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Hope For All

Ephesians 2:11-13

Turn with me if you would to the book of Ephesians.  We will be looking in our text at 2:11-13.  When we left off last week we looked at the fact that our lives are to be a living demonstration of three things:  (1) What he is capable of doing (2) The extent of his kindness and favor, and (3) the artistic expression of our creative God who molds our lives as works of art.  

Remember, last week we looked at the idea of our lives being a masterpiece (the Greek word for “Poem).  Our lives are to be an example to everyone around us of what God can do, not only in our lives, but if he can do something in us, then surely he can do those things in others.  If God can take stubborn, arrogant, disobedience people like you and me and change us into people who all of the sudden care, then he can do it in others.
Unlike performance, the grace of God that makes this change in you and me, happens no matter what our skills may be, happens no matter how inadequate we may feel.  We simply need to sit back, remain obedient, and ride out the plan that God has laid out for us before he even created anything that we see today.  We simply need to trust that it will happen and that God knows what he is doing.
Now, can you and I miss out on God’s plan for our lives?  Can we live in such a way that God’s hands are tied?  Absolutely!  In our human pride we can choose to remain the same, being unwilling to change for anyone, simply holding on to the past, holding on to our routines, denying our need to be in God’s word and opening my mind to God’s thoughts and not my own, remaining disobedient to his leading, choosing the opposite of what we know he wants from us, and the list can go on and on.

We can miss out on the process of allowing God to make us into who he has created us to be.  Our lives then become merely another life just like everyone else’s instead of a living example of God’s grace and favor.  God wants people to see what he can do in them and he uses us as the floor model.  

In our text this morning, Paul continues to point out what God is capable of doing.  Not only is God capable of turning our lives into examples of his grace and favor, but he is able to take anyone, no matter what their background may be, and bring anyone close to God.  We are not talking about mere acquaintance but relationship.  That is why some say that Christianity is not a religion but a relationship.  It isn’t about keeping rules it is about connecting with God.  Look at Paul’s words in Ephesians 2:11-13:
11 Don’t forget that you Gentiles used to be outsiders. You were called “uncircumcised heathens” by the Jews, who were proud of their circumcision, even though it affected only their bodies and not their hearts. 12 In those days you were living apart from Christ. You were excluded from citizenship among the people of Israel, and you did not know the covenant promises God had made to them. You lived in this world without God and without hope. 13 But now you have been united with Christ Jesus. Once you were far away from God, but now you have been brought near to him through the blood of Christ.

Here, Paul paints a picture of contrast between those known as the Gentiles and the Jews.  We have to remember that when Paul was writing this letter it was addressed to both Jewish and Gentile believers in Ephesus.  There was a conflict in the church, a division in the church over who is more favorable in the eyes of God.  

The Jewish people were known as God’s chosen people, the children of Israel, the nation whom God led out of captivity into a new chance at freedom and a new land.  The Gentiles were simply those who weren’t Jewish by descent.  They were the new kids on the block who had just received the privilege of God’s favor.  Who was better?  Who was more important?  We see a good example of this in Luke 18:9-14 in the parable of the two men who prayed.  The Pharisee thanks God that he is not like the tax collector as if he was more acceptable in his relationship with God.
You know it is no different today in the church?  There are those who think that because of some lineage of their parents being strong Christians, or even ministers, that they are more important.  There are those who think that because they have served on committees or have held a title that they are more important.  There are those who think that because they have been a Christian a long time, have given more money than anyone else that they have earned a greater level of importance in the kingdom of God.  

Many in the church have (and still do) compare themselves to everyone else in the world with a sense of superiority and judgment.  As if we were any different from those in the world before we found Christ, as if we are perfect and are the ones who don’t need help.  Don’t buy into the fact that you are more important to God than anyone else simply because God showed you his favor.  God wants everyone to know that no matter who they are, his favor is available to them.  
Paul wants to communicate in our text that everyone is equal, everyone is just as important than the next.  Look at his words in verse 11.  He starts out with the contrast of the Gentiles being the outsiders verses the Jews being the insiders.
Comparison #1:  “Outsiders” vs. “In The Know” (Awareness)
To the Gentile, the idea of having a relationship with God was new. To them the idea of God or gods were simply met with fear because life was only about keeping them happy and not angering them by doing whatever they wanted.    God, to them, was seen as an angry judge, a vengeful God, one who was distant and unquestionable.  So we have the one side.  

But to the Jewish people, they were the ones who for hundred and thousands of years heard about God’s provision, heard about his love, heard about his willingness to draw near.  They were the ones, who Paul states were “proud of their circumcision”. 
Instead of going into a detailed description of the idea of circumcision let me simply state that circumcision was a physical mark of an agreement that God made with Abraham that Abrahams descendants would have a special relationship and special access to God.  The Jewish people were therefore very much aware that God was a God of relationship.  
The Jewish people knew about this opportunity but Paul tells us here in the verse 11 that it never connected with their heart.  They went through the motions but were never motivated by the heart.  Another example of how we need to connect the mind with the heart.

