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Using This Guide

What this study is
This Great Mystery is an inductive study. That means the group finds the answer in the text rather 
than being handed it. Your job as leader is not to deliver a lecture. It is to ask, wait, and let Scripture 
do the work.

How each session is built
● Part One, Leader Preparation Guide. Read this before the night. It carries the background, 

the Voices of the Church, the Catechism connections, and the goals.

● Part Two, Discussion Guide. This is what you work from in the room. Numbered questions 
with shaded ANSWER boxes underneath.

● Part Three, Leader Reference Card. Every passage in one place. Print it and keep it in 
front of you.

The ANSWER boxes
Every ANSWER box is labelled share after the discussion. That label is the method. If you read the 
answer first, the discovery is gone and you have turned an inductive study into a lecture with extra 
steps.

Take-Home sheets
Each session has a two-page Take-Home sheet. Hand it out at the end of the night, never at the 
beginning. It carries the recap, the Voices, the practices, and the memory verse, and it deliberately 
contains no answers and no advance passage references.

A word on the sources
Where a Father, Doctor, or saint is quoted directly, the citation is given. Where the box carries an 
honest summary of a source's teaching rather than a direct quotation, it says so in the attribution 
line. Where the Church has not defined a question, this guide hedges honestly rather than 
overclaiming.

Scripture
Scripture quotations are from the Revised Standard Version, Second Catholic Edition, unless noted.
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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.



This Great Mystery | Session 1. Blessed in the Beloved

9

P a r t  T w o

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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P a r t  T h r e e

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
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 2. The Fullness of Him Who Fills All

Reading: Ephesians 1:15-23
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P a r t  O n e

Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group traces Paul's one-sentence prayer all the way to its landing point and discovers that it climaxes not 
in Christ alone but in the Church as his body, and then has to ask what that makes the Church.

Catholic Touchstone
Christ the head and the Church his body form one living whole, so that the Church is not an audience gathered 
around Christ but the body through which the enthroned Lord fills the world.

Last week the group traced the Father-Son-Spirit shape of the opening blessing and met the word 
mystery. Tonight Paul stops blessing and starts praying, and his prayer is strange: he asks for 
nothing except that the Ephesians would see what they already have. The prayer rises through 
resurrection and enthronement, borrowing its biggest lines from two psalms the group will find for 
themselves, and then lands somewhere no one expects: on the Church. Your job tonight is mostly to 
slow the group down enough that the last four words of the chapter can shock them properly.

What You Need to Know

One sentence, one landing point
In Greek, verses 15 to 23 are a single sentence. Paul piles clause on clause, thanksgiving into 
petition into a meditation on power, and the whole structure comes down to land on the words the 
church, which is his body. The inductive payoff of the night is simply noticing where the sentence 
ends. Resist the urge to announce this; question 6 is built to let them find it.

Paul prays for eyes, not for stuff
Notice what Paul does not ask for: no protection, no growth, no funds, no healing. He asks that God 
give them a spirit of wisdom and of revelation, and that the eyes of their hearts be enlightened. In 
1:3 they already possess every spiritual blessing; the prayer is that they would perceive it. A 
modern image you can use, marked as ours: eyes adjusting in a dim room. The furniture was there 
before you could see it.

Whose inheritance is verse 18?
In 1:14 the Spirit is the guarantee of our inheritance. In 1:18 Paul prays they would know the riches 
of his glorious inheritance in the saints. The Greek genitive can be read two ways: the inheritance 
God gives, enjoyed among the saints, or the saints themselves as God's own inheritance. Both 
readings have serious defenders and the Church has not settled the grammar, so hold it with open 
hands. The second reading has deep Old Testament roots (Deuteronomy 32:9, the LORD's portion is 
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his people) and makes the possession run both ways: he is our inheritance, and astonishingly, we 
are his.

Two psalms under the floorboards
Verse 20 (made him sit at his right hand) is Psalm 110:1. Verse 22 (put all things under his feet) is 
Psalm 8:6. The discovery moment at question 5 sends the group to find both, so do not read these 
references aloud beforehand. Psalm 110 is a royal enthronement psalm addressed to the king; 
Psalm 8 is about mankind, the son of man crowned with glory and given dominion over the works 
of God's hands. Paul reads Jesus as both the enthroned King and the true Man in whom humanity's 
lost dominion is finally exercised. Psalm 110:1 is often reckoned the Old Testament verse most 
quoted and echoed in the New Testament; if you use that claim, keep the hedge.

The plērōma question, honestly
Verse 23 calls the Church the fulness of him who fills all in all. The Greek plērōma (fullness) and the 
participle behind fills have been argued over for centuries. The strong reading, which St. John 
Chrysostom takes in his homilies on this letter, sets the fulness in apposition to his body: the 
Church is, by Christ's own gracious choice, the completion of the head, as a body completes a head. 
Other careful readers, including Catholic ones, take the fulness as describing Christ himself, who is 
filled by God and who fills the Church. The Church has not defined the grammar. The steelman at 
question 7 works either way, because even the minimal reading leaves verse 22 intact: the ruler of 
the cosmos is given to the Church.

● Do not present the strong reading as dogma; present it as the reading much of the tradition 
has loved, and say plainly that the grammar is disputed.

● Whatever plērōma means, the Church's glory in this passage is entirely derived. A body has 
no life except from its head. That answers the worry that this exalts an institution to a 
divine height.

The list in verse 21
Rule, authority, power, dominion: Paul names the spiritual powers deliberately, and he is not done 
with them in this letter. Do not explain them tonight. Just make sure the list gets read aloud clearly; 
it is a seed you are planting.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Psalm 110: the coronation
The LORD says to my lord: Sit at my right hand. A psalm of David about a king greater than David, 
sung for a thousand years before anyone sat down. The apostles reached for this psalm constantly, 
following Jesus' own use of it. Paul's claim in verse 20 is that the empty seat is now occupied.

Psalm 8: the dominion of man
Psalm 8 marvels that God has crowned man with glory and honor and put all things under his feet, 
echoing Adam's commission in Genesis 1:26-28. Humanity never lived up to it. Hebrews 2:8-9 
states the problem exactly: we do not yet see everything in subjection to him, but we see Jesus. Paul 
makes the same move in verse 22 and in 1 Corinthians 15:25-27, stitching Psalm 110 and Psalm 8 
together. The dominion Adam fumbled is exercised by the new Adam, and his body shares it.
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Israel as the LORD's portion
Deuteronomy 32:9: For the LORD's portion is his people, Jacob his allotted heritage. If verse 18 
means the saints are God's inheritance, this is its taproot. God's treasured possession was never 
land or gold; it was a people.

Glory filling the house (leader background only)
The phrase fills all in all may carry an echo of the glory cloud filling the tabernacle and temple (1 
Kings 8:10-11; Ezekiel 43:5). Hold this lightly and privately: it is suggestive rather than certain, and 
if it is right, it points toward a discovery the group will make for themselves in session 4. Do not 
hand it out tonight.

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

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430
Augustine returns again and again to what he calls the whole Christ, the totus Christus: Christ the head and the 
Church his body are so joined that they form, in a real sense, one Christ. When the Church prays the Psalms, he 
teaches in substance, it is Christ praying in his members; when the head was raised and enthroned, the body 
received its own destiny in him. Christ, having bound himself to us, does not will to be spoken of without his body.

Enarrationes in Psalmos (his expositions of the Psalms), a theme running throughout. Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's 
teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For anyone in the room who thinks of the Church as an optional extra bolted onto a personal Jesus, 
Augustine says gently: you have not yet met the whole Christ.

St. Leo the Great, d. 461
Preaching on the Ascension, Leo teaches in substance that Christ's going up was not a going away: what was 
visible of our Redeemer has passed over into the sacraments. The enthronement Paul describes in Ephesians 1:20 
did not put Christ out of reach; it changed the mode of his presence, so that the King seated far above every power 
now reaches and feeds his body on earth through the mysteries the Church celebrates.

Sermons on the Ascension. Summary of St. Leo the Great's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This is why the exalted Christ of tonight's passage is not a distant Christ. The right hand of the Father and the 
parish altar are connected by his own design.

St. Joan of Arc, d. 1431
On trial for her life, pressed by her judges about her submission to the Church, the nineteen-year-old Joan 
answered, in substance, that about Jesus Christ and the Church she simply knew they were one thing, and that 
there was no need to make a difficulty of it.

Acts of her trial (1431), quoted at CCC 795. Summary of St. Joan of Arc's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. A teenager facing execution compressed tonight's entire passage into one sentence. For a generation told to 
like Jesus and distrust the Church, her answer refuses the split.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
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CCC 669. As Lord, Christ is also head of the Church, which is his Body; already reigning, he exercises that reign 
through her even now.

CCC 792. Christ is the head of this Body, the Church; he is the principle of her life and growth.

CCC 795. Christ and the Church together make up the whole Christ, the totus Christus; the paragraph gathers 
Augustine's teaching and St. Joan of Arc's trial answer to say it.

CCC 830. The Church is catholic because Christ is present in her: in her subsists the fullness of Christ's body 
united with its head, and the fullness of the means of salvation.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (develop). The word does not appear tonight, but fills all in all rhymes with 1:10, where the plan 
of the mystery was to unite all things in Christ. If someone in the group connects the two, praise the ear and 
leave it unresolved. The sealed guesses do not open until session 9. Do not define anything.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). The power was accomplished in Christ (v. 20), and Paul 
immediately draws the body into what happened to the head. Keep the phrase in the group's ears; it is doing 
more work each week.

Inheritance and possession (develop). Last week: we have an inheritance (1:14). Tonight, in verse 18, the 
possession may run the other way: God's inheritance is in the saints. Question 3 develops this. Let the two-way 
possession stand as a wonder, not a solved puzzle.

Head and body (plant). The pairing appears tonight for the first time. Plant it lightly; it bears its full weight in 
session 9, where it will collide with the sealed guesses. Do not look ahead out loud.

The powers (plant). The list in verse 21 (rule, authority, power, dominion) returns at 3:10 and again at 6:12. 
Tonight, just make sure it gets read aloud clearly and noticed. Explain nothing.

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

Isn't 'the church' here just shorthand for all true believers everywhere, with nothing to do with 
any concrete community or structure?
Tonight, answer lightly: Paul is writing to actual congregations of actual people whose names he knows, and 
everything he says in this letter he says to them, not over their heads to an abstraction. Do not import chapter 
4's material early; the group will discover the structured shape of this unity in session 6. If pressed, say 
honestly that the question is a good one and the letter itself will answer it.

If Christ fills all in all, why does the world look so unfilled? War, cancer, my own life on a bad 
Tuesday.
Hebrews 2:8 gives the apostolic answer in one line: as it is, we do not yet see everything in subjection to him. 
The enthronement is real and present; the visible pacification of the territory is still under way. The Church 
lives in the gap between the coronation and the full arrival of the reign, which is exactly why Paul prays for 
eyes that can see what is already true.

Doesn't calling the Church Christ's fullness end up with Catholics worshipping the Church?
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The passage itself blocks that road. Everything the Church is, she is as a body, and a body has no life except 
from its head. Her glory in this passage is entirely derived, one hundred percent gift. The Church adores Christ; 
she does not adore herself. That is precisely what the body image protects.

Session Goals
1. The group traces the single sentence of Ephesians 1:15-23 to its landing point and feels the 

surprise that the landing point is the Church.

2. They find Psalm 110:1 and Psalm 8:6 underneath Paul's words for themselves, with their own 
Bibles open.

3. They wrestle honestly with what the fulness of him who fills all in all can and cannot mean, and 
hear the steelman at full strength before it is answered.

4. They leave carrying Paul's prayer as something they can actually pray for a named person this 
week.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Roughly: opening prayer and Win, 12 minutes; reading, 5; Build questions 1 to 4, 20; the discovery at question 
5, 12; questions 6 and 7 including the steelman, 20; questions 8 and 9, 10; Send, Live It This Week, memory 
verse and closing prayer, 12. That fills 90 minutes; for a 75-minute room, apply the first cut below in advance.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut question 3 (the inheritance grammar) first; the inheritance thread returns later in the study and loses 
nothing.

2. Then cut the Dig Deeper boxes.

3. Then fold question 8 into question 9 and ask them as one question.

4. Never cut the discovery at question 5 or the steelman at question 7; they are the spine of the night.
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P a r t  T w o

Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father of glory, you raised your Son from the dead and seated him at your right hand, far above every power 
that frightens us. Give us tonight a spirit of wisdom and of revelation. Open the eyes of our hearts, so that we 
can see what you have already given us, and what you have made us to be. We ask it through Christ our Lord. 
Amen.

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

W1. What is something you joined, a team, a job, a family tradition, that turned out to matter far 
more than you expected when you signed up?

W2. When someone tells you 'I'll pray for you,' what do you honestly imagine them asking God for?

Take both questions unhurried; the second one quietly sets up the surprise of verses 16 to 19, so do not comment on the  
connection yet.

Read

Read aloud
Two readers: verses 15 to 19, then verses 20 to 23. Before they start, tell the group that in Greek this whole 
passage is one single sentence, and ask them to listen for where the sentence finally lands. Read slowly, 
especially the last verse.

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.

The prayer Paul actually prays

1. What two things has Paul heard about the Ephesians in verse 15, and what has hearing it made 
him do?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He has heard of their faith in the Lord Jesus and their love toward all the saints, and the pair matters: faith 
aimed at Christ and love aimed at his people travel together in Paul, never one without the other. And what he 
does is thank God for them without ceasing and keep them in his prayers. Notice the direction of the gratitude: 
he does not congratulate the Ephesians, he thanks God, because in chapter 1 everything good in them started 
with God.
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2. Look carefully at verses 16 to 19 and list everything Paul actually asks God to give them. What is 
missing from the list that you would expect in a prayer for a church?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. If the group stalls, ask: is Paul praying that God would give them more, or that they would see what they 
have?

Depth. Ask what it would do to a friendship, or a parish, if this became the default way we prayed for each 
other.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He asks for a spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of God, for the eyes of their hearts to be 
enlightened, and for them to know three things: the hope of his calling, the riches of his glorious inheritance in 
the saints, and the immeasurable greatness of his power toward believers. Missing: everything we usually pray 
for. No protection, no health, no growth, no money. Paul asks for nothing new to be given, because in verse 3 
they already have every spiritual blessing. He prays for perception, like eyes adjusting in a dim room: the 
furniture was already there before you could see it.

3. Verse 18 speaks of the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints. Last week we read that we 
have an inheritance (1:14). Read verse 18 slowly. Whose inheritance is this one?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Read it twice and the ambiguity appears: it could mean the inheritance God gives us, enjoyed among the saints, 
or it could mean that the saints themselves are God's inheritance, his own treasured possession. The grammar 
honestly allows both, and good readers ancient and modern have taken each side, so we hold it with open 
hands. But the second reading has deep roots: Deuteronomy 32:9 says the LORD's portion is his people, Jacob 
his allotted heritage. Either way, both things are true somewhere in Scripture, and the wonder stands: the 
possession runs in both directions. He is our inheritance, and we are his.

Dig Deeper
Look up Deuteronomy 32:9 and 1 Peter 2:9. What did God consider his treasure long before he owned any 
temple made of stone?

4. According to verses 19 and 20, where has the power Paul wants them to know already been put 
on public display, and who is that power 'in us' for?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The power was accomplished in Christ when God raised him from the dead and made him sit at his right hand 
in the heavenly places. That is Paul's unit of measurement. When he says immeasurable greatness of his power 
in us who believe, the yardstick for what God is willing to do in an ordinary believer is not self-improvement; it 
is resurrection and enthronement. The same working, the same might, aimed at us.
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Paul's open Bible

Live discovery
Split into two groups. Group one, look up Psalm 110:1. Group two, look up Psalm 8:4-6. Each group: find the 
exact phrase Paul borrows, then report back who your psalm is originally about.

Let them find it. Psalm 110:1; Psalm 8:4-6

5. Paul did not make up the two biggest phrases in verses 20 and 22. He is quoting. Let's find what 
he had open on his desk.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Verse 20, made him sit at his right hand, comes from Psalm 110:1, a coronation psalm in which the LORD tells 
David's lord to sit at his right hand, sung for centuries about a king greater than David while the seat stayed 
empty. Verse 22, put all things under his feet, comes from Psalm 8:6, which is not about a king at all: it is about 
mankind, the son of man crowned with glory and given dominion over the works of God's hands, echoing 
Adam's commission. So Paul is claiming two things at once: Jesus is the enthroned King the psalm waited for, 
and Jesus is the true Man in whom humanity's fumbled dominion is finally exercised. Psalm 110:1 is often 
reckoned the Old Testament verse the New Testament quotes and echoes more than any other; the apostles 
reached for it constantly because Jesus himself did.

Dig Deeper
Hebrews 2:6-9 and 1 Corinthians 15:25-27 stitch these same two psalms together the same way. Someone 
taught the apostles to read them as a pair. Who do you suppose that was?

Where the sentence lands

6. Remember, verses 15 to 23 are one long sentence. Trace it out loud to its final words. After 
resurrection, enthronement, and every power put under his feet, where does this enormous 
sentence actually come down and land?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

It lands on the Church. Not on Christ's exaltation as the endpoint, but on: head over all things for the church, 
which is his body, the fulness of him who fills all in all. The climax of the most cosmic sentence Paul ever wrote 
is a roomful of ordinary baptized people. Let the group sit in that for a moment before anyone explains it. The 
prayer that began with the eyes of their hearts ends by telling them what they are looking at when they look at 
each other.

7. Verse 23 calls the Church the fulness of Christ. That is an enormous claim, and thoughtful 
Christians have pushed back hard on it. Let's hear the pushback at full strength before we answer it.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Colossians 2:9 says that in Christ the whole fulness of deity dwells 
bodily. Christ lacks nothing and needs no completing; to say the Church fills anything out in him borders on 
blasphemy. So verse 23 must mean only that Christ fills the Church, and 'church' here should mean the invisible 
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total of all true believers across time, not any visible body. Because look at visible churches: the ones Paul 
wrote to were compromised and quarrelling, and ours carry scandals we all know about. To call any visible 
institution the fullness of Christ is to inflate a human organization to a height only God should occupy.

Answering from the text. Take it seriously; it is protecting something true. But notice, first, that Paul wrote 
Colossians too, and saw no contradiction: the Christ in whom all fullness dwells is the same Christ who, by 
sheer grace, has chosen not to be complete without his members, the way a head is not a whole man without a 
body. Second, the grammar of verse 23 most naturally sets the fulness beside his body, and much of the 
tradition, St. John Chrysostom included, has read it that way with joy rather than embarrassment. Third, the 
idolatry worry answers itself inside the image: a body has no life except from its head, so everything the Church 
is here is derived, gift from top to bottom. And fourth, the messiness objection was fully visible from Paul's 
desk. He says this about real congregations he is about to spend three chapters correcting. The Church's 
wounds were never a secret from the one who called her his body. Now, honest footnote: some careful readers, 
including Catholic ones, do take the fulness as describing Christ rather than the Church, and the Church has 
never defined the grammar. But even that minimal reading leaves verse 22 standing untouched, and verse 22 is 
already astonishing enough: the ruler of the cosmos, given to the Church.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The objection rightly protects Christ's completeness, and Colossians 2:9 stands: he lacks nothing in himself. But 
the same Paul teaches that Christ has freely bound himself to his body, and a head does not go anywhere 
without its body. The Church's glory in verse 23 is entirely derived, which is exactly why it is not idolatry, and 
Paul says it about visibly messy congregations, which is exactly why our scandals do not refute it. Where the 
Greek is genuinely disputed, we say so honestly; where verse 22 is not disputed at all, we let it astonish us.

8. Read verse 22 once more, slowly: God has made him the head over all things for the church. In 
that verse, who is being given to whom?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The direction of the gift is the shock. The exalted Christ, ruler over every power in this age and the next, is 
given to the Church. She is not a fan club he acquired; she is the one for whose sake he rules everything. From 
heaven's angle, God's governance of the entire cosmos has an address, and the address is his people. Whatever 
else the Church is, she is what all of it is for.

Dig Deeper
Go back to the list in verse 21: rule, authority, power, dominion. Paul names them very deliberately. Keep a 
bookmark here; he is not finished with those names in this letter.

9. Put verses 22 and 23 next to how you actually, honestly think about the Church, or about your 
own parish on an ordinary Sunday. If Paul is telling the truth, what is the Church? And what can she 
therefore never be?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

If Paul is right, the Church is Christ's own body, joined to the enthroned head, the fulness of him who fills all in 
all. She can therefore never be merely a religious service provider, an audience for a message, a club of the like-
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minded, or an optional accessory to a private Jesus. You cannot understand her apart from him, and, by his own 
free choice, you cannot have him apart from her. That includes the parish with the bad music and the people 
who annoy you. Paul's prayer is that the eyes of our hearts adjust until we can see it.

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

S1. If the Church really is what Paul just said, what changes about how you walk into Mass this 
Sunday?

S2. Who is one person you could pray this exact prayer for this week, by name?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Pray Ephesians 1:17-19 once a day this week for one person, by name, putting their name where the 
pronouns go. Do not add requests; pray only that they would see.

2. At Mass this Sunday, at the sign of peace or on the way back from Communion, look at the actual people 
around you and say silently: his body.

3. Write Psalm 110:1 on a card or a phone note and read it once a day. You now know why the apostles reached 
for that verse so often.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 1:22-23
"and he has put all things under his feet and has made him the head over all things for the church, which is his 
body, the fulness of him who fills all in all."

Ephesians 1:22-23

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Lord Jesus Christ, seated at the right hand of the Father, far above every power: thank you that you did not 
choose to be complete without us. Open the eyes of our hearts a little wider this week. Teach us to see your 
body in the people beside us, and to live as members of it. To you, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, be glory 
in the Church, now and for ever. Amen.
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P a r t  T h r e e

Leader Reference Card

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

Primary text
● Ephesians 1:15-23 one sentence in Greek; read in two parts, 15-19 and 20-23

Discovery passages (do not reveal in advance)
● Psalm 110:1 behind v. 20, sit at my right hand

● Psalm 8:4-6 behind v. 22, all things under his feet

Supporting passages
● Deuteronomy 32:9 the LORD's portion is his people; question 3

● Colossians 2:9 steelman, question 7

● Hebrews 2:6-9 Dig Deeper after question 5; also objection bench

● 1 Corinthians 15:25-27 Dig Deeper after question 5

● Ephesians 1:3 callback: every blessing already given

● Ephesians 1:13-14 callback: sealed, inheritance

Terms
● plērōma. fullness; the disputed word of verse 23

● kephalē. head; Christ's relation to the body

● ekklēsia. assembly, church; the called-out gathering

Catechism
● CCC 669. Christ, as Lord, is head of the Church his Body

● CCC 792. Christ the head of this Body

● CCC 795. the whole Christ, head and members

● CCC 830. catholic: the fullness of Christ's body united with its head
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 3. By Grace You Have Been Saved

Reading: Ephesians 2:1-10
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P a r t  O n e

Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers that grace, faith, and works prepared beforehand all live inside one sentence, and that 
verse 10 answers the objection verse 9 seems to raise.

Catholic Touchstone
Justification is God's free gift from first to last: no one can merit the initial grace of justification, and the good 
works that follow are themselves God's gift working in us, so that boasting stays impossible.

This is the session where the study walks straight into the oldest argument between Catholics and 
Protestants and refuses to flinch. Ephesians 2:8-9 is the flagship text for salvation by faith alone, 
and your group has almost certainly met it that way, on a t-shirt, in a worship song, or from a 
roommate. The good news is that the answer is not hidden in a footnote; it is verse 10, in the same 
breath. Your job tonight is not to win a debate but to slow the room down enough that they read the 
whole sentence. Before that, verses 1 to 7 give you one of the most dramatic paragraphs Paul ever 
wrote: a corpse, two words that change everything, and a triple resurrection. Let the drama land 
before the theology starts.

What You Need to Know

One sentence, one delayed verb
In Greek, verses 1 through 7 are a single sentence, and Paul withholds the main verb until verse 5. 
He piles up the description of our condition (dead, walking in trespasses, following the world, the 
prince of the power of the air, the flesh) and leaves it grammatically hanging, a subject with nothing 
happening to it, until synezōopoiēsen: he made us alive together with Christ. The grammar performs 
the theology. Nothing happens to the dead until God acts.

Walking bookends the passage
Verse 2: you once walked in trespasses and sins. Verse 10: created for good works, that we should 
walk in them. The paragraph begins and ends with walking. Same legs, new road, and God laid the 
road. If your group finds this frame themselves in question 8, do not steal it earlier.

You have been saved: the tense matters
The phrase in verses 5 and 8 is este sesōsmenoi, a perfect periphrastic: a completed act whose 
effects stand and continue. Paul is not describing a feeling or a future hope here but an 
accomplished gift with ongoing force. Elsewhere Paul also says we are being saved (1 Corinthians 
1:18) and will be saved (Romans 5:9-10). The Catholic instinct to answer the question with all three 
tenses is Paul's own range.
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The Catholic grammar of grace
Be crystal clear on what the Church actually teaches, because tonight's steelman only works if you 
do not misstate our own position. The Council of Trent's Decree on Justification teaches that 
nothing which precedes justification, neither faith nor works, merits the grace of justification itself; 
it is free. The Catechism says no one can merit the initial grace of forgiveness and justification (CCC 
2010), and that even our preparation for grace is already grace's work (CCC 2001). Merit, when the 
Church speaks of it, arises only because God freely chose to associate us with the work of his grace 
(CCC 2008); our merits are his gifts. In 1999 the Catholic Church and the Lutheran World 
Federation signed the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, affirming in substance a 
shared confession that we are accepted by God by grace alone, in faith in Christ's saving work, and 
not because of any merit of our own. That does not dissolve every remaining difference, but it does 
mean the crude version of the dispute (Catholics think they earn heaven) is a caricature both sides 
have formally rejected.

Read the room
Two kinds of people will hear tonight's passage differently. The perfectionist, quietly exhausted 
from trying to be good enough, needs verses 8 and 9 like water. The drifter, comfortable with a faith 
that asks nothing, needs verse 10. Paul wrote one sentence for both of them. Try to notice which 
person is asking which question, and let the text answer each.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Ezekiel promised both halves
Paul's whole paragraph is Ezekiel kept. In Ezekiel 37, the prophet stands over a valley of dry bones 
and is asked whether they can live; only God's breath raises them, and the bones contribute nothing 
but their deadness. In Ezekiel 36:26-27, God promises a new heart and adds something startling: he 
will put his Spirit within his people and cause them to walk in his statutes. God promised not only 
the raising but the walking that follows. Verse 10's works, prepared beforehand that we should 
walk in them, is that promise arriving. This is tonight's live discovery; let the group find it.

Rich in mercy
"But God, who is rich in mercy" reaches back to God's self-description at Sinai, merciful and 
gracious, abounding in steadfast love (Exodus 34:6). Paul is not inventing a new face of God; he is 
naming the face Israel always knew, now turned toward corpses.

Israel was warned against boasting first
Deuteronomy 9:4-6 tells Israel, on the edge of the land, that they are not receiving it because of 
their righteousness. The gift-not-wages logic of verse 9 is old covenant bedrock. Paul learned "lest 
any man should boast" from Moses.

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 through this passage, Chrysostom presses Paul's word dead with full force: a dead man cannot 
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cooperate in his own resurrection, so the beginning of our salvation is entirely God's doing, and even faith itself is 
God's gift, since had Christ not come and called, there would have been nothing to believe. And yet, he insists, God 
does not save us the way one moves a stone. Once we are made alive, God asks the living to move.

Homilies on Ephesians, on chapter 2. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For the perfectionist in the room, the first half; for the drifter, the second. Chrysostom refuses to let either of 
them off the hook.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430
Augustine teaches that when God rewards what we have done, he is honoring what he himself accomplished in us: 
in crowning our merits, he crowns nothing other than his own gifts. Even the beginning of faith is gift, not our 
contribution that grace then tops up. The Church still prays in this key in the Preface of the Saints, confessing that 
in crowning the merits of the saints God crowns his own gifts.

Letter 194, to Sixtus (in substance). Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This is the sentence that dissolves the caricature. If merit is itself gift, boasting stays impossible, which is 
exactly the design of verse 9.

St. Thérèse of Lisieux, d. 1897
In the evening of this life, I shall appear before you with empty hands, for I do not ask you, Lord, to count my 
works.

Act of Oblation to Merciful Love, quoted in CCC 2011.
For the group. A Doctor of the Church, at the end of a life of heroic virtue, refusing to hand God a resume. If anyone had 
works to count, she did. Empty hands are not despair; they are accuracy.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 1996. Justification comes from the grace of God: a free and undeserved gift, the help God gives us to 
respond to his call.

CCC 1998. This vocation is supernatural; it depends entirely on God's gratuitous initiative, for he alone can 
reveal and give himself.

CCC 2001. Even our preparation for grace is already grace's work. God's free initiative calls for our free 
response, and both belong to him first.

CCC 2008. Merit in the Christian life arises only because God has freely chosen to associate us with the work of 
his grace.

CCC 2010. No one can merit the initial grace of forgiveness and justification. This is the Church's own text for 
tonight's steelman.

CCC 2011. The charity of Christ is the source in us of all our merits before God; this is the paragraph that 
quotes St. Thérèse's empty hands.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (develop). Do not name it tonight, but notice for yourself: Paul's pronouns slide from you 
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(Gentiles, verse 1) to we all (verse 3). Jew and Gentile share one grave and one raising. That is quietly setting 
the table for 2:11-22 next week, where the wall comes down. Say nothing; let next session find it.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). Tonight the phrase becomes three verbs with syn welded on: 
made alive with, raised with, seated with. The 'in Christ' thread planted in session 1 now has a mechanism. 
When question 4 lands, name the thread's growth explicitly to yourself, not to the room.

Inheritance and possession (develop). Riches keep compounding: riches of grace (1:7), riches of his glorious 
inheritance (1:18), and now immeasurable riches of his grace in the coming ages (2:7). Touch it lightly in 
question 9.

Head and body (develop). Last week they found the Church is the body of the enthroned head. Tonight verse 
6 says the body is seated where the head is. If someone connects 2:6 to 1:20-23 unprompted, celebrate it; that 
is the thread doing its work.

The powers (develop). The prince of the power of the air (2:2) is the same vocabulary family as 1:21. The 
powers we saw under Christ's feet turn out to have had us walking in step. Now we are seated above them 
(2:6). Plant nothing new; just water.

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

Doesn't 'by nature children of wrath' mean God hated us before we were baptized?
It names our condition under judgment, a nature wounded by sin, not God's disposition toward us. Read one 
verse further: God loved us with a great love even when we were dead. Wrath is what sin deserves; love is what 
God does. The passage puts both truths in the same sentence precisely so neither can be dropped.

If God prepared my works beforehand, am I a robot?
Grace creates freedom rather than canceling it. A composer who writes a part for you does not play your 
instrument for you. The Catechism holds both together: God's free initiative demands man's free response, and 
even our free response is grace's gift (CCC 2001-2002). Ezekiel said it first: I will cause you to walk. The 
walking is still yours to do.

Session Goals
1. Trace Paul's diagnosis in verses 1 to 3 and feel its weight: death, not weakness.

