
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2009 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

Together 

 

No. 10 Ephesians 2:19-22 March 29, 2009 

Series: Ephesians  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members 

of God's household, 
20 

built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the 

chief cornerstone. 
21 

In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the 

Lord. 
22 

And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 

 

Introduction 
 Last week we looked at Ephesians 2:11-18 and saw that in saving sinners God has 

started a new society.  It says that Jesus’ purpose was to create in himself one new man – 

a new humanity!  So not just individual salvation, but also communal; not just vertical 

restoration, but also horizontal. 

Jesus demolishes all barriers, all walls of hostility between humans – ethnic, 

economic, educational, etc…  How?  Through the cross.  Not the cross as a mere symbol 

of selfless love, but the cross as a bloody sacrifice to turn away God’s wrath at our sin.  

The cross, understood this way, is, in fact, the only way that people can come together in 

relationship because it says that you’re a sinner (you’re no better than anyone else) and 

that you’re loved (so you can love others).  A new humanity, a new society, a new race 

springs forth. 

I read an essay this week by the travel writer Pico Iyer entitled, “The Nowhere 

Man.”
1
  In it he confesses, “Recently… I realised that I am an example, perhaps, of an 

entirely new breed of people.”  At one point he even used these words – “belonging to 

what feels like a whole new race.”  It sounds familiar to Paul’s language in Ephesians 2, 

but the phenomenon he’s describing is quite different. 

Iyer vividly puts words to the feelings of rootlessness experienced by many in 

modern culture.  He examines how new technologies make life mobile and people 

detached from a sense of place – “impermanent residents of nowhere.”  I wonder how 

many of us were born in Chicago?  How many of you find yourself in an airport at least 

once a month?  Do you ever look around and for a minute forget where you are at present 

because it looks like every other airport you’ve ever been in?  It’s an interesting 

phenomenon: many people don’t really have a defined allegiance to a place they call 

home.  In v. 19a Paul’s going to liken being a part of the new humanity to belonging to a 

great city. 



2 

Connected to this growing demographic of “nowhereians” is another modern 

phenomenon – the unraveling of the family.  Every summer the 350 some descendants of 

Charles and Millie Carter get together in a pavilion at a park in Indiana for a potluck 

(well 350 are invited, only 50 or so show up).  Charles was my great, great grandpa. 

My great grandpa was Walter and he had 8 kids, 7 boys.  My great grandpa 

Walter’s descendants number well over 150 and about 50 or so of them gather every 

Winter on the Saturday between Christmas and New Year’s in the church basement in 

Russiaville, Indiana, for a soup lunch. 

My grandpa was named Robert and he had four sons.  They and their families get 

together at Grandma’s for holidays (except one of my uncles lives in North Carolina and 

can’t make it that often). 

My mom and dad (who are here today) had two boys.  Neither of us, however, 

live in Russiaville. 

So notice: the numbers are getting smaller.  Family sizes are decreasing.  And 

here’s my point: I don’t think the Carter Reunion in the park or the Carter Soup Dinner at 

the church will continue that much longer.  People are less and less connected, more and 

more spread out.  Among my aunts and uncles we just had our first divorce this past year. 

Many of you know more about this than I do.  The times, they have changed.  

You don’t have family reunions, know your cousins.  You have step moms and half-

brothers.  Growing up with your mom and dad is the minority experience for kids today.  

We don’t experience life like the Waltons.  In v. 19b Paul’s going to liken being a part of 

the new humanity to belonging to a big family. 

Both of these realities of life “in Adam” – not having a city to call home or a 

family to go home to – are linked to a deeper reality and that is individualism.  We are an 

extremely individualistic people.  One person has described our culture’s ethos as “that 

curdling of the soul that would leave the human being replete with goods, smothered in 

plenty, but totally alone in the cosmos, isolated, alienated, enclosed within itself, and 

bewildered.”
2
 

We see it.  We sing about it.  But we can’t seem to escape it.  One of our own 

poets has put it this way: 

 

A winter’s day 

In a deep and dark December; 

I am alone, 

Gazing from my window to the streets below 

On a freshly fallen silent shroud of snow. 

I am a rock, 

I am an island. 

I’ve built walls, 

A fortress deep and mighty, 

That none may penetrate. 

I have no need of friendship; friendship causes pain. 

It’s laughter and it’s loving I disdain. 

I am a rock, 

I am an island.
3
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Today’s text says you’re a rock, but in a different sense.  In vv. 20-22 Paul’s going to 

liken being a part of the new humanity to belonging to a holy temple. 

