TEACHING PLAN
Chapter 5 // Ephesians 3:1-21
WE ARE RECONCILED TO OTHERS 

BEFORE THE SESSION:
a. Review Ephesians 3:1-21 and draw brackets around the prayer that Paul prayed for the Ephesians.

b. Read Chapter 5 in the Personal Study Guide as well as the related Expository Notes.

c. Copy Teaching Item 6: Who is Paul? for distribution.

d. Gather Personal Study Guides, extra Bibles, and pens to be available for the group. 

e. Pray for the group who will be engaged in the session.

LEADING THE SESSION:
1. Introduce the study by calling on a volunteer to read the passage, Ephesians 3:1-21, to be highlighted in the session. Tell the group that this passage, somewhat like the one highlighted in session 2, contains a specific prayer by Paul for the Ephesians and that there is much to be learned by studying the substance of his intercessions for them as well as the proclamations that surrounded his prayer. Direct the group to find and bracket Paul’s prayer and inform them that they will explore that in-depth during the meeting.
Distribute Teaching Item 6: Who is Paul? to use with a mini lecture. Note that Paul, one of the most well-known apostles and a most prolific writer with a storied biography, often described himself in intriguing autobiographical descriptions in the letters he wrote. Point out that this is true in many of his letters, including the Ephesians session passage, which also provides some revealing identifiers. Help the group fill in these blanks: (1) apostle and eye-witness to the resurrected Christ on the Road to Damascus; (2) formerly called Saul, a Pharisaical Jew from the Tribe of Benjamin; (3) witness to Stephen’s martyrdom; (4) author of at least 13 books of the New Testament; (5) missionary to Ephesus on his second journey; (6) a self-identified prisoner of Jesus Christ and a servant of this gospel; and (7) the least of all the saints. Direct the group to scan the passage to find them and circle those phrases included on the Teaching Item 6: Who is Paul?, specifically prisoner of Jesus Christ, a servant of this gospel, and the least of all the saints.

2. Review Ephesians 3:1-13 and highlight Paul’s description of himself as a prisoner of Jesus Christ, noting that he does not consider himself a prisoner of Cesar. Remind the group of the circumstances of Paul’s imprisonment by Rome. Tie Paul’s predicament with his understanding of his calling as Christ’s witness and missionary and God’s sovereignty in his life. Ask: Why did Paul consider himself a prisoner of Jesus Christ and was this a positive or negative in his own mind? Encourage the group to skip down to verse 13 for insight into his mind-set. Ask: If Paul encouraged the Ephesians not to be concerned about this plight, do you imagine it was false bravado or a loving attempt to provide comfort—or was it based upon his deep faith and trust in Christ? For personal application, direct the group to the PSG activity, page 54, A Prisoner of Jesus Christ.
Note that as the PSG writer suggests, Paul seemed to be about to launch into a prayer for the Ephesians in verse 1 but got sidetracked by his deep passion for Christ. Even when he was praying to God, he could not stop speaking about Him.
Direct the group to read verse 3 silently to understand Paul’s role with the Gentiles and summarize for the discussion: He was to share the gospel with them and reveal to them what Christ had shared with them. He remained a witness and a missionary.
Lead the group to review verses 4 and 5 and define the mystery of Christ. Explain that the mystery, while it did not become crystal clear until the coming of Jesus, was never intended to be kept a secret. Note that Paul’s sense of mystery was evoked from the marvelous awe-inspiring revelation of how much God loves us and what He gave to redeem humanity. Point out that perhaps one of the biggest puzzlers in the mystery of Christ is alluded to in verse 6—God’s decision to intimately involve believers in the process of reconciling people to Christ. Remind the group that Paul was highlighting the Gentiles’ partnership in the gospel. 
Guide the group to review verses 7 and 8 and Paul’s own servitude to the gospel. Encourage them to define the gift of grace. Ask: Paul mentioned this gift twice in these two verses. What do you think prompted this? Highlight the humility that Paul displays as he calls himself a servant of this gospel and the least of all the saints. Note how Paul ties God’s power with the gift of grace. Ask: Was Paul suggesting that humble, ordinary, and otherwise inconsequential human beings may transcend into greatness through the power of God at work in their lives? Lead the group to review their answers in the PSG activity A Prisoner of Jesus Christ to determine how greatness may be defined in light of these verses.
Encourage the group to review verses 8, 9, and 10 to determine Paul’s self-identified role: (1) to proclaim the incalculable riches of Christ to the Gentiles; (2) to explain the unifying message to all believers, Jew and Gentile alike; and (3) to share God’s wisdom through the church. Point to the phrase the rulers and authorities in the heavens and refer to the expository notes on page 52 for insight into how the wisdom of the church impacts them.