2. Discover the three 'with Christ' verbs in verses 5 and 6 and connect them to what God did to 
Christ in 1:19-20.

3. Find Ezekiel behind the passage: God promised both the raising and the walking.

4. Discover that grace, faith, and prepared works share one sentence, and that verse 10 answers 
the boast verse 9 forbids.

5. Face the faith-alone reading at full strength and answer it from the text, not from a pamphlet.

6. Send everyone home with verse 8 on their lips.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
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Win and opening prayer, about 12 minutes. Reading, 5. Questions 1 to 4, about 25. Question 5's discovery, 10. 
Questions 6 to 8, the grace and works core, about 25. Question 9, Send, Live It, and closing, about 13. Protect 
questions 5 and 7 absolutely; the discovery and the steelman are the reason this session exists.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut the Dig Deeper boxes first.

2. Then merge questions 1 and 2 into a single diagnosis question and take the answers together.

3. Then shorten question 9 to its second half only, the 'are you saved' exchange, and state the verse 7 point 
yourself in one line.
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P a r t  T w o

Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father, rich in mercy, you loved us even when there was nothing in us to love back. Tonight, open the eyes of 
our hearts to see the gift as a gift. Quiet whatever in us is still trying to earn what you have already given, and 
wake whatever in us has gone to sleep on your grace. We ask this through Christ our Lord, who raised us with 
himself. Amen.

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

W1. Tell us about a gift you once received that you could never have gotten for yourself. What did it 
actually feel like to receive it?

W2. When you hear the word 'saved', what picture comes to mind, and where do you think that 
picture came from?

Both questions are about receiving. Keep them light and human; do not steer toward the theology yet.

Read

Read aloud
Two readers. Reader one reads verses 1 to 3 and stops cold. Let the silence hold for a beat; the sentence is 
grammatically unfinished and the room should feel it hanging. Reader two begins at verse 4, 'But God', and 
reads through verse 10.

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.

The grave (verses 1 to 3)

1. Before verse 4, Paul paints the 'before' picture. List every word and phrase in verses 1 to 3 that 
describes what we were. Then the harder question: what can someone in that condition do to fix it?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Dead through trespasses and sins; walking in them; following the course of this world; following the prince of 
the power of the air; living in the passions of our flesh; by nature children of wrath. The controlling word is 
dead, and dead is not sick, struggling, or having a bad decade. A corpse contributes nothing to its own 
resurrection. Paul chose the one human condition that has no self-help section. One caution to offer gently if it 
comes up: 'children of wrath' names our position under judgment, not God's feelings; hold verse 4 in reserve.
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2. Verse 2 says we 'walked'. Following what, exactly? Count the influences Paul names in verses 2 
and 3.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Three: the course of this world, the prince of the power of the air, and the passions of our flesh. The world, the 
devil, and the flesh: the classic trio, and this passage is one of the places the Church learned to name them. 
Notice also the pronouns. Verse 1 says you (Paul's Gentile readers); verse 3 widens to we all, and Paul puts 
himself and his own people in the same grave. Nobody in this paragraph gets a better starting position.

Dig Deeper
The 'prince of the power of the air' belongs to the same vocabulary family as the principalities and powers we 
found under Christ's feet in 1:21. Worth a quiet flip back if the group remembers.

But God (verses 4 to 7)

3. What are the first two words of verse 4? What do they do to everything that came before? And 
according to verses 4 and 5, what moved God to act?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

'But God.' Two words that function as the hinge of the paragraph, and arguably of the whole letter. Everything 
before them is the grave; everything after them is God's action. His motives are named: rich in mercy, the great 
love with which he loved us, and the timestamp matters most: even when we were dead. He loved corpses, not 
converts. God did not wait for improvement, because from the dead there is none to wait for.

4. God does three things to us in verses 5 and 6, each of them 'with Christ' or 'with him'. Find all 
three. Then flip back to 1:19-20 and compare: what did God do to Christ?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Made us alive together with Christ; raised us up with him; made us sit with him in the heavenly places. In 1:20 
God raised Christ from the dead and made him sit at his right hand. The moves are identical, and in Greek each 
verb has syn, meaning with, welded onto the front. Paul's claim is staggering: Christ's resurrection and 
enthronement were not a solo event we watch from the ground; they already include us. Last week we found 
that the Church is the body of the enthroned head. Tonight's verse says the body sits where the head sits. And 
notice the reversal: verse 2 had us under the prince of the power of the air; verse 6 seats us above him.

Dig Deeper
The phrase 'heavenly places' has now appeared three times: the blessing (1:3), the throne (1:20), and our seat 
(2:6). Ephesians keeps returning to it. Keep count as the study goes on.

Live discovery
Split the room. Half turn to Ezekiel 37:1-14 and half to Ezekiel 36:26-27. Read your passage, then report back: 
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what does God promise to do, and what does the person contribute?

Let them find it. Ezekiel 37:1-14; Ezekiel 36:26-27

5. Where did Paul learn to talk like this? Dead people made alive, and God promising to produce the 
walking himself: a prophet said all of this six centuries earlier. Let's go find him.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The valley of dry bones: God asks whether the bones can live, and the only honest answer is that he alone 
knows; the bones contribute nothing but their deadness, and God's breath raises an army. Then the promise of 
the new heart: God will put his Spirit within his people and cause them to walk in his statutes. Ezekiel promised 
both halves of Paul's paragraph: the raising of the dead AND the walking that follows, both of them God's own 
doing. Hold onto that second half. In about two verses, Paul is going to need it.

The sentence with everything in it (verses 8 to 10)

6. Read verses 8 and 9 slowly, twice. What, precisely, is 'not your own doing'? And why does Paul 
say works are excluded, what is the stated reason?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. If the grammar point is too much for the room, simplify: is Paul saying we saved ourselves by believing 
hard enough? What in the verse rules that out?

Depth. For a sharper room: if even faith is enabled by grace, what does that do to the idea that faith is our 
contribution and grace is God's?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

In Greek, 'this' (touto) is neuter, while 'faith' (pistis) is feminine, so grammatically 'this' does not point at faith 
alone; it points at the whole event, the entire package of by-grace-through-faith salvation. All of it is gift, which 
means even the hand that receives the gift was opened by the Giver. And the stated reason works are excluded 
as the cause: 'lest any man should boast.' God has deliberately designed salvation so that no one can take a bow. 
Dead people do not get medals for being resuscitated.

Dig Deeper
This is old covenant bedrock, not a New Testament novelty. Send someone to read Deuteronomy 9:4-6 aloud: 
Israel, entering the land, is told it is not because of your righteousness. Paul learned 'lest any man should boast' 
from Moses.

7. Now the question this passage has carried for five hundred years. Let me put the strongest 
version of the Protestant reading on the table, and I want us to feel its force before anyone answers.

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. If the room is new to this debate, keep it to one move: does verse 10 belong to the same sentence as 
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verses 8 and 9? What does that do to a reading that stops at verse 9?

Depth. For a room that knows its theology: once both sides confess salvation by grace alone, as the 1999 Joint 
Declaration did, what actually remains disputed? (Real answers include the nature of justification as 
transformation versus imputation, and the role of the sacraments; it is honest to say real differences remain 
while the caricature does not.)

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Ephesians 2:8-9 is the clearest statement in Scripture that salvation is 
by grace through faith and emphatically not by works. Catholicism, with its sacraments, its cooperation with 
grace, its language of merit, smuggles works back into salvation, and so falls under Paul's censure. Be honest: 
any system in which what I do contributes to whether I am saved gives me something to boast about, and 
boasting is exactly what Paul says God designed salvation to exclude. Faith alone protects grace alone. Anything 
added corrupts it.

Answering from the text. Read one more verse, because Paul did not stop at verse 9. Verse 10, in the same 
sentence, in the same breath: we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus FOR good works, which GOD 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. The same sentence that throws works out as the root 
plants them as the fruit. And that is precisely what the Catholic Church teaches. The Council of Trent says 
nothing that precedes justification, neither faith nor works, merits the grace of justification itself; the 
Catechism says flatly that no one can merit the initial grace of forgiveness and justification (CCC 2010), and that 
any merit afterward exists only because God freely chose to associate us with his own work (CCC 2008). St. 
Augustine's summary became the Church's: when God crowns our merits, he crowns his own gifts. So boasting 
stays just as impossible on the Catholic account: what have you that you did not receive? (1 Corinthians 4:7). 
The real disagreement is not whether salvation is by grace; both sides confess that, and said so together in the 
Joint Declaration of 1999. The real question is whether grace stops at forgiving us or goes on to remake us into 
people who actually walk. Verse 10 answers: workmanship, created, prepared beforehand, walk. Ezekiel told 
us tonight that God himself promised to cause the walking. Grace that produces no walking is not the grace Paul 
is describing.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The objection is right about everything it affirms and wrong only in what it thinks Catholics deny. Salvation is 
by grace; the initial grace of justification cannot be merited by anyone, ever; boasting is excluded by design. 
The Catholic claim is not faith plus my own achievements but grace producing both the faith and the works. 
Verse 9 and verse 10 are not rivals; they are one sentence. Works are evicted as the cause of salvation and 
immediately reinstated as its purpose.

8. Stay in verse 10 and track the ownership. Whose workmanship? Who created? Who prepared the 
works, and when? And then, whose walking?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

His workmanship; created by him, in Christ Jesus; the works prepared beforehand by God, before we showed 
up to do them. And yet the walking is ours: that WE should walk in them. Grace does not replace our action; it 
creates it. The word behind 'workmanship' is poiēma, a thing made, a work of the maker's hands; it is the word 
English 'poem' descends from. Now zoom out and see the frame: the passage opened with us walking in 
trespasses (verse 2) and closes with us walking in good works God prepared (verse 10). Same legs, new road, 
and God laid the road.
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9. One last look up at verse 7: why did God do all of this? What is the stated purpose, and how long 
is it scheduled to last? Then the practical question: if someone on the quad asks you 'are you 
saved?', what does this passage teach you to say?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The purpose: that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward 
us. We are the demonstration; the riches keep compounding through this letter, riches of grace, riches of 
inheritance, and now riches on display for ages. As for the question: this passage teaches you to say yes, by 
grace I have been saved, a completed gift I did nothing to earn, and I am walking in works he prepared, a life 
still underway. Paul himself uses all three tenses across his letters: we have been saved, we are being saved (1 
Corinthians 1:18), we shall be saved (Romans 5:9-10). The Catholic answer is not evasive; it is Pauline.

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

S1. Where in your life right now are you living as if you have to earn what God has already given 
you?

S2. If you really are God's workmanship, what work do you suspect he may have prepared for you 
to walk into this week?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Each morning this week, before your feet hit the floor, say Ephesians 2:8 aloud from memory and receive the 
day as a gift you did not earn.

2. Do one hidden good work this week and tell no one at all, not even as a funny story. Practice works without 
boasting.

3. Take ten minutes of prayer (or bring it to confession if you are due) and thank God for one specific 'But God' 
moment in your own story: a time he acted when you could not.

4. Memorize Ephesians 2:8 by Thursday; we will open next session by saying it together.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 2:8
"For by grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God."

Ephesians 2:8

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Lord Jesus Christ, we were dead and you made us alive; we were walking away and you gave us a new road. 
Thank you for a salvation we could not buy, could not build, and cannot boast of. Give us this week the grace to 
walk in the works your Father prepared for us before we ever knew his name. We ask it in your name, seated in 
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the heavenly places, where by your gift we are seated too. Amen.



This Great Mystery | Session 3. By Grace You Have Been Saved

40

P a r t  T h r e e

Leader Reference Card

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

Primary text
● Ephesians 2:1-10 read in two parts, breaking after verse 3

Within Ephesians
● Ephesians 1:19-20 what God did to Christ; compare the verbs of 2:5-6

● Ephesians 1:21 the powers vocabulary behind 2:2

● Ephesians 1:7, 1:18 the riches thread, compounding at 2:7

Discovery passages
● Ezekiel 37:1-14 dry bones; God alone raises

● Ezekiel 36:26-27 new heart; God causes the walking

Supporting
● Exodus 34:6 rich in mercy; God's self-description at Sinai

● Deuteronomy 9:4-6 not because of your righteousness; the old roots of verse 9

● 1 Corinthians 4:7 what have you that you did not receive

● 1 Corinthians 1:18; Romans 5:9-10 Paul's other tenses of salvation, for question 9

Terms
● este sesōsmenoi. you have been saved: a completed act whose effects stand and continue

● synezōopoiēsen, synēgeiren, synekathisen. made alive with, raised with, seated with: the 
three 'with Christ' verbs

● touto. this (neuter): points at the whole event of salvation, not at faith alone

● poiēma. a thing made, workmanship; the ancestor of the English word poem

Catechism
● CCC 1996. justification is free, undeserved gift

● CCC 1998. depends entirely on God's gratuitous initiative

● CCC 2001. even our preparation for grace is grace

● CCC 2008. merit exists only because God associates us with his grace

● CCC 2010. no one can merit the initial grace of justification

● CCC 2011. Christ's charity is the source of all merit; quotes St. Thérèse
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 4. One New Man
Reading: Ephesians 2:11-22
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Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers that the demolition of the dividing wall is not the end of the story but the beginning of a 
construction project: a temple built on apostolic foundations with Christ himself as the cornerstone.

Catholic Touchstone
The Church is God's dwelling place on earth, one visible people built on the apostles with Christ as cornerstone, 
in whom Jew and Gentile become one new humanity.

Last session the group found that grace saves and grace works. Tonight Paul shows them what 
grace builds. He asks Gentile Christians to remember how far outside they once stood, then 
announces that Christ has torn down the wall that kept them there. But the passage does not end 
with rubble. It ends with a building site: strangers become citizens, citizens become family, family 
becomes a temple where God actually lives. Your job tonight is to keep the group moving past the 
demolition to the construction, because that is where Paul is going and where the study's biggest 
thread quietly gains weight. Expect the word 'mystery' to hover over the room without being 
named; do not name it for them.

What You Need to Know

There really was a wall
Herod's temple in Jerusalem had a low stone barrier, the soreg, separating the outer Court of the 
Gentiles from the inner courts. Posted on it were inscriptions warning that any foreigner who 
passed the barrier would bear the responsibility for his own death. One of these inscriptions was 
actually dug up in Jerusalem in 1871, so we can read the threat Paul's Gentile readers lived under. 
When Paul writes that Christ 'has broken down the dividing wall of hostility', his first readers could 
picture a specific object. Do not hand this to the group before question 3; let them wrestle with the 
phrase first, then share it. It lands harder that way.

The wall that got Paul arrested
Acts 21:28-29 records that Paul was seized in Jerusalem on the accusation that he had brought a 
Gentile past that very barrier, and the Gentile named is Trophimus the Ephesian. By the traditional 
reckoning, Paul writes this letter from the imprisonment that began with that arrest, which gives 
Ephesians 3:1, 'a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles', a startling literalness. Paul is in 
chains because of the wall he says Christ demolished. This sits in the Dig Deeper box for question 3 
and also quietly sets up next session's opening verse.
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What exactly was abolished
Verse 15 says Christ abolished 'the law of commandments and ordinances'. Paul's word for 
ordinances is dogmata, decrees. In context he means the ceremonial boundary markers, 
circumcision, food laws, purity regulations, the things that functioned as a legal wall between Jew 
and Gentile. He cannot mean that God's moral will is cancelled, because chapters 4 to 6 of this same 
letter are dense with commandments, and Christ himself said he came not to abolish the law but to 
fulfil it (Matthew 5:17). The steelman chain at question 4 works through this carefully. Hold the 
distinction firmly: what fell was the wall, not the way.

● Dogmata: decrees, regulations; here the ceremonial boundary markers dividing Jew from 
Gentile.

● Kainos: the word for 'new' in 'one new man'; new in kind, not merely recent.

● Prosagōgē (v. 18): access, the formal word for being ushered into a king's presence.

One new man, not a merger
Watch what Paul does not say. He does not say Gentiles are promoted to Jews, and he does not say 
Jews are demoted to Gentiles. Christ creates 'one new man in place of the two', a new humanity that 
did not exist before, and he creates it 'in himself'. This connects to the head and body thread from 
session 2: the new man exists in Christ, so the peace between the two peoples is not a treaty, it is a 
person. Verse 14 says it plainly: he is our peace.

The metaphors climb
Verses 19 to 22 move through a deliberate ascent: strangers become fellow citizens, citizens 
become members of a household, the household becomes a building, the building turns out to be a 
temple, and the temple is 'a dwelling place of God in the Spirit'. The wall around the old temple 
came down, and a larger temple is going up, made of people. Note the present tense in verse 21: the 
structure 'grows'. The construction is not finished, and your group is part of the masonry. This is 
the discovery aim; steer everything toward it.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Isaiah's peace to the far and the near
When Paul says in verse 17 that Christ 'came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace 
to those who were near', he is quoting Isaiah 57:19, where God promises peace, peace, to the far 
and to the near. Isaiah's far ones were exiled Israelites; Paul reads the promise as reaching all the 
way out to the Gentiles. The group finds this themselves in the discovery moment at question 6. Do 
not read it to them.

The cornerstone laid in Zion
Isaiah 28:16 promises that God himself will lay in Zion a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation, 
and Psalm 118:22 adds that the stone the builders rejected has become the head of the corner. 
Paul's 'Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone' stands on both. In ancient construction the 
cornerstone was laid first and every other stone was squared against it; the whole building takes its 
lines from that one stone. The second discovery team finds Isaiah 28:16.
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The temple God always wanted
From the tabernacle in Exodus to Solomon's temple, God's stated desire was to dwell in the midst of 
his people. Ezekiel ends with a vision of a new temple and a city named 'The LORD is there'. Paul 
announces the fulfilment in an unexpected register: the dwelling place of God is now a people, 'built 
together into it for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit'. The promise was never finally about 
architecture; the architecture was a promise about people.

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 passage, St. John Chrysostom insists that Christ did not simply raise the Gentile to the Jew's level, 
as if the Jew stood still and the Gentile climbed. Both were brought into something greater than either had been. 
He reaches for the image of a foundry: it is as if two statues, one of silver and one of lead, were melted down 
together, and what came out of the furnace was a single statue of gold.

Homilies on Ephesians, Homily 5. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For anyone in the room who feels like a latecomer to the faith, this lands directly: you were not squeezed 
into someone else's finished building; something new was made that includes you by design.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430
St. Augustine loved the image of the cornerstone and returned to it often in his preaching. A cornerstone, he 
observes, sits where two walls meet. One wall comes from one direction, the other from another, and they join at 
the corner. So Christ joins the wall coming from the circumcision and the wall coming from the uncircumcision: 
two peoples, approaching from different histories, meeting in one stone and becoming one building at the point 
where he stands.

His Epiphany sermons and expositions of the Psalms. Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. Ask the room where the two walls meet in their own parish: the cradle Catholics and the converts, the old 
families and the new arrivals. The corner is Christ or the walls never touch.

St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein), d. 1942
Edith Stein, a Jewish philosopher who became a Catholic and a Carmelite nun, understood her baptism not as an 
exit from the Jewish people but as a deeper binding to them, because the Christ she now belonged to was himself a 
son of Israel. She deliberately united her fate to theirs under Nazi persecution. Witnesses report that when the SS 
came to arrest her at her convent, she took her sister Rosa's hand and said, in substance, come, let us go for our 
people. She died at Auschwitz.

Her life and writings; the testimony of witnesses at her arrest. Summary of St. Teresa Benedicta of the Cross (Edith Stein)'s 
teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. The one new man does not erase where anyone came from. Paul's Gentile readers were not asked to stop 
being Greek, and Edith Stein did not stop belonging to Israel. The new humanity gathers histories; it does not delete them.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 756. Drawing on this very passage, the Catechism calls the Church the building of God: built by the 
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apostles on the foundation, with Christ himself the cornerstone, and we the living stones being built into it.

CCC 797. The Spirit is to the Church what the soul is to the body: the Church is the temple of the Holy Spirit, the 
place where he dwells. This is verse 22 stated doctrinally.

CCC 2305. Earthly peace is the image and fruit of the peace of Christ, who 'is our peace', reconciling both 
peoples to God in one body and killing the hostility. Peace is not merely the absence of war.

CCC 839. The Church's relationship to the Jewish people is unlike her relationship to any other religion: Jewish 
faith is already a response to God's revelation, and to Israel belong the covenants and the promises. Useful if 
replacement-of-Israel questions arise.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (develop). Tonight the group stares directly at the content of the mystery, Jew and Gentile made 
one body, without the word appearing in the passage. Do not connect the dots for them. If someone connects it 
themselves, smile and write it down; next session Paul names it. Their sealed guesses from session 1 are 
circling this.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). The phrase carries the whole passage: brought near 'in Christ 
Jesus', one new man created 'in himself', the structure joined 'in him', built together 'in him'. Have the group 
notice it again at question 5; the location of the new humanity is a person.

Head and body (develop). Verse 16 says both were reconciled 'in one body through the cross'. The body from 
session 2 turns out to be where former enemies are fused. Touch it, do not re-teach it.

Inheritance and possession (develop). Strangers become 'fellow citizens with the saints and members of the 
household of God'. Belonging language deepens the inheritance thread: they are not guests in the house, they 
are heirs in it.

The powers (develop). Light touch only: the hostility Christ kills is bigger than social friction, and next session 
says the Church displays God's wisdom to the powers themselves. Plant nothing explicit; just avoid shrinking 
'hostility' to mere prejudice.

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

If Christ abolished the law, the Church has no business binding anyone with rules. Commandments 
are exactly what the cross removed.
Read the rest of the letter. Ephesians 4 to 6 is full of commandments from the same pen in the same sitting: put 
away falsehood, do not steal, forgive one another. What verse 15 says Christ abolished is 'the law of 
commandments and ordinances', the dogmata that functioned as a wall between the two peoples. The 
ceremonial boundary markers fell so that both could enter; the moral way remains, and Christ said explicitly 
that he came to fulfil the law, not to abolish it (Matthew 5:17). The wall came down so both could walk in, not 
so that no one has to walk.

A temple made of people proves the real Church is invisible. Buildings, structures, offices, none of 
it matters; wherever believers are, there is the temple.
The image cuts the other way. Paul's temple has a foundation you can name, 'the apostles and prophets', a 
cornerstone you can identify, and stones that are 'joined together' and 'built together'. Loose bricks in a field 
are not a building. A temple is the most structured thing in the ancient world, every stone squared to the 
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cornerstone and resting on the course below it. Being made of people makes the Church alive, not shapeless. 
Hold this line lightly tonight; the letter itself will make the structural point unmissable two sessions from now.

So the Church just replaces Israel? That sounds like the covenant with the Jewish people is 
cancelled.
Notice the direction of the motion in verses 12 and 13: the Gentiles were 'alienated from the commonwealth of 
Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise', and they are brought near, brought in. Israel is not discarded; 
the nations are grafted into Israel's promises, which is exactly Paul's olive tree image in Romans 11:17-18, 
where he warns Gentiles not to boast over the branches. The Catechism (839) teaches that the Jewish people's 
relationship to the Church is unlike any other, because to them belong the covenants. The one new man is 
Israel's story widened, not ended.

Session Goals
1. The group lists for themselves the five-fold alienation of verse 12 and feels the distance before 

hearing the nearness.

2. The group discovers that the dividing wall was a real object with a real death threat, and that 
Christ is said not merely to make peace but to be it.

3. The group works through the strongest form of 'the law is abolished' and answers it from the 
letter itself.

4. The group finds Isaiah's own words underneath verses 17 and 20, with the two passages in 
their own hands.

5. The group tracks the ascent of verses 19 to 22 and lands on the discovery aim: the demolition 
was a construction project, and they are in the masonry.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
For a 90 minute night: Win and opening prayer 12 minutes, reading block 8, Build 50 (give the steelman at 
question 4 and the metaphor ascent at questions 8 and 9 the largest shares, about 8 minutes each; keep 
questions 1 and 2 brisk at 4 to 5 minutes each), Send 10, Live It This Week and closing prayer 10. For 75 
minutes, apply the first two cuts below before you start.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut the Dig Deeper on Paul's arrest (question 3) first; it is wonderful but the session stands without it.

2. Fold question 2 into question 1 by asking both at once: what were they, and what changed them.

3. Drop the depth options on question 9 and take only the ground-level answer.

4. If desperate, run the discovery at question 6 with one team on Isaiah 57:19 only and simply tell them the 
cornerstone source afterward.
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Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Lord Jesus Christ, you are our peace. You came and preached peace to those who were far off and peace to 
those who were near, and we confess that every one of us has been the one far off. Tear down tonight whatever 
walls we have carried into this room: walls of pride, of old wounds, of quiet contempt. Build us together into 
something you can live in. We ask this of you who live and reign with the Father in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 
one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

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

W1. Tell us about a time you were the outsider: the new kid, the one who didn't know the rules, the 
one eating lunch alone. What did it feel like, and what changed it, if anything did?

W2. What's a wall you've seen come down in your lifetime, literal or social, in the world or in your 
own family? What was on the other side?

Keep this warm and unhurried; both questions are doing real work for verse 12 later. Do not connect them to the 
passage yet.

Read

Read aloud
Three readers: verses 11 to 13, verses 14 to 18, verses 19 to 22. Ask the group to listen for one word: 'wall'. 
Then ask the third reader to reread verses 19 to 22 slowly before you begin the Build questions, because the 
density of those verses rewards a second hearing.

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.

Remember that you were

1. Paul opens with a command: remember. List the things verse 12 says were true of the Gentiles 'at 
that time'. There are five. Which one would sting the most?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, strangers to the covenants of promise, 
having no hope, and without God in the world. Let the group sit with the last two; 'having no hope' is arguably 
the bleakest phrase in the letter. Notice too that verse 11 says 'the uncircumcision' was a name given to them 
by others: they were defined by what they lacked, by people who had what they lacked. Paul is not shaming 
them. Memory of the far country is what makes nearness astonishing, which is exactly where verse 13 is about 
to go.
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2. Verse 13 pivots on three words: 'But now... near.' Near to what, exactly? And look closely at what 
Paul says did the bringing.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Near to God, and near in temple terms: nearness in Israel's world was measured in courts and thresholds, how 
close you could stand to the presence. And the means is 'in the blood of Christ'. Not in their effort, not in their 
improvement, in blood, which is sacrifice language. Last session the group found that salvation is gift from first 
to last; here is the price tag on the gift. The far ones were not walked closer step by step. They were carried 
near at a cost.

The wall comes down

3. Verse 14 does not say Christ made peace. Read it again: what does it say he is? And what is this 
'dividing wall of hostility' that he has broken down?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He IS our peace. Peace here is not a treaty or a mood; it is a person, and where he is, the two are one. As for the 
wall: after the group works with the text, share this. Herod's temple had an actual stone barrier, the soreg, 
keeping Gentiles out of the inner courts, and inscriptions on it warned that any foreigner who crossed it would 
be answerable for his own death. One of those inscriptions was excavated in Jerusalem in 1871; you can read 
the threat today. Paul's readers could picture a specific wall with a specific death sentence carved into it. Paul 
says Christ demolished it, and verse 15 adds the deeper layer: the legal wall too, the ordinances (dogmata) that 
marked one people off from the other.

Dig Deeper
Look up Acts 21:28-29. Paul was arrested in Jerusalem on the accusation of bringing a Gentile past that very 
barrier, and the Gentile named is Trophimus, an Ephesian. By the traditional reckoning, Paul writes this letter 
from the imprisonment that began with that arrest. Keep a finger there: the first verse of next week's chapter 
will mention his chains, and now you know which wall put him in them.

4. Verse 15 says Christ abolished 'the law of commandments and ordinances'. Before we answer it, 
let's state the strongest version of the conclusion some Christians draw from this verse.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Paul says it in plain Greek: Christ abolished the law of commandments. 
Not softened it, not renegotiated it, abolished it in his flesh. So any church that binds Christians with 
commandments, obligations, days you must attend, rules you must keep, has rebuilt exactly the wall Christ died 
to demolish. Grace means the era of ordinances is over, and adding requirements to the cross is not just 
mistaken, it is a betrayal of this verse. That is not a lazy reading; it takes the word 'abolished' with full 
seriousness.

Answering from the text. Take it seriously, then, and keep reading the same letter. In chapter 4 this same Paul 
commands: put away falsehood, be angry but do not sin, let the thief no longer steal, let no evil talk come out of 
your mouths. In chapter 5 and 6 he commands more. If verse 15 abolished commandments as such, Paul 
refutes himself within two pages, so that cannot be what it means. Look at what he actually names: 'the law of 
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commandments and ordinances', the dogmata, and look at what job that law was doing in this sentence: it was 
the wall, the thing producing hostility between the two peoples. What fell was the ceremonial boundary 
system, circumcision, food laws, the markers that legally separated Jew from Gentile. Christ himself said he 
came not to abolish the law but to fulfil it (Matthew 5:17). The wall came down so that both peoples could come 
in, not so that no one has to walk once inside.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The objection reads 'abolished' with real force, and it deserves a real answer, which the letter itself supplies: 
Paul goes on to give dozens of commandments, so verse 15 cannot cancel commandment as such. What Christ 
abolished is the law precisely in its function as a dividing wall, the ceremonial ordinances that fenced Gentiles 
out. The moral way remains, and it remains for both peoples together. If someone in the group asks where the 
line runs between ceremonial and moral, that is a genuinely good question the Church has thought hard about; 
St. Thomas Aquinas treats it at length, and you can honestly say the distinction is ancient, not an escape hatch 
invented last week.

5. Verse 15 says Christ created 'one new man in place of the two'. Notice what Paul does not say. He 
does not say Gentiles get upgraded into Jews, or Jews folded into Gentiles. So what exactly is 
created, and, look carefully, where does it exist?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. One new people made from two, and Christ made it.

Ground. A new kind of humanity, existing in Christ himself, so that peace is a person before it is a policy.

Depth. The hostility was not managed but 'killed' (v. 16): Paul's verb is violent. The cross does not referee the 
fight; it executes the enmity. Ask what it would mean for the room's own divisions to be killed rather than 
managed.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

A new humanity, new in kind (kainos), something that did not exist before the cross. And it exists 'in himself'. 
Circle that with the group: this is the letter's drumbeat phrase again, in Christ, in him, and here it locates the 
new humanity inside a person. The peace between the two peoples is not a negotiated settlement between 
parties who remain what they were; it is a shared life inside Christ. Verse 16 adds where the fusion happened: 
'in one body through the cross'. The body from session 2 turns out to be the place where former enemies are 
made one.

Live discovery
Split into two teams. Team one, turn to Isaiah 57:19 and compare it with verse 17: what is Paul quoting, and 
who were the 'far off' in Isaiah's day? Team two, turn to Isaiah 28:16 and compare it with verse 20: what has 
God promised to lay, and where? Each team reports back with the verses side by side.

Let them find it. Isaiah 57:19; Isaiah 28:16
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6. In verses 17 and 20, Paul is quoting. He is standing on older words and expecting his readers to 
hear them. Let's find out whose.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Team one should find that Paul's 'peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near' is Isaiah 
57:19 almost word for word: God promising peace, peace, to the far and to the near. In Isaiah the far ones were 
exiled Israelites; Paul reads the promise as stretching further than exile, all the way out to the nations. Team 
two should find God promising to lay in Zion a precious cornerstone, a sure foundation. Paul says the stone has 
been laid, and names him. The point to draw out: Paul is not decorating his argument with Bible verses. He is 
claiming that what happened at the cross is what Isaiah was promising all along, and that his Gentile readers 
are standing inside a very old promise.

