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EPHESIANS 4 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Therefore I, the prisoner of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy 
of the calling with which you have been called, 2 with all humility and 
gentleness, with patience, showing tolerance for one another in love, 3 being 
diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 
 
Whereas chs. 1-3 have been primarily doctrinal, chs. 4-6 apply the teachings that Paul 

has previously laid out in a practical way, perhaps paralleling Romans chs. 12-13 and 
Colossians chs. 2-3. Ch. 4 begins to address the realities of the Messiah’s people in the world. 
Paul explains to his audience how they are to walk or “live” (NIV) appropriately as 
Believers. But even though the remaining sections of his letter will deal more with 
application than with doctrine, A. Skevington Wood is keen to state, “Theology is not left 
behind but interwoven with the moral exhortations.”1 It is very easy for one to overlook the 
fact that although chs. 1-3 are very theological, chs. 4-6 are actually longer.2 

4:1 In Ephesians 3:1 Paul has said that he was a prisoner “on behalf of you Gentiles” 
(RSV), but later in Ephesians 4:1 he is “the prisoner of the Lord.” F.F. Bruce describes that 
“being ‘in the Lord’ currently involves his being a prisoner; what should being ‘in the Lord’ 
involve for them?”3 Whatever Paul’s audience may do because of being in the Lord, he says, 
“I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received” (NIV), as imploring an 
audience to do something is not an uncommon practice as seen from previous epistles (i.e., 1 
Thessalonians 4:1; Romans 12:1). God has called the Believers in Asia Minor to be His people 
(cf. 1 Thessalonians 2:12; 1 Peter 1:15-16), and we can see a distinct parallel between v. 1 and 
Colossians 1:10, where Paul similarly writes “so that you will walk in a manner worthy of 
the Lord, to please Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in 
the knowledge of God.” 

Most interpreters view “calling” (Grk. klēsis) here in relation to the preaching of the 
gospel, or being called into God’s Kingdom. Paul says of his own Jewish people in Romans 
11:29, “for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable,” as He designated them to perform 
a critical function whereby salvation would ultimately be spread out to the nations. While 

 
1 Wood, in EXP, 11:54. 
2 Witherington, 279. 
3 Bruce, 333. 
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these might be some of the thoughts in Paul’s mind in composing v. 1, Peter T. O’Brien 
summarizes the key thrust: “As those who have been called into one body…they have a 
divinely ordained role in God’s purposes for the cosmos (Eph. 3:10). But God’s gracious 
calling not only bestows great privileges on them; it also carries with it solemn 
responsibilities.”4 Paul has said for his readers to live a life worthy of the great call upon 
them, as axiōs relates to “the motivating power residing in God's prior action” (TDNT).5 If 
God has performed great things on their behalf via His Son, then Believers as a result are to 
be a worthy demonstration of such great things via their lives on Earth. 

Harold W. Hoehner is absolutely right to point out, “a Christian’s conduct concerns 
both his personal life and his responsibility to other believers in the church,”6 yet getting 
Believers—Christian or Messianic—to see themselves as corporate members in Messiah’s 
Body can extraordinarily difficult to do sometimes in today’s Western world. We too often 
see ourselves as being individual “temples” of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 3:16; 6:19), not 
realizing that Paul’s perspective is that we are all God’s Temple (2:21-22). The “island unto 
oneself” mentality is quite foreign from the Hebraic worldview, and ironically enough much 
of historic Christian thought as well. Moving away from the gross individualism that 
dominates a great deal of today’s thinking is something that needs to dramatically shift. 
Unfortunately, much of the current Messianic movement has yet to do this, but it is 
something that will undoubtedly be fixed in the future. 

4:2 Walking worthily of the calling God has placed on Ephesians’ audience, Paul says 
that they are to “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in 
love” (NIV). These characteristics certainly concur with the fruit of the Spirit seen in 
Galatians 5:22-23, but we see a closer relationship demonstrated with Colossians 3:12-15: 

“So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; bearing with one another, and 
forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, 
so also should you. Beyond all these things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity. 
Let the peace of Messiah rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body; 
and be thankful.” 

