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Text 
Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called "uncircumcised" by those who 

call themselves "the circumcision" (that done in the body by the hands of men)-- 12 remember that at that 

time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of 

the promise, without hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far 

away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made 

the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15 by abolishing in his flesh the 

law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the 

two, thus making peace, 16 and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by 

which he put to death their hostility. 17 He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace 

to those who were near. 18 For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 

 

Introduction 
 I finished up last week’s sermon with a brief biographical sketch of the 16

th
 

century Reformer Martin Luther.  His is a story that I find very powerful and very 

compelling.  He tried and tried and tried to make God love him by being a good monk, by 

confessing every little sin, by sleeping in the cold with no blankets… anything he could 

to assuage his guilt and acquire God’s approval.  But nothing worked until he one day 

realized what the Bible said Christianity was all about, and that is a God who gives an 

alien righteousness to the unrighteous… justification by faith alone.  He realized he 

couldn’t atone for his guilt and earn God’s acceptance, but there was One who had and 

all that he did and was could be his by faith. 

 Now a lot of people hear this kind of talk and say that it is deficient, destructive 

even.  Many look at the Reformation (what happened in Western Europe in the 1500s due 

to people like Luther and Calvin) and say that it laid the foundation for the rampant 

individualism that’s run amok of Western culture in the last few hundred years.  Maybe 

you’ve felt like I’ve focused a bit too much on the personal – the soul and God; how 

individual sinners can be made right with him.  Is that really the right focus or are you 

just reading the text through a Western, American, overly psychologized lens? 

 What about community?  What about social structures?  What about the 

reconciliation of all things, things like the creation itself?  Isn’t it over-simplifying, even 

a sad reductionism to say that the gospel is about how sinners can be made right with 

God?  To many, this kind of talk seems irrelevant to the problems that really matter – the 
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class struggle, the clash of civilizations, war and peace, the AIDS epidemic, the 

environmental crisis, economic inequalities, etc… 

 How do we think about all of this?  That’s what I’m going to try to walk through 

with you today.  In short, the message of Ephesians 2:11-18 is just this: In saving 

sinners, God has started a new society.  Should be interesting, let’s get started… 

 

But first, let’s pray… 
 

Adam and the Fall 
 Before we started looking as a church at the book of Ephesians at the beginning of 

this year we spent a year and a half in the book of Genesis.  I think if we’re going to have 

the proper framework for understanding today’s text in Ephesians we’re going to have to 

go back into Genesis for a little bit.  We talked a little bit about Adam and Original Sin at 

the beginning of Ephesians 2.  I think we still need to be in that framework. 

 Christians believe that “from one man [God] made every nation of men” (Acts 

17:26).  You can believe many different options regarding the science of how that came 

about, but that there was a literal Adam who represented all subsequent humanity and 

from whom all humanity is descended is indispensable to the Bible’s explanation of life.  

Without it every other aspect of Christian theology eventually breaks down. 

 Adam was initially in a perfect vertical relationship with God, as well as a perfect 

horizontal relationship with his wife, Eve, and also with the creation itself.  He was 

supposed to care for and cultivate the creation.  He was supposed to do this in partnership 

with his wife, creating an entire human race and civilization.  And it was all supposed to 

be out of a love relationship with his Creator. 

 Now, what went wrong??  That’s not what we experience today.  So what was it 

that comprised the Fall?  What was the thing that messed everything up?  Was it that 

Adam threw a piece of litter on the ground and left it and the moment he did that 

everything changed forever?  Was it that he said something mean to his wife and as soon 

as the words left his mouth the cosmos was shattered? 

 No.  What was it?  It was that he turned on God, disobeying his command, 

rebelling against his authority, distrusting his word.  He sinned against God, demanding 

to be his own god.  And that is what brought ruin to this world. 

In fact, it would have been unconscionable for Adam to diss God’s creation if he 

were in a right relationship with God the Creator.  It would have been impossible for him 

to speak a hateful word to a fellow image-bearer of God if he was in love with God.  The 

first sin was an individual sin directed vertically against God.  And as a result of a 

fractured relationship with God, then naturally there entered fractured relationships with 

each other and with the created order.  If someone has a nasty break up with a boyfriend 

she’s going to despise anything that reminds her of him – pictures, anything he made and 

gave to her. 

