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Lesson 1 — Background to Paul and His Letter to  
the Ephesians — Ephesians 1:1-2

Before we dive into Ephesians, it will be helpful to understand its context: something 
about its Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How. This will help us avoid stumbling into 
wrong assumptions or misunderstandings as well as help us develop compassion for and 
comprehension of the author and his original readers.

Who – The Author
It was customary during these early centuries for a letter’s author to immediately and 
clearly identify himself (1:1).  He again identifies himself in chapter 3: “For this reason I, 
Paul, a prisoner….” Who was this man named Paul, and why was he a prisoner?

 » Born Saul of Tarsus (Acts 22:3)
 » An ancient port city, possibly as long ago as ancient Assyria during the time of 
Moses (Gen. 10:11)

 » Located at a crossroads connecting Asia Minor to Syria/Persia (Daniel)

 » Alexander the Great brought Greek language, religion (paganism), and culture

 » Highly praised for its philosophers, poets, and linguists

 » Universities of Tarsus excelled only by Athens and Alexandria 

 » Tarsus library held 200,000 books including a huge collection of scientific works.

 » c 67-64 BC, Pompey subjected Tarsus to Rome; became capital of Roman province 
of Cilicia, a “free city” whose citizens became Roman citizens

 » Rome added its polytheistic paganism to the belief systems

 » Large Jewish population from as early as the 700s BC (2 Kings 17:23; John 7:35)

 » Jewish population absorbed Greek language and culture; many immigrated back to 
Palestine (Acts 6:1)

 » Born Saul
 » Roman citizen by birth

 » Spoke both Greek and Hebrew from early age

 » Trained in the Jewish law by Pharisee Gamaliel

 » A “Pharisee of Pharisees”

 » Member of Jerusalem Sanhedrin at young age
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Why is all this important?  

Saul/Paul was Uniquely Qualified for Ministry to the Gentiles 
(Galatians 1:15; Acts 9:15)

 » Grasp of OT/Jewish history and law facilitated understanding of and presentation 
of Jesus Christ as the One who fulfilled the Law (Matt. 5:17)

 » Jewish education and Pharisee credentials assured acceptance by Jews anywhere 
and allowed him to preach in synagogues wherever he traveled

 » Roman citizenship and knowledge of Greek culture, religion, and philosophy 
enabled ministry anywhere in the Roman world, to both Jews and Gentiles (1 Cor. 
9:19-23).

 » Spoke Greek and Hebrew fluently (Acts 21:37-40).

 » Saul/Paul’s Spiritual Journey and Ministry
 » Present at stoning of Stephen (Acts 7:58-60)
 » c. AD32 — Conversion — Acts 9:1-19 and 22:1-16
 » Immediately after conversion — Acts 9:19-22 
 » Next 3 years — Galatians 1:11-24 
 » Antioch of Syria
 » Meanwhile — Acts 11 
 » Barnabas brings Saul from Tarsus to teach (Acts 11:25-26a)
 » c. AD44 — Barnabas and Saul go up to Jerusalem with money from believers in 
Antioch for the believers in Jerusalem (Acts 11:29-30) 

 » 1st Missionary Journey :: c. AD 45 to 48
 » Acts 13-14 — “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have 
called them.”

 » Earliest date for writing letter to the Galatians, c. AD 49 from Antioch.

 » Council of Jerusalem :: c. AD 49/50 (Acts 15; Galatians 2)

 » Earliest date for writing 1st and 2nd letters to the Thessalonians.
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 » 2nd Missionary Journey :: c. AD 50 to 53 (Acts 15:36 - 17:32)

 » Latest date for writing 1st then 2nd Thessalonians

 » 3rd Missionary Journey :: c. AD 54-58

 » Dictated book of Romans to prepare them for his visit [longed to visit Rome].

 » In Macedonia
 » Probably writes letter we have as 2nd Corinthians.
 » Latest date for writing letter to Galatians.

 » Paul’s Later Life :: c. AD 58 - 67/68
 » AD 58, warned if he goes to Jerusalem he would be imprisoned (Acts 21:10-14) 
 » AD 58, delivered offering to Jerusalem church (Acts 21:17-19-f) 
 » AD 58-60, prisoner in Caesarea (Acts 23:33 - 26:32).
 » AD 60-63, travels to Rome under Roman guard (Acts 27 and 28).

 » Dictates letters to the Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and to Philemon
 » Possibly dictates Hebrews1

 » AD 65-66, released from prison; revisits Greece and Asia Minor2

 » Writes 1st Timothy and Titus.

 » AD 66, re-arrested, now by Rome as a criminal of the state under emperor Nero2

 » Writes 2nd Timothy while in prison awaiting martyrdom.