The character traits Paul lists were virtues often looked down upon by Greco-Roman 
culture. One of the most significant ones is tapeinophrosunē, “humility” or “lowliness” (RSV). 
F. Foulkes explains, “Very significantly, the Greek noun tapeinophrosunē does not seem to 
have been used before New Testament times, and the corresponding adjective tapeinos 
nearly always had a bad meaning, and was associated with words with the sense of slavish, 
mean, ignoble.”7 Epictetus listed this among qualities that cannot be commended, 
instructing his listeners that when they go see a man in Athens, “do so without humbling 

 
4 O’Brien, 275. 
5 W. Foerster, “áxios, anáxios,” in TDNT, 63. 
6 Hoehner, in BKCNT, 632. 
7 Foulkes, 108. 
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yourself, and without desire or aversion, and then things will go well for you” (Discourses 
3.24.56).8 The First Century historian Josephus also reflected on how this was viewed 
negatively, expressing “how Galba was made emperor and returned out of Spain to Rome; 
and how he was accused by the soldiers as a cowardly [tapeinophrosunē] person, and slain by 
treachery in the middle of the market place at Rome” (Wars of the Jews 4.494).9 

Ben Witherington III does try to balance some of this out, indicating, “Gentleness or 
meekness was occasionally commended in the Greek tradition, but normally only as the 
behavior of the superior toward an inferior.”10 Instructing a largely non-Jewish audience in 
Asia Minor, Paul wants his readers to understand that possessing humility is appropriate 
and worthy of Believers in Yeshua. It was a character trait highly valued in his own Jewish 
culture. Andrew T. Lincoln comments, “there are numerous OT references to God’s activity 
in bringing down the proud and arrogant and exalting the humble.”11 Job 5:11 may be such a 
reference: “He sets on high those who are lowly, and those who mourn are lifted to safety.” 
The DSS also reflect the importance of humility, as the Qumran community believed that 
the Spirit of Light “engenders humility, patience, abundant compassion, perpetual 
goodness, insight, understanding, and powerful wisdom” (1QS 4.2).12 More than anything 
else, the significant virtue of humility (Philippians 2:5; Acts 20:9) is something emphasized 
by the Lord who Paul urges his audience to follow after, as He said, “Take My yoke upon you 
and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and YOU WILL FIND REST FOR YOUR 
SOULS [Jeremiah 6:16]” (Matthew 11:29). 

Yeshua also taught, “Truly I say to you, unless you are converted and become like 
children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever then humbles himself as this 
child, he is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3-4). Humbling oneself will 
enable a person to become least, and then be able to serve others in the Kingdom of God 
properly (Luke 9:46). Some have taken this as meaning that there are to be no top-down 
decisions in the ekklēsia, as though no rulings can be made from clergy and then enforced 
among laity, as all decisions must instead be made from the bottom-up. This is not 
concurrent with either Yeshua’s or Paul’s view, as the attitudes of a person are in view, not 
how decisions are made. God giving the Torah to Moses who then had to give it to Ancient 
Israel was a top-down action; the decrees of the Prophets delivering words from the 
Almighty were surely top-down; the rulings of the Jerusalem Council were also top-down. 
But even though there are scores of top-down decisions in the Scriptures, those who serve 
the Lord have the responsibility of ministering to His people in a proper manner. If they are 
representatives of the King of kings in a full-time capacity, then they must be sure to 
represent His humility, love, and wisdom to all they encounter, and they should not at all be 

 
8 Epictetus: The Discourses, ed. Christopher Gill (London: Everyman, 1995), 211. 
9 The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, 688. 
10 Witherington, 284. 
11 Lincoln, 235. 
12 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 130. 
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domineering. This ran counter to most of the Greco-Roman character traits of the First 
Century. 

A key trait that Paul wants his audience to possess—and this would be especially true 
of leaders in the Body of Messiah—is “showing tolerance for one another in love.” One is to 
“spare no effort” (NEB) to accept other people as fellow brothers and sisters in the Lord, 
demonstrating a certain decree of tolerance in the Body of Messiah. This is a word that we 
must take serious note of as a developing Messianic movement, one which does not know 
what it will fully look like in the years and decades to come. There is a great variance of 
Torah halachah present among us, ranging from a Karaite-Sadducee extreme to an Orthodox 
Jewish to Chabad extreme. There are debates over the calendar we follow for the appointed 
times, and the traditions we observe—if any—for the appointed times. I do believe in the 
long run that a style of Torah observance consistent with Conservative-Reform Judaism will 
win out in the long run, and a healthy respect for not only our Jewish spiritual and 
theological heritage, but also our Christian spiritual and theological heritage, will prevail. 
Yet in the meantime, we do need to decide what the essential issues of faith are, and each of 
us needs to be forbearing about other issues which can be left “for another day.” 

