Eph 2:11-22

Let’s Pray…

This is the first of 5 sermons which are based upon the letter from Paul (or at least, it is most likely to be Paul) to the church in Ephesus. Paul writes to them about what it means for them to be church, about living in unity, and growing in maturity, about the role of the Spirit, and the reality of being in a spiritual battle, as well as considering the nature of their relationships with one another. This week we are looking particularly at what Paul had to say about unity and how this might influence our thinking today. 

Ephesus was a busy important city in what was then western Asia Minor and is now Turkey. It had a harbour and a number of major trade routes which passed through it. Because of this Ephesus became an obvious centre for spreading the good news of Christianity, and the church seemed to flourish there for a while. Ephesus boasted many significant structures, a huge theatre, a stadium, a number of gymnasia, council halls and a large pagan temple to Diana (or Artemis, if you were Greek). And so, the Ephesians understood the importance of buildings and structures and if you notice, there is quite a bit of mention of walls and buildings in our reading from chapter 2, walls that create problems and buildings that bring glory to God. 

The church in Ephesus was mainly made up of Gentiles, as opposed to Jews. They had been born outside God’s chosen people, and so they had once been characterised by being the ‘uncircumcised’, by physically and spiritually being on the wrong side of God’s law. They were shut out of Judaism by this barrier to Jewish practice. It was like an impenetrable wall that hemmed the Jews in and kept the Gentiles out. 

When I was at the impressionable age of 16 on November 9th 1989 (no, I hear you cry, surely you are younger than that! Hmmm…) a particularly striking event occurred… can anyone remember what that was? [Actually, it’s not necessarily that easy as a number of world-changing events occurred around that time…] The Berlin Wall came down. I don’t know if you remember seeing the pictures, but I don’t think I shall ever forget the weirdness and the joy of that delirious and unbelievable event – freedom somehow indelibly became associated with walls coming down. 

And here, in our passage, we have Paul reminding the Ephesians of the freedom that they now have – reminding them just how much has changed since that world-changing and life-changing moment when Jesus bore our sins on the cross and the curtain in the Temple tore in two. For at that moment the good news of God’s love for all people was revealed to the world not just from a distance, through His chosen people, but was freely to be revealed to and through all who choose to believe. As he says in vs.12 – “remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise” and it was only by the shedding of Jesus’ blood that they, and we, have been “brought near”.

And this bringing near was and is an astonishing and challenging thing… For this world-changing moment is two-fold. It is about bringing all God’s people near to Him, but it is also about uniting all of God’s people to one another. Jesus “has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility” that formerly existed. Because of the shedding of Jesus’ blood, the sacrifice of his life for us, the wall of separation has gone. We are brought near to the living God, just as we are brought near in him to each other. Both of these aspects are tremendous, but I think easily taken for granted. 

I have been reflecting that we have grown very accustomed to the imminence of God – and even though it isn’t really the same, I can’t help thinking that our celebrity culture hasn’t helped. Everyone is imminent – we can read at any time almost anything about almost anyone – nothing and no-one is off-limits. 

I’m going to name-drop now – but one day this week I was with some of the other curates visiting the army chaplains on the Army Air Corps training base. Whilst we were being shown around one of the helicopter hangers, and I was sadly far too busy hanging on every word that was being said to notice, Prince Harry wandered through! And although us girls were pretty gutted to have missed seeing him, there was also an element of – oh – Prince Harry… Our world is so full of imminence that there is very little awe and wonder left, such that we can almost be blasé about God’s imminence, and can forget how incredible it is that we can approach his throne of grace. This would have seemed particularly amazing to the early Church. Believers (Jews and Gentiles alike) actually being brought near to Yahweh, to God, the great I Am. It is incredible and awesome. 

And, having spent so very long being set apart, God’s Holy and distinctive people were also to be brought near to those who weren’t Jews, to Gentiles – the uncircumcised and the unclean… Equally shocking… Just as the re-unification of Germany brought together two different worlds, different philosophies and recent histories, so this breaking down of the barriers for Jews and Gentiles required an huge change in culture and thinking. 

So, how could this change ever hope to be achieved? In vs. 13 and 14, Paul reminds us that it is only achieved in Christ Jesus… “For he himself is our peace”. The barrier of alienation and hostility was completely dissolved by the peace and love of Christ, poured out to bring unity and reconciliation.

This peace is poured out in action, through Jesus’ sacrificial self-giving on the cross, as well as poured out in words. Jesus came and preached peace (vs.17) to those far away and peace to those who are near… Jesus’ very words are filled with peace and truth and we are wise to read them regularly and to take them seriously. Of course, when the Berlin wall fell, some people flooded through the gaps, embracing one another joyfully, whilst some will never have crossed that threshold, choosing to stay far away, and we too have faced this decision – do we draw near to God, accepting this gift of peace, or do we stay away? And do we also draw near to one another, accepting the risk and cost that reconciliation brings, being prepared to embrace the unknown and the unfamiliar, trusting in God for his leading.

