
Sermon 4: Ephesians 2:11-22: The United People of God

OUTLINE

What we were 
What He did
What we are

INTRODUCTION

Do all lives matter or do Black Lives Matter?  Do we need separate safe spaces for black 
Christians to worship, or do we need united worship spaces?  The problem of unity in God’s 
people is a perennial problem.  The portion before us, Ephesians 2:11-22 speaks to our 
identity as a united people of God.  What defines you and determines your relationship to 
other Christians?  Do we subscribe to modern views that seek to define and relate us as 
intersecting minorities situated in relation to oppressive structures; or views that divide us 
by our gender preferences; are we stratified generational groups each having our own 
truths; do we define ourselves by our cultural and racial identities?  Each one of these views
is built on a worldview that has implications for how we relate to each other.  

One of the biggest divisions in the ancient world was the division between the Jew and 
everyone else, divisions that were built on race, culture, religion, etc.  The portion before us 
shows how Christ has come to a fractured world that has been divided since the tower of 
Babel and has only driven the wedge of those divisions deeper and how in Christ God is 
building a new humanity, a united humanity for a future where all divisions will be gone.  
The church is the community of the new creation exhibiting that future unity now.  The 
Jewish Gentile division is what governs the foreground of our text, but has massive 
implications for any other divisions.  

Paul has just told us how the power of God was at work to save us.  He painted a picture of 
universal deadness in sin, both Jews and Gentiles are dead in sin, are by nature children of 
wrath and are saved, not by works but by a gracious God intervening in Christ.  Paul is now 
going to map out the implications for our united identity.  This portion divides up into 3 
sections.  In v11-12, Paul describes what the Gentiles were in their double alienation from 
God and His people; then in v13-18, He outlines what Christ did to reconcile us to God and 
His people; and v19-22 look at what we are as the new people of God in Christ.  

What we were

V11-12, ‘Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called “the 
uncircumcision” by what is called the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by hands— 
12 remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the 
commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and 
without God in the world.’  Paul starts off calling upon the Gentiles to remember what they 
were.  It is often the case that the proper motivation for us to do our duty, or to appreciate 
what God has done begins with remembering from where God has saved us.  The children 
of Israel were constantly taught to rehearse the goodness of God by delivering them from 
Egypt in the psalms they sang, Paul is doing the same thing here.  

Animosity between the Jews and Gentiles was mutual.  The Gentiles had an Anti-Semitic 
attitude where they viewed the Jews as benighted backwater prudes who were antisocial 
and endangered the delicate peace by attacking other religions.  The Jews were often self-



righteous, judgmental and justified racism with a religious veneer.  V11 reflects this 
animosity when it talks about the Gentiles being called the ‘uncircumcision’ by the Jews.  
This is more than a factual reference it was a slur by the Jews against the Gentiles, it would 
be similar in the way modern people would say, ‘blackie’ or ‘whitey’ using a racial/religious 
distinctive in a negative way.  Even though Paul is a Jew it is clear that he is also critical of 
the Jews when he describes them saying, ‘by what is called the circumcision, which is made 
in the flesh by hands.’  Two things stand out in this description, ‘called’ indicates that he 
does not really think they are truly circumcised.  Paul teaches a New Covenant view of 
circumcision which is spiritual and inward and is not limited to a racial group.  Secondly, ‘in 
the flesh by hands’ likewise shows that Paul is aware that outward ceremonial circumcision 
may make one a racial Jew, but it does not mean that one is circumcised in heart.  Paul is 
highlighting an irony, that circumcised Jews who are not in truth God’s people because they 
have not believed in Christ would call the Gentiles aliens.  It is a case of the pot calling the 
kettle black.  

Paul then goes on to list what have been called the 5 Gentiles disabilities: 1. Separated from
Christ; 2. Alienated from the commonwealth of Israel; 3. Strangers to the covenants of 
promise; 4. Having no hope; 5. Without God in the world.  

Separation from Christ is the common experience all sinners have.  All life comes to us 
through Christ, Gentiles were cut off.  It is possible that Paul is also saying that in the OT 
times Gentiles were separated from the nation from whom Christ comes according to the 
flesh, Rom. 9:5.  