4:3 It is not difficult to see why many interpreters find strong echoes of ecumenicism 
in vs. 2b-3. Paul desires his audience to function as God’s Temple (2:14-22), a grand unity 
among which His Spirit inside of His people is able to be manifest (1 Corinthians 12:13). He 
tells them to be “eager” (RSV) or “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through 
the bond of peace” (NIV). The verb tēreō means to “to watch over, protect, guard” (LS),13 in that 
they must be diligent in their efforts of looking over the sacred trust that the Lord has given 
them as His people. Reflecting on this from a Christian perspective, O’Brien says, 

“Since the church has been designed by God to be the masterpiece of his goodness and 
the pattern on which the reconciled universe of the future will be modelled…believers are 
expected to live in a manner consistent with this divine purpose. To keep this unity must 
mean to maintain it visibly.”14 

The kind of unity that is depicted by the Scriptures is different than man-made, 
insisted uniformity. The testimony of the Bible is clear in the fact that God’s people are 
diverse, and the diversity they possess—be it cultural or ideological—can be a great asset 
for success. But it is important that if God’s people possess true unity by His Spirit, that 
there will be more uniformity than disuniformity. There will be sufficient outward 
commonality that will bind them together and bring stability. When we look at the diverse 
segments of the Jewish Synagogue and Christian Church, although there is indeed diversity 
in faith practice and tradition, there is still a significant degree of commonality and 
stability. The Messianic community today, a benefactor of the Synagogue and Church, is 
still working through some of this. We do need more unity, and we also need more 

 
13 LS, 805. 
14 O’Brien, pp 279-280. 
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uniformity.15 Some of this will take time, but I have confidence that the stability that so 
many of us pray for every day is achievable if we can be led by the Spirit, as opposed to 
either human innuendo or an agenda that takes people away from the mandate given to us 
to be a blessing to others. 
 

 
4 There is one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in one hope of your 
calling; 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 one God and Father of all who is over 
all and through all and in all. 
 
4:4-6 Vs. 4-6 describe elements of Biblical faith that many consider to possess some 

kind of early creedal formula.16 This section was frequently used in Christendom to promote 
grand ecumenical unity in the Twentieth Century, even though that is not Paul’s intention 
within the scope of his letter. While Paul wants Believers to be united, such a unity was 
different than the kind of ecumenical unity that liberal Christians advocate among all 
Believers. Paul opposed false doctrines and heresies when appropriate (v. 14), something that the 
ecumenical movements of the past century seldom did. The Apostle Paul worked for unity 
within the Body of Messiah when bigger issues were at stake, and Believers had to be united 
around them, over and against various superficial things.17 Maxie D. Dunnam properly 
summarizes, “The fact is that the whole sentence expresses one fundamental: we all belong 
to the Lord; faith is the inward disposition of the heart, and baptism is the outward sign by 
which we are united in the Lord.”18 What this might mean for us as Messianic Believers is 
something worthy of exploration. 

The ecumenical movements of the past century got it wrong because they just tried to 
unite a diverse group of Christians from all over the world, who would often just fight one 
another and not work together for various social causes. While there are certainly elements 
of working to better our planet and the lives of other people that Believers should be 
concerned with, Paul’s view throughout Ephesians, and the role of the ekklēsia, is far more 
significant. Lincoln comments, 

“The writer recognizes that what his readers hope for in the end will determine what 
they practice in the present. The one hope of final cosmic unity is therefore meant to 
produce the urgent effort to maintain and demonstrate the anticipation of this in the 
Church.”19 

Indeed, as we have discussed previously in our study (1:10, 19-22), the Body of Messiah 
and the redemption that Believers have experienced is to be a snapshot of the redemption 

 
15 Consult the chapter “The Proper Protocol,” appearing in Torah In the Balance, Volume II (forthcoming). 
16 Bruce, 335. 
17 Foulkes, 111. 
18 Dunnam, 198. 
19 Lincoln, 239. 
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that is to one day be experienced by all Creation. Surely, if the ekklēsia is to be a tangible 
representation on Earth of that future redemption, then brothers and sisters in the Lord 
must be united. The ecumenical movements of the past often failed to emphasize this unity, 
and today’s Messianic movement is a long way in 2008 (and 2012) from seeing this kind of 
unity achieved. I have a feeling that it will not be possible until we can have more doctrinal 
and practional uniformity, and adopt a more proper attitude toward both the Church and 
Synagogue. 

4:4-5 There is some significant theology weaved into vs. 4-6. Having stated “There is 
one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in one hope of your calling,” an 
indication that Paul’s audience is a part of a larger corporate Body of Messiah with all 
individuals inhabited by the same Holy Spirit—he goes on to say that there is “one Lord, one 
faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all,” 
listing off critical elements of what is to form their identity. Whether you are aware of it or 
not, there is an indirect reference to the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:4) here, something not 
inconsistent in Paul’s writing (1 Corinthians 8:4; 1 Timothy 2:5). 

