one new man’ is an ideal type of the new individual believer 

(1998, 262-63; cf. also Mußner 1955, 87). 
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Humanity in himself, Christ was ‘making peace’ (poiw~n eijrh>nhn), healing the 

deep rift between Jew and Gentile.  The New Humanity, therefore, is the realm 

where peace reigns, the place where former factions within humanity are united.
118

  

This close identification of the New Humanity and Christ continues in the second 

purpose clause, found in v. 16: kai< ajpokatalla>xh| tou<v ajmfote>rouv ejn eJni< 

sw>mati tw~| qew~| (‘and that he might reconcile both in one body to God’).  While 

‘one body’ here refers to the New Humanity, the slight ambiguity highlights the 

close relationship of Christ and the church, ‘his body’ (cf. Eph 1:23; 4:12; 

5:30).
119

 This reconciliation was effected by the death of Jesus Christ, as indicated 

by the prepositional phrase dia< tou~ staurou~ in v. 16b.  The final participial 

phrase in v. 16 contains a striking paradox: In reconciling Jewish and Gentile 

Christians into one body, Christ was ‘killing the enmity’ (ajpoktei>nav th<n 

e]xqran).  As Muddiman notes, it is usually ‘the enmity that does the killing’.
120

  

This killing of the enmity which had previously characterized the relationship 

between Jews and Gentiles recalls the paradoxical warfare of Yahweh as the 

Divine Warrior in the Zion Psalms, where he is depicted as waging war against the 

very weapons of warfare themselves, thus bringing peace (Pss 46:10; 76:2). 

 In divine warfare contexts, the assertion of a deity’s supremacy over all 

competing powers is followed by a listing of the triumphs of the exalted one.  Eph 

2:1-16 plays this role as it recounts the manner in which the exaltation of Christ 

over all cosmic powers is vindicated.  

 

Victory Shout (2:17) 

 Verse 17 contains an enigmatic reference to the ‘preaching’ of Christ.  

According to the author, ‘coming, [Christ] preached peace to you the far off and 

peace to the near’ (ejlqw<n eujhggeli>sato eijrh>nhn uJmi~n toi~v makra<n kai< 

eijrh>nhn toi~v ejggu>v).  Scholars debate the time reference for the preaching 

ministry of Christ.  One view is that this refers to the earthly preaching ministry of 

                                                 
118 Jeal 2000, 156. 
119 Gnilka 1971, 143; cf. Schlier 1971, 135; Hanson 1946, 145-46; Dawes 1998, 158, 172.  

Mayer points out that the ‘horizontal’ dimension of reconciliation is founded upon the ‘vertical’ 

dimension: ‘Die neue Einheit der Menschen entspringt nicht allein der Versöhnung untereinander, 

sondern der gemeinsamen, gleichzeitigen Versöhnung mit Gott’ (Mayer 2002, 135). 
120 Muddiman 2001, 136; cf. also Yoder Neufeld’s rendering, ‘murdering hostility’ (2002, 

112). 
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Jesus.
121

  Schlier, on the other hand, argues that this preaching of Jesus took place 

after his ascension to the heavenly realm and that it has in view Jesus’ preaching 

to the hostile powers.
122

  Against this view, however, is the fact that the preaching 

is done to those who are far off and  those who are near, clear references to 

Gentiles and Jews. 

 Others view the preaching as that done through the apostles after the 

ascension of Jesus.
123

  Sandnes argues that none of the recipients of this letter had 

ever heard Jesus in the flesh so that his preaching to them could not refer to his 

earthly ministry.
124

  Still another view is that the cross and resurrection of Christ is 

viewed as the preaching of the good news of peace.  The preaching is then a 

summary of vv. 14-16, so that the effect of the death of Christ on the cross is ‘his 

proclamation of peace with God to both the Gentile readers and Jews’.
125

  The 

author is not so much discussing when Christ made this announcement as he is 

depicting the work of Christ throughout vv. 14-18 as one package, so that Christ is 

the ‘peace-announcer, the peace-bringer, and the embodiment of peace’.
126

   

 In our view, Jeal’s suggestion regarding the ‘preaching’ of Christ is most 

satisfying.  The author is depicting the appearance of Christ, along with his death, 

resurrection and enthronement as cosmic lord, as the proclamation of peace, the 

announcement of the triumph of God in Christ in overcoming the deep division 

within humanity.  Such a triumphant note is hardly surprising in light of the 

ideology of divine warfare and may be understood as a ‘victory shout’.  Similar 

devices are found in other divine warfare contexts, such as Revelation 12:1-12.  

After God has defeated the dragon, throwing him to the earth (vv. 8-9), a loud 

voice in heaven acclaims the sovereign kingship of God: ‘the salvation, and the 

power, and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have now come 

because the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down’ (v. 10).
127

                                                 
121 Stuhlmacher 1986, 191; Muddiman 2001, 137; Fischer 1973, 131-32; Mußner 1955, 

101. 
122 Schlier 1971, 137-39. 
123 Caird 1976, 60; Gnilka 1971, 146; O’Brien 1999, 207; Sandnes 1991, 229; Hoehner 

2002, 385; Abbott 1897, 66-67; Schnackenburg 1991, 118. 
124 Sandnes 1991, 229. 
125 Lincoln 1990, 148-49; cf. also Gese 1997, 120-23; Turner 1994, 1232. 
126 Jeal 2000, 157. 
127 Such shouts of acclamation or declarations of the supreme sovereignty of the divine 

warrior are typically found during the processional of the triumphant deity into his temple (e.g., 

Pss 24:7-10; 29:9b; 98:4-9).  I have suggested elsewhere (Gombis 2004, 415) that the participle 

ejlqw<n is best understood as depicting the procession of Christ as a victorious divine warrior to 
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Celebration (2:18) 

Christ proclaims ‘peace’ to both groups of those who have been 

reconciled—both ‘far off’ and ‘the near’.  This peace is grounded upon the work 

of Christ which is now summed up in v. 18.  Peace may be proclaimed to both 

groups because (o[ti) through Christ both groups now have access by one spirit to 

the father (di  jaujtou~ e]comen th<n prosagwgh<n oiJ ajmfo>teroi ejn eJni< 

pneu>mati pro<v to<n pate>ra).  While the horizontal dimension—the relationship 

between Jewish and Gentile Christians—has been mainly in view to this point, the 

vertical dimension now comes to the fore.  It is access to God that is enjoyed by 

both groups ‘through him’.
128

 In divine warfare compositions, the people who are loyal to the supreme 

deity celebrate his victory at his temple (e.g., Pss 24:3-6; 47:5-9; 48:8-14; Rev 

7:13-15).  This is the role filled by v. 18 in the present divine warfare context.  

Those who have been brought together in one body now enjoy access to the father 

by one spirit in a scene depicting the formerly divided groups now united in 

worship of the father.  The imagery suggested by the term prosagwgh<n is that of 

the cult from the OT.  The term prosa>gein is used in the LXX of bringing 

offerings in order to come before God (e.g., LXX Lev 1:3; 3:3; 4:14).  Further, the 

present context features temple imagery (vv. 19-22) so that the imagery of the 

worship of God by the New Humanity is in view.
129

  According to Gese, ‘Dieser 

                                                                                                                                      
assume his throne.  The proclamation of Christ, on this scenario, takes place during the 

enthronement of Christ as cosmic lord at the right hand of God in 1:20-23.  It appears, however, 

that the author conceives of the entire work of Christ as his triumph, and of his preaching of peace. 
128 The force of the dative expression ejn eJni< pneu>mati is highly disputed.  Most scholars 

regard it as a dative of sphere so that the phrase indicates the ‘place’ of access to God for both 

groups (Hoehner 2002, 389; Fee 1994, 683; Lincoln 1990, 149-50; Jeal 2000, 162; Dawes 1998, 

174; Barth 1974, 267-68; Mußner 1955, 104).  This is seen as best explaining the use of the 

modifier eJni< in the clause, and makes good sense as standing in direct contrast with ejn sarki> of 

v. 11.  It appears strained, however, to view ejn eJni< pneu>mati as parallel to ejn sarki> from v. 11.  

The author does not make the point that Gentiles who were formerly so ‘in the flesh’ are now 

something different ‘in one spirit’.  ‘In the flesh’ in v. 11 does not describe the sphere in which 

Gentiles formerly were ‘being’, and ‘in one spirit’ involves both groups, not just the Gentile 

readers.  Further, the notion of sphere is covered by other expressions in the immediate context, 

and the author seems to go to great lengths to stress that the sphere in which Jewish and Gentile 

believers are now united is ‘in Christ’.  It is better to read this dative expression as instrumental, so 

that the spirit is seen as the one who effects this relationship between Jewish and Gentiles 

Christians in the body of Christ (cf. Schnackenburg 1991, 119; O’Brien 1999, 209).  
129 Gese 1997, 198; Lincoln 1990, 149; O’Brien 1999, 209. 
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Gedanke des kultischen Zugangs zu Gott wird in der christlichen Gemeinde nun 

für alle Gläubigen Wirklichkeit’.
130

 This section closes by again noting the reversal of the situation that 

formerly plagued the readers (v. 19).  The ‘once-now’ schema is brought to 

completion: whereas ‘at that time’ (tw~| kairw~| ejkei>nw|, v. 12a) they were outside 

the politei>av of Israel and xe>noi to the covenants, they are ‘no longer’ (oujke>ti, 

v. 19a) xe>noi, but are now sumpoli~tai (‘fellow citizens’), along with ‘the holy 

ones’ (tw~n aJgi>wn).
131

  Another device highlighting the reversal of the situation 

and serving as a transition to the following section is the elaborate paronomasia 

based on the word oi+kov.  In vv. 19-22, words with the oik- root are used six 

times, two of which appear in v. 19.  The author’s Gentile readers are no longer 

pa>roikoi (‘strangers’), but are rather oijkei~oi (‘household members’). 

 

Temple-building (2:20-22) 

 Having listed the triumphs that establish and vindicate the exaltation of 

Christ over the powers ruling the present evil age, the author explains in vv. 20-22 

that this new creation, the New Humanity, is also the place where God now dwells 

by his Spirit.  The church is God’s new temple, built upon the foundation of the 

apostles and prophets with Jesus Christ as the foundation stone.  As such it stands 

as a lasting monument to the exaltation of Christ. 

                                                 
130 1997, 198. 
131 Some scholars view tw~n aJgi>wn as referring to heavenly angels (Schlier 1971, 140-41; 

Gnilka 1971, 154; Lindemann 1975, 183; Mußner 1982, 89-91).  There is good support for this 

reading, since the OT refers to angels as ‘holy ones’ (Job 15:15; Ps 89:5, 6), and this term is used 

elsewhere in the Pauline corpus to refer to angels (e.g. 1 Thess 3:13; 2 Thess 1:7, 10).  Further, in a 

number of Qumran texts, the elect community shares fellowship with the angels—also known as 

‘holy ones’ (1QS 11.7, 8; 1QH 3.21-23; 6:10-14)—an idea which would fit the present context 

quite well.  The idea of believers sharing in a heavenly fellowship is also found in Paul (Phil 3:20; 

Gal 4:26) and other parts of the NT (Heb 12:22).  In a context which reflects the ideology of divine 

warfare, Rev 7:9-14, the angels and slain followers of Jesus join in heavenly worship and 

celebration around the heavenly throne.  Because of the cosmic or heavenly setting of Ephesians, it 

is difficult to reject this position, but it makes better sense to view this as a reference to all 

believers.  This same term occurs elsewhere in Ephesians in reference to believers (1:1, 15, 18; 

3:8; 4:12; 5:3; 6:18), and it must be assumed that the usage is consistent unless there was a strong 

indicator in the context that it must mean something different.  Lincoln also points out that the 

sun-compounds in vv. 21, 22 and in 3:6 have reference to the unity of the church, indicating that 

the phrase sumpoli~tai tw~n aJgi>wn ought to have a similar reference (1990, 151).  The burden of 

this section is to demonstrate that Christ has dramatically overcome the negative effects of the Law 

upon humanity by uniting Jewish and Gentile believers in Christ, so that a reference to all 

believers, even those glorified in heaven, makes best sense in the present context.  The letter’s 

Gentile readers have been made to be a unified part of the cosmic fellowship of the followers of 

Jesus.  Cf. also Bauckham 2003, 79-83. 
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 The existence of the temple in Jerusalem reminded Israel that their God 

was superior to all others and was indeed sovereign ruler of the universe.  

Similarly, in the ANE texts mentioned in the previous chapter, deities who 

triumphed in combat with other deities earned the right to have a temple built in 

their honor.
132

  In the same way the triumphant Christ who is exalted as cosmic 

lord over the evil powers and authorities dwells in his temple which consists of his 

corporate people, the church. 

 Verses 19b-22 are filled with ‘household’ terms and temple imagery in 

order to stress this notion of the church as the dwelling place of God in Christ.  

Words built around the oik- stem—‘house’-related words—appear five times.  In 

v. 19b, both Jewish and Gentile Christians are now citizens ‘with the saints and 

members of the house of God’ (oijkei~oi tou~ qeou~).  They are ‘being built’ 

(ejpoikodomhqe>ntev)
133

 upon a foundation consisting of the apostles and 

prophets,
134

 with Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone (ajkrogwniai>ou) (v. 

20).
135

  In v. 21, the whole ‘building’ (oijkodomh<) is ‘being built up 

                                                 
132 Kapelrud 1963, 56-62. 
133 The aorist passive participle ejpoikodomhqe>ntev is a divine passive, pointing to God 

as the one who constructs this temple made up of the church (Gnilka 1971, 155). 
134 The phrase tw~n ajposto>lwn kai< profhtw~n is in apposition to tw~| qemeli>w| so that 

the foundation consists of the apostles and prophets and not their teaching (Hoehner 2002, 398-99; 

Caird 1976, 61; Lincoln 1990, 153; Schlier 1971, 142; Best 1998, 280-81; contra Sandnes 1991, 

229).  Further, the prophets in view here are NT prophets, seen as a separate group from the 

apostles (Yoder Neufeld 2002, 126; Hoehner 2002, 400-403; Schnackenburg 1991, 122; Best 

1998, 281-83; Lincoln 1990, 153; Caird 1976, 61; Muddiman 2001, 142).  A few scholars argue 

that the phrase tw~n ajposto>lwn kai< profhtw~n refers to one group, namely apostles functioning 

also as prophets (Grudem 1982, 82-105; Turner 1994, 1232).  Those who argue for this view do so 

on the syntactical grounds that in ‘article-substantive-kai>-substantive’ constructions, there is 

identity between the two substantives.  This view misapplies the ‘Granville Sharp’ rule, however, 

which has several qualifications, one of which states that this rule does not apply to situations 

where the kai> joins two plural nouns.  For discussion of this grammatical construction, see 

Wallace 1996, 270-86. 
135 Much has been written on how to render the term ajkrogwniai>ou, whether as 

‘cornerstone’ (Hoehner 2002, 406; Muddiman 2001, 142; MacDonald 2000, 249; Turner 1994, 

1233; Fee 1994, 688; O’Brien 1999, 217; McKelvey 1962; Fung 1982, 103; Schnackenburg 1991, 

123; Mußner 1982, 93-95; Mitton 1976, 112-13), or ‘capstone’ (Jeremias 1964, 1:792; Lincoln 

1990, 154-56; Hanson 1946, 131; Schlier 1971, 142; Gnilka 1971, 158; Caird 1976, 61; Barth 

1974, 271, 317-19; Lindemann 1975, 185-86; Perkins 2000, 11:402).  For summaries of the very 

extensive discussion and the various arguments, see especially Hoehner 2002, 404-7; Lincoln 

1990, 154-56; Best 1998, 284-86.  One must be careful in analyzing the discussion on this issue to 

avoid arguments based on the various other images employed in Ephesians, which are each utilized 

for distinct purposes, and which are not meant to be harmonized into a totality.  It does appear that 

in this immediate and narrow context, the author has in mind the foundational aspect of the 

‘building’, so that the ajkrogwniai>ou most likely is referring to that important stone by which 

every other stone in the foundation and the building itself must be measured (Hoehner 2002, 407).  

Best, who finds the problem insoluble, rightly captures the thrust of the imagery: ‘In the end, the 
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(sunoikodomei~sqe) into a dwelling (katoikhth>rion) of God by the Spirit’ (v. 

22).
136

 The author also employs two images side by side—he speaks of the church 

both as a building and as an organism.  As was just discussed, he refers to the 

church as a building several times in vv. 20-22: ‘Having been built’ 

(ejpoikodomhqe>ntev, v. 20), the church is a ‘building’ (oijkodlmh<, v. 21), and ‘is 

being built together’ (sunoikodomei~sqe, v. 22) into a ‘dwelling place’ 

(katoikhth>rion, v. 22).  But he also refers to the church as a living organism, in 

that it ‘is growing into a holy temple in the Lord’ (au]xei eijv nao<n a[gion ejn 

kuri>w|, v. 21).  According to Best, the image of growth does not refer to organic 

life, but to the process of actually constructing the building, adding brick to 

brick.
137

  Yet it appears that in Ephesians the growth of the church is not extensive, 

in the sense of adding actual numbers of people to the church, but a growth in 

maturity—the growth of the corporate people of God in holiness, and into the 

character of Jesus Christ himself (4:12-16; cf. also 3:20-21).
138

 Just as triumphant deities in the ANE had temples built in their honor, so 

here in Ephesians 2, the triumphs of the exalted cosmic Lord Christ are 

memorialized with the building of his temple, the people of God made up of both 

Jewish and Gentile believers. 

 

Conclusion 

 Ephesians 2, then, is not a sort of rambling expansion to the thanksgiving 

and blessing section of chapter 1.  Nor is it the incoherent result of a clumsy 

editing process.  There is indeed a coherent argument in 1:1-2:22, wherein the 

author announces, within the context of praise and worship, the exaltation of 

Christ to cosmic lordship and then lays out his triumphs over the powers that rule 

the present fallen age. Chapter 2 follows the logic of divine warfare ideology: The 

                                                                                                                                      
author wishes to allot to Christ a place in the building different from that of the apostles and 

prophets and more important than that of either of them’ (Best 1998, 286). 
136 The dative expression ejn pneu>mati most likely indicates the means by which God’s 

people are his dwelling place, his new temple (Hoehner 2002, 414-15; Lincoln 1990, 158; Fee 

1994, 688; O’Brien 1987, 103; Best 1998, 290; cf. Son 2001, 20).  Bouttier reads the dative as 

local, but it makes better sense to read the phrase ejn kuri>w| as locative and ejn pneu>mati as means 

(1991, 131).  An adjectival meaning for ejn pneu>mati is also unlikely since it would be 

superfluous (Abbott 1897, 76; Hoehner 2002, 414; contra Schlier 1971, 145; Mußner 1982, 96). 
137 Best 1998, 287. 
138 Gombis 2002, 261-62. 
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triumphs of Christ over the evil powers vindicate the exalted status of the Lord 

Christ, who announces his victory by proclaiming peace.  His people gather to him 

in unified worship as his temple, which he has founded and is building as a lasting 

monument to his universal sovereign lordship. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE TRIUMPH OF GOD IN THE IMPRISONMENT OF PAUL 

 

Introduction 

After his profound elaboration on the triumphs of God in Christ in 

Ephesians 2, the writer turns in chapter 3 to portray Paul as praying for his 

readers.  Yet just as the prayer report begins, it is interrupted by a long digression 

(3:2-13), discussing the ministry given to Paul by God on behalf of the letter’s 

readers.  The writer then returns to the prayer report (3:14-19), before concluding 

with a doxology (3:20-21).  More than any other part of Ephesians, this enigmatic 

chapter seems to stand apart from the rest of the letter, so that scholars have had 

difficulty discerning the logic that drives it, and the manner in which it relates to 

the argument of Ephesians.
1

Martin Kitchen has concluded recently that the digression simply is 

irrelevant to the argument of Ephesians—an unnecessary and distracting detour.  

He claims that in Ephesians 3 the author is merely portraying Paul as a person of 

prayer, the ideal self-sacrificial minister, and as one who has received a divine 

commission.  But with respect to the purpose of the digression, Kitchen concedes 

that ‘one is still left wondering why the writer devotes twelve verses to an 

exposition of Paul’s status’.
2
   

More typically, the digression is viewed as an apostolic defense, much like 

those found in other Pauline letters.  Ernest Best, for example, argues that the 

digression is a justification of Paul’s unique apostleship and message.  Paul was 

not just one of the apostles, he was the apostle to the Gentiles, and the digression 

provides the grounds upon which he can describe himself in this way, recounting 

how he was made an apostle and describing the authority with which he speaks.
3
  

Clinton Arnold reads this passage along a similar line, claiming that the digression 

is aimed at establishing Paul’s apostolic credentials.
4

John Muddiman claims that the digression strengthens his own case that 

Ephesians is a composite of genuine apostolic material supplemented by a Pauline 

                                                 
1 Cf. Reynier: ‘La plupart des auteurs considèrent que Ep 3, 1-13 n’est qu’un fragment 

disparate inséré dans la première partie ou constitue une digression du même ordre que celle de 2, 

1-22’ (1992, 30). 
2 Kitchen 1994, 30.  Cf. also Jeal 2000, 174-75. 
3 Best 1998, 292.   
4 Arnold 1989, 86.  See also Kim 1981, 20-21. 



disciple, for he sees this passage as a clear case of Paul’s own hand.  Regarding its 

function within Ephesians, however, Muddiman claims that it has only a general 

thrust, having to do with Paul explaining his ministry to the Gentiles.  He claims 

that it is odd that Paul describes himself as the ‘prisoner of Christ Jesus’, since his 

being a prisoner ‘is of no relevance to what the writer has to say’.  He adds that 

there is ‘no particular reason in Ephesians to stress the fact’.
5
  Since Paul’s 

apostleship is the main concern of the passage, ‘we should have expected it to 

begin “I, Paul apostle to you Gentiles”’.
6

Each of these readings fails, in one way or another, to do justice to key 

features of this passage.  The digression is not in any sense an explanation or 

defense of Paul’s apostleship, nor an account of how he came to be the apostle to 

the Gentiles, though this is a common assumption.  While the digression is framed 

by Paul’s ministry on behalf of his Gentile readers (‘on behalf of you Gentiles’, v. 

1; ‘which are your glory’, v. 13), his imprisonment and ‘afflictions’ (qli>yesin) 

are decidedly more important factors, both in vv. 1 and 13.  The author concludes 

the digression by portraying Paul as wanting to put to rest any potential concerns 

his readers might have had because of his situation (‘therefore [dio>] I ask that you 

not lose heart at my afflictions’, v. 13), not by hoping that he has clarified the 

contours of his apostleship.   

 Strictly speaking, Paul’s apostleship is irrelevant to Eph 3:2-13.  While the 

writer mentions the revelation to the apostles and prophets (v. 5), there is no 

notion of justifying Paul’s right to be among this group, merely that these were the 

people to whom the mystery had been revealed.  There simply is no evidence in 

this context that this is an apostolic defense.  Not only is there a complete lack of a 

polemic against anyone attacking Paul’s apostolic credentials, but a similar 

absence of an indication of the substance of any such attack.
7
  Further, his 

discussion of suffering is unlike that in 2 Corinthians 3-4, where suffering points 

to the authenticity of Paul’s ministry. 

This dissent from the manner in which Eph 3:2-13 typically is read is 

strengthened by recent objections of several scholars to the manner in which 

                                                 
5 Muddiman 2001, 147. 
6 Muddiman 2001, 149. 
7 This differs from 2 Cor 10, where Paul refers to the substance of the attacks against him 

before responding by drawing a contrast between himself and his opponents (cf. Gaventa, 1986, 

312). 
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Galatians 1-2 traditionally has been read.  According to Bernard Lategan, 

interpreters too often read Galatians through the lens of the Corinthian 

correspondence with the result that Paul’s purpose must be defensive.
8
  His 

autobiographical remarks are more than a defense of his apostleship, however, but 

rather amount to what J. H. Schütz calls a ‘biography of reversal’.
9
  As John 

Barclay argues, ‘the thread of narrative continuity in Galatians 1-2 is not Paul as 

such (his experiences and crises) but Paul’s story insofar as it represents the 

experiences and crises of the gospel’.
10

  His experience is an example of how the 

gospel works, in that his life is an actualization of the grace of God.
11

  I will argue 

that a similar dynamic is at work in Ephesians 3. 

 The purpose of the digression is to explain the author’s description of Paul 

as a prisoner in Eph 3:1.  It answers an objection that might arise in the minds of 

the readers regarding Paul’s being a prisoner.  The writer has just narrated the 

triumphs of God in Christ that vindicate the exaltation of Christ to the position of 

Cosmic Lordship.  This is followed by the author portraying Paul as in prison, 

which raises the question, If Christ Jesus is exalted to the position of cosmic 

supremacy over the powers ruling the present evil age, then why is Paul in prison?  

Why has the exaltation of Christ resulted in the defeat and humiliation of his 

servant?  This looks less like triumph than a glaring defeat at the hands of the 

powers that supposedly have been put under the feet of the sovereign Lord Christ.  

As George Caird states, ‘Paul’s imprisonment might give the impression that he 

was the victim, not the victor, of the powers of the old world order’.
12

  This 

apparent discrepancy must somehow be explained, and the digression in vv. 2-13 

makes plain that the imprisonment of Paul is not a defeat, but rather epitomizes the 

triumph of God in Christ.  The writer does this by revealing to his readers the 

cosmic dimensions of the ministry given to Paul by God, and that Paul’s 

imprisonment—far from hindering his ministry—actually serves to magnify the 

triumph of God.
13

                                                 
8 Lategan 1988, 411. 
9 Schütz 1975, 133. 
10 Barclay 2002, 141. 
11 Gaventa 1986, 313; Barclay 2002, 138-40. 
12 Caird 1976, 67. 
13 Bouttier notes that classical rhetoricians did not regard a digression as an interruption 

from the main lines of an argument, but rather recognized that ‘la digression est un moment majeur 

de l’argumentation!’ (1991, 133).  According to the reading for which we will argue below, the 

digression does indeed play a crucial role in the argument of the letter. 
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An Epitome of the Triumph of God in Christ 

The triumph of God is seen in his using Paul the prisoner, this one who is 

less than the least of all the saints, in order to accomplish his cosmic purposes.  

This section will draw out the author’s strategy in Ephesians 3 to portray Paul in 

this paradoxical position: At once he is defeated, suffering utter humiliation as a 

prisoner,
14

 while at the same time playing the cosmically pivotal role as the 

administrator of God’s grace in salvation. 

The passage begins as a report, wherein Paul is represented as relaying to 

his readers the manner in which he is praying for them.  At the beginning of his 

report, the writer identifies Paul as ‘the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you 

Gentiles’ (oJ de>smiov tou~ Cristou~  jIhsou~ uJpe<r uJmw~n tw~n ejqnw~n).
15

  Just 

after this apparent self-identification, the prayer report is interrupted and he 

embarks on a lengthy digression in which he discusses the commission given to 

him by God to reveal and implement the mystery of Christ.  As noted above, there 

is disagreement as to what initiates this digression.  I will argue that the writer 

intends to clarify how it is that Paul’s imprisonment can make sense in light of the 

exaltation of Christ over the powers ruling the present evil age.  As he begins the 

prayer report, the writer is struck by how incongruous it must appear to his readers 

that Paul is in prison, when he has just listed the triumphs of Christ over the evil 

powers, supposedly vindicating the status of Christ as Cosmic Lord.  In light of 

the triumph of God in raising and seating Christ at his right hand—the position of 

ultimate cosmic power and authority—how is it that Paul is in prison?  This 

sounds like defeat, not triumph.  The author must answer this potential objection.
16

                                                 
14 Imprisonment in the Greco-Roman world ‘carried devastating dishonor and shame 

connotations’ (Rapske 2000, 829). 
15 The verb ‘to be’ is often supplied in order to make v. 1 into a complete sentence: ‘I, 

Paul am the prisoner of Christ Jesus for your sake’ (Houlden 1977, 296-97; cf. also NRSV).  It is 

more likely, however, that the author simply begins the sentence, before suddenly breaking it off.  

As Muddiman notes, if oJ de>smiov were intended as the predicate, with the verb ‘to be’ 

unexpressed, then the definite article would have been dropped and de>smiov would precede the 

subject.  As it stands, the sentence should be read ‘I Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus…’ 

(Muddiman 2001, 148; Hoehner 2002, 418-19). 
16 Westcott reads the passage along similar lines: ‘The thought of his helpless position 

leads St. Paul to unfold its true meaning.  His zeal to bring the Gospel to the Gentiles had brought 

him into bonds.  These very bonds, therefore, which might at first sight seem to be a cause of 

discouragement, really witnessed to the greatness of the work which he had done’ (1906, 43).  We 

would place the emphasis on a slightly different note: The author argues that Paul’s bonds ‘really 

witnessed’ to the triumph of God in the face of an apparent defeat at the hands of the powers. 
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 The writer provides such an answer by giving his readers a correct 

interpretation of the reality of Paul’s situation.  That Paul is suffering defeat by 

being in prison is not merely a partial view of Paul’s situation; it is, rather, a faulty 

interpretation of it.  Far from Paul being defeated by the powers of this age, he has 

been  granted a unique and cosmically significant position by God to be the 

administrator of his plan of salvation and to be directly involved in making known 

the triumph of God to the defeated rulers and authorities of this age.  This is the 

position upon which the author will elaborate in vv. 2-13. 

That the writer senses the need to clarify the nature of his situation is 

indicated by the manner in which he commences the digression in v. 2 (ei] ge 

hJkou>sate…, ‘surely you have heard…’).  The expression ei] ge makes explicit an 

underlying assumption,
17

 which in the present context is that his readers would 

surely be happy to have Paul praying for them since, even though he is a prisoner, 

he plays a cosmically vital role in God’s unfolding plan of salvation.  The author’s 

ironic reference to Paul as ‘the prisoner of Christ’ (oJ de>smiov tou~ Cristou~  

jIhsou~) would have resonated with those who were fully aware of the contours of 

Paul’s ministry.  But Ephesians most likely is written to churches that are 

unfamiliar with Paul, and the writer needs to make explicit the paradox of Paul’s 

situation so that his imprisonment might rightly be understood. 