It’s because we are at odds personally with God that every other societal or 

structural ill occurs.  It was an individual, personal sin against God and the resulting 

judgment of God that sparked the fire that has ravaged the world we live in.  And that one 

individual sinner, estranged from God has spawned a whole human race of individual 

sinners, personally estranged from God. 
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And so if any fix is going to be made, the first thing that needs to be dealt with is 

the first thing that caused the problem: individual sinners need to be reconciled to a holy 

God.  Thus the emphasis on personal salvation, vertical restoration, justification by faith 

– individuals finding God’s wrath averted and God’s righteousness imputed to them and 

enjoying a love relationship with God that sets their hearts at rest.  That’s what Jesus 

does. 

Did you get that?  That’s why all the emphasis on the personal relationship with 

God.  But yet get this: just as in Adam there came a great, big (fragmented) human race, 

so also in Christ there is a fresh, new (united) human race.  Just as individual sin against 

God didn’t stop with the individual, so also individual redemption doesn’t just end with 

the individual.  In saving sinners, God has started a new society. 

 So you’ve got to have the Adam thing in your mind if you’re going to understand 

what Paul’s saying here in the last half of chapter 2.  You’re in Adam or you’re in 

Christ… and nobody’s there alone; it’s a corporate identity. 

 

Abraham and the Gentile Condition 

And now especially for verses 11 and 12 you’ve also got to understand another 

OT Bible character – Abraham.  With Abraham in Genesis 12 we see God initiating a 

specific stage of redemptive history.  He comes to one man – Abraham – and makes a 

unilateral covenant with him, making a promise to him.  Abraham is individually justified 

by faith.  He believes the Lord and it is credited to him as righteousness (Gen. 15:6).  

God brings him into a restored and reconciled relationship with himself. 

But there’s more.  God promised to make Abraham into a great nation (see Gen. 

12:2).  He promised to give him offspring as numerous as the stars in the sky.  Thus 

began the Jewish people, the people of Israel.  And in Genesis 17 we have circumcision 

introduced as the distinguishing mark of the Jewish people, the people with whom God 

had made a covenant.  Not everyone who belonged to Israel was rightly related to God 

personally (see Rom. 2:28-29; 9:6), but everyone who was rightly related to God 

personally belonged to Israel. 

To not be part of this covenant community, which was signified by being 

circumcised if you were a male (and if you don’t know what circumcision is, the UIC 

Flame recently ran an interesting article on the pros and cons of it today; did anyone see 

that?), was to be outside the purview of God’s saving activity.  Paul here lists some of the 

ramifications of what it meant to be a non-Jew, a Gentile during this stage of redemptive 

history in vv. 11-12.  He’s writing to first century Greeks in and around Ephesus and 

calling them to remember – “remember that formerly you who are called Gentiles by 

birth and called ‘uncircumcised’ by those who call themselves ‘the circumcision’ (that 

done in the body by the hands of men) – remember that at that time you were…”  And 

then he lists 5 items.  Let’s take them quickly, and let’s take them in reverse. 

So, starting with number 5 at the end of v. 12 – “without God in the world.”  To 

be a Gentile was to be left to yourself to figure out who God was and how to get right 

with him, which as we saw in vv. 1-10 will never turn out well.  We are dead in 

transgressions and sins; following the world, the devil, and the flesh; under God’s wrath.  

We need an intervention.  The Gentiles had come up with lots of gods, but they didn’t 

have the one, true God. 
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Working backwards, next we see that they were “without hope.”  They were on 

their own, no special revelation from the outside, so no real purpose.  Greeks, for 

example, could only look back to their Golden Age of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.  

There was no future orientation.  In fact, it was an age of suicide.  The Roman historian 

“Tacitus tells of a man who killed himself in indignation that he had been born.”
1
  The 

poet Catullus wrote: 

 

The sun can set and rise again 

But once our brief light sets 

There is one unending night to be slept through.
2
 

 

No hope, just like many experience today apart from God. 

 Just before that statement is this one – “foreigners to the covenants of promise.”  

Gentiles hadn’t received God’s words that he accepted them and that they were part of a 

bigger, unfolding plan. 

 This, again, is due to being “excluded from citizenship in Israel.”  But what was 

the whole point of Israel – the kingship, the Law, the Temple, the ceremonies?? 

 It was all about Christ!  Everything God did with the Jewish people in the OT was 

geared towards, was intended to set up the Messiah!  To be outside of this was to be 

outside of the expectations for and belief in a coming Redeemer, someone who would 

definitively deal with the problem of sin, the mess brought on by Adam.  To be in it was 

to be living in future expectation that Christ would come.  It was to have prospective faith 

in Christ and to have his work applied to you retrospectively. 