All of God’s people are to be filled with the same Spirit (2:2), knowing the same Lord 
Yeshua (1:12), and recognizing themselves as children of the same Father (John 1:12; 
Galatians 3:26). This Spirit, Son, and Father order is also employed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 
12:4-6: “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit. And there are varieties of 
ministries, and the same Lord. There are varieties of effects, but the same God who works all 
things in all persons.” Paul most certainly recognizes the tri-unity of the Godhead in vs. 4-
6,20 but of particular importance is how the Father and Son are both represented as Deity. 
The Son is recognized by the title “Lord” (used for YHWH in the Tanach), and God is 
recognized as “Father.”21 Paul has previously written in 1 Corinthians 8:6, 

“[Y]et for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom are all things and we exist for 
Him; and one Lord, Yeshua the Messiah, by whom are all things, and we exist through Him.” 

4:6 The special relationship Believers have toward the Father is because He is “over all 
and through all and in all,” a likely allusion to Malachi 2:10: “Do we not all have one father? 
Has not one God created us?” If we are all children of the same Father, then we are certainly 
to be united as His people. This is why immersion or baptism is highlighted in v. 5, because 
water immersion is a practice that unites all Believers, and knows no gender barriers 
(Galatians 3:27). Wood remarks, “Baptism is one because it makes one. It provides the 
evidence that all Christians, without discrimination as to color, race, sex, age, or class, share 
the grace of Christ.”22 Water immersion was something that Jews of all classes performed 
when going to the Temple, and it was something required of all proselytes male and female. 
For Believers in Yeshua, it is a unifying element that while marking them as holy, does not 

 
20 Foulkes, 112 fn#1; Wood, in EXP, 11:57; Witherington, 286. 
21 Cf. O’Brien, 283; Lincoln, 239. 
22 Wood, in EXP, 11:56. 
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mark any one Believer as better than another. The act of immersion allows them to identify, 
in some small way, with the death, burial, and resurrection of the Messiah (Romans 6:3-4). 
 

 
7 But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Messiah's gift. 
8 Therefore it says, “WHEN HE ASCENDED ON HIGH, HE LED CAPTIVE A HOST OF CAPTIVES, 
AND HE GAVE GIFTS TO MEN” [Psalm 68:18]. 9 (Now this expression, “He ascended,” 
what does it mean except that He also had descended into the lower parts of the 
earth? 10 He who descended is Himself also He who ascended far above all the 
heavens, so that He might fill all things.) 
 
4:7 Having just stated that Believers are a part of “one body” and partake of “one Spirit” 

(v. 4), the Apostle Paul now details how “to each one of us grace was given according to the 
measure of Messiah's gift,” as God’s people in Yeshua have been given gifts. The principal 
gift in view is undoubtedly the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:38; 8:20; 10:45; 11:17), something that is 
given to all who have received salvation. The Holy Spirit may be manifest in various ways, 
as evidenced by the gifts of the Spirit previously listed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12:4-11. In his 
own writing here, Paul will immediately list some categories of what the Messiah’s people 
can do with the gifts that He has given them (v. 11). Paul substantiates the reason why the 
Messiah’s gifts have been given to His people, weaving in some unique theology. 

4:8 This includes a quotation from Psalm 68:18, and while some have suggested that the 
author misquotes the verse, he actually reflects an ancient interpretation of the verse. 

 
PSALM 68:18[67:19] (MT) PSALM 68:18 (LXX) 

 
You have ascended on high, You have led 
captive Your captives; You have received 
gifts among men, even among the 
rebellious also, that the LORD God may 
dwell there. 
 

 
Thou art gone up on high, thou hast led 
captivity captive, thou hast received 
gifts for man, yea, for they were 
rebellious, that thou mightest dwell 
among them (LXE). 