The writer tells his readers that God has given to Paul ‘the administration 

of the grace of God’ (th<n oijkonomi>an th~v ca>ritov tou~ qeou~, v. 2).  The cosmic 

significance of such a stewardship can hardly be overstated.  God has chosen Paul 

to be the agent of his salvation in the world.
18

  As we will see below, the writer 

claims that it is by means of the proclamation of the gospel by Paul that God calls 

the church into being, bringing people from darkness to light, freeing them from 

bondage to sin, and demonstrating, thereby, God’s triumph over the powers ruling 

the present evil age. 

                                                 
17 O’Brien 1999, 226. 
18 The writer describes this commission as having been given to Paul by God.  The phrase 

‘was given to me’ (doqei>shv moi) is repeated in vv. 2 and 7, and the author claims that Paul ‘was 

made a minister’ (ejgenh>qhn dia>konov) of the gospel in v. 7.  Passive verbs dominate the 

digression, pointing to God’s action in Paul’s commission, specifically his calling him to this 

cosmic ministry, and revealing the mystery to him.  It is not the activity of God in general, nor 

simply his initiative that is stressed here, but rather the activity of God specifically in Paul’s 
ministry (cf. Caragounis 1977, 98).  This provides further confirmation that Paul’s imprisonment is 

no cause for alarm, nor is it an indication of divine disapproval of Paul or his ministry.  Rather, 

God’s working in power in the ministry of Paul continues despite his earthly circumstances. 
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That this commission was given to Paul ‘according to the exercise of 

[God’s] power’ (kata< th<n ejne>rgeian th~v duna>mewv aujtou~, v. 7b) is an 

especially significant claim, since the exertion of God’s power appears at key 

points in Ephesians.  By the working of his power, God raised Christ from the 

dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenlies (1:19-23).  It is also by the 

working of the power of God that the church grows in the knowledge of the love 

of Christ (3:16-19, 20), and engages in conflict with the powers and authorities 

(6:10).  The commission of Paul to his ministry by the exertion of the power of 

God has a similar cosmic significance. 

Paul’s ministry, then, is unaffected by his circumstances.  But the writer 

does not stop at merely describing the pivotal role Paul has been given in the 

cosmic purposes of God, nor does he downplay Paul’s unfortunate situation.  

Rather, the writer portrays Paul as exulting in his present occupation of a 

shameful, weak and humiliating position.  Paul is depicted as glorying in his 

imprisonment, calling himself ‘Paul the prisoner’.  Further, the writer presents him 

as claiming that it was specifically to him as the one who is ‘less than the least of 

all the saints’ (ejmoi< tw~| ejlacistote>rw| pa>ntwn aJgi>wn) that this grace was given 

(v. 8a), stressing his own unworthiness and lack of fitness for the task.  Paul is 

portrayed as stressing his utter weakness and inability so that the triumph of God 

in Christ might clearly be seen.  If Paul was depicted as occupying a position of 

political strength or earthly power, the clarity of this display to the evil powers 

might, in some measure, be diminished.  The writer, therefore, highlights Paul’s 

humiliation and weakness. 

 A similar rhetorical strategy is at work in several OT narratives in which 

Yahweh the Divine Warrior provides deliverance, and in which the human agent 

of his salvation is portrayed as completely lacking in credentials and fitness for the 

task.  The narrative of David vs. Goliath in 1 Samuel 17 is an excellent example.  

In light of the overwhelmingly terrible threat that Israel faces in the ‘champion’ 

Goliath, the narrative stresses that what is needed is a ‘man’ powerful enough to 

fight him.  The word ‘man’ appears 17 times in the narrative, but never with 

reference to David, who is, rather, a ‘son of Jesse’ (v. 12), a keeper of only a ‘few 

sheep’ (v. 28), an errand-boy, sent to bring supplies and food to his brothers—

among the ‘men of Israel’ (v. 19)—at the battlefront, provisions that point to the 
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lowly stature of David’s family.
19

  In the eyes of Saul and the ‘men of Israel’ 

David could not be more unqualified for the task at hand.  This immense disparity 

between the need of the moment and the ability of David to meet it serves to cast 

the conflict in explicitly theo-logical terms (vv. 45-47), as a battle between the 

God of Israel and the gods of Philistia, so that the triumph clearly is that of 

‘Yahweh of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel’ (v. 45), who delights to use 

utterly unqualified agents—in the eyes of the world—to accomplish his purposes. 

 The narrative of Gideon in Judges 6-7 is another example.  Though the call 

of Gideon is composed in terms highly allusive to that of the call of Moses,
20

 

Gideon is anything but an example of Mosaic piety and faith in Yahweh, as the 

narrative focuses on how inadequate Gideon is to be the agent of Yahweh’s 

deliverance.
21

  Especially prominent throughout the narrative are Gideon’s 

paralyzing fear and lack of faith in Yahweh, as the rhythm of the story is 

continually disrupted by Gideon’s hesitance to believe the signs of assurance 

provided by Yahweh.  Not only this, but at Yahweh’s greeting of Gideon at the 

outset of the story, Gideon fails to realize with whom he is speaking and responds 

with sarcasm instead of reverence, or, at least, caution.
22

 Just as the lack of fitness for the task of the human protagonist in these OT 

narratives magnified the triumph of the Divine Warrior, the writer’s imprisonment 

and portrayal of Paul as ‘less than the least’ of all the saints points to the greatness 

of the triumph of God in Christ, and shows the true character of Paul’s situation as 

a prisoner.  The digression amounts to an apocalyptic perspective of his ministry, 

locating it strategically within the cosmic conflict.
23

   

                                                 
19 Krinetzki 1973, 211. 
20 Webb 1987, 148. 
21 Exum 1990, 417. 
22 Klein 1988, 53. 
23 Richard Bauckham’s description of the Book of Revelation is particularly useful in 

articulating the function of the digression in giving a ‘cosmic’ interpretation of Paul’s 

imprisonment: The writer gives an apocalyptic perspective on Paul’s imprisonment in that the 

digression ‘communicates a disclosure of a transcendent perspective on this world.  It is prophetic 

in the way it addresses a concrete historical situation… and brings to its readers a prophetic word 

of God, enabling them to discern the divine purpose in [Paul’s] situation and respond to [his] 

situation in a way appropriate to this purpose’ (1993, 7).  Reynier notes the presence of apocalyptic 

features in Eph 3:2-13 but claims that it has substantial differences from descriptions of the 

apocalyptic genre (1992, 27).  ‘Le vocabulaire est apocalyptique mais le genre ne l’est pas.  La 

question qui se pose alors est celle de la fonction de ce vocabulaire car la présence du vocabulaire 

apocalyptique constitue une donnée essentielle pour saisir la problématique du texte’ (1992, 28).  

While we agree with Reynier’s assessment regarding the categorization of this text vis-à-vis the 

genre ‘apocalyptic’, we may say that the whole of Ephesians partakes of an apocalyptic worldview 
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The author continues to expound the paradox of Paul’s ministry in two 

ways: He claims that Paul has been the recipient of divine revelation (vv. 3-7), and 

then elaborates on how Paul’s proclamation of the gospel facilitates the 

vindication of the triumph of God over the powers (vv. 8-10). 

 

Paul is the Recipient of Divine Revelation (3:3-7) 

The first aspect of this cosmic commission is that Paul has been the 

recipient of divine revelation (vv. 3-7).
24

  Whereas in the past God kept 

knowledge of the mystery hidden from humanity, he has now chosen to reveal it 

through a select group of people, one of whom is Paul the prisoner.  The author 

claims first that the mystery was ‘made known’ (ejgnwri>sqh) to Paul ‘according 

to revelation’ (kata< ajpoka>luyin).
25

  Paul’s grasp of the mystery should be 

evident from what he is portrayed as having written thus far (v. 3b),
26

 and when 

the letter recipients hear it read, they will be able ‘to understand’ (noh~sai) Paul’s 

                                                                                                                                      
and that in Eph 3:2-13 the readers of this letter are given an apocalyptic vision of the imprisonment 

of Paul. 
24 That this is a distinct unit is indicated by the inclusio formed by the repetition of th~v 

ca>ritov tou~ qeou~ gh~v doqei>shv moi in vv. 2 and 7 (Lindemann 1985, 57). 
25 While a number of commentators maintain that the revelation to Paul on the Damascus 

road is in view at this point (Gnilka 1971, 164; Schnackenburg 1991, 131; Kim 1981, 25; Sandnes 

1991, 231; O’Brien 1999, 228-29), this need not be the case.  It appears that the author is simply 

emphasizing the basis of Paul’s knowledge of the mystery—that Paul has knowledge of it not on 

the basis of human study or intuition, but because of the revelation of God to him, regardless of 

whether this came during the Damascus Road revelation or over a succession of revelations (Best 

1998, 299-300; Barth 1974, 330).  Kim argues that the employment of a certain formula leads to 

the conclusion that the Damascus Road revelation is clearly in view.  The formula ca>riv + aorist 

passive form of di>dwmi + moi, by which Paul speaks of God’s call of apostleship to him, appears 

in Rom 12:3; 15:15; 1 Cor 3:10; Gal 2:9, as well as here in Eph 3:2, 7, 8.  This call contains two 

elements; the revelation of the gospel, and the commission to proclaim it.  For Kim, the former is 

found in Eph 3:3-6, and the latter in vv. 7ff. (1981, 22, 25).  But in the passages cited by Kim, Paul 

speaks of the grace given to him in more general terms than the specific call of God to him on the 

Damascus Road.  Moreover, it is not the case that in each of these instances—or in any of them, 

for that matter—both elements contained in the call are in view.  Paul’s ministry is in view in Eph 

3:3, but it remains inconclusive whether or not he is referring to the revelation on the Damascus 

Road. 
26 Most commentators claim that this refers to what has been written thus far in the letter, 

though some stress certain passages over others (Schlier 1971, 149; Barth 1974, 329; Gnilka 1971, 

164; Mußner 1982, 102; Reynier 1992, 168).  Similar phrases are used in Heb 13:22 and 1 Pet 5:12 

in reference to the letter in which they appear (Best 1998, 303).  It is unlikely that this is a 

reference to other individual Pauline letters, or to a collection of them, since it would be 

inappropriate to refer to them as ‘brief’.  Further, this would assume that all the communities to 

which this letter was circulated had at least one copy of another Pauline letter, and that this letter 

would have been one in which the mystery was discussed in some manner, probably either 

Galatians or Colossians (Best 1998, 302).  Goodspeed appealed to this cryptic clause in support of 

his reconstruction that Ephesians is the introduction to the collection of Paul’s letters (1933, 41-

42).  Ultimately, no single interpretation of this clause is completely without problems, but it does 

seem most likely that it as a reference to earlier portions of the letter, most likely the author’s 

discussion of chapter 2:11-22 (Reynier 1992, 168). 
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‘insight’ (su>nesin) into ‘the mystery of Christ’ (tw|~ musthri>w| tou~ Cristou~).  

The writer had portrayed Paul as praying for their special insight (Eph 1:17-18), 

and thus far has been giving them a cosmic view of the lordship of Christ and of 

the situation of the church, pulling back the veil of visible reality and giving them 

a view of events from a perspective that includes heaven and earth.  That Paul is 

the special agent of God in working out his purposes in this world ought to be 

clear from their reading (or hearing) the letter thus far.   

In further support of his contention that Paul occupies an important 

position of cosmic significance, the author states that Paul is a member of the 

privileged group to which the revelation of the mystery was made known.  

Whereas formerly the knowledge of the mystery had been hidden (‘not made 

known’, oujk ejgnwri>sqh) from all humankind (‘the sons of men’, toi~v uiJoi~v 

tw~n ajnqrw>pwn), God has now chosen to reveal it ‘to his holy apostles and 

prophets’ (toi~v aJgi>oiv ajposto>loiv aujtou~ kai< profh>taiv) (v. 5).
27

 Some scholars assume that the main focus of the digression is the church 

and its relationship to the mystery,
28

 but this makes little sense of the fact that the 

writer only briefly mentions the content of the mystery in v. 6.  He simply states 

that Gentiles are now ‘fellow heirs’ (sugklhrono>ma), ‘fellow-members of the 

body’ (su>sswma), and ‘fellow sharers in the promise’ (summe>toca th~v 

ejpaggeli>av), and then moves on.   

In vv. 3-7, then, the author gives his readers an accurate portrait of the 

strategic importance of Paul’s position as the recipient of revelation.  Paul is not 

merely a prisoner of Rome suffering defeat at the hands of the powers ruling this 

present evil age.  Rather, it is precisely in this humiliated state that he also has the 

privileged status as a recipient of divine revelation by the Spirit. 

 

                                                 
27 The contrast here is absolute, rather than relative, so that the author regards the mystery 

as revealed for the first time through the apostles and prophets (Reynier 1992, 143-45; Bockmuehl 

1990, 201; Schlier 1971, 150; Gnilka 1971, 167; Schnackenburg 1991, 133; Lincoln 1990, 177; 

Best 1998, 305-7; contra Caird 1976, 64; Caragounis 1977, 102-3; Saucy 1992, 147-51).  The 

language in the passage implies an absolute comparison, especially with its emphasis on the 

‘hiddenness’ on the one hand, and the ‘revelation’, or ‘making known’ of the mystery on the other.  

While the participation of Gentiles in the salvation of the end-time was envisioned in the OT, this 

specific new move of God in the church, in which Jews and Gentiles are on equal footing because 

of faith in Christ, was not foretold (Lincoln 1990, 177).  As Bockmuehl notes, the point is not 

degrees of revelation, but the fact that what was previously unknown and beyond human 

knowledge, is now disclosed by God (1990, 201). 
28 E.g., Saucy, 1992, 128.  
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Paul is the Agent of Divine Triumph 

In vv. 8b-12, the author discusses the actual task involved in the 

commission given to Paul by God.  Not only is Paul in a privileged position 

because of his knowledge of the mystery of Christ, but the author goes on to make 

the extraordinary claim that Paul is the agent of divine triumph—the one through 

whom God accomplishes and vindicates his triumph over the powers ruling the 

present evil age.  In vv. 8b-9 Paul is portrayed as claiming that his proclamation is 

the means God uses to call the church into existence, and in vv. 10-12, that this is 

then the means by which God’s triumph is vindicated before the powers. 

 

Paul’s Preaching is the Means of the Creation of the Church 

The author begins to delineate what is involved with Paul’s commission 

(au[th ca>riv, ‘this grace’) in v. 8b, by stating that Paul is ‘to preach to the 

Gentiles the unfathomable riches of Christ (toi~v e]qnesin eujaggeli>sasqai to< 

ajnexicni>aston plou~tov tou~ Cristou~).  This is followed by a second infinitive 

in v. 9, fwti>sai, connected by kai>, so that in addition to being called to preach, 

Paul is further commissioned ‘to enlighten everyone what is the administration of 

the mystery’ (kai< fwti>sai pa>ntav ti>v hJ oijkonomi>a tou~ musthri>ou).  Most 

scholars agree that the two infinitives (eujaggeli>sasqai and fwti>sai) are not 

set in synonymous parallelism (i.e., describing only one task with two 

expressions), but that in some way fwti>sai in v. 9 elaborates or builds upon 

eujaggeli>sasqai in v. 8b.
29

  But this further elaboration is left unexplored, so 

that it is largely regarded as in some way filling out the picture of how the mystery 

is made known, perhaps involving a further impartation of information. 

There is good reason, however, to see the following dynamic at work in 

the author’s argument.  The second infinitive is built upon the first so that it is the 

result of the activity of the first.  In other words, the proclamation of Paul in v. 8b 

(eujaggeli>sasqai) is the means by which the church is called into existence, and 

it is this emergence of the church through the preaching of Paul the prisoner that is 

in view in v. 9a when the author writes of ‘enlightening all/everyone (pa>ntav) 

what is the administration of the mystery’.  Paul is seen as claiming, therefore, that 

the cosmically wide-ranging enlightenment regarding the mystery is an actual 

                                                 
29 Schlier 1971, 152; Caragounis 1977, 106-7; O’Brien 1999, 243; Jeal 2000, 171. 
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demonstration of it, rather than having to do with Paul’s speaking of its content.  It 

is by actually seeing the church in existence that ‘everyone’—primarily the 

cosmic powers—is made to be enlightened as to the manner in which God is 

working out his plan of salvation.
30

  The enlightenment spoken of here, then, is 

not informational; it is demonstrative. 

This reading makes good sense of the final phrase of v. 9, describing God 

as the one who ‘creates all things’ (tw|~ ta< pa>nta kti>santi)—a direct reference 

to the creation spoken of in this very verse.  God is the one who, in the beginning, 

called all things into being, and again he creates out of nothing, calling the church 

into being through the proclamation of Paul.
31

  This is consistent with the new 

creation language used with reference to the church throughout Ephesians (2:10, 

15; 4:24), and with biblical polemical passages that speak of creative power as one 

of the key distinguishing features of the true God over against all other entities 

regarded as deities.
32

  This same polemical edge is present here: In the face of the 

powers and authorities who are powerless to create, and whose rule over this 

present evil age is characterized by destruction, division and leading humanity 

astray into idolatry, God’s power is demonstrated by his ability to create the ‘New 

Humanity’ (Eph 4:24), and to set it in the midst of enemy territory, thus 

confounding the evil powers. 

This also explains the appearance of the church in v. 10.  There is a sense 

of movement from v. 8b to v. 10 where the church emerges into view—from the 

starting point of the preaching of Paul to the Gentiles in v. 8b to the appearance of 

the church in v. 10.  But at what point does the church come into view?  My 

                                                 
30 The pa>ntav in v. 9, along with the prominent role the powers and authorities play in 

this passage, indicates that this enlightenment primarily has these cosmic figures in view.  See the 

discussion on v. 10 below.  The pa>ntav in v. 9 is most likely original, but its inclusion or 

exclusion has little effect on the argument presented here.  If it is excluded, the sense is that Paul’s 

commission is to ‘bring to light what is the administration of the mystery’, instead of him 

‘enlightening all’ as to its content. 
31 ‘Gott, in dem die Einheit von Schöpfung und Erlösung feststeht, vermag, weil er der 

Schöpfer ist, sein Erlösungswerk sicher durchzuführen’ (Gnilka 1971, 173). 
32 Several passages reflect this polemical strategy whereby the creative power of Yahweh, 

the living God, is set against the gods of other nations, who not only cannot create, but are 

regarded as non-existent.  ‘For all the gods of the peoples are idols (Myliyli)v, ‘worthless things, 

vanity’), but Yahweh made (h#of(f) the heavens’ (Ps 96:5).  In Acts 14, the crowds regard Paul and 

Barnabas as gods and attempt to offer to them sacrifices.  The apostles’ response reflects this OT 

tradition: They ‘tore their robes and rushed out into the crowd, crying out and saying, “Men, why 

are you doing these things? We are also men of the same nature as you, and preach the gospel to 

you that you should turn from these vain things (matai>wn) to a living God, who made (ejpoi>hsen) 

the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that is in them”’ (Acts 14:14-15). 
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contention that the church is called into existence by means of the preaching of 

Paul accounts for this progression.  As Paul the prisoner preaches the riches of 

Christ, God calls the church into existence, and this process facilitates the display 

of God’s wisdom in v. 10. 

The ‘enlightenment’ in v. 9, then, does not refer to Paul’s ministry of 

proclamation directly, as if his explanation of the content of the mystery helps 

people to understand it more clearly.  Rather, the church’s very coming-into-

existence is in view, so that the entire cosmos is enlightened as to the 

administration of the mystery through the object lesson of the church’s coming-

into-being. 

   

Paul’s Preaching is the Means of God’s Vindication before the Powers 

Not only is Paul’s preaching the means by which God calls the church into 

being, but the church’s coming-into-existence in this manner serves to display the 

variegated wisdom of God to the rebellious powers.
33

  The i[na at the beginning of 

v. 10 is connected to the infinitive clause in v. 9b so that Paul brings to light the 

administration of the mystery ‘in order that (i[na) the variegated wisdom of God 

might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenlies through 

the church (dia< th~v ejkklhsi>av)’. 

The triumph of God in Christ takes place in two ways in this passage.  

First, the powers are made to know the wisdom of God ‘through the church’ (dia< 

th~v ejkklhsi>av, v. 10).  The author is not here charging the church with the task 

of preaching to the powers, as Walter Wink argues,
34

 but claiming that the manner 

in which God has made known his multi-faceted and many-splendored wisdom to 

the evil powers is by confounding them and their rule over this age in his creation 

of the church.  The powers have ordered the present evil age in such a way as to 

exacerbate the divisions within humanity created by the Law (2:11-12).  God 

                                                 
33 Some commentators have appealed to passages such as 1 Pet 1:12 and Mark 13:32 

arguing that angels who are faithful to God need to be informed about the mystery and can learn 

more about the ways of God from observing his saving purposes (Mußner 1982, 105; Bruce 1984, 

321).  But in Ephesians, the powers in the heavenlies are consistently portrayed as evil and the 

argument of the letter has to do with the subjection of these hostile powers to the exalted Christ.  

This passage reflects that viewpoint in noting the manner in which God triumphs over the 

powers—by overcoming their dominance of the present evil age to create within this fallen 

creation ruled by the powers the New Humanity, the existence of which serves notice to the 

powers of their subjection to the Lord Christ. 
34 Wink 1984, 89-96.  The proclamation spoken of in v. 8 has the Gentiles in view and 

nowhere is the church given the commission to preach to the powers. 
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confounds the powers, however, by creating in Christ one unified, multi-racial 

body consisting of formerly divided groups of people.  And it is the existence of 

the church as such a body set within the hostile environment of the present evil 

age that proclaims to them the wisdom of God.
35

But the mere existence of the church set within ‘enemy territory’ is not all 

that is in view here.  The author is also stressing the manner in which the church 

comes into being.  The means of the creation of the church by God—‘the God 

who creates all things’—is the proclamation of Paul the prisoner, the one who is 

less than the least of all the saints.  In his depicted situation, Paul is in a position 

of utter defeat at the hands of the powers, being completely in their grasp.  Seen in 

terms of the present age, he could not be in a weaker, more shameful or more 

vulnerable position.  Yet, astonishingly, it is by his preaching of the gospel that 

the creative power of God is unleashed and engaged, and the church—the arena of 

the triumph of God—is called into being, thereby displaying the wisdom of God 

to the powers. 

This paradoxical dynamic at work in v. 10 is the same as that in 1 

Corinthians, where God ‘destroys the wisdom of the wise’ by choosing the foolish 

and the weak to shame the wise and the strong (1 Cor 1:19-27).  The author 

portrays Paul as living out this paradox so that he is seen as following the pattern 

of humiliation and exaltation set by his Lord, whereby in his shameful death—by 

being utterly defeated—Christ triumphed over the evil powers (Eph 2:13-16; 4:8-

10; Phil 2:8-11; Col 2:15). 

This paradoxical situation magnifying the triumph of God in Christ is still 

in view in v. 12, where the author teases out the irony.  He mentions the blessings 

of ‘boldness’ or ‘freedom of speech’ (parrhsi>an) and ‘access in confidence’ 

(prosagwgh<n ejn pepoiqh>sei)—while Paul is in prison, a position in which he 

would likely enjoy little or no freedom or confident access to anything or anyone 

of consequence.  Those who find themselves ‘in Christ’, however, enjoy the 

privilege of boldness to approach the throne of the sovereign God of the universe, 

                                                 
35 ‘La constitution de l’Homme nouveau, créé avec le Juif et le Grec, l’esclave et le 

citoyen, l’homme et la femme, chef-d’œuvre de la Sagesse divine.  L’église est explicitation du 

mystère’ (Bouttier 1991, 148). 
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and of such access they may have full confidence, because of the faithfulness of 

Christ (‘through his faithfulness’, dia< th~v pi>stewv aujtou).
36

 

Concluding Exhortation (3:13) 

Based on the author’s reinterpretation of Paul’s imprisonment and how it 

serves to magnify the power and triumph of God over the powers and authorities, 

the writer portrays Paul as urging his readers in v. 13 to not lose heart (ejgkakei~n) 

upon hearing about his imprisonment and afflictions (qli>yesi>n).  They have 

reason to rejoice, since such afflictions, far from being a source of defeat or 

discouragement, are working to bring about his readers’ eschatological glory (h[tiv 

ejsti<n do>xa uJmw~n, ‘which are your glory’).  The logic here is quite similar to that 

in Philippians 1, where Paul claims that, just as God exalted Jesus based on his 

submission to a humiliating death, his imprisonment is working for his own 

salvation (v. 19), and that the suffering that his readers endure is a sign of their 

salvation and of eschatological judgment for those who persecute them (v. 28).  

Both contexts justify Paul’s imprisonment, explaining that his being in prison does 

nothing to hinder the cause of the gospel nor does it signal some sort of defeat for 

                                                 
36 This genitive construction typically has been read as either a subjective (‘his [Christ’s] 

faithfulness’) or objective (‘faith in him’) genitive.  Lincoln, Bouttier, and Hoehner prefer the 

latter, but give little justification for their position (Lincoln 1990, 190; Bouttier 1991, 149; 

Hoehner 2002, 466-67).  A subjective genitive rendering fits this context well as it focuses on the 

faithfulness of Jesus to the will of God as the means by which the blessings given to believers are 

secured.  Wallis notes that constructions with dia> and a reference to Christ in the genitive are 

similarly used elsewhere in Ephesians (1:5, 7; 2:16; 2:18) (1995, 131; cf. also O’Brien 1999, 250; 

Foster 2002, 84-89; Wallace 1996, 115-16).  While Foster also advocates a subjective genitive 

reading, many of his arguments simply are unbelievable.  For example, he claims that while the 

author of Ephesians does not refer specifically to the obedience of Christ, ‘he does speak of those 

who follow the opposite path as toi~v uiJoi~v th~v ajpeiqei>av’ in Eph 2:1 (2002, 86).  But nowhere 

in Ephesians are the actions of Christ compared to those of the ‘sons of disobedience’.  Further, he 

claims that the faithfulness/obedience of Christ is in view in 3:12 because of the occurrence in v. 8 

of the phrase ‘the riches of Christ’.  According to Foster, these riches are the wealth bestowed on 

Christ by God in reward for his faithfulness in enduring death, a connection that he maintains 

because of the close proximity of ‘riches’ to the notion of the sacrificial death of Christ in 1:7.  But 

such a connection is at least highly unlikely, if not completely improbable.  ‘Riches’ in Ephesians 

do not refer to the wealth given to Christ by God, as this is surely not the subject of Paul’s 

preaching to the Gentiles in v. 8.  While one might agree with Foster that there are ‘undercurrents 

of ideas’ referring to the faithfulness of Jesus which stand behind the phrase dia< th~v pi>stewv 
aujtou~ in 3:12, it is extremely unlikely that the connections suggested by Foster reflect such ideas.   

Seifrid interprets pi>stiv Cristou~ and the related phrase here as a ‘qualifying’ genitive, 

but his explanation of what this means is unclear.  He attempts a withering critique of the 

subjective genitive reading from a theological perspective, but fails to grapple with it seriously and 

wildly misses his mark (2000, 139-46).  For a concise and helpful review of the debate between 

subjective and objective genitive readings of pi>stiv Cristou~, as well as a discussion of the 

‘faithfulness of Christ’ tradition in the NT, especially Romans and Galatians, see Longenecker 

1998, 95-103. 
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the purposes of God.  This is the same conclusion reached in Eph 3:13: the readers 

of Ephesians have no reason to despair at Paul’s sufferings and his present 

situation, since it is his paradoxical ministry to the Gentiles—the workings of 

which he has outlined in full—that facilitates their eschatological glory. 

The digression in Eph 3:2-13, therefore, is not pointless, nor is it merely an 

explanation of the origin and nature of Paul’s apostleship.  Rather, it plays a 

strategic role in the unfolding argument of Ephesians, in that it explains for the 

readers of Ephesians how Paul’s imprisonment, which appears to contradict the 

triumph of God in Christ, is actually an epitome—a concrete manifestation—of 

that triumph.   

 

The Triumph of God in Paul’s Prayer for the Church 

 After the digression concludes, prayer report resumes, repeating tou>tou 

ca>rin from 3:1 in v. 14.  The author depicts Paul as praying that his readers will 

be empowered by God so that they might be enabled to actualize their identity as 

he has described it in Eph 2:19-22.  The writer had detailed there how God had 

created out of the divisions within humanity one New Humanity and that this was 

a testament to his triumph over the powers ruling the present age.  Now he turns to 

represent Paul as praying that God will strengthen them to meet the challenge of 

realizing all that they are meant to be as the dwelling place of God on earth.
37

The prayer addresses God as ‘the Father, from whom every family in 

heaven and earth is named’ (to<n pate>ra, ejx ou= pa~sa patria< ejn oujranoi~v 

kai< ejpi< gh~v ojnoma>zetai), stressing God’s universal sovereign authority.  God is 

the pate>ra (‘Father’) who names every patria> in heaven and on earth.  Much 

effort has gone into identifying the precise referent of the term patria>, but Jeal 

may be right in claiming that the attempt to nail down a specific definition for this 

                                                 
37 Arnold claims that the main thrust of the prayer concerns their experience and 

knowledge of the power of God.  On his view, the prayer contains two requests: First, Paul prays 

for the strengthening of believers by the Holy Spirit through the indwelling Christ (vv. 16-17), and 

secondly, for ‘a personal knowledge of both the power and love of Christ’ (vv. 18-19a).  The final 

request in v. 19b summarizes the first two requests (1989, 86-87).  He misconstrues the structure of 

the prayer report, however, in an attempt to confirm his broader thesis regarding the purpose of the 

letter.  While Paul is seen as praying for his readers’ strengthening and empowerment, this is not 

an end in itself.  He prays this in order that they might have the capacity to gain an intimate 

knowledge of the love of Christ in order that they might then be able to fulfill the purpose for 

which they were made the temple of God by the Spirit—that they might live out their design as the 

fullness of God.  Arnold is wrong, then, to claim that the ‘heart of the request is that the readers 

would be strengthened with power’, for this truncates the prayer (1989, 87). 
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term misses the more important point of the intended effect and function of the 

phrase.  The author’s thrust here is that every grouping in any sense in heaven and 

on earth is under the sovereign lordship of God, since God is the one who creates 

and names them.  While the families in the heavens may not be another specific 

designation for the evil powers, they certainly are in view at this point.  It is an 

encouragement in praying to the Father for the author to remind his readers that 

the one to whom Paul prays is the one who exercises dominion over the evil 

powers who rule the present fallen age, as well as over all humanity on earth. 

