
19:27), one of the fabled seven 
wonders of the world (see fig. 
17.2). It was a thoroughly Roman 
city that had often earned the 
title of neōkoros for the region, 
meaning that it served as the offi-
cial headquarters for the imperial 
cult, in charge of festivities and 
rituals honoring and worshiping 
the emperor. A brief letter to the 
church in Ephesus is found in 
Revelation 2:1–7, which portrays 
the Christian community there as 
orthodox and faithful but lack-
ing in the love and works that it 
had exhibited “at first.”

The book of Acts says that Paul paid a brief visit to Ephesus on his second 
missionary journey (18:19–21) and returned on his third journey (19:1–41; cf. 
20:17–38) to spend between two and three years there (19:10; 20:31). All Asia 
heard the word of the Lord (19:10), but the introduction of Christianity to 
this pagan setting caused “no little disturbance” among those whose liveli-
hood depended on practices Christians denounced as demonic or idolatrous 
(19:23–41). Paul’s time in Ephesus usually is dated in the early to mid-50s, and 
he is believed to have written 1 Corinthians from there (possibly other letters 
as well). He refers to times of trouble in the city (1 Cor. 15:32; 2 Cor. 1:8), 
and it is often thought that he was imprisoned there for a time. He says that 
he had many adversaries in Ephesus but that there was also “a wide door for 
effective work” that justified a considerable expense of time in this location 
(1 Cor. 16:8–9).

Given Paul’s close association with the church in Ephesus and his relatively 
long tenure in the city, it is not surprising that we find a letter from Paul to “the 
saints who are in Ephesus” (1:1) in our New Testament. What is surprising, 
however, is that the contents of that letter betray no hint of that well-established 
relationship. There are no references to the specific circumstances of that com-
munity or to Paul’s previous ministry among them. Typically, Paul likes to 
reminisce about such things (e.g., 1 Cor. 2:1; Gal. 4:12–15; 1 Thess. 2:1–12). In 
Ephesians there are no personal greetings to individual members of the church; 
by contrast, when Paul wrote to the Romans, he greeted twenty-six individu-
als by name (Rom. 16:3–15), and that was in a letter to a church that he had 
never visited. The Letter to the Ephesians has an impersonal tone: Paul says, “I 
have heard of your faith in the Lord Jesus” (1:15; cf. 4:21) and indicates that, 
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Map 17.1. Pauline cities around the Aegean Sea.
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