 
‘alita l’marom shavita shevi laqachta 
mattanot b’adam v’af sor’rim l’sh’kon Yah 
Elohim 

 

 
anebēs eis hupsos hēchmalōteusas 
aichmalōsian elabes domata en anthrōpō 
kai gar apeithountes tou kataskēnōsai 
Kurios ho Theos eulogētos 
 

 
There are differences between Psalm 68:18, in either the Hebrew MT or Greek LXX, 

and what is seen in v. 8. Paul’s quoted clause is edōken domata tois anthrōpois, “HE GAVE GIFTS 
TO MEN.” The MT reads l’qachta mattanot b’adam, “having received tribute of men” (NJPS), 
followed by the LXX with elabes domata en anthrōpō, “You have received gifts among men” 
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(Complete Apostle’s Bible). “Received” has been changed to “given” in v. 8, and those who 
may try to discredit the reliability of the New Testament may claim that Paul has misquoted 
from Psalm 68:18 (either deliberately or by omission). Commentators are aware of this 
discrepancy, and will assert that there is no misquotation from Psalm 68:18,23 as there is 
certainly a reasonable explanation for this difference 

First to be considered is how the Hebrew verb laqach can mean “take to or for a person” 
(BDB),24 in regard to fetching something that is to later be distributed, so laqach can be 
extrapolated as “to give,” something that Paul may have imported into his letter via the 
Greek didōmi. Secondly, and far more important, is the scene of Psalm 68 and what it means 
for what Paul is communicating. Psalm 68 is a psalm of battle, and the verses leading up to v. 
18 describe the Lord defeating His enemies (Psalm 68:1-4), His vindication for the oppressed 
(Psalm 68:5-6), His mighty power (Psalm 68:7-10), and the victory that is achieved by Him 
(Psalm 68:11-18). The Lord God fights in battle, and then leads forth captives caught in battle 
in His train to Mount Zion to rule and reign in triumph: 

“The chariots of God are myriads, thousands upon thousands; the Lord is among them 
as at Sinai, in holiness. You have ascended on high, You have led captive Your captives; You 
have received gifts among men, even among the rebellious also, that the LORD God may dwell 
there. Blessed be the Lord, who daily bears our burden, the God who is our salvation. Selah” 
(Psalm 68:17-19). 

The original context of Psalm 68 has the Lord ascending Mount Zion in triumphant 
ascent, having received tribute for the victory over His enemies. Bruce describes this as 
“The victorious procession, with the captives in its train, [making] its way up to the temple 
mount,” where “sacrifices of thanksgiving will be offered when the procession reaches the 
temple precincts, and the tribute received by the victor from the vanquished foe will be 
dedicated to him [God].”25 Paul, however, changes the tenor of what is seen ever so slightly, 
and in v. 8 the Lord instead is portrayed as distributing gifts to His people as a result of His 
victory. The reflection of “taking” actually meaning “giving” is seen in a Targum on Psalms. 
Its view of Psalm 68:18 compared the scene to Moses’ ascension of Mount Sinai to receive 
the Torah, who then was responsible to give it to the people of Israel: 

“You ascended to the firmament, O prophet Moses; you captured captives, you taught the 
words of Torah, you gave gifts to the sons of men, and even the stubborn who are converted 
turn in repentance, [and] the glorious presence of the LORD God abides upon them.”26 

 
23 Wood, in EXP, 11:57; Stern, 590. 
24 BDB, 542. 
25 Bruce, 341. 
26 Edward M. Cook (2001), trans. The Psalms Targum: An English Translation. Accessible online at 

<http://targum.info/>. 
The reading “gave” is also followed by the Aramaic Peshitta Old Testament (Bruce, 342; Lincoln, 242-243; 

O’Brien, 290; Witherington, 287-288). 
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The Apostle Paul’s quote is well within the purview of ancient Jewish views of Psalm 
68:18, which reflect Moses’ ascension to Mount Sinai, somehow applying Psalm 68. The 
Talmud applies Psalm 68 in the context of Moses ascending Mount Sinai: 

“And said R. Joshua b. Levi, ‘At every word that came forth from the mouth of the Holy 
One, blessed be He, the Israelites retreated for twelve miles, but the ministering angels led 
them back: “The hosts of angels march, they march” (Psa. 68:13[12]) — read the word as 
though its consonants yielded “they lead.”’ And said R. Joshua b. Levi, ‘When Moses came up 
on high, the ministering angels said before the Holy One, blessed be He, “Lord of the world, 
what is one born of woman doing among us?” He said to them, “He has come to receive the 
Torah”’” (b.Shabbat 88b).27 

Various commentators have suggested that the author’s quotation of Psalm 68:18 in v. 8 
follows a form of Jewish interpretation known as pesher, commonly employed by the 
Qumran community. Pheme Perkins describes this as, “Citation of a section of biblical text 
is followed by its application, often introduced by [a] formula…Interpretation involves 
demonstrating that the biblical text refers to events connected with the past, the present, or 
the future.”28 With this in mind, the scene depicted in Psalm 68 is somehow applied to the 
ascension of Yeshua into Heaven, and the consequent giving of gifts to God’s people. Lincoln 
suggests, “If this were the case, the writer might be relating Christ to the similar interests of 
his readers and in a ‘new Moses’ typology showing that Christ has provided a link with the 
heavenly world that could not be matched by Moses.”29 If this is something to be considered, 
then perhaps while Moses distributing God’s gift of the Torah to Israel was important, even 
more important would be the distribution of God’s Spirit as a gift to His people following the 
ascension of Yeshua—empowering them to fulfill His tasks in the Earth. 

