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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 1. Blessed in the Beloved

Reading: Ephesians 1:1-14
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P a r t  O n e

Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group traces the Father-Son-Spirit shape of Paul's opening blessing for themselves, using the repeated 
refrain as their map, and meets the word 'mystery' for the first time without having it explained away.

Catholic Touchstone
The Trinity is not an appendix to the gospel but its plot: the Father chooses, the Son redeems, the Spirit seals, 
and the Church's worship still moves in that shape.

Ephesians opens with a single enormous sentence of blessing, verses 3 to 14, that Paul pours out 
before he asks anything of anyone. Tonight the group learns to read it the way you learn a song: by 
finding the refrain. The phrase 'to the praise of his glory' closes three panels, and each panel has a 
divine actor. Along the way the word 'mystery' surfaces at verse 9 for the first time in the letter. 
Your single most important discipline tonight is to leave that word unresolved. The whole study is 
built on the group chasing it. At the end they will write a sealed guess about what the mystery is, 
and it will not be opened until session 9.

What You Need to Know

One sentence, one breath
In the Greek, verses 3 to 14 run as one continuous sentence, by most counts one of the longest in 
the New Testament. Paul does not pause to organize; he piles clause on clause like a man describing 
something too large for grammar. The passage is a berakah, the Jewish form of blessing prayer that 
begins 'Blessed be God who...' and then recites what God has done. Paul, a Pharisee formed by the 
synagogue, opens his letter the way Israel opens her prayers, except that his recital of God's deeds 
now runs through Christ and the Spirit.

Who wrote it, and to whom
The letter presents itself as Paul's, writing from prison (3:1, 6:20), and the Church has always 
received it as his. You should know, in case a sharp participant raises it, that some modern scholars 
question whether Paul wrote it directly or through a disciple, partly because its style is more 
liturgical than his other letters. The Church has not defined the question, and nothing in this study 
hangs on it: the letter is canonical and inspired either way. A related textual note: the words 'in 
Ephesus' in verse 1 are missing from several of our earliest manuscripts, which has led many 
scholars to think this was a circular letter meant for several churches in the region. That would 
explain its sweeping, cosmic tone. Present both points with an open hand if they come up; do not 
raise them yourself unless asked.
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The map you are handing them
The refrain 'to the praise of his glorious grace' (v. 6) and 'to the praise of his glory' (vv. 12, 14) 
divides the sentence into three panels: verses 3 to 6, where the Father chooses and destines; verses 
7 to 12, where the Son redeems and reveals; verses 13 to 14, where the Spirit seals and guarantees. 
Do not hand the group this structure. The whole point of tonight is that they find it. Your questions 
walk them there.

The word to leave alone
At verse 9 Paul says God 'has made known to us in all wisdom and insight the mystery of his will.' In 
Paul's usage mystērion is not a puzzle for clever people to solve; it is a secret God kept for ages and 
has now begun to unveil. Verse 10 gives us its outline, a plan 'to unite all things in him, things in 
heaven and things on earth,' but the letter will keep circling back to the word and filling it in. Resist 
every urge to define it tonight. The sealed guess on the Take-Home depends on the group living 
with the question.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Israel's election vocabulary
Nearly every key word in this blessing is borrowed from God's covenant with Israel. At Sinai, God 
calls Israel 'my own possession among all peoples' (Exodus 19:5) and a 'holy nation' (19:6). 
Deuteronomy 7:6-8 says God 'chose' Israel to be 'a people for his own possession,' and gives the 
reason: not their size or merit, but simply that 'the LORD set his love upon you.' Paul takes that 
whole vocabulary, chosen, holy, loved, possession, and applies it to a largely Gentile church, in 
Christ. Verse 14's phrase about acquiring 'possession' of the inheritance rings the same bell. What 
Israel was by covenant, the Church now is in the Beloved. How Gentiles got inside Israel's 
vocabulary is a question this letter will answer later; tonight it is enough that the group hears the 
echo.

Adoption and inheritance
Sonship and inheritance are Old Testament covenant categories: Israel is God's firstborn son 
(Exodus 4:22), and the land is Israel's inheritance. Paul lifts both words into a larger register. We 
are destined 'in love to be his sons,' and the inheritance is no longer a territory but God's own life, 
with the Spirit given now as the first installment. The trajectory from land to Lord is one of the 
quiet Old-to-New movements of the whole letter.

