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Ephesians: Who Wrote It and To Whom Was it Written? 

Assignment: Read the Introduction in the Thematic Study Guide, and write five pages 

stating your own conclusions on: (1) The authorship of Ephesians, emphasizing why you believe 

Paul was the author of the Epistle, and (2) Who were the recipients of the Epistle: The Ephesians 

or others? You may use multiple research sources to aid in your studies and conclusions. 

Authorship of Ephesians 

If there ever was such a person as Saul of Tarsus, who actually lived and became a 

Christian, and did all the things that the book of Acts records, including writing a number of 

epistles to the various churches that he helped establish throughout Turkey and Greece, then that 

person is the author of this particular epistle. The evidence to support it is so voluminous and 

weighty that there is no surprise that it was “not until the nineteenth century [that] its authenticity 

as a Pauline letter [was] questioned” (Snodgrass 23).  

There are four major lines of reasoning used by critics to deny the Pauline authorship: (1) 

Linguistic and stylistic arguments, (2) Historical arguments, (3) Literary considerations, and (4) 

Theological differences with the authentic letters (Snodgrass 24). However, none of these 

objections are difficult to overturn, and all the various evangelical commentaries have done an 

adequate job of explaining it.  
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There are two main arguments that most critics will hang their hat on: (1) the relationship 

between the Ephesian and Colossian epistles, and (2) the language used to describe Paul, the 

holy apostles, and prophets in Ephesians 2:20 and 3:1-13 (especially 3:4-5). (Snodgrass 25)  

The fact that the two letters were written to two different groups, who had different 

situations that needed to be addressed, easily explains the similarities and differences between 

the two epistles. And comparing the contents of this epistle with all of his other unquestioned 

writings yields a long and impressive list of similarities which cannot easily be dismissed.  

After discussing several of the similarities and differences, Klyne Snodgrass quoted H. J. 

Cadbury’s assessment of the evidence against Pauline authorship: “Which is more likely – that 

an imitator of Paul in the first century composed a writing ninety or ninety-five percent in 

accordance with Paul's style, or that Paul himself wrote a letter diverging five or ten percent from 

his usual style?”(Snodgrass 29) 

Furthermore, the phrase “holy apostles” (Eph. 3:5) not being found anywhere else in 

Paul's writings, and its “too lofty a view of the apostles and of Paul” for Paul to have uttered 

those words, is not a significant argument when we remember that: 

Paul’s most common way to refer to Christians is the holy ones (NIV saints). The word 
means nothing more than ‘those whom God has set apart.’ If that is the connotation in 
3:5, then no veneration by a past age is present. The word holy, in other words, is not a 
sufficient basis to reject Pauline authorship. I would suggest that nothing more is 
intended by 3:5 than one finds in Romans 1:1-5, where Paul describes himself as ‘called 
to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God’ and as one who has received ‘grace 
and apostleship’... This description of the apostles and prophets in Ephesians 3 fits with 
the purpose of encouraging the readers and should be compared to Paul’s self-description 
as an ambassador of Christ in 6:20. (Snodgrass 26-27) 
 
In conclusion, I find no fault with those who suggest that Paul may have used an 

amanuensis (scribe) to write the words on the scroll, as long as it was done by virtual dictation, 

leaving no room whatsoever for an uninspired mind to interfere with the Holy Spirit’s message. 
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However, that very kind of interference seems to be at the bottom of all the other suggestions of 

non-Pauline authorship. They all seem desperate to take away its claim to inspiration, thereby 

demoting it to the level of mere uninspired (and unauthoritative) religious literature, thinking this 

somehow gives them the luxury to ignore its moral, ethical, doctrinal, and spiritual teachings. 

“There is death in that pot of stew” (2 Kng 4:40). Beware of that leaven! (Matt. 16:6-12) 

 

Recipients of the Epistle to the Ephesians 

There is nothing wrong with carefully examining a piece of writing from antiquity, nor 

with using text-critical and form-critical tools to do so. In fact, that is exactly what Scripture tells 

us to do: “examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things are so” (Acts 17:11), and 

“examine everything carefully and hold fast to that which is good” (1 Thess. 5:21).  

The problem is not with the critical tools that we use, but rather with the presuppositions 

that we start with. It is very tempting for all of us to let our presuppositions skew the evidence in 

favor of our own preconceived opinions. Hopefully none of that is happening here in any of the 

theories about the recipients of this epistle.  

So far I have not found any commentaries which claim that the Ephesians were the only 

intended recipients of this epistle. They all agree that the general tone of the book, and the 

textual variant evidence, points in the direction of a generic letter aimed at a group of churches in 

the Lycus valley region. 

For instance, because of the textual variant (“in Ephesus” Eph. 1:1) left out of several 

early manuscripts, but present in the vast majority, many have rushed to the conclusion that this 

must be the long lost epistle “to the Laodiceans” mentioned in Colossians 4:16, or that this was a 

generic epistle (encyclical) not addressed to any one congregation, designed to be read in all the 
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churches in the Lycus valley region. This would mean that the lacuna (blank space) in the 

manuscript was original and intentional, to be filled in by the courier as he read this generic 

(encyclical) epistle aloud to each new audience. 