Alienated from the commonwealth is talking about the political separation of the Gentile 
nations from OT Israel.  The word commonwealth is drawing our attention to Israel as a 
political state and the privileges and rights of citizens which the Gentiles were cut off from.  
Separation from the feasts, the temple, the inheritance of land, the benefits of the Mosiac 
covenant, etc. would be included in this.

Strangers to the covenants of promise.  Notice that covenants is in the plural and promise is
in the singular.  What promise is this?  It is likely the Abrahamic promise of Gen. 12:1-3, the
promise of land, offspring and blessing.  There are various covenants given to administer it, 
the Abrahamic covenant which was repeated to Isaac and Jacob; the Mosaic covenant, as 
well as the Davidic.  Remember that the Abrahamic covenant is nothing more than a 
specificity being given to the promise of Gen. 3:16.  In other words, one promise of grace in
various covenant administrations is Paul’s understanding of the structure of the OT.  For 
those who care this would point to a covenantal and not a dispensational view of the OT.  In
other words a greater sense of continuity than discontinuity is present.  

Without hope.  What is hope?  Hope is that emotional certitude that comes because of 
something future.  If that future is certain then our hope is sure.  Israel had promises 
regarding a positive future that the Messiah would realize but the Gentiles had no such 
promises.  The only certainty that their future held was the certainty of judgement.  

Without God in the world.  This of course was the greatest disadvantage.  To be without 
God as a sinner is to be at the mercy of our sinful hearts, at the mercy of the devil’s 
deceptions, to be without light and life and hope of eternal life.

The list covers the disadvantages at every level, political, future, spiritual, religious, 
informational.  Paul’s desire is to highlight the great vacuum that Gentiles had.  But this 



twofold separation from God and His people is then overcome by Christ which brings us to 
the next section.  

What He did

V13, ‘But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the 
blood of Christ.’  Paul has given the bad news, now he delivers the good news, and he does 
so in his typical fashion, ‘But now.’  These words always indicate that God not us breaks in 
to save us, it is the common way in which Paul talks about a good and gracious God 
stooping to save unworthy sinners.  God takes the initiative when all was lost.  How? ‘in 
Christ Jesus.’  

Paul uses a spatial metaphor of far and near to indicate that God has brought those who 
were far near to Himself.  How?  By the blood of Christ.  In the OT blood was used in the 
temple as a substitute for the sinner’s life.  The wages of sin is death, God appointed a 
system whereby a substitutionary sacrifice could be made, that an innocent animal die the 
death that the sinner deserves.  The blood which was a symbol of the animal’s life was the 
token offered on the altar to demonstrate that payment for sin had been made and a God of
justice could continue in fellowship with sinners without having to visit judgement upon the 
sinner because someone else has paid.  Every OT sacrifice was pointing forward to Jesus 
and the offering of His life in our place, and every offering of blood was a shadow 
anticipating the blood that Jesus would pour out for us.  His blood pays our ransom, satisfies
God’s justice and indicates His life given on our behalf.  

V14, ‘For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his 
flesh the dividing wall of hostility.’  Lets talk first about this wall of hostility, this is what John
Stott writes about it: ‘“It was a notable feature of the magnificent temple built in Jerusalem 
by Herod the Great. The temple building itself was constructed on an elevated platform. 
Round it was the Court of the Priests. East of this was the Court of Israel, and further east 
the Court of the Women. These three courts—for the priests, the lay men and the lay 
women of Israel respectively—were all on the same elevation as the temple itself. From this 
level one descended five steps to a walled platform, and then on the other side of the wall 
fourteen more steps to another wall, beyond which was the outer court or Court of the 
Gentiles. This was a spacious court running right round the temple and its inner courts. 
From any part of it the Gentiles could look up and view the temple, but were not allowed to 
approach it. They were cut off from it by the surrounding wall, which was a one-and-a-half 
metre stone barricade, on which were displayed at intervals warning notices in Greek and 
Latin. They read, in effect, not ‘Trespassers will be prosecuted’ but ‘Trespassers will be 
executed.’  In fact some metre long marble slabs have been found with this exact wording  
“‘No foreigner may enter within the barrier and enclosure round the temple. Anyone who is 
caught doing so will have himself to blame for his ensuing death.’”  Paul is telling us that 
this wall is a symbol of the Gentiles barring of access to God and barring access in fellowship
with Israel.  

