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Peace For All

Ephesians 2:14-18

Turn with me this morning to the book of Ephesians 2:14-18.  We are continuing on in our study of the book of Ephesians.  The church in Ephesus was finding itself in turmoil.  Whenever you get people of opposing viewpoints together there will always be turmoil.  What the early church was facing was nothing more than growing pains and a new way of doing things.  The birth of the early church uprooted years of isolation, years of imposition and years of (what we looked at last week) comparison.  

There needed to be change.  And God could see what was happening, and in fact had it all planned out so that at the right time he could bring together and establish his church that would not fall, unlike any other establishment in their time and in our time.  Jesus promised Peter in Matthew 16:18:

Now I say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and all the powers of hell* will not conquer it.
The work that Jesus established and continues to sustain will not end.  The changes that he made through the early church needed to take place so that not only hope could be seen by all, but also peace could be seen as well.

But what happens when human hands gets a hold of the plans of God?  What happens when all of the sudden we feel like we need to step in and alter the plan that Jesus Christ established at his death and resurrection (a plan that will not fall apart)? As human beings we tend to take the grace and mercy of God and attach things to it.  As human beings we become so profoundly shocked at his kindness that we think “it is too good to be true” and that there has to be a catch.

That is why, within the church there still exists the image of holiness or purity.  I have talked to more and more people who have once again become bound in their Christianity by a spiritual law or expectation imposed by another who has a conviction of their own that they feel everyone needs to adapt.  But isn’t Christianity about finding freedom (not to sin) but to serve however we feel God is leading us by his Word and His Holy Spirit?  
There are many in the church who are still not free but who live a life of spiritual ritualism without even having the heart to love and respond out of their love for God.

As human beings we tend to add to the saving work of Jesus Christ.  As the early church got going they tended to add to the saving work of Jesus Christ.  And because of it there were walls going up between people in the church.  If you remember, we talked about the whole purpose of the Universe.  We see it in the words of Paul in Ephesians 1:9-11:

9 God has now revealed to us his mysterious plan regarding Christ, a plan to fulfill his own good pleasure. 10 And this is the plan: At the right time he will bring everything together under the authority of Christ—everything in heaven and on earth. 11 Furthermore, because we are united with Christ, we have received an inheritance from God,* for he chose us in advance, and he makes everything work out according to his plan.
We find that the purpose of God is to bring everything together, uniting us all with Christ.  Not only speaking of a relationship with God but with each other.  One of God’s greatest purposes is to bring together people in his church.  To bring unity to discord.  There was no greater example of discord than in the relationship between Jews and Gentiles.  They were the exact opposites.  As both a Jew and Roman citizen, Paul had experienced the conflict within himself.  And therefore, what a perfect person to talk about unity.  We pick up our text in Ephesians 2:14-18:

14 For Christ himself has brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles into one people when, in his own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us. 15 He did this by ending the system of law with its commandments and regulations. He made peace between Jews and Gentiles by creating in himself one new person from the two groups. 16 Together as one body, Christ reconciled both groups to God by means of his death on the cross, and our hostility toward each other was put to death. 17 He brought this Good News of peace to you Gentiles who were far away from him, and peace to the Jews who were near. 18 Now all of us can come to the Father through the same Holy Spirit because of what Christ has done for us.
The early church was comprised of people of different perspective.  In fact, the “Dividing wall of hostility” was a real wall.  There was a wall about 3’-4’ high that ran through the courtyard surrounding the temple, dividing it into two sections, separating the court of the Gentiles, where the Gentiles were permitted to go, from the inner court, into which only Jews were permitted.  Each side was able to see what the other was doing.  On one side you had the religious and on the other you had the irreverent.  Each side hurling insults, judging, comparing themselves, thinking that they were right while both were truly wrong.
In 1871, archeologists digging around the temple site in Jerusalem, actually uncovered the very stone marked with this warning (in both Hebrew and Greek): “No man of another race is to proceed within the partition and enclosing wall around the sanctuary.  Any one arrested there will have himself to blame for the penalty of death which will be imposed as a consequence.”
Building a wall. Isolation, separation, trying to ignore the other side, or (should I say) trying to hide on our side what we don’t want people to see.  We live in a world of conflict.  Marriages, families, friends, co-workers, in any area of connection there tends to be a sense of conflict. What do we do when conflict comes our way?  We build walls, we stake our claim, we isolate ourselves from them, we try to ignore them, we even hurl insults over the way, throw things at each other and the next thing you know you have not only built a way but a bunker.  We all become at war with each other.  
We aren’t going to get anywhere if we are all in our own bunkers church.  We have to allow Jesus Christ to come and bring peace.  
1.  Jesus Christ is our source of peace.  

I believe that a person in conflict with someone else is truly a person in conflict with God.  If you don’t have peace with others, then my question to you is do you have peace with God.  If you are so set on pointing out everyone else’s problems then I believe that they are merely smoke screens or distractions from our own.  It is only when I am able to understand and live my life at peace with God that my attitude will change towards others.  