7. Verse 18 is one short sentence. Trace who does what in it. Where have we seen this shape 
before?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Through him (the Son), in one Spirit, to the Father. It is the shape the group traced in session 1: the whole 
Trinity in one verse, and now the Trinity is the road home. Paul's word for 'access', prosagōgē, is the formal 
term for being ushered into a king's presence; you did not stroll into a throne room, someone brought you in. 
And press the small word 'both': Jew and Gentile do not get separate entrances. There is one door, one usher, 
one Spirit, one Father, and the two peoples walk in together or not at all.

The demolition builds something

8. Verses 19 to 22 pile image on image. Track the sequence: what do these former outsiders 
become, step by step, and where does the sequence finally land?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Strangers become fellow citizens with the saints; citizens become members of the household of God, family, not 
just compatriots; the family turns out to be a building; the building is growing into a holy temple; and the 
temple is 'a dwelling place of God in the Spirit'. That last phrase is the landing point, and it should stagger 
slightly: the wall around the old temple came down, and a larger temple is going up, made of people, and God 
lives in it. The demolition of verse 14 was never the goal. It was site clearance. God's answer to the divided 
world is not a truce line; it is a construction site.

9. Look at the architecture of verse 20. The foundation is 'the apostles and prophets' and the 
cornerstone is 'Christ Jesus himself'. Foundations get laid once, and every stone above must be 
squared against the cornerstone. What does it tell you about the Church that its foundation is a list 
of people?

Take it as far as the room wants
Ground. The Church stands on the apostles Christ sent, aligned to Christ himself, and it is still under 
construction with us as material.

Depth. If the foundation is apostolic and foundations are laid once, ask what happens to a building that tries to 
relocate off its foundation while keeping the cornerstone. Do not resolve it; the letter will.
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ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

That the Church is built on commissioned persons, not on a mood, an idea, or even, at this point in history, a 
finished book: the New Testament was still being written when Paul sent this letter, so 'the foundation of the 
apostles' cannot simply mean 'the Bible'. It means the men Christ sent, teaching what Christ gave them. And the 
cornerstone rule matters: in ancient building, the cornerstone was laid first and every other stone took its lines 
from it, so anything in the Church that does not square with Christ is a stone laid crooked. Note the present 
tense in verse 21: the structure 'grows'. The foundation is laid, the building is not finished, and verse 22 says 
the people in this room are being 'built together into it'. Leave the group with the tension of the word 
'together': stones do not get built into a temple alone, and a brick sitting by itself in a field is not a building. 
How this growing structure holds together is a question this letter will answer very concretely, but not tonight.

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

S1. Who in your life is 'far off' right now, from God or from you? What would 'brought near' actually 
look like this month, and what would it cost you?

S2. Where do you treat your faith as a private project, a brick in a field, rather than a stone being 
built together with others? What is one place you could let yourself be mortared in?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Visit a church building once this week outside of Mass, even for ten minutes. Sit where you can see the altar 
and read Ephesians 2:19-22 slowly. Then look around at the actual stones and ask what they are a picture of.

2. Name, honestly and only to God, one person or group you keep on the other side of a wall: someone you have 
written off, avoid, or quietly hold in contempt. Take one concrete step toward them this week, a message, a 
coffee, a prayer for them by name every day. Not a grand gesture; one stone out of the wall.

3. At Mass this Sunday, when the sign of peace comes, remember verse 14 before you say the words: peace is 
not a pleasantry you exchange, it is a person you are both standing in.

4. Memorize Ephesians 2:14 and say it once each morning.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 2:14
"For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility."

Ephesians 2:14

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Father, we thank you that we who were once far off have been brought near in the blood of Christ. Thank you 
for the wall that fell and the temple that rises. Make us stones worth building with: squared to the cornerstone, 
joined to the people beside us, willing to bear weight. Where we have kept walls standing that your Son died to 
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demolish, give us the honesty to see them and the courage to take them down. Through Christ our peace, who 
lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, for ever and ever. 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 2:11-22 read in three parts: 11-13, 14-18, 19-22

Discovery passages (do not reveal in advance)
● Isaiah 57:19 peace to the far and the near; behind v. 17

● Isaiah 28:16 cornerstone laid in Zion; behind v. 20

Supporting passages
● Acts 21:28-29 Dig Deeper: Paul, Trophimus the Ephesian, and the temple barrier

● Ephesians 3:1 Dig Deeper link forward: 'a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you 
Gentiles'

● Matthew 5:17 steelman response: fulfil, not abolish

● Romans 11:17-18 objection bench: grafted branches, no boasting over Israel

● Psalm 118:22 optional: the rejected stone become the head of the corner

Terms
● soreg. the stone barrier in Herod's temple excluding Gentiles from the inner courts

● dogmata. decrees, ordinances; the ceremonial boundary regulations of v. 15

● kainos. new in kind, not merely recent; the 'new' of the one new man

● prosagōgē. access; formal ushering into a king's presence (v. 18)

Catechism
● CCC 756. the Church as God's building on the apostolic foundation, Christ the cornerstone

● CCC 797. the Church as the temple of the Holy Spirit

● CCC 2305. Christ 'is our peace'; peace as more than absence of war

● CCC 839. the Church's unique relationship to the Jewish people
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 5. The Mystery Made Known

Reading: Ephesians 3:1-21
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Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group finds Paul's own partial definition of the mystery in 3:6, three 'together with' words, and then 
discovers in 3:10 that the Church is the instrument by which God's manifold wisdom is made known even to 
the heavenly powers.

Catholic Touchstone
The Church is not incidental to God's plan but written into it from eternity: through her, God's wisdom is 
displayed to angels, and in her, glory is given alongside Christ himself.

Chapter 3 is where Paul finally slows down and talks about the word your group has been circling 
since session 1. He starts a prayer in verse 1, interrupts himself for thirteen verses to explain his 
stewardship of the mystery, and then resumes the prayer on his knees. Tonight the group gets a 
real definition (3:6), a real puzzle (how can something promised for centuries be called hidden?), 
and the letter's most staggering claim about the Church so far (3:10). Your hardest job is thread 
discipline: the sealed guesses stay sealed. Paul defines the mystery tonight, but the letter has one 
more move to make with this word, and you must not let anyone smell chapter 5 coming.

What You Need to Know

The sentence Paul abandons
Verse 1 begins 'For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles' and then 
simply stops. Paul does not finish the thought until verse 14, where 'For this reason I bow my 
knees' picks the sentence back up. Everything between is a digression, but a deliberate one: before 
Paul can pray for the Ephesians, he needs them to understand what he was given and why he is in 
chains for it. Let the group notice the interruption; it is visible in any translation.

The vocabulary of 3:6
Paul's definition of the mystery uses three Greek words that all begin with syn, 'together with': the 
Gentiles are synklēronoma (co-heirs), syssōma (co-body-ed, members of the same body), and 
symmetocha (co-sharers of the promise). The middle word is not attested in Greek literature before 
this letter, so far as surviving evidence shows; Paul apparently had to coin it. That detail preaches 
itself: no existing word said what God had done, so the apostle made one. Present the coinage 
hedged ('apparently', 'so far as we can tell'), because arguments from surviving evidence are always 
provisional.
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Hidden and promised at once
The night's central puzzle: Paul says the mystery was 'not made known to the sons of men in other 
generations' (3:5) and was 'hidden for ages in God' (3:9), yet the Old Testament promises blessing 
for the nations loudly and often. The resolution the group should find for themselves in the 
discovery moment: the fact of Gentile blessing was published for centuries; the form was sealed. No 
prophet said the nations would enter as co-heirs, one body, on equal footing inside Israel's Messiah, 
with no lower tier and no separate court. The mystery was hidden in plain sight.

Verse 10 and the powers
The letter's boldest ecclesiology so far: God's polypoikilos sophia, his many-colored, richly 
variegated wisdom, is made known to 'the principalities and powers in the heavenly places' 
through the Church. The vocabulary deliberately echoes 1:21 (Christ enthroned far above every 
principality and power) and sits in the same unseen realm as the hostile prince of 2:2. Whether Paul 
means holy angels, hostile powers, or the whole angelic order is exegetically open and the Church 
has not defined it; Fathers such as Chrysostom read it of the angels. Either way, the direction of the 
claim is fixed: spiritual intelligences learn something of God by watching the Church. Do not rush 
past this verse. It is the reason your parish matters more than it looks like it matters.

● Do not resolve the powers thread tonight; the armor of 6:10-18 is still coming.

● 1 Peter 1:12, 'things into which angels long to look', is the perfect cross-reference and lives 
in a Dig Deeper box.

The prayer and the doxology
When Paul resumes at 3:14 he kneels, which was not the ordinary posture; standing was the 
common Jewish posture for prayer (Mark 11:25 assumes it), so the kneeling signals intensity. The 
prayer's petitions climb: strength in the inner man by the Spirit, Christ dwelling in the heart 
through faith, rooting in love, power to comprehend the four dimensions 'with all the saints', 
knowledge of a love that outruns knowledge, and finally being 'filled with all the fullness of God', 
the same fullness language the letter gave the Church in 1:23. The doxology then does something 
almost scandalous: it locates glory 'in the church and in Christ Jesus', side by side, to all generations. 
That only makes sense if head and body are one living whole, which is exactly what session 2 
planted.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

The promise published, the shape sealed
Genesis 12:1-3 promises that in Abraham the families of the earth will find blessing; Isaiah 49:5-6 
makes the Servant a light to the nations so that salvation reaches the end of the earth. These are the 
discovery passages tonight. The fulfillment in Ephesians 3 is not merely that the promise came true 
but that it came true in a form no prophet had spelled out: co-inheritance, one body, one promise, in 
the Messiah. Note the quiet echo between Genesis 12:3's 'families of the earth' and Ephesians 3:15's 
'every family in heaven and on earth'.
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Daniel and the word itself
The Bible's vocabulary of 'mystery' enters through Daniel 2, where God is 'a revealer of mysteries' 
(2:28, 2:47) and the mystery concerns God's kingdom overtaking the empires of the world. The 
Greek versions of Daniel render the Aramaic raz with mystērion, the very word Paul uses. Paul, 
formed on Daniel, reaches for Daniel's word: a secret lodged with God, disclosed at God's chosen 
hour, concerning God's kingdom. This lives in a Dig Deeper box so it enriches without crowding the 
main discovery.

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 through this passage, Chrysostom lingers in astonishment over verse 10. The mystery, he teaches, was 
hidden not only from human beings but, in its full shape, even from the angels; the heavenly powers themselves 
learn the manifold wisdom of God by seeing what God has now done in the Church. What was kept from the eyes of  
heaven for ages is displayed among gathered, forgiven people.

Homilies on Ephesians, on 3:8-11. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. When someone in the room wonders whether the visible Church really matters, here is a Father of the 
Church saying that angels receive instruction through it.

St. Thomas Aquinas, d. 1274
Aquinas asks the obvious objection: how can anything be 'made known' to angels, who behold God? His answer, in 
substance: the angels knew God's plan in its eternal source, but its concrete unfolding in time, Gentiles made co-
heirs in one body with Israel, they see accomplished through the Church. And the wisdom is called 'manifold' not 
because God has many wisdoms but because his one simple wisdom expresses itself in many ways, across ages, 
peoples, and providences.

Commentary on Ephesians, chapter 3. Summary of St. Thomas Aquinas' teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This gives your sharpest questioner a satisfying answer to 'why would angels need to learn anything?': 
knowing the plan in its source is not the same as watching it happen.

St. Elizabeth of the Trinity, d. 1906
This young Carmelite took Paul's prayer in 3:16-19 with complete literalness: Christ really does dwell by faith in 
the baptized heart, so heaven does not wait for death to begin. She described her whole vocation as staying home 
with the God who dwells within, recollecting herself to find the Trinity already present in her soul, and she drew 
her very identity from this letter, loving Paul's phrase about living for the praise of God's glory.

Letters and retreat notes. Summary of St. Elizabeth of the Trinity's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. Ephesians 3:14-21 is not rhetoric. A woman about the age of the people in your room built an entire life 
inside this prayer, and the Church canonized her.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 760. Echoing Christians of the first centuries, the Catechism says the world was created for the sake of the 
Church: God's purpose of communion, gathered in Christ, is older than everything, which is exactly the 'eternal 
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purpose' of 3:11.

CCC 1066. God's plan is the 'mystery of his will', revealed and accomplished in Christ; the Church exists to 
proclaim and celebrate this mystery, above all in the liturgy.

CCC 2214. The divine fatherhood is the source of human fatherhood, the ground of the honor owed to parents; 
this is the Catechism's landing point for 3:14-15.

CCC 2714. The Catechism describes contemplative prayer in the language of this very passage: the Father 
strengthens our inner being by the Spirit so that Christ may dwell in our hearts through faith and we may be 
rooted in love.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (develop). Tonight it gets a definition (3:6). Let the group feel the thrill of catching it, but do not 
confirm or deny any sealed guess and do not breathe a word about chapter 5. If someone says 'so that's the 
answer', say: it is an answer, and the letter has one more move to make with this word. The guesses stay sealed 
until session 9.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). The three co-words of 3:6 only work 'in Christ Jesus'; note also 
3:11 and 3:12 ('in whom'). Co-inheritance has an address.

Head and body (develop). syssōma presses the body language of 1:23, and the doxology's 'glory in the church 
and in Christ Jesus' is head-and-body logic at full volume. Connect back to session 2 without re-teaching it.

Inheritance and possession (develop). 'Fellow heirs' picks up the inheritance vocabulary of 1:11-14 and 
1:18. The Gentiles are not guests at the reading of the will; they are written into it.

The powers (develop). Big night for this thread: 1:21 seated Christ above the powers, 2:2 named a hostile 
prince among them, and 3:10 now makes the Church the instrument of their instruction. Develop, do not 
resolve; the armor of 6:10-18 is still coming.

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

Why would angels need to learn anything? Aren't they already in heaven, seeing God?
Angels are creatures; only God knows all things by nature. A created intellect can know God's plan in its source 
and still marvel at watching it unfold in time, the way you can know a composer and still be astonished at the 
premiere. Scripture itself says there are 'things into which angels long to look' (1 Peter 1:12).

Doesn't 3:6 mean the sealed guesses are basically answered, so we should just open them tonight?
No. Say plainly that Paul has given a definition, and that the letter is not finished with the word. Opening the 
guesses now would spend in session 5 what session 9 is built to pay. Keep them sealed and let the anticipation 
work.

If the mystery was hidden 'for ages', doesn't that make the Old Testament a failed or misleading 
revelation?
The opposite: the discovery moment shows the promise was truly published for centuries. God was not silent; 
he was staging a disclosure. Progressive revelation means earlier stages are real and true, and the last stage 
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exceeds them.

Session Goals
1. Trace Paul's own partial definition of the mystery in 3:6 and hear the three 'together with' 

words for what they claim.

2. Discover from the prophets themselves in what sense the mystery was simultaneously 
promised and hidden.

3. Land verse 10: the Church is the instrument by which God's many-colored wisdom reaches 
even the heavenly powers.

4. Face the strongest possible reading of 3:3-4 as an argument for Scripture alone, and answer it 
from the passage itself.

5. Pray, not merely study, Paul's prayer of 3:14-21, and send everyone home praying it over 
someone by name.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Ninety minutes: opening prayer and Win about 12, reading 6, questions 1 to 5 about 32, the steelman and 
question 7 about 20, questions 8 to 10 about 12, Send, Live It This Week, and closing about 8. Inviting the room 
to kneel at verse 14 costs nothing and buys a great deal.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Fold question 5 into question 3: carry 'hidden for ages in God who created all things' into the definition 
discussion and skip the rest of question 5.

2. Drop both Dig Deeper boxes.

3. Compress question 8 to a single observation: every fatherhood is named from the Father, not the other way 
around.

4. Ask only the first Win question.
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P a r t  T w o

Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, we bow before you tonight. Strengthen us 
with might through your Spirit in our inner selves. Let Christ dwell in our hearts through faith, and root us in 
love, so that with all the saints we can begin to grasp how wide and long and high and deep his love is. What 
you kept hidden for ages you have chosen to make known; open this passage to us, and give us eyes to see what 
you have shown. 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 kept a good secret from you: a surprise party, a gift, an 
announcement. What was it like when it finally came out?

W2. Has a hard stretch of your life ever made more sense looking back than it did while you were in 
it?

The secrets theme is quietly setting up verse 5; do not explain that, just enjoy the stories.

Read

Read aloud
Three readers: verses 1 to 7, verses 8 to 13, verses 14 to 21. Ask the third reader to slow down noticeably at 
verse 14; it is a prayer and should sound like one. If your space allows, invite the whole group to kneel with the 
reader from verse 14 to the end.

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.

A prisoner rereads his chains

1. Look at verse 1 and then jump ahead to verse 13. How does Paul describe his imprisonment, and 
whose prisoner does he say he is? What does verse 13 call his sufferings?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Rome holds the keys, but Paul never calls himself Rome's prisoner. He is 'a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of 
you Gentiles'. He has reread his chains from inside God's plan: he is locked up precisely because he preached 
the Gentile inclusion this chapter describes, so even his imprisonment serves the people he writes to. That is 
why verse 13 can say the astonishing thing it says: he asks them not to lose heart over his sufferings, 'which is 
your glory'. The same event, read two ways: Rome sees a prisoner; Paul sees a stewardship being paid for.
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2. In verses 2 to 5, what does Paul say was given to him, and what does he call it? And when the 
mystery was finally revealed, who exactly received the revelation, and how?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He was given 'the stewardship of God's grace', and notice the next words: given to me 'for you'. The Greek word 
is oikonomia, household management: grace received in trust, to be handed on, not a private possession. And 
the revelation was made known 'to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit' (verse 5). Those are the same 
two offices we found under the building in 2:20, the foundation of the household. Revelation in this letter does 
not land on a lone genius having a private experience; it lands in an office, held by a body, for the sake of 
everyone else.

The mystery gets a definition

3. Verse 6 is the sentence this whole study has been waiting for: 'that is, how the Gentiles are...'. 
What three things does Paul say the Gentiles are? Make the list together, and weigh each word.

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. Just make the list: what three things are the Gentiles said to be?

Ground. What is the difference between 'Gentiles can be saved too' and 'fellow heirs, same body, same 
promise'?

Depth. Why might Paul have needed to invent a word here? What does it say about an event when language 
has no word for it yet?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. In 
Greek all three begin with syn, 'together with': synklēronoma, syssōma, symmetocha. The middle one appears 
nowhere in surviving Greek literature before this letter; Paul apparently had to invent a word, something like 
'co-body-ed', because no existing word said what God had done. And notice what the mystery is not: it is not 
'Gentiles can be saved too', which any prophet could have told you. It is total co-inclusion: the same inheritance, 
the same body, the same promise, with no lower tier and no separate court, and all of it 'in Christ Jesus'. This is 
a definition, and the group has genuinely caught something tonight. Keep the guesses sealed anyway: the letter 
has one more move to make with this word.

Live discovery
Split the room in half. One half turns to Genesis 12:1-3, the other to Isaiah 49:5-6. Each group reads its passage 
aloud and answers one question: what does God promise here about the nations, and roughly how many 
centuries before Paul was it said? Then bring both back to the table and face the puzzle head on: if this was 
announced out loud for that long, in what sense was the mystery hidden for ages?

Let them find it. Genesis 12:1-3; Isaiah 49:5-6

4. Paul says this mystery was 'not made known to the sons of men in other generations' (verse 5) 
and was 'hidden for ages in God' (verse 9). But is that true? Didn't the Old Testament talk about the 
nations constantly? Let's go check.
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ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Both passages announce the fact centuries ahead of time: through Abraham, blessing reaches the families of the 
earth; the Servant is made a light to the nations so salvation runs to the end of the earth. So what was hidden? 
Not that the Gentiles would be blessed. What was hidden was the form and the extent: that they would enter as 
co-heirs, one body, on completely equal footing inside Israel's Messiah. No prophet spelled that out. The 
mystery was hidden in plain sight: the promise was published; the shape was sealed. That is why Paul can say it 
was hidden 'in God' without contradicting his own Bible, and notice the small echo: Genesis promises blessing 
to the families of the earth, and in verse 15 Paul will name the Father from whom every family is named.

Dig Deeper
Where does the Bible's word 'mystery' even come from? Look at Daniel 2:27-28 and 2:47: God is 'a revealer of 
mysteries', and the mystery concerns God's kingdom overtaking the world's empires. The Greek versions of 
Daniel use mystērion, Paul's exact word, for the Aramaic raz. Paul, raised on Daniel, is reaching for Daniel's 
category: a secret lodged with God, disclosed at God's hour, concerning God's kingdom.

Unsearchable riches

5. In verses 7 to 9, how does Paul describe himself, how does he describe his message, and where 
does he say the plan was hidden all this time?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He calls himself 'the very least of all the saints', and this from the man handed the largest missionary 
assignment in history. Grace and honesty about one's past can live in the same sentence; the size of the gift 
never stops astonishing him. His message is 'the unsearchable riches of Christ': riches you can spend forever 
exploring without hitting bottom. And the plan was hidden 'for ages in God who created all things'. That last 
phrase matters: the mystery is not plan B, improvised after Israel's story stalled. It is older than Israel, older 
than everything, lodged in the Creator from before the start.

6. Verses 3 and 4 say that when you read what Paul wrote, you can perceive his insight into the 
mystery. Some of our friends would say that verse settles a very big question. Let's give their 
argument its full weight before we answer it.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Paul says it himself: 'when you read this you can perceive my insight 
into the mystery of Christ.' There it is in the text. The apostles received the revelation once for all (verse 5), 
they wrote it down, and whoever reads what they wrote now perceives what they perceived. If reading Paul 
gives you Paul's insight, then Scripture is sufficient. The mystery needs no ongoing magisterium, no priesthood, 
no Rome to unlock it; Paul expects ordinary readers, reading an ordinary letter, to understand him. The 
Catholic appeal to an interpreting Church adds a layer Paul never mentions here, and history suggests that 
layer has mostly gotten between believers and the plain apostolic word.

Answering from the text. Take verse 4 with complete seriousness; the Church does. Everything the objection 
says about the power of the written word is true, which is why the Church reads Paul aloud at Mass more often 
than most of us show up to hear him. But look at where this letter locates itself. The revelation was given not to 
Paul alone but 'to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit' (verse 5), the same two offices that are the 
foundation of the household in 2:20. Paul calls his ministry a 'stewardship of God's grace' given to him 'for you' 
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(verse 2): grace received in office, to be handed on. And when this very passage names the instrument by which 
God's wisdom goes public, it does not say 'through the epistle'; it says 'through the church' (verse 10). The 
letter is not a rival to the Church; it is one act of the Church's apostolic stewardship: written to a church, carried 
by a church, read in the assembly, copied and kept and eventually recognized as Scripture by the same 
apostolic body. So verse 4 proves that the written word truly communicates, and Catholics affirm that without 
reservation. What it does not say is that the word floats free of the household that wrote it, guarded it, and 
canonized it. Ephesians never imagines the two apart, and neither should we.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Verse 4 is a real argument and deserves respect: the written apostolic word genuinely communicates apostolic 
insight, and the Church has always said so. But the same passage puts that word inside a larger structure: 
revelation given to apostles and prophets as a body (verse 5), held as a stewardship to be handed on (verse 2), 
and made public 'through the church' (verse 10). Scripture and Church are not competitors in this chapter; the 
letter itself lives inside the Church's stewardship. Both, together, or neither: that is the shape of the text.

7. Read verse 10 slowly, twice. According to this verse, who is the audience of God's wisdom, and 
what is the instrument by which they come to know it? Then read verses 11 to 13: how long has 
this purpose existed, and what does it give us?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. Who finds out about God's wisdom in verse 10, and through what?

Ground. What does it do to your picture of an ordinary Sunday Mass that this verse says angels learn from the 
Church?

Depth. God could have instructed the angels directly. Why might he choose to teach them through a body made 
of forgiven sinners?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The audience is 'the principalities and powers in the heavenly places': the same vocabulary as 1:21, where 
Christ was seated far above them, and the same unseen realm where 2:2 located a hostile prince. Whether Paul 
means holy angels, hostile powers, or the whole angelic order is a question the Church has left open; Fathers 
like Chrysostom read it of the angels. Either way the direction is fixed: spiritual intelligences learn about God 
by watching something. And the instrument is 'through the church'. Not around the Church, not in spite of her: 
through her, God publishes his polypoikilos sophia, wisdom that is many-colored, richly variegated. This 
concrete body of forgiven Jews and Gentiles is God's display of wisdom to heaven itself. Verse 11 says this was 
'the eternal purpose which he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord', verse 12 says it gives us boldness and 
confident access, and verse 13 draws the conclusion: therefore do not lose heart over Paul's chains. If God's 
eternal purpose runs through the Church, an apostle's imprisonment is not evidence the plan is failing.

Dig Deeper
1 Peter 1:12 says the good news preached to us contains 'things into which angels long to look'. Two different 
apostles, the same startling idea: heaven watches what happens among us, and wants to.
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On his knees

8. At verse 14 Paul finally finishes the sentence he started in verse 1. What posture does he take, 
and what does he say about the Father in verse 15? Which direction does the naming run?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He bows his knees. Standing was the ordinary Jewish posture for prayer (Mark 11:25 assumes people 'stand 
praying'), so kneeling here signals unusual intensity; Paul is not dashing off a blessing, he is pleading. And he 
prays to the Father 'from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named'. In Greek the wordplay is 
audible: patria, family, comes from patēr, father. Every fatherhood is named from the Father. The naming runs 
downward: fatherhood is not projected up from human dads onto God; it descends from God to us. That 
matters pastorally: whatever anyone's experience of a human father, good or wounding, the original is God, 
and every copy is measured by the original, never the other way around.

9. Walk through verses 16 to 19 and list what Paul actually asks for. What are the petitions, and 
where does the prayer end up?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The petitions climb like a staircase: to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner man; that 
Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; to be rooted and grounded in love; to have power to 
comprehend 'with all the saints', notice that comprehension here is communal, you cannot measure this alone, 
'what is the breadth and length and height and depth'; to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge; 
and finally to be 'filled with all the fullness of God'. That is the same fullness language the letter used of the 
Church in 1:23. And notice the shape of the whole prayer: the Father (verse 14), the Spirit (verse 16), the Son 
(verse 17). The Trinity pattern we traced in the opening blessing of chapter 1 is back, no longer as theology to 
admire but as a prayer to pray over actual people.

10. Read the doxology in verses 20 and 21. Where, exactly, does Paul say glory is given? What is 
surprising about that, and for how long does it run?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Glory is given 'in the church and in Christ Jesus'. Paul sets the Church inside the doxology, side by side with 
Christ. That is either scandalous or it is exactly what head-and-body has been telling us since 1:23: the two are 
one living whole, so the glory that fills the head shines in the body. And it runs 'to all generations, for ever and 
ever'. The Church is not scaffolding to be taken down once the real building is finished; she is in the plan to the 
end. A fitting last word for a chapter that began with a man in chains: the God at work within us 'is able to do 
far more abundantly than all that we ask or think'.

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

S1. Paul, sitting in chains, calls his suffering the Ephesians' glory. Is there anything in your life right 
now that this way of seeing could touch?

S2. If the angels really do learn God's wisdom by watching the Church, what do you hope they see 
when they watch us this week?
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Live It This Week

Practices
1. Pray Ephesians 3:14-21 out loud once a day this week, putting one specific person's name where Paul says 
'you'. Kneel if you are able; Paul did.

2. Once this week, when something costs you real time, comfort, or patience, offer it silently 'on behalf of' 
someone, the way Paul offered his chains.

3. Before Mass this Sunday, remember verse 10: you are walking into the thing through which God instructs the 
heavenly powers. Arrive five minutes early and tell him you know it.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 3:20-21
"Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or 
think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen."

Ephesians 3:20-21

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think: 
Father, we did not know how much you had planned before the world began. Thank you for making us fellow 
heirs, members of one body, sharers in the promise. Strengthen our inner selves this week, let Christ dwell in 
our hearts through faith, and make our parishes, our friendships, and our ordinary days a lesson in your 
wisdom for every watching power. To you be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus, to all generations, for ever 
and ever. 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 3:1-21

Within Ephesians (callbacks)
● Ephesians 1:9-10 the mystery first named

● Ephesians 1:21 Christ above the principalities and powers

● Ephesians 1:23 the Church as fullness

● Ephesians 2:2 the hostile prince of the power of the air

● Ephesians 2:20 apostles and prophets as foundation

Discovery passages
● Genesis 12:1-3 blessing promised to the families of the earth

● Isaiah 49:5-6 a light to the nations

Dig Deeper
● Daniel 2:27-28 God the revealer of mysteries

● Daniel 2:47 a revealer of mysteries

● 1 Peter 1:12 things into which angels long to look

● Mark 11:25 standing as ordinary prayer posture

Terms
● mystērion. a secret lodged with God, disclosed at his chosen hour

● oikonomia. stewardship, household management of the plan

● synklēronoma. co-heirs

● syssōma. co-body-ed, members of the same body; apparently coined by Paul

● symmetocha. co-sharers of the promise

● polypoikilos. many-colored, richly variegated (wisdom)

● patria. family, fatherhood; named from patēr, father

Catechism
● CCC 760. the world created for the sake of the Church

● CCC 1066. the mystery of God's will, proclaimed and celebrated

● CCC 2214. divine fatherhood, source of human fatherhood

● CCC 2714. contemplative prayer in the words of Eph 3:16-17
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 6. One Body, One Faith, One Baptism

Reading: Ephesians 4:1-16
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P a r t  O n e

Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers that the unity Paul describes is visible and structured, held together by offices Christ gave 
as ascension gifts, not an invisible sentiment shared by scattered believers.

Catholic Touchstone
The Church's oneness is a gift of the Trinity maintained through visible bonds: one professed faith, one 
baptism, and a body knit together by the ministries Christ himself gave.

This session stands at the hinge of the letter. For five sessions the group has watched Paul pile up 
what God has done: chosen, redeemed, sealed, raised, seated, joined into one new man, let in on the 
mystery. Now comes the first imperative of the whole letter, and it is not a private moral demand 
but a call to keep a unity the Spirit has already given. The group will count the seven ones, notice 
they move through the Trinity, and then follow Paul's psalm quotation to the strange discovery that 
the ascended Christ's victory gifts are people: apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers, 
given so the whole body can grow up into its head. The steelman tonight is a serious one, the claim 
that all of this describes an invisible spiritual unity. Let the group answer it from the text, where 
unity is baptized, taught, jointed, and capable of being lost.

What You Need to Know

The hinge: therefore
Ephesians divides almost perfectly in half. Chapters 1 through 3 are one long unfolding of what God 
has done; they contain essentially no commands. Chapter 4 opens with parakalo oun, "I therefore 
beg you," and from here to the end the letter is about how to live. The order is the whole point: gift 
first, demand second, and the demand is only ever the shape the gift takes in a life. The verb Paul 
uses in 4:1 is peripateo, literally "to walk." The RSV2CE renders it "lead a life worthy of the calling," 
which is accurate but hides the picture; it is worth telling the group the Greek word, because "walk" 
returns at 4:17, 5:2, 5:8, and 5:15 and gives the second half of the letter its rhythm. We plant that 
thread tonight.