While Paul has made his point that the ascension of Yeshua has brought about the 
distribution of gifts to His people, the theology that is interwoven into vs. 8-10 must also be 
examined. What does it mean when Yeshua has “LED CAPTIVE A HOST OF CAPTIVES,” or 
ēchmalōteusen aichmalōsian? This clause is invariably translated as “he led captive captivity” 
(YLT) or “he made captivity itself a captive” (NRSV), although aichmalōsia means “captivity: 
a body of captives” (LS),30 often relating to prisoners of war (cf. Revelation 13:10). The 
rendering “host of captives” (RSV, NASU, ESV) or “captives” (NIV) is valid. But there is 
debate over who these captives are, as to whether they are (1) God’s enemies, or (2) the 
righteous dead who once occupied the Paradise side of Sheol (Luke 16:22-24, 26; cf. 23:43). 
All are agreed that the quotation of Psalm 68:18 is designed for Paul’s readers to realize what 
has come to them as a result of Yeshua’s ascension into Heaven, but what else might be at 
work? 

 
27 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
28 Perkins, in NIB, 11:421. 
29 Lincoln, 243. 
30 LS, 24. 
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4:9 The debate over who this “HOST OF CAPTIVES” are is connected to how one interprets 
the remarks made in v. 9, “Now this expression, ‘He ascended,’ what does it mean except that 
He also had descended into the lower parts of the earth?” There are three main ways the 
descent of the Messiah has been interpreted: (1) His Incarnation or birth, (2) His death and 
burial, or (3) His descent into Sheol/Hades following His death. Others have actually 
interpreted the descent as referring to the Holy Spirit poured out on Shavuot/Pentecost 
(Acts 2:33) following Yeshua’s ascension.31 

What did Yeshua descend to? There is no agreement among interpreters as to what the 
clause eis ta katōtera [merē] tēs gēs actually means. Many commentators today view the 
genitive (case indicating possession) tēs gēs or “of the earth” as a genitive of apposition, 
which often “refers to the same thing as the substantive to which it is related” (Wallace).32 
This view is reflected in the NIV rendering of Yeshua having “descended to the lower, 
earthly regions,”33 meaning that Paul is only speaking of Yeshua’s Incarnation and/or His 
death and burial. 

How low Yeshua actually descended would probably be best answered, though, by us 
considering the Tanach descriptions we see of Sheol. Deuteronomy 32:22 describes how 
God’s anger “burns to the lowest part of Sheol, and consumes the earth with its yield, and 
sets on fire the foundations of the mountains.” The Psalmist cries out, “But those who seek 
my life to destroy it, will go into the depths of the earth” (Psalm 63:9), with b’tachtiyot 
ha’eretz being rendered as eis ta katōtata tēs gēs in the LXX. Is this just “the grave”? The usage 
of Sheol seen in the Tanach indicates that it is something more than just “the grave,”34 as 
Robert A. Morey describes in his book Death and the Afterlife, 

“Sheol is ‘under the earth,’ or ‘the underworld,’ while graves were built as sepulchers 
above the earth, or caves, or holes in the earth. Sheol is called the underworld in Isa. 14:9. It 
is also called ‘the lower parts of the earth’ (KJV) in Ps. 63:9; Isa. 44:23; Eze. 26:20; 31:14, 16, 
18; 32:18, 24. Sheol is the opposite of heaven (Ps. 139:8). One must go ‘down’ to get to Sheol 
(Gen. 37:35).”35 

“The lower parts of the earth” or “the regions beneath the earth”36 represent something 
which in Jewish theology is more than just a place of interment or burial for the dead (which 

 
31 Martin, in NBCR, 1116. 
32 Wallace, 95. 
33 Also followed by the CJB’s “the lower parts, that is, the earth.” 
34 “[A] subterranean place, full of thick darkness (Job 10:21, 22), in which the shades of the dead are 

gathered together” (H.F.W. Gesenius: Gesenius’ Hebrew-Chaldee Lexicon to the Old Testament, trans. Samuel 
Prideaux Tregelles [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979], 798). 

