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Learning Who You Are:

Reconciled to God and His Family
A Study of Ephesians 2:11-18
Characteristic of Completeness:  Peace
Big Idea:  Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.
Related Scriptures:  Genesis 12:2-3; Psalm 67:7; Jonah 3-4; Micah 5:4-5;


John 4:1-26; Luke 15:11-24, 25-32; Galatians 2:16; 3:28-29
Introduction:

A.
Most of the believers in the church at first-century Ephesus were Gentiles, not Jews.  You’d think that, as Gentiles, they would know better than to try to rebuild the wall.  You’d think that they, of all people, would recognize that Christ died to destroy the wall.  But there they were, apparently with stones in hand, ready to rebuild the wall.  Or perhaps they were just staring at the fallen wall, tempted to rebuild.
In any case, the Apostle Paul in his letter to the Ephesians calls these Gentiles to remember what it was like on the other side of the wall.  It’s his way of saying, “Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.”  In fact, that’s the big idea of this message:   Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.  That’s the upshot of Ephesians 2:11-18.  That’s the biblical text Larry read earlier.
B.
But what is the wall?  In  Ephesians 2:14, Paul calls it . . .

NKJ Ephesians 2:14 . . . the middle wall of separation
But he doesn’t really define it.  He didn’t need to.  The Gentiles knew exactly what he was talking about; they only needed to be reminded.
The wall is invisible.  The wall is an attitude.  It’s an attitude that God’s people seem to have struggled with throughout history.  It’s an attitude that we believers struggle with today.  The wall is represented here in this place to varying degrees at various times.  
It’s difficult to define, but it’s not hard to spot.  It’s a kind of self-righteous “us-versus-them” mentality.  It’s a form of religious bigotry.  It’s a sort of pious prejudice that looks down its nose at other people.  It can disguise itself as a window of piety or holiness or even patriotism.  But it’s just an ugly wall that separates.
C.
Paul didn’t really need to define the wall in his letter because the Ephesian Gentiles had lived in the shadow of it.  Listen to the comments of a number of Bible scholars.

1.
One says, “The division between Jews and Gentiles was one of the most bitter divisions in the ancient world.”

2.
Another says, “The Jew had an immense contempt for the Gentile.  The Gentiles, said the Jews, were created by God to be fuel for the fires of Hell.  God, they said, loves only Israel of all the nations that He has made.  The best of serpents crush, they said, the best of the Gentiles kill.  It was not even lawful to render help to a Gentile mother in her hour of sorest need, for that would simply bring another Gentile into the world.  Until Christ came the Gentiles were an object of contempt to the Jews.  The barrier between them was absolute.  If a Jewish boy married a Gentile girl, or if a Jewish girl married a Gentile boy, the funeral of that Jewish boy or girl was carried out.  Such contact with a Gentile was the equivalent of death.  Even to go into a Gentile house rendered a Jew unclean.”

3.
The animosity cut both ways.  Another scholar says, “The collision of Gentile/Jewish exclusiveness was monumental.  The Gentiles were dogs in Jewish parlance, and the Jews were homicidal enemies of the human race in Gentile terms.”

4.
And just listen to these comments written by a Gentile named Tacitus, a Roman historian who lived from about 55 to 120 AD.
 He says,
“The Jews regard as profane all that we hold sacred; on the other hand, they permit all that we abhor. . .

“. . . the other customs of the Jews are base and abominable, and owe their persistence to their depravity. . . .

“. . . the Jews are extremely loyal toward one another, and always ready to show compassion, but toward every other people they feel only hate and enmity.”

D.
That’s the wall.  Christ knocked it down, ushering in the potential for peace with God and others.  In fact,  peace is our characteristic of completeness in Christ.  We’re going to be focusing mostly on experiencing peace and harmony and reconciliation between people at odds with one another.  

Our text speaks primarily of the wall between first-century Jews and Gentiles.  But a wall can be erected between any groups divided on any issue at any time.  Republican versus Democrat.  Pro-life versus pro-choice.  Calvinist versus Arminian.  Straight versus gay.  Choruses versus hymns.  White collar versus blue collar.

