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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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We began reading St Paul’s letter to the Ephesians last week, and
will read most of it this summer. It’s often called Paul’s gospel of
the Church because it’s where he teaches about what the Church is
and does. Ephesus was a pretty important seaport on what’s now
the western coast of Turkey, so it was a pretty multi-cultural city.
And being a very big, mostly pagan city, it was a huge mission
field for Christians who, in Paul’s time, planted several churches
around the city. That’s why Paul addresses this letter, not to a
single congregation, but “to the saints who are in Ephesus” (Eph 1:1),
i.e. all the Christians in the city, what would later be called the
whole diocese, since by that time there most likely would have
been a bishop seated at the mother church– the cathedral– and a
priest at each of the other churches. Paul himself had spent time
there and presided over the Ephesian church in the mid-fifties. So
he was quite familiar with it when he wrote this letter during his
imprisonment in Rome. 

The gist of the letter is that the Church is the ark of salvation. It’s
the center and the source of Christian life and activity. Apart from
active participation in the life of the Church, the spiritual life of an
individual Christian can’t flourish. That’s all important stuff to
keep in mind as we read through Ephesians over the coming weeks.

Because of the ethnic diversity of the city, the church there
contained a pretty diverse membership as well– lots of former
pagans from lots of different cultural and religious backgrounds,
and a fair number of Jewish converts too. So it seems reasonable
to assume that Paul wrote this letter, in part, to steer the Ephesian
Christians away from a potential conflict like what he had to deal

with in some of the other churches. There were some Jewish
converts, especially in Galatia, who maintained that in order to
become a good Christian, you first had to become a good Jew,
which meant adherence to the Law of Moses, including
circumcision for all the male converts, and observance of the
Jewish calendar with all its rituals. They didn’t quite grasp how
Jesus and his Church are the fulfillment of what God had begun
when he promised to make a great nation of Abraham’s offspring.
So apparently they assumed that since Jesus was himself Jewish,
and that he at one point had said that “salvation is from the Jews”
(Jn 4:22), then his Gospel must be couched in the worship of Israel.
Besides that, they seemed unable to shake off the Jewish
understanding in those days that there were only two kinds of
people in the world, Jews and Gentiles, Us and Them.

The people behind that movement were called Judaizers. But Paul
says that all that was just a hold-over from the prevailing Jewish
attitude toward people of other races and religions. So he’s pretty
insistent that those days are over. In the Church of Jesus Christ, as
well as in God’s eternal kingdom, Paul says, “There is no longer
Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer
male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28). So
the Us versus Them mentality has got to go. 

We know all about that attitude, and we can apply it to just about
any situation. Democrat v. Republican, Catholic v. Protestant,
white v. any sort of non-white. It’s a dastardly attitude that has
continued to infect the Church.

Our vacation Bible school, which happened last week, had a Dr
Seuss theme. And the very first story we read with the kids was
The Sneetches, which was about that very problem. 

Now, the Star-Belly Sneetches
Had bellies with stars.
The Plain-Belly Sneetches
Had none upon thars...



because they had stars, all the Star-Belly Sneetches
Would brag, “We're the best kind of Sneetch on the Beaches.”
With their snoots in the air, they would sniff and they’d snort
“We’ll have nothing to do with the Plain-Belly sort!”

But Jesus, “on the night he was handed over to suffering and
death” (BCP 362), prayed fervently to the Father, saying, “I ask not
only on behalf of these [disciples], but also on behalf of those who
will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one. As
you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so
that the world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:20-21). In
other words, I want Them to become one with Us, so that there is
no more Us and Them. I want all people to be Us. And indeed, God
makes that very promise through the prophet Jeremiah when he
says, “There shall be one flock, one shepherd.”

So Paul begins his teaching on the nature of the Church by
reminding the Ephesian Christians how it used to be: 

remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called ‘the
uncircumcision’ by those who are called ‘the circumcision’– a
physical circumcision made in the flesh by human hands–  
remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens
from the commonwealth [community] of Israel, and strangers to
the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the
world.

It sounds like he’s trying to keep the Gentiles in their place, that he
supports the Us v. Them mindset, but that’s not the case. He’s fully
aware that his own people, the Jews, even though they were God’s
covenant people, were not living up to the spirit of the covenant.
By Paul’s time they had a very isolationist mentality, and saw
themselves as superior to every other group of people on earth,
because only they worshipped the one true God. They even
converted the Court of the Gentiles, that part of the temple that
God reserved for non-Jews to worship in, into retail space. And
circumcision, a physical mark on the body, was for Jews the crucial
identifier of whether somebody was one of Us or one of Them. 