The prayer consists of a succession of requests, each building on the 

previous one, working up to a crescendo with the ultimate petition in v. 19—that 

the readers would effectively fulfill God’s intention for them to be the fullness of 

God.  The initial request is found in v. 16, where Paul prays that God might grant 

to his readers ‘to be strengthened with power through his Spirit’ (duna>mei 

krataiwqh~nai dia< tou~ pneu>matov aujtou~) ‘in the inner man’ (eijv to<n e]sw 

a]nqrwpon).
38

The second request is found in v. 17a, and this builds on the initial request 

so that the infinitive katoikh~sai indicates the purpose of the strengthening 

spoken of in v. 16.
39

  The prayer is that God would strengthen his people with 

power by his Spirit ‘so that Christ might dwell in your hearts by faith’ 

(katoikh~sai to<n Cristo<n dia< th~v pi>stewv ejn tai~v kardi>aiv uJmw~n).
40

   

                                                 
38 This phrase indicates the entire human being, though viewed from one aspect—that 

aspect on which the Spirit acts (Best 1998, 341; cf. also Bouttier 1991, 157-58; Betz 2000, 315-

41).  Contra Schlier, who claims that this refers to the New Humanity of 4:24 (1971, 169). 
39 Bouttier 1991, 158. 
40 A majority of commentators reads katoikh~sai in parallel with krataiwqh~nai in v. 

16, so that both are dependent on i[na dw~| and the second specifies what is meant by the first 

(Abbott 1897, 96; Westcott 1906, 51; Schlier 1971, 169; Gnilka 1971, 184; Barth 1974, 369-70; 

Lincoln 1990, 197; Schnackenburg 1991, 149; Best 1998, 341; Fee 1994, 696; O’Brien 1999, 258; 

Perkins 2000, 11:414; Jeal 2000, 118-19).  According to this reading the strengthening by the 

Spirit in v. 16 is the same as the indwelling of Christ in v. 17 (O’Brien 1999, 258).  Further 

parallels exist between the two verses, as they both have a dia> phrase, along with two phrases 

denoting sphere (eijv to<n e]sw a]nqrwpon, v. 16; ejn tai~v kardi>aiv uJmw~n, v. 17a) (Best 1998, 

341).  According to Fee, ‘this is what it means for them to be strengthened by the Spirit in the inner 

person, namely, that Christ himself thus dwells in their hearts; all of this transpires by faith’ (1994, 

696).  These two verses do not make a good parallel, however.  In v. 16 tou~ pneu>matov is the 

agent of the strengthening by God whereas in v. 17 to<n Cristo>n is the one who is to dwell in the 

hearts of the readers.  If there is any parallel, tou~ pneu>matov is in parallel with th~v pi>stewv in v. 

17a, since they are both the agents of the activities spoken of, and to<n Cristo>n is parallel with 

God in v. 16 since he is the one who is in view regarding the activity of the passive infinitive 

krataiwqh~nai.  The only remaining parallel is between the two phrases indicating sphere.  While 

certainly there is a connection between the dwelling of Christ with the church and this occurring 

‘by the Spirit’, as is noted elsewhere in the letter, this phenomenon does not demand that these two 
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The dwelling of Christ in the hearts of the readers which is in view has to 

do with the abiding presence of Christ with his people, the unity of Christ with the 

church, his body.
41

  Paul is depicted as praying that Christ would indeed abide 

with his people in a powerful way and that this requires not only the strengthening 

by the Spirit, but also the activity of the church in being faithful to what God has 

designed the church to be.
42

  

In this penultimate request, the author presents Paul as praying 

paradoxically that his readers, ‘being rooted and grounded in love’ (ejn ajga>ph| 

ejrrizwme>noi kai< teqemeliwme>noi, v. 17b), would be able to come to a greater 

knowledge of the knowledge-surpassing love of Christ.  Paul prays that as a 

community (su<n pa~sin toi~v aJgi>oiv, ‘together with all the saints’) they would be 

able to comprehend the vast dimensions of the love of God.  This love is first 

referred to by a series of dimensions (to< pla>tov kai< mh~kov kai< u[yov kai< 

ba>qov, ‘the breadth and length and height and depth’), stressing the overwhelming 

nature of the love of Christ which the author wishes to impress upon his readers.
43

  

                                                                                                                                      
requests be read in strict parallel as this view maintains.  It is preferable to view the request in v. 

17a as building upon that in v. 16 (Bouttier 1991, 158; Hoehner 2002, 481). 
41 Faith is spoken of here as the means by which Christ dwells in the readers’ hearts.  For 

Hoehner, this indwelling of Christ is an individual phenomenon as opposed to the corporate 

indwelling in 2:21-22 (2002, 482; cf. also Fee 1994, 696).  But this can easily be pressed too far.  

While the author certainly does not speak of a corporate heart here in which Christ might dwell, 

the context has in view the corporate church so that this indwelling of Christ is not merely an 

individual phenomenon.  The dynamic of the work of God for which the author portrays Paul as 

praying is to be experienced by communities together, and not on any individual level apart from 

the community.  Not only is the basis of this prayer the dwelling of God with his people by the 

Spirit in 2:19-22, but in the very next verse, the love of Christ is to be experienced ‘together with 

all the saints’ (su<n pa~sin toi~v aJgi>oiv, v. 18) (Bouttier 1991, 158). 
42 Wallis claims that the faithfulness of Christ is in view here, but it is more likely that 

that this has to do with the active participation of the community of believers in faith/faithfulness 

to God (cf. 1995, 132). 
43 These dimensions have been the cause of no small debate.  Arnold has argued for 

reading these dimensions as a rhetorical expression of the vastness of the power of God (1989, 95).  

He notes that these dimensions are cited in several magical texts and in the same order as here 

(1989, 91-92).  He cites PGM IV.964-74, found in Betz 1992: 

 

Give your strength, rouse your daimon, / enter into this fire, fill it with a divine spirit, and 

show me your might.  Let there be opened for me the house of the all-powerful god 

ALBALAL, who is in this light.  Let there be light, breadth, depth, length, height, 

brightness [kai< gene>sqw fw~v, pla>tov, ba>qov, mh~kov, u[yov, aujgh>], and let him who is 

inside shine through, the lord BOUĒL. 

 

He also cites PGM IV.979-85:  

 

I conjure you, holy light, holy brightness, breadth, depth, length, height [pla>tov, ba>qov, 
mh~kov, u[yov], brightness, by the holy names / which I have spoken and am now going to 

speak.  By IAŌ SABAŌTH ARBATHIAŌ SESENGENBARPHARAGGĒS 
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This is further heightened by his paradoxical prayer that they would be able ‘to 

know’ (gnw~nai) the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge (th<n 

uJperba>llousan th~v gnw>sewv).
44

The climax of the prayer is now reached, the ultimate and final request.  

Paul is portrayed as praying that God would grant all his previous petitions so that 

the church might effectively realize its identity as the temple of God in Christ, the 

place where God’s fullness dwells on earth (i[na plhrwqh~te eijv pa~n to< 

plh>rwma tou~ qeou~, v. 19b).  Just as the reality of the church being the dwelling 

place of God is explicated in 1:23 and 2:19-22, so here the need of the church to 

realize this goal, by the power of God, is evident.
45

 

The Triumph of God in Paul’s Doxology 

 The author follows Paul’s prayer and essentially closes off the first major 

section of this letter with a doxology in vv. 20-21.  The doxology is closely 

                                                                                                                                      
ABLANATHANALBA AKRAMMACHAMARI AI AI IAO AX AX INAX remain by 

me in the present hour, until I pray to the god / and learn about the things I desire. 

 

Arnold argues that these dimensions appear to be related to divine power in some sense and if the 

readers of Ephesians had come from a background in which they had engaged extensively in 

magical practices, this reference to the four dimensions would have a significant resonance with 

them.  There are significant problems, however, with Arnold’s thesis.  First, the texts cited by 

Arnold are quite late—from the fourth century—making it highly unlikely that the readers of 

Ephesians would have been aware of such parallels.  He argues, however, that the readers would 

indeed have been aware of such magical traditions, but this insistence undermines his thesis in the 

end.  While it is difficult to determine just what the dimensions in the texts that he cites are 

referring to, they most likely name hypostases.  But if Arnold is correct that the readers of 

Ephesians were aware of these magical traditions, then why is there no explicit identification of 

power as the object of the dimensions, since this would have been a dramatic change from the use 

of the dimensions with which the readers would have been aware?  On Arnold’s view, the readers 

of Ephesians would interpret the prayer as a request for their intimate knowledge of the hypostases, 

not the power of God (Lincoln 1990, 209).  Lastly, it must be noted that Arnold is not exactly 

correct in arguing that the dimensions in the magical texts are good parallels.  Though they do 

appear in the same order as in Ephesians, they appear in a sequence of other items, whereas the 

four in Eph 3:18 appear on their own.  A number of other scholars maintain that these dimensions 

refer to the manifold wisdom of God, which is spoken of in 3:10 (Barth 1974, 396-97; Bruce 1984, 

327-28; Dahl 1975, 74-75).  The dimensions are found in Job 11:5-9 where God’s ways are 

described as being beyond human comprehension; they are as high as the heavens, deeper than 

Sheol and broader than the sea (vv. 8-9; cf. also Sir 1:1-8).  Yet, as O’Brien notes, there simply is 

no reference here to the wisdom of God (1999, 263).  It is most reasonable to view the object of the 

dimensions as the love of Christ, because of the coordination of this verse and v. 18 (Gnilka 1971, 

186-89; Caird 1976, 70; Mitton 1976, 134; Caragounis 1977, 75; van Roon 1974, 265-66; Mußner 

1982, 111-12; Best 1998, 346; Muddiman 2001, 173; Bouttier 1991, 161; Lincoln 1990, 212-13; 

contra Van Kooten 2003, 179).  The infinitives (katalabe>sqai . . . gnw~nai) are parallel so that 

there is a movement in the direction of love as the object of the dimensions, but the naming of that 

love is drawn out and delayed until v. 19.  The two verses are coordinated by the conjunction te> 
(‘even’), which implies a closer connection than kai>, so that it is read as follows: ‘in order that 

you might be able to grasp . . . even to know . . .’ (Best 1998, 346). 
44 Bouttier 1991, 162. 
45 Gombis 2002, 262. 
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connected with the prayer and is integrally linked with the argument of the letter 

to this point.  The theme of power is prominent, as God is addressed as the one 

‘who is able to do infinitely more than we might ask or think’ (duname>nw| uJpe<r 

pa>nta poih~sai uJperekperissou~ w=n aijtou>meqa h} noou~men).
46

  This 

ascription of God may have to do with the bold and seemingly impossible request 

just offered by Paul in the previous few verses.  The process of the people of God 

coming to know the knowledge-surpassing love of Christ seems to be one which 

has no end, but the author’s confidence is that God is the one who is ‘powerful’ 

(duname>nw|) enough ‘to accomplish’ (poih~sai) such a task.
47

  After all, he has 

just related that God was able ‘to accomplish’ (ejpoi>hsen, v. 11) in Christ what he 

had planned from all eternity. 

 The power of God is further highlighted by the phrase which explains the 

standard according to which God’s power to accomplish his goals is measured—

‘in accordance with the power which works in us’ (kata< th<n du>namin th<n 

ejnergoume>nehn ejn hJmi~n).  References to the exercise of God’s power occur at 

key points in the argument of the epistle.  In 1:19-23, God exerts his power in 

raising Christ from the dead and seating him in the seat of cosmic Lordship over 

all his enemies.  This exaltation is then vindicated as God in Christ triumphs over 

the powers of this age and creates one New Humanity of formerly divided 

peoples.  This same power is exerted in Paul’s cosmically pivotal ministry (3:7), 

as God calls the church into being through the proclamation of one in the weak 

and shameful position of being a prisoner.  Now in v. 20 the author claims that 

this same power is at work in the church.  It is by an exertion of the power of God 

that the New Humanity has come into being and God’s power continues to sustain 

and empower this new creation. 

 The writer now ascribes glory (do>xa) to God both through the church (ejn 

th~ ejkklhsi>a|) and Christ Jesus (ejn Cristw~|  jIhsou~).  This is the only doxology 

in the NT that contains such unique wording, ascribing glory to God ‘in the 

church’.  O’Brien claims that this reference may be explained on the basis of the 

church’s being the collection of those who have been redeemed by the grace of 

God.
48

  Yet such a generalized reference does not rightly capture the strategic 

                                                 
46 Arnold 1989, 100-2; Best 1998, 349. 
47 Fee 1994, 697; O’Brien 1999, 267. 
48 O’Brien 1999, 268. 
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relationship of this note in the doxology to the argument of the letter.  The triumph 

of God in Christ is demonstrated by the creation of the church as the one New 

Humanity and its witness to the evil powers regarding that triumph.  The doxology 

calls forth the attribution of glory to God for his triumph in the church, for in it he 

has confounded the powers and magnified his supremacy in overcoming their 

dominance of the present evil age.  The remainder of the epistle will build on this 

foundation as the church is urged to realize their identity as the New Humanity by 

the power of God in order to glorify God. 

 The glory of God ‘in Christ Jesus’ is closely related to this, of course.  The 

church is the body of Christ and it is by the exertion of the power of God in Christ 

that God has triumphed over the evil powers.  The end of Ephesians 3 is also a 

transition point as the first three chapters focus on the glory of God in Christ, and 

the second three focus on the glory of God in the church. 

 

Conclusion 

 The digression in Eph 3, then, arises from the need to clarify the nature of 

Paul’s situation vis-à-vis his imprisonment.  To view him merely as a prisoner, as 

one who has been defeated by the powers ruling the present evil age, is to 

misunderstand his position on a cosmic scale.  It is in this position of shame and 

dishonor that he has the cosmically significant role of being the administrator of 

the grace of God and the facilitator of the demonstration of the triumph of God to 

the powers.  On this reading, Eph 3 is most certainly not pointless but integrally 

relates to the argument of the epistle, being driven by a concern to help Paul’s 

readers understand how his imprisonment is consistent with God’s triumph in 

Christ. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE TRIUMPH OF CHRIST AND THE EMPOWERING  

OF THE CHURCH 

 

Introduction 

 This passage has been read by a number of scholars as highlighting the 

importance of the unity produced by the Spirit.
1
  This seems easily justified since 

the unity of the ‘body of Christ’ appears at key points throughout 4:1-16.  In v. 3, 

the author urges his readers zealously to ‘maintain the unity of the Spirit’ (threi~n 

th<n eJno>thta tou~ pneu>matov), and in vv. 5-6, a series of unifying items inherent 

in the Christian faith are laid out in order to stress the unity of the church, one of 

which is the ‘one Spirit’ (e{n pneu~ma).  Further, one of the goals that the gifting of 

the church by the exalted Christ is meant to achieve is the attainment by the 

church of the ‘unity of the faith’ (th<n eJno>thta th~v pi>stewv, v. 13).  Along this 

line of interpretation, the present passage stresses the fact that, though there is 

genuine diversity within the church, this diversity serves to foster the unity created 

by the Spirit.
2
  This is based on reading the present passage through the lens of 

two other Pauline discussions of ‘spiritual gifts’ (Rom 12:3-8; 1 Cor 12:4-31).
3
  

Both of these—especially 1 Cor 12:4-31—have to do with the relationship of gifts 

given to individuals and the manner in which this ought to enhance the unity of 

the body of Christ.  There are also elements in Eph 4:1-16 that reflect such a 

discussion, such as Christ giving to ‘each one of us’ ca>riv according to the 

‘measure of the gift of Christ’ (kata< to< me>tron th~v dwrea~v tou~ Cristou~).  

Following the citation of the Scriptural warrant for this gift by Christ, the author 

goes on to list several gifts given (v. 12) in order to foster the attainment, by the 

church, of the ‘unity of the faith and the knowledge of the son of God’ (v. 13). 

 While issues regarding unity obviously are important in this passage, I will 

argue that unity is not the controlling factor in Eph 4:1-16.  The dangers that are 

listed in the latter part of this text (vv. 14-16) are not simply those that militate 

against unity, but rather work to harm the body in its growth into the head.  

Deceptive teachers and their doctrine most certainly have an affect on the unity of 

                                                 
1 Mayer 2002, 134; MacDonald 2000, 297; Caird 1976, 71. 
2 Schnackenburg 1991, 175; Penna 1988, 176-77, 185; Robinson 1904, 179. 
3 Gese 1997, 187. 



the people of God, but this is only one aspect of the discussion in this passage, not 

the whole.  Further, while the church has been blessed with gifts by the exalted 

Christ in order to grow in unity, several other aspects of growth are in view, such 

as growth in maturity and in the knowledge of the son of God (vv. 13-16).  

Finally, unity is not an end in itself in the letter, but rather is only one of the 

elements—albeit one that is vital—that points to the larger notion of the triumph 

of God.  That is, one of the main aspects of the triumph of God is that in a 

fractured cosmos, God’s bringing about unity is seen as an act of victory over the 

powers that are working to divide humanity and to foster the destruction and 

disintegration of relationships.
4

 I will argue in this chapter that Eph 4:1-16 has to do with the manner in 

which the exalted Lord Christ equips his people to participate with him in his 

triumph over the powers, and it establishes that the church is the arena in which 

the triumph of God in Christ is vindicated.  The lordship of Christ over the powers 

is demonstrated by the growth in maturity of the church—the extent to which new 

creation life flourishes in the New Humanity.
5
  Several strategic elements in 

Ephesians 1-3, along with several textual factors in the present passage, support 

this reading.   

As I argued in the previous chapter, Paul’s status as a prisoner serves to 

magnify the triumph of God in Christ because the power of God can be seen 

clearly in the life of someone who is in such a lowly place, but who, at the same 

time, occupies such a cosmically significant position. The writer then portrays him 

as praying that God would so empower his readers that they would be filled up to 

all the fullness of God—that is, that they would exhibit their unity with God and 

manifestly embody the life of God on earth, actualizing their status as the one 

unified people of God.  In his doxology that closes the chapter, the author then 

calls for the praise of God, and specifically names him as the one who is able to 

do all that the author has asked—in fact, is able to do it with even greater results 

                                                 
4 According to Muddiman it might be too much to say that there really is anything like an 

argument present.  He claims that the passage ‘lacks a close-knit structure’ and that it is ‘highly 

compressed and allusive, as though the author could, given a more suitable occasion, say much 

more than he has allowed himself to do here’ (2001, 188). 
5 This passage, therefore, plays a vital role within the argument of the letter.  It does not 

serve merely as a rhetorical bridge from the ‘doctrinal’ to the ‘ethical’ section, as some claim, nor 

can the passage be taken out of the letter without essential loss to the argument, as some 

commentators indicate (contra Bruce 1984, 354; Barth 1974, 499). 
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than anyone can anticipate—and that he can do this ‘by the power that works 

within us’ (kata< th<n du>namin th<n ejnergoume>nhn ejn hJmi~n, 3:20).  Finally, he 

issues a plea that God be glorified, not only in Christ, but also ‘in the church’ (ejn 

th|~ ejkklhsi>a|, v. 21).   

Two features of this passage are important for our purposes.  First, that the 

growth of the church is accomplished by ‘the power that works within us’ (3:20) 

is highly significant in that the working of the power of God is an element that 

appears at key points in the letter’s argument.  In 1:19b, it was the exercise of the 

power of God (kata< th<n ejne>rgeian tou~ kra>touv th~v ijscu>ov aujtou~, 

‘according to the exertion of the strength of his power’) that raised Christ from the 

dead and exalted him ‘far above’ the powers and authorities.  In 3:7 the writer 

claims that the cosmically significant ministry of Paul—whereby his proclamation 

facilitated the vindication of the triumph of God in Christ to the cosmic powers—

was given to him ‘according to the working of his power’ (kata< th<n ejner>geian 

th~v duna>mewv aujtou~).  The letter also closes with the exhortation to be strong in 

the Lord and ‘in the strength of his power’ (ejn tw|~ kra>tei th~v ijscu>ov aujtou~) 

(6:10). 

The occurrence of this phrase at the close of the doxology is significant for 

the development of the argument in Eph 4:1-16.  It indicates that the existence of 

the church is to be seen in continuity with the exercise of God’s power in raising 

Christ and giving Paul his cosmically significant ministry.  Further, the church is 

to operate according to the same dynamic—it has its existence, and it continues to 

function, by the exertion of the power of God.
6
  Not only this, but it operates 

according to the same dynamic of humiliation and exaltation exhibited in the 

death and resurrection of Christ, and in the ministry of Paul.  Finally, the unique 

plea that glory is to be given to God ‘in the church’ (3:21) points to the notion that 

the triumph of God in Christ is to be epitomized in the life of the church just as it 

was in the life and ministry of Paul. 

A second important feature that determines the manner in which this 

passage is to be read is the role that the church plays on the cosmic plane in Eph 

                                                 
6 ‘Der Zusatz kat’ ejne>rgeian zeigt, daß dieses Wachstum aus göttlicher Kraft geschieht.  

Wie aus den übrigen Stellen des Briefes hervorgeht, ist mit ejne>rgeia immer die Kraft Gottes 

angesprochen, die zur Durchführung der endzeitlichen Heilsverwirklichung wirksam ist’ (Gese 

1997, 188). 
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3:10.  The author explains that the church—along with its coming-into-existence 

by his preaching—is to be the means by which the powers and authorities come to 

know the variegated wisdom of God.  That is, the church is the arena in which the 

triumph of God in Christ over the rebellious powers is vindicated.  This second 

feature will be especially important in identifying the content of ‘the calling’ (th~v 

klh>sewv) of the church in Eph 4:1.  These textual factors that are at work leading 

up to Ephesians 4 set the stage for the development, in 4:1-16, of the manner in 

which the exalted Christ equips his people to embody his triumph in the life of the 

church. 

This passage appears to mark the shift from the portion of the letter 

focused on identity formation (Ephesians 1-3) to that emphasizing the task(s) of 

the people of God (Ephesians 4-6).  It begins with parakalw~ ou+n uJma~v (‘I urge 

you, therefore’), which clearly indicates that the writer is now moving to give 

exhortation based on his foregoing material.
7
  He then calls his readers to imitate 

the pattern that he has set out, embracing a position of shame while exulting in the 

cosmic purpose to which God has appointed him.  In the same way, his readers are 

to live in accordance with their calling, and to do this with lowliness and humility, 

bearing with each other in love.  But then the writer takes a turn and the thrust of 

the passage is no longer ‘task-oriented’.  He takes this course because there is one 

last element that has not yet been factored into the scenario of divine warfare.  

That is, the final portion of a typical divine warfare cycle, after the triumphant 

deity ascends his throne and takes his seat, is that the deity then blesses his people 

in one way or another.  This is what Eph 4:7-16 portrays, the ascension of Christ 

and his blessing of the church.  The manner in which this fits into the argument of 

the letter is as follows: This gifting of the church is the manner in which Christ 

provides for the church to participate with him in his triumph over the powers.  

That is, as the church embodies new creation life—which will be outlined in the 

following chapter on Eph 4:17-6:9—the exaltation of Christ ‘far above’ the 

powers will be made manifest, since such community transformation will 

demonstrate that Christ has far greater power than the powers and authorities, 

being able to create a new people who, though they inhabit the fallen creation, 

                                                 
7 Best 1998, 359-60.  Jeal, however, argues that the ethical section does not necessarily 

follow upon the doctrinal framework of the letter.  Not only does the exhortatio contain arguments 

that have no direct basis in the ‘statement of facts’ (narratio), but Eph 1-3 contains notions ‘that 

are in apparent contradiction to the moral exhortations of chapters 4-6’ (2000, 177-78). 
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nonetheless are empowered to live the new creation ethic.  In the same way, then, 

that the life and ministry of Paul pointed to the triumph of God over the powers, 

so the life of the church does the same, and the present passage discusses how 

Christ empowers the church to play this role. 

 

The Commission of the Church to be the Arena of the  

Triumph of God over the Powers 

The calling of the church is to embody and vindicate the triumph of God in 

Christ over the powers and authorities.  Just as the writer had woven the tale of 

Paul’s life and ministry as a narrative in which the triumph of God in Christ is 

made manifest, so he now exhorts his readers to embody the triumph of God in 

Christ in their community life as the church. 

As stated above, Eph 4:1 seems to initiate the ‘task-oriented’ section of the 

letter, and it is significant that Paul is depicted as addressing these matters as ‘the 

prisoner of the Lord’ (oJ de>smiov ejn kuri>w|).  This is not a reminder of how much 

the hearers of this letter owe to the ministry of Paul, or a subtle plea for financial 

help.
8
  Rather, the writer holds up before his readers the paradoxical nature of 

their shared existence; just as Paul’s position of shame and humiliation makes 

manifest the triumph of God in Christ, so too they are to follow his example and 

see to it that they actualize the triumph of God in Christ in their life together as the 

community of God’s people.  This cryptic reference, then, is the means whereby 

the author holds before his readers the paradox of a glorious calling and a 

shameful present existence.  The writer presents Paul’s own life is an instance of 

the triumph of God and his readers must replicate this pattern in their community 

life. 

This is what is meant by the command to the readers to ‘walk worthy of 

your calling’ (peripath~sai th~v klh>sewv h=v ejklh>qhte, v. 1b), which must be 

read in light of the theme of the triumph of God in Christ over the powers that 

runs throughout the letter.  The calling of the church is to be the arena in which 

                                                 
8 Contra Cassidy, who claims that there is nothing that is lost if the author does not make 

this reference to Paul as a prisoner.  For Cassidy, this is merely a pragmatic move on the author’s 

part in an effort to appeal to his readers to receive his exhortation to longsuffering with one another 

and to humility (2001, 98). 
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this triumph is made manifest.
9
  The author has stated in Eph 3:10 that it is 

through the church that the powers are made to know the variegated wisdom of 

God and this relates to the triumph of God over them in breaking creation and 

humanity free from their grip.  This reference in 3:10 looks back to 2:19b-22, 

where the church is the temple of God in Christ by the Spirit, constructed by the 

victorious Divine Warrior as a monument to his defeat of the powers.  This, then, 

is the ‘calling’ of the church.
10

The manner in which the recipients of Ephesians are to fulfill this 

calling—and in which they are to imitate the example of Paul—is drawn out in vv. 

2-6.  In v. 2 they are told to ‘walk’ (peripath~sai, v. 1) ‘with all servility’ (meta< 

pa>shv tapeinofrosu>nhv) and with ‘meekness’ (praù>thtov).  The imitation of 

the humiliation of Paul according to the standards of this age is evident with the 

term tapeinofrosu>nhv, which would not have been a virtue in contemporary 

Greco-Roman ethical thought, but rather a demeaning trait.
11

  Only in early 

Christianity did this term come to be viewed in a positive light, as an imitation of 

the life of Jesus (Mt 11:29; Phil 2:8; 1 Pet 5:5). 

This manner of life is in direct contrast to that of this present age, where, 

according to Ephesians, the opposite is the norm.  The writer claims that this 

present evil age is characterized by fighting for one’s own rights and by self-

seeking gain to please oneself, regardless of the consequences for others (4:19; 

5:5).  Just as Paul was in a position that was characterized by shame and 

humiliation by the standards of this present age, so too the author now 

recommends that his readers adopt such a position toward one another, in direct 

opposition to the manner in which the powers have ordered this world, so that the 

                                                 
9 This mitigates the force of Jeal’s argument that the doctrine elaborated in Eph 1-3 does 

not directly support the ethical exhortations in Eph 4-6.  He argues that while Eph 2:11-22 and 3:2-

13 provide fairly clear precedent for the discussion of unity in 4:1-3, ‘the appeal for behaviour that 

is worthy of the calling of God (4:1) and will preserve the “unity of the Spirit” (4:3) is not directly 

supported by chapters 1-3’.  He claims that the theological motivation for the exhortation in 4:1-3 

occurs in 4:4-6 (2000, 179).  If a satisfying case can be made for understanding th~v klh>sewv as 

flowing directly from the development of the role of the church in chapters 1-3, then Jeal’s 

contention loses its force. 
10 That Ephesians has traditionally been read as a Pauline meditation on the blessings of 

salvation in general terms may be the reason for the assumption that the ‘calling’ of the church is 

simply a ‘call to salvation’.  But such a view misses the strategic role of the church, as elaborated 

above, and is content with reading Ephesians through the lens of a very generalized notion of 

Pauline theology (cf. Bruce 1984, 334; O’Brien 1999, 275; Hoehner 2002, 504). 
11 According to Aristotle, tapeinofrosu>nhv had overtones of servility, small-

mindedness and meanness (Rhet. 1384a4) and Epictetus places it at the head of a list of qualities 

that are not to be commended (Diss.3.24.56) (Muddiman 2001, 179; MacDonald 2000, 286). 
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triumph of God might be clearly seen in their community.  In adopting such a 

stance in community relationships, the readers of Ephesians would be imitating 

the humiliation of Paul and the self-giving example of Jesus (Eph 5:25). 

The writer exhorts his readers also to be eager to maintain the unity of the 

Spirit in the bond of peace (v. 3).  The unification of humanity is the hallmark of 

the triumph of God and one way the church participates in this triumph is 

zealously to protect (spouda>zontev threi~n, ‘being eager to maintain’) this unity 

which has been created by God.
12

  This is done when relationships within the 

church are strengthened and held together by the bonds of peace.
13

This is backed up by a rehearsal of unifying factors in the Christian faith.  

