"ALL THINGS" IN EPHESIANS 
by GLEN BURCH 
This article is about the Biblical expression "all things", but not about all things.  If the latter were true I would be compiling an encyclopedia.  But I am interested in examining what the phrase "all things" means in one of Paul's letters, a rather narrow field compared to an encyclopedia.

 Actually the term "all things" in the KJV of Ephesians has a range of meanings and applications.  The process of getting at those meanings will help shed light on an interpretive principle: that the language of Scripture is just as nuanced as our everyday speech.  That being so, our first reading of a text may at times lead to oversimplified conclusions.  Sometimes it is better to be a little skeptical of our first impressions and not rush to make convictions out of them until we have had an opportunity to test them against other passages.
Within Ephesians the usage of "all things" can be arranged under four (or five) headings: the two orders of creation, Christ Himself, wicked works, and Paul's state of affairs (see diagrammatic structure at the end of this study).  I intend to concentrate in this article on the orders of creation (i.e., the Adamic world after the Fall and the Christic world after the Redemption).  In some cases the phrase "all things" translates panta and in others ta panta, ta being the definite article.  Because the Greek article evolved from an earlier demonstrative pronoun it sometimes carries demonstrative force, particularly if it refers to something specific in the context.  So a better translation for ta panta would often be "all these" or "all these things" rather than "all things".  Because the meaning and scope of "all things" (panta) will be governed by the context, the phrase "all these" (ta panta) demands an even stronger association with the context.  In Ephesians panta usually refers to things of the old creation, while ta panta most often signifies the new order.

The first occurrence in Ephesians refers to the new creation.

"...having made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure, which He purposed in Himself for a dispensation of the fulness of the seasons, to head up all these (ta panta) in Christ, the things in the heavens and the things upon earth..."                 Ephesians 1 :9-10

We are able to perceive several things from this passage.  A secret purpose of God concerned a dispensation or stewardship saved up for an appointed season.  This dispensation would be characterized by Christ taking charge or heading up a new order of things, composed of a heavenly and an earthly element.  Some have seen in this passage a preview of Christ bringing all His families together under His rule at the end of the ages (1 Cor.15:24-25 ).  But we need not look that far ahead for this "fulness of the seasons".  Right in the Mystery Epistles Christ is called both the Head of the Church (Colossians 1:18) and Head of all principality and power (Colossians 2:10).  The church is what's indicated by the earthly things in Ephesians 1:10, and the angelic principalities and powers (Ephesians 3:10) are the heavenly things - "all these" are now under Christ's authority.  The dispensation of the fullness of seasons is the subject not only in Ephesians 1:10 but throughout the Epistle.  Amplifying Ephesians 1:10 is the following:
"...being predestinated according to the purpose of Him Who energizes all these (ta panta) according to the counsel of His will..."                                     Ephesians 1:11

The subject really has not changed here.  In verse 9 it was "the secret of His will", in verse 11 "the counsel of His will." In verse 10 the responsibility of a stewardship devolved from Christ the Head, and in verse 11 the in-worked power to perform it is applied to "all these" (i.e., the heavenly and earthly things of verse 10). 

The next passage of interest brings together both the old and new creations.
"...up above every principality and authority and power and lordship and every name named, not only in this age but also in the coming one, and subordinated all things (panta) under His feet, and gave Him [as] Head over all things (panta) to the church which is His body, the fulness of Him Who fills all these (ta panta) with all things (pasin)."                              Ephesians 1:21-23 

Although He has yet to take full and visible charge of this world, Christ is pictured here as in control - particularly where the church is concerned.  The meaning of Christ filling "all these with all things" is not crystal clear.  When the verb "to fill" is followed by a noun, the grammatical form of the noun must be observed carefully.  If the noun is in the accusative case it indicates the vessel being filled; if it is the genitive then the contents of the full vessel are indicated; if the dative it is the agent doing the filling.  Here "all these" is the vessel and "with all things" the agent.  "All these" could refer back to the double mention of "all things" in verse 22, but these things are beneath Christ's feet (the position of a vanquished enemy) and therefore beneath the church too.  Is Christ simultaneously both vanquishing and filling the same vessel?  Within a somewhat wider context we find that the clause "Who fills all these with all things" corresponds with "who believe according to the energizing of the might of His strength" in verse 19.  The best explanation seems to be this: "all these" is "us who believe" and "all things" acting to fill us are expressions of that "energizing of the might of His strength."
The next relevant passage seems to have the new order of creation in mind.

"...and to enlighten [them as to] what [is] the dispensation of the mystery which has been hidden from the ages in God Who created all these (ta panta)..."                    Ephesians 3:9