Let’s pause for a moment… Where are the areas that you feel Christ might be needing to pour out his peace? Areas in our own lives, at work, at home, here at church?

I remember when Sue and Will returned from Rwanda, full of incredible stories of the peace and reconciliation that they had witnessed there, they also had a Word for us:

there will be no peace without love, 

there will be no unity without peace, 

there will be no power without unity

… At this time, I believe that this is a very challenging and pertinent word for us, and I’m grateful to them for delivering it. 

there will be no peace without love, 

there will be no unity without peace, 

there will be no power without unity

So what does unity look like and why is it so important? Well, I don’t believe that unity is where everyone looks and thinks the same – we have all been created different and we should be able to embrace those differences. However, as we have seen, peace in Christ came through his own self-giving love, and there is something about preferring the needs of others that powerfully brings peace. To truly choose to care deeply about another’s needs may bring it’s own cost as we set our own down. It requires great trust that if our needs are of God, that he will provide others who will care about them and take them up just as we have take up the cares of others. Can we set aside our own concerns and hold them second to the concerns of others? 

Peace in Christ also came through his words, he ‘preached peace’ - do our words bring peace or discord? Our words are powerful, and how we use them can deeply affect those around us. 

As if knowing that this need for unity is a big demand, Paul reminds his readers that they are not alone, and that they are certainly not building from scratch. Foundations have been laid that once were solely part of the Jewish family tree, but which have now been opened up to them – they and we have been adopted into this wonderful legacy. The life blood of the early church, the disciples and Jesus himself flows through their and our veins, acting as a firm foundation to build on. And this is what Paul wants them to do – to build together. 

When I was in Rome 3 years ago, I could not get over the buildings that I found there – they were simply breath-taking, many of them monuments to their designers and architects who were building to capture something of the glory of God. Interestingly though, many of the churches that you can wander into felt more like they had become art galleries rather than spaces that breathed the air of worship… The Jews, in Paul’s lifetime, also had a building that took people’s breath away, the Temple in Jerusalem, but it is as if Paul is cautioning his readers… Don’t make the mistake of thinking that buildings are what I’m asking of you… (pictures!) instead I’m asking you yourselves, as a gathered people, to be dwellings that give God glory - dwellings that are held together not by bricks and mortar, but by our love for one another, and which form a place where the Spirit dwells – we ourselves are to be a habitat for his living, breathing presence… 

And so whenever we are together, in whatever size or purpose of gathering, we are to form a dwelling that holds and creates breathing space – because in that space we are assured that the breath of God will live and move amongst us. How can we do this? Well, like the picture, [picture of a tower made of balancing people!] if you notice, the hands are all holding each other up… supporting and striving for the same aim – to form a strong and flexible structure where everyone has a part. We all have a part to play in loving one another and speaking peace to each other. In creating a space where the Spirit dwells. Where are those areas where this is most challenging at the moment? 

Let’s take a moment to bring them before the Lord in the quietness of our own heart and ask him to pour out his peace upon them… 

Perhaps you feel that there are words of peace that God is calling you to speak? Perhaps at home, or at work? Perhaps here in Church?

Perhaps there are folk that you are struggling to draw near to and that you feel God is calling you to approach in peace, even if that requires sacrificial love on your part?

May I encourage you to ask someone to support you in prayer as you answer that challenge. 

Let’s pray… 

there will be no peace without love, 

there will be no unity without peace, 

there will be no power without unity

Lord we ask for you to pour out your Spirit upon us now – that you would fill this living space between us and that you would draw us near – near to you and near to one another. We ask that you would give us courage to act and to speak for peace, so show our love for one another by putting their needs before our own, and we pray that you would hold us together, united in our love for you, that others might see and know the power of a people held together by you, that you might demonstrate your power amongst your people wherever they are. Amen. 

Questions:

1. Can you remember the fall of the Berlin wall? What impact did it have on you? (If any?) 

2. Is this a helpful metaphor for the wall that Paul refers to, the boundary that once existed between the Jews and the Gentiles? In what ways?

3. How significant does it feel that we have been “brought near” to the living God?

4. Do you agree that we have grown too familiar with the imminence of God, and has this been influenced by our celebrity culture? How, in turn, do you think this influences our worship / prayer?

5. In considering the work of peace, being poured out by Jesus in his actions as well as words, an assumption is made that we too need to extend peace in the same ways – do you agree?

6. Can you relate to the risk and cost of reconciliation? Have you experienced the difficulties that embracing the unknown and unfamiliar can bring and are you willing to share those experiences?

7. Are there areas where you feel Christ needs to pour out his peace?

8. How do you respond to the word that Will and Sue brought back from Rwanda for us?

there will be no peace without love, 

there will be no unity without peace, 

there will be no power without unity

9. What do you think this means for us as individuals and as a church?

10.  How do you relate to the difference between a physical building and the building of people in bringing glory to God?

11.  How can this help us as a community and how might we best pray for one another?
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