Paul’s appealing to a timeless, human longing for place, for family, for 

community, ultimately for God and saying they those longing can’t truly be fulfilled in 

our human race; they are experienced in the new race that’s found in Christ – the new 

humanity is a city, a family, and a temple.  Those are the three images that we’ll work 

through today.  And as we do what we’ll see in short is just this: to be in Christ is to be 

a part of something bigger than your self. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

City 
“Consequently…”  Paul’s going to round out this segment with the implications 

of what he’s just said.  These Gentiles in and around Ephesus who have been “included in 

Christ when [they] heard the word of truth, the gospel of [their] salvation” and believed it 

(1:13) are now he says “no longer foreigners and aliens.” 

In vv. 11-12 Paul listed pretty bluntly the bleak realities of not being part of the 

covenant people of God, the Jews, in the OT: “excluded from citizenship,” “foreigners,” 

“without hope and without God [wandering about] in the world.”  To be separate from 

Christ was really to be a spiritual nomad, restless, groping for a sense of security, identity 

but not finding anything. 

But Paul says, “You are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with 

God’s people.”  The word translated “alien” here in v. 19 could be translated “sojourner” 

– someone moving from one place to another and belongs in neither place. 

And the word translated “fellow citizens” comes from the word polis, which 

means “city” (Indianapolis, Minneapolis).  While there was a centralized government in 

the Roman Empire, Greek culture still operated in many parts on a city-state mindset.  

You were a citizen of Athens or Sparta or Corinth.  People took great pride in belonging 

to their city.  They fought for its honor.  They identified themselves with it. 

In recent history the nation-state has been sovereign and so patriotism is directed 

toward your country (United States, China, Mexico), but the emphasis is beginning to 

shift back to cities again as they grow and global cities begin to eclipse national 

governments in influence. 

Throughout history the city has been a place of protection, a place of belonging.  

To be outside the city was to be exposed, unsafe, wandering.  The natural and good 

human impulse is to congregate in cities.  It provides a sense of stability, a collective 

identity.  We want that. 

And we still see it today.  Look at all the people outraged that their beloved Sears 

Tower is now Willis Tower (I think there’s a Facebook group that has formed).  Or that 

Marshall Fields became Macy’s – that New York store.  We see city pride at work in 

Chicago’s 2016 Olympic bid.  It’s Springfield vs. Shelbyville for you Simpson’s fans.  

We relish a sense of belonging.  We don’t want to be aliens, wandering sojourners.  We 

want a place to call our own. 

Paul says that’s what the new humanity is.  It’s a city.  It’s a city that you claim 

your citizenship in.  Gentiles together with Jews… all the saints find a bond in Christ, a 

patriotic impulse, a sense of corporate identity, a feeling of security.  I belong 
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somewhere.  As one person has put it, Christians are “not naturalized, but 

supernaturalized citizens”
4
 of the City of God.  God has brought them into this new 

society, given them a permanent home, given them a flag to wave.  To be in Christ is to 

be a part of something bigger than your self – a city. 

 

Family 
 Then Paul abruptly shifts his metaphors.  He’s been talking about citizenship in a 

city.  Then he changes the image to a family – “…fellow citizens with God’s people and 

members of God’s household.”  The word here refers not to a single-family ranch style 

abode, but to the social structure of those who dwell within it.  We might call it today an 

“extended family” – grandparents, parents, kids all living together, related by blood. 

 We’ve seen Paul use this kind language already in 1:5 where he says that “in love 

he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ.”  Adoption.  2:18 – 

“Through [Christ] we… have access to the Father by one Spirit.”  So in Christ God 

becomes our Father.  And what he makes clear here is that we become brothers and 

sisters, related by the blood of Christ.  This familial language is the NT’s favorite way of 

referring to believers – brothers and sisters (i.e. 1Pet. 5:9). 

In fact, there’s this one scene in the Gospels where Jesus’ mother and brothers 

come looking for him to bring him home.  They think he’s lost his mind.  He’s teaching a 

large crowd in a house when “someone told him, ‘Your mother and brothers are standing 

outside, wanting to speak to you.’  He replied to him, ‘Who is my mother, and who are 

my brothers?’  Pointing to his disciples, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers.  

For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother’” 

(Mt. 12:47-50). 

Paul says his readers are members of God’s family – no longer homeless, 

abandoned, rejected.  Isn’t that a comforting picture – God as your dad who loves you 

and accepts you and provides for you and disciplines you and won’t ever leave you?  And 

there’s a motley group of people around the Father’s table who love you, that you can’t 

get away from, that you can be yourself around.  To be in Christ is to be a part of 

something bigger than your self – a family. 

 

Temple 
 Then Paul mixes his metaphor again.  Fellow citizens… members of God’s 

household… “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus 

himself as the chief cornerstone.  In him the whole building is joined together and rises to 

become a holy temple in the Lord” (vv. 20-21).  This actually is referring to a physical 

structure – a temple. 

