
Ephesians 1:

Intercessory prayer

Goal, themes. In this study, we want to learn how to pray for others (intercession, supplication) and ourselves
(supplication) in a deeper way than our usual  casual  way of just  praying for God to do something or give
something for ourselves or others. We’ll look at this profound prayer as a model to pray for others and ourselves.

General background. 

Specific prayers for others and ourselves are often called supplication (asking God to supply, especially
in praying for ourselves) or intercession (meaning “going between”, i.e., between others and God by praying on
behalf of others). Often our prayer style in supplication and intercession sounds like “God, please give me this”
or “God, do this for someone”, which is fine for starters, but we also need to go further, to more spiritually
meaningful  ways of  praying;  rather  than just  praying for  things,  we need to know how to pray  for  deeper
spiritual blessings when we pray for others and ourselves.  

Of course, Paul would have prayed for specific needs, including physical needs and ministry related
needs of the Ephesian church. But in this passage he explains in more general terms how he prayed for them. He
first expressed thanksgiving for them and what God has done thru them. If you’ve ever heard someone pray for
you like that, you know it is quite encouraging. He also reminds them of what God has done for them, for
example,  for giving them the Holy Spirit  – the regeneration of the Spirit  when we are born again,  and the
permanent indwelling of the Spirit, thru which God works in us, and thru which we have assurance that we are
saved and that our salvation is permanent. He reminds them of why God chose them, and from v15, he mentions
some ways in which he intercedes on their behalf. This section (v15-23) doesn’t mention specific personal and
ministerial needs, though of course Paul would have prayed for those. But in general terms, and when he prays
for their specific needs and requests, he prays in terms of deeper spiritual blessings. His prayers for them are all
geared toward these kinds of deeper spiritual blessings in Christ. For example, he talks about knowledge and
revelation. This doesn’t mean just theological knowledge1, but a deeper personal knowledge and relationship
with the Lord. In fact,  the term ‘blessing’ (and ‘prosper’  in the Old Testament)  refer  primarily  to spiritual
blessing, not physical. 

These and many others are listed below in the discussion section, and don’t require a lot of theological
discussion. In fact, we want to avoid a lot of theological discussion, and just draw out the prayer points in this
passage,  and  put  them  into  practice.  To  help  you  avoid  some  potential  theological  ptifalls,  a  couple  of
controversial terms are discussed next, so you can dance around them, so to speak. The discussion section is
brief, but this is better learned by practicing than discussing. In the prayer time, think of people and needs to
pray for, and combine them with deeper prayers of blessings based on this study. As usual, try to allow at least
30-45 minutes for prayer. 

1 In fact,  the Greek work in such contexts in the New Testament is different from the word for factual knowledge, much like the
distinctions  in  other  European languages like  German (können vs.  wissen),  Spanish (conocer vs.  ser),  and French (savoir vs.
connaître). In this passage, ‘knowledge/know’ (Greek  επιγνωσις epignōsis) means personal knowledge, familiarity,  or intimacy,
versus mere factual knowledge ( γνωσις gnōsis). 
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Predestination. 

The passage mentions predestination, and this tends to be a very difficult and controversial topic. Do not
allow your Bible study to turn into a discussion or debate over predestination; you can give the simple definition
below,  and  go  on  to  the  main  point  of  intercessory  prayer.  But  you  should  understand  a  little  about  the
controversy, and how to take a safe, neutral position. 

There  are  some  Christians  from  the  Presbyterian  /  Reformed  tradition  and  some  fundamentalist
traditions who hold to a strong view of predestination, which is generally called Calvinism (after John Calvin,
the great theologian who is most famous for this position). The basic idea is that we are so fallen and depraved
that we could not choose to believe in Christ if we wanted to – we have no ability to even believe or have faith –
so the only way for people to be saved is for God to choose, or predestine, some people to be saved; for reasons
unknown, only some are chosen, but God (they claim) can do what he wants. 

This may sound surprising if you aren’t familiar with this view, and you can see why it is controversial
and why many do not like this view at all. While I don’t agree with that view, it has a strong rationalistic appeal
that appeals to intellectual Christians. (I know, because when I was younger, I did fall for this view, because of
its intellectual appeal, but later rejected it.) One problem with this view is that its supporters refer to a few
biblical passages that mention predestination – especially Rom. 8 and Eph. 1 – and take them out of context.
They ignore the fact that the Bible never really explains what it is, and that Paul’s purposes in those contexts are
not to expound a new doctrine of predestination, but he mentions it to make more important points in these
passages. In Romans, he mentions it to make a point that salvation is entirely an act of God, to which none of us
contribute anything or earn anything. Here in Ephesians, he mentions it to emphasize God’s purpose in saving
us. 

