Essay Questions:
#1

I have learned a lot about prayer from Paul’s prayers for the Ephesians (1:15-23 and 3:14-21):
(1) We usually give thanks to God for the favors He has done us but Paul shows us that nothing can make him happier than seeing the growth of love and faith in other believers. (1:16) That means we can and should give thanks for God’s work on other Christians regardless of our own situations. This kind of prayers can make us more Christ centered rather than self-centered. 
(2) In our church, we often ask God in prayers to fill us with His Holy Spirit and I know that many brothers and sisters equate certain good sensations (brightness, warmth, peace, joy, etc) with the filling of the Holy Spirit. However, when mentioning the Spirit in his prayers Paul appreciates greatly the work of the Spirit in strengthening the inner man (3:16) through faith (3:17) so that Christ can dwell in our hearts. Therefore, instead of focus on asking God to let us or our brothers feel His Holy Spirit, we can ask God to strengthen our faith in Him through His Spirit so that He (the Word) can continue to abide in us.

(3) We often think we know Christ and yet we were wondering how come we are not that excited. Paul’s prayer helps us realize that we need to ask for a spirit of wisdom and of understanding (primarily not for handling earthly problems) so that we can truly know Him and we also need to ask God to enlighten the eyes of our heart so that we may see/know the precious things that the eyes of our flesh cannot see.

(4) Paul mentions power three times in these 2 prayers. None of them is directly related to physical miracles. If we have experienced the stubbornness of our hearts in making changes, we will agree with Paul that we need to pray for the power of God to “work toward us” (1:19), to “strengthen our inner man/hearts” (1:26), and to “work within us” (3:20).

(5)  Paul’s prayer has concisely displayed a progressive and dynamic view of praying for a solid and increasingly richer experience and understanding with the love of God (3:17 “rooted and grounded”, 3:18 “comprehend … breath and length and height and depth”) which we can never fully grasp, so that we can be more and more filled with all kinds of attributes of God. (3:19)

(6) I have also learned that in order to not get lost in our prayers, we can as often as we can tie in our prayers with the big picture of God’s plan. Everything happens according to His plan and through His great power, He will eventually rule the whole universe with the glorious church which is His body. This part can take the form of praising.                   
#2

The core message in Paul’s epistle to the Philippians is: Rejoice, Philippians! My imprisonment is for the progress of the gospel. Beware of those who preach confidence in the flesh. Focus on Christ and stay in unity.

Outline of the epistle:

Greetings
1:1-2

Prayer and Words of Affection
1:3-11

· Thank God for His work on the readers vv.3-6
· Paul’s affection for them vv7-8

· Pray for their spiritual maturity vv9-11

Messages Relating to Paul’s Imprisonment
1:12-30
· Imprisonment for progress of gospel vv12-14

· Impure motives of some preachers vv15-18

· Paul’s positive attitude  vv18-21

· Possibilities of seeing them again vv22-26

· Work in unity for the gospel despite sufferings vv27-28

Detailed Teachings on Unity

2:1-18

· Importance of unity vv 1-4

· Example of Christ vv5-8

· Inserting an exaltation of Christ’s supremacy  vv9-11

· Continue obedience to Christ vv12-13

· Be the light of the world  vv 14-18

Recommending Timothy and Commending Epaphroditus

2:19-30

Put Confidence in Christ Not the Flesh and Rejoice

3:1-21

· “Rejoice” – a clear cut command
v 3:1

· Beware of those who preach confidence in the flesh
vv3:2-3

· Paul’s eligibility in the flesh  vv 4-6

· Supreme goal of knowing/gaining Christ  vv 7-14

· Learn from me  vv15-17

· Enemies’ profile  vv18-19

· Christians’ identity and hope
vv20-21

Addressing an Actual Issue of Dissension in the Church 
 4:1-3

“Rejoice” Re-iterated and How to Do It
4:4-7

General Exhortation

4:8-9

Philippians’ Concern Not Gift Made Paul Rejoice

4:10-19

Praise, Greetings and Benediction

4:20-23      


 A Brief Summary:
Paul iterated and re-iterated that the Philippians should rejoice. Though they were undergoing conflicts or had heard negative comments on Paul’s imprisonment or were bothered by some ill-willed preachers, they should learn from Paul and keep rejoicing. Paul assured them that his imprisonment brought about the progress of the gospel but cautioned them to watch out for those who preached confidence in the flesh. Paul exposed these preachers’ impure motives and their wrong focuses, i.e. selfish ambitions and earthly experiences. Paul encouraged them to focus on trusting/knowing/gaining Christ and working together in harmony for the advancement of the gospel. Paul explicitly expressed joy over the fact that they showed concern for him by sending Epaphroditus to provide for his needs.   

