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Course Objectives 

This course is aimed to help students read the books of Ephesians and Colossians as Christian 

Scripture. Specific goals include helping students: 

 Learn more about the craft of exegesis; 

 Learn more about the theological visions in Ephesians and Colossians and how to 

faithfully appropriate these visions for life and leadership in the real-world context of 

today’s Church; 

 Deepen their understanding of the importance of, role of, and problems with the “history” 

underlying the biblical text; 

 Become more effective at critically engaging with commentaries as resources for 

exegesis; 

 Develop their own preaching resources on a text from Colossians or Ephesians. 

Readings 

The most important readings for the course are obviously the biblical books of Ephesians and 

Colossians. You should read each of these several times. 

In terms of secondary literature, I have tried to keep the readings as short, affordable, and 

enriching as possible. 

 For Ephesians, you are required to purchase one book; you do not have to read the entire 

book (though I highly recommend doing so!). Rather, see “Schedule” below for which 

sections you are required to read. This book is: 

Verhey, Allen and Harvard, Joseph S. Ephesians: A Theological Commentary on the 

Bible. Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible. Louisville, KY: 

Westminster John Knox, 2011. 

 For Colossians, all of the readings will be PDFs posted in the Duke Box folder for the 

course. The Duke Box folder is available at: 

https://duke.box.com/s/ujkxprdpwo77m2v9znoerizsn1a60tas 



Contact me 

Feel free to call or email me; I am best at responding promptly to emails. 

Policies 

Policies for Course of Study should be consulted. These are available at: 

https://divinity.duke.edu/initiatives-centers/lifelong-learning/course-study/weekend-course-study 

In particular, I would draw your attention to the following policy regarding Absences: 

Students are expected to attend all class sessions during Course of Study. There are no 

excused absences from Course of Study classes. Absences may affect class participation 

grades, and therefore a student’s overall performance at Course of Study. Per the policy 

set by the General Board of Higher Education and Ministry, a student missing more than 

20% of any one course shall not receive a grade for the course. If you find you must miss 

a class, please be courteous to your instructors by notifying the instructor and arranging 

to share notes with one of your classmates. 

Late work is generally not accepted. Unless there is an extenuating circumstance (e.g., serious 

illness or death in the family), you will not be granted an exception. That said, if for any reason 

you are struggling with an aspect of the course, please contact me. It is always better to ask for 

help. 

Schedule 

Friday, January 8 

 READING TO BE COMPLETED BEFORE THIS CLASS: Colossians 

 DISCUSSION: The Craft Of Exegesis 

Saturday, January 9 

 ASSIGNMENT DUE AT THE START OF THIS CLASS: Text Analysis (instructions below) 

 READING TO BE COMPLETED BEFORE THIS CLASS: PDFs: “Talbert on Col 1,15-20” (16 

pages); “Thompson on Col 1,15-20” (14 pages); “Wright on Col 1,15-20” (6 pages).1 

 DISCUSSION: Introductory Matters; Colossians 1 

                                                 
1 All of these readings—and those for the next class, are from: Talbert, Charles H. Ephesians and Colossians. 

Paideia: Commentaries on the New Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007. Thompson, Marianne 

Meye. Colossians and Philemon. Two Horizons New Testament Commentary. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005. 

Wright, N. T. Paul for Everyone: The Prison Letters: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. London: 

SPCK; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2004 



Friday, January 15 

 Reading to be completed before this class: PDFs: “Talbert on Col 2,8-23” (19 pages); 

“Thompson on Col 2,8-23” (18 pages); “Wright on Col 2,8-23” (13 pages) 

 Discussion: Colossians 2 

Saturday, January 16 

 Reading to be completed before this class: None 

 Discussion: Colossians 3 

Friday, March 4 

 READING TO BE COMPLETED BEFORE THIS CLASS: Ephesians; Verhey and Harvard pp. 10-

16 (“Why Ephesians? Why Now?”) and pp. 27-30 (“The Occasion for a Circular Letter”) 