 » AD 67/68, is beheaded2 
 » Paul’s testimony regarding his post-conversion life:

 » Acts 23:1-6 and 24:16
 » Philippians 3:4-11
 » 2 Corinthians 11:23-28 and 12:1-11

What / Why — A Plea for Unity in Christ

1. Eastern Church as well as Eusebius, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Fenton, and others accept its Pauline authorship,  
     some thinking Paul wrote or preached it in Hebrew and Luke translated it into Greek (see Halley pp 646-7).
2. According to early church tradition based upon historians such as Eusebius, Tertullian, Clement, and Dionysius.
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When — ad 60-63 
 » Acts 28:16-31
 » Eph. 6:2 and Col. 4:7-9

How 
 » amanuenses 
 » 2 Corinthians 11:23-27
 » Acts 23:3-5, 1 Corinthians 16:21, Galatians 4:15 and 6:11, and 2 Thessalonians 3:17

Where — Ephesus
 » Where is “Asia”?
 » c. 6000 BC
 » c. 1500 BC
 » c. 560 BC
 » 27 BC

 » Paul and the Church at Ephesus3

 » Acts 2:9 – Jews from Asia were present in Jerusalem for Pentecost when the Holy 
Spirit was poured out upon Jesus’ followers

 » Acts 2:41 – It is reasonable to assume some of those who believed and were 
baptized could have come from the area of Ephesus.

 » Acts 6:9 – Jews from Asia argued with Stephen.
 » Acts 16:6-10 – Paul is forbidden by the Holy Spirit to preach in Asia.
 » Acts 18:1-3, 11 – Paul meets Aquila of Pontus and his wife Priscilla, followers of The 
Way. Work together in Corinth for over a year and a half.

 » Acts 18:18-21 – Paul leaves for Syria; Aquila and Priscilla travel with him as far as 
Ephesus – so Paul finally arrives in Ephesus, but he does not stay long.

 » Acts 19:1-10 – Paul finally arrives in Ephesus to stay for a while. For 3 months, Paul 
speaks in the synagogue, “reasoning and persuading about the kingdom of God.”

 » Acts 19:10 – Paul continues there for 2 years and “all the residents of Asia heard the 
word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.”

 » Acts 19:11-17 – God works signs and wonders through Paul; “this became known to 
all the residents of Ephesus, both Jews and Greeks” – and fear of the Lord fell upon 
them and they extolled the name of Jesus.

3. Much of this information taken from: Jennings, James. “History of the Church at Ephesus.” Grace Community Church,  
     San Antonio, Texas. YouTube. September 14, 2020. <youtu.be/YEg0Ga5nons>. September 10, 2021.
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 » Acts 19:18-19 – Public burning of books by believers confessing occult practices. 
Materials valued at 50,000 pieces of silver (1 piece of silver = 1 day’s wage).

 » Acts 19:20 – “Word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.”
 » Acts 19:23-35 – Massive riots created by businessmen angry at their loss of profits 
in selling idols, etc. of Artemis. God uses government official to quiet 
the mob. Paul escapes Ephesus before he is killed.

 » Acts 20:16-30 – Sailing from Macedonia, Paul lands in Miletus and 
calls Ephesian elders to him to say good-bye; thinks he will never see 
them again. Gives careful instructions and warnings.

 » vv. 29-30 – Tells the elders that from among their group will come 
some who will twist sound doctrine and become “fierce wolves,” 
drawing away believers.

 » 2 Corinthians 1:8-11 – Paul mentions that in Asia he had felt the 
sentence of death.

 » Acts 21:27 – In Jerusalem, men from Asia are instrumental in causing 
Jewish leaders to arrest Paul.

 » Acts 28:30 – c. 62 AD: In prison in Rome, Paul writes his letter to the 
Ephesians.

 » The Ephesian Church after Paul
 » After release from prison, Paul travels again to Greece, Macedonia, 
and Asia Minor (possibly after traveling to Spain).

 » Writes to Timothy who is now pastoring in Ephesus:
 » 1 Timothy 1:3-11 – Tells him to stay in Ephesus to stop the spread of different 
doctrine.

 » Whole letter deals with difficult issues in Ephesian church. Paul’s prophecy to 
Ephesian elders in Acts 20:30 has happened.

 » Ephesian church had not put on the full armor of God (Ephesians 6) and have now 
fallen to the schemes of the Adversary.

 » No longer burning books on obvious ungodliness. Now doctrinal issues are more 
insidious and more subtle: a return to the Jewish Law.

 » 2 Timothy 2:22 – “flee youthful passions” = ignorant, emotional quarrels over 
doctrine

 » Revelation 2 – 95/96 AD – Christ, Himself, writes the Ephesian church; 
acknowledges they have been successful in dealing with doctrinal issues but have 
lost their first love for Him.

Ephesian church went 
 » from love of the occult to love for Christ; 
 » from love for Christ to love of controversy; 
 » from dealing with controveries to abandoning their initial love for Jesus Christ and 
for mankind (Jennings).

Artemis: “The Lady of 
Ephesus,” 1st C AD. 

Ephesus Archaeological 
Museum.
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First Look at Ephesians

1. Who is Paul speaking to in his letter?

2. Why is it important to understand the answer to Q1?

3. What larger spiritual issue(s) was Paul dealing with in Ephesus which he might be 
thinking about as he writes?

4. In 1:2, Paul greets and blesses his readers with two important concept words.
a. What are those two concept words and what do they mean within Paul’s context? 

b. Why are they fundamentally important to his readers?

Homework
1. Read the Introduction to this study series, “Alive in Christ,” page ix.
2. Read again all six chapters of Paul’s letter, this time using the provided text pages. As 

you read, use a Greek letter chi (     )  to mark each occurrence of the title “Christ” or its 
pronouns “he” and “him.”  Be careful! You are looking only for the pronouns “he and 
“him” which apply specifically to Christ.

3. Look at when and how Paul references Christ in 1:1-7. What does Paul say about 
Christ?