Maintain, not manufacture
In 4:3 Paul asks them to be "eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit." He does not ask them to 
create it. The unity is the Spirit's gift; the eagerness, the lowliness, the patience, the forbearance are 
what it costs sinners to keep a gift they did not make. Notice that every virtue in verses 2 and 3 only 
exists in friction with actual people. You cannot be patient alone. The unity in view here is the kind 
that has other people in it, which is exactly the kind that can be strained and lost. In a modern 
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image, and this is ours, not Paul's: you can maintain a fire someone else lit, but only if you keep 
tending it.

The seven ones and their shape
Verses 4 to 6 contain seven "ones": one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 
one God and Father. The list moves through the Trinity, Spirit to Lord to Father, the same shape the 
group traced in Paul's opening blessing back in Session 1. Do not hand them this; let them count 
and notice. Then press a quieter observation: several items on the list are concrete and public. A 
baptism can be witnessed; it happens to a particular body on a particular day with actual water. The 
body sits in the list with the same solidity. Paul's ones are not seven abstractions; at least two of 
them are things you could photograph, and that observation carries the whole session.

The psalm Paul quotes, and the change he makes
In 4:8 Paul quotes Psalm 68:18, a psalm of the divine warrior ascending the high mount in triumph 
with captives in his train. The psalm as we have it in the Hebrew and in the Greek Old Testament 
says the ascended one received gifts among men; Paul writes that he gave gifts to men. Be honest 
with the group about this rather than hoping nobody checks. Two things can be said. First, an 
ancient Jewish interpretive tradition, preserved in the Aramaic Targum on this psalm, also read the 
verse as giving rather than receiving, so Paul is not inventing a reading from nothing; hold this at 
the level of "an ancient interpretive tradition," which is what we can honestly claim. Second, and 
more simply, a conquering king in the ancient world received tribute precisely in order to 
distribute it; the victor's receiving and his giving are one gesture. Christ ascends in triumph and 
hands out the spoils.

Gifts that are people
The second discovery passage, Numbers 18:6-7, gives the Old Testament precedent that unlocks 
4:11. There God tells Aaron that the Levites are taken from among Israel as "a gift to you," given to 
the Lord to do the service of the tent of meeting. God has done this before: when he wants his 
dwelling place served, he gives persons as gifts. So when the ascended Christ gives gifts to his new 
temple, the gifts of verse 11 are not abilities sprinkled across individuals but persons set in office: 
apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers. Verse 12 gives their purpose: "for the 
equipment of the saints, for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ." The structure 
exists for the body, never the reverse. The word behind "equipment," katartismos, is related to the 
verb the Gospels use for mending nets; the officed gifts exist to mend, set, and fit the saints for their 
work.

How long, and against what
Verse 13 gives the offices their duration: "until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the 
knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood." Since the Church has visibly not yet arrived at 
that maturity, the gifts have not expired. Verse 14 names the danger they guard against: children 
"tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the cunning of men." Notice 
what this assumes. Doctrine exists; some of it is false; winds can be manufactured by cunning; and 
without teachers a believer has no way to tell wind from breath. "Unity of the faith" in verse 13 is 
not a warm feeling of trust; it is a destination with content, something that can be known, taught, 
missed, and defended. The Greek word for unity here, henotes, appears in the New Testament only 
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twice, both in this chapter, at 4:3 and 4:13: the unity given by the Spirit and the unity of the faith we 
are still traveling toward. Given unity, guarded unity, one word.

Truth in love, and the anatomy of verse 16
Verses 15 and 16 are an anatomy lesson. Growth comes from the head; the group met the head-
and-body claim in Session 2 and it pays off here. The growth is carried through the body "by every 
joint with which it is supplied," each part working properly. Joints and ligaments are connective 
structure; a body's skeleton is not the opposite of its life but what lets the life stand and move (that 
image is ours, mark it as such if you use it). And the manner of the growth is "speaking the truth in 
love": truth without love wounds, love without truth lies, and Paul refuses to let the group choose 
between them.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Psalm 68: the divine warrior ascends
Psalm 68 celebrates God going up in triumph, leading captives, with gifts among men, on his way to 
dwell in his sanctuary. Paul reads the Ascension as the true ascent of the divine warrior: Christ has 
gone up not to a hilltop shrine but "far above all the heavens," past every power the group met in 
Sessions 2 and 5, and the spoils of his victory are poured out on his people. The psalm ends with 
God dwelling among men; Ephesians has already shown the group the new dwelling, the temple of 
2:21-22. The ascent and the indwelling belong together.

Numbers 18: persons given as gifts
When God established the tent of meeting, he did not distribute a sanctuary skill set across all 
Israel; he gave the Levites, whole persons, as a gift for its service. Ephesians 4:11 repeats the 
pattern for the new temple. The fulfillment is larger than the type: the Levites served one tent in 
one camp, while the gifts of 4:11 are given so that the whole body, Jew and Gentile together, grows 
to the stature of Christ himself.

There is also a quieter root under verse 14. Israel's prophets constantly warned against teachers 
who speak wind rather than word, shepherds who feed themselves rather than the flock. Paul's 
picture of children tossed by manufactured winds stands in that tradition, and his answer stands in 
it too: God's response to bad shepherds was never no shepherds. It was to promise true ones.

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

St. Ignatius of Antioch, d. c. 107
Writing to this very church at Ephesus a generation or two after Paul, while being escorted to his martyrdom in 
Rome, Ignatius urges the Ephesians to run together in harmony with their bishop, their presbyters attuned to him 
like the strings of a lyre, so that in their concord and harmonious love Jesus Christ is sung. For Ignatius, visible 
unity around real, named ministers is not bureaucracy; it is the Church's music.

Letter to the Ephesians, ch. 4. Summary of St. Ignatius of Antioch's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. The earliest Christians we can hear after the apostles read Ephesians exactly the way tonight's text pushed 
us: unity has a structure, and the structure exists so Christ can be heard.
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St. Cyprian of Carthage, d. 258
He can no longer have God for his Father, who has not the Church for his mother.

On the Unity of the Catholic Church, 6.
For the group. Cyprian's blunt sentence lands on tonight's list of ones: the one Father of 4:6 is not reached around the one 
body of 4:4 but within it.

St. John Henry Newman, d. 1890
Newman teaches that in this world life shows itself by growth: a living idea, like a living body, does not stay frozen 
at its first moment but develops toward its full stature, and this growth is not corruption but the very sign that the  
thing is alive. He applied this to the Church herself, and it helped carry him into her.

An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine. Summary of St. John Henry Newman's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. Verse 13's "until we all attain" means the Church is a body still growing toward maturity; Newman gives us 
permission to expect development without fearing it means decay.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 813. The Church is one because of her source: the unity of the Trinity itself. Her oneness is a gift before it 
is a task.

CCC 815. The visible bonds of that unity are named: profession of one faith received from the apostles, 
common celebration of worship, and apostolic succession through the sacrament of Holy Orders.

CCC 866. The Church is one: she acknowledges one Lord, confesses one faith, is born of one baptism. The 
paragraph is practically a gloss on Ephesians 4:4-6.

CCC 794. Christ the head provides for our growth: he supplies in his body, the Church, the gifts and helps by 
which we build one another up along the way. This is 4:11-16 in the Catechism's own voice.

CCC 874. Christ is himself the source of ministry in the Church; the offices are his institution and gift, not the 
community's invention.

CCC 631. The Catechism's treatment of the descent to the dead quotes Ephesians 4:9-10 directly: he descended 
before he ascended, that he might fill all things.

CCC 1271. Baptism is the foundation of communion among all Christians, including those not yet in full 
communion with the Catholic Church. This keeps our steelman answer honest and charitable.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The walk (plant). Point out that 4:1's Greek verb is peripateo, to walk, even though RSV2CE says "lead a life." 
This word will pace Sessions 7 and 8 (4:17, 5:2, 5:8, 5:15). Plant it lightly; just make sure the word is on the 
table.

The mystery (develop). Session 5 gave them Paul's partial definition: Gentiles as fellow heirs, one body. 
Tonight the one body gets its ligaments. Do not say more than that; the sealed guess opens in Session 9, so 
resist any temptation to tip where the mystery lands.

Head and body (develop). This is the payoff session so far for the thread planted in Session 2. Growth is from 
the head into the head (4:15-16). Draw the line back to 1:22-23 explicitly.

The powers (develop). 4:10, "far above all the heavens," echoes 1:21. The ascended Christ has passed above 
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the powers; his gift-giving happens from that height. One sentence in Q5 is enough.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). The destination of growth is "into him" (4:15). The preposition 
thread they have tracked since Session 1 now has a direction of travel.

Inheritance and possession (develop). "One hope that belongs to your call" (4:4) touches the inheritance 
thread. A light mention when they list the seven ones is plenty.

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

My Protestant friend says the offices of 4:11 were for the founding era and ended with the 
apostles.
Verse 13 gives the offices their own expiry date: until we all attain the unity of the faith and mature manhood. 
Ask whether the Church has attained that yet. If not, the gifts are still needed on Paul's own terms. Apostles as 
eyewitness founders are unrepeatable, and Catholics agree; but the founding office continues in those the 
apostles appointed, which is what Ignatius, writing to this same city within living memory of the apostles, 
already assumes.

Isn't doctrine divisive? Jesus wanted love, not dogma.
Verse 15 refuses that choice: speaking the truth in love. And verse 14 shows what a doctrine-free church 
actually produces: not peace but children tossed by every wind, easy prey for cunning. Doctrine is not the 
opposite of love; it is love's refusal to let people be lied to.

If unity matters this much, why are there so many Catholic failures at it, scandals, factions, cold 
parishes?
Paul is begging a real congregation to maintain unity precisely because real congregations strain it. The 
command's existence proves the problem's antiquity. The gift is the Spirit's; the tending is ours; the failures are 
ours too, and 4:2 tells us the repair kit: lowliness, meekness, patience, forbearing in love.

Session Goals
1. Trace the hinge of the letter: three chapters of gift ground the first command, and the 

command is to walk worthy of it.

2. Find the seven ones of 4:4-6, notice their trinitarian shape, and notice which of them are 
visible and concrete.

3. Discover through Psalm 68 and Numbers 18 that the ascended Christ's gifts are persons given 
in office for the building of the body.

4. Establish from 4:13-14 that the unity of the faith is doctrinal, future-directed, and guarded by 
teaching offices that have not expired.

5. Hold truth and love together as the one manner in which the body grows into its head.
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Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Roughly: Win 10 minutes, reading 5, Build questions 1 to 3 about 20, the discovery moment 12, questions 5 to 
7 about 15, the steelman chain 10, question 9 and Send 10, Live It This Week and closing prayer 8. That fills 90; 
for a 75-minute room, apply the first two cuts before you start.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut question 5 (the descent and ascent parenthesis) and its Dig Deeper; mention in one sentence that the 
giver of gifts is the one enthroned above every power.

2. Drop Numbers 18:6-7 from the discovery moment and send the whole room to Psalm 68:18; supply the 
Levites precedent yourself in the answer.

3. Fold question 2 into question 1, asking only about "maintain" versus "create."

4. Ask only the first Win question.
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P a r t  T w o

Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father, you have called us with one call, washed us in one baptism, and given us one hope. Send your Spirit on 
this table tonight: give us lowliness enough to listen, patience enough to stay in the text, and eagerness to keep 
the unity you paid so much to give. Through Christ our Lord, who ascended on high and has not stopped giving 
gifts. Amen.

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

W1. Tell us about a team, a band, a kitchen crew, any group you have been part of that actually 
worked. What was holding it together?

W2. When people say they like Jesus but not organized religion, what do you think they are really 
objecting to? Have you ever felt the pull of that yourself?

Take real answers to the second question seriously and do not rebut them; tonight's text will do that work better than 
you can, and some of the objections named here will come back as our steelman.

Read

Read aloud
Two readers. The first reads Ephesians 4:1-6 slowly, and then pause; let the sevens hang in the air for a few 
seconds. The second reads 4:7-16. Ask everyone to keep a finger in the chapter, because tonight we go hunting 
in the Old Testament.

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.

The hinge of the letter

1. Paul opens the chapter with "I therefore." Flip back over everything we have covered in chapters 
1 through 3. What is that "therefore" resting on? And what, exactly, does Paul ask for in verse 1, 
after three chapters of asking for nothing?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. What comes first in this letter, what God does or what we do?

Depth. Why might it matter pastorally that Paul withholds every imperative until chapter 4? What happens to 
the gospel when the order is reversed?
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ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The "therefore" carries the whole first half of the letter on its back: chosen, redeemed, sealed, raised, seated, 
made one new man, let in on the mystery. Only now, with all of that in place, comes the letter's first real 
command, and it is not a rule but a manner of moving: the Greek verb is peripateo, literally "to walk," which the 
RSV2CE renders "lead a life worthy of the calling." The order matters enormously: three chapters of gift before 
one word of demand. Christianity's demands are what its gifts look like when you stand up and walk in them. 
Watch for the walking word; Paul is going to keep using it.

2. Read verses 2 and 3 slowly. What do lowliness, meekness, patience, and forbearing in love all 
have in common? And look hard at the verb in verse 3: does Paul tell them to create unity or to 
maintain it? What is the difference?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Every virtue on the list only exists in friction with actual people; you cannot practice patience or forbearance 
alone in a room. So whatever unity Paul means, it is the kind with other people in it, which is the kind that can 
be strained. And the verb is "maintain," not "create": the unity is "of the Spirit," his gift, already given. We do 
not manufacture it; we tend it, the way you maintain a fire someone else lit. That cuts both ways: we cannot 
take credit for the Church's oneness, and we cannot shrug off its wounds as someone else's problem.

3. Count the "ones" in verses 4 to 6 and list them out loud. Do you notice a shape in the list? And 
here is a stranger question: which items on this list could someone photograph?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. How many ones are there, and which three name Persons of God?

Ground. Why do you think Paul puts "one baptism" in a list that also contains "one God"?

Depth. If unity were purely invisible and spiritual, which items on this list would not belong?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Seven: one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father. The list climbs 
through the Trinity, Spirit to Lord to Father, the same three-personed shape we traced in the opening blessing 
back in Session 1; Paul cannot talk about the Church for six verses without talking about God in three persons. 
And at least two items are concrete enough to photograph: a baptism happens to a particular person on a 
particular day with actual water, and the body sits in the list with the same solidity. The one hope also picks up 
our inheritance thread, the down payment of 1:14. Paul's ones are not seven abstractions. The list has water in 
it.

The gifts of the conqueror

Live discovery
Split the room. Half of you turn to Psalm 68:18 and read a few verses around it: what is happening in this 
psalm, who is ascending, and what is he doing with gifts? The other half turn to Numbers 18:6-7: what exactly 
does God say he is giving to Aaron, and what for? Two minutes, then report back.
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Let them find it. Psalm 68:18; Numbers 18:6-7

4. In verses 7 and 8 Paul says grace was given "according to the measure of Christ's gift," and then 
he quotes Scripture about someone ascending on high and giving gifts. Where does that come from, 
and has God ever given gifts like these before? Let's go find out.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Psalm 68 is a victory procession: God the divine warrior ascends the high mount in triumph, leading captives in 
his train, with gifts among men. Sharp readers will notice the psalm speaks of the ascended one receiving gifts, 
where Paul writes that he gave them. Two honest things to say: an ancient Jewish interpretive tradition, 
preserved in the Aramaic Targum on this psalm, also read the verse as giving rather than receiving, so Paul 
stands in a real reading tradition; and more simply, an ancient conqueror received tribute precisely in order to 
distribute it, so the receiving and the giving are one royal gesture. Then Numbers hands us the key: when God 
set up his dwelling place, he gave the Levites, whole persons, as "a gift" for its service. God's precedent for 
equipping his temple is to give people. Hold that thought; verse 11 is about to use it.

5. Verses 9 and 10 are a parenthesis, Paul interrupting himself. What does he stop to point out 
about the one who ascended, and where does the ascent end? Compare what we found in Ephesians 
1:20-23.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Before the ascent there was a descent, "into the lower parts of the earth": Christ went down into death, and the 
Church's tradition has long heard here his descent to the dead, the article of the Creed. Then the ascent goes 
"far above all the heavens," above every power we met in chapter 1, and its purpose is startling: "that he might 
fill all things." That is the fullness language of 1:23. The Ascension is not Christ's absence; it is the 
enthronement from which he fills everything, and the gift-giving of verse 8 is what that filling looks like from 
where we sit.

Dig Deeper
The Apostles' Creed confesses that Christ "descended into hell," meaning the abode of the dead. The 
Catechism's treatment of that article (CCC 631-635) quotes tonight's verses directly. If your group has ever 
stumbled over that line of the Creed, this is the passage to bring to it.

6. Now list the gifts in verse 11. What kind of things are they? Then read verse 12 carefully: whom 
do these gifts exist for, and what is the goal?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The gifts are people holding offices: apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers. Not talents sprinkled 
across individuals, but persons given, exactly the Numbers pattern the discovery team found: God equips his 
dwelling place by giving people to it. And verse 12 sets their purpose: "for the equipment of the saints, for the 
work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ." The word behind "equipment" is related to the verb the 
Gospels use for mending fishing nets: the offices exist to mend, set, and fit the saints for their work. So the 
structure serves the body, never the reverse; clergy exist to equip the baptized, not to replace them.
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Dig Deeper
In the Greek, "pastors and teachers" may name one paired office, shepherds who teach, rather than two 
separate ones; scholars genuinely divide on the grammar, and the Church has not ruled on it. Either way, notice 
that shepherding and teaching sit closest together in the list. Feeding the flock and telling it the truth are almost 
one job.

7. How long do these gifted offices last, according to verse 13? And what danger does verse 14 
imagine for a body that lacks them?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. Does verse 13 describe something that has already happened?

Depth. What would a church have to possess in order to distinguish a wind of doctrine from the faith itself? 
Who, in verse 11, is given for exactly that?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Verse 13 sets the horizon: "until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ." Look around; we have not arrived, so 
the gifts have not expired. And notice that "unity of the faith" is a destination with content: something that can 
be known, taught, missed. Verse 14 shows the alternative: children "tossed to and fro and carried about with 
every wind of doctrine, by the cunning of men." Paul assumes doctrine exists, that some of it is false, that winds 
can be manufactured on purpose, and that without teachers a believer cannot tell wind from breath. Strikingly, 
the Greek word for unity here, henotes, appears in the New Testament only twice, both in this chapter: the unity 
of the Spirit we maintain in verse 3, and the unity of the faith we travel toward in verse 13. Given unity and 
guarded unity, one word, and the offices stand between them.

8. Here is the strongest version of a very common reading of this chapter. Take it seriously before 
you answer it, and answer it only from what we have found tonight.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. The unity of Ephesians 4 is spiritual, not institutional. Paul calls it "the 
unity of the Spirit," something already given from above, which believers keep by love, not by shared church 
government. All true believers everywhere already form one body in Christ regardless of denomination, the 
way distinct regiments still form one army. The "one faith" of verse 5 is trust in the one Lord, not a shared 
dogmatic system. And the gifts of verse 11 are ministries scattered wherever the gospel is preached; nothing in 
this chapter mentions bishops, succession, or a visible institution. Denominational variety no more breaks this 
unity than the existence of many congregations broke it in Paul's own day.

Answering from the text. Feel the strength of that; much of it is true, and the Catechism itself says the 
baptized who are not Catholic stand in real, though imperfect, communion with the Church (CCC 1271). But 
test it against tonight's text. First, Paul is in prison begging a real congregation to be eager to maintain this 
unity with humility and patience: a purely invisible unity cannot be strained, and an unbreakable unity needs 
no eagerness. The command only makes sense if the unity is visible enough to wound. Second, the list of ones 
anchors unity in one baptism, a public, witnessed, wet event; the one body sits beside it with the same 
concreteness. Third, the gifts of verse 11 exist "until we all attain to the unity of the faith," so the one faith is not 
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bare trust but content still being guarded and taught; and verse 14 assumes false doctrine can blow believers 
off course, which requires some living way to tell wind from truth, which is precisely what teaching offices are 
for. Fourth, we have already found in this very letter a household built on the foundation of apostles and 
prophets with Christ as cornerstone (Session 4). Foundations are not sentiments. The honest conclusion is not 
that our Protestant friends are outside the body; it is that the body Paul describes has joints and ligaments, and 
separated Christians are wounded members of a structured body, not free-floating members of an invisible 
one.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The invisible-unity reading founders on four things the group has already found tonight: a unity that must be 
eagerly maintained can be lost; a unity anchored in one baptism is as visible as water; a unity of the faith that 
offices guard until maturity has doctrinal content; and a letter that builds the Church on apostolic foundations 
is not describing a sentiment. Say all of this with the charity the Catechism requires: baptism really does bind 
all Christians to Christ and to each other, which is exactly why the remaining divisions are a wound worth 
grieving rather than a variety worth celebrating.

The anatomy of growth

9. Read verses 15 and 16 like an anatomy lesson. Where does the growth come from, what carries it 
through the body, and what two things does Paul refuse to separate in verse 15?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The growth comes from the head and moves toward the head: we "grow up in every way into him," and it is 
"from whom" the whole body grows, the payoff of the head-and-body claim we found in 1:22-23. What carries 
the growth is connective structure: "joined and knit together by every joint with which it is supplied, when 
each part is working properly." A skeleton is not the opposite of a body's life; it is what lets the life stand and 
move. And the manner of growth is "speaking the truth in love": truth without love wounds, love without truth 
lies, and Paul welds them into a single phrase. Notice the last words: the body "upbuilds itself in love." 
Structure and charity are not rivals in this chapter. They are the ligaments and the lifeblood of the same body.

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

S1. Where in your own life is unity something you are still eager to maintain, and where, honestly, 
have you quietly given up on it?

S2. Who has been a verse-11 gift to you, a person God gave who built you up in the faith? Have you 
ever told them?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Pray daily this week, by name, for one relationship where Christian unity is strained: a Protestant friend, a 
family member who has left the Church, a Catholic you find hard to forbear. One decade of the Rosary or one 
sincere minute; the point is the name.
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2. Write and actually send a note of thanks to one person who has been a gift to you in the sense of verse 11: a 
priest, a catechist, a youth minister, the person who first taught you to pray. Two sentences is enough.

3. Practice "speaking the truth in love" once, deliberately: have one honest, kind conversation you have been 
avoiding, and prepare for it by praying verse 2 over yourself first, lowliness, meekness, patience.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 4:4-6
"There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call, one Lord, 
one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is above all and through all and in all."

Ephesians 4:4-6

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Lord Jesus Christ, ascended far above all the heavens that you might fill all things, thank you for the gifts you 
have not stopped giving: for the apostles on whom we are built, for the shepherds and teachers who have 
mended us and fitted us for work, for the one baptism that made us one body. Keep us eager to maintain what 
your Spirit has given. Teach us to speak the truth in love until we all grow up into you, our head. Amen.
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P a r t  T h r e e

Leader Reference Card

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

Primary text
● Ephesians 4:1-6 the call, the virtues, the seven ones

● Ephesians 4:7-16 the psalm, the gifts, the growing body

Discovery passages
● Psalm 68:18 the divine warrior ascends with captives and gifts

● Numbers 18:6-7 the Levites given as a gift for the sanctuary's service

Echoes within Ephesians
● Ephesians 1:20-23 enthroned above every power; fullness of him who fills all

● Ephesians 2:19-22 the household built on apostles and prophets

● Ephesians 1:13-14 sealed; the guarantee of the inheritance, behind the one hope of 4:4

Terms
● peripateo. to walk; Paul's word for the Christian life from 4:1 onward, rendered "lead a life" 

in RSV2CE

● henotes. unity; in the New Testament only at 4:3 and 4:13, the unity given and the unity 
guarded

● katartismos. equipping; kin to the Gospels' verb for mending nets

● poimen. shepherd, pastor; the flock-feeding office of 4:11

Catechism
● CCC 813. the Church one because the Trinity is one

● CCC 815. visible bonds: one faith, common worship, apostolic succession

● CCC 794. the head provides the body's growth through his gifts

● CCC 866. one Lord, one faith, one baptism
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 7. Put Off the Old Man

Reading: Ephesians 4:17-32
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P a r t  O n e

Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers that the new self is put on like a garment God himself made, and that the Spirit who sealed 
them in baptism is a Person who can be grieved by how they speak.

Catholic Touchstone
Baptism really clothed us in a new humanity, and the indwelling Holy Spirit is a divine Person whose presence 
makes our ordinary speech and anger a matter of communion or wound.

Last week the group found that the Church's unity is visible and structured. Tonight Paul turns from 
the architecture of the body to the daily fabric of its members' lives: how they think, how they hold 
anger, how they talk. The passage runs on clothing verbs (put off, put on) that the early Church 
acted out literally at the font, and it lands on the most startling clause in the letter so far: the Spirit 
who sealed us can be grieved. Your job tonight is to let the group feel two things at once: the 
garment was made by God and given freely, and it is really ours to wear or to wrinkle. Do not 
resolve that tension for them; the passage holds both, and so does the Church.

What You Need to Know

Where we are in the letter
Chapters 1 to 3 were one long indicative: what God has done. Chapter 4 opened the letter's second 
half with 'walk worthy,' and 4:17 begins the second of five 'walk' commands that structure 
everything to 5:15. A translation note you will need: the RSV renders the Greek walking verb 
peripateo as 'lead a life' in 4:1 and 'live' in 4:17, so the pattern is invisible in English. It is there in 
the Greek, and it is worth one sentence to the group so they start listening for walks; three more are 
coming in chapter 5.

Old man, new man, and what your Bible prints
The RSV reads 'put off your old nature' and 'put on the new nature' in 4:22-24. The Greek is more 
concrete: palaios anthropos, the old man, and kainos anthropos, the new man. This matters because 
it is the same phrase Paul used in 2:15, where Christ creates 'one new man' out of Jew and Gentile 
(the group found this in session 4). The new self I am commanded to put on is not a private self-
improvement project; it is that corporate new humanity, and verse 24 says it was 'created after the 
likeness of God,' Genesis language. Expect someone to notice their Bible says 'nature' while the 
session title says 'man'; be ready with this note.
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The baptismal backdrop
Put off and put on is baptismal catechesis. The twin passage in Colossians 3:5-14 runs the same 
sequence, and the early Church staged it physically: candidates stripped off their garments before 
entering the water and were clothed in white when they came up. Fourth-century mystagogical 
preaching (see the first Voice) reads the stripping itself as an image of putting off the old man. For a 
room of people mostly baptized as infants, this is the pastoral center of the night: the passage is not 
asking them to become something; it is asking them to wear something that was already made and 
given.

Grieving the Spirit
Verse 30 is the hinge. You grieve persons, not forces; the verb lypeo assumes love on the other side. 
The clause 'sealed for the day of redemption' deliberately reprises 1:13-14, so the inheritance 
thread from session 1 resurfaces here, and Q9 sends the group back to find it. Doctrinally, hold the 
distinctions: grieving the Spirit is not yet losing him; grave sin drives out sanctifying grace (CCC 
1861) while the baptismal seal itself remains; and confession restores what was lost. Do not let the 
room collapse into either 'nothing I do matters' or 'one bad word and he is gone.'

Pastoral note on anger
Verse 26 gives anger a curfew, not a prohibition, and someone in your room may be carrying anger 
at real injustice, real betrayal, or abuse. Paul is not commanding instant reconciliation with 
someone unsafe, and neither are you. The psalm the group will discover points anger toward God's 
presence first, on the bed, in silence. If the conversation turns raw, slow down, allow silence, and 
point gently toward confession, spiritual direction, or other real support rather than forcing 
resolution in the room.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

God does the clothing
The garment image has deep roots, and in every Old Testament scene the striking thing is who does 
the clothing. In Genesis 3:21 the first garment in Scripture is God's own work, covering the shame of 
the fall. In Zechariah 3:1-5 Joshua the high priest stands in filthy garments with Satan at his right 
hand to accuse him, and the angel commands the filthy garments removed: 'Behold, I have taken 
your iniquity away from you, and I will clothe you with rich apparel.' In Isaiah 61:10 the prophet 
sings that God 'has clothed me with the garments of salvation.' The group discovers Zechariah and 
Isaiah live in Q4; you carry the fuller map. Note too that Satan is present in Zechariah's scene, just 
as the devil appears in verse 27.

Paul quotes the Psalter
'Be angry but do not sin' in 4:26 is a quotation of Psalm 4:4 in its Greek form. The psalm supplies 
the method Paul compresses: 'commune with your own hearts on your beds, and be silent.' Anger is 
taken to bed with God, not with the person. The group finds this live in Q6.

The image restored
Verse 24's new man 'created after the likeness of God' reaches back to Genesis 1:26-27. What sin 
defaced, baptism begins to restore, and Christ himself is the true image (Colossians 1:15). The 
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renewal happens 'in the spirit of your minds,' exactly where Paul located the Gentile darkness in 
verses 17-18: the battlefield and the site of healing are the same ground.

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

St. Cyril of Jerusalem, d. 386
Teaching the newly baptized of Jerusalem, Cyril explains the moment in the rite when candidates stripped off their  
clothing before entering the water: the stripping itself, he teaches in substance, was an image of putting off the old  
man with his practices, so that the one who rose from the font came up clothed anew in Christ. What Paul writes 
in tonight's passage, the early Church acted out with actual clothes.

Mystagogical Catecheses, Catechesis 2 (on Baptism). Summary of St. Cyril of Jerusalem's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For anyone in the room baptized as an infant: your baptism said all of this about you too, even though you 
cannot remember the water.

St. John Chrysostom, d. 407
Preaching through this letter, Chrysostom presses the sundown clause hard. His teaching, in substance: anger 
allowed to sleep in the house wakes up as something worse. A quarrel reconciled the same day is a small wound; 
the same quarrel nursed across days hardens into settled enmity, and the devil asks for nothing more than the 
ground of one unresolved evening. So make peace before the sun sets, while the wound is still small enough to 
close.

Homilies on Ephesians. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. The most actionable line of the night: which sun is going down, again tonight, on which anger?

St. Francis de Sales, d. 1622
On anger, his counsel in substance: it is far easier to refuse anger lodging than to evict it once it has moved in, and 
when we do fall, we should correct ourselves calmly and not rage at our own rage, which only doubles the fire. On 
the tongue, he teaches that slander is a kind of murder committed at a distance, wounding three at once: the 
speaker's own soul, the soul of the willing listener, and the good name of the absent, which is a life a person lives 
alongside their life.

Introduction to the Devout Life, Part III. Summary of St. Francis de Sales' teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. Gentleness runs in two directions this week: toward the people you talk about, and toward yourself when 
you fail.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 1265. Baptism does not merely wash; it makes the baptized a new creature, an adopted child of God, a 
member of Christ. This is the 'new man' the passage assumes was already created.

CCC 1695. The Catechism's moral section grounds the whole Christian life in baptismal identity: made temples 
of the Holy Spirit, renewed interiorly, and called to live as children of light. Ethics flows from identity, exactly 
Paul's order.

CCC 698. The seal is a biblical symbol of the Holy Spirit: the Father set his seal on Christ, and Christians are 
marked with the Spirit's seal. This language stands behind the Church's teaching on the indelible character of 
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baptism and confirmation.

CCC 2302. Anger as a desire for revenge is illicit, and gravely so if it wills serious harm; but the Catechism 
preserves the space Paul preserves, since indignation aimed at correcting vice can be praiseworthy.