Seven such factors are listed by the author, though it does not appear that he 

merely lists these items as if he were quoting a creedal formula verbatim, placing 

equal emphasis upon each one.
14

  Rather, the list in vv. 4-6 may be read in such a 

way that the first two elements are highlighted as emphatic assertions, with the 

remaining five items listed as corroborating evidence.  In other words, the 

exhortations in vv. 1-3 are reinforced with the emphatic claim that there is indeed 

only the one body of Christ and one Spirit, just as there are other unifying 

elements that Christians share in common.
15

  That the creedal formula as it 

appears here may be read this way is indicated by the kaqw<v (‘just as’) that is 

placed after pneu~ma, with the repetition of the word ‘one’ before each item 

providing the rhetorical device whereby the unity of the body by the Spirit is 

driven home.
16

  Further, if the writer is indeed citing a modified creedal formula 

here, it is unlikely that such a formula would have begun with sw~ma and pneu~ma, 

                                                 
12 The phrase th<n eJno>thta tou~ pneu>matov points to the unity that is created, effected 

and preserved by the Spirit (Caird 1976, 72; Best 1998, 365; Wallace 1996, 105; Schnackenburg 

1991, 164). 
13 Hoehner regards the initial dative in the expression ejn tw|~ sunde>smw| th~v eijrh>nhv as a 

dative of sphere so that it refers to ‘the place in which the unity of the Spirit is to be preserved and 

manifested, namely, in the bond of peace’ (2002, 512).  But the expression is better viewed in an 

instrumental sense so that the unity is maintained by means of peaceful relationships—it is peace 

that ties believers together (Hanson 1946, 149; Schlier 1971, 184-85; Fee 1994, 701). 
14 It appears quite obvious that the author is in some way taking up a traditional creedal 

formula in vv. 4-6 (Barth 1974, 429, 462-72), though its original form and the writer’s 

modification of it remain completely speculative (Caird 1976, 72).  The existence of a creedal 

formula lying behind this text and its form cannot be determined with any amount of certainty.  

While it seems likely that the author is indeed working with a pre-existing formula in some form, 

what is important for our present purposes is its appearance in this context, since ‘the present 

formulation can be easily shown to make good sense in the present context and was therefore 

“created” for such purposes’ (Fee 1994, 702). 
15 Cf. Schnackenburg 1991, 160; Hanson 1946, 151. 
16 Best 1998, 366. 
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but rather with designations for God, such as ku>riov or path<r, which appear later 

in this list, or, as Fee suggests, the Father, Son and Spirit.
17

  The writer begins 

with sw~ma and pneu~ma because in this immediate context he is stressing the 

unity of the ‘one body’ and its being created by means of the ‘one Spirit’.
18

Finally, that the remaining five elements are listed as a sort of argument 

emphasizing the importance of the first two is indicated by his addressing the 

readers in the second person (ejklh>qhte) and by breaking up the rhythm of the 

formula in v. 4b.  Instead of merely listing the third element—‘one body, one 

spirit, one hope’—it appears that there is the assumption—or a resumption—of an 

argument after the first two elements.  He is telling his readers that the unity of the 

body and the Spirit is built upon the fact that they were also ‘called in one hope of 

their calling’.
19

The church, then, is the locus of the vindication of the triumph of God in 

Christ, and its calling is to manifest this triumph in its community life. 

 

The Provision of Christ, the Triumphant Divine Warrior 

 The author now turns to discuss how Christ has made provision for the 

church to carry out its commission to be the arena in which his exaltation over the 

powers is vindicated.  He speaks of the ‘gift of Christ’ (th~v dwrea~v tou~ 

Cristou~, v. 7b), and to elaborate on this notion, he writes about the exaltation of 

Christ over all things and of the descent and ascent of Christ to his cosmic throne, 

quoting Ps 68:18 for scriptural support.  While there are a number of thorny 

interpretive problems in Ephesians, there is perhaps none more difficult than 

untangling the complex web of issues surrounding Eph 4:7-11.  After surveying 

the proposals for solving the complex problem of the quotation of Ps 68:18 in Eph 

4:8, O’Brien states that ‘None of the above-mentioned suggestions fully solves 

this difficult crux’.
20

  As will be shown, viewing the argument in Ephesians as 

animated by the pattern of divine warfare offers a solution to this difficult 

interpretive problem that avoids the pitfalls of other explanations.  

                                                 
17 Fee 1994, 702. 
18 Fee 1994, 703. 
19 Fee 1994, 703. 
20 O’Brien 1999, 293. 
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The writer begins his discussion in v. 7 by stating that ‘to each one of us, 

grace (ca>riv) has been given according to the gift of Christ’.  This ca>riv consists 

of the gifted leaders that the exalted Lord Christ has given to the church.
21

 Having stated that this ca>riv has been given ‘according to the measure of 

the gift of Christ’ (kata< to< me>tron th~v dwrea~v tou~ Cristou~), the author gives 

scriptural warrant for this claim by quoting from Ps 68:18 (MT 68:19; LXX 

67:19), and then appropriating the imagery of the psalm to speak of the descent 

and ascent of Christ (v. 8-11).  There are a number of difficulties that surround 

this passage, having to do with the two main elements of vv. 8-11.  First, the 

quotation from Psalm 68 has one significant difference from both the MT and the 

LXX texts, namely, the appearance of e]dwken (‘he gave’) in place of  

t=fx;qalf/e]labev (‘he received’).  What is the cause of this change and what use 

does the author make of the imagery in Psalm 68?  Second, there is no agreement 

on what the author means by speaking of the descent and ascent of Christ, and 

what relationship this elaboration has to the quotation from Psalm 68.  The 

following discussion will focus on these two main issues. 

 One attempt to solve the difficult problem of the use of Psalm 68 is that of 

G. Smith, who argues that the psalm originally had to do with ‘the movement and 

presence of God in past and present history which is revealed in acts of mercy 

(68:19-20, 28), judgment (68:21), and particularly the theophany (68:1, 8, 68-18, 

35)’.
22

  Though the psalm contains military imagery, it is merely metaphorical and 

‘should not be taken too literally’.  What is central to the psalm is ‘the entrance of 

                                                 
21 Some scholars regard the phrase, ‘to each one of us’ (eJni< eJka>stw| hJmw~n) as pointing to 

the ministers that are spoken of in v. 11, so that the ‘grace’ (ca>riv) consists of various forms of 

leadership given to individuals who will be apostles, prophets, etc. (Schlier 1971, 191; Mußner 

1982, 122).  According to Mußner, this is ‘die “Gnadengabe,” die einem jeden Amtsträger in der 

Kirche von Christus gegeben wird, in Bezug zum “Maß des Geschenkes Christi”’ (1982, 122).  

This is based on the close connection of v. 7 with v. 11.  But there is a difference between v. 7 and 

v. 11 that cannot be ignored.  That is, in v. 7 the recipients of the ca>riv are ‘each one of us’, and in 

v. 11 the leaders that are named are themselves the gifts that are given to the church (Lincoln 1990, 

241).  Therefore, the phrase ‘to each one of us’ must be more comprehensive than merely the 

leaders mentioned in v. 11, referring to the church as a whole, including the author and his readers 

(O’Brien 1999, 287; Yoder Neufeld 2002, 175-76; Best 1998, 376-77).  Further, the ca>riv here 

does not refer to the ‘particular enablement given to each believer to empower them for ministry’ 

(Hoehner 2002, 522; cf. also Schnackenburg 1991, 175-76; MacDonald 2000, 289).  Such a view 

is based on reading Ephesians 4 illegitimately in terms of other Pauline discussions of ‘spiritual 

gifts’ (Rom 12:6; 1 Cor 12:4).  While there are superficial similarities between this passage and 

these other Pauline contexts, Ephesians displays a different line of argument, discussing the gift 

that these leaders constitute for the church and her commission rather than the relationship between 

the diversity of gifts and the unity of the body of Christ (Overfield 1976, 118; Gosnell 2000, 136). 
22 Smith 1975, 186. 
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God into his sanctuary in Zion’ and if one were to read it as a ‘hymn of praise 

concerning a military victory’ one would miss the psalm’s central point.
23

  Smith 

goes on to note that the gifts that are received in v. 18 make it ‘possible for God to 

remain in His sanctuary among His rebellious people’, and he identifies these 

captives as the Levites who will make atonement for the Israelites so that Yahweh 

might continue to dwell among them.  He makes this connection based on the 

notion that the Levites were taken from among the sons of Israel (Num 8:6), and 

that they were separated from Israelites (Num 8:14) for Yahweh’s special 

possession (8:4-5, 14).
24

  He sees Numbers 8 as a sort of commentary on Psalm 

68, where Yahweh receives gifts ‘from among men’—referring to the Levites 

taken from among the Israelites—and claims that the writer sees this connection 

and then utilizes it in making the application to the manner in which Christ gives 

gifts to the church in Eph 4:8.
25

 Smith’s proposal, while certainly interesting, is hardly convincing.  His 

contention that the military imagery in Psalm 68 is irrelevant to the basic thrust of 

the psalm misses the integral relationship between assertions of the kingship of 

Yahweh and the vindication of that claim with a listing of Yahweh’s (often 

military) triumphs.  Smith’s attempt to separate the husk of the military imagery 

from the kernel of the actual meaning of the psalm is a distinction that simply 

cannot be maintained.  Further, there is no connection between the gifts that 

Yahweh receives from humanity (Ps 68:18) and the Levites being taken from 

among the sons of Israel (Num 8:6).  This receiving of gifts in Ps 68:18 more 

likely has to do with the giving of gifts to Yahweh as he ascends his throne, or 

may even have reference to the conquered peoples reluctantly bringing gifts of 

tribute to Yahweh.  It would be difficult to imagine anything further from view in 

Psalm 68 than the Levites!  While the Levites serving the people of God might 

have made an attractive parallel to the gifted church leaders in Ephesians 4, 

Smith’s proposal is completely without basis.
26

 Another proposal is that of T. Moritz, who claims that the appropriation of 

Psalm 68 is a polemical move by the author directed against Jewish uses of the 

                                                 
23 Smith 1975, 185. 
24 Smith 1975, 186. 
25 Smith 1975, 189.   
26 O’Brien regards Smith’s proposal somewhat sympathetically, but reserves judgment as 

to whether there is any connection between Psalm 68 and Numbers 8, and whether the imagery of 

the Levites being taken by Yahweh lies behind the quotation in Ephesians 4 (1999, 293). 

 115



psalm that speak of the giving of Torah by God through Moses.
27

  Moritz argues 

that the psalm was used at Jewish Pentecost celebrations to celebrate the gift of 

Torah and that there had developed in early Christianity a corresponding tradition 

in which the psalm was used to speak of God giving his gift par excellence—

Christ.
28

  The writer of Ephesians utilizes this tradition so that the citation of Ps 

68:18 is not so much an exposition of the psalm with Christ-centered elaboration, 

but rather a ‘parody’ on rabbinic uses of it.
29

 Moritz’s proposal fails to be compelling, however, since Ephesians lacks 

any hint of an anti-Mosaic polemic.  Certainly in Eph 2:11-16 there is reference to 

Christ defeating the enmity that existed between Jews and Gentiles because of the 

Mosaic Law, but this does not develop into an anti-Torah polemic in Ephesians to 

any noticeable degree.  If anything, it is at precisely this point that the letter begins 

to reflect an appreciation for the ethical resources to be mined in the OT.
30

  

Further, Moritz maintains that the contrast between Jewish and Christian uses of 

Psalm 68 is at the point of the content of the gift of God: the Jewish uses of the 

psalm allegedly stress that God’s gift is Torah, while the Christian tradition 

stressed the gift of God as Christ.
31

  But in Eph 4:7 it is most likely Christ who is 

giving ca>riv, and in v. 11, it is Christ again who is giving the gifted leaders to the 

church, so the contrast between the two gifts of God breaks down.  Lastly, 

Moritz’s case is built on the speculation that there was a Christian tradition 

reaching back to the first century that set a precedent for the use of Psalm 68 in the 

manner quoted in Eph 4:8.  But this is based solely on the reading in Targum 

Psalms, which substitutes the verb ‘gave’ for ‘receive’, and which most likely 

dates later than the middle of the fifth century CE.
32

 Another proposal that has gained acceptance among several major scholars 

on Ephesians, and that W. H. Harris has recently defended at length in a recent 

monograph, is the view that this passage has to do with the ascent of Christ in his 

resurrection and subsequent descent to earth as the Spirit in order to fill the church 

                                                 
27 Moritz 1996, 71-85; cf. also Bouttier 1991, 182-84; Penna 1988, 187-88. 
28 Moritz 1996, 74. 
29 Moritz 1996, 72. 
30 Cf. the uses of OT texts in 4:25; 5:31; 6:2, 3. 
31 Moritz 1996, 74. 
32 Moritz 1996, 60. 
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and empower it with spiritual gifts.
33

  Those who argue along this line claim, 

much like Moritz, that the change in the citation of Psalm 68 from ‘received’ to 

‘gave’ comes from a Christian tradition, perhaps even a first century text that the 

author of Ephesians adopted for his own use.
34

  This was most likely a tradition 

that expressed the descent of the Spirit at Pentecost through the imagery of Psalm 

68, as is evident in Acts 2:32-33.
35

 In support of the contention that the descent of Christ is subsequent to his 

ascent, Harris argues that the writer shapes the midrash in vv. 9-10 to correspond 

to the movement of Moses in Targum Psalms 68, which has Moses first going up 

to receive the law from God and then descending down the mountain to give the 

law to the people.
36

  Harris also attempts to draw connections between Psalm 68 

and Jewish Pentecost celebrations, and between Psalm 68 and the giving of the 

Spirit in Acts, in an effort to establish that the author of Ephesians is reflecting an 

early Christian tradition that associated Pentecost, Psalm 68 and the giving of the 

Spirit.
37

  He then offers the suggestion that the use of the ascent/descent imagery 

in Ephesians 4 serves as an anti-Moses polemic, and he draws the comparison a 

bit tighter than did Moritz, so that the contrast is between Moses ascending Sinai 

and descending with the Torah, and Christ who ascended in victory and 

descended—as the Spirit—and gave gifts to the church.
38

  

 On this view, then, there is an identification of Christ and the Spirit, since 

it is Christ who descends as the Spirit.  Harris claims that in several other places in 

the Pauline epistles, there is a virtual identification between Christ and the Spirit, 

pointing to the same passages upon which Caird built his case.
39

  Harris argues 

that this same dynamic occurs in Ephesians.  He claims that an inseparable 

relationship is indicated by the author’s noting that the sealing of the Spirit in 1:13 

takes place ‘in Christ’.
40

  This connection is strengthened in the prayer in 3:14-21, 

                                                 
33 Harris 1994, 198-214; 1996; Caird 1964; 1976, 73-75; Lincoln 1982, 18-24; 1990, 246-

47; Mouton 2002, 92-94. 
34 Caird 1964, 541.  Cf. also Taylor 1991, 329-35. 
35 Harris 1996, 159-69. 
36 Harris 1996, 143; Caird 1964, 540-42.  Targum Psalms 68:19 reads, ‘You ascended to 

heaven, Prophet Moses ([)yybn h#Om] (yqrl )tqyls); you led captive captivity ()tyyb#O 
)tyb#O); you learned the words of Torah ([)tyrw) ymgtyp )tpl)]); you gave them as gifts to 

the sons of men ()#On ynbl Nntm Nwhl )tbhy). 
37 Harris 1996, 143-70. 
38 Harris 1994, 212; 1996, 160. 
39 Rom 8:9-10; 2 Cor 3:17; 1 Cor 15:45 (Harris 1996, 182-89; Caird 1964, 537). 
40 Harris 1996, 190. 
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where the result of the author’s request that his readers be strengthened with 

power by the Spirit (v. 16b) is that Christ is made to dwell in their hearts (v. 

17a).
41

  Harris also implies that such a connection may be made in Eph 5:18, 

building on Barth’s suggestion that the phrase ejn pneu>mati might correspond to 

the ejn Cristw|~ formula that dominates the first three chapters.
42

 Lincoln, Caird, and Harris also claim that this view is validated by the 

location to which Christ, as the Spirit, descended.  The phrase ta< katw>tera 

[me>rh] th~v gh~v is read as a genitive of apposition so that Christ is seen as having 

descended to the earth itself (‘the lower parts, that is, the earth’).
43

  Harris bases 

this claim on the ‘surprisingly large number of appositive genitive constructions, 

distributed throughout the epistle’, and he cites 14 possible examples.
44

 Finally, making use of a rhetorical argument throughout his monograph, 

Harris states in a number of places that only on this reading can the elaboration of 

the writer upon Ps 68:19 be anything other than completely irrelevant to the flow 

of the argument.  He claims that if the writer is merely stating that after his 

ascension Christ gave gifts to the church, then the midrash in vv. 9-10 is 

unnecessary, because the dispersal of gifts is made plain in the psalm quotation.  

The elaboration in vv. 9-10, on such a view, does ‘nothing whatsoever to advance 

the argument concerning the distribution of spiritual gifts’, but rather adds ‘an 

apparently superfluous note which gives the impression of theological pedantry’.
45

 While this proposal has a number of respected proponents and has been 

argued at length in several places, it fails for a number of reasons.  First, the 

several connections that Harris, following Caird, attempts to make between Psalm 

68 and Pentecost, and between Psalm 68 and the giving of the Spirit in Acts, are 

                                                 
41 Harris 1996, 191. 
42 Harris 1996, 192; cf. Barth 1974, 582. 
43 Caird 1976, 75; Harris 1994, 204.  A majority of commentators reads the phrase this 

way, though certainly as part of different interpretations (cf. Bouttier 1991, 183; Lindemann 1975, 

219-21; 1985, 77; Cambier 1963, 267-71; Schnackenburg 1991, 178-79).  According to Bouttier, 

the phrase ‘est un génitive dit épexégétique (explicatif)’ indicating ‘les régions inférieures que 

constitue la terre’.  He claims that ‘Le comparative ne joue pas par rapport au mot terre, mais par 

rapport à la hauteur’ (1991, 183). 
44 Harris cites the following: eijv ajpolu>twsin th~v peripoih>sewv (1:14), th~v 

politei>av tou~  0Israh>l (2:12), to< meso>toicon tou~ fragmou~ (2:14), to<n no<mon tw~n ejntolw~n 

(2:15), tw|~ qemeli>w| tw~n ajposto>lwn kai< profhtw~n (2:20), th<n dwrea<n th~v ca>ritov tou~v 
didaskali>av (4:14), to<n qw>raka th~v dikaiosu>nhv (6:14), ejn eJtoimasi>a| tou~ eujaggeli>ou 
th~v eijrh>nhv (6:15), to<n qureo<n th~v pi>stewv (6:16), th<n perikefalai>an tou~ swthri>ou 

(6:17), th<n ma>cairan tou~ pneu>matov (6:17), and to< musth>rion tou~ eujaggeli>ou (6:19) (1994, 

204). 
45 Harris 1996, 177. 
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unconvincing.  There is simply no textual evidence of the usage of Psalm 68 in 

Acts 2, which may account for the highly tentative manner in which Harris states 

his conclusion: ‘On the whole… it seems quite probable that an allusion to Ps 

68:19 was present in the underlying tradition used by Luke in Acts 2’.
46

  If it were 

the case that this line of argumentation by Harris was brought in as corroborating 

evidence of a far stronger case made on other bases, or if this were an element in 

the picture that could be explained by the case made on other grounds, this would 

not be a major objection.  But it is because these connections are a main pillar in 

Harris’ argument that their weakness is so devastating.  Harris admits that much of 

his proposal is based on probability, but the multiplying of possibilities makes 

one’s case far weaker, not stronger. 

 Second, as was mentioned in connection with the critique of Moritz above, 

there is no hint of an anti-Moses polemic in Ephesians, nor of an attempt to 

understand the movements of Christ in light of Moses.
47

  Harris claims, in 

distinction from Moritz, that the contrast drawn by the author of Ephesians is 

between the ascension of Moses to receive the law and his descent to give it to the 

people, and the ascension of Christ to heaven and his descent, as the Spirit, to give 

spiritual gifts to the church.  But the giving of gifts by Christ is not set in 

opposition to the giving of the law by Moses, nor is the reception of the law in 

view in Ephesians at all.  Further, it is illegitimate to bring into Ephesians any 

notion of a law/grace contrast, as Harris attempts to do.
48

Third, the attempt to identify Christ with the Spirit in Ephesians runs into 

insuperable problems.  It is certainly true that the activities of God, Christ, and the 

Spirit are closely related in Ephesians, but there are no grounds for identifying 

Christ and the Spirit in Eph 4:8-11.  Though the functions of Christ and the Spirit 

are related in the texts cited by Harris and Caird, they are not identical.  The role 

                                                 
46 Harris 1996, 169. 
47 As I will attempt to demonstrate below, and as Yoder Neufeld recognizes, ‘In 

Ephesians, the identification of Christ is not with Moses . . . but with the victorious God of Psalm 

68’ (2002, 177). 
48 ‘It is even possible that hj ca>riv in Ephesians 4:7 is intended to convey a subtle 

contrast: Moses brought down the Law from Sinai to give to men, but to each believer, Christ 

brought down not law but grace’ (Harris 1994, 212).  It is inappropriate to adduce certain elements 

in Eph 2 in order to draw such a law/grace contrast in Ephesians, such as the polemic against 

boasting (vv. 8-10) or the destruction of the Mosaic law in the death of Christ.  These issues are 

unrelated to matters involving discussions of the Mosaic law in Romans and Galatians, where one 

might more plausibly draw such a contrast, though in light of recent work on these letters, one 

might have little ground for so doing. 
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of the Spirit in Ephesians is mainly to mediate the work and presence of Christ, 

along with the power of God, to the church.
49

  Further, there is no identification of 

Christ and the Spirit in Eph 1:13, where the readers are ‘sealed’ by the Spirit in 

Christ.  There is indeed an identification in Ephesians of Christ and his body, the 

church, and this identification is made possible by the Spirit, so that it is in this 

sense that they are seen as working together.
50

  The same can be said for the other 

passages cited by Harris, Caird and Lincoln.  The Spirit and Christ are depicted as 

working closely together in Ephesians, but this does not point toward an 

identification of the two.   

That Christ himself remains in view throughout the entire discussion, vis-

à-vis the Spirit, is indicated by the presence of the personal pronoun aujto>v, which 

serves to emphasize that it is precisely the one who descended who also ascended, 

that is, Christ, not the Spirit.
51

  Though the Spirit is mentioned in connection with 

major features of unity for the church in 4:4, and the readers are instructed to 

‘maintain the unity of the Spirit’ in v. 3, the Spirit is not in view in vv. 7-16.  The 

focus here is on the ascended Christ and his giving gifts to the church, not on the 

relationship of ‘spiritual gifts’ to the Holy Spirit.  This view depends on the 

assumption that the readers would make an implicit connection between the 

descent of Christ and the giving of the Spirit by Christ to the church, since this 

connection is nowhere in the present text, nor anywhere else in Ephesians.  That 

is, it is clear that Christ descends in this passage, but there is no mention of the 

giving of the Spirit to the church.  According to Harris, the readers would have 

already known that it was at Pentecost that the Spirit was given to the church and 

they would have read the descent of Christ to ‘the lower parts of the earth’ in 

terms of the giving of the Spirit to the church.  Harris’ speculation at this point, 

however, is dependent on other speculative features of his proposal, making this 

highly unlikely. 

This also highlights the illegitimacy of supporting this reading of 

Ephesians with the Acts passages that, Harris alleges, appropriate imagery from 

Psalm 68 (Acts 2:33; 5:31).
52

  In Acts 2:33, the ascended Christ receives what was 

                                                 
49 Gombis 2002, 259-71. 
50 On the use of the ‘body’ language in Ephesians to speak of the unity of Christ and the 

church, see Dawes 1998, 172. 
51 Fee 1994, 699. 
52 Harris 1996, 159-69. 
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promised from the Father and then pours out the Spirit on the apostles.  The 

pattern in this text, then, is that Christ has ascended to heaven and pours out the 

Spirit, in contrast to the scenario of Harris, where Christ ascends, and then 

descends as the Spirit.  In fact, it might actually hurt Harris’ case if the connection 

with Acts is successful, because it would undercut his claim that the movement of 

Christ in the tradition based on Psalm 68 is ascent/descent, instead of 

descent/ascent—as it is in the Acts passage.  The same pattern is evident in Acts 

5:31-32, where it is Christ who has been exalted by God and it is the Spirit ‘whom 

God has given to those who obey him’ (v. 32).  Here, again, Christ ascends after 

his descent and gives the Spirit; an ascent follows a descent, not the reverse.  The 

evidence from Acts, then, seems to stress that it is not Christ who descends 

subsequent to his ascent, but rather that Christ ascends and gives the Spirit to the 

church.
53

In a related point, the focus of the text in Ephesians 4 is that Christ 

presently occupies the position of supreme Lord over the cosmos, and this is the 

exalted place from which he gives ca>riv to his people.  It goes against the flow of 

the context—and this will be made clear in light of the following proposal—to 

have Christ descending back to earth, even as the Spirit, after he has ascended to 

his exalted position as cosmic Lord.
54

Lastly, given the cosmic situation of the church throughout Ephesians—

i.e., its existence ‘in the heavenlies’—and the various images utilized to speak of 

the church, it is extremely odd that the writer would designate the descent of 

Christ in the person of the Spirit to the church as descending ta< katw>tera 

[me>rh] th~v gh~v (‘to the lower parts, that is, the earth’).  While I intend to make the 

point in this thesis that the manner in which the church engages in a struggle 

against the cosmic powers is by earthly and mundane obedience and the fostering 

of self-giving relationships, the church is not depicted as merely an earthly people, 

but rather as a player on a cosmic level, where it is blessed and seated ‘in the 

heavenlies’ with Christ.  One would have expected some other manner of speech 

if the writer had a descent to the church in mind.  In Eph 1:22, the author states 

plainly that Christ has been given, as head over all things, ‘to the church’.  In 

5:25-33, Christ and the church are depicted as being joined inseparably through 

                                                 
53 Muddiman 2001, 195. 
54 Barth 1974, 433; Turner 1994, 1237. 
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the imagery of marriage.  The author betrays no reticence in speaking plainly 

about the unity of Christ and the church and that this is actualized by the Spirit, 

who mediates the presence of Christ and the power of God to his people.  Thus it 

would be highly exceptional for the writer to designate the church with the 

euphemism ‘the lower parts, that is, the earth’.
55

   

In the end, much of this view is based on speculation and its strength or 

weakness depends on how well it accounts for all the data in the text.  What 

ultimately undermines this view is that many of the pillars upon which it is 

constructed are faulty to the point where it is impossible to affirm it.  If another 

proposal can adequately account for the data with fewer problems and less 

speculation, than that view ought to be accepted as valid. 

I contend that the imagery of divine warfare present in this context 

indicates that the ideology of divine warfare, and the pattern utilized in its 

expressions, provides the key to understanding the writer’s aim in appropriating 

Psalm 68 to speak of the giving of ca>riv to the church.
56

  The author depicts 

Christ as the triumphant divine warrior who, after he has ascended his throne, 

blesses his people with gifts.  The subsequent elaboration in vv. 9-10 draws this 

out and confirms that this is the manner in which the Psalm 68 quotation is being 

used. 

The center around which the entire discussion in vv. 7-10 turns is the 

matter of the giving of gifts to the church by Christ.  This is evident from the 

piling up of words for ‘gave’ or ‘gift’ and the inclusio formed by the appearance 

of such words in vv. 7 and 11.  In v. 7, the writer claims that ‘to each one of us, 

ca>riv was given (ejdo>qh) according to the gift (dwrea~v) of Christ’.  The main 

verb in the quotation from Ps 68:18, the OT text at the core of this passage, is 

e]dwken, pointing to the giving of gifts to men by the exalted Yahweh.  Then, in 

the verse that rejoins the main discussion, in v. 11, the author returns to the main 

discussion by claiming that ‘he gave (e]dwken)’ gifted leaders to the church.  The 

writer’s burden in the initial assertion (v. 7), the quotation of Ps 68:18 (v. 8), and 

                                                 
55 If the author had a descent to the earth in view, Mußner states that ‘hätte er einfach 

schreiben können: “hinabgestiegen auf die Erde”’ (1982, 123). 
56 Several scholars have noted the imagery of triumph present here (Yoder Neufeld 2002, 

177; Fee 1994, 706; Schnackenburg 1991, 177), but none has drawn on the ideology of divine 

warfare to explain the author’s use of Ps 68. 
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the ensuing exposition (vv. 9-10), is to explain how it can be said that Christ has 

given ca>riv to the church. 

As mentioned above, the quotation of Ps 68:18 (MT 68:19; LXX 67:19) is 

problematic because of the replacement of ‘gave’ (e]dwken) for ‘received’ 

(t=fx;qalf; e]labev), so that the citation in Eph 4:8 reads: ajnaba<v eijv u[yov 

hj|cmalw>teusen aijcmalwsi>an, e]dwken do>mata toi~v ajnqrw>poiv (‘having 

ascended on high, he led captive a host of captives, he gave gifts to men’).  As 

noted above, this problem has thus far proven intractable. 

One step towards a solution is to recall the pattern of divine warfare, and 

the elements in the cycle that are found in Ephesians 1:20-2:22: Lordship (1:20-

23), conflict-victory (2:1-16), victory shout (2:17), celebration (2:18), and house-

building (2:20-22).  While Ephesians 1:20-2:22 contains the basic elements of the 

mythological pattern, texts wherein this configuration is found often contain 

several other elements, such as an extended development of the threatening 

situation, theophany, the restoration of fertility, or the blessing of the people.  

These last two elements are closely related in that they are two recurring blessings 

that the exalted deity confers upon his people or upon creation.  That is, the 

sequence in this mythology usually closes—after the deity has processed to and 

assumed his throne—with the deity restoring the fertility of the created order and 

blessing his people with peace or salvation in some form.
57

  For example, in 

Enuma elish, after he defeats Tiamat in battle, Marduk claims his throne as 

supreme among the gods, restores fertility, and blesses his people with protection 

and refuge (Tablets VI, 71-VII, 144).
58

  Similarly, in Psalm 29, after Yahweh 

asserts his superiority over the forces of chaos and demonstrates his cosmic 

kingship, he gives strength to his people, blessing them with peace (v. 11).  The 

same feature is found in Isa 43:16-21, where the imagery of the triumph of 

Yahweh over the machinery of war, along with the sea and mighty waters (vv. 16, 

17), is followed by Yahweh blessing the people with fruitfulness in a dry place (v. 