 

Jesus and the New Situation 

But that whole stage of Israelite exclusivity was always meant to be temporary.  It 

was a community based upon ethnicity, yet imbedded in the initial promise to Abraham 

was that God would make him a blessing “and all peoples on earth [would] be blessed 

through [him]” (Gen. 12:3).  Its purpose was to set up Christ, so what happens when 

Christ comes?  Everything changes! 

“But now [language mirroring that of the big but in v. 4] in Christ Jesus you who 

once were far away have been brought near [a divine passive] through the blood of 

Christ.”  This ethnic line marking off the people of God has been erased.  Through the 

blood (more on this in a minute) of the Messiah (who turned out to be the historical 

figure Jesus), Jew and Gentile are put on equal footing. 

V. 14 – “For he himself is our peace.”  Why is peace needed?  Because the initial 

problem of a fractured humanity in Adam had not been fully dealt with.  Many ethnic 

Jews had latched on to their ethnicity as a badge of honor.  They missed the message of 

grace and looked down on others with pride.  They looked to their circumcision, their 

laws, their culture as works that made them a cut above others. 

Jesus, it says, “made the two one.”  He “destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of 

hostility.”  In Jerusalem in that day, in the Jewish Temple, there was a literal wall 

partitioning off the Court of the Gentiles from the inner courts.  You can go to museums 

and see pieces of this wall found in excavations with inscriptions that read, “No foreigner 

may enter within the barricade which surrounds the sanctuary and enclosure.  Anyone 

who is caught doing so will have himself to blame for his ensuing death.”
3
  Paul’s 
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readers, even though they were Gentiles from Ephesus, would have probably known 

about this wall because one of the very reasons that Paul was in jail in Rome at the time 

was because he had been accused by the Jews of bringing an Ephesian named Trophimus 

past that barrier (see Acts 21:27ff). 

There’s literary evidence from the day that Jews often referred to Gentiles as 

dogs, that they believed Gentiles were created as fuel for the fires of hell, and that it was 

not even worth helping a Gentile woman give birth because it would just bring another 

heathen into the world.  Gentiles, on the other side however, do not come off any better.  

The Roman Livy said, “The Greeks wage a truceless war against people of other races, 

against barbarians.”
4
  This is simply part of human nature – racism, xenophobia, pride, 

hatred. 

Jesus, it says, neutralized the hostility between Jew and Gentile “by abolishing in 

his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations.”  There’s a lot of debate as to 

what that means.  John Stott says, “Jesus abolished both the regulations of the ceremonial 

law and the condemnation of the moral law”
5
  All the ethno-culturally specific aspects of 

the Jewish Law (things like circumcision and Levitical priests and dietary restrictions) are 

no longer necessary because they were merely “a shadow of the things that were to come; 

the reality, however, is found in Christ” (Col. 2:17).  With the coming of Jesus they have 

served their purpose and now only serve to divide.  They remain useful to look at to this 

day to fill out our picture of who Jesus is and what he did, but they are no longer binding 

on God’s people. 

The moral aspects of the Mosaic Law remain binding and in effect, but as a 

method of distinguishing oneself over against another they are nullified.  They were 

never meant to be used that way in the first place.  They should only serve to bring one 

down, not puff one up.  But especially in Christ, no one can use the law to make a case 

that he or she is better than anyone else.  Everyone stands condemned.  Jesus takes the 

curses of the Law on his own flesh and pays for them once and for all, thus leveling the 

playing field for everyone.  He clearly defuses the law as a weapon of exclusion.  Again, 

more on this in a minute. 

Jesus’ “purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making 

peace.”  He came to bring Jews and Gentiles into one people (cf. John 10:16, 11:52).  He 

came to eradicate all the divisions and relational barriers made by human hands.  He 

came to re-establish peace, shalom, that original horizontal relationship between human 

and human.  He came to undo what Adam did.  He came to start a new humanity.  To 

make one new man out of the two. 

“All of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  

There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in 

Christ Jesus.  If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according 

to the promise” (Gal. 3:27-29).  “Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or 

uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all” (Col. 

3:11). 