Jesus we are told has become our peace breaking down in His flesh this wall of hostility.  
God and sinners are at war, our hearts war against God and His justice stands against us.  
Jesus is the peacemaker between God and men.  How?  We are told that He did this in His 
flesh by breaking down the wall of hostility.  Let us include v15 here as it sheds more light 
on how, ‘by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in ordinances, that he might 
create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace.’  Jesus flesh is a 
reference to His incarnation and the work He did on our behalf as a man, namely laying His 
life down in death as a substitute to pay for our sins.  This act of laying His life down in 



death we are told abolished the law.  This is not a reference to the 10 commandments but 
the ceremonial law which has to do with sacrifices, temple and priesthood.  The ceremonial 
law was an object lesson painting in pictures our standing before God as sinners, separated 
from Him, and our need, a priest, a sacrifice, and a lawkeeper on our behalf.

Paul is telling us here that 40 years before the destruction of the temple, those Gentiles who
were far off from God and who had no right of access into the temple are now at peace with
God by what Jesus has done.

Paul moves from a negative, abolishing the law, to a positive ‘create in Himself one new 
man in the place of two,’ v15b.  Christ reconciles all sinners to God by the work He did on 
the cross, both Jews and Gentiles needing His sacrifice and mediation on their behalf, and 
He brings both back to God and makes them into one new man.  Christ makes a new single 
humanity out of these diverse peoples who had been separated by the law, race, 
geography, etc.  V16 elaborates on this, ‘and might reconcile us both to God in one body 
through the cross, thereby killing the hostility.’  The mechanism by which Christ creates a 
single new humanity is by making all part of His body.  He grants us a unity, by making us 
all partakers of Himself.  This is a unity wrought by the Spirit which is greater than any 
external unity we could have based on shared experience, colour, sex, heritage, etc.  Gal. 
3:28 puts it this way, ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there 
is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’  The most fundamental thing that
now defines us transcends these other differences.  This has various ethical implications.  
Loving other beleivers even those of different race as ourselves, for they are part of us.  
Weeping with those who weep and rejoice with those who rejoice as we are individually 
members of each other.  To give a present expression to the unity wrought by the Spirit the 
world cannot create, and point to the new creation community that God is making in Christ. 
Any traditional racial, national, or other identities must give way to this one as the basis for 
our fellowship.  True racial reconciliation does not come by repenting of white privilege and 
the church making financial reparations, it comes by Christ paying for the sins of every race 
and uniting us in one family.  He pays not us!  

V17, ‘ And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who 
were near. 18 For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.’  Paul here 
stresses how both Jews and Gentiles, those near and those far need to hear the preaching 
of this message and to believe it.  There is no group that has an inherent right of access to 
God for we are all sinners, therefore we all need Christ, therefore we must all be saved by 
grace, therefore we must all be saved by faith, therefore all need to hear.  Please notice 
how Paul speaks of Christ speaking through our preaching, this is the way he indicates the 
Spirit of Christ speaking about Christ through our words of Christ.  Christ has made a single 
way of access for all sinners.  Please notice how v18 talks about how the Trinity is involved 
in this work of reconciliation, through Christ, in the Spirit, to the Father.  

What we are

Paul concludes this section illuminating the results of Christ’s work by speaking of the church
with three word pictures.  Firstly, Paul uses the political picture indicating that we are 
citizens, ‘So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the
saints.’  Once the Gentiles were not part of the Israel of God, now they are full citizens.  We 
are all part of the same kingdom with the same King, but both Jewish and Gentile believers 
have the same Davidic King.  The notion of saints here is an OT reference to the way that 
Israel were perceived as the consecrated or set apart ones, we are now saints with any 



Jewish believer.  The idea of saints has a history of creating second rate citizens, all 
believers are saints in the Lord.  

The second picture is the familial picture, ‘and members of the household of God.’  We have
full sonship in Christ, in fact the adoption we receive in the NT is greater than that 
experienced in the OT.  It is permanent and it comes with greater privileges.  