35 Robert A. Morey, Death and the Afterlife (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 1984), 76. 
Also see his following twenty reasons in Ibid., pp 76-77 substantiating why the Hebrew Sheol cannot mean 

“the grave,” but an actual netherworld or inter-dimensional holding place of the consciousnesses of deceased 
persons. 

36 New English Bible with the Apocrypha (Oxford and Cambridge: Oxford and Cambridge University Presses, 
1970), 248 fn#a. 
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itself would be represented by terms such as qever, or mnēma). Commenting on Genesis 
37:35, where the Patriarch Jacob exclaims, “Surely I will go down to Sheol in mourning for 
my son,” Nahum M. Sarna says, 

“[Sheol] is the most frequently used term in biblical Hebrew for the abode of the spirits 
of the dead. The region was imagined as situated deep beneath the earth, enclosed with 
gates. It was a place of unrelieved gloom and silence; it received anyone, good and bad, great 
and small. All were equal there, and none who entered it could leave.”37 

This view that all went to Sheol is reflected in Luke 16:22-24 (cf. Isaiah 14:9), in 
Yeshua’s account of Lazarus and the rich man, where both are seen going to the same place, 
albeit with one in a side of Paradise and another in a side of torments: 

“Now the poor man died and was carried away by the angels to Abraham's bosom; and 
the rich man also died and was buried. In Hades he lifted up his eyes, being in torment, and 
saw Abraham far away and Lazarus in his bosom. And he cried out and said, ‘Father 
Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus so that he may dip the tip of his finger in 
water and cool off my tongue, for I am in agony in this flame’”38 (cf. Josephus Discourse to the 
Greeks Concerning Hades 1, 4). 

The history of interpretation of Ephesians 4:9 has widely held that “the lower parts of 
the earth” (“the nether parts of the earth,” Lattimore) regards Yeshua’s descent into the 
Paradise side of Sheol following His death (Luke 23:43), concurrent with how Yeshua’s 
death was a descent into the abyss (Romans 10:7). This is sometimes referred to as the 
“harrowing of hell” or “Christ’s triumphant descent into hell to claim his own.”39 This view 
is connected with 1 Peter 3:19, where it is said that Yeshua “went and made proclamation to 
the spirits now in prison” (cf. Romans 10:7), which would refer to specific evil forces that 
rebelled during the time of Noah (1 Peter 3:20). This making proclamation40 would not be 
some kind of “preaching the gospel,” but instead a declaration of the Messiah’s vindication 
over sin to these fallen beings.41 Victor Paul Furnish concurs, “It is probable that this…is a 
reference not only to Christ’s earthly incarnation but to his further descent into Hades...”42 

 
37 Nahum M. Sarna, “Genesis,” in David L. Lieber, Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary (New York: Rabbinical 

Assembly, 2001), 232. 
Cf. Jim West, “Sheol,” in EDB, pp 1206-1207. 
38 In ISR Scriptures version (1998 edition), commonly used among “Sacred Name” advocates in the 

independent Messianic movement, Luke 16:23 reads with the paradoxical rendering, “while suffering tortures in 
the grave…” One can only “suffer tortures in the grave” if Sheol/Hades is something more than a place of 
internment. 

39 Thurston, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2094. 
40 Grk. ekēruxen. 
41 Cf. David H. Wheaton, “1 & 2 Peter,” in NBCR, 1244. 
42 Furnish, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 841. 
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In Paul’s application of Psalm 68:18 the captives would be the righteous ones on the Paradise 
side of Sheol, for whom Heaven would be open at the time of Yeshua’s ascension.43 

This interpretation of Ephesians 4:9, taken with Acts 2:31 and 1 Peter 3:19, is an ancient 
Patristic belief that found strong support from some of the early Church Fathers of the 
Second Century C.E.,44 being reflected in the Apostle’s Creed which says, Yeshua “suffered 
under Pontius Pilate, crucified, dead and buried; he descended into hell.”45 (This view, 
however, has lost support among many modern interpreters today.46) The ancient 
interpretation about “the lower parts of the earth” relating to the righteous of Paradise 
being released from Sheol with Heaven opened, does help an interpreter reconcile 
statements made in the Tanach about all the dead going to Sheol prior to resurrection (i.e., 
Ecclesiastes 9:9-10) with statements in the Apostolic Scriptures about the righteous dead 
going into the presence of the Lord prior to resurrection (2 Corinthians 5:6-9; Philippians 
1:20-23). A transition point had to take place, and Yeshua’s descent into Sheol—and 
subsequent ascent into Heaven with the righteous saints or “captives”—would be the best 
one. Morey summarizes, 