20). 

Psalm 68, which is quoted in Eph 4:8, celebrates Yahweh as the 

conquering divine warrior, and utilizes the pattern of divine warfare to portray him 

                                                 
57 Millar 1976, 80-81; Cross 1973, 162-63; Yarbro Collins 1976, 208. 
58 See Speiser 1969, 60-72. 
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as such.
59

  Significantly for our purposes, it contains this element of blessing after 

victory and enthronement, as it depicts Yahweh conquering his enemies and then 

blessing his people with gifts.   In the psalm, Yahweh processes to his throne after 

a military victory, and on the way he receives tribute from his people (v. 18), 

familiar imagery in the ANE.  Upon his ascension to his throne, Yahweh then 

turns and gives gifts to his people: In v. 35, Yahweh is praised for the awesome 

power he projects from his heavenly throne, from which ‘the God of Israel himself 

gives strength (z(&) and power (twOmcu(Jtaw:) to the people’ (v. 35b).   

In our view, the imagery of Yahweh ascending to his heavenly throne from 

which he blesses his people is what the author aims to capture in the quotation in 

Eph 4:8.  He is not simply quoting one verse—Ps 68:19 in abstraction from the 

remainder of the psalm—but rather appropriating the narrative movement of the 

entire psalm.  In this manner, the author portrays Christ as the victorious divine 

warrior who has the right to give gifts to his people because of his triumphs.  

Reading Ephesians through the lens of the ideology of divine warfare provides a 

satisfying solution to this difficult and hitherto intractable problem of the 

appropriation of Psalm 68 to speak of Christ giving gifts to the church. 

One might object that the pattern of divine warfare is inappropriately 

applied to this text because of the great distance between the main features of the 

pattern in 1:20-2:22 and the appearance of the blessing of the people in 4:8.  But, 

as we demonstrated in chapter 4 of this thesis, much of Ephesians 3 is a digression 

from the main outline of the letter’s argument, so that the beginning of Ephesians 

4 continues directly from 2:22.  And the digression does not obscure from view 

the theme of divine triumph, but is directly related to it, in that the author is 

heading off a potential objection to his claim that Christ has been exalted as 

Cosmic Lord. 

This proposal makes sense of the enigmatic phrase ‘he led captive a host of 

captives’ (h|jcmalw>teusen aijcmalwsi>an) in v. 8.  The writer leaves this phrase 

undeveloped in his elaboration on the quotation, but it is likely an allusion to the 

defeat of the powers and authorities by the victorious Divine Warrior, Christ.
60

  

                                                 
59 Hanson 1979, 306.  See the analysis of this psalm and its composition according to the 

pattern of divine warfare in Chapter 2. 
60 Mußner 1955, 44; Arnold 1989, 56-57; Yoder Neufeld 2002, 176; Mouton 2002, 91.  

Yoder Neufeld leaves open the possibility that the phrase could point to Christ’s having taken 

‘captivity’ itself captive, a reference to the freeing of humanity from the grip of the powers and 
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This would confirm that the imagery of divine warfare is prominent in this 

passage, and that it rightly serves as an interpretive lens for understanding the 

quotation and elaboration, in contradistinction to the proposals of Harris and 

Moritz, who claim that this text contains an anti-Mosaic or anti-Torah polemic.  

The gifting of the church by Christ is not portrayed in either of these ways, but 

rather is based on his triumphs over his enemies, who, in Ephesians, are the 

powers and authorities.
61

While this explains the change in the quotation from ‘received’ in Psalm 

68, to ‘gave’ in Eph 4:8, we must now discuss how this fits with the elaboration of 

the quotation in vv. 9-11.  In v. 9, the author draws out what he means by quoting 

from Ps 68:18 by asking to< de< ajne>bh ti> ejsti>n (‘now this “he ascended”, what is 

it?’).
62

  He claims that it can only
63

 indicate that there is also a descent to ‘the 

lower parts of the earth’ (ta< katw>tera [me>rh] th~v gh~v).  In line with the view set 

forth here, the descent to ‘the lower parts of the earth’ is taken as a reference to 

the grave, though it is the death of Christ that is particularly in view.
64

  This is the 

natural meaning of the phrase in light of similar phraseology with reference to 

                                                                                                                                      
authorities who had previously held people in a state of death by tempting them to sin and rebel 

against God (Eph 2:1-3) (2002, 177).  Barth, on the other hand, claims that the phrase must not be 

read this way since hj|cmalw>teusen aijcmalwsi>an is a typical Hebraism found in the OT and 

reflected in the LXX that must be translated along the lines of similar constructions in Ephesians, 

such as ‘to bless with blessing’ (eujlagh>sav… eujlogi>a|, Eph 1:3), and ‘to love with love’ 

(ajga>phn… hjga>phsen, Eph 2:4) (1974, 431). 
61 Overfield draws a theological parallel to Col 2:15 in order to explain the imagery 

connected with the captives in Eph 4:8.  He argues that a similar ascension theology is at work in 

Col 2:15 as that in Eph 1:20-23 and 4:8.  In Col 2:15, the triumphant Christ is seen as parading the 

defeated powers and authorities, making a public example of them (1976, 123-37).  
62 According to Wallace, even though ‘only one word from the preceding quotation of Ps 

68:18 is repeated, the idiom suggests that the whole verse is under examination’ so that the 

question the author is asking is ‘what does the quotation from Ps 68:18 mean?’ (1996, 238). 
63 The form of expression used to answer the question in v. 9a is eij mh< o[ti kai< kate>bh, 

so that the question, ‘now what is this, “he ascended”?’ is answered; ‘if not that he also 

descended…’. 
64 There are two other major views on the descent of Christ in this passage, beside the 

view of Harris, et al., and the view presented in this thesis.  A number of scholars view the descent 

of Christ as his incarnation (MacDonald 2000, 290-91; Cambier 1963, 262-75; Schlier 1971, 192-

93; Gnilka 1971, 209; Mußner 1982, 123; Moritz 1996, 81; O’Brien 1999, 296; Barth 1974, 434; 

Best 1998, 386).  This view has the advantage of following the original order in the quote from the 

psalm.  The descent of Yahweh to accomplish victory and then his ascent to resume his triumphant 

throne is reflected in the descent of Christ to earth to triumph over his enemies before then 

ascending to his cosmic throne.  Another view is that Christ descended to the underworld, or Hades 

(Arnold 1989, 57-58).  Though Arnold doesn’t push it this far, this has been understood by older 

interpreters as a reference to the descent of Christ into hell, the doctrine of the descensus ad 
inferos.  According to some versions of this doctrine, Christ proclaimed his triumph over the 

powers to gods or goddess who inhabited the netherworld. 
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Hades, the abode of the dead.
65

  For example, Arnold cites a text that reads: ‘I 

have been initiated, and I went down (kate>bhn) into the [underground] chamber 

of the Dactyls, and I saw / the other things down below (ka>tw)’.
66

  While some 

have pressed such parallels in order to develop and support a doctrine of the 

descensus ad inferos, all that is in view in Eph 4:9 is a reference to the descent of 

Christ to the grave—pointing to his death—as the author is not interested here in 

developing the activities of Christ vis-à-vis any underworld deities.
67

  I simply 

want to establish the point that the phrase in v. 9 points to the grave as the place to 

which Christ descended, and that this reference has in view the death of Christ. 

This finds confirmation from Eph 2:13-16, where the writer speaks of the 

death of Christ as the means whereby he triumphed over the powers.  He states 

that the basic division within humanity—in the writer’s view, this is the division 

between Jews and Gentiles—has been unified ‘by the blood of Christ’ (ejn tw|~ 

ai[mati tou~ Cristou~).  Further, these two groups are part of the one body of 

Christ ‘through the cross’ (dia< tou~ staurou~), and it is by the cross that Christ 

                                                 
65 According to Mußner, ‘Im Brief ist zwar vom Ort der dämonischen und satanischen 

Macht die Rede…, doch vom Ort der Toten, der Scheol, ist nirgends ausdrücklich die Rede, wenn 

nicht mit den “unteren Teilen der Erde” dieser angesprochen ist, was durchaus der Fall sein kann, 

ohne daß deswegen die Idee des Descensus Christi ad inferos dahinterstehen müßte’ (1982, 123).  

Bouttier, however, eliminates the possibility that this phrase can be a reference to the grave 

because of the cosmology of Ephesians: ‘Mais nous sommes alors embarqués dans des 

representations cosmologiques incompatibles avec celles de l’épître: l’existence d’un monde 

souterrain n’y est pas attestée’ (1991, 182).  But this wrongly links a reference to the abode of the 

dead with a descensus ad inferos.  While this consideration regarding the cosmology of Ephesians 

may militate against the descent into Hades, it is no objection against a reference to the grave.  

Schwindt sees several traditions at work in the quotation of Psalm 68, and is ambivalent about 

narrowing down the location of the descent of Christ: ‘Gleich ob Eph damit auf die Inkarnation 

oder den Unterweltsgang anspielt, ist ihm der Descensus Ausdruck von Christi Erniedrigung, die 

ihn aus Liebe zur Kirche zur Lebenshingabe führt’ (2002, 430).  Further, he claims that some 

reference to a descensus ad inferos cannot be completely ruled out by this consideration 

concerning the cosmology of Ephesians raised by Bouttier.  ‘Dennoch kann nicht leichthin 

ausgeschlossen werden, daß hier von Christi Gang in die Unterwelt die Rede ist, denn im 

Volksglauben ist die mythische Unterweltstopographie nie ganz zum Erliegen gekommen’ (395).  

While we cannot deny that this text provides fertile material for the development of the doctrine of 

the descensus ad inferos, it seems that all that is in view in this text is a descent to the grave, the 

abode of the dead. 
66 Arnold 1989, 57.  This text appears as PGM LXX in Betz 1992, 297-98. 
67 Contra Arnold 1989, 58.  For a survey of the development of this doctrine and its 

relationship to Eph 4:8, see Harris 1996, 1-14.  Kreitzer develops a somewhat similar line of 

thought, that the descent of Christ into the lowermost parts of the earth is a veiled reference to the 

Plutonium of Hierapolis, so that Christ’s descent and ascent ‘stands as a powerful expression of his 

conquering the forces of death and triumphantly claiming the city of Hierapolis as his own’ (1998, 

381-93).  Apart from his suggestion that ‘the lowermost parts of the earth’ may be a distant 

allusion to this geological feature of Hierapolis, there is no indication in the context of Ephesians 4 

to confirm Kreitzer’s thesis.  Further, the underworld remains outside the worldview encountered 

in Ephesians, in which the conception of the cosmos consists of two parts—heaven and earth 

(Lincoln 1990, 245). 
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has put to death the enmity that existed between them.  By his death Christ has 

overcome the divisive effects of the enemy powers who have so ordered this 

present evil age as to create and exacerbate divisions within humanity. 

This also makes sense against the background of the death and resurrection 

motif present in Eph 1:20-21, a text that is closely related to 4:8-11.
68

  As M. 

Huie-Jolly has demonstrated, the death and resurrection motif appears throughout 

the NT—e.g., Phil 2:6-11—and is closely associated with the ideology of divine 

warfare.
69

  The descent of Christ in v. 9, therefore, is a reference to his descent to 

the grave—the abode of the dead—and has in view his death by which he 

accomplished victory over his enemies.  This explains why the writer can apply to 

Christ the imagery of Yahweh, the victorious Divine Warrior, from Psalm 68, who 

ascended his heavenly throne after his triumph in battle.  The ascent of Christ is a 

victorious ascent because in his death he triumphed over his enemies.  The answer 

to the question in v. 9a (‘what is meant by this “he ascended”’?), then, is that it 

can be said of Christ that he ascended and gave gifts because he has the right to do 

so on the basis of his triumphs over his enemies. 

In v. 10, the author states that ‘he himself who descended is also the one 

who ascended’ (oJ kataba<v aujto>v ejsti<n kai< oJ ajnaba<v), thereby stressing the 

humiliation/exaltation pattern that is already present in the passage.
70

  In this, it is 

similar to Phil 2:6-11, where the humiliation/exaltation pattern is also employed, 

and where there is also a statement of extreme exaltation.  Following his descent 

to the grave, Christ, the victorious one, also ascended to his throne ‘far above all 

the heavens’ (uJpera>nw pa>ntwn tw~n oujranw~n).  This last phrase recalls the 

language of exaltation in 1:21-22, where Christ is exalted ‘far above’ (uJpera>nw) 

all powers and authorities.  In fact, the exaltation of Christ over the powers most 

likely is in view, as tw~n oujranw~n is a metaphor of simple replacement referring 

to the powers by mentioning the locus of their dwelling.
71

  This high exalted status 

has its goal in the sovereign reign of Christ over the whole cosmos, which is 

                                                 
68 Overfield 1976, 123-27, 168-72. 
69 Huie-Jolly 1997, 191-217.  Cf. also Kovacs 1995, 227-47. 
70 Barth 1974, 434.  The pronoun aujto>v is the emphatic pronoun and not the identifying 

pronoun, since there is no definite article present (Best 1998, 386; Muddiman 2001, 196-97).  

While Lincoln does not explicitly claim that it is the identifying pronoun, he does stress that its 

function is to equate the one who ‘by virtue of his ascent became cosmic Lord’ with the one who 

‘by his Spirit is active in giving gifts to the Church’ (1982, 23).  
71 O’Brien 1999, 296; Harris 1991, 84. 
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evident from the final clause in v. 10: i[na plhrw>sh| ta< pa>nta (‘in order that he 

might fill all things’). 

A possible objection to the reading for which I have argued is that it does 

not explain adequately the writer’s elaboration on the quotation from Ps 68:18.  

This objection is repeatedly applied by Harris to views other than his own.
72

  

There are several responses to this potential objection.  First, the author had to 

explain that it was Christ who ascended and was victorious since the imagery has 

to do with Yahweh in Ps 68.  Further, the writer’s strategy throughout this letter is 

to identify Christ as the Divine Warrior, utilizing the same imagery that had been 

used to speak of Yahweh in the OT in order to include Christ in the identity of the 

unique God of Israel.
73

  This was done in 1:20-23 and throughout Ephesians 2.  It 

makes sense, then, for the writer to portray Christ as the exalted and victorious 

cosmic Lord and to do so by applying to him the imagery used of the conquering 

Yahweh from Psalm 68.  Third, he needs to elaborate on just what kind of 

ascension this is: It is a victorious ascension, giving Christ the right to give gifts to 

his people.  In answer to his own question—‘what is the meaning of this 

ascent’?—the writer states that the ascent of Christ is the triumphant procession of 

the conquering Warrior to his throne, from which he will bless his people with 

gifts. 

This view, then, makes good sense of the data in the context and provides 

a satisfying answer to the hitherto intractable problem of the change of verbs in v. 

8.  It also makes good sense of the imagery of triumph over the powers that 

previously has been recognized as being present in the text, but which, until now, 

has not been properly placed within a coherent framework.  This view also does 

justice to the death and resurrection—or, humiliation and exaltation—imagery 

present in the text, while also integrating it into other major passages in Ephesians, 

especially 1:20-23.  Finally, this reading confirms our broader thesis that the 

ideology of divine warfare is a necessary key for understanding the argument of 

Ephesians. 

 

                                                 
72 Harris 1996, 173-74, 177. 
73 Cf. Bauckham 1998.  Bauckham’s work is particularly relevant at this point: ‘The 

profoundest points of New Testament Christology occur when the inclusion of the exalted Christ 

in the divine identity entails the inclusion of the crucified Christ in the divine identity, and when 

the Christological pattern of humiliation and exaltation is recognized as revelatory of God, indeed 

as the definitive revelation of who God is’ (1998, 46). 
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The Gift of the Exalted Christ 

 In Eph 4:11-16, the author elaborates on just how it is that Christ provides 

for the church in its mission to be the arena of his triumph over the powers.  He 

gives to the church gifted leaders who will provide for the health and growth of 

the church in unity and in the process of transformation.
74

  Since the church has 

the task of being the cosmic arena in which the triumph of God in Christ over the 

powers is advertised, the exalted Christ has an intense interest in providing 

resources for his people to be able to live new creation lives. 

After the discussion of the exaltation of Christ and the portrayal of Christ 

as the divine warrior, the writer returns to the discussion he initiated in v. 7 with 

his statement that Christ ‘gave apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds and 

teachers’ (kai< aujto<v e]dwken tou<v me<n ajposto>louv, tou<v de< profh>tav, tou<v 

de< eujaggelista>v, tou<v de< poime>nav kai< didaska>louv).  These figures are 

leaders in the church, involved in ministries of teaching and oversight.  

Furthermore, they range from those that are outside of a local church context—the 

apostles, prophets and evangelists—to those that are most likely rooted in local 

churches—shepherds and teachers.  The writer has in mind here the whole range 

of the apparatus of church leadership that is intended to guide and watch over the 

universal church, along with individual churches.  These leaders are responsible 

for the care of the church, through whom ‘the heavenly Lord guides and leads his 

earthly Church, holds her together and allows her to grow into him’.
75

The author claims in v. 12 that the end for which Christ has given these 

gifted leaders to the church is to provide for the complete equipment of the saints, 

for the work of the ministry, and for the building up of the body of Christ,
76

 so that 

                                                 
74 As stated above, the writer is not here highlighting the giving of cari>smata to each 

individual believer, as may be the case in other Pauline contexts. 
75 Schnackenburg 1991, 180. 
76 Each of the clauses expressing these three tasks in v. 12 begins with a preposition, the 

first with pro>v, the second two with eijv.  The manner in which these three prepositional clauses 

relate has been the subject of intense discussion.  Many scholars claim that the second two clauses 

are subordinate to the first in some way because of the change in prepositions, and there is a 

variety of ways of expressing the manner in which this is done (cf., Gnilka 1971, 213; O’Brien 

1999, 302-3; Schlier 1971, 198-99; Hoehner 2002, 549; Schnackenburg 1991, 183).  For a survey 

of interpretive options, see Bouttier 1991, 189-90; Lincoln 1990, 253-54.  It makes better sense in 

the context to read the prepositions as coordinate, so that it is the ministers who are in view in all 

three prepositional phrases.  The exalted Christ gave to the church these gifted leaders so that (1) 

the church might be completely equipped, (2) so that the leaders might do the work of the ministry 

and (3) so that these leaders might build up of the body of Christ.  There is no thought here of an 

exclusion of lay people from participating in some way in the building up of the church, especially 

since lay believers’ active roles are spoken of in vv. 7 and 16, but it is the church leaders that are 
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the church can attain its goal of becoming the fullness of Christ.  The main goal of 

the church’s growth is not unity.  The church is to grow in maturity to the extent 

that it grows into the dimensions of Christ—filling out the mould into which it is 

poured.  The ‘not yet’ side of the tension between what the church has been 

created to be (1:23; 2:21-22), and the need for the church to grow into this more 

fully (cf. 3:19) is prominent here.  By his gift to the church, Christ provides for the 

process of the church realizing the design for which it was created. 

This goal is stated in v. 13 in various ways, all referring to the intimate 

union between Christ and the church—that the church is to grow into its being the 

fullness of Christ.  The author states that the gifted leaders are to carry out their 

functions ‘until we all reach the unity of faith (th<n eJno>thta th~v pi>stewv), and 

the knowledge of the son of God, unto a mature man, unto the full stature of the 

fullness of Christ’ (v. 13).
77

  As Yoder Neufeld states, ‘by his gifts Christ has 

enabled the church to arrive at himself, the perfect man’.
78

This process of growth into the full dimensions of Christ himself will 

facilitate the church taking on characteristics of a more mature community, able to 

deal with threats to its maturity.  No longer will they be susceptible to harmful 

influences that aim to not only introduce false doctrine, but to destroy the health of 

the body for selfish gain (v. 14).  Rather, the church will be enabled and 

empowered to build itself up in love as each member of the church plays its part in 

the lives of others to work for the building up of the entire body of believers (vv. 

15-16). 

 

Conclusion 

 Ephesians 4:1-16 discusses the provision by Christ, the triumphant Divine 

Warrior, for his people to live out their calling as the arena of the triumph of God 

in Christ.  We have shown how our larger proposed thesis provides satisfying 

answers to some of the most difficult and heretofore obstinate interpretive 

                                                                                                                                      
mainly in view in the present passage (Lincoln 1990, 253; Gordon 1994; Muddiman 2001, 200).  

While some scholars resist such an interpretation on the grounds that it endorses a clerical view of 

ministry, this is not necessarily meant to be a timeless and exclusive statement of the roles of laity 

and clergy, but rather the passage is focusing in on the manner in which and purpose for which 

Christ has gifted the church with leaders. 
77 The phrase th<n eJno>thta th~v pi>stewv is best rendered ‘the unity of the faith’, in 

reference to the confessional unity of Christian communities (Lincoln 1990, 255; O’Brien 1999, 

306; Caird 1976, 76). 
78 Yoder Neufeld 2002, 185. 
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problems, most importantly the purpose for which Ps 68:18 is cited in 4:8.  That 

this is so also serves to provide further confirmation of our broader thesis that the 

ideology of divine warfare is vital to understanding the argument of Ephesians. 
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CHAPTER 7 

EMBODYING THE TRIUMPH OF GOD IN CHRIST: THE 

CHURCH WAGING DIVINE WARFARE AGAINST THE 

POWERS 

 

Introduction 

 Ephesians 4:17-6:9, focused on laying out the task(s) of the church, has 

suffered some harsh treatment at the hands of commentators.  For John 

Muddiman, this half of the letter contains some ‘rather tedious moralizing’.
1
  

Ernest Best has also had little good to say about this portion of Ephesians, 

accounting 4:17-6:9 ‘one of its weaknesses’ in that ‘it is mostly banal . . . and 

lacks the penetrating criticism of behavior found in the certainly genuine Paulines, 

and in the teaching of Jesus’.  A further fault is that ‘it has nothing to say about 

Christian behavior in the world but restricts itself to the way Christians should 

treat one another’.
2
  He claims that though ‘the content of the  moral teaching may 

appear in our eyes at times to fall below that of Jesus and Paul’,  this need not 

concern us too much, since the author ‘obviously considered it met his purpose’.
3
  

Further, he says that much of the material in Ephesians 4:17-6:9 is ‘no more than a 

ragbag of advice’.
4

 Another perspective on Ephesians 4-6 is that of Roy Jeal, who claims that 

this section of the letter has no logical or cohesive relationship with its first half.  

He claims that ‘theology and ethics … are integrated in Ephesians not by clear, 

explicit connection and argumentation, but by the rhetorical use of the “sermon”’.
5
  

Andrew Lincoln sees a similar dynamic at work, claiming that the connection 

between the ‘doctrinal’ and ‘ethical’ portions of the letter is only loosely 

construed according to the rhetorical purpose of the author, who begins with a 

broad meditation on the glories of salvation before laying out a general ethical 

vision challenging his readers to effective growth in Christ.
6

                                                 
1 Muddiman 2001, 32. 
2 Best 1993, 95-96. 
3 Best 1998, 74. 
4 Best 1993, 81. 
5 Jeal 2000, 74. 
6 Lincoln 1990, lxxxi. 



The opinions of Jeal, Best and Muddiman reflect the wider scholarly 

consensus on Ephesians, that it must be read more or less as a pastiche of random 

Pauline teachings that have been woven together by a second generation Pauline 

imitator.
7
  Yet, even conservative NT scholar Gordon Fee admits that it is difficult 

to discern any well-woven train of thought that runs through Ephesians 4-6: 

‘Although an overall scheme seems to be at work, attempts to refine the flow of 

thought too closely have not proven altogether satisfactory’.
8

 Our task in this chapter is to demonstrate how our broader proposal 

regarding the argument of Ephesians provides a satisfying reading of this portion 

of the letter.  I aim to provide answers to the two main criticisms of this section of 

Ephesians—that the exhortations are random and lack a unified focus, and that 

this section is not integrally related to the first half of the letter—by demonstrating 

that there is indeed a coherently developed vision for the task(s) of the church 

presented in 4:17-6:9 and that it is driven by and integrally connected to Ephesians 

1-3.  

The main concern of this portion of the letter is to articulate the manner in 

which the church is to participate in the triumph of God in Christ over the powers 

and authorities ruling the present evil age.  This takes place as they actualize their 

identity as the New Humanity, which has been created ‘according to God’ (Eph 

4:24) and is to imitate the cruciform life and self-giving earthly example of Jesus.  

This community identity is realized in the hostile setting of the present evil age, 

overseen by the powers and authorities.  The ability of God in Christ to create a 

new people and to empower them to live new creation lives in such a hostile 

setting advertises the triumph of God in Christ to the powers. 

Before we demonstrate how this section is interpreted within our broader 

conception of Ephesians, we must develop some significant features of the 

argument of Ephesians to this point that will inform our proposed reading of this 

section.  As discussed in chapter 3 of this thesis, the epistle’s main concern is with 

the triumph of God in Christ over the powers.  In 1:20-23, the author stated that 

God had installed Christ as cosmic lord ‘far above’ the powers and authorities that 

                                                 
7 E.g., Käsemann 1966, 297.  Cf. also Gese: ‘Aus seiner Kenntnis der paulinischen Briefe 

heraus gelingt dem Verfasser eine umfassende Gesamtschau der paulinischen Theologie.  Wie wir 

beobachten konnten, greift er die bei Paulus angelegten unterschiedlichen Tendenzen auf, führt sie 

zusammen und formt aus ihnen einen in sich geschlossenen Entwurf’ (1997, 271-72). 
8 Fee 1994, 709. 
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rule the present evil age.  He went on to argue in Ephesians 2 that this exalted 

status is vindicated by the victories of God in Christ over these fallen powers.  

God has freed people from the grip of the powers as they held them in death 

through transgressions and sins.  Further, Christ has conquered the law and its 

disastrous divisive effects in the creation of the New Humanity, one new people 

made up of formerly divided Jew and Gentile.   

This New Humanity is vitally connected to God in Christ by the Spirit.  

The author stresses the unity of Christ and the church throughout the epistle, 

referring to the church as the ‘body of Christ’(1:22-23; 4:12; 5:30), and as the 

‘temple’ or ‘household of God’(2:19-21), with Christ as the source of the life of 

the church (4:16). 

Further, the digression in Eph 3:2-13 provides a pattern for how the 

triumph of God in Christ is to be epitomized in the life of the church.  Here, the 

writer relates how Paul’s imprisonment is completely consistent with the triumph 

of God in Christ, demonstrating how Paul’s fruitful ministry despite his 

humiliating position as a prisoner epitomizes the triumph of God in Christ.  Paul’s 

situation provides an example for how the church is to carry out its call to be the 

arena of God’s triumph.  God has opened up a space within the old age ruled by 

the powers and has set his new creation people into the midst of it, so that, like 

Paul, while the church is no longer enslaved by the powers, it is still under the 

influence of the powers of the old creation, subject to their destructive forces to a 

degree.  The church follows the triumphant pattern of Paul, therefore, when new 

creation life flourishes within the New Humanity by the power supplied by Christ, 

even while the church is subject to the forces of the malignant powers.  When this 

occurs, the triumph of God in Christ is made manifest to the powers (3:10), just as 

the success of the proclamation of Paul while he was in prison similarly advertised 

the triumph of God in Christ over the powers.  This passage is indeed one of the 

keys for reading this section of Ephesians, since the writer there speaks of the 

cosmic purpose of the church—it is to be the agent through which the triumph of 

God is advertised to the powers and authorities. 

In our last chapter we discussed the writer’s argument concerning the 

provision for the church by the exalted Lord Christ.  He has equipped the church 

for growth and infuses this New Humanity with his own life to sustain it and 

enable it to grow in maturity and to protect itself from the malign influences of the 
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powers.  This then means that the manifestation of the lordship of Christ over the 

powers depends upon the ability of Christ to empower his people for corporate 

growth in maturity.  That is to say that Ephesians 4:1-16 relates the corporate life 

of the church to the program of God advertising his exaltation of Christ ‘far 

above’ the powers and authorities. 

In Eph 4:17-6:9 the author elaborates on how the New Humanity 

participates in the triumph of God over the powers ruling the present evil age, and 

also exhorts his readers on this basis.  This is a call to divine warfare, and an 

outline of how the church is to execute this warfare with the enemy powers, 

drawing on the power of God in Christ (cf. Eph 6:10).  As his readers actualize 

their identity as the New Humanity, they participate with the Divine Warrior, 

embodying his triumph over the powers ruling the present evil age. 

Not only do we wish to answer the two main criticisms of this portion of 

Ephesians mentioned above, but we will provide an alternative to other readings 

that attempt to find a connection between the two halves of the letter by claiming 

that Ephesians 1-3 is soteriologically oriented in a general Pauline sense, extolling 

the great benefits that the readers have received in being blessed by the salvation 

brought by God in Christ.  On such a reading Ephesians 4-6 is read as a broadly 

conceived Pauline paraenesis at best, and at worst a pastiche of mismatched 

random Pauline ethical injunctions that only oddly fit together.  This more 

traditional reading relates the ‘ethical’ section to the first half of the letter 

thematically.  Since readers have received God’s great and gracious salvation, 

they ought to live out a Christian identity consistent with that salvation.
9

The connection between 1:20-4:16 and 4:17-6:9 for which I will argue, 

however, is far more organic and integral.  The reading presented in this thesis 

allows the flow of thought in 4:17-6:9 and its connection with the initial portion of 

the letter to emerge clearly into view.  Seeing the initial section as doing more 

than merely laying out a general soteriology opens up the second half to being 

more than merely a bland Pauline-flavored ethical vision.  It is our task to confirm 

our broader proposed reading by demonstrating that it provides a satisfying 

account of this passage of Ephesians, and that it does so naturally. 