Before you dismiss the wall as not your problem, let’s consider the characteristics of the wall.
I.
Let’s see how Paul describes the wall from a Gentile perspective, before it was broken down by Christ.
A.
First, the wall is characterized by name-calling, labels, and stereotypes.  In  Verse 11, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:11 Therefore remember that you, once Gentiles in the flesh—who are called Uncircumcision by what is called the Circumcision made in the flesh by hands—

1.
Paul is saying that the Jews referred to Gentiles using what amounts to a racial slur.  Jews called Gentiles  “Uncircumcision.”  “Uncircumcision” was a derogatory term.  It was a racial slur.  The word really means foreskin.
  You can almost hear a Jew saying to a Gentile in disgust, “You foreskin!”  And the Gentile responding back, “You, big nose!”

You can add “uncircumcision” to the long list of slurs that describe a distinctive outward appearance of a group of people you’d like to demean, like “big nose,” or “slant eyes” or “biscuit lips” or “big red” or “wet back” or “cracker.”
2.
This name-calling can be a form of stereotyping—labeling an entire group of people and attributing the same characteristics to all the people in that group.  Some scholars have concluded that stereotyping was particularly prevalent in the first-century Mediterranean area—the area in which Ephesus was squarely situated.
  To quote the representative mentality of the day, “To know one Greek, for example, is to know all Greeks, for it is quite proper to generalize on a sampling of one . . .”

3.
We have some evidence of such stereotyping in the Bible.  When Jesus approached the Samaritan woman at the well, it was a shock because John 4:9 says,

NKJ John 4:9 . . . Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.

In the eyes of Jews, Samaritans were almost worse than Gentiles because they were of mixed origin—part Jewish and part Gentile.  Samaritans, therefore, represented the corruption of the Jewish nation.

4.
Paul could speak with some authority on Jewish attitudes toward Gentiles.  Paul was a Jew.  He described himself as “a Hebrew of the Hebrews” before his conversion to Christ.
  After his conversion, God called Him to reach out to the Gentiles.
  That would be like calling a Hatfield to go help out the McCoys.  Or calling a young George Wallace to go help out the NAACP.  God has a sense of humor.
5.
Are  we guilty of name-calling, labeling, and stereotyping today?  Are we rebuilding the wall?
Philip Yancey is a noted Christian author.  He travels the world and is heartened by the sacrificial and sometimes heroic acts of love demonstrated by evangelical Christians abroad.  But he says,

When I return from such trips and read profiles in Time and Newsweek about American evangelicals, I feel sad.  In the United States, everything boils down to politics, and usually that means polarization.  Many Americans view evangelicals as a monolithic voting bloc obsessed with a few moral issues.  They miss the vibrancy and enthusiasm, the good-news-ness that the word [evangelical] represents in much of the world.

A survey taken by George Barna in 2003 shows that Americans dislike evangelicals more than any other social group except prostitutes, and we only beat out the prostitutes by a narrow margin.

Yancey has conducted his own survey.  He says,

I conducted an informal survey among airline seatmates and other strangers willing to strike up a conversation.  “When I say the word evangelical, what comes to mind?” I would ask.  Often in response I would hear the word “against”:  Evangelicals are against abortion, against pornography, against gay rights. . . . For many people I talked to, evangelicals were a force to fear, a gang of moralists attempting to impose their will on a pluralistic society.

Why do we get such a bad rap?  Perhaps it’s just the persecution the Bible tells us we are to expect.  Or maybe we’ve earned it.  Maybe we’ve demonstrated a self-righteous “us versus them” attitude.  Are we rebuilding the wall?  Have we replaced the term “uncircumcision” with other terms delivered in disgust like, “liberal,” or “gay,” or “pro-choice” of “left-wing?”

Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not calling for a change in political opinion, or for a reduction in activism, or for a softening of moral standards.  Remember, the wall is an attitude.  Jesus calls us to some very high moral standards, and He calls us to demonstrate His grace.  Whenever our attitude and our emphasis is more on imposing morals than on imparting grace, we are rebuilding the wall.  Perhaps we can learn from former Surgeon General C. Everett Koop.  