Voices of the Church
Read these aloud where they land. Each is either a direct citation or an honest summary, labelled as such.

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407
Preaching on this very passage, St. John Chrysostom lingers over the phrase 'before the foundation of the world.' 
He teaches, in substance, that Paul heaps up words because grace has outrun language, and that God chose us 
before we existed precisely so that no one could imagine his love was a payment for our merits. God did not choose 
us because we were holy; he chose us so that we would become holy. Election is the beginning of our holiness, not a  
reward for it.

Homilies on Ephesians, Homily 1. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
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For the group. For anyone in the room who quietly suspects God tolerates them rather than wants them: his wanting you 
predates the world, and predates every reason you could give him not to.

St. Thomas Aquinas, d. 1274
Commenting on this chapter, St. Thomas teaches, in substance, that predestination is entirely gratuitous: God's 
choice rests on nothing in us, foreseen or otherwise. But God's plan does not bypass our freedom; it includes it. He 
ordains not only the destination but the road, our free acts, our prayers, the graces that carry us. God's choosing 
does not crush the will; it is what makes the will's free yes possible at all.

Commentary on Ephesians, chapter 1. Summary of St. Thomas Aquinas' teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This is your anchor for the predestination discussion: grace and freedom are not rivals fighting over the 
same territory.

St. Irenaeus of Lyons, d. c. 202
Our Lord Jesus Christ did, through his transcendent love, become what we are, that he might bring us to be even 
what he is himself.

Against Heresies, Book 5, preface.
For the group. This is what 'unite all things in him' costs and gives: God does not gather creation to himself from a distance. 
He enters it.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 1077. The Catechism opens its treatment of the liturgy by quoting Ephesians 1:3-6: the Father is the 
source of every blessing, and the Church's worship is our blessing him back for his blessings.

CCC 257. God's eternal plan flows from the love of the Trinity: he destined us in love to be his adopted sons in 
the beloved Son. The Catechism speaks here in the very vocabulary of Ephesians 1.

CCC 600. To God all moments of time are present at once. His eternal plan of predestination includes each 
person's free response to his grace; it does not replace it.

CCC 1037. God predestines no one to go to hell. This is the fixed boundary of every Catholic account of election.

CCC 698. The seal is a symbol of the Holy Spirit: the Father set his seal on Christ, and in him marks us with his 
seal. The Church hears this in baptism and confirmation.

CCC 1296. By confirmation the Christian is marked with the seal of the Holy Spirit, the sign of belonging wholly 
to Christ and of the promise of divine protection.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (plant). The word appears for the first time at 1:9. Name that it appeared, let the group notice 
what little Paul says about it, and refuse to define it. The Take-Home carries the sealed My Guess box; tell them 
to write one sentence at home, seal or fold it, and bring it back next week for you to keep until session 9.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (plant). The group counts these tonight. The phrase is the letter's signature; 
every later session will lean on the fact that everything God does, he does inside his Son.

Inheritance and possession (plant). Verse 14's inheritance language, borrowed from Israel, returns at 1:18 
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and 5:5. Just make sure the Sinai echo lands tonight; do not chase it forward yet.

Objection Bench
Leader only. Do not raise these unless someone in the room does.

If God chose before the foundation of the world, prayer and effort are pointless; the list is already 
written.
God's plan includes our free response as part of the plan, not as an obstacle to it (CCC 600). The choosing is 
aimed at our becoming holy, which is precisely a life of prayer and effort. Election is the reason your yes 
matters, not the reason it does not.

This all sounds like the Church borrowed Israel's promises and left Israel behind.
Hold the question rather than settling it tonight: Paul himself will address how Gentiles were brought near, and 
what that means, later in this very letter. God does not revoke his gifts; he widens their reach in Christ.

Session Goals
1. The group discovers the threefold refrain and the Father-Son-Spirit structure of verses 3 to 14 

without being told it in advance.

2. The group meets the word 'mystery' at 1:9, sees what Paul does and does not say about it, and 
leaves it deliberately open.

3. The group hears Israel's election vocabulary underneath Paul's blessing and connects Sinai to 
the Church.

4. The group can answer the unconditional-election objection from the text itself: chosen in him, 
chosen for holiness, sealed upon believing.