So Scripture never really explains it, and it is left to the theologians to wrestle over2. To make a long
story short, though, the general, standard view among the majority of evangelical scholars (and Christians in
general who ever bother to worry about this) is that God chooses to save people based on his foreknowledge –
the fact that he knows that they/we would believe at some point if given a chance to do so. He knows how
people will respond, and chooses us to save those whom he knows would respond in faith3. Furthermore, he
chooses in a technical sense of saving us and making us his children, and this is all for specific purposes. We are
all saved for a purpose, which is ultimately to serve and glorify him, as Eph. 1 explains.  Incidentally, this
choosing took place sometime in eternity past, in conjunction with God’s planning to create this world, knowing
what would happen, and planning to send Christ to die for us. God knew it all and planned it all long ago, if not
always. 

So here’s my simple, neutral, no-nonsense definition of the term:

‘Predestination’ is a technical term meaning ‘(for God) to choose for a specific purpose’, that is, to
choose to save certain people for particular reasons. This refers to God’s choosing us to be saved
for  the  purpose  of  being  his  children,  enjoying  a  relationship  with  him,  glorifying  him,  and
bringing everything under his will. This is based on his love for us, and his foreknowledge that we
would respond in faith to the gospel, given a chance to do so. 

 
One implication of this is the doctrine of eternal security, or “once saved, always saved”. Salvation is an

act of God alone, not something we do or contribute to, so nothing we can do will cause us to lose our salvation,
for that would be contrary to God’s character and power, and would mean that what Jesus did on the cross was

2 Incidentally,  a  Greek  word  study  of  ‘predestination’  won’t  help.  The  English  word  ‘predestination’  comes  from  the  Latin
‘praedestinare’,  which  is  an  exact  morpheme-by-morpheme  translation  of  the  original  word  in  the  Greek  New  Testament  (a
morpheme is a word part, like ‘pre+destine’).

3 God knows who would respond and are thus chosen, but we don’t. So there is no reason to fail to evangelize (e.g., “well, I don’t think
they’re chosen, so why bother” doesn’t work). Besides, we are commanded by Jesus to witness; and ultimately we spread the gospel
to glorify God, not just to see results of our work. 
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somehow “not enough”4. It also means that all who would choose to believe if given a chance will not perish, but
that God will somehow save them. This is even if they don’t have access to any visible witness of the Church or
missionaries – God will reach them somehow, and they are not judged just because of the Church’s disobedience
or ineffectiveness in bringing the gospel to everyone. All who would respond to the gospel will have some kind
of chance to receive God’s calling, and won’t be lost5. This version of predestination will make the most sense
when you read Ephesians and Romans. (It’s also a more balanced one, which I find more biblical, and it won’t
scare or offend people.) 

Another term in this passage is ‘elect’,  which is mentioned in these predestination passages,  and is
interpreted by Calvinists to refer to Calvinistic predestination. However, in the context of these passages and Old
Testament history, it simply means “to choose out of, to select”. It refers to how God chose us from out of the
world, to be his people – to be different from the world and set apart for God. This is just like how the Old
Testament talks about the Israelites as God’s chosen people. 

From here on, we can use the terms ‘predestination’ and ‘elect’ in a non-controversial, sensible, and
biblical sense. But of course in a Bible study on prayer, these should not dominate the discussion. Make sure
people have a common sense understanding of what they mean, and go on.  

Discussion. 

1) v3-14.
 How  has  God  blessed  you,  according  to  v3?  In  what  specific  ways  has  he  blessed  you

spiritually? What does ‘blessing’ mean?
 What kind of hope do we have? Why is it important to remember that? When do you feel like

giving up hope in life, or as a Christian? 
 What  does  it  mean  that  he  chose  us?  What  did  he  choose  you  for?  (For  what  goals  and

purposes?) What does this mean, practically speaking? Can you regard your life as your own to
live as you want? According to this passage, how is your life to be different? 

 Why does he thank God for the Ephesian believers? In what specific ways does he thank God
for them? Why? 

 Have you ever heard someone pray for you by thanking God for you, for what God has done for
you, for what he’s done in you? How is this encouraging? Why should you also pray for others
like this? Think of some people you ought to thank God for, and what things to thank him for
regarding them. 

