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Ephesians 6:1-4 
We pick up where we left off last week with exhortations that now center on children.  This 
section affirms the covenant relationship between children and parents.  Obedience to parents 
is an outgrowth of our obedience to the Lord.   
 
Ephesians is not interested in the negative aspects of discipline.  It centers more on the positive 
responsibility to receive instruction.  In Greek the word for discipline spans the range between 
appropriate discipline for young children to the more in-depth instruction given to an older 
adolescent.  In Greek the word for instruction refers to verbal correction or education.   
 
The Essenes would have been prevalent in and around Ephesus at the time that the Letter to 
the Ephesians was written.  The Essenes were a Jewish sect that lived throughout Judea.  They 
did not settle in one city but populated (in large numbers) every town.  The Dead Sea Scrolls are 
said to be the product of the Essenes.   
 
From that source we learn that they led a strictly communal life.  They had observances and 
customs such as collective ownership of property.  They elected a leader to attend to the 
interests of the group, and it was commanded that the people be obedient to the orders given 
by their leader.  They were forbidden from making (swearing) oaths and from sacrificing 
animals.  They controlled their tempers and served as instruments of peace.  The Essenes chose 
not to possess slaves but served each other equally.   
 
As it relates to our reading the word children (in the Essene community) referred to adults 
obligated to care for (and respect) aging parents – Honor your father in your poverty and your 
mother in your steps, for like grass for a man (so is his father) and like a pedestal for a man (so 
is his mother).  For they are the oven of your origin, and just as they have dominion over you 
and form the spirit, so you must serve them (in other letters Paul used the obligations of adult 
children toward their parents to describe the relationships between himself and his converts).   
 
The Essenes used the education received from parents as the basis for this obligation to the 
elderly.  In sharp contrast to this, in other writings (such as Sirach 30:1-13) it recommends strict 
discipline, constant correction, and beating so that the son will become like his father.  
However, in other places warnings against excessive harshness can also be found.  Exhortation, 
reasoning, and encouragement should be used for children.   
 
Questions for Discussion 
How do we honor our parents as older children? 
What does it mean to be disciplined in the Lord?   
 
 



Ephesians 6:5-9 
The instruction to slaves is more lengthy than that given to the other groups in this section.  The 
text is an adaptation of Colossians 3:22-25.  At a time when we have a heightened awareness of 
the horrific atrocities that were done to slaves the language in this section is offensive.  In order 
to address this section with some integrity – 

We need to understand the context. 
Modern translations soften the word slave to servants. 
I will use the word slave when speaking in the context of the secular world. 
I will use the word servant when speaking in the context of the Christian community.  

 
In all the ancient codes there were stipulations on how slaves were to be treated.  In the 
secular world slaves were depicted as unreliable.  The New Testament codes are distinct in that 
they address servants directly rather than merely providing rules to masters.  Servants were 
members of the early Christian communities.  The honorable slaves described in the Christian 
household code were not to be lumped in with the cultural stereotypes found in the secular 
world.  His or her dignity was centered on service to the Lord.  An owner might free (in his will) 
those servants whom he considered zealous and affectionate.  Ephesians opens up the 
possibility of human reward for devoted service to the Lord (who governs the behavior of all 
Christians regardless of their status).   
 
Judgment brings the servant and the master under the same Lord.  The warning that Colossians 
3:25 addressed to wicked servants has been reformulated in verse 8.  The Lord rewards each 
person (slave or free) for any good he or she does.  The reminder that God is an impartial judge 
appears at the end (reinforcing this admonition to masters).  The partiality that power and 
position gave individuals in human courts did not apply in front of the heavenly judge.   
 
Though the warning addressed to masters appears stronger than that in Colossians 4:1, the 
imperatives are weaker.  Instead of the positive characteristics (just and equitable treatment) 
required of masters in Colossians, verse 9 has an unclear admonition (to do the same and avoid 
threatening behavior).  The latter reflects a common theme in master/servant relationships 
(the injuries that result from the master acting out his rage). 
 