CCC 2477. Respect for reputation forbids rash judgment, detraction, and calumny: the Catechism's map of 
exactly the 'evil talk' and 'slander' Paul names.

CCC 2842. On the Our Father: the little word 'as' in our forgiveness of others is not ours to fulfill alone; only the 
Spirit makes it possible to forgive in the manner God forgave us.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The walk (develop). 4:17 is the second of the letter's five walk commands, hidden by the RSV's 'live.' Name 
the Greek verb briefly when Q1 lands so the group starts counting walks; three more come in chapter 5.

Inheritance and possession (develop). Verse 30 reprises the seal and the day of redemption from 1:13-14. 
Q9 is built so the group makes that connection themselves; do not make it for them.

The powers (develop). The devil's first named appearance in the letter (v. 27), and note where: not a horror 
scene but a nursed grudge. Plant a quiet marker; session 11's armor assumes tonight's foothold.

Head and body (develop). 'We are members one of another' (v. 25) is the body of sessions 2 and 6 now doing 
ethics. One connecting sentence at Q5, no more.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). 'Learn Christ,' 'the truth is in Jesus,' 'God in Christ forgave you.' 
The location language keeps working; point lightly at Q2 and Q11.

The mystery (develop). Leader-only: the new man 'created after the likeness of God' is the 'one new man' of 
2:15, which is a large clue toward the sealed guesses. Say nothing tonight unless the group raises it. The 
envelopes open in session 9; let the pressure build.

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

So Paul says anger is allowed? Christians always told me anger is a sin.
Verse 26 quotes a psalm that commands honesty about anger, and even Jesus was angry (Mark 3:5). The 
passion of anger is not itself sin; what Paul regulates is what you do inside it and how long you house it. CCC 
2302 draws the same line: the desire for revenge is illicit, while indignation that seeks to correct real wrong 
can be righteous.

If the sealed can grieve the Spirit, can they lose him? Is my salvation that fragile?
Grieving is not yet departure; the verse assumes he stays and is wounded, like any person who loves. The 
Church distinguishes: venial sin wounds our friendship with God, mortal sin drives out sanctifying grace (CCC 
1861), and the baptismal seal itself is never erased. And the door back is a sacrament, not a mystery: confession 
restores what sin lost.

Isn't 'no longer live as the Gentiles do' insulting? Paul's readers are Gentiles.
Exactly, and Paul knows it (he said so at 2:11). 'The Gentiles' here names the old pagan pattern of life they were 
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baptized out of, not an ethnicity. Paul is saying: that was your former address, and you have moved.

Session Goals
1. Trace Paul's diagnosis of the old way of life back to its root in the hardened heart, not merely 

in behavior.

2. Discover the garment verbs of 4:22-24 and their Old Testament source, where God is always 
the one doing the clothing.

3. Find Paul's quotation of Psalm 4:4 and work out what anger's sundown curfew protects, and 
from whom.

4. Rediscover the seal of 1:13-14 inside 4:30 and feel the weight of a Spirit who can be grieved by 
ordinary speech.

5. Answer the 'already finished, so why commands?' objection from the text itself, without 
flattening either grace or responsibility.

6. Land 'as God in Christ forgave you' as the practical summit of the night.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Roughly: opening prayer and Win, 12 minutes; reading, 8; Build questions 1 to 4, 20; questions 5 to 9, 22; the 
steelman and question 11, 15; Send, Live It This Week, memory verse, and closing prayer, 10 to 13. That fills 85 
to 90 minutes, so know your cuts in advance.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Fold question 8 (the thief and the mouth) into a two-minute leader observation rather than full discussion.

2. Drop the Dig Deeper boxes.

3. Compress questions 1 and 2 into a single diagnostic question on verses 17 to 21.

4. If still over, take question 5 briefly as a leader observation. Never cut the discovery at question 9 or the 
steelman at question 10.
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Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Come, Holy Spirit. You sealed us in baptism and you have not left. Tonight we read hard words about the way 
we speak, the way we hold anger, the way we treat one another. Give us honesty about the old habits we still 
wear, and courage to put on what you have already made for us. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.

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

W1. Think of a piece of clothing that changed how you carried yourself when you wore it: a 
uniform, a team jersey, a suit for an interview. What did putting it on actually do to you?

W2. Tell us about one sentence someone once said to you, good or bad, that you can still hear years 
later.

Both questions are secretly about tonight's passage, one about clothing and one about words. Do not explain that yet.

Read

Read aloud
Three readers: verses 17 to 24 (the diagnosis and the wardrobe), verses 25 to 28 (truth, anger, work), verses 
29 to 32 (the mouth, the Spirit, forgiveness). Before the first reader begins, ask the group to listen for clothing 
words.

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.

The diagnosis (verses 17 to 19)

1. Before Paul says what to put on, he describes what they came out of. Read verses 17 to 19 slowly 
and trace the chain: where does Paul say the old way of life starts going wrong, and where does it 
end up?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The chain runs: futility of mind, darkened understanding, alienation from the life of God, ignorance, and 
underneath all of it 'hardness of heart,' which produces callousness, which finally hands itself over to impurity 
and greed. Notice the direction: the root is not appetite but a hardened heart that darkens the mind; the 
behavior is downstream. Two notes. First, Paul's readers are themselves Gentiles by birth (he said so at 2:11), 
so 'the Gentiles' names their former pattern of life, not an ethnicity. Second, the RSV's 'no longer live' translates 
the Greek walking verb peripateo: this is the second of five 'walk' commands that structure the rest of the 
letter. Start counting.
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2. Verse 20: 'You did not so learn Christ.' Not learn about Christ. Learn Christ. What is odd about 
that sentence, and what does the oddness tell us?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

You learn subjects; you meet people. Paul treats Christ himself as the curriculum, and verse 21 doubles down: 
'taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus.' Truth is located in a Person. So Christian morality is not a code that 
could be detached from Christ and kept; it is his own life being learned the way an apprentice learns a master, 
from inside the workshop. The letter's 'in Christ' language, which we have been tracking since chapter 1, is 
doing the work again.

The wardrobe (verses 22 to 24)

3. Find the three verbs the Ephesians were taught in verses 22 to 24. What kind of action are the 
first and third? And look closely at how verse 24 describes the thing that gets put on.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Put off, be renewed, put on: clothing verbs, with renewal in between. Your Bible probably says 'old nature' and 
'new nature,' but the Greek is more concrete: palaios anthropos and kainos anthropos, the old man and the new 
man, the very phrase from 2:15 where Christ creates 'one new man' out of Jew and Gentile. So what I put on is 
not a better version of me; it is that new humanity Christ made. Verse 24 says it was 'created after the likeness 
of God': Genesis language, the image being restored. And notice the middle verb is passive: 'be renewed in the 
spirit of your minds.' You cannot renew yourself; you can stop resisting the One who renews. The renewal 
targets the mind, exactly where verse 17 located the darkness.

Dig Deeper
Colossians 3:5-14 is this passage's twin: same put off, same put on, same list of speech sins, and it adds 
'compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, patience' as the new clothes, with love as 'the belt of perfection.' 
Reading them side by side shows this was standard baptismal teaching, not a one-off.

Live discovery
Split into two groups. One group reads Zechariah 3:1-5, the other Isaiah 61:10. Come back with the answer to 
one question: in your passage, who does the clothing?

Let them find it. Zechariah 3:1-5; Isaiah 61:10

4. Paul did not invent the garment image. Let's go find where it comes from.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

In both scenes, God does. In Zechariah, Joshua the high priest stands in filthy garments with Satan at his right 
hand to accuse him, and the angel commands: 'Remove the filthy garments from him... Behold, I have taken 
your iniquity away from you, and I will clothe you with rich apparel.' Joshua's part is to stand there and then 
wear it. In Isaiah, the prophet sings: 'he has clothed me with the garments of salvation.' That is the grammar of 
Ephesians too: the new man was created by God (2:10, 2:15, 4:24); our command is to put on what he already 
made, not to sew it. One more thing to bank for later: notice who else is present in Zechariah's scene, standing 
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there to accuse. He shows up in tonight's passage too.

Dig Deeper
The very first garment in the Bible is Genesis 3:21: after the fall, God himself clothes Adam and Eve. Before 
there is a single command about clothing, there is mercy covering shame.

The new clothes in daily wear (verses 25 to 32)

5. Paul's first concrete example is lying. But look at his reason in verse 25: 'for we are members one 
of another.' Why is that the reason, rather than 'because lying is wrong'?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Because the new man is a body, and a lie inside the body is the eye sending false signals to the hand: the body 
injures itself. This is the head-and-body reality from chapters 1 and 4 now doing ethics. Truth-telling here is 
not rule-keeping; it is body maintenance. And once you see it, every command in verses 25 to 32 has the same 
social shape: truth for the neighbor, labor in order to give, words that hand grace to hearers, forgiveness of one 
another. There is not one private virtue in the list. The new man's virtues are all load-bearing walls in a shared 
house.

Live discovery
Everyone look up Psalm 4:4 and have someone read the whole verse aloud. What does the rest of the verse add 
to Paul's instruction?

Let them find it. Psalm 4:4

6. Verse 26 sounds strange: 'Be angry but do not sin.' It sounds like permission. Paul is actually 
quoting an Old Testament verse word for word.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Psalm 4:4: 'Be angry, but sin not; commune with your own hearts on your beds, and be silent.' The psalm 
supplies the method Paul compresses: take the anger to bed with God, not to the person's doorstep and not to 
the group chat. Examine it in silence before the Lord. Scripture does not pretend you will not be angry; even 
Jesus was angry (Mark 3:5), and some anger, at real injustice, is right. The question the psalm asks is what you 
do inside the anger, and how long you house it. That last question is exactly where Paul goes next.

7. Verses 26 and 27: Paul gives anger a curfew, then names a consequence: 'give no opportunity to 
the devil.' What happens to anger that stays overnight, and what does it become ground for?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Anger held past its moment stops being a reaction and becomes a residence. The RSV's 'opportunity' translates 
the Greek topos: a place, ground, territory. Notice this is the devil's first named appearance in the whole letter, 
and look where he shows up: not in anything spectacular, but in an ordinary grudge nursed overnight. He does 
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not need the front door; an unlocked window is plenty. Left to sit, tonight's anger curdles into verse 31's whole 
list: bitterness, wrath, clamor, slander, malice. That is why the deadline is sundown: reconcile, or at least 
release it to God, while the wound is still small enough to close. Chapter 6's armor will assume everything we 
just saw.

8. Look at the thief in verse 28 and the mouth in verse 29. In each case, what would mere rule-
keeping look like, and what does Paul demand instead?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Rule-keeping would say: stop stealing; say nothing bad. Paul demands reversal, not just cessation. The thief 
labors 'so that he may be able to give to those in need': the taker becomes a giver. The mouth is not merely 
muzzled; it becomes a channel: speak 'only such as is good for edifying... that it may impart grace to those who 
hear.' Grace, charis, the same word as 2:8. Your sentence to another person can be a delivery route for grace. 
And the word for 'evil' talk is sapros, rotten, the word used elsewhere of bad fruit and spoiled fish: speech that 
decays the room it is spoken in. Grace does not just cancel the old man's habits; it turns them inside out.

Dig Deeper
Chase sapros through Matthew 7:17-18 (the bad tree and its fruit) and Matthew 13:48 (the worthless fish 
thrown away). Paul's word choice makes every sentence either nourishment or rot.

Live discovery
Turn back to Ephesians 1:13-14 and find the seal. What did it mean there, and what does verse 30 now tell us 
about the sealed?

Let them find it. Ephesians 1:13-14

9. Verse 30 is the hinge of the whole passage: 'do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God.' Paul adds a 
clause about being sealed. We have met that seal before in this very letter.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

In 1:13-14 the Spirit is the seal marking God's ownership of us and the guarantee, the down payment, of our 
inheritance 'until we acquire possession of it.' Verse 30 repeats the note: 'sealed for the day of redemption.' The 
inheritance thread from session 1 just resurfaced. Now the shock: the sealed can grieve the Sealer. Grief is a 
word for persons who love; you cannot grieve a force, a feeling, or a battery. The Spirit is a Person who dwells 
in the baptized, and he can be wounded. And watch what Paul chooses as his example of what wounds him: not 
some spectacular evil, but verse 29, the way we talk. Our casual speech happens inside the temple of 2:22, in 
the hearing of the Guest.

10. Here is the strongest push against everything we just did. Sit with it before anyone answers.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. A thoughtful Protestant friend could say: Paul teaches elsewhere that 



This Great Mystery | Session 7. Put Off the Old Man

91

the old self was crucified with Christ (Romans 6:6) and that everyone baptized into Christ has already put on 
Christ (Galatians 3:27). Past tense. Finished. So the Christian life is not an ongoing project of putting off and 
putting on; it is believing what is already true of you. When Catholics talk about cooperating with grace, 
growing in it, losing it, confessing to get it back, they turn a finished gift into a treadmill and rob believers of 
assurance. And verse 30 itself proves the point: sealed for the day of redemption. The seal guarantees the 
outcome. Nothing I do can unsettle it.

Answering from the text. Answer from the passage itself. Paul agrees the decisive change is past: they were 
taught, they were sealed, the new man was already created (2:10, 2:15, 4:24). And it is precisely to those 
people that he writes imperatives: put off, put on, give the devil no ground, do not grieve the Spirit. If the sealed 
could not grieve the Spirit, verse 30 would be empty noise; Paul wrote it because the danger is real. The 
passage's grammar is: become what you already are. The indicative funds the imperative; it does not delete it. 
That is exactly the Catholic grammar of baptism: grace really given and really ours, which can therefore really 
be grown, wounded, or in grave matters lost, and really restored (CCC 1265, 1861). And concede what is true in 
the objection: the garment was made and paid for by Someone else, and any Catholic life that becomes an 
anxious treadmill has also misread this passage. But the assurance Paul actually offers is not that our choices 
stopped mattering; it is that the Spirit who sealed us is himself the guarantee of an inheritance we are still 
walking toward.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Both halves of the passage are load-bearing. Already: taught, sealed, new man created by God. Therefore: put 
off, put on, do not grieve. Ephesians will not let us choose between grace and responsibility, and neither does 
the Church: the gift is free, the gift is real, and a real gift can be worn well or badly. The seal marks us for a day 
we have not yet reached, and the same verse that names the guarantee warns the guaranteed.

11. Read verses 31 and 32 as two wardrobes: the pile going to the floor and the outfit laid out on 
the bed. Then look hard at the final clause, 'as God in Christ forgave you.' What does that little word 
'as' do to Christian forgiveness?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Off comes the pile: bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, slander, and malice, the fabric they are all cut from. On goes 
the outfit: kindness, tenderheartedness, forgiveness. The 'as' sets both the motive and the measure. We forgive 
because we were forgiven, and in the manner we were forgiven: before we apologized, at real cost, aimed at 
restoration. That forbids forgiveness-as-superiority; the forgiver in Christ is a debtor passing on a mercy that 
was never his own. The Our Father makes the same 'as' a daily petition, and the Church admits plainly that it is 
beyond us without the Spirit (CCC 2842), the very Spirit verse 30 just named. Next week opens with 'be 
imitators of God,' and now we know why Paul thinks we can be.

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

S1. If the Holy Spirit could name one habit of your speech to renovate first, what do you suspect it 
would be?

S2. Where in your life right now is the sun going down, night after night, on the same anger, and 
what would it cost you to deal with it this week?
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Live It This Week

Practices
1. The sundown rule: every evening this week, before you sleep, name to God any anger still in you from the 
day. Follow the psalm we found: bring it to your bed with him, in silence, and leave it there. If a specific 
reconciliation is needed and safe, take one concrete step toward it before Sunday.

2. One grace-carrying sentence per day: each day, say one deliberate sentence that builds someone up 
according to their need, in person or by message. Notice what it does to the room.

3. Get to confession this week or next: bring verse 31's list with you (bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, slander, 
malice) and let the sacrament do what willpower has not.

4. The garment prayer: once each morning while you dress, pray one line: 'Lord, I put on the new man you 
made; renew my mind today.'

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 4:30
"And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, in whom you were sealed for the day of redemption."

Ephesians 4:30

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Father, in the waters of baptism you took away our filthy garments and clothed us in your Son. Renew us this 
week in the spirit of our minds. Set a guard over our mouths, give our anger a sundown, and make our words 
carry grace to everyone who hears them. Holy Spirit, seal of our inheritance, be pleased with us and not 
grieved. Through Christ our Lord. 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 4:17-32 read in three parts: 17-24, 25-28, 29-32

Discovery passages
● Zechariah 3:1-5 Q4, group one: the filthy garments removed

● Isaiah 61:10 Q4, group two: clothed with the garments of salvation

● Psalm 4:4 Q6: the verse Paul quotes in 4:26

● Ephesians 1:13-14 Q9: the seal and the guarantee

Echoes within the letter
● Ephesians 2:10 created in Christ Jesus for good works

● Ephesians 2:11 his readers are Gentiles by birth

● Ephesians 2:15 one new man

● Ephesians 2:22 the temple the Spirit dwells in

● Ephesians 4:1 the first walk command

● Ephesians 4:16 the body knit together, from last session

Dig Deeper and bench references
● Genesis 3:21 the first garment: God clothes Adam and Eve

● Genesis 1:26-27 the likeness being restored in 4:24

● Colossians 3:5-14 the twin put off / put on passage

● Mark 3:5 Jesus' anger

● Matthew 7:17-18 sapros: the bad tree

● Matthew 13:48 sapros: the worthless fish

● Romans 6:6 steelman: old self crucified

● Galatians 3:27 steelman: have put on Christ

● Colossians 1:15 Christ the true image

Terms
● palaios anthropos. the old man; RSV renders 'old nature' (4:22)

● kainos anthropos. the new man, as in 2:15; RSV 'new nature' (4:24)

● peripateo. to walk; the letter's word for a way of life, hidden by RSV's 'live'

● topos. place, ground; the devil's 'opportunity' in 4:27

● sapros. rotten, spoiled; the 'evil' of evil talk in 4:29

● charis. grace; what edifying speech imparts (4:29), same word as 2:8

● lypeo. to grieve; a verb for wounding a person who loves (4:30)



This Great Mystery | Session 7. Put Off the Old Man

94

● arrabon. down payment, guarantee; the Spirit in 1:14

Catechism
● CCC 1265. baptism makes a new creature

● CCC 1695. moral life flows from baptismal identity

● CCC 698. the seal of the Spirit

● CCC 2302. anger: what is sinful, what is not

● CCC 2477. rash judgment, detraction, calumny

● CCC 2842. forgiving 'as' God forgave, possible only in the Spirit

● CCC 1861. mortal sin and the loss of sanctifying grace (bench use)
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 8. Walk as Children of Light

Reading: Ephesians 5:1-20
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Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers that Paul's demands about purity and speech flow from identity, 'you are light in the Lord,' 
rather than rule-keeping, and that his single named replacement for impurity, greed, and rotten speech is 
thanksgiving.

Catholic Touchstone
Baptism really made us children of light, so the moral life is becoming what we already are, and gratitude, 
eucharistia, is the trained posture that starves sin at the root.

Tonight the letter's walk section reaches full stride: three walk commands in twenty verses. Paul 
lists vices with unusual bluntness, but the group's job is to notice what he does that no mere 
moralist would do. He grounds every demand in what these people now are (beloved children, light 
in the Lord), he describes the crucifixion in the altar language of Israel's sacrifices, and he 
prescribes exactly one replacement for the whole vice list: thanksgiving. The night should feel 
liberating, not scolding. If it starts to feel like a purity lecture, you have drifted from the text; steer 
back to verse 8. One quiet leader-only note: verse 2's 'loved us and gave himself up for us' is the 
phrase that returns in 5:25 next week when the sealed guesses open. Let it land tonight without 
comment.

What You Need to Know

Where we are in the letter
Chapters 1 to 3 told the group what God has done; chapters 4 to 6 tell them how to walk in it. 
Walking has been the letter's word for a way of life since 2:2, and tonight it appears three times as a 
command. Keep the running tally alive for yourself; the group has been tracking it since session 6.

● 2:2, once you walked in trespasses; 2:10, created for good works, that we should walk in 
them

● 4:1, walk worthy of the calling; 4:17, no longer walk as the Gentiles do

● Tonight: 5:2 walk in love; 5:8 walk as children of light; 5:15 look carefully how you walk

One replacement for five vices
In 5:3-4 Paul bans immorality (porneia), impurity, covetousness (pleonexia, the itch for more), 
filthiness, silly talk, and levity. Then he names what goes in their place, and it is one thing: 
thanksgiving, eucharistia. This is the session's core discovery, so resist explaining it in advance. The 
underlying logic: all of these vices are modes of taking, treating a person or a thing as something to 
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grab. Gratitude is the opposite posture, receiving everything as gift. You cannot leer at someone and 
thank God for them in the same breath; you cannot covet what you are actively thanking God about.

Identity grammar in verse 8
Paul does not say you were in darkness; he says you were darkness. He does not say you are 
enlightened; he says you are light in the Lord. Darkness and light are identities, not environments, 
and the identity comes qualified: in the Lord, not by nature. This connects backward to 2:1-3 (dead 
in trespasses, sons of disobedience) and to baptism, which the early Church simply called 
enlightenment (CCC 1216). Paul's ethics run on this engine everywhere: never behave so that you 
may become, always you are, therefore walk.

The hymn in verse 14
Verse 14 opens with the same citation formula Paul used for Scripture at 4:8, 'therefore it is said,' 
but what follows is not a clean quotation of any Old Testament verse. It fuses the light of Isaiah 
60:1-2 with the rising dead of Isaiah 26:19 and adds the name of Christ. Many scholars conclude 
Paul is quoting a hymn the first Christians already sang, quite possibly at baptism as the newly 
baptized came up from the water. Hold this honestly: it is a plausible and widely held 
reconstruction, not a certainty. If it is right, this is one of the oldest scraps of Christian liturgy we 
possess.

A pastoral word before you teach on purity
Assume the room is mixed: some carry entrenched habits and the shame that rides with them, some 
carry wounds from other people's sins against them. The passage's own frame is your protection: 
Paul's word is not 'be ashamed' but 'you are light,' a demand that flows from dignity, not disgust. 
Keep the night identity-first, do not force personal disclosures, and have the name of a good 
confessor and a concrete confession time ready to mention naturally when you reach Live It This 
Week.

Drunk with wine, filled with the Spirit
Paul's closing comparison is stranger than it first sounds, and it is worth honoring. Drunkenness 
and Spirit-filling are both ways of being under an influence: filled with something that loosens you, 
gives you courage, makes you sing. The crowd at Pentecost made the same comparison from the 
outside, mocking the apostles as 'filled with new wine' (Acts 2:13). Paul's answer to joyless, white-
knuckled religion is not less filling but a better filling, and its visible signs in verses 19-20 are 
singing and constant thanksgiving.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

The pleasing odor
When Paul calls Christ's self-gift 'a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God,' he is lifting the standard 
formula of Israel's altar. The 'pleasing odor' marks a sacrifice God accepts: Noah's burnt offering 
after the flood (Genesis 8:20-21), the ordination offerings (Exodus 29:18), the daily whole burnt 
offering (Leviticus 1:9). Paul sets that phrase on Calvary. The entire sacrificial system was a long 
apprenticeship, teaching Israel what an acceptable offering smells like, so that when the true one 
came it could be recognized.
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Israel, light of the nations
'You are light' is not a fresh metaphor; it is Israel's vocation handed on. The people walking in 
darkness see a great light (Isaiah 9:2), the servant is given as a light to the nations (Isaiah 42:6), and 
Zion is told to rise and shine because the glory of the LORD has risen upon her while thick darkness 
covers the peoples (Isaiah 60:1-3). In Christ that calling is fulfilled and, through the one new man of 
chapter 2, extended to Gentile believers in Ephesus, and to the room you are sitting in.

Awake and rise
Isaiah 26:19 is one of the Old Testament's rare, startling glimpses of resurrection: your dead shall 
live, those who dwell in the dust shall awake and sing. The hymn fragment in 5:14 reads baptism 
through that promise. The sleeper who wakes and rises from the dead is not only a corpse at the 
end of history; it is every catechumen coming up out of the water into the light of Christ.

The Decalogue's bookends meet
Verse 5 quietly fuses the first commandment and the last: the covetous man is an idolater. Coveting 
looks like a tenth commandment problem, a matter of wanting, but Paul diagnoses it as a first 
commandment problem, the heart enthroning a creature. Whatever you would grab at any cost is 
functionally your god. This is why his remedy is thanksgiving rather than mere restraint: gratitude 
puts the Giver back on the throne.

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 through Ephesians, Chrysostom notices that Paul does not merely forbid filthy and foolish talk; he 
names its replacement. The mouth will be filled with something, and a tongue trained in thanksgiving has little 
room left for what is crude or cruel. For him, gratitude in every circumstance, in loss as much as in gain, is the 
surest sign of a soul that has understood the gospel. The tradition of the Church remembers that he died on a 
forced march into exile with thanksgiving still on his lips: glory to God for all things.

Homilies on Ephesians, on this passage. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For a generation whose speech is formed by group chats and comment sections, this lands hard: you do not 
fix a mouth by emptying it, you fix it by filling it with thanks.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430
Augustine returns again and again to Paul's precision in this verse: the apostle does not say that you were in 
darkness but that you were darkness, and he does not say that you are now light, full stop, but light in the Lord. No  
soul is light by its own nature. In ourselves we are darkness; in the Lord we are light, the way a thing is bright only  
while it stands in the sun. Conversion, then, is not self-improvement achieved by effort but illumination received 
from Another, and holiness is not maintaining our own glow but remaining in him.

In substance, from his preaching on Ephesians 5:8 and his teaching on light by participation. Summary of St. Augustine of 
Hippo's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This frees the perfectionists in the room: the pressure to generate your own goodness is off, because the 
light was never yours to produce, only to stay in.
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St. Ignatius of Loyola, d. 1556
When Ignatius taught his companions to examine their conscience each day, the first step he set was not a hunt for  
sins but thanksgiving: begin by giving thanks to God our Lord for the benefits received. Only after gratitude has 
done its work does the soul look at its failures, and even then in the light of gift rather than of dread. In his letters 
he went further, ranking ingratitude among the most abominable of sins and calling it, in substance, the origin of 
the rest.

Spiritual Exercises, the General Examination of Conscience; and his letters. Summary of St. Ignatius of Loyola's teaching, not 
a direct quotation.
For the group. This is Paul's counter-habit made into a daily practice: whatever you are fighting, the first move each night is 
to name the gifts.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 1216. The early Church called baptism enlightenment: having received the Word who is the true light, the 
baptized are themselves made sons of light.

CCC 1265. Baptism makes the neophyte a new creature: an adopted son of God, a partaker of the divine nature, 
a member of Christ, a temple of the Holy Spirit.

CCC 1694. Incorporated into Christ by baptism, Christians are dead to sin and alive to God, and the moral life 
consists in following his example and conforming to him.

CCC 1328. The sacrament is called Eucharist because it is an action of thanksgiving to God; Paul's word in 5:4 
and 5:20 is the word the Church took for the Mass.

CCC 1861. Mortal sin is a radical possibility of human freedom; unrepented, it brings exclusion from Christ's 
kingdom, which is exactly the sober warning of 5:5-6.

CCC 2638. As in Paul, every event and every need can become an offering of thanksgiving; giving thanks in all 
things characterizes the Church's whole prayer.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (develop). Verse 2's 'loved us and gave himself up for us' is the exact phrase Paul will apply to 
husbands and the bride in 5:25, the session where the sealed guesses open. Do not connect it tonight and do 
not hint. Let question 2 give the phrase its sacrificial weight; next week they will feel the click themselves.

The walk (develop). Three walk commands tonight: in love (5:2), as children of light (5:8), as wise (5:15). 
Name the running count from 2:2 onward when question 1 lands; the group planted this thread in session 6.

Inheritance and possession (develop). 5:5 is the thread's first negative appearance. In 1:14 and 1:18 
inheritance was pure gift and assurance; now it can be forfeited. This tension is deliberate and powers the 
steelman in question 5. Do not resolve it before the group feels it.

The powers (develop). Keep this light tonight: 'the days are evil' (5:16) and the unfruitful works of darkness 
show the field is still contested. The armor comes in session 11; plant nothing new, just let the phrase register.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). The thread's load-bearing occurrence tonight is 'light in the 
Lord.' The location does all the work: light by participation, not by nature. Question 6 carries it.

Objection Bench
Leader only. Do not raise these unless someone in the room does.
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Verse 3 says impurity should not even be named among you. Is this not just repressive prudery, 
teaching people to be embarrassed about the body?
Paul is not squeamish; he has just named these sins plainly himself, in writing, to be read aloud in church. 'Not 
even named among you' means the community's life should make such gossip incredible, not that the topics are 
unspeakable. And the ground of the demand is the opposite of disgust: these people are saints and light, so 
impurity is beneath their dignity, not beyond mention. The Christian answer to impurity is not a lower opinion 
of the body but a far higher price on it.

Verse 6 speaks of the wrath of God. Does that not contradict the God of love this letter opened 
with?
Wrath in Scripture is not a divine temper; it is love's settled opposition to what destroys the beloved. A God 
who shrugged at what impurity and greed actually do to persons would not be more loving but less. The same 
letter that says 'wrath' says God is rich in mercy (2:4); the two are not rivals, because mercy is what wrath 
looks like when it meets repentance.

Session Goals
1. Trace tonight's three walk commands and connect them to the walk thread running since 

chapter 2.

2. Discover that Paul describes the crucifixion in the altar language of Israel's sacrifices.

3. Find that Paul's single named replacement for impurity, greed, and rotten speech is 
thanksgiving.

4. See that darkness and light in verse 8 are identities rather than environments, and that Paul's 
ethics run on identity.

5. Face the eternal security reading of verse 5 at full strength and answer it from the letter itself.

6. Land on 5:18-20: the Spirit-filled life as a singing, thanking life, with thanksgiving as the 
passage's bookends.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Win 10 minutes, reading 5, Build about 55 with the weight on questions 2, 3, 6, and 8, Send and Live It This 
Week 10, prayers 5. Questions 3 and 6 are the heart of the night; protect them even if everything else 
compresses.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut question 7 (how light exposes) first; its point resurfaces naturally inside question 8.

2. Then cut question 9 and fold its one line about kairos into your introduction to question 10.

3. If still tight, use only the first Win question.
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Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father of lights, every good gift comes down from you. You loved us when we were darkness and made us light 
in your Son. Open the Scriptures to us tonight; teach us to walk as what you have made us, and give us grateful 
hearts, so that thanksgiving crowds out everything in us that is not worthy of your children. Through Christ our 
Lord. Amen.

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

W1. Growing up, was there anything you were told to do, or not do, 'because of who we are' or 
'because you are one of us'? How did that kind of reason land compared with 'because I said so'?

W2. Think of the most genuinely grateful person you know. What is it actually like to be around 
them?

Both questions quietly load tonight's two discoveries. Do not connect the dots yet; just let the stories breathe.

Read

Read aloud
Three readers: verses 1 to 7, verses 8 to 14, verses 15 to 20. Ask the room to listen for two things on the first 
pass: every occurrence of the word walk, and what Paul tells them to do instead of the things he forbids.

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.