(11 pages total); “Enns – Inspiration and Incarnation” PDF (17 pages)2 

 DISCUSSION: The Problem Of Authorship of Ephesians and Colossians; Ephesians 1 

Saturday, March 5 

 ASSIGNMENT DUE AT THE START OF THIS CLASS: Exegetical Paper (instructions below) 

 READING TO BE COMPLETED BEFORE THIS CLASS: Verhey and Harvard pp. 72-88 (“Saved 

by Grace: A New Social Reality”) (17 pages) 

 DISCUSSION: Ephesians 2 

Friday, March 11 

 READING TO BE COMPLETED BEFORE THIS CLASS: Verhey and Harvard pp. 224-47 (24 

pages) 

 DISCUSSION: Ephesians 3 

Saturday, March 12 

 ASSIGNMENT DUE AT THE START OF THIS CLASS: Sermon (instructions below) 

 READING TO BE COMPLETED BEFORE THIS CLASS: None 

 DISCUSSION: Concluding matters  

                                                 
2 Pages 13-22 and 167-73 of Enns, Peter. Inspiration and Incarnation: Evangelicals and the Problem of the Old 

Testament. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015. 



Explanation of Assignments 

There are three assignments for the course: 

1. A Text Analysis: This is the Pre-Work Assignment (30% of your final grade). 

2. An Exegetical Paper: For this assignment, you will use the work that you did on the first 

assignment to craft a thesis and develop an argument about your passage (40% of your 

final grade). 

3. A Sermon: For this assignment, you will take the thesis from the second assignment and 

turn this into a sermon (30% of your final grade). 

More detailed instructions for each of these assignments are included below. 

These three assignments are meant to be parts of a whole—or, perhaps, steps in a process. You 

should choose one passage from either Ephesians or Colossians that you will use for all three 

assignments. 

The following are suggested passages; if you would like to do your work on another passage, 

please consult with me. Please note: Colossians is part of the UMC Lectionary Calendar for 

2016. (That is the reason that we start the course with Colossians instead of Ephesians.) Thus I 

would suggest that you work on one of those passages, with an eye towards using the 

assignments in this class to develop a sermon that you can use later in the year. 

Suggested Passages in Ephesians: 

 Eph 1:3-14 

 Eph 2:1-10 

 Eph 2:11-22  

 Eph 3:1-13 

 Eph 3:14-21 

 Eph 4:1-16 

Suggested Passages in Colossians:  

 Col 1:1-14 (Lectionary for July 10) 

 Col 1:15-28 (Lectionary for July 17) 

 Col 2:6-15 (Lectionary for July 24) 

 Col 2:1-11 (Lectionary for July 31 

 Col 1:11-20 (Lectionary for Nov 20) 

  



Assignment #1: Text Analysis 

The idea of this assignment is to do the close-reading of, and thinking about, the text that you 

need to do in order to formulate a thesis about your passage. It is akin to “brainstorming” but will 

be more polished in presentation. Specifically, then, you should follow this format: 

Section 1. Outline of the book 

To make an outline, focus on shifts in topic or form. Try to avoid being overly general or overly 

specific. Two “levels” of the outline, then, are probably best. For example “level 1” (the broadest 

level) might be Rom 1-4; within this, “level 2” might be Rom 1:1-17, Rom 1:18-2:20; Rom 3:21-

31; Rom 4:1-25. 

Section 2. Main themes of the book 

Try to discern 4-6 of the book’s main themes. Write up 1-3 sentences for each. 

Section 3. Outline of your passage 

Try to discern the structure of the argument in your passage—again, attending to shifts in form 

and shifts in content. 

Section 4. Analysis of Key Words in your passage 

What are the Key Words in your passage? Why are they Key Words? Write a bit about their 

significance for your passage and/or the book as a whole. 