I look at this and I see our current culture.  On one side we have a spiritual awareness of being connected with nature and it creator and then on the other a complete ignorance or awareness of any form of deity or sustaining force.  Some see God as merely a source of condemnation while others while others see him or “it” as a source of power.  
Today, people go to meditate, they read metaphysical books, they tap into the forces of nature but rarely do they see it as a means of connecting with the Creator who longs to speak to them, to teach them, to lead them, and to show his great love for them.  Their hearts still haven’t connected with God.  Scripture tells us in Romans 1:25:
23 And instead of worshiping the glorious, ever-living God, they worshiped idols made to look like mere people and birds and animals and reptiles.
The flip side is that there are those who don’t even have a clue about what Christianity is really about.  They use the hypocrisy of the church as their excuse to ignore and avoid God.  I don’t blame them for being turned off to church, but it doesn’t negate the fact that God still wants a relationship with them.  He still wants them to pursue him. He wants to make them aware of the incredible gift that is available to them and he wants them to respond.  Neither side quite right but there is one thing that can change all of that and that is Jesus Christ.

Comparison #2:  “Excluded” vs. “Included” (Acceptance)
Look at verse 12:

12 In those days you were living apart from Christ. You were excluded from citizenship among the people of Israel, and you did not know the covenant promises God had made to them.
The Gentiles were viewed as those who didn’t have God’s favor because they weren’t God’s chosen people while the Jews were chosen.  The Jewish people were very much aware of all of God’s promises to them.  They knew that their sins could be atoned for, they knew they could receive forgiveness and pardon for their sins if they would go through the ritual sacrifices, they knew they could pray to God and he would hear them.  To the Jew the Gentiles were second class citizens.  They were viewed as foreigners.  As people living in a strange land without the rights of citizenship.
Like the Jewish Christians of this time, we as Christians today have a tendency to look down on the rest of the world as second class citizens.  Just as I stated before in the opening of my message, We compare ourselves with everyone else with a sense of superiority or spiritual arrogance.  In fact, we tend to go as far as determining who is worthy of the message of Jesus Christ and who is not.  We make a judgment call.  
Sure, we will tell the ones who are successful and have it all together about Jesus, but forget the one who truly needs him - the sick, addicted, poor, homeless, alone, struggling, the outcasts of our society.  Christianity is not a club but a clinic where everyone needs to be welcomed.  The message of Jesus Christ is presented to everyone.  And everyone who responds to it needs to be received and brought into the family.  The third comparison is found at the end of verse 12:
“You lived in this world without God and without hope.”
Comparison #3:  “Apart/Without” and “Connected/With” (Assurance)
The Gentiles were a pagan people without God and without hope.  In fact, archeologists have dug up 1st century cemeteries in various places in Greece and Rome and have found many tombstones with the Greek or Latin words for “No Hope” 

We know that during this time frame in history, Roman philosophers and thinkers of the day had a philosophy of despair and meaningless existence.  No sense of purpose and no sense of significance.  You could even see it in the life of Pilate.  When Jesus stood before him and informed him that he had come into the world to declare truth, Pilate responded “what is truth?”  
The Greek thinkers, the scientists, the Roman philosophers, the leaders of the Romans world, all looked out upon the universe and saw nothing but an enormous cosmic loneliness.  In fact, the largest portion of the Romans and Greeks did not worship gods; they worshipped nothing.  They didn’t believe in gods anymore.  
I am convinced that one of the reasons why people are obsessed with sports, or with hobbies, or keep going from one event to the next is because they believe that it gives purpose to their lives.  In a sense they have lost hope and are trying to find it in other things.

What do we do with this comparison of assurance?  As people in the church we have tended to use this comparison as a means to distancing ourselves from those who need hope.  We think that since we already have our assurance and connection with God then that is all that matters.  We let those who are disconnected fend for themselves or we pray that God will bring someone else to reach them.  But this comparison should do nothing but draw us to those without hope.
In fact, I am convinced that those who value their walk with Christ more are those who had no hope in the first place.  I think the Jewish Christians were lukewarm because they already knew things about God and that there was hope, while for the Gentile this new opportunity that they had never experienced stirred up a freshness and vitality to their lives.  That is why my prayer has always been that God would not just grow his church – but grow his church with fresh new converts.  It’s nice every once and a while to get a little transfer growth, but there is nothing like watching one who is new and has found new hope and purpose to their existence.
On one hand, the Jewish people thought that they had more favor, more acceptance, a sense of spiritual superiority.  There are still those in the church that think that the church evolves around them – that the whole reason the church exists is only for them.  They think that they are the more favored and acceptable people and that it should end there.  But Jesus also came for the Gentile – the godless, lost, outsiders and therefore the mission of the church is to continue to reach those without hope.  Why?  Look at verse 13:
13 But now you have been united with Christ Jesus. Once you were far away from God, but now you have been brought near to him through the blood of Christ.
It doesn’t matter who you are, it doesn’t matter where you came from, it doesn’t matter what you have gone through, it doesn’t matter what mistakes you have made, it doesn’t matter.  What does matter is that God wants you to be near to him. He doesn’t want you to remain outsiders or even the ones who know about him and yet not connect with him.

God wants to be close to people.  He has made a way through the blood of Jesus Christ.  What are we going to do about it?  Are we going to sit back and keep making comparisons between us and them, or are we going to make our goal the uniting message and purpose of Jesus Christ?  

Our prayer should be “God, help me not to compare myself with someone else.  Help me not to draw a line and isolate myself from those who need to know that you are there for them.  Help me not to sit back and judge everything and everyone with a self-righteous attitude. But just as I have experienced your acceptance of me, help me to accept others with the same unconditional love.  Help me to see that this HOPE IS FOR ALL.”  Let’s pray!