Once more we find these household codes to be awkward and unjust and immoral.  First-
century readers would find its concerns for proper roles and subordination quite natural.  
Women were expected to defer to their husbands.  Adult children continued to be subject to 
the authority of their parents.  In that context, Ephesians directs those in authority to moderate 
common forms of abusive power.  The authority of the father over wife and children requires 
self-sacrifice for their welfare.  It does not permit subjecting them to dehumanizing labor or 
harsh punishments.   
 
Ephesians presumes households in which both dominant and subordinate parties share a 
common faith (unlike the situation in 1 Peter where wives and slaves are subject to non-
Christians).  Since the household was considered the fundamental unit of the larger society, the 
relationship of Christians to the larger social structures is also at stake.   



Questions for Discussion  
What is the gospel message in this section? 
What is the overall message in these household codes? 
 
Ephesians 6:10-20  
The introduction in verse 10 echoes Colossians 1:11.  The people knew the power of God in the 
salvation that they already experienced.  Wearing the armor of a soldier offers a striking 
metaphor for divine protection.  Although the concrete details of the armor are biblical (not 
Roman) the audience probably envisaged the fully armored Roman soldier when they heard 
these words. 
 
The phrase cosmic power implies that God is omnipotent and universal.  While the terms rulers 
and authorities are frequently found in the New Testament the expressions cosmic powers and 
spiritual forces of evil (that are found in the heavenly places) seem to have been coined by the 
author of Ephesians.  They are equivalent to other descriptions of evil powers in Jewish 
apocalyptic writings (Jubilee and 1 Enoch).  By expanding the double expression of rulers and 
authorities with these new terms Ephesians has conveyed a sense that powers of evil pervade 
the cosmos.  And the power of God is superior to any such forces.   
 
Verse 13 picks up the exhortation of verse 11.  Given the strength of the forces arrayed against 
them, Christians must be well armed to withstand the day of battle.  The vagueness of the 
concluding clause (having done everything, to stand firm) suggests that the author has an 
indefinite future in mind.  The structures of the present age will continue for an unknown 
period.   
 
Verse 14 picks up the verb stand from the end of the previous sentence.  Those standing are 
properly equipped with each piece of armor.  The equipment and characteristics associated 
with the various items of armor have been taken from traditions concerning the armor of the 
Lord.  Although the previous verses suggested that the combat was primarily defensive, most of 
the virtues in this section speak of positive actions.  Such offensive acts bring the image closer 
to that of the Lord arming himself to come in judgment (or to the Essene notion of the Prince of 
the Congregation ready to establish the new people of God). 
 
When Ephesians 4:24 uses the verb clothe for the new human being created in the image of 
God, that new being is created in righteousness and holiness of truth.  We heard in 5:9 that 
righteousness, goodness, and truths were the fruits of light.  Therefore the virtues that 
Christians were to put on when they were converted provided the same desired armor.  The 
boots (for the gospel of peace) suggested a readiness for a long march.  In Ephesians, the peace 
that comes through preaching the gospel is established when there is unity of Jew and Gentile 
in the body of Christ. 
 
Ephesians speaks of peace as given as part of God’s plan of salvation.  It is harmoniously uniting 
all things in heaven and on earth in Christ.  This plan has already been made known to the 
rulers and authorities in the heavens.   



Unlike the small round shield that is described here the people would have seen men wear a 
full-length shield of leather-covered wood that protected the whole body.  Burning arrows were 
used in attacks.  A soldier who became terrified by flaming arrows caught in his shield would 
throw it down and then become vulnerable to enemy spears.  Those who read this passage 
would be familiar with these images.  Now they were to link them to the shield of God. The 
arrows and sword were ready to do battle with the wicked.   
 
Arrows appear as metaphors for sins of speech (Proverbs 26:18).  The blasphemous words that 
the wicked speak against God are fiery arrows that eventually ignite divine wrath.  The closest 
parallel to the image in Ephesians can be found in one of the Essene hymns.  The righteous 
person (the speaker in this hymn) trusts in the Lord despite the attacks being mounted against 
him: They – they attack my life on your account, so that you will be honored by the judgment of 
the wicked . . . heroes have set up camp against me surrounded by all their weapons of war; 
they loose off arrows without any cure; the tip of the spear, like fire which consumes trees.   
 