Beloved children first

1. Paul opens with what might be the biggest command in the Bible: 'be imitators of God.' Before we 
panic, look at how the sentence actually runs. What word ties it back to chapter 4, and what phrase 
tells us who is being asked?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The word is 'therefore,' and it reaches back to 4:32: God in Christ forgave you. Imitation is asked of people who 
have already been forgiven, not as the price of forgiveness. And the phrase is 'as beloved children.' Children 
pick up the family resemblance because of who they already are; nobody earns their way into looking like their 
father. Then notice how Paul immediately narrows the impossible command into a walkable one: imitating God 
means 'walk in love, as Christ loved us.' This is also tonight's first walk command; the group has been counting 
them since chapter 2.
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Live discovery
Split into two groups. One group reads Genesis 8:20-21, the other Leviticus 1:9. Report back: what kind of 
scene does this 'pleasing odor' language come from, and who is pleased?

Let them find it. Genesis 8:20-21; Leviticus 1:9

2. Verse 2 calls the crucifixion 'a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.' That phrase has a long 
history, and Paul expects his readers to smell it. Let's go find it.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

It is altar language, the standard formula for a sacrifice God accepts: Noah's offering after the flood, Israel's 
daily burnt offering. Paul lifts the phrase and sets it on Calvary. The crucifixion, which looked like an execution, 
was in truth worship: a self-offering that rose to the Father and was received with delight. And look at the 
command this grounds. 'Walk in love, as Christ loved us' means our ordinary self-giving is meant to have the 
same shape and join the same offering. Everything Israel's altar rehearsed for centuries was apprenticeship for 
recognizing this sacrifice when it came.

One replacement

3. Verses 3 and 4 pile up things Paul wants gone: immorality, impurity, covetousness, filthiness, 
silly talk, levity. Now read to the end of verse 4 and look for what he puts in their place. How many 
replacements does he give, and what is the replacement?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. The group finds the single word: thanksgiving.

Ground. They articulate why gratitude opposes both lust and greed: grabbing versus receiving as two postures 
of the same hands.

Depth. Someone connects eucharistia to the Eucharist (CCC 1328): the Mass is the Church's counter-habit 
performed weekly, the school where receiving is learned.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

One. 'But instead let there be thanksgiving.' Paul treats sexual sin, greed, and rotten speech as one family with 
one antidote, which tells us he sees one disease underneath: taking. Each of these vices treats a person or a 
thing as something to grab for myself. Thanksgiving is the opposite posture, receiving everything as gift, and 
the two postures cannot occupy the same heart at the same moment. You cannot leer at someone and thank 
God for them in the same breath; you cannot covet what you are actively thanking God about. Paul's word is 
eucharistia. Let that hang in the air a moment; the Church heard it and named her central act after it.

4. Verse 5 says something startling twice. First, the covetous man 'is an idolater.' Second, such 
people have no 'inheritance in the kingdom.' We have met inheritance twice before in this letter. 
Where, and what has changed?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)
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In 1:14 the Spirit was the guarantee of our inheritance, and in 1:18 Paul prayed we would know the riches of 
the inheritance. Both were pure gift and assurance. Now, for the first time, inheritance appears with a warning 
attached: it can be forfeited. Sit in that tension; do not resolve it yet, because the next question takes it head on. 
As for idolatry: coveting looks like a tenth commandment problem, mere wanting, but Paul diagnoses it as a 
first commandment problem. Whatever you would grab at any cost has become your god, no statue required. 
This is why his remedy was thanksgiving rather than willpower: gratitude puts the Giver back on the throne.

Dig Deeper
The Decalogue's first word and its last word, no other gods and do not covet, turn out to be the same word. 
Where else does the New Testament make this equation? (Colossians 3:5 makes it verbatim.)

Can the inheritance be lost?

5. Verses 5 and 6 sound severe: no inheritance, the wrath of God coming. Here is how a serious 
Protestant friend might read them, and it deserves our best listening before anyone answers.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Paul cannot mean that baptized believers can lose the inheritance. In 
chapter 1 he told these very people they were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, which is the guarantee of 
their inheritance until they acquire possession of it. A guarantee that can fail is not a guarantee; God does not 
make down payments he might not complete. So verse 5 must be describing outsiders, people whose settled 
way of life proves they never truly belonged to Christ, and the warning against 'empty words' in verse 6 targets 
false teachers who tell the church such lives are safe. Read this way, the passage threatens no true Christian; it 
unmasks counterfeits.

Answering from the text. The reading is serious, but the letter will not cooperate with it. Paul is addressing 
the saints (1:1), and it is the saints he warns: 'let no one deceive you,' 'do not associate with them,' 'take no part 
in the unfruitful works of darkness.' A warning aimed at people who cannot possibly be in danger is theater, 
and Paul does not write theater. More telling still, this same letter has already shown us that the seal is 
personal, not mechanical: the Spirit who sealed you can be grieved (4:30), and people who are light can be told, 
precisely because it is possible, not to walk back into darkness. Ephesians holds both truths without blinking: 
the gift is utterly real, and the freedom to refuse it remains. That is the Catholic frame exactly. Grace is not a 
contract that overrides the will; grave sin freely chosen and unrepented excludes from the kingdom (CCC 
1861), which is why the Church has always paired baptism with confession, the way home when the baptized 
wander. Assurance in this letter is not a certificate; it is a Person you can grieve and a road you can walk or 
leave.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The objection says verse 5 describes people who were never really saved, because the sealed inheritance of 
1:14 cannot fail. But Paul warns the saints themselves, in the second person, and the same letter says the 
sealing Spirit can be grieved (4:30). The letter holds both: the inheritance is a real gift, and it can be really 
forfeited by a life freely handed back to darkness. This is the Church's teaching on mortal sin (CCC 1861), and it 
is also why confession exists. The warning is not there to make the group doubt God's grip; it is there because 
their own grip is free.
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You are light

6. Read verse 8 slowly and watch the grammar like a hawk. What does Paul NOT say that we would 
expect him to say?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. The group catches 'you were darkness' rather than 'in darkness.'

Ground. They see that identity precedes command throughout the chapter: you are, therefore walk.

Depth. They catch 'in the Lord' and connect it to the letter's in-Christ thread: even our new identity is located 
in him, not possessed independently.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Two things. He does not say 'you were in darkness'; he says 'you were darkness.' And he does not say 'now you 
are light,' full stop; he says 'light in the Lord.' Darkness and light are not neighborhoods we moved between; 
they are what we were and what we now are. That is why the command that follows is 'walk as children of 
light': not become light by behaving, but be what you already are. Every demand in this chapter runs on that 
engine. And the qualifier matters just as much: light 'in the Lord' is light by participation, not by nature, the way 
a thing is bright only while it stands in the sun. So the perfectionist's burden is off. You were never asked to 
generate your own glow, only to stay where the light is. This is what baptism did; the early Church's plainest 
name for baptism was enlightenment.

7. Verses 11 to 13 say light 'exposes' the works of darkness. Notice what Paul does not tell them to 
do. How does light expose things?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He does not say argue, denounce, or catalogue other people's sins; in fact he says it is a shame even to speak of 
what is done in secret. Light exposes by shining. A life visibly ordered to Christ makes the alternative visible as 
darkness without a single word of condemnation. And verses 13 and 14 carry a hopeful edge that is easy to 
miss: what the light exposes can itself 'become light.' Exposure here aims at conversion, not humiliation, and 
the proof is sitting in the room: everyone Paul is writing to was once darkness themselves (v. 8).

Live discovery
Half the room reads Isaiah 60:1-2, the other half Isaiah 26:19. Report back: what does each passage contribute 
to the line Paul quotes?

Let them find it. Isaiah 60:1-2; Isaiah 26:19

8. Verse 14 opens 'Therefore it is said,' the same formula Paul used to quote Scripture back in 4:8. 
But what follows is not a clean quote of any Old Testament verse. Two passages stand behind it. 
Let's find them.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Isaiah 60 gives the light: arise, shine, for your light has come, spoken to a people sitting under thick darkness. 
Isaiah 26 gives the waking dead: those who dwell in the dust shall awake. Verse 14 fuses them and adds a 
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name: sleep, death, rising, light, Christ. Because no single verse says this, many scholars think Paul is quoting a 
hymn the first Christians already sang, quite possibly at baptism as the newly baptized came up from the water 
into the light. We should hold that as a strong scholarly judgment rather than a certainty, but if it is right, we 
just read one of the oldest scraps of Christian worship in existence, and Paul cites the Church's own song with 
the formula he uses for Scripture. Either way, the theology is not in doubt: baptism is a waking, a rising from 
the dead, and a flood of light, and it already happened to everyone in this room.

Dig Deeper
If 5:14 really is a hymn, then the Church was singing her faith before the New Testament was finished being 
written. What does it tell us that worship carried the content of the faith first, and the documents came after?

Walking wisely in evil days

9. Verses 15 to 17 add a third walk command: walk as wise. According to these verses, what does 
walking need besides a direction?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Timing and understanding. 'Making the most of the time' uses kairos, the opportune moment, not clock time: 
wisdom is recognizing the actual opening in the actual Tuesday you are living, and taking it. 'Because the days 
are evil' is sober realism, not gloom; the letter has been telling us since chapter 1 that the field is still contested, 
and it will say much more about that before it ends. And 'understand what the will of the Lord is' makes 
wisdom practical rather than abstract: not a philosophy, but a discernment you can act on this week.

10. Paul ends with a strange pairing: 'do not get drunk with wine... but be filled with the Spirit.' Why 
compare those two things at all? And watch where the whole passage finally lands in verse 20.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Because they are genuinely comparable: both are ways of being under an influence, filled with something that 
then does the talking, loosens you, gives you courage, makes you sing. People even confused the two at 
Pentecost, mocking the apostles as full of new wine. So Paul's answer to a joyless, white-knuckled purity is not 
less filling but a better filling. And the Spirit-filled life shows itself in verses 19 and 20 as a singing, thanking 
life: psalms and hymns, melody in the heart, and giving thanks 'always and for everything.' Now step back and 
see the architecture. The passage that began by replacing the whole vice list with thanksgiving in verse 4 ends 
with a community drenched in thanksgiving in verse 20. Gratitude is the bookend of the entire text. That is 
Paul's strategy against everything he named tonight: not gritted teeth, but a trained, singing, sacramental habit 
of thanks.

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

S1. If 'you are light in the Lord' is actually true of you, what is one place this week where believing it 
would change how you show up?
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S2. Which of the things Paul named tonight has the strongest grip on you, and what would it look 
like to fight it with thanksgiving instead of willpower?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Each night this week, before any examination of conscience, name three concrete gifts from the day and 
thank God for them out loud. St. Ignatius made thanksgiving the first step of the examen: gratitude first, every 
time, then the honest look at failures.

2. Pick the one item from verses 3 and 4 that hooks you most: impurity, coveting, or cutting and crude speech. 
Every time you catch yourself at it this week, replace it on the spot with one specific thank-you to God.

3. Once this week, sing. Pray a psalm aloud, or put on sacred music while you drive or clean and actually sing 
along. Paul's Spirit-filled community is a singing community, and singing trains the heart faster than thinking 
does.

4. Paul's word for thanksgiving is the word the Church took for the Mass. Get to one weekday Mass this week if 
you can, or at Sunday Mass bring one named gift to offer silently at the offertory. If something tonight stirred 
the need, go to confession; the light is for walking in, not for hiding from.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 5:8
"for once you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord; walk as children of light"

Ephesians 5:8

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Lord Jesus Christ, fragrant offering and sacrifice to God: thank you. Thank you for choosing us before the 
foundation of the world, for redeeming us in your blood, for sealing us with your Spirit, for making us light 
when we were darkness. Where we are tempted to grab, teach us to receive. Where our speech turns sour, put 
a song in it. Wake whatever in us is still asleep, and shine on us, so that this week we walk as children of light. 
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 5:1-20

Discovery passages
● Genesis 8:20-21 Noah's offering, the pleasing odor

● Leviticus 1:9 the daily burnt offering formula

● Isaiah 60:1-2 arise, shine, your light has come

● Isaiah 26:19 the dead awake and rise

Supporting Old Testament
● Exodus 29:18 pleasing odor at the ordination offerings

● Isaiah 9:2 the people in darkness see a great light

● Isaiah 42:6 a light to the nations

Within Ephesians
● Ephesians 4:32 the 'therefore' behind 5:1

● Ephesians 1:13-14 sealed, the guarantee of inheritance

● Ephesians 1:18 the riches of the inheritance

● Ephesians 2:1-3 the darkness they were

● Ephesians 4:8 the same citation formula as 5:14

● Ephesians 4:30 the Spirit can be grieved

New Testament echoes
● Acts 2:13 'filled with new wine,' the Pentecost mockery behind 5:18

● Colossians 3:5 covetousness, which is idolatry

Terms
● eucharistia. thanksgiving; the word of 5:4 and 5:20, and the Church's name for the Mass

● pleonexia. covetousness, the itch for more; diagnosed in 5:5 as idolatry

● kairos. the opportune moment, not clock time; what the wise redeem in 5:16

Catechism
● CCC 1216. baptism as enlightenment

● CCC 1265. baptism makes a new creature

● CCC 1328. Eucharist means thanksgiving

● CCC 1861. mortal sin excludes from the kingdom

● CCC 2638. everything can become thanksgiving



This Great Mystery | Session 9. This Great Mystery

108

This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 9. This Great Mystery

Reading: Ephesians 5:21-33
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Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers that verse 21 governs the whole passage, that the husband's charge is crucifixion-shaped 
rather than throne-shaped, and that the mystery they sealed a guess about in session 1 is Christ and the 
Church.

Catholic Touchstone
Marriage is a living sign of the union of Christ and his Church: the union is the original, every marriage since 
Eden is the image, and the Church herself is the bride Christ loved and gave himself up for.

This is the night the letter has been building toward, and the night your group has been waiting for 
since they sealed their guesses eight sessions ago. The passage is also the one they have most likely 
heard misused, so this session does two things at once: it opens the envelope and resolves the 
mystery thread honestly, and it faces the hardest modern reading of this text at full strength instead 
of tiptoeing around it. Trust the text. Paul is harder on the husband than any critic is, and the 
grammar of verse 21 does more work than any defensive speech you could give. Bring the sealed 
guesses with you. Do not forget them; there is no session 9 without them.

What You Need to Know

The sentence does not start where the paragraph break is
In Greek, Ephesians 5:18-21 is one flowing sentence: be filled with the Spirit, addressing one 
another in psalms, singing, giving thanks, being subject to one another out of reverence for Christ. 
Mutual subjection is the last in a chain of things that Spirit-filled worship produces. Then comes the 
detail your group will find striking: in the earliest and best manuscripts, verse 22 has no verb of its 
own. It borrows its verb from verse 21. You literally cannot read the instruction to wives without 
reading the instruction to everyone first. Many Bibles print a heading between verse 21 and verse 
22 that the grammar does not have. Tonight the group removes it.

Household codes, and how Paul's is different
Instructions on managing a household, covering wife, children, and slaves, were a standard topic in 
the ancient world; Aristotle treats the subject in Book I of the Politics. Paul's version is recognizably 
in that genre and startlingly unlike it. He addresses wives, children, and slaves directly as moral 
agents making a free response to Christ, not as property being managed. He grounds every relation 
in the Lord. And he gives the husband a model no Greek moralist imagined: a crucified man. Do not 
oversell this into 'Paul the modern egalitarian'; he was a first-century man writing to first-century 
households. But the pressure he puts on the powerful party is his own, and it runs against the grain 
of the genre.
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Mystērion, sacramentum, and honest latitude
In verse 32 Paul calls the Genesis one-flesh union a great mystērion in reference to Christ and the 
Church. St. Jerome's Latin, the Vulgate, rendered the word sacramentum, which is where the phrase 
'great sacrament' entered Western ears. Be honest with the group here: this one word does not by 
itself prove that marriage is one of the seven sacraments, and the Church does not rest her teaching 
on a translation choice. Her teaching rests on the whole reality this passage describes: Christ's 
spousal self-gift, signified and made present in the marriage of the baptized (CCC 1617). Say it that 
way and the claim is stronger, not weaker, because it survives the objection.

Pastoral care: this text has real wounds attached to it
Assume someone in the room has heard this passage quoted to excuse control or cruelty, in their 
own home or someone else's. Name that possibility gently and early, and let the text itself do the 
correcting: nothing in these verses authorizes a husband to enforce anything, and the only exercise 
of headship Paul describes is giving himself up. Say plainly, once, that the Church condemns 
domination and abuse, and that no one is ever asked to submit to violence; a person in danger 
needs safety and help, not a Bible verse used against them. Then move on without dwelling. You are 
not delivering a lecture on abuse; you are refusing to leave a landmine unmarked.

The envelope
Bring the sealed guesses from session 1. The opening is built into Build question 6, after the group 
has read verse 32 but before you discuss it. Handle the guesses with honor: every guess gets read 
aloud by its own author, nobody's guess gets corrected or graded, and near-misses get celebrated. 
Eight sessions of waiting have earned this moment some ceremony. Do not rush it.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

The Lord as Bridegroom of Israel
Paul did not invent the marriage of God and his people. The prophets speak it constantly: in Hosea 
2:19-20 the Lord betroths Israel to himself forever, in righteousness and steadfast love; in Isaiah 
62:5 the Lord rejoices over Zion as a bridegroom rejoices over the bride. Paul's move is to say that 
this ancient betrothal has a name and a wedding day: Christ and the Church.

Ezekiel 16 behind verses 26 and 27
Ephesians 5:26-27, where Christ washes the Church with water, cleanses her, and presents her in 
splendor, closely tracks Ezekiel 16:8-14, where the Lord finds Jerusalem, bathes her with water, 
clothes and adorns her, and her renown goes forth because of the splendor he had bestowed. The 
Bridegroom who washed and beautified his bride in Ezekiel is doing it again, and the washing of 
water with the word is a baptism echo your group is primed for after sessions 7 and 8.

The first wedding, read again
The live discovery sends the group to Genesis 2:21-24, which Paul quotes in verse 31. The details 
reward slow reading: the man sleeps, his side is opened, and from the opened side of the sleeping 
man God builds the bride. The Fathers could not read that scene without seeing Calvary, and tonight 
your group gets the chance to make that connection themselves before you confirm it.
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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, Chrysostom turns to the husbands and, in substance, tells them: you have heard 
the measure asked of your wife; now hear the measure asked of you. Love her as Christ loved the Church, which 
means: even if you must lay down your life for her, do not refuse. Christ won a bride who had turned her back on 
him, and he won her not with threats or fear but by giving himself. A household governed by fear is not a Christian 
household; a wife is not a servant but your own body, and no one ever hated his own flesh.

Homilies on Ephesians, Homily 20. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This lands hardest on anyone tempted to hear the passage as a license: the Church's greatest preacher read 
it, sixteen centuries ago, as a demand for the husband's death to self.

St. Augustine of Hippo, d. 430
Augustine teaches that as Eve was drawn from the side of Adam while he slept, so the Church is born from the side 
of Christ as he slept the sleep of death on the cross. When the soldier's lance opened his side and blood and water 
flowed out, Augustine sees the sacraments by which the Church lives flowing from her Bridegroom's opened heart. 
The first wedding in Eden was a prophecy acted out in flesh: the new Adam sleeps, and from his wounded side God 
builds the new Eve.

Tractates on the Gospel of John, in substance. Summary of St. Augustine of Hippo's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For a group that has just read Genesis 2 with their own eyes, this voice confirms what several of them will 
already be half-seeing, and it turns the crucifix on the wall into a wedding portrait.

St. John Paul II, d. 2005
St. John Paul II reads this passage with verse 21 as its governing key. The subjection Paul describes, he teaches in 
substance, is mutual: a reciprocal self-gift lived out of reverence for Christ, and this mutual subjection is an 
innovation of the Gospel, something the ancient world did not have. The husband's headship is real only as self-
gift, modeled on the Christ who gave himself up, and it excludes every kind of domination by which the wife would 
become a servant of her husband. Wherever this text has been used to justify control, it has been used against its 
own words.

Mulieris Dignitatem 24. Summary of St. John Paul II's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This gives the group the Church's own modern reading, from a canonized pope, and closes the door on the 
fear that Catholicism quietly wants the abusive reading to be true.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 766. The Church is born above all from Christ's total self-giving on the cross, signified by the blood and 
water that flowed from his opened side, as Eve came from the side of the sleeping Adam.

CCC 796. The unity of Christ and the Church, head and body, also means they are Bridegroom and bride: a 
nuptial union prepared by the prophets, announced by John the Baptist, and called a great mystery by Paul.

CCC 1616. Paul understands marriage in light of Christ's spousal love: husbands are to love their wives as 
Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her, and this is the great mystery of Christ's covenant with her.

CCC 1617. The whole Christian life bears the mark of the spousal love of Christ and the Church. Baptism, the 
nuptial bath, precedes the wedding feast, and marriage between the baptized is a true sign, a sacrament, of the 
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covenant of Christ and the Church.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (resolve). Tonight this thread lands. Planted in session 1, partially defined in session 5 at 3:6, it 
resolves at 5:32: the mystery is the union of Christ and the Church, and marriage was its acted prophecy from 
Eden onward. Open the sealed guesses at Build question 6, after reading verse 32 aloud. Trace the arc 
explicitly: 1:9-10, 3:3-6, 5:32.

Head and body (develop). Planted in session 2, this thread reaches its deepest register tonight: the head and 
body language turns out to be bridal, one flesh, one body. When Q4 sends them back to 1:22-23 and 4:15-16, let 
them say out loud what the head does in this letter: fills, nourishes, gives growth. Never rules by force.

The walk (develop). Verse 21 hangs grammatically on the Spirit-filled walk of 5:15-20. The household section 
is not a new topic; it is where the walk goes when it comes home. Name this briefly at Q1.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). The phrase 'out of reverence for Christ' in verse 21 and 'as to the 
Lord' in verse 22 put the whole household inside the letter's great preposition. Marriage, in this passage, 
happens in Christ or it is not being described at all.

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

Doesn't 'the husband is the head of the wife' contradict Galatians 3:28, where there is neither male 
nor female?
Galatians 3:28 concerns standing before God in baptism: equal dignity, equal inheritance, one in Christ. 
Ephesians 5 concerns how two baptized equals give themselves to each other. Paul wrote both; he saw no 
contradiction because difference of gift is not difference of worth. The Church holds both texts at full strength.

Wasn't this just the standard Greco-Roman household code with a Christian veneer?
It is the genre, transformed. The standard codes addressed the male householder about managing his 
subordinates. Paul addresses wives, children, and slaves directly as free moral agents, grounds every relation 
'in the Lord,' and gives the husband a model of headship no pagan moralist proposed: a man dying for his bride. 
The frame is familiar; what he pours into it is not.

Does verse 32 prove marriage is a sacrament, since the Latin says sacramentum?
Not from the one word, and be honest about that. The Vulgate's sacramentum translates mystērion, and the 
Church does not rest the sacramentality of marriage on a translation. She rests it on what the passage 
describes: the marriage of the baptized really signifies and shares in the union of Christ and the Church (CCC 
1617). Concede the small point, keep the large one.

Session Goals
1. Establish from the grammar of 5:18-22 that verse 21 governs the whole passage and that verse 

22 cannot be read apart from it.
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2. Trace the husband's charge through verses 25-30 and name its shape: crucifixion, cleansing, 
nourishing, never enforcement.

3. Send the group to Genesis 2:21-24 and let them discover the bride built from the opened side 
of the sleeping man.

4. Open the sealed guesses with ceremony and resolve the mystery thread honestly against 1:9-
10, 3:3-6, and 5:32.

5. Face the strongest modern objection to this passage at full strength and answer it from the text 
itself.

6. Land the study-long payoff: the Church is the bride Christ died for, and they are members of 
that body.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Roughly: Win 10 minutes, reading 8, Build questions 1 to 4 about 22 minutes, the Genesis discovery 8, the 
envelope and questions 6 to 7 about 15 (do not rush this), the steelman chain and question 9 about 15, 
question 10 and Send about 8, Live It and closing prayer 5. That fills 90; for a 75-minute room apply the cuts in 
order.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Drop the Dig Deeper on John 19:34 at question 5; Augustine's voice on the Take-Home carries the same 
content.

2. Compress question 4 into a thirty-second leader note delivered inside question 3's answer, since sessions 2 
and 6 already built that ground.

3. Fold question 9 into the steelman response at question 8, since the response already covers the wife's free 
agency.

4. Ask only the first Win question.

5. Never cut question 6. The envelope is the session.
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P a r t  T w o

Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father, before the foundation of the world you chose us in Christ, and for eight weeks you have let us walk 
through this letter toward a secret you kept for ages. Tonight, send your Holy Spirit to open the word to us as 
we open what we sealed. Give us honest minds for the hard verses and soft hearts for the beautiful ones, and let 
us see your Son as he is: the Bridegroom who loved us and gave himself up for us. We ask it through the same 
Christ our Lord. Amen.

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

W1. Think of the best wedding you have ever been to. What made it good?

W2. When you hear the word 'submit,' what is your honest gut reaction, one word or one sentence?

The second question will surface tension. Welcome it and do not defuse it; tonight's text will do that work better than 
you can. If someone says 'that word makes my skin crawl,' thank them for the honesty and promise the group you are 
going to look at what Paul actually wrote, all of it.

Read

Read aloud
Read Ephesians 5:21-33 aloud twice. First pass: three readers, verses 21-24, 25-30, and 31-33. Second pass: 
one strong reader straight through while the group listens for every word or idea that repeats. Before reading, 
say only this: notice where the passage spends most of its words.

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.

The sentence that governs

1. Most Bibles print a heading between verse 21 and verse 22, but headings are the editor's, not 
Paul's. Look back at 5:18-21. Where does this sentence actually begin, and what is 'be subject to one 
another' attached to?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The sentence begins at 'be filled with the Spirit' in verse 18, and everything after it describes what Spirit-filled 
people overflow into: addressing one another in psalms, singing, giving thanks, and being subject to one 
another out of reverence for Christ. Mutual subjection is not a new topic; it is the last fruit of the Spirit-filled 
walk we traced in session 8. And here is the detail worth savoring: in the earliest manuscripts, verse 22 has no 
verb of its own. It borrows 'be subject' from verse 21. You cannot even read the instruction to wives without 
reading the instruction to everyone first. Verse 21 governs the entire passage, and the paragraph break that 
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hides this is one the grammar does not have.

2. Now weigh the passage. Roughly how many verses address the wife, and how many address the 
husband? And what, exactly, is each one asked to do?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The wife gets about three verses, 22 to 24, and is asked to be subject to her husband 'as to the Lord,' with verse 
33 adding that she should respect him. The husband gets roughly nine, 25 to 33, and is asked to love his wife as 
Christ loved the Church and gave himself up for her, to nourish and cherish her as his own body. The weight of 
the passage falls on the husband, and the demand on him is stranger and heavier. Notice also what is absent: no 
verse tells the husband to rule, to lead, to decide, or to enforce anything. The passage never once gives him 
authority over her obedience; it gives him a cross.

Crucifixion-shaped

3. Walk slowly through verses 25 to 27. What did Christ actually do for the Church in these verses? 
List the verbs, and then say what shape they make.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

He loved her, he gave himself up for her, he sanctified her, he cleansed her by the washing of water with the 
word, and he will present her to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle. The shape is the cross and the 
font: the husband's model is a man dying and a bride being bathed. 'Gave himself up' is the same language as 
5:2, which we read last session: Christ loved us and gave himself up for us. The only exercise of headship this 
passage describes is self-donation. Headship here spends itself; it does not spend the other person.

4. 'Head' and 'body' are old friends in this letter. Where have we met them before, and in those 
passages, what does the head actually do for the body?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

In 1:22-23, Christ is head over all things for the church, which is his body, his fullness; the headship there is for 
her benefit. In 4:15-16, the whole body grows from the head, joined and knit together, upbuilding itself in love; 
the head there is the source of the body's nourishment and growth. So when verse 23 says the husband is head 
of the wife as Christ is head of the Church, this letter has already defined its terms. Head, in Ephesians, means 
the one from whom life and growth flow. Anyone importing 'boss' into verse 23 is importing it from outside the 
letter.

Dig Deeper
Notice 'his body' in verse 23 becomes 'his flesh' territory by verses 28 to 31. Paul is steering the head and body 
thread toward Genesis before he ever quotes it.
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The first wedding

Live discovery
Split into pairs. Find the source of the words quoted in Ephesians 5:31, and read the scene that leads up to that 
verse, starting a few verses earlier. Come back ready to report anything in the scene that suddenly looks 
different in the light of verses 25 to 30.

Let them find it. Genesis 2:21-24

5. Verse 31 is a quotation; Paul is reaching back for something. Find where it comes from, and read 
the whole scene around it. What details of that scene jump out at you now, tonight, after everything 
this passage has said?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The quotation is Genesis 2:24, the first wedding. And the scene is astonishing read from inside Ephesians 5: the 
man sleeps a God-given sleep, his side is opened, and from his opened side God builds the bride, then presents 
her to him. A sleeping man, an opened side, a bride built from it and brought to him in splendor. Paul quotes 
the first marriage and says it was always about Christ and the Church. Let the group make the connection to the 
cross themselves if they can; many will.

Dig Deeper
Read John 19:34. The new Adam sleeps the sleep of death, a soldier opens his side, and blood and water flow 
out. The Fathers saw the new Eve, the Church, born from the opened side of the sleeping Christ: the font and 
the chalice flowing from his heart.

The envelope

6. Now read verse 32 aloud, just that one verse. Then stop, because it is time. Eight weeks ago each 
of you wrote one sentence and sealed it: what is the mystery Paul keeps talking about? The 
envelope comes out now. Each person reads their own guess aloud, in their own voice, no 
commentary and no grading. When every guess has been heard, set them all next to Paul's answer 
and tell me: how close did this room get, and how has the word 'mystery' grown since chapter 1?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Paul's answer: 'This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church.' Now 
trace the arc the group has lived through. In 1:9-10 the mystery was God's plan to unite all things in Christ, 
things in heaven and things on earth. In 3:3-6 it sharpened: the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same 
body, partakers of the promise. And now, at 5:32, it reaches its most intimate register: the mystery is a 
marriage. All along, the mystery has been union, God joining what was separated: heaven and earth, Jew and 
Gentile, and now, in the deepest image human language has, Christ and the Church as bridegroom and bride, 
one flesh, one body. Honor the near-misses out loud: anyone who wrote 'Jesus,' 'God's plan,' 'the Church,' 
'unity,' or anything about God bringing people together grabbed a real thread of it. Nobody guessing in week 
one could have known the mystery would turn out to be a wedding, and that is rather the point: it is better than 
what any of us sealed.
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7. Look hard at the direction verse 32 points. Is Paul saying that Christ and the Church are like a 
marriage, or that marriage is like Christ and the Church? Which one is the original and which is the 
image, and what difference does that make?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Paul quotes Genesis 2:24 and says it refers to Christ and the Church. The direction is startling: the union of 
Christ and the Church is the original, purposed before the foundation of the world (1:4), and every human 
marriage since Eden is the image, the sign, the acted prophecy of it. Marriage does not explain the gospel; the 
gospel explains marriage, and always did. One honest footnote worth giving: the old Latin Bible translated 
mystērion here as sacramentum, and while that one word does not by itself prove marriage is a sacrament, the 
Church does teach that marriage between the baptized really signifies and shares in this union of Christ and the 
Church. The teaching rests on the reality the whole passage describes, not on a translation choice, and it is 
stronger for being argued that way.