Koop was an evangelical.  Koop opposed all abortion, even after rape, and even if it were known that the baby would be severely defective.  Koop opposed all sex outside of marriage.  Koop opposed all homosexual acts.  Yet when he addressed twelve thousand gay people in Boston, they cheered him enthusiastically and they had learned to trust him.  Why?  Because he was more interested in imparting grace than imposing morals.  His compassion for those with AIDS was clearly evident.  In an interview, Koop said,
When the AIDS example came along, my obligation seemed pretty clear.  I viewed the [homosexual] lifestyle with a certain revulsion, but as a health officer I had to look upon AIDS patients primarily as sick people. . . . I sit at the bedside of people dying of AIDS.  They remind me of kittens, so sick so weak that they open their mouths to cry and no sound comes out.  How can you not put your arm around that kind of person and offer support?  Instead, to say, “God is punishing them and I support God’s punishment”—that attitude is what makes me so mad.

Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.

B.
In the shadow of the wall, Gentiles were clearly excluded.  They were viewed and treated as outsiders without the privileges of membership.  Specifically, the Gentiles lacked five privileges Israel had.
1.
First, in  Verse 12, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:12 . . . at that time you were without Christ . . .

Paul’s point is not that the Gentiles were unbelievers.  His point is that, unlike the Jews, the Gentiles didn’t have a Messiah in their belief system. The term, “Christ” is a title referring to the Jewish Messiah.

2.
Second, in  Verse 12, Paul says, the Gentiles were . . .
NKJ Ephesians 2:12 . . . aliens from the commonwealth of Israel . . .

That is, they were excluded from the privileges of being citizens of the nation of Israel.
3.
Third, in  Verse 12, Paul says, the Gentiles were also . . .
NKJ Ephesians 2:12 . . . strangers from the covenants of promise . . .

Paul is probably referring to the unconditional covenants or promises made by God to the Jewish people
—promises relating to land and seed and blessing given through men like Abraham
 and Moses
 and David
 and Jeremiah,
 and recorded in the Old Testament.
4.
Fourth, Paul characterizes the Gentiles as  formerly . . .
NKJ Ephesians 2:12 . . . having no hope . . .

Because the Gentiles were strangers to God’s promises relating to the future, they had nothing to look forward to.
5.
Fifth, Paul says the Gentiles  were . . .
NKJ Ephesians 2:12 . . . without God in the world.
That is, the Gentiles were without the God of the Bible.
These  five privileges the Israelites enjoyed over the Gentiles were never intended to be a wall, but a witness.  You see, God chose the Israelites to be the mediator of His blessing to the world.
  God’s heart for His people has always been evangelistic.  God has chosen people throughout history not just so that they can enjoy His privileges, but so that they can pursue His purposes in reaching the world with the good news of His grace.

Similarly, God has chosen the church today to be the conduit of God’s blessing to the world.  When we, as children of God, begin to focus on our privileges to the exclusion of our purposes, we build walls.  The church is a spiritual hospital reaching out to the spiritually sick and dying with the grace of God.  When we lose sight of that mission, we can get to thinking that the church is a country club.  A country club with walls.  A country club to which only the spiritually rich can belong.  We want to keep out the low-lifes and stick with our kind of people.  We forget that God gave us spiritual ambulances to rescue the sick and dying, so we figure we’ll use the ambulances for golf carts instead.
Are we rebuilding the wall?
I love Life Groups.  They are small groups of people at Moon Valley Bible Church who do life together.  We eat together.  We laugh together.  We talk about the story of God’s involvement in our lives together.  We cry together.  We celebrate our victories.  We rally around when someone is in need.  We pray together.  I feel like people are getting to know me there, and they still accept me.  I get to see God at work in the lives of other people who struggle just like I do.
As a church, we’ve only been doing Life Groups for a relatively short period of time, and yet groups are growing and multiplying and enjoying so many privileges—the privileges of Christians living in community.

But I’m looking forward to something.  I’m looking forward to something that will tell me that Life Groups are for real—that Life Groups aren’t just a variation on a country club.  I’m looking forward to the day when unbelieving neighbors are invited into the groups.  I’m looking forward to the day when these neighbors find new life in Christ next door.  Then I’ll know for sure that we’re not rebuilding the wall.
Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.