 Has anyone been to Jerusalem and seen the ruins of the Jewish temple there?  It’s 

massive, right?  Some of the stones that make up the foundation are quite large.  One is 

approximately 12x12x40 feet!  370 tons!  They were quarried and cut to fit off site and 

then brought and put into place.  A cornerstone was key to the whole structure.  Its angles 

had to be precisely perfect; everything else would be built into it.  If it was off level or off 

square by just a little, the whole structure would be off.  The foundation was built into it 

and then the rest of the structure was built on top of the foundation. 
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 Paul says that Christ Jesus himself (an emphatic construction) is the chief 

cornerstone, the first part of the structure from which everything else is built.  Everything 

else is tied back into him, united to him, rests on him. 

Then the foundation is the apostles and prophets.  Who’s meant by these?  

Because of the word order and lack of an article and most importantly the way Paul uses 

this same phrase in 3:5, prophets is probably not referring to the OT prophets, but to a 

class of teachers in the early church.  Look at 3:5 – there Paul says that the mystery of 

Christ “was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by 

the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets.”  So this is referring to those in the first 

century – apostles like Peter and John who had seen Christ and been commissioned by 

him to bear witness and prophets like perhaps Barnabas (cf. Acts 13:1) who were integral 

to the initial growth of the church and formulating its theology of who Christ was and 

what he did. 

So you have Jesus – the chief cornerstone.  And then you have the authoritative 

interpretation of Jesus’ person and work found in the apostles and prophets – the 

foundation.  And on top of that you the saints in Ephesus and all subsequent believers – 

the super-structure. 

Peter picks this up in 1 Peter 2:4-5 – “As you come to him, the living Stone – 

rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him – you also, like living stones, are 

being built into a spiritual house…”  It’s imagery Paul uses elsewhere in 1 Corinthians 

3:16 – “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives 

in you” (cf. 2Cor. 6:16)? 

The temple served several functions, but the one in mind here is the temple as the 

dwelling place of God.  When Solomon’s temple was dedicated in the OT, a “cloud filled 

the temple of the Lord and the priests could not perform their service because of the 

cloud, for the glory of the Lord filled his temple” (1Kings 8:10b-11).  Look at v. 22 – 

“And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by 

his Spirit.” 

The point is that together, collectively God is made manifest to his people.  Now 

it’s true that in 1 Corinthians 6:19 Paul uses the analogy individually – “Do you not know 

that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit?”  Individual Christians are described as 

temples.  The Holy Spirit comes and dwells within each Christian personally – that’s part 

of the individual aspect of salvation.  But the point here is that the Spirit’s work in us 

individually is designed to set us in our place in the community in which God dwells in 

an even more magnified way. 

I love nature!  I love listening to waves lap up on the beach in Florida, gazing at 

the northern lights in Wisconsin, hiking up a snow peaked mountain in Montana, driving 

through corn field in Indiana.  I do.  I believe that God reveals himself through creation.  

“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.  Day 

after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge.  There is no 

speech or language where their voice is not heard” (Ps. 19:1-3).  I experience God in 

nature. 

But nature alone doesn’t tell me about Jesus.  A giant redwood tree tells me of the 

bigness and beauty of God, but it does not tell me how I, a small and ugly sinner, can 

avoid him falling on me and crushing me in his anger at my sin.  It’s general revelation.  

To have a full picture of God and to have a genuine, reconciled relationship with him I 
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need special revelation.  I need to know of Christ and what he’s done for me in the 

fullness of time to redeem me with his blood and forgive my sins in accordance with the 

riches of his grace.  I need the Bible! 

And let me tell you, I’ve had some sublime times with God in his Word, seeing 

Jesus revealed there and having the Spirit press down hard on me.  I’ve had powerful 

times in my chair in my study with my Bible open.  An open Bible in a woods with birds 

chirping is even better. 

But let me tell you the most profound, awe-inspiring, bone-tingling, Spirit-filled, 

sweet moments where I see myself, the world, and God with the most clarity, where I’m 

blown away by his glory and grace are not in nature or by myself in my study, but when I 

have been gathered together with my brothers and sisters and the inspired words of the 

apostles and prophets are opened up and expounded with conviction and clarity and 

Christ himself is the centerpiece and something amazing happens.  It’s like a dense, 

heavy cloud comes down and everything else is pushed out by the glory of the Lord. 

