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“So then, 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 of Israel, and
strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the
world. '3 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been
brought near by the blood of Christ. " For he is our peace; in his flesh he has
made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the
hostility between us. '° He has abolished the law with its commandments and
ordinances, that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the
two, thus making peace, ° and might reconcile both groups to God in one
body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. '” So he
came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who
were near; '8 for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the
Father. '° So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens
with the saints and also members of the household of God, 2° built upon the
foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the
cornerstone. 2’ In him the whole structure is joined together and grows into a
holy temple in the Lord; ??in whom you also are built together spiritually into a
dwelling place for God.” (Ephesians 2:11-22).

1. Are We United?

The formal name of our church is Swift Memorial United Methodist
Church. The formal name of the US is the United States of America. The term
“united” is an important part of our identity. What does the term “united”
mean? The dictionary definition is to form a single entity, agreement, or in
harmony.

The definition | like the most is “in harmony.” It highlights the importance
of being in harmony with one another. The term also pushes us to ask the
important question in our current state. Are we in harmony in our
denomination or in our nation?

This past week, | read a news article that said that the “Delta variant is
widening the gulf between the two Americas.” States like Arkansas, Missouri,
Texas, and Nevada are experiencing acute rises in hospitalizations in the
past few weeks. These states also have much lower rates of vaccinations
compared to other states including here in Massachusetts.

The term “two Americas” was used by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in the
1960s. He said,



‘there are literally two Americas. One America is beautiful... and
overflowing with the milk of prosperity and the honey of opportunity.
This America is the habitat of millions of people who have food and
material necessities for their bodies. ... But tragically and unfortunately,
there is another America. This other America has a daily ugliness about
it that constantly transforms the ebullience of hope into the fatigue of
despair. In this America millions of work-starved men walk the streets
daily in search for jobs that do not exist.”

| hope today is much better than the situation of the 1960s.

Yet we know that the dividing power of poverty, racial discrimination
and social class in the States pushes us away from one another and farther
from being united. It is hard to think of peace and happiness in our world
without addressing these forces that lead us away from peace.

As we reflect on our scripture today, let us look to see what tries to drive
us apart and what will help us come together in peace and harmony, united in
Christ.

2. What Brings People a Division?

When we read today’s scripture, Ephesians 2, we see that an ethnic
division between Jews and Gentiles was a dividing force in the early church.
The first followers of Jesus were the disciples, and all the disciples were
Jews. After Saul famously encountered the risen Christ on the Road to
Damascus, he became known as Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles.

Paul traveled to three missionary journeys during his life, converting
many Gentiles during that time. The percentage of Gentiles increased
throughout the different regional churches. The predominantly Jewish
congregations became increasingly Gentile. Jews and Gentiles had
historically experienced tension between the two groups and the early church
was no different.

3. One in Christ

This is why Paul calls the Jews and Gentiles to be united in Jesus in his
letter to the Ephesians. In Ephesians 2:5 & 6, Paul says, “when we were
dead through our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ- by
grace you have been saved- sand raised us up with him and seated us
with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus. Paul reminds the
Ephesians that the Jews and the Gentiles are saved through the sacrifice of
Jesus and will live together forever. Salvation is a gift of God, and it is God’s
grace.



In Ephesians 2:11-13, Paul speaks to the Gentiles that they should
remember who they were and where they came from. He reminds them that
they were separated from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel,
foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in
the world. We are not different from them. Paul also acknowledges that the
social and spiritual boundary existed between the Jews and the Gentiles. He
stresses that the Gentiles were once far away, but now were united with the
Jews by the blood of Christ.

In Ephesians 2:14, Paul teaches us another important meaning of
salvation. “For he (Jesus) is our peace; in his flesh he has made both
groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the
hostility between us.” Paul points out that Jesus’ death on the cross broke
down the dividing wall between the Jews and the Gentiles. The hostility that
had been prevalent in the interactions between the two groups of people
would be no more because Jesus is our peace.

4. Jesus is Peace

The term “peace” is one of the most important words in the Bible. Peace
in Greek language is “eirene” and “shalom” in Hebrew. Both “eirene” and
“shalom” refer to two kinds of peace: First, an inner kind of peace that is
derived from a deep relationship with God: Second, an external kind of
peace-the absence of violence among individuals or nations.

What does “Jesus is our peace” mean? Romans 5:10 says, “while we
were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his son.”
Paul reminds us of the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden when
they disobeyed God’s commandments and were separated from God.
Because of Jesus Christ’s sacrifice on the cross, the enmity was put to death
for us. And we now have peace with God. It is interesting to learn that the
Greek root word for peace is “eiro” that means “join” or “union.” We were
separated from God, but are now unified with God in Christ who “has broken
down the dividing wall.”

How can we experience peace in our lives? Some might say that we
can experience inner peace but never an external kind of peace with others.
Why would someone say this? In the case of our passage, it was because of
a Jewish prejudice against Gentiles in the early church. As long as someone
has this prejudice, there could never be any kind of external peace with the
people around them.

This is why Paul says in Galatians 3:28, “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.” In Christ, our differences no
longer separate us from our fellow believers. As brothers and sisters in Christ,
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Paul reminds us that we are called to be in harmony with our fellow believers
especially those who might look or are different from us.

Ephesians 2:19 also says, “you are no longer strangers and aliens,
but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household
of God.” We are citizens of God’s kingdom and brothers and sisters in God’s
household. God wants his children to live in harmony with each other.

5. A Survey in our Church

As a church, we recently filled out a survey to see the preferences for
indoor versus outdoor services as a congregation. In the church newsletter,
Bill Held shared with us that some of us like worshipping indoors while others
prefer outdoors.

What would you do in this case? It's natural for us to have different
preferences. There is probably no way for us to make everyone happy with a
service location preference. But if we are generous towards one another and
honor others’ preferences, we can show the same kind of uniting love that we
experience through Christ with one another.

The motto of J.O.Y. Ministries is “Jesus First. Others Second.
Yourselves Third.” J.0.Y. Ministries has been working to share the love of
Jesus with this order of priority. If we give priority to others before we claim
our preference, we will have peace with each other always.

6. Conclusion

In our society, race, theological perspectives, politics, gender, age, and
social status seem to keep us apart from one another. If we seek out our
preferences, we will never have peace with each other. But if we are open
minded toward others and grateful for the differences of others and try to
complement one another as a united body in Christ, we will praise the Lord
for our differences.

Jesus is the prince of peace. He made us to belong to the community of
faith, the church. Why did Jesus want us to belong to church? It is because
God wants us to be the dwelling place for God.

John Wesley said, “though we cannot think alike, may we not love
alike? May we not be of one heart, though we are not of one opinion?”
Thanks be to Jesus Christ who has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the
hostility between us to live in harmony with each other. Praise the Lord!
Amen.



