Ephesians 2. 11-22 and Ephesians 3. 1-13
Being made one
I am back this week from a Faith and Order meeting – a moment in the modern ecumenical movement. That we are in one household of faith (the meaning of “ecumenism”) is not merely a modern phenomenon. It runs deeply through the New Testament witness, precisely because the assumptions of differentiating between Jews and Gentiles ran so deep. When Jews were captivated by Jesus whom they identified as the Christ of promise, in Jesus’ lifetime and certainly after the crucifixion the significance of his coming was owned and treasured also by Gentiles. But it was clearly a challenge to own a new, common identity. Modern ecumenism comes in a different context, dealing with the legacy of church divisions on a number of fronts. This letter to the Ephesians holds to the vision of walls of hostility being broken down.
There are three sections in this reading, the first running from v.11 through to v. 13. Paul views the problem in a sense from the angle of the Jews, he himself of course being a Jew. Thus, “you” Gentiles, called the uncircumcised, remember what you were then. It is a looking back, for the past is left behind as far as Paul understands it. We cannot be imprisoned by our histories, however justified they were once upon a time. The differences he is addressing are ethnic. Some were born into one group, some into another, and customs and laws only reinforced the separation. Circumcision was done by human hands. What the (Holy) Spirit can do is going to be the contrast. Apartness from Christ (v.12) was being in no sense part of the covenant people. God’s promises were neither known nor loved; in the eyes of the Jews therefore, Gentiles were without hope and without God. One might note that the “pagan” Romans thought not much different of the Jews. However, all that we know of Jewish patterns of life at that time support the black and white nature of this separation. They would have little or nothing even to do with one another. And as in v.13 the notion is introduced of those far away being brought near, one thinks of the set-up at the Temple in Jerusalem, where the Gentiles were allowed only into the outermost courtyard. The sacrificial death of Christ has put an end to the old Temple ritual, which was at the peak of marking out for separation the Jewish people. But it will be made clear that this is less an opening up of what was for the Jews alone and rather more both Jews and Gentiles entering into an entirely new space.  One of the agonies of the modern ecumenical movement is a lack of clarity as to whether we are journeying towards an entirely new space or, if not, which perspectives are the ones which belong to the people of God aside from Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant and so on.
Now, in the second section, the new space is described in a passage which some have seen as a liturgical or hymn text. It opens, “He is our peace, who has made both one”. There is something very important here. That Jesus himself “is” peace is a different claim to saying something like, you should make peace with one another. Our joy resides in what Christ has achieved for us, and our challenge therefore is to let that take root. It is not impossible!
What is this peace of Christ? It is the unity which comes because walls have been broken down. This would seem to be a reference to spiritual walls of division more than any literal bricks and mortar, though twenty years on from Berlin 1989 and in view of the present-day Israel situation, we all know about walls that divide. However, the more fundamental issue is that enmity prevails until Christ takes it away. In a very black and white sentence (!), Paul puts it that the Jewish law in its commandments and ordinances has been abolished – abolished, that is, insofar as it served to distinguish one holy people from the rest, for the (new) creation now points towards not two races but one. To be in Christ is to be at peace with one’s fellow (wo)man. The humanity so prone to enmity with one another is renewed in Christ. One body is brought back to God. In a sense the perspective here reaches back to the creation of the world. The sin of Adam and the sons of Adam has been overcome. One of the early commentators, John Chrysostom, said it was as if two like lead and silver had been turned into gold. This is not subtle chemistry; it goes far beyond what we of ourselves could achieve. Being at peace with one another and with God is Christ’s work. This is the good news preached to both Gentiles and Jews. This is the access point, into the presence of the Father, through the Holy Spirit. 
As we have seen before in Ephesians, the thrust of the letter is to take us to see things as they are and assuredly will be. There is nothing but unity and peace in the purposes of God. Where peace is endangered, whether amongst ourselves or between us and God, this is not the work of Christ; this is what Christ came to move us on from. Where peace is experienced, the crossing of previous boundaries and a joyful closeness to the Father of us all, the glory is that of Jesus Christ.
So then (v. 19) … the apostle is beginning to come towards some practical teaching on the back of all these prayer-filled visions. So he underlines his conclusions at this point. Jews saved through Christ cannot possibly view Gentiles as foreigners or strangers; rather all together there is a common citizenship, a family belonging. We may have as many cultural starting-points as could be imagined, but still there can be no “them” and “us”. And just as the Temple was in Jewish perspective at the heart of the faith, so now a building again is to be central but this time not one made of stone but a spiritual reality. Our fellowship is with the prophets and the apostles, and Christ the cornerstone. Where Christ is, the church is, and whether we have the image of growth or steadily being built up together, the truly significant aspect of our fellowship is the presence of God through His Spirit.
Now Paul will launch into a prayer and some urgings and warnings. On the way there, in the first half of chapter 3 of Ephesians, he has a digression – a digression in which he reflects on his own role in having this vision and yet ending up in prison. I’m not going to spend much time on this other than to note that it rather neatly revisits much of what has been written up to this point. The apostle writes of his sense that God in His grace has entrusted the teaching to him, the “mysterion” – i.e. what was for God only to plan. Such a plan was not least to open up the riches of Christ to the Gentile world. In Christ there is access to the presence of the Father. And the church, by keeping faithful to its task, bears witness not only on a human level but even in the heavenly places. As we have read before in this letter, the scope of salvation is cosmic. Nothing will detract from this, Paul writes – even a frail human being such as himself being locked up in a hellhole. The walls which would otherwise hem us in, whether literally or spiritually, have crumbled into dust at God’s command. Blessings abound!  