“Before Jesus was raised from the dead, the apostles assumed that everyone went to 
Sheol or Hades. This Hades had two sections, one for the righteous and one for the wicked. 
But Christ’s resurrection changed this picture. Thus Paul uses the language of transition 
when he speaks of Christ taking the righteous out of Hades and bringing them into Heaven 
(Eph. 4:8, 9).”47 

4:10 The Messiah’s descent into Sheol is accompanied by an ascent: “He who descended 
is Himself also He who ascended far above all the heavens, so that He might fill all things.” 
Yeshua ascended huperanō pantōn tōn ouranōn, “higher than all the heavens” (NIV). The 
contrast with v. 9 would be that just as Yeshua had descended to the lowest point in the 
cosmic spectrum, now He has ascended to the highest point. From His exalted point in 

 
43 While in Paul’s paralleling letter he asserts that Yeshua “disarmed the rulers and authorities, [and] He 

made a public display of them, having triumphed over them through Him” (Colossians 2:15), it is most 
improbable that the “host of captives” actually includes this. The disarming of the cosmic powers has occurred 
because final atonement has been provided by Yeshua’s sacrifice and resurrection, with their ability to accuse 
God’s redeemed people being severely stifled. But while the Messiah has disarmed the abilities of the forces of 
darkness to make claim to His followers as their own, the war against evil is far from over. 

44 “Descent into Hades,” in David W. Bercot, ed., A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1998), pp 205-207. 

45 Henry Bettenson and Chris Maunder, eds., Documents of the Christian Church (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1999), 26. 

46 Cf. O’Brien, 294 fn#83. 
47 Morey, 86. 
For a further summary of this issue, consult G.W. Bromiley, “Descent into Hell (Hades),” in ISBE, 1:926-

927. 
For an examination of related issues involving death, the intermediate state, resurrection, eternal 

punishment, and mind/body/soul/consciousness discussions, consult the author’s publications To Be Absent 
From the Body and Why Hell Must Be Eternal. 
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Heaven Yeshua is able to fill all things. It has been suggested that Jeremiah 23:24 is in view 
here, where God says, “‘Can a man hide himself in hiding places so I do not see him?’ 
declares the LORD. ‘Do I not fill the heavens and the earth?’ declares the LORD.” The Epistle to 
the Hebrews describes Yeshua’s condition in Heaven as one of service before His Father as 
High Priest: 

“Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, 
Yeshua the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession…For it was fitting for us to have such 
a high priest, holy, innocent, undefiled, separated from sinners and exalted above the 
heavens” (Hebrews 4:14; 7:26). 
 

 
11 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, 
and some as pastors and teachers, 12 for the equipping of the saints for the work 
of service, to the building up of the body of Messiah; 13 until we all attain to the 
unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the 
measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Messiah. 
 
4:11 Paul picks up on his thought of Yeshua the Messiah distributing gifts to His people, 

as a result of His triumph and ascension. While the Holy Spirit is undoubtedly the principal 
gift given to every Believer, Paul particularizes, “It was he who gave some to be apostles, 
some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers” (NIV). 
Similar lists are seen elsewhere in the Apostolic Scriptures (Romans 12:6-8; 1 Corinthians 
12:8-10, 28-30; cf. 1 Peter 4:10-11), and while certain ministries today might try to classify 
individual Believers as only being able to attain to this spiritual office or that spiritual office, 
it is probably best for us to take v. 11 as offering various ad hoc categories. It is inappropriate 
for us to try to strictly classify a Believer as this or that, as surely there is some overlap seen 
among the various offices. 

While it is debated—especially in charismatic circles—whether there are prophets and 
apostles today, does Paul intend for all Believers to only be able to occupy one of these 
offices? If the Holy Spirit is what enables God’s people to accomplish His tasks for the Earth, 
then surely God’s people will have the abilities that they need—and some individuals may 
be able to handle a multi-role calling. The overlap that is definitely seen among these offices 
is witnessed by the construction of tous de poimenas kai didaskalous, or “pastors and 
teachers,” as these two roles are very closely related (cf. 1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:9). Someone 
who ministers to God’s people as a shepherd also must be able to teach from His Word, and 
one who teaches from God’s Word must also be able to serve as a spiritual mentor to others. 
Wood indicates that these two offices “are grouped together in such a way as to suggest that 
the two roles are regarded as complementary and often coordinated in the same person.”48 
David H. Stern considers these to basically be the same role, “shepherd-teachers” as 

 
48 Wood, in EXP, 11:58. 
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