











Ephesians: The Whole Armour of Light


Friends Illuminated Commentary Series — Volume 16





Introduction

Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians is among the most exalted and comprehensive statements of the Christian mystery in all of Scripture. It begins in the heavenly places and ends on the battlefield. It opens with a hymn to God’s eternal purpose and closes with a call to put on the whole armour of God. Between these poles — divine election and spiritual warfare — Paul unfolds a vision of the church as nothing less than the fulness of Christ: a new humanity created from the broken pieces of the old, seated already in heavenly places with its risen Lord.

For the early Religious Society of Friends, Ephesians was not merely a letter to be studied. It was a map of their own experience. They knew what it meant to be dead in trespasses and sins. They knew what it meant to be quickened — made alive — by grace through faith. They had felt the breaking down of the middle wall of partition. They had tasted the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. And they had put on the whole armour of God, not as metaphor, but as the daily reality of a people persecuted for conscience’ sake.


Why Ephesians Mattered to the First Friends

Three great themes of Ephesians became load-bearing pillars of Quaker theology and practice.

First, grace as experienced reality. “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God” (2:8) was not, for the Friends, a proof-text for Calvinist soteriology or a counter in the Arminian debate. It was a description of what had actually happened to them. They had known the death of Ephesians 2:1 and the resurrection of Ephesians 2:6, and they spoke from the far side of both. Yet they refused both errors of their age — neither a grace so irresistible that man is a stone, nor a salvation man works in his own strength. Job Scott held the balance the whole movement kept: “The work of salvation is neither, on the one hand, in any stage or degree of it, the work of man merely of himself, unassisted by the power and spirit of the Lord; nor, on the other hand, a work of God without the consent and co-operation of man” (Scott, Salvation by Christ, chunk 3).

Second, the unity of the Spirit. No passage in all of Scripture was more important to early Quaker ecclesiology than Ephesians 4:3–6, with its sevenfold declaration of oneness: one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all. This was the foundation of Quaker church order, the basis for their rejection of sectarian division, and the ground of their insistence that true fellowship is a meeting of souls in one inward life, not a uniformity of outward forms. As Penington defined it, spiritual unity is “the meeting of the same spiritual nature in divers, in one and the same spiritual centre or streams of life” (Penington, Works Vol. 2, chunk 289).

Third, spiritual warfare with spiritual weapons. The armour of God passage (6:10–18) was among the most beloved texts in the whole movement. A people who refused to bear carnal weapons found in Paul’s catalogue — the belt of truth, the breastplate of righteousness, the shoes of peace, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation, the sword of the Spirit — a complete description of their own warfare. “We wrestle not against flesh and blood” (6:12) was the very foundation-stone of the peace testimony. Alexander Parker drew the conclusion the Friends lived by: warring “not with carnal weapons against flesh and blood to destroy men’s lives, but like Christians, with spiritual weapons warring against spiritual wickednesses… so be not ye overcome with evil, but overcome evil with good” (Parker, A Manifestation of Divine Love, chunk 16).



The Quaker Way of Reading Ephesians

The Friends brought to Ephesians several distinctive convictions that shaped their interpretation throughout.

They read it experientially. When Paul wrote of being “quickened” from spiritual death (2:1–5), the Friends recognized the same awakening they had undergone. When he wrote of being “seated in heavenly places” (2:6), they understood it not as a future promise but as a present reality — the dominion Adam lost and Christ restores, witnessed now in the soul raised with him.

They read it universally. The grace that has “appeared to all men” they read alongside Ephesians, and the light that “maketh manifest” (5:13) they found shining in every conscience. The “one God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all” (4:6) was truly in all — the ground of their conviction that no soul is left without the witness of God.

They read it practically and corporately. The exhortations of chapters 4–6 were not optional additions to a system but the fruit of genuine transformation; and the church of which Paul writes was no institution but the living body of Christ, every believer a stone fitted in by the Spirit, with Christ alone as head.