 

 

                                                 
9 E.g., Lincoln 1990. 
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Two Realms in Conflict (4:17-24) 

In 4:17-24 the writer sets two realms in contrast with each other—the New 

Humanity and the Old Humanity.  In utilizing these conceptions, he does not have 

in mind two natures that co-exist within individuals,
10

 but rather two cosmic 

realms.  These two ‘humanities’ are best understood against a Jewish apocalyptic 

worldview, an essential part of which was a temporal dualism (4 Ezra 7:50; 2 Bar. 

51.8-10).
11

  These two worlds/ages were, for the most part, not regarded as 

coincident, but consecutive.  That is, they were not two spheres that were in 

existence at the same time, but rather were consecutive ages on earth that were 

separated by the judgment day where God would appear in power to judge evil, 

vindicate the righteous and bring about new creation (4 Ezra 6:7-10; 7:112-114). 

In the thought-world of Ephesians, however, these two ages are coincident.  

That is, the new age has dawned with the death and resurrection of Christ (1:20-

23) so that it exists in the midst of the old creation ruled by the evil powers—

enemy territory.  Believers also share in this resurrection life (2:5-6), and the 

author utilizes ‘new creation’ language in reference to the work of God in Christ 

in bringing about the creation of the new unified people of God (2:10; 3:9; 4:24).   

Though the new age has been inaugurated in the death and resurrection of 

Christ, the present fallen age continues to exist as well.  The powers and 

authorities that rule this age have had their grip over the world broken by the 

exaltation of Christ ‘far above’ them to the status of cosmic lord (Eph 1:20-22).  

Yet their rule of the fallen creation continues.  They continue to hold much of 

humanity in captivity to death via transgressions and sins (2:1-3), and the powers’ 

malign influence on the church—which consists of those who still belong to the 

present fallen age—continues to be felt.  For this reason the writer speaks in Eph 

6:11 about the schemes of the devil in seeking to undermine the growth and health 

of the church and about a struggle against the powers and rulers of this present 

evil age.  For the author, therefore, the new age has been inaugurated with the 

death and resurrection of Christ, though the old age and its rule by the powers 

continues as well.  The terms he uses in Ephesians for these two spheres are the 

‘New Humanity’ (to<n kaino<n a]nqrwpon, 4:24) and the ‘Old Humanity’ (to<n 

palaio<n a]nqrwpon, 4:22). 

                                                 
10 Contra Best 1998, 440-41; Hoehner 2002, 605. 
11 Adams 2000, 109; Collins 1997, 84-91; Dahl 2000, 397. 
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The author discusses in Eph 4:17-24 several more aspects of these two 

realms.  First, these two realms have different rulers—the Old Humanity is that 

realm over which the powers have ultimate influence and in which they hold 

humanity captive to death through their influencing people to indulge in 

transgressions and sins.  The New Humanity, on the other hand, is that realm that 

is united to Christ and receives its life from Christ—it is the new creation and 

those in it share in the resurrection life of Christ himself.  He is their source of life 

and they have been set free from bondage to death.  At the same time, however, as 

members of the present age that still exists, they are subject to the forces brought 

to bear by the fallen powers, tempting them to rebel against God and his exalted 

Lord Christ, and to engage in transgressions and sins bringing about captivity to 

death. 

Further, there are two drastically different operating dynamics at work in 

these two spheres.  The Old Humanity is undergoing decay and dissolution (4:22), 

and is destined for destruction.  The author says in 4:22 that this Old Humanity is 

the ‘former manner of life’ of his readers and that it is ‘being corrupted 

(fqeiro>menon) according to the lusts of deceit’.  As Lindemann states, ‘Dieser 

alte Mensch … geht zugrunde in seiner Bindung an die “Begierden des Betrugs”, 

d. h. er hat als einziges Ziel letztlich nur den Tod vor Augen’.
12

The New Humanity, on the other hand, is a realm of new life and new 

creation that is constantly being renewed.  Christ himself is the source of life for 

the New Humanity and also provides for its growth. 

These two realms have drastically different characters as well.  The Old 

Humanity reflects the character of its rulers.  As we saw earlier in our Chapter 3, 

the language of the powers and authorities in Ephesians would have resonated 

with both Greco-Roman and Jewish audiences, though the author is most likely 

reflecting the Jewish ideology of the gods of the nations.  It is necessary to 

understand their relationship to the Old Humanity in order to grasp the nature of 

the conflict in Ephesians and the role that the powers play in it. 

The powers ruling the present evil age fulfill a God-given role in creation.  

They were created to be the mediators of God’s rule over this world.  According 

to Jewish thought, the nation of Israel was deemed to be the special inheritance of 

                                                 
12 Lindemann 1985, 85. 
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the God of Israel, but he appointed gods to rule over the nations (Deut 32:8-9; Sir 

17:17).
13

  They were given a stewardship to rule the nations and order their 

corporate life in such a way that the nations would fear the Most High God. 

However, these gods have thrown off their God-given stewardship, fallen 

into rebellion and their rule is characterized by a perversion of their original 

commission.  Instead of being faithful stewards of God’s rule, they have corrupted 

their cultures and have ordered their nations in such a way that those in positions 

of authority now exploit the weak and powerless, grasping after power and 

seeking to take any advantage they can in order to satisfy their own lusts for more 

power, prestige, possessions and sensual gratification (Ps 82:1-8; Jub. 15:31). 

What is important in this tradition is that the cultures and nations under the 

rule of these powers have come to resemble the powers themselves, along with 

their selfish and self-destructive behavior.
14

  Ephesians reflects this tradition in 

that the character of the Old Humanity is oriented according to that of its rulers.  

Just as the powers have incurred the judgment of God because they have become 

graspers after the cosmos (Eph 6:12) instead of faithful stewards of the rule of 

God,
15

 so the Old Humanity is characterized by the sins mentioned in the two 

triads in Eph 4:19 and 5:3.  Those in the Old Humanity have been led astray into 

idolatry (Eph 5:5), having their lives ordered by the evil powers and reflecting 

their own selfish and self-destructive character. 

The New Humanity, on the other hand, is created to reflect the character of 

its ruler and Lord, Jesus Christ.  It has been ‘created according to God in 

righteousness and holiness of the truth’ (kata< qeo<n ktisqe>nta ejn dikaiosu>nh| 

kai< oJsio>thti th~n ajlhqei>av) (Eph 4:24).  This indicates that the very character 

of the New Humanity will reflect that of God, since it is created ‘according to 

God’.  Further, the author states that the instruction that his readers have received 

previously not only has to do with Christ, but can literally be expressed as 

‘learning Christ’.  After describing the Old Humanity in 4:17-19, the author makes 

a striking statement: ‘but you did not thus learn Christ’ (ejma>qete to<n Cristo>n).  

This enigmatic phrase reflects the manner in which the New Humanity and Christ 

are conflated throughout the epistle.  Here, Christ is nearly identified as the New 

                                                 
13 Longenecker 1998, 51. 
14 Jubilees depicts the gods of the nations, along with Mastema, deploying evil spirits to 

tempt humanity and lead them astray (10:1-14; 11:4-6; 12:19-20) (cf. Longenecker 1998, 52). 
15 Longenecker 1998, 54. 
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Humanity—the readers had previously ‘learned Christ’ when they were taught the 

entirely new way of living as ‘the body of Christ’—to embody the salvation 

brought to them by God in Christ.
16

  To ‘learn Christ’ is equivalent to actualizing 

the ethic of the New Humanity. 

This is followed by the equally enigmatic statement in v. 21b.  After 

claiming that to ‘learn Christ’ is the same as ‘hearing and being taught in him’ (v. 

21a), the author then writes, ‘just as the truth is in Jesus’ (kaqw>v ejstin ajlh>qeia 

ejn tw|~  jIhsou~).  It appears that with this reference, the writer is thinking of the 

eschatologically focused life of Jesus—his self-sacrificial example, giving himself 

to the point of death in order to obtain eschatological glory (cf. Phil 2:5-11).
17

  

The New Humanity has been created to have the character of ‘goodness, 

righteousness and truth’ and the concrete example of this characteristic of ‘truth’ 

is Jesus, who gave himself fully for others.  This is especially pertinent at this 

point because it flies directly in the face of the conduct of the powers and the 

manner in which they have ordered the world, encouraging people to live selfish 

lives at the expense of others. 

The author’s aim here, then, is to define what he means by the New 

Humanity being created ‘according to God’.  The character of the New Humanity 

takes after God in Christ Jesus in that it is oriented toward the self-sacrificial, 

cruciform and faithful life of Jesus whereby Jesus gave up his life for the sake of 

others in order to be raised and exalted by God. 

The writer of Ephesians, therefore, sets up these two realms, the New 

Humanity and the Old Humanity, each having a different operating dynamic, 

source of life and ruler.  The relationship between these two realms will be the 

topic of the remainder of this section delimited by 4:17-6:9. 

 

The Combatants in  the Conflict 

 While the author lays these two realms side by side, the conflict that is 

detailed throughout this section of Ephesians is not between these two realms—

that is, between the people that inhabit the two realms—but rather between the 

New Humanity and the powers ruling the Old Humanity.  In Eph 4:17-19, the 

                                                 
16 Yoder Neufeld 2002, 205; Lincoln 1990, 280. 
17 Contra Bouttier, who claims that ‘Le nom de Jésus, à l’absolu, résonne dans sa 

singularité comme l’écho de la puissance de ce nom invoqué lors du baptême, profession de la 

vérité’  (1991, 209). 
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writer is discussing the lives of those that inhabit the Old Humanity, but what he 

has especially in view is the manner of life of those inhabiting the present evil age 

as they are subject to the forces brought to bear by the powers.  The warfare to 

which the church is called, therefore, is waged against the powers and authorities, 

as the writer claims in Eph 6:12.  Several factors point to such a reading.   

First, Ephesians consistently portrays the two sides in the conflict as being 

the powers and the believers to whom the letter is written.  The author describes 

his readers as formerly held captive in death by the powers through transgressions 

and sins.  Further, in 3:10 Paul himself is portrayed as being in conflict with the 

powers as they bring to bear forces on him that result in his imprisonment.  He 

epitomizes the triumph of God in Christ as his ministry prospers by the power of 

God in spite of their warfare against him and his ministry.  Moreover, in Eph 6:12, 

the writer explicitly claims that the readers’ conflict is not with people in the 

world outside, but rather with ‘rulers’ (ajrca>v), ‘powers’ (ejxousi>av), ‘cosmic 

lords’ (kosmokra>torav) and ‘evil spiritual entities in the heavenlies’ (ta< 

pneumatika< th~v ponhri>av ejn toi~v ejpourani>oiv). 

 A second consideration is that the activity of the powers as they influence 

the Old Humanity can be seen in 4:17-19 in the passive participles ejskotwme>noi 

and ajphllotriwme>noi.  The process of the Gentiles having their minds darkened 

and being separated from the life of God is portrayed here as something that 

happens to them, though, of course, they are not entirely blameless.  It makes 

good sense to see these corrupting influences as the result of the activity of the 

powers on the world of the Gentiles.
18

 Third, commentators have noted that there is no instruction in Ephesians 

on how to act toward outsiders, and that the portrait of the outside world in the 

                                                 
18 The appearance of mataio>thti (‘futility’) further confirms this reading, with its 

allusion to Ecclesiastes (O’Brien 1999, 320), in which mataio>thti is a major theme, referring to a 

view of reality apart from a consideration of God and his eschatological judgment.  If one 

considers things merely ‘under the sun’, then all is ‘meaningless, vanity’ (Eccl 1:14; 2:11; 6:12).  

In Jewish tradition, the powers had led humanity astray from worshiping the one true God and into 

idolatry (Jub. 11:4-6).  The result of such a process is a failure to consider that all things must be 

understood—and will only make sense if so understood—in relation to the creator God and his 

eschatological judgment.  This failure to rightly consider and fear God, under the influence of the 

powers, leads to the Gentiles’ existence being ‘in the futility of their minds’ (ejn mataio>thti tou~ 
noo<v aujtw~n) (Eph 4:17). 
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letter is extremely bleak.
19

  This extreme view of life outside the new creation 

community serves to confirm that the conflict in Ephesians is between the malign 

powers and their influences on the church on the one hand, and the church itself 

on the other.  The church’s call is to foster new creation life in the space that has 

been opened up within enemy territory called the New Humanity.  They are to do 

this in the face of the onslaught of the powers, who seek to thwart new creation 

life from flourishing within the New Humanity.  While Best regards this as a 

major weakness of the letter,
20

 this explains the relative lack of instruction for 

relating to outsiders. 

 Lastly, the example of Paul and the author’s recounting of the fruitfulness 

of his ministry despite his humiliating imprisonment support our reading.  The 

writer did not portray his conflict as one between himself and other people, but 

against the powers and the condition of the present evil age.  Based on the pattern 

of his life and ministry discussed in Eph 3:2-13, the author exhorts his readers to 

fulfill their ‘calling’—to embody the triumph of God in Christ, just as Paul’s own 

life is an epitome of this triumph. 

 

The Nature of the Conflict 

The pattern set by Paul’s life and ministry in Eph 3:2-13 is also instructive 

for how we are to understand the relationship between the New Humanity and the 

powers.  The author portrayed Paul as subject to the influence of the powers 

because of his participation in the present age, though he was no longer under 

their bondage to death.  He had a share in the resurrection of Christ and had access 

to the power of God in Christ (2:1-6), the same power that God exercised when he 

raised Jesus from the dead (1:19-23).  In the same way, the New Humanity is no 

longer subject to bondage under the powers, since they are ‘in Christ’ and have 

access to his life and power, which mightily works in them to make them grow in 

maturity (3:20).   

The conflict, then, takes the form of the powers bringing to bear their 

influences, to which the church is subject because of their participation in this 

present age—the domain of the powers, enemy territory for the New Humanity—

                                                 
19 Dahl 1986, 34; MacDonald 1999, 271.  According to MacDonald, ‘the allusions in 

Ephesians to the nature of existence outside of the body of Christ are among the most pessimistic 

in all of the New Testament’ (1999, 272). 
20 Best 1993, 95-96. 
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while the church resists these influences, attempting to live according to the 

pattern of the New Humanity that is laid out in the letter.  These influences 

originate from the powers’ ordering of the present age after their own character, 

seeking to tempt humanity to live according to the Old Humanity, being selfish, 

greedy, exploitative of the weak, idolatrous, while neglecting the judgment on the 

eschatological horizon.  In resisting these temptations, the church is to embrace its 

identity as the temple of the Lord, the dwelling place of God on earth, in the midst 

of enemy territory.  It is the power of God in Christ that enables them to do this, 

and when new creation life flourishes despite the pressures brought to bear by the 

powers, the triumph of God in Christ is advertised to the powers, serving notice 

that their day of final judgment is near. 

This conflict sets the backdrop for the author’s exhortations in 4:22-24.  

He urges his readers to ‘put off’ (ajpoqe>sqai) the ‘Old Humanity’ (to<n palaio>n 

a]nqrwpon), to be renewed in the spirit of their minds, and to ‘put on’ 

(ejndu>sasqai) the ‘New Humanity’ (to<n kaino<n a]nqrwpon), which is the new 

creation, that takes after the very character of God.
21

Ephesians 4:17-24, then, has to do with portraying the two realms that are 

in conflict with each other, with the powers of the present evil age attempting to 

destroy the New Humanity by inducements to ignore the judgment on the 

eschatological horizon, to rebel against the fear of Christ and go astray into 

idolatry and futility.  The New Humanity, on the other hand, resists these devices 

of the powers, seeking to conform to the new creation mode of life that it was 

created to embody and actualize.  This passage sets the stage for the discussion in 

the remainder of the epistle. 

 

Illustrations of the Conflict (4:25-32) 

 In this section, the author illustrates how the pattern of transformation 

from behavior characteristic of the Old Humanity is to be transformed into New 

Humanity behavior.  This vitiates the claim of Best that the author of Ephesians 

‘rarely directly advises how to keep the injunctions he lays on his readers’.
22

  

Rather than addressing specific sins that characterize the churches to whom he is 

                                                 
21 The three infinitives (ajpoqe>sqai, v. 22; ajnaneou~sqai, v. 23; ejndu>sasqai, v. 24) are 

dependent on ejdida>cqhte in v. 21 and are to be read with an imperatival force (Bouttier 1991, 

209). 
22 Best 1993, 81. 
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writing, the author is here illustrating the pattern of transformation that they are to 

embody as they embrace their identity as the ‘household of God’. 

The following passage follows a set pattern, where the writer first gives an 

example of Old Humanity behavior followed by New Humanity behavior that is to 

replace it.  Further, he completes the pattern set in vv. 22-24 by including a 

renewal of thought patterns, so that his readers might also ‘be renewed in the spirit 

of their minds’ (v. 23).
23

 The first example of this pattern of transformation is ‘putting off’ lying 

and replacing it by speaking truth to one another (v. 25).
24

  As the temple of God 

in Christ by the Spirit, lying is utterly inappropriate behavior and is destructive for 

the health of the new creation community.  The renewed way of thinking that is to 

drive this transformation of behavior is the consideration in the final clause of v. 

25: o[ti ejsme<n ajllh>lwn me>lh (‘because we are members of one another’). 

 The next illustration of the transformative pattern in vv. 26-27 points to the 

way that mundane changes in behavior reflect the conflict in which the church is 

engaged.  The author tells his readers to take pains to avoid sinning in situations 

that cause anger.
25

  He recognizes that in community life anger is a matter of 

course, but he orders them to avoid letting their anger drive them to sinful actions.  

They are to make strenuous efforts to restore peace in situations that give rise to 

anger, not letting the sun set upon an unresolved situation (v. 26b).  The writer 

then appeals to the nature of the conflict that we have argued runs throughout this 

passage in order to present them with a renewed way of thinking to energize the 

process of transformation.  To fail to resolve anger-causing situations quickly is a 

grave tactical error in their conflict because it gives the devil a strategic foothold 

in the community from which to launch divisive and destructive attacks (mhde< 

di>dote to>pon tw|~ diabo>lw|, ‘neither give a place to the devil’, v. 27).  The devil 

                                                 
23 Bouttier 1991, 212. 
24 Yoder Neufeld argues that ‘the lie’ (to< yeu~dov) refers to more than the practice of 

telling lies, but ‘represents nothing less than “the old human” in rebellion against God’ (2002, 

210).  Yoder Neufeld follows Mußner on this point, who argues that, ‘Lügen abzulegen’ –, denkt 

nicht bloß an eine einzelne Wortlüge, vielmehr an die Lebenslüge des heidnischen way of life… 

Die bewußte und unbewußte Verlogenheit des ganzen Daseins führt ja immer auch zur verbalen 

Lüge (1982, 139).  Against such a reading is the appearance elsewhere of the singular for ‘lying’ 

(Lincoln 1990, 300), and especially its appearance here, in a list of illustrations of general patterns 

of behavior that must be put off, along with other things, like stealing and sinning in anger. 
25 The imperative ojrgi>zesqe is best read in a concessive sense; ‘be angry [if you are 

angry], but do not sin’ (Wallace 1989, 353-72; Gnilka 1971, 224-25;  pace Lincoln 1990, 301; 

Best 1998, 448). 
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is here portrayed as plotting against the New Humanity, looking to exploit any 

situation that might allow him to infiltrate and cause ruin.  An existing situation 

within a new creation community that gives rise to anger would provide such an 

opportunity. 

The motivation given for transformative behavior serves to reinforce our 

point regarding the nature of the conflict in Ephesians.  The church’s warfare 

against Satan and the powers takes the form of resistance to temptations to sin 

against others.  The strategy of the New Humanity is to foster new creation life 

within communities.  A further point must be made about the nature of warfare in 

Ephesians.  Just as expectations were subverted in Eph 2:16 in that Christ 

triumphs by his death and puts to death enmity—echoing Yahweh’s waging war 

against the weapons of war in the Psalms—so here, warfare entails not giving in to 

anger, rather than conducting warfare in ‘righteous anger’. 

 In vv. 28-29, two more illustrations are provided.  The author writes that 

the thief must steal no longer, but rather work so that he has something with which 

to contribute to those who have a need (v. 28), stressing again the responsibility 

that each member of the community has for every other member.
26

  Further, he 

notes the type of speech that ought to characterize the community (v. 29).  Words 

that bring about decay or that in any way will prevent the flourishing of new 

creation life within church communities must be ruled out.  In place of destructive 

speech, the author advocates speaking what is good so that those with needs may 

be encouraged and built up.  The motivation that drives such a transformation of 

patterns of speech in communities is that each person is responsible to be an agent 

of grace to others. 

 Finally, vv. 30-32 provide a summary of the pattern of transformation that 

has gone before, in that the behavior called for here is more allusive and general.  

The writer calls for ‘putting off’ pikri>a (‘bitterness’), qumo<v (‘wrath’), ojrgh< 

(‘anger’), kraugh< (‘angry shouting’), blasfhmi>a (‘slander’), along with pa>sh| 

kaki>a| (‘all evil’).  His readers are to be kind and compassionate, forgiving each 

other in the same way that they all have experienced the forgiveness of God in 

Christ (v. 32).  The motivation for this change in behavior is the presence of the 

                                                 
26 This command against stealing does not imply that the author is addressing a specific 

situation where stealing has become a problem (contra Gnilka 1971, 271; Muddiman 2001, 226-

27). 
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Holy Spirit among them, who provides for their union with God in Christ, the 

source of their new creation life.  They have been sealed (ejsfragi>sqhte) by the 

Spirit, marked out by his presence as the eschatological people of God (v. 30).  

Any rupture in the community life of the church caused by bitterness or anger 

would foster destruction in the New Humanity, working against the purposes of 

God by the Spirit. 

 

Exhortation (5:1-7) 

 Eph 5:1-7 consist of exhortations based directly upon the writer’s 

discussion of the New Humanity.
27

  In 5:1-2, he exhorts his readers based on the 

character of the New Humanity, before then giving a warning based on the 

destinies of both the Old Humanity and the New Humanity. 

 First, the author exhorts his readers to imitate God in their relationships 

with one another.  Just as they are to forgive because they have been forgiven, 

they are to ‘be imitators of God’ (gi>nesqe mimhai< tou~ qeou~) because their 

character has been shaped by God himself, having been created ‘according to 

God’ (4:24).  Their corporate life must reflect their character.  In his previous 

discussion, the author had defined being created ‘according to God’ as having the 

same character as the self-giving Christ.  Here, too, he claims that to imitate God 

is to follow the example of love set by Christ, who ‘loved us and gave himself up 

for us’ (5:2). 

 This call to imitate God is followed by an exhortation that is based on the 

destinies of the two ‘humanities’ outlined above.  The writer claims that their 

identity as the new creation people of God excludes certain things from their 

communities.  He states that pornei>a (‘fornication’), ajkaqarsi>a 

(‘uncleanness’) and pleonexi>a (‘greed’) must find no place among them because 

they are aJgi>oiv (‘saints’).  And such things as aijscro>thv (‘indecency’), 

mwrologi>a (‘foolish talk’) and eujtrapeli>a (‘vulgar talk’) must be replaced by 

eujcaristi>a (‘giving of thanks’).  He then emphasizes the eschatological 

dimensions of the two humanities, noting that those with Old Humanity patterns 

of life have no part in the destiny of the New Humanity.  The New Humanity is 

                                                 
27 While Lincoln claims that the section that begins in Eph 4:25 continues until 5:2 (1990, 

294), it makes better sense to regard 5:1 as a point of transition.  The illustrations of the pattern of 

transformation no longer continue after 5:1 and the appearance of the term ‘to walk’ 

(peripatei~te) in v. 2 indicates a transition (cf. Bouttier 1991, 203, 218-19; Gnilka 1971, 241). 
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destined to be transformed into the ‘kingdom of Christ and God’ (v. 5).  Those 

whose lives are characterized by this present evil age will share in the 

eschatological end of the Old Humanity, which is presently undergoing the decay 

that will lead to its ultimate destruction (4:22). 

 The author identifies one of the strategies whereby the powers can dilute 

the effectiveness of the New Humanity in encouraging and fostering new creation 

life—spreading the deception that there is no judgment for the Old Humanity on 

the eschatological horizon.  He warns his readers to not be deceived by this tactic 

(v. 6), calling this strategy ‘empty words’ (kenoi~v lo>goiv).  On the contrary, no 

one who participates in the kind of behavior that characterized their lives when 

they were held in bondage by the powers will share the destiny of the New 

Humanity—participating in the eschatological kingdom of Christ and of God (v. 

5). 

 This brief section of exhortations allows us to make two key points.  First, 

it demonstrates the integrated nature of this section of the letter.  These are not 

random Pauline injunctions that are woven clumsily.  Rather, they build directly 

upon the writer’s discussion of the two spheres in the apocalyptic frame of reality 

and the nature of the conflict between them.  Second, that these practical 

injunctions are best understood within the context of the conflict between these 

two cosmic spheres confirms that the key to this section of Ephesians is the 

conflict between the two humanities—the Old Humanity and the New Humanity. 

 

The Advance of the New Humanity (5:8-14) 

 In Eph 5:8-14 the author continues to discuss the conflict between the two 

realms, elaborating here on the how the New Humanity advances upon and 

overtakes the Old Humanity.  He claims that the flourishing of new creation life in 

church communities is the means by which the ‘light’ advances upon the 

‘darkness’ of the Old Humanity, calling people out of darkness into the fruitful 

existence of the light.  This is perhaps the clearest passage in which the writer 

speaks about the manner in which the New Humanity is to interact with those still 

living under the bondage of the present evil age.
28

  While the New Humanity 

wages warfare against the evil powers—a warfare of resistance—the relationship 

                                                 
28 Best claims that nowhere in Ephesians are the readers told how they are to interact with 

outsiders.  He views this passage as having to do with believers rebuking fellow believers (1998, 

494). 
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to outsiders is quite different.  It involves exposing their deeds and calling them 

out of darkness into the light of Christ in the New Humanity. 

 The author identifies his readers as ‘light’ (fw~v) and as the ‘children of 

light’ (te>kna fwto<v) (v. 8).  While they were once ‘darkness’ (sko>tov), they are 

now ‘light in the Lord’ and are to walk in such a way that they will bear the fruit 

of the light, which consists in ‘goodness and righteousness and truth’ 

(ajgaqwsu>nh| kai< dikaiosu>nh| kai< ajlhqei>a|) (v. 9).  This is a command to 

foster the growth of new creation life in their communities, so that they will reflect 

the character of God, according to whom the New Humanity has been created 

(4:24).  Since they are no longer darkness, they are to have nothing to do with the 

‘unfruitful’ (ajka>rpoiv) deeds of darkness, but ‘rather are to expose (ejle>gcete) 

them’. 

 This call to expose the deeds of darkness is a call to encounter the 

darkness—the realm over which the evil powers rule—and to transform it by 

exposing it to the light.  This adds a new dimension to the warfare of the New 

Humanity against the powers of the present age.  Not only are believers called to 

resist the temptations inherent in the present fallen age, but they are to advance 

upon the territory held in bondage by the powers.  The warfare of the New 

Humanity is not waged by physical opposition, nor by a stance of hostility to those 

in the darkness.  The logic of vv. 13-14 is cryptic, but it elaborates the manner in 

which the New Humanity calls people out of darkness into new creation light.
29

 In v. 13, the writer describes the process by which the light overtakes the 

darkness.  He writes that ‘all things that are being exposed by the light are made 

manifest’ (ta< pa>nta ejlegco>mena uJpo< tou~ fwto<v fanerou~ntai).  This verse 

has been the subject of much debate, but it makes good sense to read the author as 

maintaining that when the light meets the darkness and exposes the deeds of 

darkness, they are ‘made manifest’ (fanerou~ntai) for what they truly are—the 

deeds that bring about ultimate destruction.
30

  By exposure to the New Humanity 

                                                 
29 O’Brien 1999, 372. 
30 Some interpreters maintain that only the exposure of the deeds of fellow community 

members are in view (Gnilka 1971, 255-56; Best 1998, 493-94).  The context, however, indicates 

that these are the deeds done by those who are still in the darkness, and the deeds that are done are 

specified as ‘the unfruitful deeds of darkness’ (v. 11).  Further, even though v. 12 speaks of the fact 

that these things are too shameful to even speak of, this is not a prohibition of speaking of them, 

but merely a qualitative statement about the moral quality of the deeds—they are so heinous as to 

be of the kind about which it is shameful to speak. 
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and the new creation life that flourishes among believing communities, those who 

are in the darkness are brought to the realization that their deeds put them in 

danger of eschatological judgment, since they belong to the present evil age that is 

headed for destruction. 

The writer then claims that this manifestation of the quality of their deeds 

has a transforming power upon those who are ‘darkness’.  In v. 14 he writes that 

‘all things that are made manifest are light’ (pa~n to< fanerou>menon fw~v ejstin).  

The author claims that those who have seen the true nature of their deeds are then 

absorbed by the light.
31

  This accounts for the saying, e]geire, oJ kaqeu>dwn, kai< 

ajna>sta ejk tw~n necrw~n, kai< ejpifau>sei soi oJ Cristo>v (‘awake, sleeper, and 

arise from the dead and Christ will shine on you’).  Whatever the origin of this 

fragment,
32

 the author utilizes it at this point to demonstrate the manner in which 

the New Humanity calls upon those in the darkness to turn from darkness to light, 

from the death of the existence under the influence of the powers, to the light of 

life in the New Humanity. 

                                                 
31 Engberg-Pederson argues that ejle>gcein has as its root meaning that of ‘confronting 

somebody or something with the aim of showing him or it to be, in some determinate respect, at 

fault’ (1989, 97).  Such a definition could be used to support the reading we have presented above.  

Engberg-Pederson, however, claims that the argument here involves the manifestation of the nature 

of the deeds of darkness to those who are light, with a view to warning them against being tempted 

to fall back into performing such deeds.  He bases this reading on viewing those who are now 

‘light in the Lord’ being ‘divided selves’, susceptible to being drawn back into the darkness.  This 

explains the logic of v. 12.  Engberg-Pederson claims that v. 12 is included as a warning not to 

speak of the shameful things done in secret so that they will not be tempted to engage in them.  