The hard reading, faced

8. Before we go further, we owe this passage's critics their best shot, because some of us walked in 
here carrying their argument. Let me make it as strong as I can, and then let us answer it from the 
text, not from embarrassment.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Here is the case at full strength. Verse 21 is window dressing. In the 
entire passage Paul never once tells husbands to submit to their wives; he tells wives to submit and husbands 
to love, and 'head' is hierarchy language no matter how tenderly you read it. This is a first-century household 
code, the same genre Aristotle wrote, with Jesus language poured over the top, and it has been quoted for two 
thousand years to keep women small and to keep abused wives in dangerous homes. Pastors have told 
battered women to go home and submit, and they had this chapter open when they said it. The honest reading 
is that Paul baptized patriarchy, and the loving thing is to admit it and set the passage aside.

Answering from the text. Take it point by point, from the text. First, verse 21 cannot be window dressing, 
because in the earliest manuscripts verse 22 has no verb at all: it grammatically depends on 'be subject to one 
another.' The wives' verse cannot even be read without the everyone verse. Second, look where the asymmetry 
actually runs: the model held up to the husband is a crucified man, and the only exercises of headship the 
passage describes are giving himself up, washing, nourishing, cherishing. Not one verse authorizes him to 
enforce, decide, or demand; a husband quoting this chapter to control his wife is contradicting the only 
instructions it gives him, and St. John Chrysostom was preaching exactly that in the fourth century: win her by 
love, never by fear, even at the cost of your life. Third, set Paul beside the genre he is accused of copying: the 
pagan codes addressed the householder about managing his property, while Paul addresses wives as free 
moral agents making their own response 'as to the Lord,' which is not patriarchy preserved but patriarchy 
quietly detonated from inside. Fourth, the misuse is real, and we do not deny it; we let the text convict it. A man 
wielding Ephesians 5 as a weapon has been using this passage against its own words, and the Church has said 
so at the highest level: St. John Paul II taught that the subjection here is mutual, calls that mutuality the Gospel's 
own innovation, and states that the husband's headship excludes every form of domination. The answer to the 
abuse of this text is not less Ephesians 5. It is all of it.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The objection fails at the grammar, at the content of the husband's charge, at the comparison with the genre, 
and at the Church's own stated reading. But receive its moral core with respect: the misuse it describes has 
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really happened, and this group should be the kind of Catholics who can say that plainly. The passage rightly 
read is the misuser's fiercest judge.

9. Now be fair to the whole text. What is the wife actually asked for, what does 'as the church is 
subject to Christ' make of it, and, going back to verse 21, who in this room is exempt from the 
posture Paul describes?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

She is asked for a free response, 'as to the Lord': a trusting, willing reception of a love that is supposed to look 
like Calvary, modeled on the Church before Christ, and the Church before Christ is not servile or crushed; she is 
loved into splendor, active, glorious, the fullness of him who fills all in all. Whatever verse 22 means, it cannot 
mean less dignity than this letter has spent eight sessions giving the Church. And per verse 21, no one is 
exempt: mutual deference out of reverence for Christ is the ordinary posture of every Spirit-filled Christian, 
single, married, ordained. One more honest note: the Church commands the mutual self-gift, not a particular 
household arrangement. How a couple orders chores, money, and decisions is theirs to work out in Christ; 
Ephesians 5 is not a schedule, it is a cross, held out to both of them.

The bride

10. Step all the way back, over nine sessions. If the Church is the bride of verses 25 to 27, washed, 
nourished, destined to be presented in splendor, what does that make of your own relationship to 
her, flaws, scandals, boring homilies and all?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

It makes the Church something no institution could be: the bride Christ died for, and verse 30 says we are 
members of his body, so we are not assessing her from outside; we are cells of her. Loving the Church is not 
naivety about her members' sins, including ours; it is siding with the Bridegroom, who sees every spot and 
wrinkle more clearly than her sharpest critic and is still washing her, still nourishing her, still unwilling to 
trade her for a better one. The washing of water in verse 26 is our baptism thread from sessions 7 and 8 
coming home: we were bathed into this bride. The mystery kept for ages turns out to be a wedding, and 
everyone in this room is already inside it.

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

S1. The mystery turned out to be a union you are already inside. What would change about an 
ordinary Tuesday if you actually believed the Church is a bride being loved into splendor, and you 
are part of her?

S2. Verse 21 belongs to everyone, married or not. Where in your life right now is God asking you for 
the kind of deference that costs something?

Live It This Week

Practices
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1. Once this week, read Ephesians 5:25-27 slowly and put your own name where the Church is: Christ loved me 
and gave himself up for me, to sanctify me, to present me in splendor. Sit with it for five unhurried minutes.

2. Practice verse 21 in secret: pick one person you find genuinely hard to defer to, and do one deliberate, 
unannounced act of service for them before we meet again. Tell no one.

3. At Mass this Sunday, as you walk up to receive Communion, remember verse 30: we are members of his 
body. Receive as the bride receiving the Bridegroom who gave himself up for her.

4. If you are married or seriously dating: have one honest conversation this week about what 'gave himself up 
for her' would concretely look like in your relationship this month. If you are single: pray for one married 
couple you know, by name, every day this week.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 5:32
"This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church."

Ephesians 5:32

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Lord Jesus Christ, Bridegroom of the Church, we sealed our guesses and you kept your secret until tonight: the 
mystery hidden for ages is a wedding, and we are inside it. Thank you for loving the Church and giving yourself 
up for her; thank you that the water that washed her washed us. Teach the married among us to love with your 
cross, teach all of us to defer to one another out of reverence for you, and bring your whole bride, spotless and 
radiant, to the feast you have prepared. To you be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for 
ever and ever. Amen.
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P a r t  T h r e e

Leader Reference Card

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

Primary text
● Ephesians 5:21-33 read twice; second pass listening for repeated words

Within Ephesians
● Ephesians 5:18-21 the governing sentence, Q1

● Ephesians 5:1-2 'gave himself up for us,' echoed at 5:25

● Ephesians 1:22-23 head and body, Q4

● Ephesians 4:15-16 the head as source of growth, Q4

● Ephesians 1:9-10 the mystery arc, Q6

● Ephesians 3:3-6 the mystery arc, Q6

● Ephesians 1:4 chosen before the foundation of the world, Q7

Discovery
● Genesis 2:21-24 the first wedding; quoted at 5:31

Dig Deeper and background
● John 19:34 the opened side; Dig Deeper at Q5

● Ezekiel 16:8-14 the Lord washes and adorns his bride; behind 5:26-27

● Hosea 2:19-20 the Lord betroths Israel forever

● Isaiah 62:5 as the bridegroom rejoices over the bride

● Revelation 19:7 the marriage of the Lamb; where the mystery is heading

Terms
● mystērion. God's secret plan, hidden for ages and now unveiled in Christ

● sacramentum. the Vulgate's Latin rendering of mystērion at 5:32

● kephalē. head; in Ephesians, the source of the body's life, nourishment, and growth

Catechism
● CCC 766. the Church born from the opened side of Christ

● CCC 796. Christ and the Church as Bridegroom and bride

● CCC 1616. Paul reads marriage in light of Christ's spousal love

● CCC 1617. baptism the nuptial bath; marriage of the baptized a true sacrament
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 10. Children, Fathers, Slaves, Masters

Reading: Ephesians 6:1-9
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P a r t  O n e

Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers how verse 9 quietly subverts the master-slave relation from the inside, and weighs 
honestly why Paul regulates an institution the gospel is built to dissolve rather than calling for its immediate 
abolition.

Catholic Touchstone
Every human authority answers to the one Kyrios in heaven, with whom there is no partiality, so no baptized 
person may ever be treated as a means, and the Church now names the enslavement of human beings a grave 
violation of the seventh commandment.

This is the session leaders are most tempted to rush past, and the one this group most needs. Last 
week the mystery was unsealed: Christ and the Church, one flesh. Tonight Paul walks that mystery 
into the two remaining rooms of the ancient household, the nursery and the slave quarters, and 
something strange happens in each. Children and slaves, people the moral literature of the age 
talked about but never to, are addressed directly, as members of the assembly, before their fathers 
and masters are addressed at all. Then verse 9 detonates quietly: masters must render to their 
slaves the very same good-willed service slaves were just told to render, must give up threatening, 
which was the engine of the whole system, and must remember that they share one Master who 
does not look at faces. Your group has heard the accusation that the Bible endorses slavery. Do not 
protect them from it; this passage, read closely, is the answer, and they should find that answer 
themselves. Handle the room gently: some of them have fathers who provoked them to anger, and 
the fourth commandment can land on a bruise.

What You Need to Know

Household codes, and what Paul does to the genre
Greco-Roman moral writing had a settled convention for discussing the household: the writer 
addresses the free adult male and tells him how to manage his wife, his children, and his slaves. The 
other parties are subject matter, not audience. Aristotle can describe a slave as a living tool, an 
instrument with a soul. Paul takes over the familiar three-pair structure and breaks its deepest rule: 
he speaks to wives, children, and slaves directly, and in each pair he speaks to the subordinate party 
first. In a world where the letter was read aloud in the assembly, that means the slave in the room 
heard the apostle address him by name as a moral agent whose daily work could be done as to 
Christ, before his master was addressed at all. Simply being spoken to was a dignity the culture did 
not offer.
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The father's power, and its new boundary
The Roman paterfamilias held sweeping legal authority over his children, in the old law extending, 
at least in theory, to power of life and death, and in practice covering property, marriage, and 
discipline for as long as he lived. Verse 4 puts two fences around that power that Roman law never 
did: a prohibition, do not provoke your children to anger, and a positive charge, bring them up in 
the paideia and instruction of the Lord. The father is demoted from owner to steward. He answers 
to a Father, and his authority exists for the child's formation, not the child's use.

Roman slavery, without whitewash
Do not let the group soften Roman slavery into mere employment. It was often brutal, it included 
the mines and the lash and sexual exploitation, and slaves made up a vast share of the empire's 
population, by many estimates something approaching a third in the large cities, though ancient 
numbers are uncertain. It differed from American race slavery in some respects, manumission was 
common and slavery was not tied to skin color, but it rested on the same premise: that one human 
being can be another's property. Keep both honesty and precision here; the steelman depends on it.

Why the answer lives in verse 9
Three moves in a single verse. First, ta auta, do the same to them: the good will, the service from the 
heart that slaves were commanded in verses 5 to 8 is now commanded of masters toward slaves, 
which makes the relation mutual, an echo of 5:21. Second, forbear threatening: the threat was the 
enforcement mechanism, the one thing that made the institution run, and Paul removes it. Third, 
the kyrios wordplay: the earthly kyrioi have a Kyrios in heaven, and with him there is no 
prosopolempsia, no receiving of the face, no partiality. Slavery's ideological foundation was the 
claim that some persons simply outrank others by nature. Verse 9 denies that claim at the top of the 
universe. A master who must serve his slave's good, may not threaten, and stands beside his slave 
before the same impartial Lord is a master whose mastery is already dissolving. The Church took 
this seed seriously: within a few centuries St. Gregory of Nyssa was preaching what is often counted 
among the earliest surviving sustained attacks on slaveholding itself, and the Catechism today 
forbids the enslavement of human beings outright at paragraph 2414.

Pastoral note for this room
Two live wires tonight. First, the fourth commandment: some in your group have absent, harsh, or 
abusive fathers, and 'honor your father' can sound like a demand to pretend. Be ready to say plainly 
that honor is not submission to abuse, that obedience belongs to childhood while respect endures 
(the Catechism itself distinguishes these), and that for some people this week's honoring will be a 
guarded prayer from a safe distance. Second, slavery is not a museum piece: trafficking and forced 
labor are present-tense evils, which is exactly why the Church's teaching at CCC 2414 is written in 
the present tense. Leave room for anger at the history; the text can bear it.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

The commandment with a promise
Paul quotes the fourth commandment from the Decalogue and notes that it is the first 
commandment carrying a promise. In its original setting the promise is long life in the land God is 
giving Israel. Paul, writing to Gentile children in Asia Minor, quietly universalizes it: that you may 
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live long on the earth. The land promise has widened to the world, which is this letter's habit; the 
inheritance of Israel keeps opening outward to the nations. The children in the Ephesian assembly 
are being placed inside Israel's covenant story, at the age of obedience, as full members.

The God who is no respecter of faces
The declaration that there is no partiality with God is itself Old Testament language: Deuteronomy 
10:17 declares that the LORD is not partial and takes no bribe, and defends the sojourner, the 
fatherless, and the widow, precisely the people without social standing. Paul is not inventing a nice 
idea; he is aiming Israel's oldest confession about God's justice directly at the household's most 
unequal relationship. The impartial God of Deuteronomy now stands behind the slave.

From regulated to redeemed
Israel's own law regulated slavery while planting release inside it: the Hebrew slave freed in the 
seventh year, the jubilee logic of Leviticus 25, the astonishing command of Deuteronomy 23:15-16 
not to return an escaped slave to his master. Scripture's pattern with entrenched evil is often 
pedagogy rather than instant demolition: God meets a people where they are and buries inside 
their law the principles that will one day overturn what the law tolerated. Paul stands in that 
pattern, and the Church's later, absolute rejection of slavery is that seed grown to its full height.

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 to the parents of Antioch and Constantinople, Chrysostom presses verse 4 hard. In 
substance he tells fathers: you spare no expense to have your son taught rhetoric and set up in a career, yet you 
give no thought to the discipline and instruction of the Lord; you are shaping an orator and neglecting a soul. 
Raise the child first for Christ, he urges, train him like an athlete for God, for a child formed in holiness is a greater 
legacy than any estate, and everything else you give him will follow rightly from that.

Homilies on Ephesians and his treatise on the right way for parents to bring up their children. Summary of St. John 
Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. Most of your group are not parents yet, but some will be, and all of them are deciding right now what they 
believe formation is for. This lands on career anxiety.

St. Gregory of Nyssa, d. c. 395
Preaching on Ecclesiastes' line 'I bought male and female slaves,' Gregory turns on the slaveholder in the 
congregation. In substance he asks: you have bought a human being; tell me the price. God made this creature in 
his own image and appointed him ruler over the earth; who is so arrogant as to think himself the owner of God's 
image? What pile of coins did you decide was equal to a human nature? You have condemned to slavery one whose  
nature is free, and you have set a price on someone God made priceless.

Homilies on Ecclesiastes, Homily 4. Summary of St. Gregory of Nyssa's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This is what the seed in verse 9 grew into within three centuries: a bishop of the Church attacking not cruel 
masters but the owning of persons itself.

St. Josephine Bakhita, d. 1947
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Kidnapped in Sudan at about seven years old, sold and resold, beaten and scarred, she was so traumatized that she  
forgot her own name; her captors called her Bakhita, 'fortunate.' Sold at last into a household in Italy, she came to  
know a different kind of master. In the Venetian dialect she called God il Paron, the Master, and Benedict XVI 
recounts her discovery in substance: above all the masters who had owned and abused her there was a different 
Master, the living Lord, and this Master had himself been flogged, and this Master loved her, awaited her, and 
called her his own. Knowing that Master, she said, she was truly free, and she spent the rest of her life as a 
Canossian sister telling others they had the same Master.

Her canonization testimony, as recounted by Benedict XVI in Spe Salvi 3. Summary of St. Josephine Bakhita's teaching, not a 
direct quotation.
For the group. Bakhita read verse 9 from underneath, and the word she chose for God is the exact wordplay of the verse: 
the masters have a Master, and hers was good.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 2214-2215. The divine fatherhood is the source of human fatherhood and grounds the honor children 
owe their parents; filial respect flows from gratitude toward those who gave life.

CCC 2217. Obedience toward parents belongs to the child living at home and ceases with emancipation, but 
respect and honor never cease. Useful pastorally for adult children, including wounded ones.

CCC 2222-2223. Parents must regard their children as children of God and respect them as human persons; 
they bear first responsibility for their education, which answers to verse 4's charge.

CCC 1934-1935. All persons possess the same nature and origin and enjoy an equal dignity; every form of 
discrimination in fundamental rights is incompatible with God's design. The doctrinal home of 'there is no 
partiality.'

CCC 2414. The seventh commandment forbids acts or enterprises that lead, for any reason, to the enslavement 
of human beings, to their being bought, sold, and exchanged like merchandise. The seed of verse 9 in its full-
grown, binding form.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The mystery (develop). Resolved last week: Christ and the Church, one flesh. Tonight show its social 
consequence. The mystery that flattened the Jew-Gentile wall in chapter 2 and reordered marriage in chapter 5 
now reaches the last and hardest wall in the house, master and slave. Do not re-explain the mystery; let 
someone in the group notice the pattern at question 9 and name it.

The walk (develop). This is the final room of the walk section that began at 4:1. Worthy walking has now 
covered speech, purity, marriage, childhood, and work. Next week the walk ends in a stand.

Inheritance and possession (develop). Verse 8 pays slave and free from the same account: whatever good 
anyone does he will receive again from the Lord. The inheritance sealed in 1:14 is distributed without 
partiality. Connect briefly at question 4.

The powers (develop). Verse 9 lifts every eye to a Master in heaven, above every earthly hierarchy. That 
upward look is the doorway to next week, where Paul names the real enemy and it is not flesh and blood. Plant 
one sentence of anticipation at the close; do not preview the armor.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (develop). Children obey 'in the Lord'; slaves work 'as to Christ.' The little 
phrase has now consecrated every ordinary relationship in the letter.

Head and body (develop). Light touch: the household is being re-membered as the body was, every member 
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joined directly to the Head, so no member belongs to another member as property.

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

So adult children have to obey their parents about careers, dating, everything?
No. The Catechism itself (2217) says obedience belongs to the child at home and ceases with emancipation; 
what never ceases is respect and honor. Paul is addressing children in the household, and even their obedience 
is 'in the Lord,' which bounds it: no parent may command sin.

Doesn't 'bring them up in discipline' bless harsh punishment?
Read verse 4's first clause: do not provoke your children to anger. Paideia is formation, training, the whole 
shaping of a person, and the verse's explicit prohibition falls on the father's harshness, not the child's spirit. 
Colossians 3:21 adds the reason: lest they become discouraged.

My father was abusive. Am I commanded to honor him?
Honor is not pretense and it is not submission to abuse. It can mean truthful acknowledgment of the gift of life, 
prayer for a parent's soul, refusal of hatred, and boundaries that protect you. Say this gently and out loud if the 
question surfaces; someone in the room is carrying it.

Didn't the Church itself tolerate slavery for centuries, so citing CCC 2414 is convenient?
Be honest: Christians, including churchmen, owned slaves, and the development was slower and less consistent 
than it should have been. But the trajectory is real and runs one direction: Paul's seed, Gregory of Nyssa's 
attack, repeated papal condemnations of the slave trade, and the abolition movements, which were 
overwhelmingly staffed and driven by Christians reading these very texts. Development that arrives late is still 
development, and its root is verse 9, not the Enlightenment alone.

Session Goals
1. Trace the structure of the household code and notice that Paul addresses the subordinate 

party in each pair first, directly, as moral agents.

2. Discover the source and promise of the commandment Paul quotes, and what he does to the 
land promise.

3. Find the three moves of verse 9, mutual service, no threats, one impartial Master, and 
articulate how they hollow out the master-slave relation from inside.

4. Face at full strength the objection that Paul's silence endorses slavery, and answer it from the 
text without whitewashing the history.

5. Connect the pattern to the resolved mystery: the union of Christ and the Church keeps 
flattening every wall the world builds.
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Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
Roughly: Win 10 minutes, reading 5, questions 1 to 3 (children and fathers) 20, questions 4 to 6 (slaves and the 
pivot of verse 9) 20, question 7 (Philemon discovery) 10, question 8 (steelman) 15, question 9 and Send 10, 
closing 5. The steelman is the summit; protect its 15 minutes even if everything else compresses.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut the Dig Deeper on 1 Corinthians 7:21 first.

2. Compress question 3 (verse 4 on fathers) to a two-minute leader summary if the children-and-parents 
discussion runs long.

3. If still tight, convert the Philemon discovery at question 7 into a leader read-aloud rather than a group hunt; 
the Exodus discovery at question 2 stays live no matter what.



This Great Mystery | Session 10. Children, Fathers, Slaves, Masters

128

P a r t  T w o

Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, we come to you tonight as sons and 
daughters. Thank you for the parents who gave us life, and be near to any of us for whom that thanks is 
complicated. Lord Jesus, you took the form of a servant and were obedient unto death; teach us tonight what 
your Word does to power. Holy Spirit, you sealed us for the day of redemption; open this hard passage 
honestly, and do not let us look away from it. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.

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

W1. What is a rule from the house you grew up in that made no sense to you as a kid but makes 
sense to you now?

W2. Think of the best boss, coach, or teacher you have ever had, and the worst. What was the actual 
difference in how they used their authority?

The first question can surface family pain; receive whatever comes warmly and do not press. The second question is 
quietly loading verse 9, so listen for the word 'threat' and remember who said it.

Read

Read aloud
Three readers. Reader one takes 6:1-4, reader two takes 6:5-8, and reader three reads verse 9 alone, slowly. 
Ask the group to listen for who is being talked to, not just about.

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.

Who gets spoken to

1. Paul addresses four groups in these nine verses, and two more last week. List all six pairs in 
order. In each pair, who does Paul address first? Now the strange part: in the standard moral 
handbooks of Paul's world, who was the only person in the household the writer ever actually 
addressed?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Wives then husbands, children then fathers, slaves then masters: in every pair the socially subordinate party is 
addressed first, and addressed directly. Greco-Roman household writing ran the other way; the moralist spoke 
to the free adult male about how to manage everyone else, and Aristotle could call a slave a living tool. This 
letter was read aloud in the assembly, which means the children and the slaves of Ephesus heard an apostle 
speak to them, by name as a class, as moral agents whose obedience could be offered to Christ. Before Paul says 
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a single word about their duties, the form of the passage has already said something the culture never said: you 
are a person, and you are in the Church on the same floor as your father and your master.

Live discovery
Split the room in two. Half find the commandment in Exodus 20, half find it in Deuteronomy 5. Read the 
wording carefully and report back what promise is attached.

Let them find it. Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16

2. Paul says he is quoting 'the first commandment with a promise.' Let's go find it. What is the 
promise in the original, and what has Paul done to it?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

It is the fourth commandment, the hinge of the Decalogue, and the promise in both places is long life in the land 
the LORD your God gives you, with Deuteronomy adding that it may go well with you. Paul keeps the promise 
but quietly drops 'the land' and writes 'the earth.' Gentile children in Asia Minor were never promised Canaan, 
so Paul does what this whole letter does with Israel's inheritance: he opens it outward to the nations. A child 
obeying her parents in Ephesus is standing inside Sinai's covenant, and the promised land has become the 
whole world. Notice also what it means that children get a commandment at all: obedience at their age is not 
just house rules, it is covenant membership, something they can offer to God.

3. Verse 4 turns to fathers. A Roman father held nearly absolute legal power over his children for as 
long as he lived. What does this one verse forbid him, and what does it assign him?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

It forbids provoking: the needling, the impossible standards, the anger-farming that a man with total power can 
inflict without ever technically doing wrong. And it assigns him a task: bring them up in the paideia and 
instruction of the Lord, where paideia means the whole formation of a person, not just punishment. Roman law 
gave the father rights; Paul gives him a job and a boundary, and both exist for the child's sake. The father is not 
an owner but a steward who answers to the Father from whom every family is named (3:15). For anyone in the 
room whose father broke this verse over them: the verse is on their side. Paul saw what a provoking father 
does to a child and forbade it in Scripture.

Dig Deeper
Colossians 3:21 is this verse's twin and adds the reason for the prohibition: lest they become discouraged. Paul 
has watched a child's spirit go out like a lamp.

The slave's work relocated

4. Read verses 5 to 8 again slowly and list every phrase that tells the slave who he is really working 
for. What do these phrases do to the master's ownership, and what does verse 8 promise?
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ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

As to Christ; as servants of Christ; doing the will of God from the heart; as to the Lord and not to men; he will 
receive the same again from the Lord, whether he is a slave or free. Five times in four verses, Paul relocates the 
slave's work: the earthly master loses ownership of its meaning. The slave's real employer, real audience, and 
real paymaster is Christ, which means the most degraded labor in the empire can be worship, and no master 
can touch that. Then verse 8 opens the pay window and puts slave and free in the same line before the same 
Lord: the inheritance we have tracked since 1:14 is distributed without partiality. Be careful with the group 
here: this dignifies the worker, not the institution. Paul is arming the slave's interior life, not blessing his 
chains, and the proof is what happens next in verse 9.

The pivot

5. Verse 9 begins: 'Masters, do the same to them.' The same as what? Trace it backward through 
verses 5 to 8 and say precisely what masters are being commanded. Then look at the next clause: 
what single tool does Paul confiscate?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The same refers to what slaves were just commanded: render service with good will, from the heart, as to the 
Lord. So masters must serve their slaves' good, with good will, from the heart. The relation has just been made 
mutual, and we have heard that move before: 5:21, be subject to one another out of reverence for Christ, still 
governing everything. Then the confiscation: forbear threatening. The threat was not a detail of ancient slavery, 
it was the engine; the entire system ran on fear of the lash, the mines, the auction block. Paul removes the 
engine and leaves the frame standing, and a machine without its engine may look the same from the street, but 
it no longer runs. A master who must serve his slave and cannot threaten him is a master in name whose 
mastery is quietly dissolving.

6. One Greek word appears again and again in verses 5 to 9, translated sometimes 'master' and 
sometimes 'Lord.' Count its appearances. What is Paul doing with it, and what does the final phrase, 
'there is no partiality with him,' do to the whole idea of slavery?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The word is kyrios. Slaves obey their earthly kyrioi; they serve the Kyrios; they receive from the Kyrios; and the 
kyrioi are told their own Kyrios is in heaven. Every time an Ephesian master heard his title, he heard it pointing 
above his head. The masters have a Master, and Bakhita's word for God, il Paron, the Master, shows a slave 
hearing this verse exactly right. Then the last phrase: prosopolempsia, literally receiving of the face, partiality. 
Heaven does not see the social mask; the God of Deuteronomy 10:17 is not partial and never was. Slavery's 
deepest claim was that some persons outrank others by nature. Verse 9 denies that claim at the top of the 
universe, and once it is denied there, its days below are numbered.

Dig Deeper
Galatians 3:28 and Colossians 3:11 say out loud what verse 9 implies: in Christ there is neither slave nor free. 
Ephesians has been building that sentence brick by brick since chapter 2.
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Live discovery
Have everyone find the letter to Philemon, one page, near the end of the New Testament, and read verses 15 to 
16 aloud together. Then have one person scan down to verse 21 and read it too.

Let them find it. Philemon 15-16; Philemon 21

7. Paul once wrote an entire letter, his shortest, about one runaway slave being sent back to his 
Christian master. Let's watch him apply tonight's verse to a man with a name.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Paul asks Philemon to receive Onesimus back no longer as a slave but more than a slave, as a beloved brother, 
both in the flesh and in the Lord. Both in the flesh and in the Lord: not just brothers on Sunday and property on 
Monday, but brothers in every sphere at once. And verse 21, 'knowing that you will do even more than I say,' is 
a raised eyebrow that many readers ancient and modern have heard as a request for the man's freedom, 
though Paul, characteristically, makes Philemon reach the conclusion himself rather than ordering it. This is 
verse 9 with a face on it. Notice the method: Paul does not command from outside, he rearranges the 
relationship from inside, brotherhood first, until owning the man becomes unthinkable.

Dig Deeper
1 Corinthians 7:21 shows Paul telling slaves who can gain their freedom to take the opportunity. He is not 
romanticizing slavery; where the door opens, walk through it.

The hard question, at full strength

8. Now the objection your group has already met online, and it deserves its full weight before 
anyone answers.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Paul had a clean chance to say 'slavery is evil, free them,' and instead he 
told slaves to obey their masters with fear and trembling. Slaveholders in the American South preached from 
this exact passage, and they were not misquoting it; the words are right there. If an inspired moral teacher, 
given a direct opening, regulates an abomination instead of condemning it, then the simplest explanation is that 
these letters are documents of their age, reflecting its blind spots, not a revelation standing above it. A merely 
human Paul explains this passage better than an inspired one.

Answering from the text. Start by conceding what is true, because it is: these verses were preached from 
slaveholding pulpits, Christians including churchmen owned slaves, and abolition came centuries later than it 
should have. Do not defend that history; the Church does not. But now read what the passage actually does, 
because the objection depends on not reading verse 9. Paul addresses slaves as brothers and moral agents, 
which the genre never did; he hands the slave's work and reward to Christ, out of the master's reach; and then 
he commands masters to render the same good-willed service to their slaves, strips them of the threat that 
made the system run, and stands master and slave side by side before one impartial Master. Every premise 
slavery rested on is denied inside these five verses. Ask the group the honest historical question: what were 
Paul's actual options? He was writing to house churches of a few dozen people, with no vote, no army, and no 
standing, inside an empire whose economy was slavery and which crucified revolutionaries. A proclamation of 
abolition would have freed no one and gotten every slave in the room killed. What Paul does instead is plant a 
charge in the foundation: brotherhood, mutuality, one impartial Lord. And the fuse burned: Gregory of Nyssa 
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attacking slaveholding itself by the fourth century, and, in the end, abolition movements led overwhelmingly by 
Christians who had these texts open. The slaveholders had to quote verses 5 to 8 while covering verse 9 with a 
thumb; the abolitionists just moved the thumb. That is also, notice, how Scripture itself describes God's way 
with entrenched evil, divine pedagogy, meeting a people where they are while burying release inside the law, 
and Israel's own law already sheltered the runaway (Deuteronomy 23:15-16). Say the last part honestly: it is 
fair to grieve that the seed grew so slowly, and Catholics can hold that grief. But a text that dissolves slavery 
from the inside is not a text of its age. Its age is all around it in the ruins, and this text is why.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The objection is strong exactly as far as verses 5 to 8, and collapses at verse 9: mutual service commanded of 
masters, threatening forbidden, one impartial Master over both. Paul, with no political power, denies slavery's 
premises rather than issuing a proclamation that would have freed no one, and the Church's trajectory from 
Gregory of Nyssa to CCC 2414, the enslavement of human beings forbidden outright, grows from this seed. The 
honest concession stands alongside the answer: Christians misused these verses and were too slow, and the 
verses themselves are what finally condemned them.

9. Step back to the whole letter. Where have we seen Ephesians do this before, take a wall the world 
thinks is permanent and quietly flatten it? What does that pattern have to do with the mystery we 
unsealed last week?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Chapter 2: the dividing wall between Jew and Gentile, broken down, one new man. Chapter 5: husband and 
wife, reordered under mutual subjection and Christ's cross-shaped love. Chapter 6: parent and child bound into 
one covenant, master and slave set before one impartial Master. The mystery, Christ and the Church united as 
one body, one flesh, is not an idea that leaves the world as it found it. A body cannot have one member owning 
another member; every wall inside the household falls for the same reason the wall in the temple courtyard 
fell. And one step further, pointing at next week without opening it: if the walls between people are coming 
down, who is actually holding the world in bondage? Paul is about to name the real enemy, and it is not flesh 
and blood.

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

S1. Everyone in this room is under somebody's authority and has some authority over somebody, a 
boss, a younger sibling, a team, a group chat you run. If verse 9 got applied to how you hold your 
small piece of power this week, what would actually change?

