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EPHESIANS 2:11-22 
 

Living and gracious God, now as we meditate upon your word, fill us with your Spirit. 

Soften our hearts that we may delight in your presence. 

Sharpen our minds that we discern you truth. 

Shape our wills that we may desire your ways. Through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen   

 

Markus Barth calls this section of Ephesians “the key and high point of the whole Epistle” and 

another commentator describes it as “perhaps the most significant ecclesiological text in the New 

Testament”. Ecclesiology is the word used when theologians talk about the nature of the church, and 

at a time when our understanding of church is being so significantly challenged by the rapidly 

changing context in which we endeavour to form and sustain Christian communities, and we realise 

that the way in which we have done things over the past few centuries doesn’t appear to working like 

it once did (most obviously seen in the dwindling and aging congregations in many of our churches), 

it is important that we are not simply driven by the pragmatics of what works or the latest insights 

from marketing or business gurus in our desperate bid to survive, but reflect biblically and 

theologically on the essential nature and character of the church. Passages like this have much to say 

to us in our context. 

 

In the first half of this chapter Paul speaks to the individual Christian, and hones in on the question of 

our identity – incidentally the issue most sociologists suggest is the fundamental question people are 

asking today. “Who am I?” And Paul’s focus was on our changed identity. You were once dead in 

your sins but now God has made us alive in Christ. In this half he is continuing to explore that issue 

of identity, but now it is our communal identity. “Who are we?” now in Christ.  

 

One of the important keys in understanding Scripture is to remember the importance of the little 

words. In the first half of the chapter it is but. You were once, but God changed everything. I often 

say to my students take special note when you come across a “but” – “but” is the gospel. Here in the 

latter half of the chapter,  the essential word is in. Used 10 times. First 3 with word ‘sarx’ in Greek – 

literally “in the flesh”. Last 7 with variety of words, with similar essence – “in Christ”, “in him”, “in 

one body”, “in one Spirit.” That is the key to your identity. You have changed the place you find your 

essential identity. Once it was “in the flesh” now it is “in Christ.” 

 

Your former identity in the flesh or by birth as it is translated in the first usage is explored in vv11-

12. Paul’s use of the word ‘sarx’ is rather complicated as he uses it in so many different ways – which 

is why I went back to the orginal. Here he simply means the merely human realm of our existence 

without God. This was the reality of the previous existence of these Gentiles to whom he is writing. In 

v 13 he lists five dimensions of that existence: 

 They had no relation to Christ. 

 They were excluded from citizenship in God’s people, Israel.  

 They were aliens or strangers to the covenants of God, so excluded from the promises that 

belonging to God’s people brought. 

 They were without hope and had no chance of escaping the plight of merely human existence. 

 All of this was because they were without God 

 

That was their previous condition. Note again at beginning of v13 the use of that little word found in 

first section – but – v13……… If the problem of the human condition is distance from God, 

estrangement from both God and God’s people, exclusion from God’s promises, then the solution is 

closeness, relationship, inclusion with both God and God’s people.  

 

How does this happen. How is the human condition changed. In Christ Jesus – a concept Paul picks 

up 6 more times in the remainder of the passage. In Christ our relationship to God is changed – we are 

now with God. But notice that immediately Paul goes on to emphasise that it is not just our 

relationship with God that is changed as a result, our relationship with people is also changed. In the 
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NT as in the OT salvation is not just an individual thing, me and God. Me as an individual sitting 

round enjoying the personal benefits life with God has brought. One of the reasons for our weak 

churches in the west is that very often we have reduced the gospel down to just this individual 

message of personal salvation. Biblically it is much more. It is about living out life with God in a very 

human community in this world now, the community called church. 

 

And Paul goes on to talk about this new community. He refers back to a reference he had made in v11 

to perhaps the biggest human division that existed at that time, between the circumcision and the 

uncircumcision, or between Jew and Gentile. The latter were the people of God, the beneficiaries of 

the covenants and promises of God, the people who had God with them. The latter were without all 

these things and a great division or enmity existed between the two. But now says Paul. v14……. 

 

What is this dividing wall. Three main suggestions, all of which focus on the law in some way. 