3. Call on a volunteer to read verses 14-21 to get to the substance of Paul’s prayer in this passage. Point to the phrase for this reason and highlight that Paul has spent several verses describing why he feels compelled to turn to God.
Note that Paul says he kneels before God on their behalf. Encourage the group to consider the significance of kneeling in prayer by Paul on behalf others. Note that tradition suggests that kneeling is an act of both humility and supplication and may demonstrate a sense of unworthiness in the fact of a glorious God. In addition to Paul’s humility, point to Paul’s confidence as he approaches God on behalf of the Ephesians. Direct the group to circle the blessings that he seeks on their behalf. Encourage the group to compare Paul’s prayer for the Ephesians with the prayers that we often pray for other believers. Ask: If Paul prayed for the Ephesians to be strengthened in their inner being, for Christ to dwell in their hearts through faith, to be established in love, and to truly grasp the range of God’s love for them—why do we spend so much of our time praying for other believers’ physical or financial needs instead of spiritual ones? What can we learn here from Paul’s prayer?
To help the group better understand the depth and breadth of God’s love, enlist volunteers to read these verses: Romans 8:31-39, Jeremiah 31:3, and Psalm 103:11-12. Direct the group to the PSG activity The Spirit of Prayer on page 61.
Draw attention to verse 19 and the phrase that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. Say: This was Paul’s end game. He wanted the Ephesians to grow more like Christ and if they were strengthened in their inner being, if their faith and love grew, and if they understood how much God loved them, then they would inarguably and inevitably be more like Him. Call on a volunteer to read John 17:26 to help the group understand that Jesus prayed similarly for the same reason.
Invite the group to read verses 20 and 21 together in unison. Suggest that this serves as a kind of doxology, a hymn of praise to God. Note that doxologies are sometimes expressed in a liturgical or rote fashion, but the power in these sentiments belies any notion that Paul intended them to be anything other than packed with meaning and awe-inspiring significance.
Ask: Have you experienced times when God did more than what you could ask or imagine? Encourage the group to divide into pairs to share examples of such times. If they cannot think of an example from their personal life, encourage them to share biblical examples that come to mind. Remind them of the experiences of Noah, Moses, Abraham, David, and others. Call on the pairs to volunteer, with permission, some of the responses they heard in their small groups.
After a few minutes of one-on-one or small group discussion, ask: When you consider that God can do all that you ask or imagine, how does that encourage you to pray? Remind the group that praying big aligns with the capacity of an all-powerful God and encourage them not to skimp on their prayers. Direct the group to the PSG activity The Spirit of Prayer where they compiled a prayer list, and challenge them to broaden these to daily, detailed prayers for others the rest of the week. Note that even when you do that, God will often take you by surprise with responses that are more than what you imagined. 
End the study by drawing attention to verse 21 and the end result of the big prayers that Paul prayed or the big results that God delivered: God was glorified. Point out that He still gets glory from the miraculous feats in the lives of people like Noah, Moses, and Abraham, and if we are faithful to share, He will get results from our lives, too. As a final blessing and benediction, repeat verses 20 and 21 over the group for their dismissal.