This is what Paul’s talking about here: we experience God together, based on the 

Word, centered on Christ.  It doesn’t always feel like that, trust me.  Some Sundays feel 

blah.  Some prayer meetings fall flat.  Some small groups are painful to be at.  But even 

then God is working on us by his Spirit.  Working patience, teaching commitment, 

instilling discipline, making us hunger and thirst for him more, and in an unexpected, 

unflashy way the Holy Spirit is experienced in a manner unlike what can be experienced 

by myself with God. 

 We like the idea that our individual bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit.  But we 

don’t think much about the greater reality that we “are being built together to become a 

dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit,” because it says that we’re just one part of the 

whole; it says that there’s an experience of God that requires more than just me and God; 

it goes against the grain of our dearly held individualism.  When we think of a 

relationship with God, we think in personal terms, not corporate. 

“In the United States, 80 percent believe that a person should arrive at his or her 

own beliefs independent of any external authority such as a church.  Indeed, 60 percent 

say that since we all have God within us, churches are unnecessary.  And in a 

generational slice that was made, 53 percent of boomers think it is more important to be 

alone and meditate than to worship with others.”
5
 

Many of those who have tried to help the church out in this setting have 

unwittingly played into the problem.  One famous church guru has said, “The audience, 

not the message, is sovereign.”
6
  Which is just another way of saying the customer is 

king; give the lady what she wants (Marshall Fields’ slogan).  Which is just 

consumerism.  Which is just individualism. 

Paul says that the message is bedrock – Christ as revealed to the apostles and 

prophets.  And “no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid” (1Cor. 

3:11).  And Christians, as they are synched up with Christ are standing on the shoulders 

of giants and built into other people and they collectively are the place where God is 

made manifest and experienced and worshipped.  To be in Christ is to be a part of 

something bigger than your self – a temple. 

 

Application 
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Again, the local church is to be a microcosm of this grand reality.  This isn’t just 

supposed to be theoretical; it’s to be played out in the nitty-gritty of Immanuel Baptist 

Church.  It’s interesting that almost every address, admonition, and encouragement in the 

NT is in the second person plural.  We’re going to see a lot of those specific applications 

as we get into the second half of Ephesians.  But let’s just think for a little bit now about 

these images of city, family, and temple and what they might mean. 

Is your defining identity individualistic – your interests, your personality, your 

career, etc… – or is it corporate.  And if it’s corporate, is your primary citizenship, the 

corporate entity you most readily identify yourself with your company (I’m an IBM 

man), your college alumni association (Wheaton!), your city (go Cubs!) or is it your 

church, this church? 

Do you look at people in the church as family, people you can’t just ditch, people 

you love unconditionally?  Do you even, in some sense, see these bonds here as 

superseding that of biological family?  Jesus says, “If anyone comes to me and does not 

hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters – yes, even his 

own life – he cannot be my disciple” (Lk. 14:26).  Elsewhere he says, “I tell you the 

truth… no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or 

fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present 

age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields – and with them, persecutions) 

and in the age to come, eternal life” (Mk. 10:29-30).  Do you look at it that way? 

And what would it look like to be built together – individual stones stacked 

together to make a whole?  I think it would involve leaning on each other – putting our 

weight on those around us, being supported and supporting others.  Is that happening with 

you?  Or are you trying to stand up on your own?  Do you regularly go to other people in 

the church with your problems and needs and serve others you know are about to crack?  

I also get the image of two stones rubbing up next to each other and rubbing their rough 

edges off.  Are your relationships here intentional about really getting close enough that 

we can rub each other’s rough edges off – see each other’s sins, rebuke, forgive, etc…? 

 

Conclusion 
Here’s the thing: This lasts!  Of course we love our city, Chicago, and desire to 

infiltrate and influence it, praying for its shalom, investing ourselves in it.  But we are 

ultimately “looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is 

God” (Heb. 11:10), “the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from 

God” (Rev. 21:2).  And we are that city!  When Willis Tower and all of Chicago melts 

away, what will be left behind is the Church, purified and perfected. 

Of course we love our families and seek to strengthen families in our culture.  But 

in the resurrection Jesus tells us that we “will neither marry nor be given in marriage… 

[we] are God’s children” (Lk. 20:35-36).  These bonds will outlast those. 

And when Paul was writing this letter there was still a physical temple in 

Jerusalem, but that temple was destroyed in A.D. 70 and we don’t look for it to be rebuilt 

because we are the temple of God now!  Christ has been sacrificed once and for all.  And 

the heavenly, eternal city is described in Revelation like one, big temple where God 

dwells among his people.  In fact, we’re told that there is no temple “in the city, because 

the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple” (Rev. 21:22).  And we are in him. 
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The Lord’s Table 
 Are you “in him?”  Have you stood at the foot of the cross and said that you can’t 

do it alone, you can’t save yourself… 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, March 29, 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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