 The law itself. Referred to as an “iron wall” surrounding Israel and a “fence” separating them 

from people of other nations. 

 The idea of access to God in v18 could allude to the temple curtain shutting off the holy of holies, 

torn at Jesus’ death. This is unlikely since “the dividing wall” is a strange way to refer to a 

curtain. 

 So most likely the barrier separating Court of Gentiles from Court of Israelites. Signs posted on it 

in Latin and Greek warning Gentiles to go no further into precincts of temple under penalty of 

death. Be difficult to find more graphic illustration of division between Gentile and Jew than this. 

Bit like Berlin wall, dividing East Germans from West – under penalty of death. But like Berlin 

wall it broken down ending division between them, and exclusion of one from the other. In 1989 

someone wrote a graffito on the Berlin Wall, “All barriers must fall”. They have – in Christ  

Now this of course related to the law of Moses, a set of rules and regulations that determined an 

identity for the Jewish people that was different from that of other people. It identified who was a Jew 

and therefore belonged to the people of God, and who did not. And at the centre of this was 

circumcision – which acted as an identity marker. It signified who were the people of God. Gentiles as 

the uncircumcised were excluded. 

 

What Paul is saying here is that in Christ that identity marker of who are the people of God is no 

longer operative. Circumcision, and all the other aspects of keeping the law that made the Jewish 

people distinct no longer act as the marker for the people of God. There is a new identity marker, 

Jesus Christ. Being in Christ marks you out as belonging to the people of God, the new humanity. 

Those old identity markers may be appropriate to indicate your human identity as Jew or Gentile, but 

they are no longer of any relevance in identifying those who are God’s people and  who have access 

to God. Only one thing counts. That is Christ. Through his death he has made it possible for all 

people, whatever their cultural or ethnic identity to become part of the one new humanity who are 

reconciled to God. Thus Christ is our peace, peace not only in our relationship with God but also 

peace with all of those who are in Christ, whatever our previous relationship with them might have 

been This now is our primary identity – whether we are in Christ or not. All other identities, whether 

we are Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male or female, he adds, in Gal. 3 are secondary. None of these 

human identities are a valid basis anymore for excluding, for devaluing, for regarding as second class, 

for limiting in any way any individual or group of people within the community of people, the new 

family in Christ, who have the Spirit and call God Father. 

 

Is so much richness in this passage have only got time to touch on some dimensions so want to finish 

by picking up on two images Paul uses to illustrate and emphasise this essential unity, this oneness we 

have with our new fundamental identity that is found in Christ, despite the different backgrounds we 

may come from humanly. 

 

1. The first is that of citizenship. v19a…..  One of the greatest world wide problems of our time is the 

plight of refugees and asylum seekers. More people than ever are displaced from homes and 

homelands, searching for somewhere to live. What they want is a place they can call home, to be 
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accepted into a new community where they can rebuild their lives and their families. One of most 

frightening and despairing days of my life, day I went to largest refugee camp in middle east, in 

Beiruit. Palestians, displaced from homes from citizenship by policies of Israeli government, not 

wanted by Lebanese, and now in second generation born with no belonging, no identity – stateless. 

Officially don’t even exist – many not in any records anywhere. Wonderful day for refugees, for 

aliens, when gain citizenship – even see it in NZ. What Paul is saying here is you Gentiles are now 

citizens in same community, belong to the same household, as those from whom you were once 

divided and excluded, the Jews.  

 

Like when the Berlin wall came down – two peoples formerly divided, East G and West G, now 

citizens of the one society. In NZ we have increasing examples of this – instead of citizenship with all 

its rights being as it was initially just for people of one group – Europeans. Or as it then became two 

groups – Maori also. Now citizenship for people of a great multitude of ethnic and cultural identities, 

making up one country. So in Christ the citizenship of the people of God is now not just for one ethnic 

group, the Jews, it is open to every ethnic and cultural group. And as with citizenship in New Zealand 

there is only one category – the rights and privileges of citizenship are given to all. This is now our 

primary identity – in Christ. Our old identity as European, or Maori, of PI, or Korean, or Chinese,  

male or female, employer or employee, pensioner and student, National or Labour voter  (or even 

Blues or Highlanders supporter!) is secondary. What unites us is primary, the things that divide us or 

mark us out as different are secondary and need to be kept that way. This is a perspective the church 

has very often in its history forgotten. It is so important in an age when ethnic and cultural identities 

are so often use to divide people and set them against each other, that we remember it, practice it and 

celebrate it. 