The third picture is architectural, ‘built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 
Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, 21 in whom the whole structure, being joined 
together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord. 22 In him you also are being built together 
into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.’  Here we have a temple, the Jews had the OT 
temple, now possession of the new temple, and I believe that this is Ezekiel’s prophesied 
temple belongs to the Gentiles as well.  In this temple is a cornerstone, this is Christ.  Just 
to put the dominance of the cornerstone in perspective one of the cornerstones of Herod’s 
temple has been uncovered and is 12 meters long.  Then there is the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets.  The question is, are these the OT or NT prophets?  A good 
argument can be made for both.  If OT then the Gentiles have a share in the OT prophets, if
NT then the message that they speak and is inscripturated is by the inspiration of God.  3:5 
leans towards NT prophets.  This has implications in the cessationist debate, for the office 
and the nature of their message are once off and not ongoing, inerrant and not faulty.  

V21 mixes architectural and organic metaphors with the whole concept of being joined and 
growing together into a single holy temple in the Lord.  We cannot help but think of Jesus 
as the vine into which all nations are grafted, or the olive tree of Israel into which the wild 
olive branch of the Gentiles are grafted.  

Now this raises the question of the nature of the new temple, are we expecting a literal 
temple or is Jesus the fulfilment of Ezekiel’s temple?  With regard to the temple it is very 
clear that Jesus presents Himself as the new temple.  Think on the way Jesus does what the
temple/tabernacle stood for.  The tabernacle was the place that the law was preserved, 
Jesus is now the person that fulfils all the law.  It was the place of revelation but Jesus is 
God’s greatest word to man.  It was the place of relationship and meeting, but we now 
more profoundly meet and have fellowship with God in union with Christ partaking of the 
divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4).  It was the place of forgiveness of sin by the sacrifices, but Jesus 
is now the lamb of God.  It was the place of priest’s ministering, but He is the greatest priest
who has offered the greatest sacrifice.  It was the place of worship, but we now worship in 
Spirit and in truth in Christ.  ‘In order to meet with God, to talk with Him, and to worship 
Him, we no longer come to a building or a tent or a structure made with human hands.  We 
come to Jesus!’ p18. 

As the body of Christ we are also the temple with Christ as the cornerstone, the place where
God’s glory dwells Eph. 2:21-22.  There is no longer a literal temple but only the organism 
of an expanding people (Eph. 4:16), Peters calls us ‘living stones’ (1 Peter 2:5).  We are 
now the temple, this idea is significantly stated in 2 Cor 6:16, ‘What agreement has the 
temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God; as God said, "I will make 
my dwelling among them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be 
my people.’  Jesus and the church are the fulfilment of the promises for an eternal temple 
where God and His people will have perpetual fellowship.      

This may seem like twisting the prophecies but rather I see it as a superabundant, beyond 
expectation answer.  God always seems to undersell the amazing realities of salvation in 
Christ in the OT shadows, types and promises. He promised to save us by the seed of the 



woman, but we find in the NT that we are saved by the God-Man.  He prophesied a king 
who would conquer the enemies of God’s people; little did God’s people anticipate that 
satan, sin and death, as well as all earthly enemies were included in this promise.  God 
promised to dwell with His people, but we find that He not only dwells with but in and by 
the gift of the Spirit who has been to given to be with us forever.  Circumcision is swallowed
up in our participation in Christ’s resurrection.  The sacrifices are outshone by the most 
perfect offering of a human life, one who necessarily had to be born of a virgin and never 
sin for 33 ½ years, only to die at the hands of the Romans, and then resurrect from the 
dead with a never dying body.  The promises of the new heavens and earth in Isaiah 65 
include death, but the true fulfilment has no death.  The stone of the temple has become 
living stone, where all are priests, all can enter the holy of holies, and all as holy as Christ by
virtue of our union with Him.  The promises of God are fulfilled exceedingly and abundantly 
more than you could have expected based on a literal interpretation of the promises.

V22 highlights the tremendous blessings that we enjoy in this new position, ‘In him you also
are being built together into a dwelling place for God by the Spirit.’  In the new creation God
and man will dwell together as in the Garden, well good news we begin to know some of 
that intimacy now in the temple of Christ’s body.  The temple had the same function as the 
garden, a place for God and man to dwell.  In the OT only the high priest once a year could 
go, now we all live in the presence of God in Christ.  We have intimacy, fellowship restored, 
access, reconciliation.  But we also have family, unity and a new identity as a remade 
humanity.  To push any race away would be an attack on the work of Christ.  Paul has much
to say about unity these are the theological foundations he outlines to help us see why our 
lives must follow the realities God has brought us into.      