“But now in Christ Jesus,” Paul continues, “you who once were far
off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.” Physical marks
on the body no longer mean anything at all, at least not that kind of
mark. In Paul’s final word of rebuke to the Judaizers in Galatia, he
says, “From now on, let no one trouble me; for I carry the marks of
Jesus branded on my body” (Gal 6:17). What he’s referring to is not
circumcision, but all the scars from the beatings and torture he
suffered for being a steadfast leader of the Church and proclaimer
of the Gospel. But not even those kinds of marks are a guarantee of
salvation. 

The essential distinction, according to Paul, is the grace of God,
first given at baptism, and continually at work in the life of the
believer thereafter. That, he says, will be quite apparent for all the
world to see, in our behavior and our actions, how we treat others,
especially those who are different, how we help the helpless and
the oppressed. What won’t be apparent for all the world to see is
whether we do those things as an expression of God’s love, but that
doesn’t matter. We do those things, not to call attention to
ourselves, but simply because we love God, and we love others the
way God loves them. And if people see God at work in and through
us, so much the better, because the praise will go to him, not us.

Paul is suggesting here that those kinds of man-made divisions and
distinctions are a huge barrier to accomplishing the Church’s
mission in the world, and are therefore offensive to God. For “in
his flesh,” Paul says, Christ Jesus “has made both groups into one
and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility
between us.” On the Jewish side, Christ has “abolished the law
with its commandments and ordinances, that he might create in
himself one new humanity in place of the two...” Elsewhere Paul
says to Jewish converts that “the law was our disciplinarian
[guardian, schoolmaster] until Christ came, so that we might be
justified by faith” (Gal 3:24). Everything in the law, and everything
else in the Old Testament, was a preparation for the coming of
Christ. And in him everything in the OT has been fulfilled, since



only he could satisfy perfectly all the demands of the law. So all
those old ritual laws are no longer needed, they’ve served their
purpose. And in fulfilling them, Jesus has gotten rid of the Us v.
Them dividing wall.

“In his flesh,” Paul says, Jesus has done this. By offering himself
on the cross as the perfect sacrifice, the only one that can atone for
all sin, Christ has ended the hostility between Us and Them. What
that means is that all people who come to him, and are forgiven by
him, must, as a condition of being forgiven, abandon all hostility
toward others and do our best to be reconciled to them. “For if you
forgive others their trespasses,” Jesus says in the Sermon on the
Mount, “your heavenly Father will also forgive you; but if you
don’t forgive others, neither will your Father forgive your
trespasses” (Mt 6:14-15).

Forgiveness and reconciliation with God and each other is the chief
work of the Church. The Church’s one and only proclamation is the
Good News that Jesus came into the world to die for our sins and
to rise again to make us righteous, right with God. The crucifix, the
cross with an image of Christ on it, is a visibly powerful
proclamation of that fact, that through his death on the cross, Jesus
Christ reestablishes our friendship with God, which had been
destroyed by human sin. For that reason, Pope John Paul II taught
that we should always have our eyes fixed on that image of Christ
crucified, which will constantly remind us of what he called the
“vertical dimension of division and reconciliation,” of the
unspeakable tragedy of our separation from God through sin, and
of the unspeakable joy of being forgiven and reconciled to him.
The vertical, John Paul said, takes precedence over the “horizontal
dimension,” the things that divide us from one another and the need
to be reconciled. That can only happen because we are first
reconciled to God. If the cross, the tree of life, as St John describes
it in Revelation, is the place where we are reconciled to God, then
our reconciliation with each other is the fruit of that tree. 

It’s within the fold of the Church that people learn both how to be

forgiven and how to forgive. And it’s in being forgiven and in
forgiving others that we grow in Christlikeness, in our likeness to
Christ, and that we grow in unity with one another in Christ. It’s
where we are “joined together,” as Paul says, “and grow into a holy
temple in the Lord; in whom [we] also are built together spiritually
into a dwelling place for God.” So I urge you to pray for peace.
Pray for the unity of all Christian people. Pray for the
reconciliation of all who are far off and all who are near, and
especially for your own reconciliation with anybody you may be at
odds with. Pray for all these things so that we all may come to
know the God who created us, who died for us and rose again, who
loves us all unconditionally, and who wants to give us all his
kingdom. In the Name of ... a.m.d.g.
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