However, after reading six different commentaries on the destination of this epistle, it 

appears to me that the issue is more complicated than I thought. I have gathered up several 

quotes from the commentaries which shed a lot of light on these two major issues: (1) the textual 

variant in Eph. 1:1 and the evidence from Marcion, plus (2) the generic tone of the epistle and 

what that implies about the encyclical nature of the epistle.  

Textual Variant and Evidence from Marcion: 

Eadie provides a great argument which negates the evidence of Marcion on behalf of this 

epistle being the long lost Laodicean letter. Citing Epiphanius, he shows that Marcion’s canon 

included the letter to the Ephesians, separate from the other epistle to the Laodiceans, clearly 

indicating that Marcion did not equate our Ephesians with the Laodicean epistle: 

The only plausible argument for the theory is, that there are no personal 
references or salutations in the epistle – a circumstance supposed to be scarcely 
compatible with the idea of its being sent to Ephesus, a city in which Paul had lived and 
laboured, but quite in harmony with the notion of an epistle to the church in Laodicea, in 
which the apostle is supposed to have been a stranger. But such a hypothesis cannot set 
aside the all but unanimous voice of Christian antiquity. And how came it that out of all 
copies Laodicea has dropt, and that it is found in no early MS or version, and that no 
ancient critic but Marcion ever dreamed of exchanging the local terms?  

It is also to be borne in mind, that Marcion does not fully bear out this theory 
usually traced to him; for according to Epiphanius, while he had some parts (Gk. MERE) 
of an epistle to the Laodiceans, he put into his canon as the seventh of Paul’s epistles that 
to the Ephesians (Gk. HEBDOME PROS EPHESIOUS) [Haeres., xlii. cap. 9, p. 310, ed. 
Petavius; Paris, 1662]. Whatever may be meant in Col. 4:16 by the epistle from Laodicea, 
it is plain that it cannot, as Stier supposes, be the epistle before us; and plainer still, that it 
cannot be the brief and tasteless forgery which now passes under the name of an Epistle 
to the Laodiceans. [Eadie xxvii-xxviii] 

 
Eadie makes another suggestion about the textual variant situation, which I found very 

helpful. He says that the reason why there is a blank space in some copies of the letter is because 
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“some early copyists” (probably second century) saw the generic tone of the letter and felt that 

the specific reference to Ephesus needed to be dropped out, to make it of more general relevance 

to a wider audience. That would indeed explain how the blank space got in there so early, but it 

still makes us wonder about the fact that there are so many manuscripts that contain the reference 

to Ephesus as the destination: 

...Many suppose that the apostle left a blank space... and that the name of the 
intended place was filled in either by Paul himself in the several copies ere they were 
dispatched, or by Tychicus as opportunity prompted, or that copies were transcribed in 
Ephesus with the proper address inserted in each. Each of these hypotheses is shaped to 
serve an end – to explain why so many Codices have Gk. EN EPHESO, and none have 
EN LAODIKEIA. ...How the words EN EPHESO came to be dropt out of the text, as 
Basil affirms, we know not. Perhaps some early copyists, seeing the general nature of the 
epistle, left out the formula, to give it the aspect of universal applicability. Or, the 
churches “in Asia” claiming an interest in the apostle and his letters might have copies 
without the special local designation; or, as Wieseler suggests, the tendency of the second 
century to take away personal reference out of the New Testament, may have led to the 
omission, just as the words EN ROME are left out in several MSS of the Epistle to the 
Romans (Rom. 1:7). 

External evidence is thus wholly against the notion that either Laodicea by itself, 
or Ephesus with a noted cluster of sister communities, was the designed and formal 
recipient of this epistle. Nor is the result of internal proof more in favour of such 
hypotheses. [Eadie xxvii-xxx] 

 
Generic Tone Implies an Encyclical Epistle: 

 
Perhaps the epistle was structured by Paul from the very beginning to be a letter which 

circulated among all the churches in the Lycus valley. He may have given those instructions to 

Tychicus, so that there was no need to say it in the letter, and then left the blank there to be filled 

in on location. Perhaps it was not safe for the courier to have a letter addressed to Ephesus in his 

possession on a boat trip from Rome to Ephesus. Eadie again has some helpful suggestions on 

this, citing Usher as the originator of the theory: 

Another hypothesis which has received a very large support is, that the epistle is an 
encyclical letter – a species of inspired circular not meant for any special church, but for 
a variety of connected communities. The idea was originated by Usher, in his Annales 
Veteris et Novi Testamenti, under the year 64 AD. ...His idea has been followed by a 
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whole host of scholars and critics... These authors agree generally that Ephesus was not 
the exclusive recipient of the epistle, and the majority of them incline, in the face of all 
evidence, to hold the words (Gk. EN EPHESO) as a spurious interpolation. Others... 
reject this line of proof, and build their argument on another foundation – believing that 
Ephesus received the epistle, but that some daughter-churches in the immediate vicinity 
were associated with it. [Eadie xxvii-xxx] 

