The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Proper 11, Year B

The Text: Ephesians 2:11-22

Do you remember where you were on November 9, 1989? 
Maybe some of you weren’t even born! 
This was the date we generally use to mark the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

It was the day the East German government announced that its citizens could visit West Germany, and so crowds of people climbed onto the wall and crossed the wall. You may remember those scenes of people celebrating and embracing. It was a memorable event in history, because that wall was about so much more than just physical separation, it was also profoundly symbolic for a much deeper division, it was a wall of hostility. 

Our text today speaks of another ‘dividing wall of hostility’, between Jew and Gentile. Many people might think that St Paul may have had in mind a real physical wall, the one in the temple courts, which did literally separate Jew and Gentile, because Gentiles could only go so far into the Temple. 

But if St Paul does have in mind that literal wall, he is also referring to something much deeper, the hostility between t the ‘circumcised’ and the ‘uncircumcised’, and so by extension the hostility that exists between all sorts of groups of people because of human sin. 

This is the wall which God has broken down in Christ Jesus.  

Today we’re going to work our way through this text under three simple headings: 
What it is to be ‘without Christ’, 

What it is to come ‘through Christ’, 

What it is to live ‘in Christ’.  

So first is our condition ‘without Christ’, and this is in verses 11-12. 

The Apostle Paul writes, ‘Remember that at one time you were without Christ…’ 

Many of us here grew up in Christian homes, and so we cannot remember a time when we did not know the Lord Jesus Christ. This is a tremendous blessing in many ways. But when you do have this blessing, there can be a particular temptation, which is taking what you have for granted.

The first verses of this text encourage us to reflect:  ‘What does it really mean to be without Christ?’ Where would each of us be, were it not for his grace and mercy? 

Now, some of you have become Christians later in life, you perhaps know firsthand, you do remember well what it is to be ‘without Christ’. 

Similarly some of you have had big periods of time in life when you’ve left the faith and God has brought you back. You too know what it is to be ‘without Christ’. 

St Paul says here, ‘Remember that—don’t forget’.    
And notice how strong he is here as he speaks to the Gentile Christians in Ephesus: ‘remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world’. 

He’s not pulling any punches is he? One old commentator summed it up this way—that Paul says they were: 

‘Christless, 
stateless,
friendless, 
hopeless,

and Godless’. 
Let’s just pick up on one of those for now, which is that we Gentile people were ‘aliens and strangers from the commonwealth of Israel…’
I wonder if you’ve ever been overseas and lost your passport? 
What about more serious situations though? Like the plight of people in our world who do not have any citizenship, so called ‘stateless persons’ with no official nationality, or refugees who for various reasons can’t return to their home? 

There are even entire groups of ‘stateless peoples’ in the world, thousands and thousands who through war and other political manoeuvrings have ended up with no nation to call their own, no secure citizenship, nowhere to belong. 

St Paul says: You Gentile Christians, don’t forget, that’s what you were without Christ, strangers and aliens from the people of God, with absolutely no means or ability to become one with them. 

Let us not take what we have for granted. 
Next though, is our condition ‘through Christ’, which is in verses 13-18. The situation here is that Jews and Gentiles were divided and separated, and not only that, but hostile toward each other. 

We human beings do not need much excuse to become hostile to each other do we? Whether it’s on large scales as different people-groups look down on each other and come up with derogatory nicknames and even treat each other in sub-human ways. Or whether it’s on a much smaller scale in our own families where different groups of the family become hostile to each other.  This is what it’s like in our broken world as sinful human beings. 

So what did God do about it? 

God has brought peace and reconciliation, God has brought these hostile peoples together into one body, and it all happens through Jesus, and especially through the Cross of Jesus Christ. 

‘But now in Christ Jesus you who were once far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ…’ 

‘For he – Jesus – is our peace…’ 

‘He has reconciled both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility…’ 

It’s through Jesus and specifically through his shed blood on the Cross that God brings reconciliation and peace and unity and destroys the hostility. But don’t miss the big emphasis here, which is that in Christ, there is not only reconciliation and peace with the Father—although that is first and foremost—but there is also peace and reconciliation with each other, between Jew and Gentile.  The cross of Christ also has a horizontal dimension, and so by extension this applies to how all human beings can be brought together through Jesus Christ. 
A funeral is often an occasion when families are drawn together. At one level just physically people live all over the world, but a funeral draws them together. But in deeper ways too, perhaps people in the family are divided and even in situations of conflict, or have drifted apart in their relationships. The death of a loved one can draw people together, even just on a human level. 

Well St Paul is saying that it is the death of Jesus that is God’s ultimate and most powerful means, of ending the hostility between us, and bring people together as one. 

Because, ‘Through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father…’ 

The picture is that God brings us together because there’s not one way to God for the Jew and one for the Gentile, there’s not one way for the rich and another for the poor, not one way for the successful and another for those who struggle in life. We are all sinners with our only hope being brought to God trough the death and resurrection of Jesus. We are together brought to the Father, through the Son, by the Spirit. 

This is what God has done for us through Christ, 

Peace with God, 

Peace with each other, 

Through the blood, 

Through the cross. 
Finally, what is it to be ‘in Christ’? This is in verses 19-22. There’s three basic pictures used here: 

In Christ we are true citizens, members of the household of God, and a holy temple in the Lord. We are no longer strangers and aliens, but we are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God.
Have any of you here emigrated from another country, and remember that day when you were finally granted your citizenship? It can be a long, expensive and emotionally draining process. Hence the joy you often see at those ceremonies, often on Australia day, when someone is granted citizenship. 

This is what we have in Christ; we who are no longer strangers and aliens, but those who have the security of citizenship with the people of God. Notice that Paul shifts his image slightly as he says that as well as being citizens, we’re also members of the household of God. So we’ve gone all the way from being strangers and aliens with no rights, privileges, security or hope, to being adopted into the royal family, with an inheritance that is beyond your wildest imagination. 
And then to shift the image one final time, the Apostle says this holy nation, and this new family, is also a holy temple. A temple is a place where God dwells. This new nation made up of Jew and Gentile together; this new family made up of people from every nation, tribe, people and tongue; this community spread out across time and space that we know as the Church…this is where God has come to make his home, and so it’s a holy temple, with a foundation of the apostles and prophets, all held together by Christ Jesus the cornerstone. 

It’s not finished, Paul says. ‘It grows’, he says. Great buildings take time. And here we’re told that the greatest building, the church of Jesus Christ, the holy temple of the Lord, is still growing, as stone by stone and brick by brick, those who were far off are brought near. 

Every time we see a person baptised, we see a new stone in this living temple. It grows. 

And it’s here in the life of the church, that we see most clearly what God has done and is doing in Christ, breaking down walls of hostility, drawing together people in Christ.  
And what a miracle it is that here people from all sorts of backgrounds, from all walks of life, people who would otherwise perhaps have nothing to do with each other, kneel down side by side and receive the body of Christ together in the Lord’s supper, and drink from the one cup, peace through the blood of Christ. 

So dear saints, 

dear citizens, 

dear children of God:
As momentous as the fall of the Berlin Wall was, it was nothing compared with the breaking down of the walls of hostility brought about the Cross of Christ. Let us remember what it is to be without Christ, let us give thanks what God has done through Christ, and let us rejoice that we live in Christ! Amen.