S2. Tonight we sat with a passage people use against the faith, and we did not flinch. How does it 
change your confidence, or your honesty, to know the hard texts can be read all the way through?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Honor your father and your mother concretely this week: one call, one letter, one real thank-you for 
something specific. If that relationship is wounded, your honoring can be a single guarded prayer for them 
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from whatever distance is safe; that counts, fully.

2. Pick your most invisible task of the week, the dishes, the data entry, the shift no one sees, and do it 
deliberately 'as to the Lord and not to men.' Once, on purpose, with attention.

3. Find the one place you hold power over someone and rule by low-grade threat, the sharp tone, the silence, 
the hanging deadline, and forbear it for seven days. Replace it once with the good-willed service you would 
want from above you.

4. Pray one decade of the Rosary this week for the millions still enslaved today, trafficked and in forced labor, 
and for their masters' conversion. St. Josephine Bakhita, pray for us.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 6:9
"Masters, do the same to them, and forbear threatening, knowing that he who is both their Master and yours is 
in heaven, and that there is no partiality with him."

Ephesians 6:9

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Lord Jesus Christ, Master who knelt with a towel, we have read tonight what your gospel does to power, and we 
hand you ours. Bless our parents, living and dead; heal what is broken between us and them. Make our hidden 
work worship. Where we have ruled anyone by fear, forgive us and teach us your way. And for every man, 
woman, and child still held in slavery tonight, break the chains, Lord, and hurry. Through the prayers of St. 
Josephine Bakhita, who called you her good Master, 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 6:1-9 three readers: 1-4, 5-8, and verse 9 alone

Discovery passages
● Exodus 20:12 the commandment, first tablet's hinge

● Deuteronomy 5:16 adds 'that it may go well with you'

● Philemon 15-16 no longer as a slave but a beloved brother

● Philemon 21 'even more than I say'

Supporting passages
● Ephesians 5:21 mutual subjection, still governing

● Ephesians 3:15 the Father from whom every family is named

● Deuteronomy 10:17 the LORD is not partial

● Deuteronomy 23:15-16 do not return the escaped slave

● Colossians 3:21 lest they become discouraged

● Galatians 3:28 neither slave nor free

● Colossians 3:11 Christ is all, and in all

● 1 Corinthians 7:21 gain your freedom if you can

Terms
● kyrios. lord, master; the same word for the earthly masters and the Master in heaven

● prosopolempsia. partiality, literally receiving of the face

● paideia. formation, training, the whole raising of a person

● doulos. slave, bondservant

Catechism
● CCC 2214-2217. filial honor; obedience ends, respect endures

● CCC 2222-2223. parents' charge to educate and respect their children

● CCC 1934-1935. equal dignity, discrimination incompatible with God's design

● CCC 2414. enslavement of human beings forbidden
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This Great Mystery

Ephesians and the Secret God Kept for Ages
Session 11. Stand Therefore

Reading: Ephesians 6:10-24
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Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim
The group discovers that every piece of the armor is Old Testament language for God's own equipment, worn 
first by the Lord and his Messiah in Isaiah and Wisdom, and now handed to them.

Catholic Touchstone
The Christian life is a real combat against a real personal enemy, fought not in our own strength but in God's, 
with weapons he shares: truth, righteousness, faith, salvation, his word, and unceasing prayer in the company 
of all the saints.

This is the last session, and Paul saves the letter's most famous image for the end. Eleven weeks of 
walking (4:1, 4:17, 5:2, 5:8, 5:15) resolve into a single new posture: stand. The group's job tonight is 
to discover two things. First, that the enemy is finally named, and it is not any human being; the 
powers the letter has been tracking since 1:21 step into the open at 6:12. Second, and this is the 
heart of the session, that the armor is not generic military kit. Piece by piece, it is language the Old 
Testament uses for God's own armor and the Messiah's own equipment. Isaiah 59 has the Lord 
himself putting on the breastplate of righteousness and the helmet of salvation. Isaiah 11 girds the 
Messiah with righteousness and faithfulness. Isaiah 52 shoes the herald of peace. Wisdom 5 has the 
Lord taking his panoplia, the exact Greek word Paul uses for 'whole armor.' Paul is not telling the 
Ephesians to gear up like soldiers. He is telling them God has handed them his own armor, which 
the Fathers read, rightly, as handing them Christ. End warm: the letter closes with Tychicus, a 
request for prayer, one last appearance of the word 'mystery,' and a blessing on all who love the 
Lord Jesus 'with love undying.'

What You Need to Know

Walk becomes stand
Ephesians has been structured around the verb 'walk' since 2:2 ('in which you once walked') and 
2:10 ('that we should walk in them'). Chapters 4 and 5 issued five walk commands. Now, in the 
space of four verses (6:11-14), Paul says 'stand' or 'withstand' four times, and never once says 
advance, attack, or conquer. The military objective is ground-holding. That only makes sense in 
light of chapter 1: Christ is already enthroned 'far above all rule and authority and power and 
dominion' (1:21), and the decisive battle is already won. Our part is to hold ground he took. Let the 
group find the repeated verb themselves in question 1; it lands harder discovered than announced.

The powers step into the open
Tonight resolves the thread planted in session 2. Track the sequence with your group when it 
surfaces: 1:21, Christ is seated far above the powers; 2:2, we once walked under 'the prince of the 
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power of the air'; 3:10, the Church displays God's wisdom to the powers; 6:12, we wrestle them. 
Notice the pastoral genius of the order. Before Paul ever tells his readers they are at war with 
principalities, he has told them three times that Christ outranks those principalities. The letter 
never lets the enemy on stage until the victory is already established.

Whose armor this is
This is the session's discovery, so know the sources cold before the group splits up.

● Isaiah 59:16-17: the Lord, finding no man to intervene, arms himself: 'He put on 
righteousness as a breastplate, and a helmet of salvation upon his head.' Two of Paul's 
pieces, worn by God.

● Isaiah 11:4-5: the messianic shoot of Jesse, girded with righteousness and faithfulness, who 
slays the wicked 'with the breath of his lips,' the word as weapon.

● Isaiah 52:7: 'How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good tidings, 
who publishes peace.' Paul's shod feet and 'gospel of peace' both come from here.

● Wisdom 5:17-20: 'The Lord will take his zeal as his whole armor... he will put on 
righteousness as a breastplate, and wear impartial justice as a helmet; he will take holiness 
as an invincible shield.' The Greek of Wisdom 5:17 uses panoplia, the same word Paul uses 
in 6:11 for 'whole armor.' A deuterocanonical book supplies Paul's headline word, which is 
worth savoring in a Catholic room.

One weapon, and it is spoken
Every piece is defensive except the sword. Paul calls it 'the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of 
God,' and the Greek term is rhēma, which leans toward a word spoken aloud rather than a text 
considered in the abstract. Jesus in the desert (Matthew 4:1-11) fought exactly this way: three 
temptations, three spoken lines of Deuteronomy. The practical takeaway for your group is not a 
theory of Scripture but a habit: memorized Scripture said out loud is the Christian's one offensive 
weapon, which is part of why this study has ended every session with a memory verse.

Prayer is not a seventh piece
Verse 18 does not add prayer to the armor list; grammatically it hangs off 'stand' as the manner in 
which the whole kit is worn: 'praying at all times in the Spirit.' And it is relentlessly plural: 'with all 
perseverance, making supplication for all the saints.' The soldier in this passage does not stand 
alone; he stands in a line. Even Paul, apostle and 'ambassador in chains,' asks the Ephesians to pray 
for him, and what he wants prayer for is boldness to declare 'the mystery of the gospel.' The letter's 
great word makes its final appearance on the lips of a prisoner. Interpreters differ on whether 'the 
evil day' (6:13) means a final eschatological crisis or any day of concentrated trial; the Church has 
not defined the point, and the practical force is the same either way, so present the range honestly if 
it comes up.

The last lines
Tychicus (6:21-22) is the letter's mail carrier; he appears in the same role in Colossians 4:7. The 
letter ends where it began, with grace and peace (compare 1:2), and its final phrase blesses all who 
love the Lord Jesus 'with love undying,' literally 'in incorruptibility' (en aphtharsia). A letter that 
opened before the foundation of the world (1:4) closes with a love that does not decay. Since this is 
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the last night, leave time at the end for people to say what the study has meant. Do not rush the 
landing.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

God's armor, handed over
The deepest Old Testament root tonight is not any single verse but a pattern. In Isaiah 59, the arm 
of the Lord goes to war precisely because no human champion can be found: God arms himself to 
do what man cannot. In Isaiah 11, the equipment passes to the Messiah, the shoot of Jesse. In 
Ephesians 6, it passes to the baptized. That is the whole gospel of this letter in miniature: what 
belongs to God by nature is given to us by grace, 'in Christ,' the phrase the group has been tracking 
since week one. The Fathers pressed this to its natural conclusion: the armor of God is finally Christ 
himself, which is why Paul can say elsewhere, 'put on the Lord Jesus Christ' (Romans 13:14). The 
command of 6:11 is the command of 4:24 in military dress: put on the new man. What the group 
put on in baptism is what they are told to fasten tight tonight.

The herald's feet and the servant's mouth
Isaiah 52:7 pictures a runner crossing the mountains to announce to besieged Jerusalem that the 
war is over and God reigns. Paul shoes the Christian with 'the equipment of the gospel of peace': the 
soldier in this armor is, strangely, a herald of peace, standing against spirits, not people, on behalf of 
people. And Isaiah 49:2 says of the Servant, 'He made my mouth like a sharp sword,' which stands 
behind both Paul's sword of the Spirit and the sharp two-edged sword from the mouth of the risen 
Christ in Revelation 19:15. In the whole biblical arsenal, the word does the cutting.

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 passage, Chrysostom insists that no human being is ever the Christian's enemy. The people who 
wound us, oppose us, even persecute us, are not the foe; they are captives of the foe, and the fitting response to a 
captive is pity and rescue, not hatred. The war is real, he says, but it is aimed entirely past flesh and blood, at the 
powers who hold flesh and blood hostage.

Homilies on Ephesians, on 6:10-13. Summary of St. John Chrysostom's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. For a generation trained by the internet to treat disagreement as combat, this reframes every hostile person 
in their life as someone to fight for, not against.

St. Athanasius, d. 373
In his life of the desert father St. Anthony, Athanasius records Anthony's teaching that the demons are defeated 
enemies: real, malicious, and busy, but stripped of their power by Christ, so that their chief weapons are noise, 
illusion, and fear. A life anchored in prayer, fasting, and the sign of the cross gives them nothing to grip, and the 
Christian who knows Christ's victory can treat their terrors with something close to contempt.

Life of Antony. Summary of St. Athanasius' teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This is the balance the session needs: the enemy is real enough to arm against and defeated enough that fear 
of him is never Christian.
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St. Alphonsus Liguori, d. 1787
Alphonsus teaches, in substance, that prayer is the one weapon no Christian can survive without: God has attached  
the grace to conquer temptation to the act of asking for it, so that the one who prays will certainly stand and the 
one who abandons prayer will certainly fall. His famous maxim runs to the effect that the saved are those who 
prayed and the lost are those who did not.

The Great Means of Prayer. Summary of St. Alphonsus Liguori's teaching, not a direct quotation.
For the group. This lands directly on 6:18: the armor is worn 'praying at all times,' and Alphonsus explains why Paul 
refuses to separate the two.

Catechism Connection

The Catechism says
CCC 409. The whole of human life, individual and collective, is a hard battle against the powers of evil and 
darkness, lasting from the beginning of history until the last day; the Catechism is here quoting the Second 
Vatican Council.

CCC 391-395. Satan and the demons are angels created good who became evil by their own free and 
irrevocable choice; their power is real but not infinite, and it cannot prevent the building up of God's kingdom.

CCC 2851. In the Our Father, the 'evil' we ask deliverance from is not an abstraction but a person: Satan, the 
evil one, the angel who opposes God.

CCC 2725. Prayer is a battle, against ourselves and against the wiles of the tempter, and we pray as we live 
because we live as we pray.

CCC 1237. Baptism itself includes an explicit renunciation of Satan; every baptized person in the room has 
already declared this war.

Thread Watch

Thread Watch
The powers (resolve). Planted in session 2 at 1:21, this thread resolves tonight at 6:12. Walk the group back 
through 1:21, 2:2, and 3:10 when the enemy list surfaces, and let them see that Christ was seated above the 
powers three chapters before we were told to wrestle them.

The walk (resolve). The five walk commands end in 'stand.' Question 1 is built to surface this. The Christian 
walk arrives somewhere: at a soldier holding ground already won.

In Christ, in him, in the Beloved (resolve). 'Be strong in the Lord' (6:10) is the thread's last note. The armor 
is God's own; the strength is his; the phrase the group has tracked for eleven weeks turns out to be the location 
of the whole battle.

Inheritance and possession (resolve). The seal of 1:13-14 guaranteed the inheritance 'until we acquire 
possession of it.' The helmet of salvation and the call to 'keep alert with all perseverance' are what guarding the 
deposit looks like between now and the acquiring. Close the loop briefly at question 9.

The mystery (develop). Resolved in session 9, but it makes one final appearance at 6:19: Paul in chains asks 
for boldness to declare 'the mystery of the gospel.' Point it out; do not re-explain it. The room already knows 
what it is, which is its own quiet payoff.

Head and body (develop). Prayer 'for all the saints' and Paul's request for their prayers show the body 
fighting as a body. Light touch; one sentence at question 9 is enough.



This Great Mystery | Session 11. Stand Therefore

140

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

Belief in a literal devil is superstitious and pre-modern; educated Christians should quietly retire 
it.
The Church cannot retire it without retiring the Gospels: Jesus is tempted by a personal adversary, casts out 
demons, and teaches us to pray for deliverance from the evil one. The Catechism is explicit that Satan is a fallen 
angel, a person, not a symbol (CCC 391-395, 2851). What the Church does retire is fear: the same paragraphs 
insist his power is limited and his defeat certain.

If the armor is Scripture, faith, and prayer, then spiritual warfare needs no Church and no 
sacraments.
Every piece of the armor names something this letter has already located in the one body: one faith and one 
baptism (4:5), truth spoken among members of one another (4:25), righteousness as the garment of the 
baptismal new man (4:24), salvation sealed by the Spirit (1:13). The verbs of 6:10-18 are plural, the praying is 
'for all the saints,' and the man giving the orders begs for the Church's prayers two verses later. This soldier 
was never pictured alone.

Session Goals
1. Discover that the letter's walk commands resolve into 'stand,' and that the posture is ground-

holding because Christ has already won the ground.

2. Resolve the powers thread: the enemy is finally named, it is never flesh and blood, and it was 
outranked by the enthroned Christ before we were ever told to fight it.

3. Discover through the team exercise that each piece of the armor is Old Testament language for 
God's own equipment, now handed to the baptized.

4. Face the demythologizing objection at full strength and answer it from the text and the 
Catechism, without surrendering the truth that evil also works through structures.

5. Land the letter: prayer as the posture of the whole armor, the mystery's final appearance in 
chains, and the closing blessing on love undying.

Time Note

Planned for 75 to 90 minutes
90 minutes runs tight tonight because the discovery exercise needs a full 15 minutes with four teams and 
because the last session deserves an unhurried ending. Rough shape: Win 10, reading 5, questions 1 to 3 about 
15, discovery exercise 15, questions 5 to 6 about 12, steelman 12, questions 8 to 9 about 12, question 10 and 
Send and closing 12 to 15. Protect the discovery exercise and the ending above everything else.

If you are running long, cut in this order.

1. Cut first: question 6 (the flaming darts) as a standalone; fold its one key line into the answer for question 5.

2. Cut second: the Dig Deeper boxes; mention they exist on the Take-Home instead.

3. Cut third: compress question 10 to a single observation about 'love undying' delivered by you rather than 
discussed.
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Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Pray together
Father, you have blessed us in your beloved Son with every spiritual blessing, and for eleven weeks you have 
let us read the letter that says so. Tonight, as we come to its end, be strong in us, because we are not strong in 
ourselves. Open our eyes to see the real battle and the real victory, clothe us in what you have already given us, 
and teach us to stand. We ask this through Christ our Lord, who is seated far above every power, and who loves 
the Church as his own body. Amen.

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

W1. When you hear the phrase 'spiritual warfare,' what image comes to mind, and where do you 
think you picked that image up?

W2. Tell us about a time you had to hold your ground on something, big or small. What made it 
hard to stay put?

Both questions are seeding the session's two discoveries, the real enemy and the posture of standing, but do not tip 
that; just enjoy the answers.

Read

Read aloud
Three readers: verses 10 to 13, verses 14 to 20, verses 21 to 24. Ask the room to listen for one verb that keeps 
coming back in the first section.

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.

The posture

1. Scan verses 10 to 14. What verb does Paul keep repeating, and what verbs is he noticeably NOT 
using for people who are dressed for war?

Take it as far as the room wants
Floor. Just count the 'stands' together out loud; the repetition itself makes the point.

Depth. Ask what it does to a person's anxiety level to be told your job in the war is to not lose ground that 
someone stronger already won.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)
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The verb is 'stand': stand against the devil's wiles (v. 11), withstand in the evil day (v. 13), having done all, to 
stand (v. 13), stand therefore (v. 14). Four times in four verses. What Paul never says is advance, attack, invade, 
conquer. And notice what this does to the letter's favorite verb: we have been told to walk worthily (4:1), walk 
in love (5:2), walk as children of light (5:8), walk carefully (5:15). The walk ends here, in standing firm. That 
only makes sense because of what we found in week two: Christ is already enthroned far above every power 
(1:21). The war's decisive battle is over. Our orders are to hold ground he already took, not to win ground he 
somehow lost.

2. Look closely at verses 10 and 11. Whose strength is this? Whose armor is it? What does the 
grammar keep insisting on?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The strength is 'in the Lord' and 'of his might'; the armor is 'of God.' Nothing in these verses is generated by the 
Christian. This is the same grammar of gift we found in 2:8-10: even our fighting equipment arrives as a 
donation. And 'in the Lord' is the letter's signature phrase making its final appearance; the location we have 
tracked since 1:3 turns out to be the location of the battle too. You do not fight your way into Christ; you fight 
from inside him.

Dig Deeper
Compare 1 Thessalonians 5:8, where Paul hands out a breastplate of faith and love and a helmet that is the 
hope of salvation. He reuses the armor image freely, which tells you the pieces are illustrations of one reality 
rather than a fixed code to memorize.

The enemy

3. Verse 12 finally names the enemy. Make two lists: who the enemy is NOT, and who the enemy IS. 
Then think back through the letter: where have we met these 'powers' before?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Not: flesh and blood. Not the coworker, the ex, the parent, the stranger in the comment section, the politician. 
No human being is on the enemy list, ever. The enemy is: principalities, powers, world rulers of this present 
darkness, spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places. And we have been tracking them all study: in 
1:21 Christ is seated far above them; in 2:2 we once walked under 'the prince of the power of the air'; in 3:10 
the Church displays God's wisdom TO them. Notice the order the letter chose. Three times we were shown 
Christ outranking these powers before we were ever told to wrestle them. Paul never lets the enemy on stage 
until the victory is already established. One more thing: if no human is the enemy, then every human, including 
the ones who hurt us, is someone the enemy holds, which means someone to fight FOR.

Whose armor this is

Live discovery
Split into four teams. Each team looks up one passage, then reports back on two things: what pieces of Paul's 
armor do you find in your passage, and, the key question, who is wearing them there?
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Let them find it. Isaiah 59:16-17; Isaiah 11:4-5; Isaiah 52:7; Wisdom 5:17-20

4. Paul did not invent this armor. Every piece of it already existed in the Old Testament, and it 
belonged to someone. Let's find out who.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Team one, Isaiah 59:16-17: the LORD himself, finding no human champion, puts on righteousness as a 
breastplate and a helmet of salvation. Two of Paul's pieces, worn by God. Team two, Isaiah 11:4-5: the Messiah, 
the shoot of Jesse, is girded with righteousness and faithfulness, and slays the wicked with the breath of his 
lips, the word as weapon. There is Paul's belt, and a preview of his sword. Team three, Isaiah 52:7: the beautiful 
feet of the herald who publishes peace and brings good tidings; there are Paul's shoes and his exact phrase, the 
gospel of peace. Team four, Wisdom 5:17-20: the Lord takes his zeal as his whole armor, righteousness as 
breastplate, impartial justice as helmet, holiness as an invincible shield. And here is the detail worth savoring: 
the Greek of Wisdom 5:17 uses the word panoplia, whole armor, the very word Paul uses in verse 11. A book 
Catholics kept in the Bible supplies Paul's headline word. So the answer to 'who wears this armor?' is: God 
does, and his Messiah does. Which makes verse 11 astonishing. Paul is not saying 'gear up like a soldier.' He is 
saying God has handed you his own armor.

5. Sit with that for a second. What is Paul actually claiming, if the armor God tells you to put on is 
the armor God himself wears? And where in this letter have we heard 'put on' language before?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

We heard it in 4:24: put on the new man, 'created after the likeness of God,' the baptismal garment we found in 
week seven. The command of 6:11 is the command of 4:24 in military dress. And the claim underneath both is 
the claim of the whole letter: what belongs to God by nature is given to us by grace, in Christ. The Fathers 
pressed this to its natural end and said the armor of God is finally Christ himself, which is why Paul can write 
elsewhere, 'put on the Lord Jesus Christ' (Romans 13:14). Truth, righteousness, peace, salvation: these are not 
virtues we forge in our own workshop and strap on. They are his, shared with us. Which means the question 
'am I strong enough for this fight?' was always the wrong question. Nobody asks whether the armor's wearer is 
strong; they ask whether the armor holds. This armor has already been through a crucifixion and a 
resurrection.

Dig Deeper
Isaiah 49:2 says of the Servant, 'He made my mouth like a sharp sword,' and Revelation 19:15 gives the risen 
Christ a sharp sword proceeding from his mouth. Trace the image: in the whole biblical arsenal, it is the word 
that cuts.

6. Verse 16: the shield of faith 'can quench all the flaming darts of the evil one.' In real, Tuesday-
afternoon life, what does a flaming dart look like? And how does faith, specifically, quench one?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The word for shield here names the big Roman door-shaped shield that covered the whole body, not a small 
buckler. The darts are sudden and from outside: the intrusive accusation ('God could never forgive that'), the 
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flash of despair, the spike of lust or envy or comparison that arrives unbidden and burning. The dart is not the 
sin; what you do next is. And faith quenches it because a dart is almost always a lie about God, and faith is 
holding what God has actually said up against what the moment is screaming. That is why the shield is faith and 
not willpower: you do not out-muscle a burning lie, you out-truth it.

But is any of this real?

7. Before we go further, we should face the strongest modern objection to this whole passage, 
because someone will put it to you eventually, and it deserves a serious answer.

Build then press
The strongest form of the objection. Here it is at full strength. Paul was a first-century man with a first-
century cosmos, one populated with spirits at every level. We know better now. The mature way to read 
'principalities and powers' is to demythologize them: they name the evils bigger than any individual, the 
systems that outlive the people inside them. Racism, exploitation, the machinery of addiction, ideologies that 
grind people up. Read that way, the passage becomes more relevant, not less. Keeping a literal devil, on this 
view, does real harm: it makes Christians paranoid, and it hands people an excuse ('the devil made me do it') 
instead of responsibility. Plenty of thoughtful modern Christians read it exactly this way.

Answering from the text. First, grant what this reading gets right, because it gets something right: evil really 
does organize itself into structures bigger than any individual, the powers really do work through them, and a 
Christian who fights personal temptation while shrugging at systemic cruelty has not understood this letter. 
Structural evil is a legitimate application of verse 12. But it cannot be the whole reading, for three reasons from 
the text and one from the Church. From the text: Paul explicitly distinguishes the enemy from flesh and blood, 
and systems are made of flesh and blood; if the powers were only systems, the humans staffing them would be 
the enemy after all, which is precisely what verse 12 forbids. Second, this letter names the devil twice as an 
individual actor, someone you can give opportunity to (4:27) and someone with methodeia, wiles, schemes 
(6:11), and a strategy implies a strategist. Third, demythologizing has to explain away not just Paul but Jesus, 
who is personally tempted by a personal adversary and teaches us to pray for deliverance from the evil one. 
And from the Church: the Catechism is unambiguous that Satan is a fallen angel, a person and not a symbol 
(CCC 391-395, 2851), while insisting just as firmly that his power is limited and his defeat certain. Notice, 
finally, that the pastoral worry cuts the other way. It is the personal reading that keeps people human: if evil is 
only structural, my enemy is the people inside the structure. If the enemy is a spirit, every human being, even 
the worst, is a hostage I am fighting for.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

The steelman is honestly strong, and its core insight, that evil works through structures, is true and biblical. But 
Ephesians will not let it be the whole truth: the enemy is explicitly not flesh and blood, the devil is named twice 
as a schemer, and the Church teaches plainly that Satan is a real fallen angel with real but strictly limited 
power. The Catholic position holds both: fight the structures, and know there is a strategist behind them who 
has already lost.

The one weapon

8. Run down the whole kit in verses 14 to 17. How many pieces are defensive, and how many are 
weapons? What is the one weapon, exactly, and where have we seen someone use it?
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ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Belt, breastplate, shoes, shield, helmet: all defense. One weapon: 'the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of 
God.' The Greek term here for word is rhēma, which leans toward a word spoken aloud, a saying on the lips, 
rather than a text sitting on a shelf. And we have watched the weapon in action: Jesus in the desert (Matthew 
4:1-11) meets three temptations with three spoken lines of Deuteronomy. He does not argue, negotiate, or 
explain; he quotes, out loud. This, by the way, is why every session of this study ended with a memory verse. 
Eleven verses of Ephesians are now stored somewhere your group can draw them. Scripture you cannot 
remember is a sword you left at home.

How the armor is worn

9. Read verses 18 to 20 carefully. Is prayer a seventh piece of armor? And look at what Paul asks 
them to pray about for him: what word shows up one last time?

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Prayer is not a seventh piece; grammatically it hangs off 'stand' as the manner of the whole thing: you stand 
'praying at all times in the Spirit.' Prayer is not part of the armor, it is how the armor is worn; take it away and 
the rest is a costume. And look how plural it is: 'with all perseverance, making supplication for all the saints.' 
This soldier stands in a line, not alone; the head and the body fight as one body. Then the stunner: Paul, apostle, 
author of this whole letter, asks THEM to pray for HIM. And what for? Boldness 'to proclaim the mystery of the 
gospel, for which I am an ambassador in chains.' There is our word, one last time. You sealed a guess about it in 
week one and opened it two weeks ago: the mystery is Christ and the Church, Jew and Gentile in one body, the 
secret God kept for ages. Its final appearance in the letter is on the lips of a man in prison for it, asking his 
friends to pray he never goes quiet about it. One more thread ties off here too: in 1:13-14 the Spirit sealed us 
'until we acquire possession' of the inheritance. The helmet of salvation and the call to 'keep alert with all 
perseverance' are what guarding that seal looks like between now and possession day.

Dig Deeper
The St. Michael prayer, composed by Pope Leo XIII in 1886, is essentially Ephesians 6 in fifty words: it names 
the wickedness and snares of the devil, asks for defense, and leaves the fighting to heaven. It is on your Take-
Home.

The last word of the letter

10. Read verses 21 to 24. How does the letter end, and how does that ending compare with how it 
began? Look especially at the very last phrase.

ANSWER  (share after the discussion)

Tychicus carries the letter and the news (he does the same job in Colossians 4:7); real churches, real courier, 
real chains. Then the blessing: peace, love with faith, and grace, which is exactly where the letter began in 1:2, 
'grace to you and peace.' And the final phrase: grace be with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ 'with love 
undying,' literally 'in incorruptibility' (en aphtharsia). A letter that opened before the foundation of the world, 
with the Father choosing us in the Beloved before time (1:4), closes with a love that time cannot rot. That is the 
whole arc: from eternity to eternity, and the eleven weeks we just spent were about everything in between: the 
body, the temple, the grace, the walk, the household, the war, and the mystery at the center of it all.
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Send
Open questions. Let these land in silence if they need to.

S1. Which piece of the armor do you most need in this season of your life, and what would it look 
like to actually ask God for it this week?

S2. After eleven weeks in this letter, what is one thing from Ephesians you want to still be carrying 
a year from now?

Live It This Week

Practices
1. Pray the armor on each morning as you get dressed: name each piece out loud and ask for it, belt of truth to 
sword of the Spirit. It takes two minutes and it reframes the whole day as held ground.

2. Name your most recurring flaming dart, the accusation or temptation that lands most often, and choose one 
memory verse from this study to say out loud when it hits. Write it on a card and keep the card where the dart 
usually finds you.

3. Pick one person in the line beside you and pray for them by name every day this week, the way Paul asked 
the Ephesians to pray for him. Tell them you are doing it.

4. Read the whole letter of Ephesians in one sitting before Sunday, out loud if you can; it takes about twenty 
minutes. Watch how differently the word 'mystery' lands now.

5. If it has been a while, go to Confession this week. The sacrament is where ground the enemy took gets 
handed back.

Scripture Memory

Ephesians 6:11
"Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil."

Ephesians 6:11

Closing Prayer

Pray together
Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, 
to him be glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Father, thank you for 
these eleven weeks, for this room, and for the letter that told us who we are: chosen, redeemed, sealed, seated, 
built together, and armed. Keep us standing when we are tired, praying when we are dry, and loving your Son 
with love undying. Through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.
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P a r t  T h r e e

Leader Reference Card

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

Primary text
● Ephesians 6:10-24 read in three parts: 10-13, 14-20, 21-24

Discovery passages (four teams)
● Isaiah 59:16-17 the LORD's own breastplate and helmet

● Isaiah 11:4-5 the Messiah's belt; the breath of his lips

● Isaiah 52:7 the herald's feet, the gospel of peace

● Wisdom 5:17-20 the Lord takes his panoplia; breastplate, helmet, shield

Echoes within Ephesians
● Ephesians 1:13-14 sealed until we acquire possession

● Ephesians 1:21 Christ far above the powers

● Ephesians 2:2 prince of the power of the air

● Ephesians 3:10 the Church displays wisdom to the powers

● Ephesians 4:24 put on the new man

● Ephesians 4:27 give no opportunity to the devil

Other passages
● Matthew 4:1-11 Jesus wields spoken Scripture in the desert

● Romans 13:14 put on the Lord Jesus Christ

● Isaiah 49:2 the Servant's mouth like a sharp sword (Dig Deeper)

● Revelation 19:15 the sword from the mouth of the risen Christ (Dig Deeper)

● 1 Thessalonians 5:8 Paul reuses the armor image freely (Dig Deeper)

● Colossians 4:7 Tychicus the courier

Terms
● panoplia. whole armor, full kit; the word of both Ephesians 6:11 and Wisdom 5:17

● rhēma. a word spoken aloud, a saying on the lips

● methodeia. wiles, scheming, deliberate strategy

● en aphtharsia. in incorruptibility; 'with love undying,' the letter's last phrase

Catechism
● CCC 409. all human life is a battle with the powers of darkness

● CCC 391-395. Satan a fallen angel; real, personal, limited

● CCC 2851. 'evil' in the Our Father is a person, the evil one

● CCC 2725. prayer is a battle
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● CCC 1237. baptism includes renouncing Satan