It is the testimony of the speaker to the truth about God that excites the attack of the wicked – 
You have set me as a reproach and a mockery of traitors, foundation of truth and of knowledge 
for those on the straight path.   
 
Along with the helmet the faithful are encouraged to take up the sword that is the Word of 
God.  The metaphor refers to the sword that comes from the mouth of God to strike down the 
enemies of God.  We see that parallel in the Book of Revelation.   
 
Ephesians returns to the theme of prayer that opened the letter.  It is also replicated in 
Colossians 4:2-4.  Our attention returns to Paul who is imprisoned and here he softens the 
dramatic and emotional impact of the call to arms.  Paul now appeals to the emotions of the 
people.  They should be eager to follow the example of Paul that has been set before them.  
Prayer is necessary for those who will receive the divine power.  References to praying 
continually is a regular feature of these letters from Paul.  Prayer is the activity of the Spirit in 
the believer.   
 
The people should not assume that Paul will be set free from prison.  However, the people can 
share their love for Christ and bear witness to the gospel through their prayers for Paul.  In this 
letter we do not get the sense that the Christians in Ephesus are about to be imprisoned as was 
Paul.  But hostile powers still governed them at that time.  On the one hand the armor is 
equivalent to the new clothing that Christians put on when they are converted.  On the other 
hand the armor prepares them to withstand attacks that come to them continually.  Believers 
must listen to sermons, read Scripture, talk with other Christians, engage in regular prayer, and 
sing the praises of God to keep focused and ready for any onslaught from evil.   
 
The armed soldier of this section provides the image of the secure believer.  Such people will 
not be found shifting from one opinion to another.  They should consistently speak the truth in 
love.   
 



Questions for Discussion  
What do you wear to protect yourself from temptations and evil? 
In our world today what prayers do we offer to God? 
 
Ephesians 6:21-24 
These letters traditionally ended with information about the writer’s immediate plans, 
additional instructions, or words to particular individuals.  Since Ephesians is not addressed to 
an audience that Paul knew personally such concrete details are lacking.  In Ephesians there are 
more general expressions like – peace to the brothers (the whole community) – and – grace be 
with all who have an undying love for our Lord Jesus Christ.  As a result any Christians who 
happen upon the letter may feel themselves included.   
 
In this conclusion Paul indirectly returns to one of the main themes of the letter.  The existence 
of the church (united in love with its head) is the sign of the loving providence of God.  The will 
of God is to unite all people in the new creation.   
 
Next Sessions 
Ash Wednesday (Livestreamed) – March 2 (7:30 pm) 
One-Day Spiritual Retreat – March 5 (10 am – 4 pm) 
Wednesdays in Lent – March 9 through April 6 (7:30 pm) 
Bible Study in Spring – April 20 through May 25  
 
Closing Prayer (Based on Ephesians 6) 
Lord God, today we put on the full armor to guard our lives against attack.  We put on the belt 
of truth to protect against lies and deception.  We put on the breastplate of righteousness to 
protect our hearts from the temptations we battle.  We put on the gospel of peace on our feet 
so we are ready to take your light wherever you send us this day.   
 
We choose to walk in the peace and freedom of your Spirit and not be overcome with fear and 
anxious thoughts.  We take up your shield of faith that will extinguish all the darts and threats 
hurled our way by the enemy.  We believe in your power to protect us and choose to trust in 
you.  We put on the helmet of salvation (which covers our minds and thoughts) reminding us 
that we are children of the day, forgiven, set free, and saved by the grace of Christ Jesus.    
 
We take up the sword of the Spirit (your very Word) the one offensive weapon given to us for 
battle.  It has the power to demolish strongholds.  It is alive, active, and sharper than any 
double-edged sword.   
 
We ask for your help in remembering to put on your full armor every day, for you give us all 
that we need to stand firm in this world.  Forgive us for the times we have been unprepared, 
too busy to care, or trying to fight and wrestle in our own strength.  We give thanks that we 
never fight alone for you are constantly at work on our behalf (shielding, protecting, 
strengthening, and bringing to light what needs to be known).  In the name of Christ.  Amen  
 