This was the heart of their hermeneutic: the Christ who walked in Galilee and the Christ who speaks in the silence of the gathered meeting are one Christ. Ephesians, with its insistence on present-tense spiritual realities — quickening, raising, sealing, filling, indwelling — gave that conviction its clearest Pauline voice.



About This Commentary

This commentary presents the complete text of Ephesians in the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends, accompanied by commentary that draws extensively on their own writings. Each of the six chapters is treated in full, the KJV text given in sections followed by analysis that weaves together the insights of Isaac Penington, George Fox, Robert Barclay, William Penn, Job Scott, Thomas Story, John Woolman, and many others.

The commentary lets the first Friends speak in their own words, concentrating its depth on the passages they prized most — the grace and resurrection of chapter 2, the inner-man prayer of chapter 3, the unity of chapter 4, the children-of-light theology of chapter 5, and the whole armour of chapter 6. The goal is to recover a reading of Ephesians that takes Paul at his word when he describes present spiritual realities, and finds in the letter not a system of theology but a description of life in the Spirit as the first Friends knew it.


“Stand therefore, having your loins girt about with truth, and having on the breastplate of righteousness; and your feet shod with the preparation of the gospel of peace; above all, taking the shield of faith.” (Ephesians 6:14–16a, KJV)








A Note on Sources and Citations

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works Vol. 3, chunk 259). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Chalkley, Journal
	Thomas Chalkley, A Journal of the Life… of Thomas Chalkley



	Crisp, Life
	Stephen Crisp, A Memoir of the Life of Stephen Crisp



	Crook, Memoir
	John Crook, The Memoir, Epistles etc. of John Crook



	Fisher, Rusticus ad Academicos
	Samuel Fisher, Rusticus ad Academicos (1660)



	Fox, Journal
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Fox, Memoir
	A Memoir of George Fox (selected works/memoir)



	Gratton, Life
	John Gratton, A Journal of the Life of John Gratton



	Griffith, Life
	John Griffith, A Journal of the Life… of John Griffith



	Howgill, Dawnings of the Gospel-Day
	Francis Howgill, The Dawnings of the Gospel-Day (collected works)



	Parker, A Manifestation of Divine Love
	Alexander Parker, A Manifestation of Divine Love (1660)



	Penington, Works Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, The Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Rigge, Some Account
	Ambrose Rigge, A Brief and Serious Warning / Some Account



	Scott, Salvation by Christ
	Job Scott, Salvation by Christ Alone



	Scott, Baptism of Christ
	Job Scott, The Baptism of Christ



	Scott, Journal
	Job Scott, Journal of the Life… of Job Scott



	Spalding, Memoir
	John Spalding, A Memoir of John Spalding



	Story, Life and Journal
	Thomas Story, A Journal of the Life of Thomas Story



	Story, Original and Present State of Man
	Thomas Story, The Original and Present State of Man



	Story, Life of Christopher Story
	A Brief Account of the Life of Christopher Story



	Whitehead, Christian Progress
	George Whitehead, The Christian Progress of… George Whitehead



	Woolman, Journal
	John Woolman, A Journal of the Life… of John Woolman





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved.



A Word to the Reader

Whether you come as a Friend, a student of Quaker history, a lover of Paul’s letters, or a seeker who has heard that there is a Light that lighteth every man — you are welcome. The early Friends wrote for everyone, because the Light they proclaimed shines for everyone. Read with an open heart, and attend to the Light within; for the Friends would say that the best commentary on Ephesians is written not in a book at all, but in the soul that puts on the whole armour of light.






This is a free sample.

You've reached the end of the preview of
UNTITLED.

The complete Friends Illuminated edition — fully modernized, carefully
formatted, and ready to read — is available now.

Read the full edition →

Friends Illuminated · Quaker classics in clear modern English
friendsilluminated.com

EPUB/nav.xhtml

Contents


		Title Page


		Sample Chapter


		Get the Full Edition







EPUB/media/cover-ephesians.jpg
A Commentary from the Early Friends
With Quotations from Primary Quaker Sources

illuminated
FURTH:

Vol | um