5. Every participant takes home the sealed My Guess box and knows to write one sentence before 
next week.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Win and opening prayer, 12 minutes. Reading, 5. Questions 1 to 3 (structure and panels), 20. Questions 4 and 5 
(the Father's choice and the steelman), 15. Questions 6 and 7 (the mystery and the discovery), 15. Questions 8 
and 9 (the seal and the synthesis), 12. Send, Live It, sealed guess instructions, closing prayer, 10. That totals 
about 89; use the cuts if you start late.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut the Dig Deeper on anakephalaiōsasthai in question 6; St. Irenaeus still appears on the Take-Home.

2. Cut the depth layers of question 3 and take only the plain version.

3. Compress question 8 to a two-minute leader explanation of seal and guarantee rather than a full discussion.

4. Drop the second Win question.
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Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father, before we had done anything, you loved us. Son of God, Beloved of the Father, you have made room for 
us inside your own belovedness. Holy Spirit, seal of the living God, open our ears tonight to hear a blessing 
older than the world, and teach us to bless you in return. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Win
Open questions. No wrong answers. Let everyone speak before you move on.

W1. Tell us about a time someone picked you: for a team, a job, a project, a friendship. What did 
being chosen feel like?

W2. What is the best gift you have ever received that you did absolutely nothing to earn?

Let both questions breathe. The whole session is about being chosen and gifted before any earning, so the more 
honestly they answer here, the harder verse 4 will land later.

Read

Read aloud
Have one reader take verses 1 and 2, then a second reader take verses 3 to 14 straight through in one go, 
without pausing. Before they start, tell the group: just listen, and notice any word or phrase that repeats. Do not 
explain why.

Build
Numbered inductive questions. Ask, wait, let the group work the text. The ANSWER boxes are for you to share after the 
discussion, not before it.

How it is built

1. In the original Greek, verses 3 to 14 are one single unbroken sentence, by most counts one of the 
longest in the whole New Testament. Read it again silently and circle every 'in him,' 'in Christ,' 'in 
the Beloved,' 'in whom.' How many did you find, and what do you make of that?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Depending on the translation, the phrase occurs ten or eleven times in twelve verses. Every single blessing in 
the sentence is located inside Christ: chosen in him, grace in the Beloved, redemption in him, the mystery set 
forth in him, an inheritance in him, sealed in him. Paul apparently cannot write 'God blessed us' without adding 
where the blessing lives. Nothing in this letter comes to anyone apart from Christ, and that includes everything 
the letter will later say about the Church.
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2. Long songs need refrains so you know where the verses end. Scan the passage for a phrase that 
repeats. Where does it show up?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The refrain is 'to the praise of his glorious grace' in verse 6, then 'to the praise of his glory' in verse 12 and 
again in verse 14. It closes three sections: verses 3 to 6, verses 7 to 12, and verses 13 to 14. Paul has built his 
one huge sentence in three panels, and each panel ends by aiming everything at the glory of God.

3. Take the three panels the refrain creates: verses 3 to 6, verses 7 to 12, verses 13 to 14. In each 
panel, who is the main actor, and what does he do?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. Just get the three actors named: Father, Son, Spirit, one per panel.

Ground. Ask what each actor's characteristic verb is: the Father chooses, the Son redeems, the Spirit seals. Ask 
which verb surprises them most.

Depth. Ask why Paul's account of salvation and the Church's creed have the same shape. The creed is not an 
abstract theory bolted onto the gospel; it is the gospel's own grammar, learned from passages like this one.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Panel one: the Father, who blesses, chooses before the foundation of the world, and destines us in love to be his 
sons. Panel two: the Son, in whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of trespasses, the 
unveiling of the mystery, and an inheritance. Panel three: the Holy Spirit, with whom we were sealed and who 
is the guarantee of our inheritance. The blessing has the shape of the Trinity. Paul did not learn who God is 
from a diagram; he learned it from what God did, and the doing came Father, Son, Spirit.

The Father's panel

4. Stay in verses 3 to 6. When did God choose us, and, just as important, what did he choose us for?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He chose us 'before the foundation of the world,' which means before we existed, before we had done anything 
good or bad, before there was a world to be good or bad in. And the choice has a stated purpose: 'that we 
should be holy and blameless before him,' destined 'in love' to be his sons. Election is not a VIP pass; it is a 
vocation. God's choosing aims at our holiness and our adoption, and notice again where it happens: he chose us 
in him.

5. Verses 4, 5, and 11 use the words 'chose' and 'destined.' Here is how one serious Christian 
tradition reads them. Listen to the whole argument before you respond, and first tell me: what is 
strong about it?

