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Introduction

The letter to the Ephesians has much less of the personal touch about it than other Pauline letters; indeed, the address ‘to Ephesus’ is missing from some manuscripts, and it may well have been meant for a group of Gentile churches which included Ephesus, as an encyclical, if you like. Paul is writing from prison, and at the same time he wrote the letter to the Colossians. Colossians presents Christ as Lord of the whole cosmos; Ephesians, according to F. F. Bruce, explores the part the church plays in Christ’s purposes for the cosmos, and how its members are to live. Ephesians offers an overview – for a non-Jewish audience – of what the Christian message is and how it is to be lived out. One person whose careful New Testament scholarship has potential to move dialogue between us forwards is Tom (N. T.) Wright, and he says that the gospel – the message about who Jesus is and what he has done – is about much more than ‘how can I be saved?’: it is a message about Christ’s lordship over all things. 
Ch.2 is a favourite Evangelical passage, expounding what God has done to save sinful human beings. Vv.1-10 look at that in personal terms, and vv.11-22 in corporate terms. So we have two perspectives, personal and corporate, both of which are essential to our presentation of the gospel. And for each one, I have three questions to ask: what was wrong? What has God done? And what is the result? 

A. Personal (v.1-10) 
What was wrong? To answer this, remember a situation in which you felt like – or really were – an outsider. Jews (v.3) as well as Gentiles (v.1) were alienated from God. All of us were ‘dead’ (vv.1, 5). It’s hard to see how things could be much worse than what Paul says about us here. And note, too, that we are not spoken of as free to choose our own life-path, but as following ‘the ruler of the power of the air’ (v.2).
What has God done? ‘But God’. That’s the heart of this chapter. Many preachers have devoted whole sermons to those two words. Look at the expressions used about God: ‘rich in mercy’, ‘the great love with which he loved us’, ‘the immeasurable riches of his grace’. What has he done?
· Made us alive with/in Christ (v.5); 
· raised us up with Christ, so that when he was raised, we were raised from death with him (the same power that raised Christ, 1.20, has raised us); 
· seated us in heavenly places – the place where we receive all spiritual blessings (1.3) – with Christ (v.6, cf.1.20). 
Why? So that ’in the ages to come’ he might show his kindness towards us in Christ (v.7). 
And what God has done has become ours – we have been saved – by grace, received through faith (v.8) – we have nothing to boast of concerning our standing as Christians. It was not the result of our works (v.9).

What is the result? We have begun a new life. If our preaching is not producing people who are really alive, spiritually speaking, then something is wrong. And God’s purpose for our new life is that we might engage in good works – Paul says he has prepared those for us too, a new way of life for us to live (v.10). Classic evangelical teaching is that we are not saved by our good works, but in order that we might do good works. We are able to do them because we have been saved, not in order that we might be saved. (Of course, elsewhere we find the present and future tenses of salvation, and for a balanced understanding we need to set those tenses alongside what we have here.) So the gospel produces people who live in a new way; chapters 4-6 will outline what that life looks like. 
B. Corporate (vv.11-22) 
Once again, Paul takes us through the story of what God has done. And there are three helpful markers dividing up the verses in this section: ‘At one time’ (v.11), ‘But now’ (v.13), ‘So then’ (v.19).
1. At one time (vv.11-12) - What was wrong? Here Paul is addressing his Gentile readers as a group. They were outsiders, excluded from God’s people and from the covenants of promise which God had made with Israel. They were without hope as a community, and without God. We know today that communities need hope: the lack of hope which we see reflects the fundamental alienation of human society from God.
2. But now (vv.13-18) – again, What has God done? Removed the barriers to reconciliation, between humanity and God, and between Jew and Gentile. Those who were far off, alienated and excluded are brought near to God, by the blood of Christ (v.13). He has reconciled Jew and Gentile, by breaking down the dividing wall of partition (v.14). In the Temple there was a notice warning Gentiles that if they went beyond the court of the Gentiles they had only themselves to blame for their death. According to Acts 21.28 Paul was in custody because he had allegedly helped a Gentile to enter the Temple and trespass beyond that partition: his accusers got their theology right even if they jumped to the wrong conclusion about what he had done!) Cf. Berlin Wall. Christ has abolished what came between Jew and Gentile – the law, with its commands and ordinances (v.15), so much of which was concerned to reinforce the separateness of the Jews from their neighbours. He has made the two into one new people  – ‘a third race’. And what holds them together is an even more fundamental reconciliation – between sinful humanity and God (v.16): it’s like a triangle of restored relationships.
Paul says that the enmity between Jew and Gentile was nailed to the cross. We often apply these verses in terms of the power of Christ to reconcile groups which are opposed in our day, and we might reflect on how this applies to reconciliation between the Orthodox and Evangelical traditions, or to the divisions constantly appearing within, as well as between, our traditions. There is no place for enmity or antagonism between groups in the body of Christ. If we allow race or culture or any other human attribute to divide us, we are contradicting the gospel. But we must never overlook that the primary instance of his reconciling power at work was between Jew and Gentile. Sadly, in Christian history that has often been less evident than it should have been. Now, when our churches are communities in which those of different races and cultures are brought together as a family, the gospel is made manifest. 
3. So then (vv.19-22) - What is the result? The gospel reconciles people who were alienated: Gentiles, who had no history with God, are made part of God’s people alongside Jews. It’s hard for us to realize how radical that must have sounded, even for the apostles, brought up in the Jewish faith. We are no longer outsiders but insiders. And this body of people, that we are part of, are described in three ways:
· citizens of God’s kingdom (v.19), 
· members of God’s household (v.19), 
· and part of God’s temple (v.20). 
We are, in John Stott’s words, ‘the kingdom over which God rules, the family which he loves and the temple in which he dwells’. 

This is where the gospel story has been going – the church, as the demonstration to the whole cosmos of the grace and power of God. You cannot have the gospel without the church. We said earlier that the gospel is about much more than personal salvation, although it includes that: it is the announcement that Jesus Christ is Lord. And the church is the community of those who acknowledge him as Lord of their lives, and who are being transformed as a foretaste of the transformation which will one day renew the whole creation. This community is founded on the apostles and prophets as those called to proclaim the word of God. As a building takes its orientation from the cornerstone, so this community takes its orientation from Christ (v.20). And then Paul’s language gets mixed: in Christ the body grows into a building – a temple (v.21), a fit place for God to make himself present (v.22).  In the psalms, Jerusalem was where God was present in a special way among his people, in the temple. But now, the temple is not a physical building, but a community of people. God is present among us. We are part of the dwelling-place of God. What a calling! Should we not long that what we confess might be increasingly evident among us? 

Conclusion

Some will use the first part of the chapter to argue that we don’t need to belong to the church to be saved. But that misses the point. What from one perspective is described in terms of personal salvation is described from another perspective as being made part of the church. The personal and the corporate dimensions of salvation go together; our proclamation of the gospel needs to present both aspects.
Last year Fr Eric Tosi gave a powerful presentation of what he called ‘koinonic evangelism’. Editing it, and therefore having to read it carefully, made me want to be a part of that sort of congregation, to see God present and active in our churches and communities, because that is the ultimate demonstration of the reality of the good news. Ephesians 2 tells us that this does not come about because we have bright ideas and develop strategies, valuable as those may be, but because God himself has acted.