That they are confronted and made manifest is an aid to those who are ‘light’, because having their 

nature fully manifest will evacuate the attractiveness from the deeds of darkness, protecting those 

who are ‘light’ from temptation (101-103).  Though we agree that Engberg-Pederson’s discussion 

of the meaning of ejle>gcein has great merit, his reconstruction of the argument in vv. 12-14 is 

unconvincing.  It makes little sense to view the beneficiaries of the exposure and manifestation of 

the deeds of darkness as being believers, or members of the New Humanity.  The logic of the 

passage seems to initiate from the believers and move out toward those in darkness, and the 

exposure of the shameful deeds has in view the manifestation for the sake of those who are 

‘darkness’.  Best sums up the logic well: ‘believers in some way, by word or example, expose to 

those who perform works of darkness the true nature of their actions as works of darkness’ (1998, 

492-93).  Further, Engberg-Pederson’s notion of the ‘divided self’ is foreign to this context.  He 

claims that the ‘light/darkness’ theme points to inner attitudes and thus to divided selves being 

tempted to return to the deeds of darkness.  Yet ‘light’ and ‘darkness’ are not here employed to 

refer both to the objective deeds done as well as inner attitudes, but rather describe two mutually 

exclusive spheres of humanity.  Engberg-Pederson’s notion of the divided self does not arise 

naturally from the flow of the passage and is of little use in accounting for the logic of these verses.  

It makes better sense to read the passage as having in view the manner in which the light confronts 

and transforms the darkness. 
32 A number of commentators suggest that this is a baptismal formula of some kind 

(Martin 1991, 63; Perkins 2000, 11:438; O’Brien 1999, 374), though this remains speculation 

because of the absence of any evidence.  It appears more likely that it may be a hymnic fragment, 

perhaps a call to celebrate the choice of God to have his people reflect his own glory, based on Isa 

60:1-4 (cf. Bouttier 1991, 230; Yoder Neufeld 2002, 235-36).  
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This reading is supported by the pattern of conversion of those who 

constitute the New Humanity—those who were formerly ‘darkness’ but who are 

now ‘light’ (5:8).  Their conversion provides the motivation for the flourishing of 

new creation life (‘walk as children of light’ wJv te>kna fwto<v peripatei~te, v. 

8b), which now drives the exposure and conversion of others likewise trapped in 

darkness but who will be transformed into the light of new creation. 

This passage undermines the claim of Best that Ephesians has nothing to 

say about how believers are to relate to those outside their communities.  While 

the instruction here certainly is given in broad brushstrokes, the author here lays 

out how the New Humanity is to relate to the outside world.  The New Humanity 

is to seek the transformation of the Old by exposing the deeds of darkness and 

calling people into the light. 

 

Exhortation (5:15-21) 

 After outlining the manner in which the New Humanity is designed to 

advance upon the Old Humanity and transform darkness into light, the author now 

exhorts his readers with this in mind.  He urges them to be diligent to carry out 

this commission of transformation and to not become complacent, since the 

opposition they face in their conflict with the powers is so cunning and relentless.  

He begins by exhorting them based on the nature of their commission in relation 

to the outside world.  Because the New Humanity is to transform the darkness to 

light by the flourishing of new creation life in their communities, he commands 

them in v. 15 to ‘watch carefully how you walk (peripatei~te), not as unwise 

(a]sofoi) but as wise (sofoi>)’. 

 In wisely responding to their commission to transform the darkness, the 

readers of Ephesians will engage in ‘redeeming (ejxagorazo>menoi) the time, 

because the days are evil’ (v. 16).  This enigmatic command might be read as a 

call not to waste valuable opportunities to transform the darkness into light, made 

all the more urgent because of the evil days that those in the New Humanity 

inhabit.
33

  While such a note of urgency is surely present, Lincoln suggests that 

the author here is issuing a slightly more general command, along the lines of the 

injunction in Eph 5:11-14 about the transformation of the darkness into light.
34

  

                                                 
33 Kitchen 1994, 98; Yoder Neufeld 2002, 237. 
34 Lincoln 1990, 341. 
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Since the two injunctions surrounding v. 16 both make the point of being shrewd 

in taking opportunities to carry out the commission to be transforming agents in 

the midst of the darkness, it makes good sense to read the exhortation to ‘redeem 

the time’ in terms of the imagery of the light transforming the darkness.  The 

writer urges his readers to walk wisely by redeeming aspects of the present fallen 

age over which the powers rule, transforming the darkness into light, and 

spreading new creation life into as many spheres of this age as possible. 

As Lincoln noted in referring to the present fallen age, it is a ‘spatio-

temporal complex wholly hostile to God’.
35

  Within this framework, kairo>n 

(‘time’) may have a broader significance than merely the passage of time, and 

may even signify more than ‘opportune time’, referring to the general ‘spirit of the 

age’, or certain other aspects of this present age, the broader cultural thought-

patterns and ideologies created and cultivated by the powers.  The author is 

commanding his readers that in this conflict with the powers they are to overtake 

and redeem aspects of the present fallen age so that they, too, can be affected and 

transformed by new creation life. 

The motivation for this is that the ‘days are evil’ (aiJ hJme>rai ponhrai> 

eijsi>n) (v. 16).  Because the powers hold the present age in thrall, this redemption 

of the present age must be done purposefully and strategically.  In v. 17, the writer 

orders his readers to avoid being ‘foolish’ (a]fronev), neither falling into 

complacency or reverting to Old Humanity behavior, which is utterly 

inappropriate given the state of conflict with the powers and the commission of 

the New Humanity—which is also ‘the will of the Lord’ (to< qe>lhma tou~ 

kuri>ou, v. 17)—to be the agent of transformation. 

In a final exhortation that sums up much of this task-oriented section and 

provides a transition to the Haustafel, the writer exhorts his readers based on his 

development of the identity of the church as the temple of God throughout the 

letter.  In Eph 5:18, he urges his readers, ‘do not be drunk with wine, in which is 

dissipation, but be filled by the Spirit’ (mh< mequ>skesqe oi]nw|, ejn w|= ejstin 

ajswti>a, ajlla< plhrou~sqe ejn pneu>mati).  While this initial negative command 

has been understood in several different ways,
36

 I have argued in a previous 

                                                 
35 Lincoln 1990, 84. 
36 C. J. Rogers, Jr. argues that the passage be read against the cult of Dionysius, where 

intoxication by wine would lead to loss of self-control and worship expressed through sexual 
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publication that it is best read in line with the preceding contrast between wisdom 

and folly so that this is a prohibition of indulging in behavior that is characteristic 

of the Old Humanity.
37

  Yoder Neufeld notes that similar exhortations to avoid 

drunkenness are common to divine warfare contexts, which call those about to 

engage in battle to be alert and ready.
38

In contrast to this Old Humanity way of life, the author exhorts his readers 

to carry out their identity as the household of God, the place where God in Christ 

dwells by the Spirit.  This is the force of the command to ‘be filled by the Spirit’ 

(plhrou~sqe ejn pneu>mati).
39

  The writer had previously noted that the church is 

the new temple of God by the Spirit in Eph 2:21-22, the same phenomenon to 

which he refers in 1:23, where the church is ‘the fullness’ (to< plh>rwma) of 

Christ.  Further, he had prayed that God would work powerfully in his people so 

that they might be ‘filled’ (plhrwqh~te) with all the ‘fullness of God’ (plh>rwma 

tou~ qeou~).  Finally, he had discussed the giving of gifted leaders by Christ for the 

purpose of the growth of the church unto the measure of ‘the fullness of Christ’ 

(tou~ plhrw>matov tou~ Cristou~) (4:13).  Therefore, in his positive command in 

5:18, he is not exhorting his readers to be controlled by the Spirit vis-à-vis 

intoxication with wine,
40

 but rather to actualize effectively their identity as the 

dwelling place of God in Christ by the Spirit. 

He explains how they are to do this in vv. 19-21.  The corporate life of the 

New Humanity conforms to its identity as the dwelling place of God by 

                                                                                                                                      
debauchery (1979, 249-57).  According to P. W. Gosnell, the negative command should be read 

against Greco-Roman mealtime practices where the evening meals were followed by discussion 

around the table.  Interaction would be hindered if the participants were drunk (1993, 364-71).  

There is little in the letter itself, however, that would suggest that this specific problem is being 

addressed (O’Brien 1999, 388).  Best notes that most of Gosnell’s evidence for this type of 

mealtime activity has been drawn from cultured authors, describing the lifestyles of those of the 

cultural elite.  Though it is quite possible that a number of the readers of Ephesians were drawn 

from such circles, it is unlikely that this would have been a widespread problem among the 

churches, and one which the author addressed in such a cryptic fashion (1998, 509). 
37 Gombis 2002, 266.  Not only is this consistent with the contrast in the present context, 

but with Pauline usage elsewhere.  In 1 Thess 5:6-8 Paul identifies believers as ‘sons of light and 

sons of day’.  They are ‘not of night nor of darkness’, (v. 5) and are not to sleep, but must be alert 

and sober (v. 6).  Sobriety is set against drunkenness, which takes place ‘at night’ (v. 7).  Similarly, 

in Rom 13:12-13, Paul contrasts the ‘night’, which is about to pass, with the ‘day’, which is 

imminent.  Believers must ‘lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light’ (v. 12).  

They are to ‘behave properly as in the day’ and ‘put on the Lord Jesus Christ’, instead of 

participating in activities that typically take place in the darkness, such as ‘drunkenness’ (v. 13). 
38 Yoder Neufeld 1997, 105-106. 
39 The dative expression ejn pneu>mati is best read in an instrumental sense, in line with 

similar expressions throughout Ephesians (2:22; 4:30) (Gombis 2002, 266; contra Best 1998, 508; 

Lincoln 1990, 344; Köstenberger 1997, 231; Bouttier 1991, 235). 
40 Gombis 2002, 264-66; contra Schnackenburg 1991, 237; Lincoln 1990, 344-45. 
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speaking (lalou~ntev) to one another in psalms and humans and spiritual 

songs, singing (a]|dontev) and making melody (ya>llontev) in your hearts 

to the Lord, giving thanks (eujcaristou~ntev) always for all things in the 

name of our Lord Jesus Christ and God the Father, subordinating 

(uJpotasso>menoi) yourselves to one another in the fear of Christ.
41

 

This exhortation to participate fully in carrying out the church’s identity as the 

household of God is a summary command to the instruction and exhortations 

given thus far regarding the church as the New Humanity.  It also provides a point 

of transition to the writer’s broad vision for the corporate life of the New 

Humanity, focusing more specifically on its life as the ‘household of God’. 

 

Reconstituting the Cosmos: A Manifesto for the New Humanity (5:22-6:9) 

 On a typical reading of Ephesians, it appears that the Haustafel in Eph 

5:22-6:9 unnecessarily extends an already over-long ‘ethical’ section of the letter, 

so that it slowly and torturously runs out of steam by the end.
42

  Best also 

criticizes the Haustafel for its lack of instruction on mixed marriages, calling it 

‘pastorally defective’.
43

  Our task is to demonstrate, to the contrary, that the 

Haustafel plays a strategic role in anchoring and completing this section of the 

letter, perhaps even providing something of a high point at its conclusion. 

A number of scholars regard the Haustafel to have an apologetic thrust, an 

attempt to shield the new Christian movement from the suspicion that it might 

undermine contemporary social structures and ultimately threaten the stability of 

the empire.
44

  The appearance of the Haustafel here reflects the author’s 

‘sensitivity to wider social expectations’,
45

 and his aim is to pacify the fears of 

those who suspected the Christians of being a subversive movement.
46

  This 

                                                 
41 The five participles in vv. 19-21 are most commonly read as result or effect (Kitchen 

1994, 98-99; Lincoln 1990, 345; O’Brien 1999, 394; cf. also Lindemann 1985, 98-99), so that 

being controlled by the Spirit results in the doing of the participles.  But on such a reading, there is 

nothing to define what the writer means by the enigmatic command in v. 18.  That is, if the 

participles are the result of being controlled by the Spirit, how does this control take place?  

Reading the participles as means provides a satisfying solution to this problem, since it describes 

how the command in v. 18 is accomplished, and fits well within the argument of the letter.  For 

further discussion of the relationship between v. 18 and the five participles, see Gombis 2002, 268-

71; cf. also Yoder Neufeld 2002, 241; Gnilka 1971, 270; Schlier 1971, 246. 
42 Cf. Muddiman 2001, 32; Best 1993, 81. 
43 Best 1998, 526.  Best further states that ‘The advice of the household code echoes in 

large part what the better pagan moralists were saying and is in no sense revolutionary’ (1993, 85). 
44 Muddiman 2001, 278; Lincoln 1990, 397; cf. also MacDonald 1988, 109. 
45 Towner 1993, 419. 
46 Muddiman 2001, 278. 
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would have been especially important in regard to the Roman empire, which 

valued duty and order and was ‘suspicious of any potential threats to [its] social 

order’.
47

  Keener claims that ‘Groups accused of undermining the moral fabric of 

Roman society thus sometimes protested that they instead conformed to traditional 

Roman values, by producing their own lists, or “Household Codes” fitting those 

normally used in their day’.
48

David Balch argues for such a view, with reference to 1 Pet 2:13-3:9, 

based on the strategy of both Philo and Josephus when facing the accusations that 

Jewish proselytism was ruining the social fabric of Roman society.  Pointing to 

the stability of the typical Jewish home, Philo writes,  

 

Wives must be in servitude to their husbands, a servitude not imposed by 

violent ill-treatment but promoting obedience in all things.  Parents must 

have power over their children. . . .The same holds for any other persons 

over whom he [a man] has authority . . . (Hypothetica 7.3, 5).
49

 

According to Balch, Josephus writes with a similar purpose: 

 

The woman, says the law, is in all things inferior to the man.  Let her 

accordingly be submissive, not for her humiliation, but that she may be 

directed, for the authority has been given by God to the man (Ag. Ap.  
II.199).

50

 

MacDonald argues that the Haustafel appears in Ephesians with the same goal, 

aimed  at ‘reducing the tension between community members and outsiders’.
51

Such a reading, however, is less convincing than it initially appears, as 

there is little evidence within Ephesians that an apologetic thrust is present.
52

  One 

searches in vain for any indication that the writer is trying to justify Christian 

communities against the suspicions of Rome.  As has been noted by a number of 

commentators, Ephesians is concerned mainly with the internal life of new 

                                                 
47 Keener 1993, 587. 
48 Keener 1992, 145-46. 
49 Balch 1981, 54. 
50 Balch 1981, 54. 
51 MacDonald 1988, 109; 2000, 337-38.  This reading of the Haustafel in Ephesians 

usually regards the letter as coming from the post-Apostolic period when attitudes toward the 

participation of women in the churches hardened and there was a backlash against early Pauline 

egalitarian ideals.  According to Mußner, ‘Man muß also die Haustafelethik auch aus der 

geschichtlichen Entwicklung der Urkirche heraus verstehen, wobei nun freilich der von Paulus in 

Gal 3,28 aufgestellte Grundsatz . . . im chrislichen “Haus” so nicht realisiert wurde, wie er in 

seiner Idealität klingt’ (1982, 153). 
52 Perkins 2000, 11:454. 
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creation communities rather than with relationships with outsiders.  After his 

harsh critique of pagan culture throughout the present section of the letter, it is 

hardly credible to claim that the writer is attempting to find common ground 

between Christian communities and the surrounding culture.  Far from minimizing 

the differences between what he calls the Old and New Humanity, the author 

stresses the absolute incompatibility of the two spheres.   

Further, it is inappropriate to claim that because household codes were 

utilized by some ancient writers in an apologetic context, such a form must 

necessarily have this purpose in every context in which it appears.
53

  While this 

seems fairly obvious, the assumption that the Haustafel has an apologetic purpose 

in Ephesians is based on little evidence beyond this connection.  According to 

Elliott, there is ‘a tendency to treat all the New Testament household codes en 

bloc rather than to inquire concerning a specific function of a code within a 

specific document’.
54

  In our investigation the most important factor in 

determining the purpose for which the author used this convention is the literary 

context in which it appears.   

I will argue below that the writer, via the Haustafel, is laying out the 

constitution for the New Humanity, painting in broad strokes a vision for how 

people ought to conduct themselves in this New Humanity, thus epitomizing the 

triumph of God in Christ.  He’s already said that the church is in conflict with the 

present fallen age and the powers that rule it.  Now, following on from 5:18-21, he 

moves to give a comprehensive view of what relationships ought to look like in 

the New Humanity.  So, it is a manifesto for an entire society and does not merely 

have the modern notion of the nuclear family in view, though certainly it includes 

this.  As Elliott states, the Haustafel functions to ‘concretize the communal 

implications of the early Christian proclamation of salvation’.
55

  The author’s 

instruction for how the New Humanity is to operate is not given in abstraction 

from mundane life, but rather is given in the form of discussing the relationships 

                                                 
53 Hartman objects to referring to household codes as a literary form (1988, 219-32), but 

his objections are based on an exceptionally narrow definition, and  his qualifications give away 

much of the case for which he argues. 
54 Elliott 1981, 208.  While scholars are generally more confident that the Haustafel in 1 

Peter has an apologetic thrust vis-à-vis the Haustafel in Ephesians, Elliott challenges this notion, 

arguing that such a view is myopic and does not properly consider the literary and theological 

features of the letter (1981, 165-232). 
55 Elliott 1981, 219. 
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within the household,
56

 just as ancient political philosophers utilized this form 

with a similar purpose.
57

When ancient political theorists addressed the proper ordering of the 

politeia, they wrote about the ordering of the household, utilizing a form similar to 

the Haustafel found in Ephesians—the oikonomia tradition.
58

  As Elliott states, the 

household constituted ‘a chief basis, paradigm and reference point for religious 

and moral as well as social, political, and economic organization, interaction, and 

ideology’.
59

  In his work, Politics, written about 335 BCE, Aristotle writes: 

 

Now that it is clear what are the component parts of the state, we have first 

of all to discuss household management (oijkonomi>a); for every state is 

composed of households (ejx oijkiw~n).  Household management falls into 

departments corresponding to the parts of which the household in its turn 

is composed; and the household in its perfect form consists of slaves and 

freemen.  The investigation of everything should begin with its smallest 

parts, and the primary and smallest parts of the household are master and 

slave, husband and wife, father and children; we ought therefore to 

examine the proper constitution and character of each of these three 

relationships, I mean that of mastership, that of marriage…, and thirdly the 

progenitive relationship (Pol. I 1253b 1-14). 

 

In a further passage he again relates the household to the state:  

 

… [E]very household is part of a state, and these relationships are part of 

the household, and the excellence of the part must have regard to that of 

the whole (Pol. I 1260b 12). 

 

Balch cites this passage from Areius Didymus (70-10 BCE), making a similar 

connection: 

 

Having sufficiently defined ‘virtues’ and, more or less, the many crowded 

headings of the topos on ‘ethics’, it is necessary successively to go through 

in detail both ‘household management’ and ‘politics’, since the human 

being is by nature a political animal.  A primary kind of association 

                                                 
56 The ‘household’ in the ancient world included more than the modern conception of the 

nuclear family, and was more like a modern plantation or family business, even, as Wallace-

Hadrill suggests, something like a neighborhood (2003, 3-18).  It included extended family, 

employees, slaves and possibly their families (Thurston 1995, 138-39; Martin 2003, 207-30). 
57 According to Mayer, ‘Bereits Aristoteles bestimmte den Aufbau der antiken 

Gesellschaft anhand der drei Komponenten Ehe, Hauswesen, Staat. . .  Deshalb finden sich 

Ausdrücke, die in den Bereich familiärer Sprache behören, ganz selbstverständlich neben 

Ausdrücken, die der politischen Diktion entstammen’ (2002, 177).  For a history of research on the 

household codes in the NT, see Dunn 1996; Motyer 1989; Balch 1988. 
58 Elliott 1981, 214; Lührmann 1975, 79; 1980, 83-97; Balch 1981, 34, 109. 
59 Elliott 1981, 213. 
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(politeia) is the legal union of a man and a woman for the begetting of 

children and for sharing life.  This is called a household and is the source 

for a city, concerning which it is also necessary to speak.  For the 

household is like any small city, if, at least as is intended, the marriage 

flourishes, and the children mature and are paired with one another; 

another household is founded, and thus a third and a fourth, and out of 

these, a village and a city.  After many villages come to be, a city is 

produced.  So just as the household yields for the city the seeds of its 

formation, thus also it yields the constitution (politeia).  Connected with 

the house is a pattern of monarchy, of aristocracy and of democracy.  The 

relationship of parents to children is monarchic, of husbands to wives 

aristocratic, of children to one another democratic (Epitome II.147,26-

148,16).
60

 

Further, instances of the oikonomia tradition addressed the three 

relationships of husband/wife, parent/child and master/slave because these 

relationships within the household typified, or were models of, the kinds of 

relationships found in the politeia.
61

  In Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle notes that, 

 

One may find likenesses and so to speak models of these various forms of 

a constitution in the household.  The relationship of father to sons is regal 

in type, since a father’s first care is for his children’s welfare.  This is why 

Homer styles Zeus ‘father’, for the ideal of kingship is paternal 

government.  Among the Persians paternal rule is tyrannical, for the 

Persians use their sons as slaves.  The relation of master to slaves is also 

tyrannic, since in it the master’s interest is aimed at.  The autocracy of a 

master appears to be right, that of the Persian father is wrong; for different 

subjects should be under different forms of rule.  The relationship of 

husband to wife seems to be in the nature of an aristocracy: the husband 

rules in virtue of fitness, and in matters that belong to a man’s sphere; 

matters suited to a woman he hands over to his wife.  When the husband 

controls everything, he transforms the relationship into an oligarchy, for he 

governs in violation of fitness, and not in virtue of superiority.  And 

sometimes when the wife is an heiress, it is she who rules.  In these cases 

then authority goes not by virtue but by wealth and power, as in an 

oligarchy. . .  Democracy appears most fully in households without a 

master, for in them all the members are equal; but it also prevails where 

the ruler of the house is weak, and everyone is allowed to do what he likes.  

Under each of these forms of government we find friendship existing 

between ruler and ruled, to the same extent as justice (Eth. nic. VIII 1160b 

23-1161a 10).
62

 

These examples are only a few of many that could be cited demonstrating 

‘the antiquity, continuity and universality of the association between the subject 

                                                 
60 Cited in Balch 1988, 41. 
61 Balch 1981, 34-35 
62 Cited in Balch 1981, 35. 
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matter “concerning the politeia” and that concerning “household management” 

(oikonomia)’.
63

  This close connection between the oikonomia tradition and 

political ethics indicates that in Ephesians 5:22-6:9 the author is making a ‘latent 

political claim’ and his discussion is a critique of conventional societal 

conditions.
64

  The Haustafel in Ephesians, then, presents a comprehensive vision 

of the eschatological New Humanity—the new creation politeia—realized under 

the conditions of this present fallen age.
65

  It is a manifesto for a radically new 

society.  Because the household was a microcosm of the entire believing 

community,
66

 it provides a concrete model for how the readers of Ephesians can 

carry out the command in Eph 5:18-21 to be ‘the household of God’ (oijkei~oi tou~ 

qeou~, Eph 2:19). 

This vision of the New Humanity is elaborated against the chaotic, 

destructive and divisive social patterns created and fostered by the evil powers, 

who have perverted the created order in such a way that has affected every aspect 

and level of society.  Those in positions of power manipulate, dominate and 

exploit those who are weaker in order to increase in social status and honor.
67

  

Those who have less social leverage are tempted to rebel against such oppressive 

authority structures, or to develop (self-)destructive strategies for survival.  As 

stated above, the condition of the Old Humanity is a product and reflection of the 

character of the evil powers who left their appointed stewardship of creation and 

plunged  the cosmos into disarray, disorder and chaos. 

The Haustafel must also be read as an extension or elaboration of the 

command in Eph 5:18-21 to ‘be filled by the Spirit’—which, as we argued above, 

is a call to embody and actualize the identity of the New Humanity as the dwelling 

place of God in Christ.  The Haustafel is not subordinate merely to the final 

participle uJpotasso>menoi, though this participle provides the point of transition.  

                                                 
63 Elliott 1981, 214. 
64 Elliott 1981, 219; Lührmann 1975, 79-80. 
65 Lührmann 1975, 70-71. 
66 Elliott 1981, 219.  Cf. also Lindemann: ‘Die christliche Gemeinde stellte sich dar als 

ein Modell für den Staat bzw. für die Gesellschaft als ganze’ (1985, 100). 
67 Discussing the culture of patriarchy in the first century, Bartchy claims that domination 

involved more than men dominating women.  ‘In a wide variety of cultures, men are brought up to 

gain honor for themselves precisely by dominating as many others as they can, both men and 

women’.  He states further, that across ‘all social classes, traditional male socialization 

programmed males to pursue a never-ending quest for greater honor and influence’ and that this 

‘systemic quest for honor by competition among men’ resulted in the ‘domination of males by 

other males’ (2003, 136). 
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That the broader context, especially 5:18-21, must be kept in view is clear from 

the fact that much of the discussion in the Haustafel is not driven by this 

participle.  Though structurally the Haustafel is subordinate to uJpotasso>menoi, a 

bulk of the discussion is taken up with instruction directed to those in positions of 

power, and nine of the 21 verses are directed toward the headship of husbands in 

relation to their wives. 

The Haustafel, as it appears in Ephesians, is designed to make a number of 

vital points.  First, in the New Humanity, vis-à-vis the present fallen age as 

perverted by the evil powers, there is order, which is evident from the participial 

phrase that provides the point of transition, ‘subordinating yourselves to one 

another’ (uJpotasso>menoi ajllh>loiv) (5:21).  Most scholars attempt to read this 

as a command for mutual submission.
68

  On such a view the members in the three 

pairs—husbands/wives, parents/children and slaves/masters—are to submit 

mutually to one another.  Such a reading coheres well with similar Pauline 

contexts, such as Philippians 2, where Paul exhorts his readers on the basis of the 

example of Jesus Christ, who gave up his life unto death in order to be exalted by 

God.  In the same way, believers should consider each others’ needs more 

important than their own (Phil 2:4).  On this scenario, the relationships delineated 

in the Haustafel detail the manner in which such a mutual submission ought to be 

carried out. 

While such a reading makes good sense within this context and is quite 

attractive on a number of counts, it cannot be sustained for several reasons.  First, 

the verb uJpota>ssw means ‘to subordinate’, and points to a structure within 

society that involves a hierarchical ordering.
69

  It does not have the more general 

meaning of ‘submitting’, in the sense of being considerate of others.
70

  Some 

writers have noted this factor but claim that the reciprocal pronoun ajllh>loiv 

overrides such a consideration and calls for mutuality.
71

  The writer’s expression 

here, however, is due to his having to refer to relationships within new creation 

                                                 
68 Lincoln 1990, 365; Dudrey 1999, 40; Muddiman 2001, 256-57; Keener 1992, 157-72; 

Yoder Neufeld 2002, 243-44; Kitchen 1994, 99-100; Bouttier 1991, 236-37; Caird 1976, 87. 
69 Best 1998, 517. 
70 Perriman 1998, 53. 
71 Yoder Neufeld 2002, 243. 
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communities, instead of toward outsiders.  As the Haustafel unfolds, it is clear that 

the writer does not order the relationships along mutually submissive lines.
72

A more satisfying reading, for which we are arguing, is to view the 

Haustafel as aimed at counteracting the devastating effects of the powers upon 

human relationships and in transforming relationships within appropriate 

hierarchical structures.  The solution that the author provides does not involve 

overthrowing such structures, but rather subjecting them to new creation dynamics 

so that relationships within the New Humanity take on a renewed character.  In 

this context, then, he is not calling for mutual submission, but for the ordering of 

the New Humanity in such a way that subordination is part of the picture.
73

The Haustafel as it appears in Ephesians does not identify the corruption 

of the powers in patriarchy or hierarchicalism, but in the perversion of 

relationships by selfishness and greed, leading alternatively to domination and 

rebellion.  As we will demonstrate below, the patriarchy that is advocated in 

Ephesians has its source in the character of God who is most clearly revealed in 

the self-giving Jesus, whose ‘headship’ is characterized by self-giving love for 

those for whom he is Lord and head.  But this is neither a blanket endorsement of 

cultural norms nor a kind of social conservatism, for, as our discussion will 

demonstrate, the author is radically re-orienting how relationships are to be 

conceived.
74

A second point made by the Haustafel is that the New Humanity is ordered 

under the Lordship of Christ.  This speaks to the chaotic and perverted situation as 

it exists because of the corruption of creation by the powers, which has its source 

in the powers’ rejection of their ‘modesty’ and having ‘claimed for themselves an 

                                                 
72 Sampley 1971, 117; Perriman 1998, 52-53. 
73 Perkins points to a contemporary example of mutuality operating alongside a 

hierarchical ordering within a community, citing 1QS 5:23-25: ‘each one obeys his fellow, junior 

under senior.  And their spirit and their deeds must be tested year after year in order to upgrade one 

according to the extent of his insight and the perfection of his path . . . Each should reproach his 

fellow in truth, in meekness and in compassionate love’ (2000, 11:443). 
74 Contra Mußner, who claims that ‘Haustafeln nicht in Opposition gegen die heidnische 

Umwelt entwickelt worden sind’ (1982, 153).  Further, Best is wrong to claim that ‘The advice of 

the household code echoes in large part what the better pagan moralists were saying and is in no 

sense revolutionary’ (1993, 85).  It is outside the scope of this thesis to engage the debate over the 

writer’s ‘failure’ to call for the overturn of ancient patriarchal structures altogether—a discussion 

heavily freighted with unexamined historical and ethical assumptions and examples of gross 

anachronism (cf. Bartchy 2003, 140; Dunn 1996, 61; Lührmann 1980, 83-97; Dudrey 1999, 41).  