In Christ, God has created a new humanity.  Clement of Alexandria (2
nd

 cent.) 

said, “We who worship God in a new way, as the third race, are Christians.”  In the 

Epistle of Diogenes (circa 3
rd

 cent.) Christians are referred to as “this new race.”  As a 

kid in Sunday School I would sneak in and study the Bible Trivia questions ahead of time 

so that I could win.  I still remember one of the questions, “Where were the disciples first 
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called Christians?”  The answer is Antioch (see Acts 11:26).  But why?  Well because for 

the first time in human history people were crossing ethnic barriers, literal walls that 

quartered off different ethnic ghettos of the city, to worship the same God!  Always 

before, ethnicity had been tied to deity.  But this wasn’t just a Jewish thing.  This was a 

multi-ethnic thing and so people had to come up with a new name for it – Christians. 

A new race!  A new humanity.  A new society.  Just as in Adam there is a 

fractured human race, now in Christ there is a united human race. 

 

The Cross 
 Let’s think a little bit more about how this happens.  V. 16 – “And in this one 

body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their 

hostility.”  Paul’s hinted at this a couple times – “…been brought near through the blood 

of Christ;” “…abolishing in his flesh the law…”  Here he says that God reconciles people 

to people by reconciling people to God through the cross. 

 What is the cross?  It’s where Jesus died.  What does the cross do?  It pays the 

penalty for individual, human sin against God.  The wrath that individual sin incurs finds 

its propitiation in the cross and such a radical sacrifice recaptures our hearts for God.  It’s 

the means by which a vertical, personal relationship can be restored between you and 

God. 

 The cross is central and indispensable.  You can’t pull the cross out of 

Christianity or try to make Christianity center around something different.  And you can’t 

redefine it, like so many are prone to do.  You may think an angry God and a blood 

sacrifice is so primitive, old-fashioned, unbelievable.  You prefer to think of the cross as 

a symbol, a gesture of self-sacrificial love. 

 Do you ever stand on the ‘L’ platform waiting for a train and look down at the 

tracks and marvel at how there’s really not much keeping you from falling in and getting 

hit by a train.  What if I was standing at Clark & Lake during rush hour, a brown line 

train was coming and I yelled very loudly for everyone to hear, “I LOVE YOU SO 

MUCH!  Watch this…”  And then I threw myself onto the tracks right in front of the train 

and died.  Would that be a beautiful thing?  No, it wouldn’t.  Could it even really be 

called love?  I’d be a madman, someone who has lost his mind.  If Jesus just said, “Here 

I’m going to get myself killed by one of the most gruesome forms of execution to show 

you how much I love you,” it would be a gesture of insanity. 

 Now, if you were somehow stuck in the path of the train and I gave my life to 

push you out of the way and save yours, then that’s a different story.  You see: the cross 

only makes sense if it’s absolutely necessary.  And the Bible says it was absolutely 

necessary that the sinless Son of God take on human flesh and die as a sin offering in 

your place for you to be reconciled to God.  Nothing else would do. 

 What does that say?  It says, plain and simple, that you are a sinner.  And not just 

a sinner, but a desperate, hopeless sinner.  It took the awful death of Christ and nothing 

less to save you.  You contribute nothing to your salvation except the sin from which you 

need to be saved.  There’s nothing distinguishing about you in God’s eyes.  Christ had to 

die for you to make you acceptable in God’s eyes. 

 And what does that do?  It levels you.  It makes you sing, “Forbid it, Lord, that I 

should boast, save in the death of Christ my God!”  Christ’s death puts to death all of our 
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hostility, for what is hostility if not a disdain of other people because in some way you 

feel superior.  Everyone comes to the cross on an equal footing. 

 Racism, ethnocentrism is totally precluded.  Christ had to die for the ‘refined’ 

Western European just as much as he had to die for the ‘savage’ Amazon tribesman.  Or 

the Taylor Street Italian just as much as the Pilsen Mexican.  Or… whatever.  God’s 

design is not to eliminate all cultural identities and make us color blind, not at all.  Unity, 

not uniformity is the goal.  And that unity comes as we realize that nothing in us or our 

ethnicity or culture recommends us to God, but Christ had to die for us.  Then we can 

begin to appreciate the strengths of every culture and see the weaknesses of our own. 

 More than that the cross precludes all forms of segregation – ethnic, economic, 

educational… any form of demographic.  You can’t look up at the cross and down at 

other people at the same time.  If someone smells differently than you, you have to say, 

“If it were not for the aroma of Christ, I would be a stench to God.”  If someone talks too 

much and annoys you, you have to remember that God has heard every careless word 

that’s ever come out of your mouth and if not for the intercession of Christ your words 

would condemn you. 

If two people can’t get along, they’re not thinking of/understanding the cross.  