 
Murray’s comments below lead us down the path toward the conclusion that it was 

indeed a “circular letter” which Paul had wanted all the churches to receive. Perhaps Paul gave 

Tychicus instructions on the path that the letter should take starting from Ephesus, and 

eventually arriving in Laodicea, from which it would then proceed on to Colossae. Tychicus 

would have then conveyed those instructions to the church in Ephesus, so that as soon as they 

had made their own copies of the book there (with their name on it), it could proceed to the next 

church for them to read and copy. However, the lack of any other city names connected with it, 

tends to suggest that its journey from Ephesus to Colossae must not have included very many 

other cities, otherwise we would have expected to find copies of the epistle with other cities’ 

names on them.   

...We are compelled therefore to regard it as addressed to a variety of churches, all 
of whom St. Paul as Apostle of the Gentiles regarded as “within his jurisdiction,” but not 
united to one another by any further bond of common blood or of ecclesiastical or 
political organization. 

This conclusion is strongly supported by the textual phenomena in verse 1... It 
also supplies, as Hort shows (Prol. p. 89), the only sufficient explanation to the reference 
to an epistle (clearly an epistle of St. Paul’s) of which Laodicea was to be in some sense a 
centre of distribution. It explains at once the use of the preposition, and the strange fact 
that Col. 4:15-16 contains at the same time personal messages to members of the Church 
in Laodicea. Clearly therefore this epistle, though it was to spread through the valley of 
the Lycus from Laodicea, cannot have been addressed to Laodicea exclusively or 
primarily.  

If this identification may be regarded as established, Ephesians was a circular 
letter which among other places was to find its way to Laodicea. [Murray lxxvii] 

 
Ellicott agrees that, with all evidence considered, he is confident that the idea originated 

by Usher is probably correct, that this epistle (even if originally addressed to Ephesus by Paul) 
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was mainly constructed as a circular letter to be read in all the churches in that region. If that is 

true, then we would need to assume that Paul gave Tychicus separate instructions on how that 

letter was to be delivered and circulated: 

Still as the critical arguments have to some extent been modified by the evidence 
of the Codex Sinaiticus, and as the omission of greetings and personal notices in an 
Epistle sent from the founder of the Church of Ephesus (Acts 19:1 sq., comp. 18.19) to 
converts with whom he had dwelt nearly three years (Acts 20:31) is certainly striking and 
noticeable, we may now the more confidently adopt the opinion of Usher (Annal. ann. 
4068) and of several recent expositors, that this Epistle, if addressed primarily to the 
Christians at Ephesus, was still designed for circulation in all the churches near to or 
dependent on that city, and was thus left studiously general in form, and free from 
distinctive notices. [Ellicott xi] 

 
Finally, I think O’Brien (Pillar Commentary) “pegs” the whole argument for us by 

explaining the significance of the generic tone of the letter and its lack of any real specifics that 

would clearly identify the Ephesian church as its only intended recipient: 

For the author to state that he has “heard” of their faith and love (1:15) does not 
necessarily imply that he does not know them. It could easily refer to his hearing of the 
progress they had made since he had been with them five or so years earlier, as well as 
the faith of many who had been converted since he left the city. The possibility of the 
letter being read by a wide range of Christians in western Asia Minor, centered in 
Ephesus, makes sense of his question about their hearing of God’s grace given to him to 
minister to Gentiles (3:2; cf. 4:21). The absence of personal greetings is not particularly 
significant, according to Arnold, since Paul sends no extended greetings in other letters to 
churches he knew well (about whose authorship there is no doubt, e.g., 1 and 2 
Corinthians, Galatians, and Philippians). Finally, the fact that he prays for his readers 
(1:16) and asks them to intercede for him so that he may proclaim the mystery of the 
gospel boldly and clearly (6:19-20) suggests that the letter is not wholly impersonal.  

In contrast to Arnold, we contend that the textual tradition which omits the words 
“in Ephesus” was the original. At the same time, the evidence of the great mass of 
manuscripts, in which no other place name appears, and the improbabilities of all the 
other views suggest that the letter, in some form or other, was sent to Ephesus. But the 
impersonal features and other general characteristics of the letter should not be 
underestimated. Paul has evangelized the Ephesians and come to know them well over a 
three-year period (Acts 19:8-10; 20:31). It is unlikely that he is now addressing the one 
Ephesian congregation where he had ministered for this lengthy period (Acts 20:31). 
Even if that church now contains new converts, and Paul has only “heard” about the 
significant Christian progress of those whom he already knew (cf. Eph. 1:15), one would 
expect him to mention his warm relationships with them if his epistle were addressed 
only to them. The mention of Tychicus, who will provide the readers with further 
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information about Paul’s welfare and circumstances (Eph. 6:21-22; cf. Col. 4:7-9), pegs 
the letter to the geographical situation of Asia Minor. It appears to have been written for 
churches in this province, perhaps in and around Ephesus, or on the road to Colossae. 
[O'Brien 48-49] 
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