The meaning of "all these" here is also somewhat ambiguous.  Does it refer to "the ages", or does it look back to "the unsearchable riches", "the nations" or "all saints" in verse 8?  Only the word "nations" agrees with it in gender (neuter) and number, but perhaps like the creation of "all things" in Revelation 4:11 it sums up a diverse group of things.  In the Ephesians text such a group would be the unsearchable riches of Christ and the dispensation of the mystery.
In any event, an interesting feature of this passage is that it again draws together heavenly and earthly participants.  The nations being enlightened about the dispensation of the mystery hidden from the ages (verses 8-​9) answers to the principalities and powers being schooled by the church concerning God's wisdom in the purpose of the ages (verses 10-11). A question that has yielded diverse answers is: “Are these heavenly powers truant in some way?”. It is conceivable to me that the usual good angel/bad angel interpretation is not so very accurate. It is certain that a certain group of angels requires an object lesson in wisdom from the church. Did not Jesus provide them sufficient object lesson concerning what tests a man might be subjected to and yet overcome? But He was also God, so there is perhaps more to be learned from His frail people who remain faithful despite that frailty. It is also certain there was a group of angels who desired to look into the redemption wrought by Christ (Heb.1:11-12). These must be the best of the lot, seeing they have a desire to learn more about God through all of His works, including what He was working out through Israel – and now through a church that is mostly Gentile. If Satan saw Adam as a rival, these “good angels” must see the godly among men as in some small way God’s co-workers, and they wish to learn from their trials and testings. A trial to come is in store for the angels under Michael’s leadership, when heavenly war breaks out (Rev.12:7) – here for sure the angels have chosen up sides. These are the good angels and the bad angels.
Toward the end of Chapter 3 Paul offers a prayer on 
"... and to know the love of Christ surpassing knowledge, that you may be filled toward all the fulness of God.  But to Him Who is able above all things (panta) to do exceedingly above what we ask or think, according to the power which energizes us ..."                      Ephesians 3:19-20
Here we meet again the divine fulness and energy which was introduced in earlier passages.  The "all things" over which God has power is everything in this old creation.  Christ is Head over them to the church as we saw in 1:22, and through His energizing the church is able to live above them too.
Our final text in Ephesians spans the two spheres again.

"Wherefore it says, 'Having ascended into the height He led captivity captive and gave gifts to men.'  But that He ascended, did He not also descend into the lower regions of the earth?  He Who descended is the same also Who ascended up above all the heavens that He might fill all these (ta panta) ..."                                                             Ephesians 4:8-10
In English this reads as if "all these" refers to "all the heavens", but if this were the Author's intent then ta panta should have been tous pantas to agree with the masculine gender of "heavens".  The "lower regions" does agree with ta panta, and the earthly scene seems to be the real center of Christ's activity these days.  He may be seated up above all the heavens now, but His purpose to fill these lower regions manifests itself in the gifts given to men.  Each one of us has his part in this filling, which is the spirit of Christ embodied in His church. 

These are some of the riches we are able to glean from Ephesians under the heading "all things."  A similar approach can be used in Colossians 1:16-20, which has much complimentary material.  To summarize, we have found that the phrase "all these" links together heavenly and earthly families in a secret purpose of God, headed up by Christ.  We are empowered by Him to live up to the standards of our stewardship in this dispensation - He fills us full.  The power of the old creation has been broken and subordinated under Him.  Because of our position in Him, this old order of power is potentially under our feet too (we need to exercise it! ). "All things" also includes the unsearchable riches of Christ, Who sheds light upon our spirit concerning the secret dispensation.  Through the church's enlightenment the heavenly principalities are learning about God's wisdom too.
Structure of "All Things" in Ephesians-Colossians
A. The Creation.


a. New creation
a.* Eph.1:9-10 "... the mystery of His will according to His good pleasure


    headed up

which He purposed in Himself for a dispensation of the fulness of the seasons to head up all these in Christ: the things in the heavens and the things upon earth..."



b. New creation

b. Eph.1:11 "...predestinated according to the purpose of Him Who


    energized

energizes all these according to the counsel of His will..."




c. All creation

c. Eph.1:22 "And He subordinated all things under His feet and gave





subjected


Him as Head over all things to the church..."





d. New creation

d. Eph.1:23 "...which is His body, the fulness of the One filling






filled


all these among all."






e. New creation

e. Eph.3:9 "...the dispensation of the mystery which has been






created


hidden from the ages in God, Who created all these..."




c. All creation

c. Eph.3:20 "...Him Who is able above all things to do exceedingly 





subjected


above all that we ask or think..."





d. New creation

d.* Eph.4:10 "He that descended is the same also Who ascended up





filled



above all the heavens that He might fill all these."


B. Christ.


B. Eph.4:15 "...holding the truth in love we may grow up into Him, the all, Who is the Head, Christ..."



C. Wicked Works.

C. Eph.5:13 "... all these being reproved by the light are made manifest..."



D. Paul's Affairs.


D. Eph.6:21  "... that you may know all the things concerning me..."

A. The Creation.






e. New creation

e.* Col.1:15-16 "...Firstborn of all creation, because by Him were created 






created



   all these in the heavens and upon the earth ... all these by Him and for Him have been created."



c. All creation


c. Col.1:17 "...He is before all things..."





subjected







f. New creation


f. Col.1:17 "...and by Him all these  cohere."








knit together




c. All creation


c. Col.1:18 "...Firstborn from the dead, that He might be holding first





subjected



place in all things."


a. New creation

a.* Col.1:20 "...by Him to super-reconcile all these unto Himself, having made peace 


reconciled




by the blood of His cross, whether the things upon the earth or the things










in the heavens."



C. Wicked Works.

C. Col.3:8 "...put off all these: wrath, indignation, malice..."
B. Christ.


B. Col.3:10-11 "...being renewed unto full knowledge according to the image of Him Who created him, where there is no Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free but Christ is the all in all."



D. Paul's Affairs.

  
D. Col.4:7,9 "...Tychicus will make known to you all the things concerning me ... they will make known to you all the things here.."

*  These texts show the heavens and the earth to be involved in God's present purpose.
Blue – texts with double “all things”
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