You can’t say they’re not intellectual enough or they’re too hoity-toity; they’re so 

materialistic or they’re so fuddy-duddy; they’re college students or they’re so old; they’re 

not sensitive enough to the Spirit or they’re charismaniacs; they’re painfully shy or 

they’re annoyingly gregarious.  You can’t say that if you get the cross. 

The cross is crucial.  It pays the price for individual sinners to be reconciled to 

God, but (don’t you see?) you can’t take the cross and say it’s just for individuals and 

God.  In Christ, through the cross, God’s design is to make a new humanity, to reconcile 

human to human.  Vertical/personal sin OR redemption both inevitably spills over into 

the horizontal/communal dimension. 

The message of Christ is a message of peace to those who were far away and 

those who were near – Gentiles and Jews; everyone really.  Because it says, “through him 

we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.”  The word translated ‘access’ – 

prosagoge – was a noun used of the person who brought you into the presence of a king.  

Not just anyone can come and approach the king on his throne, no matter who you are.  

You need an escort, an introduction, a prosagoge… access.  Jesus is that person.  We all 

come into the Trinitarian court of the eternal Godhead one way, and that is through being 

synched up with Christ by the work of the Spirit. 

And in Christ it’s one big party of redeemed sinners from every tongue, tribe, and 

nation celebrating grace together. 

 

Conclusion 
Now that’s kind of conceptual and we can all say sentimentally that this is what 

heaven will be like.  We can point to the data that shows today there are more Anglican 

Christians in Nigeria than there are in England, the U.S., and Canada combined.  It’s true 

and a testimony that Christianity is global, but do these realities hit home to us?  Paul was 

writing about this because it was an issue that affected them personally. 

Paul prays at the end of ch. 1 for an awareness of God’s power.  The first half of 

ch. 2 tells of God’s power to bring dead individuals to life again.  And hopefully you’ve 

seen that; hopefully you’ve experienced it.  And we love to hear about this stuff.  When 
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someone talks about God’s power for your life your ears perk up.  We love to hear a 

message that really speaks to me.  We love to close our eyes and sing songs that use a lot 

of personal pronouns (I remember early on when we took all our music library from 

transparencies to PowerPoint I input a lot of them by hand; they were categorized by 

alphabetical order and when I got to the “I” section it was 20x as big as all the rest). 

But the second half of ch. 2 is just as important.  It’s just as much a necessary 

demonstration of God’s power.  It tells of God’s power to break down social barriers and 

create community.  Do you want to see this?  Have you experienced this? 

How do you see it?  You see it in the local church!  There’s a lot of clamor these 

days from some about community, while at the same time the very same people are 

generally the most absent from the church.  Hear me: not everybody in a church belongs 

to the new society, but everyone who belongs to the new society is in a church. 

If you’re operating on your own, apart from a serious attachment to a visible body 

of believers – the church – then you’re most likely still operating out of a works based 

mentality, a spirituality from below, a prideful project of self-salvation that makes you 

think you’re better than others, capable on your own, doing just fine – thank-you. 

“Nobody there is really like me.”  Oh really!  Think about that… 

“It’s too institutional.”  But what you probably mean by that is that it has a 

weekly service that’s open to the public where anybody can come and you just want a 

small, close(d) group of people who are a lot like you.  Think about it… 

“I can benefit more from getting a sampling of the larger body of Christ; a little 

here and a little there.”  But that’s predicated on the idea that you know what’s best for 

you.  Think about it… 

In saving sinners, God has started a new society.  Are you a part of it?  Are you 

a part of the church? 

 

The Lord’s Table 
I guess the bottom line question is: Do you really agree with the cross?  Do you 

agree with its judgment of you and it’s justification of you?  Have you really seen your 

sin in the cross and been leveled by it?  Do you really trust that Jesus took care of your 

sin on the cross and you never could?  Do you agree with what the cross has to say? 

The Lord’s Table is a means of remembering the cross, of listening to its word of 

judgment and of justification.  If you believe what it says, let’s come to the Table 

together and eat side-by-side.  Come up when you’re ready but we’re going to do it a bit 

differently today.  Pastor Hobin and I are going to be serving the elements.  As you come 

up when there’s a cluster of four people (ideally people you may not know very well or 

even naturally like!) you’ll come together, standing side-by-side and we’ll serve you the 

bread and the grape juice and you’ll eat together, remembering the cross and realizing 

that it puts you right along side other people coming to God the same exact way… 

 

Benediction 
May we be brought to complete unity to let the world know that the Father has sent the 

Son and has loved us even as he has loved the Son (see Jn. 17:23). 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 22, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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