C.
In  Verse 13, Paul says the Gentiles were . . .
NKJ Ephesians 2:13 . . . once were far off . . .

In the Old Testament, the terms, “near” and “far” were often used to describe the Jews and Gentiles, respectively.
  The Jews were “near” to God in the sense that they had the revelation of God recorded in the Old Testament.  They knew something about God and this knowledge was reflected in their religiosity.  The Gentiles did not have such revelation and were thus, “far off.”
But there was never intended to be a wall erected between those “near” and those “far.”  The religious “near” are no better than the nonreligious “far.”  In fact, later we’ll see in Verse 17 that those “near” need to be saved through faith in Christ just as badly as those “far” because Christ preached to both.
Today  in the church, the “near” and the “far” can be represented by those with “issues” and those without “issues.”  You know what I mean.  Those with “issues” are the ones that really struggle with big sin.  By virtue of their repeated failures, we put them in the “far” group.  And then there are those without “issues.”  They seem to have it all together.  They are the spiritually beautiful people.  We put them in the “near” group.

Only one problem.  There aren’t two groups.  The distinction is a figment of our own deception.  The reality is we all have sin issues.  Someone has said, “I’ve noticed that Christians tend to get very angry toward others who sin differently than they do.”
  Christians can get worked up about “the gay agenda,” but I don’t see very many people getting worked up about “the materialistic agenda” that is just as pervasive.  Is it because we think materialists are “near” and homosexuals are “far?”

I’ve known some churches who have gone through a process of church discipline with unrepentantly adulterous members.  But I’ve never known a church to go through church discipline for an unrepentantly arrogant person.  Is it because we think adultery is worse than pride?
Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.

D.
The Gentiles were once segregated, according to Paul.  They were once on the “undesireable” side of what  Paul calls,
NKJ Ephesians 2:14 . . . the middle wall of separation,
I think the wall of which Paul speaks is figurative.  But there’s a literal illustration.  The Jewish temple in Jerusalem had an inner part considered closer to the presence of God where Gentiles could not go.  This inner part was known as “the second court of the temple” or “the Sanctuary.”  There was a wall around this inner part.  An ancient Jewish historian named Josephus describes it, saying,
JOE The Jewish War 5:193 When you go through these [first] cloisters, to the second [court of the] temple, there was a partition made of stone all around, whose height was three cubits: its construction was very elegant; 194 upon it stood pillars, at equal distances from one another, declaring the law of purity, some in Greek, and some in Roman letters, that “no foreigner should go within that sanctuary;'' for that second [court of the] temple was called “the Sanctuary,''

One such inscription to which Josephus refers was actually discovered in 1871.  It reads,

“No man of another nation to enter within the fence and enclosure round the temple.  And whoever is caught will have himself to blame that his death ensues.”

Now there’s a gracious attitude.  “You miserable sinners better not get too close to our God or we’ll have to kill ya.”  Do we have this kind of keep-the-sinners-away attitude?  Are  we rebuilding the wall?
In 2002, Walter Kirn, the literary editor for GQ magazine deliberately immersed himself in the Christian subculture for one week, watching Christian TV, reading Christian literature, going to Christian websites, playing Christian video games, listening to Christian music, and going to Christian bookstores.  Then Kirn wrote an article on it that appeared the September 2002 issue of GQ.  In it he describes the Christian subculture as the “Ark culture,” as in let’s all get in the Christian ark and watch the sinners drown.  He says,
What makes the stuff . . . so thin, so weak and cumulatively so demoralizing . . . has nothing to do with faith.  The problem is the lack of faith.  Ark culture is a bad Xerox of the mainstream, not a truly distinctive or separate achievement.  Without the courage to lead, it numbly follows, picking up the major media’s scraps and gluing them back together with a cross on top.

Now, I don’t agree with everything Kirn has to say.  But it does raise a question.  Are we seeking to isolate ourselves from the culture, or are we seeking to penetrate our culture with the love and grace of Christ?
Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.

E.
According to Paul, the Gentiles were also hated.  In  Verse 15, He describes the wall of hatred as . . .
NKJ Ephesians 2:15 . . . the enmity, that is, the law of commandments contained in ordinances . . .
The word translated, “enmity” describes hatred, hostility, and animosity.
  And here it is linked to “the law of commandments.”  That is, this hatred is connected with the Mosaic law contained in the Old Testament which includes the Ten Commandments.

It almost sounds like Paul is saying that the law is bad.  How can this be when other parts of Scripture describe the law as good and pure and perfect?
  Well, God’s law is indeed perfect.  But it can be misused to build a wall.  The law was intended to demonstrate our need for God; it was never intended to be a basis for self-righteousness.  The law demonstrates our need of salvation; it does not provide the way of salvation.  It appears that some ancient Jews were using the law in the wrong way.
1.
One scholar observes, “Paul seems to have in mind at this point those Jews who thought of the commandments as the way to salvation.”