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. A thoughtful Reformed friend would say: Paul could not be plainer. God 
chose us before the foundation of the world, before we could do or believe anything. He destined us 'according 
to the purpose of his will,' not according to anything he foresaw in us. Verse 11 says God 'accomplishes all 
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things according to the counsel of his will.' So salvation is God's unconditional decree about particular 
individuals, settled before time, and your will contributes nothing to whether you are among the chosen. Any 
attempt to soften that takes the glory Paul gives entirely to grace and hands a piece of it back to man.

Answering from the text. First grant what is true, because much of it is: election is real, it is prior to anything 
we do, and it is unearned. The Catholic Church teaches predestination; she does not blush at the word (CCC 
600). But now read Paul's own grammar. God chose us in him: election happens inside Christ, and verse 13 
gives Paul's own account of how these readers came to be in Christ, 'you also, who have heard the word of 
truth... and have believed in him, were sealed.' Hearing, believing, being sealed: the human response sits inside 
Paul's sentence, not outside it. Second, the choice is aimed at something, 'that we should be holy and blameless,' 
and holiness is not a status stamped on the inert; it is a life freely lived. The Catechism holds the two together: 
God's eternal plan includes each person's free response (CCC 600), and God predestines no one to hell (CCC 
1037). How exactly grace and freedom interlock is a question the Church has deliberately left open; 
Dominicans and Jesuits argued it for centuries and Rome declined to settle it. What is settled is that both are 
fully real. Grace is not a rival elbowing our freedom out of the way; it is the reason our freedom can say yes at 
all.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The Reformed reading is strong because election in this passage really is prior, unearned, and God's initiative 
from start to finish; do not concede that point away. But Paul's grammar answers the overreach: we are chosen 
in Christ, and verse 13 puts hearing and believing inside the story of how we came to be in him. The choice 
aims at holiness, which requires our living, free response. The Church teaches real predestination (CCC 600) 
and absolutely excludes predestination to hell (CCC 1037), and she leaves the deeper mechanics of grace and 
freedom as a genuinely open question. Grace and freedom are not competitors.

The word that names the letter

6. In verse 9 a word appears that is going to show up again and again in this letter. What is it, and, 
sticking strictly to verses 9 and 10, what does Paul actually tell us about it? What does he leave 
unsaid?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The word is 'mystery,' in Greek mystērion. In Paul's usage a mystery is not a whodunit to be solved by clever 
people; it is a secret God kept for ages and has now chosen to unveil. Verses 9 and 10 tell us four things: God 
has made it known, it concerns his will, he set it forth in Christ, and it is 'a plan for the fulness of time, to unite 
all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.' That is an outline, not a definition. Paul is deliberately 
not finished with this word, and neither are we. Do not resolve it tonight; the group will write a sealed guess on 
their Take-Home, and the letter itself will fill the word in as we go.

Dig Deeper
The Greek verb behind 'unite all things' is anakephalaiōsasthai, literally to sum up or gather under one head. St. 
Irenaeus of Lyons, writing in the second century, made this one verse the backbone of his whole account of 
salvation, which he called recapitulation: Christ passes through every stage of human existence and gathers the 
whole long human story up into himself, undoing Adam's disobedience from the inside.
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Live discovery
Split into two groups. One group turns to Exodus 19:5-6, God speaking to Israel at Sinai. The other turns to 
Deuteronomy 7:6-8, Moses explaining Israel's election. Read your passage aloud in your group, then come back 
with every word or idea that also appears in Ephesians 1:3-14.

Let them find it. Exodus 19:5-6; Deuteronomy 7:6-8

7. Paul did not invent this vocabulary of choosing. Let's find out where he got it.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The overlaps are everywhere: chosen, holy, loved, and above all possession. God calls Israel 'my own 
possession among all peoples' and a people 'for his own possession,' and Deuteronomy insists the reason was 
not Israel's size or merit but simply that the LORD set his love upon them. Now listen to Ephesians 1:14 again: 
the Spirit is the guarantee of our inheritance 'until we acquire possession of it.' Paul is writing to a largely 
Gentile church in Asia Minor and deliberately wrapping it in Israel's election vocabulary. What Israel was by 
covenant at Sinai, this community now is, in Christ. Which raises a question Paul has planted on purpose: how 
did Gentiles get inside Israel's vocabulary? Hold that question. This letter is going to answer it.