#3

1 Timothy teaches the followings concerning the office and function of the elder/overseer:
1. Any eligible member of the church can show interest in becoming an overseer. That means the office is not supposed to be simply passed down to a member of one’s own family. 
2. A female member is not considered eligible probably because of the submissive role they have been ascribed.

3. A new convert is not considered eligible for fear that he will be tempted to puff up and suffer punishments.

4. Paul realizes that anyone in this office will become the focus of attack for Satan since he will be a public figure representing the church. If Satan can get him in trouble, then the whole church will be also. That’s why Paul specifies the office bearer should be blameless and have a good reputation. If a member makes a major mistake but later repents, we should always forgive him. However, he is not suitable for this office though he is welcome to serve God in another capacity.

5. The office requires strong commitment. So it is important to select someone who has proven his commitment, reliability, faithfulness, loyalty or accountability. I believe that is why Paul puts “husband of one wife” right after “above reproach” to show its importance. That also means a single man is not fit for this duty.
6. The office bearer should have overcome (by the grace of God) his human weaknesses so that he can make a good example for the whole church. Therefore it is necessary to make sure the office bearer is “temperate”, “prudent” and “free from chemical addictions and the associated negative behaviors”.

7. An elder represents the whole church and will need to interact with outsiders and hence he should be “respectable” (people feel honored to interact with) and “gentle” (approachable).

8. The office bearer should also show proven skills of management but not the management of a business but the family of God. Paul believes successes in managing one’s own household matters and educating his own children are relevant.

9. An elder should also be willing to make sacrifices (he will probably make more sacrifices than others) in order to do good deeds. That’s why Paul mentions “hospitality” as a requirement.

10. An overseer is also required to teach the church members, so he should be good at teaching.

11. Last but not least, his motive of doing the job should be pure (no selfish ambition). That’s why Paul included “uncontentious” and “free from the love of money”.        
#4
The following is a brief profile of the readers of the book of Hebrews: (1) they were Christians (3:1 called them holy brethren); (2) they had Jewish background (writer used a lot of O.T. references) and had been studying the O.T. and its relationship with Christ the Messiah for quite a while (5:12); (3) they had not yet attained the spiritual maturity that they should have (5:13-14); (4) they were not the first generation Christians (2:3 said the gospel was confirmed to them by those who heard); (5) they had undergone some persecutions and probably were still going through persecutions due to their faith in Christ as the Messiah promised through the O.T. and were in anticipation of even more severe persecutions if they continue to hold fast their confidence in Christ (10:32-39); (6) some of them had already shown signs of giving up their confidence in Christ, shrinking back to their original practices according to the O.T., avoiding association with Christian brothers, and not focusing on the brotherly love and good deeds that they had used to cherish (10:23-30)     

Regarding their spiritual difficulties, the most apparent one was that some of them had already shown signs of difficulty holding fast their confidence in Christ in the face of persecutions and the occurrences of “shrinking back to Judaism” might surge. That was the reason why the writer iterated and re-iterated the following theme from beginning to end: Hold fast your original confidence in Christ to finish your course of conflicts with the evil and you will be rewarded. Scriptures that support the above analysis include but not limited to: 2:1 (lest we drift away), 3:6 (hold fast our confidence), 3:12 (lest … unbelieving heart), 4:1 (lest any one … come short), 4:11 (lest any one fall through), 4:14 (hold fast our confession), 6:1 (press on to maturity), 10:23 (hold fast the confession of our hope), 10:32 (endured great conflict), 10:35 (not throw away your confidence …great reward), 10:36 (when you have done the will of God … receive … promised) , 10:38-39 (if he shrinks back) , 12:2 (Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith), 12:4 (striving against sin), 12:15 (See to it that no one comes short of ), 13:9 (not be carried away by varied and strange teachings).

The writer wrote this book trying to correct this situation. The writer argued and reassured them with solid logic and strong references from the O.T. that Christ was the ultimate reality (the anti-type) of many of the shadows (types) in the O.T. In other words, the readers were warned that if they swung back to the O.T. practices for forgiveness of sins and pleasing God, it would be a dead end. One key solution that the author iterated and re-iterated from beginning to end was: love one another by encouraging one another to hold fast their confidence in Christ so that they can continue to love and do good deeds despite persecutions. (3:12-14 “encourage one another” and 10:24 “stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own assembling together, … encouraging one another” 13:1 “Let love of the brethren continue”)         