The contemporary hermeneutical issues of ecclesiastical appropriation of the Haustafel will be left 

to the side, as well (cf. Perriman 1998). 
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absolute value’, in the words of J. H. Yoder.
75

   The powers did not maintain their 

positions as stewards of creation, but rather ceased to recognize the sovereign 

lordship of the Most High God and proceeded to carve out corners of the cosmos 

for themselves, leading to the corruption of creation and the enslavement of 

humanity.  In a renewal and restoration of the original creation, the New 

Humanity operates ‘in the fear of Christ’ (5:21), with both slaves and masters 

recognizing that they are ultimately accountable to their Lord Christ (6:9).  This is 

reinforced by the very argument of Ephesians that has at its core the cosmic 

Lordship of Christ, and is further emphasized by the portrayal of God as the 

cosmic Paterfamilias (Eph 3:14-15) with ‘all things’ in heaven and earth ordered 

under God’s ultimate authority. 

Third, the model of headship and authority in the New Humanity follows 

that of God in Christ: self-giving and cruciform.  One of the most remarkable 

features of the Haustafel in Ephesians is the extended discussion of husbands and 

how they are to follow Christ in loving and giving themselves up for their wives.  

It is striking that nothing in this context is mentioned about the husband 

controlling or manipulating his wife or controlling his children or those under his 

stewardship.  This is in remarkable contrast to similar household codes from the 

ancient world, where the focus is on the right management of the household for 

the comfort and happiness of the husband/patriarch, with no thought given to a 

sacrificial lifestyle of the ‘head’ for the sake of other members of the household.  

Similarly, in Ephesians, parents are called upon to train and nurture their children.  

While these may sound like quite harmless commands to the modern ear, they are 

spoken in the context of the absolute power of the patriarch over his family, which 

frequently was abused or used heavy-handedly and harshly in the ancient world. 

Fourth, those in positions of subordination are to be subordinate ‘from the 

heart’, and adopt a similar cruciformity.  This is in contrast to survival strategies 

of manipulation that people in subservient positions might adopt in the face of 

horrible treatment at the hands of superiors.  Thus, each level of the hierarchy—

the entire New Humanity—reflects the character of Christ himself.  That is, it 

reflects the character of the New Humanity as created ‘according to God’, and the 

cruciform example of Christ shapes the character of the entire new creation. 

                                                 
75 Yoder 1994, 142. 
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Wives and Husbands 

The first pair of relationships that the writer address is that of the husband 

and wife.  Unlike contemporary household codes, the author first addresses the 

subordinate member of the pair, as he continues to do for the remaining pairs.  

Wives are to subordinate themselves to their husbands ‘as to the Lord’ (wJv tw~| 

kuri>w|) (5:22).
76

  This command is based on the headship of the man in relation to 

his wife in the same way that Christ is the head of the church.  He writes in vv. 23-

24:  

 

because (o[ti) a man is head (kefalh<)77
 of his wife as also Christ is head 

(kefalh<) of the church, he is savior of the body; but as the church is 

subordinated (uJpota>ssetai) to Christ, thus also the wives to their 

husbands in everything. 

 

There are several striking differences between the author’s instruction to 

wives in this text and the oikonomia tradition in the ancient world.  First, the 

instruction regarding wives in the oikonomia tradition was directed to men as the 

patriarch and wives were not addressed directly.
78

  The entirely androcentric 

viewpoint of the oikonomia tradition supports our earlier contention that the 

contemporary household codes were given for the benefit of patriarchs in that they 

were advised in how to manage or control their households—wives included—for 

their own benefit and for a stable society.  In contrast to this, the writer addresses 

wives directly, exhorting them to participate fully and willingly in the New 

Humanity.
79

  He subverts the contemporary notion that the ordering of the 

household should be for the benefit of the patriarch or for those in power when he 

sets in parallel the ‘headship’ of the husband in relation to his wife and that of 

Christ in relation to the church (v. 23).  The headship of Christ is characterized by 

his providing salvation for the church, recalling Christ’s giving himself to death 

for the salvation of the church.  This is the kind of ‘headship’ the author has in 

                                                 
76 The verb uJpota>ssw does not appear here, but is understood from the appearance of the 

participle in v. 21 (Schlier 1971, 250). 
77 Perriman provides an alternative way of understanding the kefalh> that gets beyond the 

entrenched and politically loaded debate between ‘source’ and ‘authority over’.  He argues that 

kefalh> has the basic sense of that which is ‘first, foremost, prominent or pre-eminent’, so that ‘to 

be “head” of a group of people simply means to occupy the position at the top or front’ (1998, 31).  

In contemporary Greek, the kefalh> metaphor ‘appears essentially to be spatial or temporal, not 

hierarchical or organic’ (32, 50).   
78 Cf. Yoder 1994, 171-72. 
79 According to Bouttier, ‘La motivation est radicalisée par comme au Seigneur’ (1991, 

242). 
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mind, so that those in subordinate positions in the New Humanity do not exist for 

the comfort of those at the top.  Rather, those who have authority or power are to 

use it for the good, protection and nurture of those subordinate to them.
80

Second, the oikonomia tradition reflected the contemporary notion that the 

woman was constitutionally inferior to her husband.  According to Aristotle, the 

woman is less rational than the man, which explains her subordination to him: 

 

Hence there are by nature various classes of rulers and ruled.  For the free 

rules the slave, the male the female, and the man the child in a different 

way.  And all possess the various parts of the soul, but possess them in 

different ways; for the slave has not got the deliberative part at all, and the 

female has it, but without full authority, while the child has it, but in an 

undeveloped form (Pol. 1260a 9-14).
81

 

Aristotle states that each of these different classes will display a different sort of 

virtue, and that of the woman is silence (Pol. 1260a 31).
82

 Such a notion is completely absent from the Haustafel in Ephesians.  

Wives are not regarded as inferior nor as part of the household to be managed or 

manipulated for the happiness of the man in control.  His discussion recognizes 

the cultural convention of the man ‘at the head’
83

 of the household and he exhorts 

wives to subordinate themselves willingly to their husbands’ headship.  The 

author accords dignity to women and wives, while denying that their subordinate 

position is based on any alleged inferiority.  This is a further reflection of the 

‘newness’ of the New Humanity and its distinction from the surrounding cultural 

patriarchy reflecting the fallen powers.  In the New Humanity each person has 

dignity and is a valuable part of the new creation people of God. 

A third difference is that the author patterns this relationship on that of 

Christ to the church, making it theologically rich and meaningful.  The driving 

force of the Haustafel is not the comfort of the one at the head, nor is it a general 

quest for order per se.  Rather, the goal of the New Humanity is to actualize 

effectively its identity as the household of God in Christ by the Spirit, reflecting 

                                                 
80 Bartchy captures well the contrast here between the vision of headship in the Haustafel 

in Ephesians and that in the contemporary culture: He claims that ‘the aspect of God’s power that 

human beings should imitate must result in empowerment of others, which stands in striking 

contrast to the understanding of power on which every patriarchal system is based, namely, 

domination’ (2003, 137). 
81 Balch 1981, 34-35. 
82 Cf. also Pol. 1269b 12-1270a 15; V 1313b 33-36; 1314b 26; VI 1319b (Balch 1981, 

36). 
83 Perriman 1998, 31. 
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the character of God in Christ in every way and at every level.  Because of this, 

each person, whatever her position in the New Humanity hierarchy, is accorded 

dignity and honor and is given an appropriate motivation. 

In the most extended portion of the Haustafel, the writer next addresses 

husbands (vv. 25-33).  He commands husbands to love their wives ‘just as also 

(kaqw<v kai<) Christ loved (hjga>phsen) the church and gave himself up 

(pare>dwken) for her’ (v. 25).  He sets Christ as the example for the 

husband/patriarch, who gave his life for the salvation of the church.  This self-

giving had the purity and dignity of the church as its motivation (vv. 26-27).  

Further, the author orders the husband/patriarch to love his wife as himself, 

seeking to care for her in her subordinate position in the same way that he would 

seek his own ease and comfort.  This, too, is based on the relationship of Christ to 

the church as his body (vv. 28-30). 

This instruction to the husband/patriarch is completely at odds with 

contemporary household codes and directly confronts the culture of domination 

fostered by the evil powers.  First, husbands are commanded to ‘love’ their wives, 

a command that appears in no other contemporary household code.
84

  As we noted 

above, the focus in the oikonomia tradition is on the proper ordering of household 

units by the patriarch for his own comfort and ease.  Second, husbands are not to 

dominate their subordinate wives, but their love is to imitate the self-sacrificial 

love of Christ.  As Schüssler Fiorenza notes, this radically reorients patriarchy 

according to the character of the lordship of Christ.
85

  The author directly 

confronts the system of domination in the wider culture—fostered by the 

powers—where the great authority that is invested in patriarchs over their entire 

households was often exercised with conniving manipulation in the best of cases.  

Husbands are to resist the temptation to operate according to the Old Humanity, 

and not to take advantage of their position as the head, but rather to use the power 

of their position for the sake of their wives.  

Third, the writer orders husbands to view their relationship to their wives 

along the same lines as the unity between Christ and the church.  They are to see 

their wives as united to them and to care for them as their own bodies.  This rules 

                                                 
84 In reference to the command to husbands to love their wives, Schrage states that ‘es ist 

zugleich evident, daß das Verhalten der Christen im oi+kov nicht einfach der Konvention 

entspricht’ (1974, 13). 
85 Schüssler Fiorenza 1983, 269-70. 
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out viewing wives as inferior, nor are they to be viewed as subordinates that can 

be manipulated for the husband’s ease.  Rather, in opposition to other household 

codes that would have provided for the husband’s own ease or simply for order in 

the household, husbands must seek the best interests and dignity of their 

subordinate wives.  Again, the example here is the self-giving Christ, not the one 

who seeks to dominate others in an effort to uphold one’s own place. 

 While the author does not here call for the overthrow of patriarchy, he 

does indeed call for the relationship between husbands and wives to be oriented 

according to the New Humanity.  This is a radical confrontation to the corruption 

and abuse in patriarchal systems found within the Old Humanity, which is 

oriented according to the character of the fallen powers. 

 

Parents and Children 

 The writer again begins by addressing the subordinate member of this pair, 

as he exhorts children
86

 to ‘obey your parents in the Lord, for this is righteous 

(di>kaion)’ (6:1).  That children would be addressed at all is extraordinary, since, 

like wives, children are not addressed in the oikonomia tradition, where the focus 

is on the patriarch subduing or establishing dominion over his children.
87

  By 

commanding children regarding their subordinate role in the New Humanity, the 

author grants them dignity and affirms their valued position.  Further, this 

instruction is not condescending, nor does it involve the claim that young children 

are inferior in any way.  Rather, the writer motivates them by pointing out that this 

is the way of blessing from the Lord.  By doing what is righteous—subordinating 

themselves to their parents, their authorities under the Lordship of Christ—they 

will receive the blessing that the Lord has promised.
88

 The author sets ‘fathers’ (oiJ pate>rev) as the corresponding member of 

this middle pair, in a change from ‘parents’ (toi~v goneu~sin) in 6:1, signaling that 

he is addressing the power and authority invested in patriarchs of households and 

                                                 
86 The exhortation to te>kna (‘children’) has children of all ages in view, both young and 

adult (Lincoln 1990, 403; Yoder Neufeld 2002, 269). 
87 Yoder 1994, 171-72. 
88 On the debated description of the command as ‘the first command with a promise’ 

(ejntolh< prw>th ejn ejpaggeli>a|) (6:2), see Best 1998, 565-68; Schlier 1971, 281; Moritz 1996, 

153-77. 
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the great potential for the abuse of such power.
89

  Fathers are not here instructed to 

control their children to increase in family honor, nor to manipulate the direction 

or social trajectory of their lives.  Rather, in a radical exhortation that is too often 

underappreciated, the author exhorts fathers, to avoid provoking their children to 

anger, and instead to ‘bring them up’ (ejktre>fete) in the ‘discipline’ (paidei>a|) 

and ‘instruction’ (nouqesi>a|) of the Lord (6:4).  This cryptic command is often 

viewed as too brief and only lightly touching on this vital household 

relationship.
90

  Yet it is profound, in that this is a demand for fathers to act with a 

view to the best interests of their children.  Further, it demands that the dignity and 

the desires of the children be considered, for provocation to anger would result 

from fathers frustrating the goals and desires of their children, acting only in the 

perceived best interest of family honor and exploiting the weaker position of their 

children.  Instead of taking advantage of their powerful position, fathers must train 

their children in the way of the Lord, another reminder of the stewardship given to 

fathers and of their accountability to the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Slaves and Masters 

 Besides exhortation to husbands, the instruction to slaves is the most 

extensive (6:5-8), which may reflect the large number of slaves in early Christian 

congregations.  The situations faced by slaves had a wide range of possibilities, 

since some would have been quite well-trained, while others would have endured 

horrible treatment at the hands of their masters.  Slaves were often thought of as 

property,
91

 and often were treated accordingly.
92

  Because of such treatment, the 

temptation to rebel against their masters would have been nearly overwhelming.  

Occasionally, such sentiments boiled over, causing massive slave rebellions, or 

incidences of slaves murdering their masters.
93

  The instruction regarding slaves in 

                                                 
89 Yoder Neufeld 2002, 269-70.  The power of the paterfamilias across all traditions in 

the Greco-Roman world is well-attested.  In Roman society, patria potestas gave great authority 

over children to the father, though by the first century it is likely that fathers could not put their 

children to death (Keener 2000, 357; cf. Lacey 1986, 121-44).  Grown daughters and sons were 

usually still bound under their father’s authority until he died (Bartchy 2003, 136). 
90 Cf. Best 1998, 568. 
91 Aristotle, Eth. nic. V 1134b 11. 
92 On slavery in ancient Rome, see Bradley 1994; Garnsey 1996. 
93 Tacitus records the massive execution of slaves in the household of a Roman prefect 

who was murdered because of a homosexual rivalry (Annals 14.42-45).  While the killer was 

identified, Roman law required that all the slaves in a household be put to death because of the 

presumption that all may have been involved in the plot.  The case was debated in the Senate 

because of the great revulsion at the thought of executing over four thousand innocent slaves, but it 
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the oikonomia tradition was focused on the patriarch’s domination and control of 

his slaves.
94

 Into this situation, the writer exhorts slaves to be obedient to their masters 

and to serve them as ‘slaves of Christ, doing the will of God in sincerity’ (ejk 

yuch~v) (v. 6).  Again, the Haustafel is unique in that it directly addresses slaves, 

granting them a dignified and proper place in the New Humanity.  They are not 

told to submit to their masters out of concern for mere survival or the smooth 

running of society, but to cultivate an eschatological focus, doing good to their 

masters with the knowledge that ‘the Lord’ (kuri>ou) will reward the good that is 

done to all, ‘whether slave or free’ (ei]te dou~lov ei]te ejleu>qerov) (v. 8). 

 The author finally addresses the masters (oiJ ku>rioi) of slaves in v. 9.  His 

instruction is brief, but this may be because of the extended instruction previously 

directed to husbands/patriarchs.  Further, it is likely that the exhortation to ‘do the 

same things to them (i.e., to slaves)’ (ta< aujta< poiei~te pro<v aujtoi>v) in v. 9 is 

an exhortation to slave-masters to treat their slaves in such a way that reflects their 

recognition of the Lordship of Christ and the eschatological judgment based on 

deeds, irrespective of social rank.
95

  The writer calls to mind the impartiality of 

God explicitly, commanding masters to ‘give up threatening’ (ajnie>ntev th<n 

ajpeilh>n), knowing that they have the same Lord in heaven who does not show 

favoritism (v. 9b).
96

 This is a similarly radical challenge to the manner in which slaves were 

treated in the first century, and a departure from the oikonomia tradition.
97

  The 

temptation to dominate slaves and keep them oppressed would have been great, 

especially since slave rebellions would have been a constant threat, with slave 

populations being quite large in many cities.
98

  According to a proverb attributed 

                                                                                                                                      
was decided that all the slaves and their families, including women and children, must be put to 

death so as to discourage any future rebellion (Dudrey 1999, 30-31). 
94 Keener 2000, 363-64. 
95 Hoehner 2002, 815; Best 1998, 580; Schnackenburg 1991, 265.  Some writers cite this 

instruction here as evidence that the Haustafel has to do with mutual submission, so that the 

command here has in view the masters making themselves servants to their slaves (cf. Bauckham 

2002, 126; Kitchen 1994, 110). 
96 Bouttier 1991, 255. 
97 According to Aristotle, ‘The relation of master to slaves is also tyrannic, since in it the 

master’s interest is aimed at.  The autocracy of a master appears to be right . . .’ (Eth. nic. VIII 

1160b 23). 
98 Dudrey 1999, 30. 
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to Diodorus Siculus, ‘every slave we own is an enemy we harbor’.
99

  Because of 

this great temptation to mistreat household slaves, or to view them with extreme 

suspicion, the author’s command is neither cryptic nor merely obligatory, but 

rather a stern call, consistent with his exhortations to patriarchs and fathers, to 

recognize the Lordship of Christ, and that authority over another person is not an 

opportunity for exploitation or manipulation, but rather a stewardship—a 

responsibility to protect, provide for and treat with dignity, another person who is 

also under the Lordship of Christ. 

 

Conclusion 

 We had aimed at demonstrating that Eph 4:17-6:9—typically known as the 

‘ethical’ portion of Ephesians—is not only internally coherent, but also integrally 

connected with the first half of the letter.  We have previously argued that Eph 

1:20-4:16 does not have to do with laying out the broad contours of a ‘Pauline 

theology’, but rather announces and defends the cosmic Lordship of Christ over 

the powers ruling the present evil age.  This more nuanced understanding of the 

author’s argument in the first half of the letter opens up a more fruitful reading of 

the second half.  Rather than laying out a bland, disconnected and random 

collection of Pauline ethical injunctions, Eph 4:17-6:9 elucidates the implications 

of the Lordship of Christ for his people, the church, and their commission to 

epitomize the triumph of God in Christ in their corporate life together. 

                                                 
99 Dudrey 1999, 30. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 In drawing this study to a close, we must note some of the contributions 

this thesis makes to Ephesians and Pauline scholarship, and, more broadly, NT 

studies.  We have presented a case for the presence of an argument in Ephesians.  

As we noted in the introduction to this thesis, Ephesians has suffered from relative 

neglect at the hands of NT scholars, not only because it is seen as post-Pauline, 

but also because it is regarded, for the most part, as not polemically focused in any 

significant way.  We have argued that Ephesians polemically asserts the triumph 

of God in Christ over all competing cosmic forces. 

 Reading Ephesians through the lens of divine warfare allows the argument 

to emerge into plain view, being confirmed by the inclusio formed by the phrase 

‘the power of his strength’, repeated in 1:19 (tou~ kra>touv th~v ijscu>ov aujtou~) 

and 6:10 (tw|~ kra>tei th~v ijscu>ov aujtou~).  The argument involves the 

proclamation and defense of the cosmic Lordship of Christ over the powers and 

authorities that rule the present evil age.  This claim is vindicated by a rehearsal of 

the triumphs of God in Christ, and the manner in which the church is to participate 

in this triumph is exemplified by Paul in his depicted state of imprisonment and 

then outlined clearly in Eph 4:17-6:9. 

We also noted how this reading provides satisfying solutions to several 

long-standing interpretive problems.  First, scholars recognize that Ephesians 2 is 

the heart of the letter—both theologically and rhetorically—but there is little or no 

agreement as to how it actually functions in the letter, or even what its flow of 

thought is.  We have argued in chapter 3 that this passage contains a nearly 

complete pattern of divine warfare, in that, within a context of praise and worship 

(1:1-19), the author asserts the cosmic lordship of Christ and then defends this 

claim by laying out his victories over his enemies. 

 Second, interpreters have puzzled over what to make of the digression in 

Eph 3:2-13.  While some claim that this amounts to a defense of Paul’s 

apostleship or a recounting of how he was made an apostle, we have argued that 

the author is here explaining how Paul’s imprisonment may be understood as an 

epitome of the triumph of God in Christ, wherein Paul’s ministry as the 

administrator of the grace of God on earth is unhindered by his suffering defeat at 

the hands of the powers over which Christ has been exalted as Lord.  The 
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emergence of the church into existence by the proclamation of Paul the prisoner 

serves notice to the powers and authorities that God has triumphed over them in 

Christ and that their day of ultimate judgment is approaching. 

A third stubborn interpretive problem that this reading resolves is the 

quotation of Psalm 68 in Eph 4:8.  Psalm 68:18 portrays Yahweh receiving gifts 

from men, but in the quotation in Ephesians, the verb ‘receive’ has been changed 

to ‘give’, a problem that one commentator has recently noted has no satisfactory 

solution.  I have argued that the author is doing more than citing merely one verse 

within the psalm in order to provide his Scriptural warrant, nor is his citation of 

this passage ‘mistaken’, as another commentator maintains.  He is, rather, 

appealing to the narrative movement of the entire psalm, which depicts the 

victorious Yahweh ascending his throne and blessing his people.  The author, 

then, portrays Christ as the victorious divine warrior who has the right to give 

gifts to his people because of his triumphs. 

Fourth, reading Ephesians through the lens of divine warfare allows the 

integral coherence of the two halves of the letter to emerge.  The manner in which 

Ephesians holds together is difficult to detect, with some scholars claiming that its 

coherence is found only on a rhetorical basis.  We have argued, however, that in 

Eph 4:17-6:9, the author exhorts believers to embody the triumph of God in Christ 

by engaging in divine warfare against the powers and authorities that rule the 

present evil age.  Ephesians portrays two spheres within reality—the Old 

Humanity and the New Humanity—that are in conflict with each other, and calls 

for new creation communities to operate according to the New Humanity while 

resisting the forces of the evil powers that threaten such new creation life.  The 

warfare of the church is founded upon the triumph of God in Christ outlined in 

Eph 1:20-2:22, modelled after the paradoxical triumph epitomized by Paul the 

prisoner in Eph 3:2-13, and enabled by the gifts of the triumphant warrior Christ 

in Eph 4:1-16. 

 Our reading of Ephesians also has implications for related areas of 

Ephesians and Pauline studies, as well as for the broader field of NT studies.  

First, the place of Ephesians in relation to the undisputed Pauline epistles must be 

revisited.  As we noted, Ephesians is currently regarded as a pastiche of Pauline 

traditional and theological fragments woven together by a second-generation 

disciple.  This view is reinforced by the notion that the letter contains no clear line 
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of argument and has no polemical thrust.  If, however, it is demonstrated that 

Ephesians contains a clearly delineated structure and has a tightly woven 

argument, then this consensus must be re-examined and re-evaluated. 

 This plea is strengthened by recent work in Pauline theology that has 

emphasized (1) the necessity of reading his letters within an apocalyptic 

conceptual framework, and (2) the centrality of the Lordship of Christ in Paul’s 

thought, while (only slightly) marginalizing justification by faith.  Some object to 

the Pauline authorship of Ephesians because of the absence of ‘justification’ 

language in the well-known statement about salvation apart from works in Eph 

2:8-10.  Yet if the proclamation of the Lordship of Christ and his triumph over the 

evil powers within an apocalyptic view of reality is the essence of Pauline 

thought, then Ephesians resonates with that central impulse.  It is also worth 

mentioning that the criteria for judging the authenticity of the Pauline epistles is 

notoriously unstable, differing from scholar to scholar, such that the grounds on 

which Ephesians typically is excluded from the undisputed Paulines would also 

exclude certain of the accepted epistles, such as Philippians and 1 Corinthians. 

 Second, and more broadly, this thesis will provide valuable material for 

those seeking to discern the connection between Pauline proclamation and the 

Roman imperial cult.  Reading Ephesians through the ideology of divine warfare 

so that the proclamation of the triumph of God in Christ is at its center provides 

several points of contact.  Most obviously, the imperial cult also utilized the 

ideology of divine warfare to assert the universal sovereignty of Caesar.  The 

emperor was the one who provided for the peace and stability of the empire, the 

one who had conquered the forces of chaos, earning the right to be known as the 

imperial savior.  In the face of such claims, Paul asserts the cosmic lordship of 

Christ, who has triumphed over his enemies and has achieved peace (Eph 2:14).  

In opposition to the notion that it is the emperor, as pater patriae, who provides 

for the stability and right ordering of society, Paul claims that God (the cosmic 

paterfamilias, Eph 3:14-15) in Christ has created and properly orders the New 

Humanity, which is delineated via the convention of the ‘household code’ in Eph 

5:22-6:9.  Further, this New Humanity is set up in opposition to the functioning of 

Roman society, where honor is passed up the hierarchy so that those on the 

bottom serve and honor those above them, with the emperor at the top, receiving 

honor befitting his divine status.  In the New Humanity, this hierarchy is turned on 
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its head, so that those at the top treat their subordinates with respect and dignity 

and honor, since the Lord to whom all in the New Humanity are accountable is 

himself a servant who self-sacrificially gives himself for the sake of those under 

his rule (Eph 5:25). 

 These points of contact combine for a polemic on the part of the supreme 

Lordship of Christ over all competing powers and could be read as having Caesar 

and the imperial cult in view.  At the very least, those who heard this letter read in 

the context of the Roman empire would have heard references to Caesar in Paul’s 

claim that Christ is exalted far above the powers and authorities. 

 Finally, it is appropriate at this point to reflect upon the theological 

commitment to divine triumph in Ephesians and how this rhetoric might be used 

to subvert unjust discourse of triumph over the marginalized in today’s world.  It 

cannot be denied that the letter of Ephesians has a questionable history in this 

regard.  It has been used more often throughout the history of the Christian church 

in a triumphalist manner in efforts to exploit the weak than to bring hope to the 

marginalized.  The most prominent example is the use of Ephesians 5 to support 

the exploitation and subordination of women.  According to Virginia Mollenkott, 

writing in A Feminist Companion to the Deutero-Pauline Epistles, 

 

the interpretive history of Ephesians 5 is a bloody one, and the passage is 

still a matter of life and death to Christian women and children who face 

abuse in right-wing environments.  I have neither the space nor the 

stomach to trace the devastating misogyny of church fathers and 

theologians through the centuries.
1

 

 The rhetoric of the triumph of God in Christ in Ephesians is designed to 

meet such exploitative power-plays directly and to subvert them.  Ephesians 

portrays the exploitative use of power as a manifestation of the present evil age 

that is going down to destruction.  To use positions of power and authority to gain 

advantage over the marginalized is to imitate the pattern of behaviour typical of 

the fallen evil powers.  In contrast to such patterns of abuse and marginalization, 

the new humanity that Ephesians calls for is governed by the Lord Christ, ruler of 

the cosmos.  His rule is one of love and self-sacrifice on behalf of others, and his 

cosmic reign is most clearly manifest in his reconciling aliens and strangers, 

bringing them into the very centre of the work of God in the world. 

                                                 
1 Mollenkott 2003, 39. 
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 Further, the triumph of Christ was accomplished in his death and validated 

by God in his resurrection.  Christian existence that is faithful to God in Christ, 

therefore, must be explicitly cruciform, so that the social life of Christian 

communities takes the shape of death and resurrection.  The exhortatory portions 

of Ephesians make clear how Christian churches are to implement such 

community life—by living self-sacrificially loving lives.  Such cruciform 

existence must be modelled primarily by those with maximal social capital in 

churches—particularly men (husbands and fathers) and Christian leaders.  We had 

argued that this is the thrust of the digression in Ephesians 3, demonstrating that 

God in Christ is most magnified in the cosmos—and his triumph over the fallen 

powers is most clearly seen—when those in positions of ecclesiastical authority 

purposefully content themselves to inhabit positions of social shame and 

dishonour.  Sadly, since it is embedded in such a power-hungry culture, Western 

Christianity has given way to triumphalism in this regard, failing to grasp the 

central impulse of the divine warfare tradition of which Ephesians consciously 

partakes—that the power of God is demonstrated most clearly in human agents 

that utterly lack credentials or are seen to be weak. 

 Ephesians provides strong hints that those with maximal social capital are 

most responsible to humble themselves by epitomizing the kind of love that 

husbands are to have for their wives in the self-emptying of Christ and his 

sacrificial love for the church.  Further, the amount of instruction given to 

husbands here in Ephesians 5 is out of all proportion to the commands given to 

wives.  While many focus their attention on the command for wives to be subject 

to husbands in Eph 5:22, the husband, or patriarch, receives far more attention in 

this extended passage, and the standard by which husbands’ love for their wives 

will be measured is an exacting one.  This is indeed remarkable when compared 

with similar household codes from the ancient world.  As Elna Mouton notes,  

 

[i]n contrast to the often abusive power of contemporary authorities, the 

essence of God’s power is defined in terms of loving care and concern for 

people, and particularly by God’s restoring what was lost to them, namely, 

their dignity and humanity.
2

 

                                                 
2 Mouton 2003, 69. 
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 These same liberative impulses may be appropriated more broadly as the 

Christian church proclaims the liberating good news that God in Christ has come 

to free God’s creation from the fallen powers that hold it in captivity.  In our most 

immediate situation in the West, the Christian church is often complicit in the 

erection of barriers between Christian and Muslim.  This situation is exactly that 

which is depicted in Ephesians 2:11-12—the rule of the fallen powers over this 

present evil age is manifest in their having divided up humanity and fostered 

animosity between groups.  The increase and hardening of ‘in-group/out-group’ 

rhetoric has led to American Christians embracing their identity as Americans far 

more profoundly than their identity as followers of the crucified and resurrected 

Christ.  This is re-affirmed and reinforced by the rhetoric of the triumph of 

American ideals and the ‘liberation’ of heretofore oppressed peoples and nations. 

 The rhetoric of triumph in Ephesians is designed to subvert such discourse.  

It constitutes a call to refuse to embrace one’s national identity at a fundamental 

level in efforts to exploit or gain advantage over others.  To fully embrace identity 

in Christ is to recognize that his triumph is manifest in his uniting disparate groups 

of humanity in himself and to actively work to redeem relationships and work for 

the liberation and dignity of the marginalized at every opportunity.  According to 

Ephesians, to foster division through promotion and cultivation of group identities 

other than identity with the ‘new humanity’ in Christ, is to seek to advance the 

rule of the fallen powers over the present evil age.  To welcome and work for the 

dignity and honour of the marginalized is to make manifest that Christ is indeed 

Cosmic Lord over all powers and authorities and that the new age in Christ has 

indeed come in power. 
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