The Spirit's panel

8. Look at verses 13 and 14. Paul says you 'were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit,' who is 'the 
guarantee of our inheritance.' What is a seal for? And what kind of guarantee do you think Paul 
means?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

A seal, think of a king pressing his signet into wax, does three things: it marks ownership, it certifies 
authenticity, and it protects what it closes. The word translated 'guarantee,' arrabōn, was a commercial term: a 
down payment, the first installment that legally binds the giver to deliver the rest. The Holy Spirit given to us 
now is God's first installment of heaven, real payment, not a promissory note. The Church has always heard 
baptism and confirmation in this verse: the Father set his seal on Christ, and in Christ he sets his seal on us 
(CCC 698, 1296). If you have been confirmed, verse 13 is your biography.

Stepping back

9. Paul is writing this from prison. And the first thing he does, before a single instruction or 
complaint, is bless God for twelve straight verses in the classic Jewish form of a blessing prayer, a 
berakah: 'Blessed be God who...' What does the shape of this prayer teach us about who God is? And 
what does the fact that Paul prays it, in chains, teach us about worship?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Two findings. First, the doctrine of the Trinity is not a philosophical appendix bolted onto a simpler gospel. It is 
the plot of the gospel: Paul met the Father's choice, the Son's blood, and the Spirit's seal, and the Church's creed 
grew out of exactly that encounter. Second, blessing God is the first and most fitting response to grace, prior to 
asking for anything, and independent of circumstances, since Paul writes this in custody. The Church's worship 
still moves in this shape: the great Eucharistic prayers of the Mass are addressed to the Father, through the 
Son, in the Holy Spirit, thanksgiving before petition. The Catechism opens its whole treatment of the liturgy by 
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quoting these very verses (CCC 1077). When you stand in Mass on Sunday, you are standing inside Ephesians 1.

Send
Open questions. Let these land in silence if they need to.

S1. Of the three panels we found tonight, chosen by the Father, redeemed by the Son, sealed by the 
Spirit, which one do you most need to actually believe about yourself this week, and why?

S2. If you woke up tomorrow genuinely convinced that God chose you before the foundation of the 
world, what is one thing that would change about how you walk into your Monday?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Once a day, read Ephesians 1:3-14 aloud, slowly, as a prayer rather than a study text. Where Paul says 'us,' let 
it mean you.

2. Each evening write one line that begins 'Blessed be God who...' and finish it with something concrete from 
that day. Seven lines by next week: your own small berakah.

3. Before next session, write your one-sentence guess in the My Guess box on your Take-Home sheet, fold it 
closed, and bring it back. No one will read it until session 9, including you.

The Sealed Question

My Guess
Paul keeps calling something 'the mystery' in this letter. In one sentence, what do you think the mystery is?

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 1:3
"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places."

Ephesians 1:3

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Father, you chose us before the foundation of the world; 
make us holy, as you chose us to be. Lord Jesus, Beloved Son, in your blood we have redemption; keep us in 
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you. Holy Spirit, seal of our inheritance, guard what you have marked as God's own until the day we take full 
possession of it. To the praise of his glory. Amen.
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Leader Reference Card

Every passage used in this session, in order. Print this page and keep it in front of you.

Primary text
● Ephesians 1:1-14 Greeting, then one continuous sentence of blessing in three panels: vv. 3-

6, 7-12, 13-14

Discovery passages
● Exodus 19:5-6 Israel as God's own possession, a holy nation

● Deuteronomy 7:6-8 Chosen not for merit but because the LORD set his love upon you

Leader background only
● Exodus 4:22 Israel as God's firstborn son; root of adoption language

● Ephesians 3:1; 6:20 Paul writes from prison

Terms
● berakah. Jewish blessing prayer: 'Blessed be God who...' followed by a recital of his deeds

● mystērion. a secret God kept for ages and has now begun to unveil; not a puzzle

● anakephalaiōsasthai. to sum up or gather under one head (1:10)

● arrabōn. down payment, first installment that binds the giver to pay the rest (1:14)

Catechism
● CCC 1077. the Father as source of all blessing; quotes Eph 1:3-6

● CCC 257. destined in love to be adopted sons; the Trinity's plan

● CCC 600. predestination includes each person's free response

● CCC 1037. God predestines no one to hell

● CCC 698. the seal as symbol of the Spirit

● CCC 1296. confirmation marks us with the Spirit's seal