It is only when I know where I stand with God, why I am able to stand there, and how I can continue to stand at peace with God, that then I can reach out to others in peace.  
What tends to happen is that we become obsessed with being wronged, or with our own opinions, or our own hurts and we allow our emotions to dictate our actions instead of operating on the truth that we are no different than they are.  But if I see them as I see myself, if I understand that Jesus died for them just as he did for me, if I understand that I have my weaknesses too, if I understand that I’m not always going to do things the way others think I should, if I understand that just as God is speaking to me and convicting me that he is doing it in their life as well, then I can relinquish my need to be right and let God work in both of our lives, bringing us to the same level in life making us partners in life’s journey. Let go and let God.   
We all are always in need of a perspective adjustment because we as fallen man have a tendency to hold things over each others heads when we should be more concerned with our own.  If I am at peace with God, if I live like a person at peace with God, then my actions will be action of peace towards others.  In verse 14 Paul tells us that Jesus broke down the wall of hostility.  What creates hostility?  A self righteous attitude.  
2.  Get Rid Of Our Self-Righteousness

Jesus gives us an example of it in John 8:1-11:
1 Jesus returned to the Mount of Olives, 2 but early the next morning he was back again at the Temple. A crowd soon gathered, and he sat down and taught them. 3 As he was speaking, the teachers of religious law and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in the act of adultery. They put her in front of the crowd. 4 “Teacher,” they said to Jesus, “this woman was caught in the act of adultery. 5 The law of Moses says to stone her. What do you say?” 6 They were trying to trap him into saying something they could use against him, but Jesus stooped down and wrote in the dust with his finger. 7 They kept demanding an answer, so he stood up again and said, “All right, but let the one who has never sinned throw the first stone!” 8 Then he stooped down again and wrote in the dust. 9 When the accusers heard this, they slipped away one by one, beginning with the oldest, until only Jesus was left in the middle of the crowd with the woman. 10 Then Jesus stood up again and said to the woman, “Where are your accusers? Didn’t even one of them condemn you?”11 “No, Lord,” she said. And Jesus said, “Neither do I. Go and sin no more.

What Jesus simply did was take the judges and apply the law to them as well.  Self-righteous thinking tries to isolate themselves from the law or standard while trying to impose it upon everyone else.  Self-righteousness always demands a charge or penalty.  But remove that demand and the hostility ends.  
Church, as we have come here today, we are to be broken, humble, teachable, recipients of God’s grace and mercy, without any need for anyone else but ourselves to become different.  It is only then that we are able to come together in unity and in peace.  Paul goes on in our text in verse15 and tells us that God’s purpose is to make peace and to turn two groups into one new person.  Who is that one new person?  The Church.  
3. God’s goal is that he will gather together people of diversity and who wouldn’t normally have anything in common and turn them into a group of unity and peace. (The Church)

We can bring our personalities, our cultural heritage, our unique characteristics and allow God to make us into a group of people who pursue him.  Once we are able to let God be our peace, once we are able to give up our need for justice in our self-righteous, only then can we be willing to join with others and let God turn us into a group of unity.  We have to remember that it is God who is putting the church together: not some committee that takes a vote.  God is putting the church together and he knows who we need, and who needs us.  We have to be in a place where we are willing to welcome whoever God is bringing into the door.

Do you know what that means to us as a church?  We can’t get too set in our ways of doing things because we need to be ready to make adjustments so that more and more can find their sense of belonging in the body of Jesus Christ.  
Look at verse 17:

17 He brought this Good News of peace to you Gentiles who were far away from him, and peace to the Jews who were near.   

To me this verse speaks of the extent of what God can do.  We see two exact opposite ends and how God can turn them into a work of art.  God can take misfits and fit them together.  He can take enemies and bring them together.  He can take people whom the world would never put together and bring such unity in their gatherings that it will be a testimony of God’s supernatural ability to bring peace.  That is why we should never judge who deserves to hear about God and who doesn’t.  You can’t underestimate God’s ability to bring that person into his body.  God’s church is to be a miracle of bringing people together in unity.  As you look around some of us may see those we wouldn’t normally be with if it wasn’t for the church, and yet we know that our lives have been enriched by those relationships.  God not only wants to bring us together but he wants there to be peace.
I remember my time at Kings Way Foursquare in San Mateo.  In my interview process I asked Pastor Ron what the church was like and his statement was “We are a church at peace.”  And you know what?  It was.  It was a group of people whom clearly God had put together, who were pursuing the things of God with passion, and who worked out their differences and yet accepted them at the same time.  It didn’t mean that there weren’t occasional issues but overall their eyes were on Jesus and their relationship with him.  

That is what I want our church to become.  A place of unity and peace.  Paul finishes our text with verse 18:

18 Now all of us can come to the Father through the same Holy Spirit because of what Christ has done for us.
Remember that the goal of unity and peace is that we would be able to come to the Father in relationship with him. Our purpose as a church is to create an atmosphere where people can focus on God and His word.  Not a place where we step into the way and add to the incredible work of Jesus Christ.  But a place where we can pursue God without any fear of judgment, acceptance, or ridicule.

The Jews and Gentiles were at odds with one another.  They had hurled insults at each other, made judgments about each other, even seeing the hypocrisy, yet God wanted to take their past experiences and develop something new.  He wanted to change their perspective, help bring a common viewpoint, that neither side was better than the other, but both were on equal ground, deserving equal judgment, equal ridicule, and therefore were equals to each other.  They had nothing over the other and therefore were more similar than they thought.  It was their similarity that brought their unity.  It was their similarity and their equal need for Christ that brought a common bond and sense of unity and camaraderie.  

May we catch the same view in our own lives.  May we see this church the same way.  May we experience God’s peace not only in our lives but also in our church.  Let’s pray. 