Section 5. Relation to other biblical texts (OT and/or NT) 

Are there any meaningful connections between your passage and other texts in the Bible, from 

either the OT or the NT? For example, are there quotations or allusions to the OT? Or are there 

other passages in the NT that say much the same thing as—or, perhaps, seem to contradict—your 

passage? (Consulting a Study Bible will help here.) 

Section 6. Observations 

Write down 5-8 observations about your passage. An “observation” is a note about some feature 

of the text that strikes you as interesting and a brief note of interpretation about what you’ve 

noticed in the passage; it is not merely a quotation of the text or restating an idea you found in 

the text. It should include a suggestion about the significance of something you’ve seen in the 

passage and should show depth of thought. 

One way to think about an “observation” is as follows: One of my literature professors taught me 

that the goal in reading poetry is to move from nodding your head with every word and mentally 

saying “Uh‐huh, uh‐huh, uh‐huh” to stopping, scratching your head, and saying/asking “huh?” In 

other words, what is it in the text of your passage that makes you ask a question, that causes you 

difficulty, that forces you to dig deeper, that suggests nonobvious connections with other parts of 



the letter, that seems to carry heavy theological weight, that represents a point of emphasis for 

the letter, etc.? 

For example, if you were doing your close reading on Romans 5-6, one of your observations 

might look like this: 

Romans 5:2: “we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God” is an interesting thing 

for Paul to write, given that he has written several times already in this letter about 

boasting as something negative (for example, in 3:27). If we consider these negative 

statements alongside of the positive statement about “boasting” in this verse, perhaps we 

should understand Paul’s point to be that what one “boasts” in is a crucial theological 

reality: Are we boasting in our hope of sharing God’s glory or in something else? 

Note that your observations can take the form of questions or of observations. 

  



Assignment #2: Exegetical Paper 

To prepare to write your paper, you should: 

 First, read your passage carefully and, indeed, read the entire book of which it is a part in 

order to place it in its proper context.  

 Second, review your Text Analysis. 

 Finally, research your passage/book in relevant secondary literature. This will help you to 

think about issues of historical context and potential problems/questions relating to your 

passage. I will be circulating a list of recommended commentaries during the second 

week of class. 

Once you have done these things, ask yourself what one issue in the passage seems most 

interesting or important.  In light of the work you have done on the passage, what is to be said 

about this key issue?  The following instructions will help you to focus your paper.    

Begin with an explicit one-sentence thesis statement.  This statement should offer either an 

interpretation of the passage as a whole or a claim about some aspect of it.  Here are some 

examples (note: I do not necessarily agree with all of these sample theses; they are offered solely 

for purposes of illustration):   

 Matthew presents the story of Jesus walking on the sea (Matt 14:22-33) as an allegory of 

the relation between the Risen Lord and his church. 

 By ending his Gospel with an account of Jesus’ followers praising God in the Temple 

(Luke 24:52-53), Luke stresses the continuity of the post-resurrection Christian 

community with Israel. 

 In Romans 9-11 Paul argues that all Jews will be saved through a gracious and future act 

of God. 

The paper should then take the form of an essay defending your thesis.  Do not write a verse-by-

verse commentary on the passage.  Focus the discussion on your thesis statement and concentrate 

on making an argument in support of your thesis.  

The thesis should be exegetical in character. That is, it should deal with the form and content of 

the text as elucidating the meaning of that text rather than elucidate the potential theological 

significance/ application of the text in church life. 

In a final paragraph or two, however, you should consider the potential theological significance 

of your reading of the passage for readers in our time. 

The paper must be between 6 and 8 pages long. It should be typed, double-spaced, 12 pt. Times 

New Roman font and should be submitted via email (zack.phillips@duke.edu) in .doc, .docx, or 

.pdf file format. 



Assignment #3: Sermon 

The instructions for preparation and criteria for grading the sermon will be circulated later. 