2.
Another scholar says, “Rather than using the law as a witness, it became a tool that enabled them [Jews] to look down on the Gentiles, whom they considered sinners.”

3.
Yet another Bible commentator says, “The Jews despised the Gentiles because they considered themselves better than Gentiles. . . . in their blindness and self-righteous hypocrisy they thought they were keeping the law because they didn’t do some of the outward, external acts the law prohibited.  So they hated and despised the Gentiles because they thought they were superior.  The Gentiles, on the other hand, hated the Jews for their self-righteous hypocrisy.  So there was intense hostility between them.”

Are  we rebuilding the wall in this way?  Do we think we’re superior because we behave according to the rules?
Jesus was hanging out with some “tax collectors and sinners,” and, seeing this, some Jewish Pharisees and scribes were indignant that Jesus would associate with such trash.  Jesus responded to their self-righteous, us-versus-them attitude by telling them a parable about a prodigal son recorded in Luke 15.  The part of the parable that is most familiar is where the father’s prodigal son leaves home and squanders his inheritance in immoral living, but then returns home a repentant and broken man.  The father receives him graciously and throws a party in celebration of the return of the prodigal.  If we stop there, we miss the punch line intended for the Pharisees and scribes.
Jesus went on to tell of the older brother, the one who thought he had dutifully served his father.  When news of the prodigal’s return and the ensuing party reached the older brother, he became angry at his father.  Self-righteousness can’t handle grace.  He said to his father indignantly,

NKJ Luke 15:29 . . . ‘Lo, these many years I have been serving you; I never transgressed your commandment at any time . . .’
Think of what the older brother said:  “I never transgressed your commandment at any time.”  What son can truly say that to his father?  What son has never sinned against his father?  Clearly, the older brother had an inflated view of his own righteousness.  That’s the irony and that’s the point.  The older brother thought he was superior to his younger brother.  The older brother was ticked off because he thought he deserved more than his low-life brother.  The older brother looked down his nose at his younger brother, apparently not realizing that, according to Proverbs 6:17, number one on the list of sins abominable to God is “a proud look.”
Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.

II.
Jesus Christ has destroyed the wall.
A.
He destroyed the wall by His blood.  In  Verse 13, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.
The only hope for any of us, regardless of our politics, regardless of our race, regardless of our sexuality, regardless of our sin, is the blood shed by the Savior—a Savior who graciously and inexplicably loves sinners, even the sinners who sin differently that we do.

Don’t rebuild the wall.
B.
Christ destroyed the wall by abolishing the law as a means of earning acceptance from God.  In  Verses 14 and 15, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:14 For He Himself . . . has broken down the middle wall of separation, 15 having abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of commandments contained in ordinances,
Don’t rebuild the wall.  Don’t look down on spiritually out-of-shape people from your own religious treadmill . . .
NKJ Galatians 2:16 “. . . for by the works of the law no flesh shall be justified.”
C.
Christ destroyed the wall by unifying all believers in one body.  In  Verses 14 through 16, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:14 For He Himself is our peace, who has made both one . . . 15 . . . so as to create in Himself one new man from the two, thus making peace, 16 and that He might reconcile them both to God in one body through the cross, thereby putting to death the enmity.
We are all reconciled to God and to one another the same way:  by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  There is absolutely no basis for self-righteousness.  Christ destroyed the wall so that now . . .

NKJ Galatians 3:28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
Don’t rebuild the wall.
D.
Christ destroyed the wall by preaching one message to all people—a message of grace and peace to both those near and far.  In  Verses 17 and 18, Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:17 And He came and preached peace to you who were afar off and to those who were near. 18 For through Him we both have access by one Spirit to the Father.
Don’t rebuild the wall Christ died to destroy.
I’d like to give you a few moments to silently and prayerfully do some business with God.  I’d like you to ask God to show you if you’ve somehow been rebuilding the wall.  Has a self-righteous, us-versus-them attitude crept in?  Has this message caught you with stones in hand?  If you find that you’ve got the makings of a wall in your heart, it doesn’t need religious wallpaper; it needs to come down.
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