 What does it mean that God has lavished us with wisdom and understanding? Of what? 

2) v15-23.
 Does Paul mention specific personal and ministry related needs of theirs that he prayed for?

Why or why not? In what manner did he pray for them? Does that mean he just prayed in
general, abstract terms for them, and forgot their specific requests? (E.g., did he forget their
financial  needs,  their  need for  safety from persecution, healing of sick people,  people with
specific problems, etc.?)

 What are specific aspects of his prayer for them? What do these mean? What would it mean to
pray for others in this way? Would would it mean for you to pray for them like this when you

4 Of course, sin has consequences, so we can’t abuse God’s grace by living sinfully; that would be contrary to the purpose of our
salvation, calling, and predestination.

5 This is an intriguing, and comforting, implication of predestination, though we really know little about how this works. For more on how
this applies to the lost who haven’t heard the gospel and people in other religions, I highly recommend the following book:
Tiessen, Terrance L. 2004. Who Can Be Saved? Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. 
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pray for their specific needs? For example, how and why would you pray for a friend or pastor
to grow in wisdom, revelation, and knowledge of Christ? [v17]

 For example, when you pray for specific needs of a friend or your church, do you just pray for
God to give or do something? For what greater spiritual purpose should you pray for that? Is
that particular need connected to their growing in, say, a deeper knowledge of Christ (or some
other type of spiritual blessing mentioned here)? 

3) Other questions. 
 What would happen if you prayed these kinds of blessings for yourself? 
 What does it mean to pray for blessing? Is it okay to pray for God to bless you? Is it selfish?

Can you do anything without God’s blessing? Does God want to bless you? Why? Does that
mean  material  blessing?  What  is  blessing,  and  how is  it  primarily  spiritual,  based  on  this
passage? 

 Is it enough to pray for others (and yourself) by praying like, “God, give me this; God, do this
for so-and-so”? Why would it be better to pray for the kinds of deeper blessings mentioned here
– for yourself and others? 

 For non-believers, how can you pray more intensely for them? Based on 2 Corinthian 4:3-5,
how can you pray for God to act? (Hint: for God revealing himself to them, removing their
spiritual blinders, preventing the evil one from working on them, hindering the work of the evil
one in their hearts...)

Prayer time. 
Pray for the following items, as in previous studies. For the intercession part, think of friends,

spiritual  leaders,  pastors,  coworkers,  family  members,  and  others  to  pray  for.  For  them,  and  for
yourself,  pray the points listed below based on this study. Pray them generally for  people,  and in
connection with specific prayer requests (e.g., praying generally for Person X to grow in a spirit of
spiritual wisdom and revelation of Christ, and/or for God to grant X a particular request so that s/he
may see God working and gain a deeper spirit of wisdom and revelation). 

● Praise, worship, thanksgiving.

● Confession, repentance. 

● Supplication: Collecting and praying for specific personal requests.

● Special intercession: Praying the Eph. 1 model for your spiritual life, and for others, based on this
summary chart.
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verse prayer point persons (and related needs)
3 Thanks  for  God’s  heavenly  blessings  (such

as...)
Yourself; all of us;

4 Thanks  for  choosing  us  for his  purposes;
understanding his purposes for us

5 Thanks  for  adopting  us,  for  our  relationship
with him

6 Praise

7 Thanks for  our  salvation,  redemption;  for  the
riches of his grace

8 Thanks  for  wisdom  and  understanding  he
freely  gives  us;  prayer  for  fully  realizing  this
wisdom and understanding in our lives

9 Thanks  for  revealing  his  will;  prayer  for
understanding his will

10 Thanks/praise  for  his  ultimate  purposes  and
deeds to come at the end of time

11 Thanks for being chosen by his will; prayer for
conforming to his will

12 That we would glorify Christ

13-14 Thanks for our salvation; pray that we would
understand what this all means

15 Thanks for ours and others’ faith; prayer for the
love of the saints

16 Constant prayer for others

17 Spirit  of  wisdom  and  revelation  (for  God  to
reveal himself more to us), knowing him more
intimately

18 Enlightenment,  opening  our  hearts  to  him,
understanding  our  hope  and  spiritual
inheritance

19-20 Knowing his  power in  our  lives;  knowing the
miraculous  power  of  Christ  in  our  lives  in
serving him

20-23 Acknowledgment and praise for supremacy of
Christ over everything
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