 

2. Secondly he switches metaphors to a building. v20-22…..  Not as illogical a jump as we may think 

because Paul indulging in a word play here. Greek word ‘oikos’ “house” used in words for alien, 

household, built and structure. Now Paul has in mind here not just any building of course, but a 

particular building, the temple. Important because of course it the religious, political, social and 

cultural capital of the Jewish people, because the Jews believed it the place where God lived on earth. 

Two important points want to pick up here. 

 First is the temple Paul describing here not made of stones, arches and pillars, but of people – an 

image picked up in a number of places in NT. Tells us of course that the church is nothing to do 

with a building, but to do with people with community. God does not dwell in a building but in 

people. Something we all know theologically, but in our preoccupation with bricks and mortar 

something we need to be constantly reminded of – something church is Christchurch having to re 

learn, and maybe we can learn from.. 

 Secondly and most importantly this temple was being built of bricks taken from two very 

different kinds of quarries, Jews and Gentiles, who will be built into it side by side, joined into a 

new kind of architectural beauty in which their fundamental identity will no longer be the quarry 

from which they came but the building of which they are now a part – the new dwelling place of 

God built by God’s Spirit on the cornerstone of Jesus Christ. The cornerstone is the stone at which 

two different walls intersect, and in Christ all the different walls that divide us have been joined 

together to form one new whole.  

 

Paul sets before us here a breath taking vision of what it means to be the new community created by 

God in Jesus. It leaves before us I believe many challenges for us today. We, at least in NZ, do not 

face the ethnic,  cultural and social challenge of Jew and Gentile, but what are the ethnic, cultural and 

social differences we need to overcome if the new community Paul envisions is to be built and 

demonstrated in our communities today. If our churches are still divided in any way along ethnic, 

cultural, political, social or generational lines, the quarries from which we come, Paul would say that 

our gospel, our grasp of what Jesus came to do through his death and resurrection, is called into 

question. Indeed NT scholar Gordon Fee argues that “If you only have a church built on one group of 

people, like you, how do you know the gospel is working?” Because anyone can do that.  
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When on study leave in Cambridge couple of years ago heard an outstanding sermon at the service 

celebrating 800 years of theological education there, by Timothy Radcliffe, former master of the 

Dominican Order. Inspired by it read book of his, Why Go to Church? Writes “The Greek word for 

church means gathering. We gather as an acceptance of the gift of Christ’s indestructible peace. We 

recognise that we are here in church not because we are friends or because we enjoy some chummy 

atmosphere or because we have the same theological opinions, but because we are one in Christ’s 

peace. Why go to church? To exchange the kiss of peace with strangers.” 

 

A French Catholic priest was called  to celebrate a family funeral after the 2
nd

 WW. He saw the 

congregation was deeply divided. On one side of the aisle were those who had belonged to the 

Resistance and on the other those who had collaborated with the Nazis. He announced that the funeral 

Mass would not even begin until the kiss of peace had been exchanged. This was a wall that had to 

fall before they could pray together as God’s new people in Christ for the resurrection of their dead 

brother.  

 

Whenever we allow our fundamental identity to be determined more by ethnic, cultural, political, 

social or generational grouping than by our identity in Christ, then Paul would say we need to do what 

he calls us to do in the first verse of our passage. To remember what God has done for us in Christ, 

that he is our peace and by his death and resurrection he has brought us near to God by the Spirit and 

into the one new community , God’s new family, made up now of people from every ethnic, cultural, 

political, social and generational grouping. It is in this wonderfully multicoloured and multi-textured 

people that we now belong and find our identity and we need to find ways in our life together to 

express to a world that is increasingly fragmented along these lines that we are indeed a wonderfully 

new and different community in Christ, a picture and foretaste of what God is wanting to do for all 

peoples everywhere 

 

.  


