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Grace	Series	-	Week	2	

“Good	Fences	Make	Bad	Neighbours”	

13	November	2016	

Ross	Lester	

	

Intro:	

• Howzit	BBC	and	welcome	to	week	2	of	gRace,	a	series	exploring	race,	the	gospel,	

community	and	hope.	

• What	a	week	for	the	world.	Political	unrest,	societal	division,	and	a	wrestle	between	

ideologies	of	homogeny	vs	diversity	is	happening	in	a	number	of	nations	and	

societies.	What	an	exciting	opportunity	for	the	church!	People	are	beginning	to	lose	

faith	in	purely	political	solutions,	and	so	where	will	they	turn?	God	please	make	us	

into	compelling	communities	that	have	answers	to	these	maladies.	

	

• My	son	Daniel	sat	through	the	first	part	of	my	sermon	last	week.	On	the	way	to	

school	on	Monday	he	told	me	that	he	loved	everything	that	I	said.	In	a	proud	dad	

moment,	I	decided	to	ask	him	what	stuck	out	and	what	he	remembered	the	most.	

His	answer	was	that	he	didn’t	remember	one	word,	but	that	he	loved	it.	I	think	that	

is	a	great	summary	of	how	we	process	sermons.	So	knowing	that	most	of	you	won’t	

remember	a	word,	here	is	what	we	said	last	week,	as	we	used	a	whistle-stop	tour	of	

the	whole	bible	to	do	it.	

	

God’s	plan	for	his	people	has	always	been	and	will	always	be	that	they	would	be	a	

radically	diverse	crew	united	by	very	little	other	than	their	common	love	of	Christ.	

	

• Most	of	the	feedback	I	have	had	this	week	has	been	of	“but	how?”	sort	of	variety.	

This	week	we	are	going	to	look	at	a	church	community	that	had	to	actually	live	

through	this	reality,	and	the	bumps	and	scrapes	of	making	it	work.	I	love	this	text,	

and	cling	to	it	tightly	and	often.	

• Please	turn	with	me	to	Ephesians	2:8.	While	you	do,	let	me	give	you	some	context.	

o Jesus	=	Jewish	
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o Disciples	=	Jewish	

o Pentecost	=	Jewish	

o Early	Church	=	Mostly	Jewish	

o Then	the	gospel	goes	out	to	Gentiles	and	they	respond,	which	is	fine,	but	

then	they	join	the	church	which	is	not	fine.	The	struggles	that	ensue	

contribute	a	great	deal	to	everything	that	Paul	writes	to	churches	in	the	NT	

and	leads	to	conflict	between	Paul	and	Peter.	Paul	explains	this	conflict	in	

Galatians	2	when	he	describes	how	Peter	came	to	Antioch	(where	Paul	had	

built	a	mutlicultural	congregation)	and	Paul	confronted	him	on	the	fact	that	

he	claimed	to	believe	that	Gentiles	could	be	part	of	the	people	of	God	but	

refused	to	remove	the	barriers	for	them	to	enter	into	a	new	community	

together	with	believing	Jews.	

o In	Ephesians	2,	Paul	is	again	addressing	this	issue.	Now	you	might	go,	come	

on,	the	gap	between	Jews	and	Greeks	was	hardly	like	the	gaps	we	see	in	race	

and	culture	today,	but	I	disagree.	They	aren’t	the	same,	but	they	really	are	

alike.	

o There	were	essentially	three	sources	of	hostility	between	them:	

§ Religious:	Jews	were	the	covenant	people	of	God,	and	they	had	no	

thoughts	around	other	people	being	added.	There	was	a	saying	that	

was	popular	in	first	century	Judaism	that	spoke	of	Gentiles	as	being	

made	by	God	to	serve	as	the	kindling	of	the	fires	of	hell.	The	law	

served	as	the	covenant	between	Jews	and	God	and	it	was	impossible	

for	Gentiles	to	fully	observe	the	law	and	so	it	wasn’t	seen	as	possible	

for	Gentiles	to	be	in	right	standing	with	a	holy	God	in	the	minds	of	

most	Jews.	In	addition,	the	Gentiles	came	from	Pagan	roots	and	so	

had	what	seemed	like	deplorable	religious	practices	themselves.	

§ Cultural:	There	was	a	culture	of	ceremonies	and	holy	days	and	dietary	

requirements	that	were	designed	to	separate	Jews	from	surrounding	

people	and	these	created	massive	cultural	gaps.	

§ Racial:	This	was	a	separate	bloodline	going	back	to	Abraham	and	one	

that	wasn’t	allowed	to	be	tampered	with	or	mixed.		
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• This	isn’t	to	hate	on	the	Jews.	We	know	clearly	of	God’s	love	for	them.	This	is	to	set	

the	scene	for	how	messy	and	difficult	this	was.		

• Now	imagine	too	that	there	was	a	massive	Jewish	diaspora	who	had	been	scattered	

to	cities	like	Ephesus.	They	lived	surrounded	by	Gentiles	and	the	only	place	they	felt	

settled	and	safe	would	have	been	in	Jewish	worship	gatherings.	And	now,	they	are	

expected	to	sit	shoulder	to	shoulder	with	Gentiles	even	there.	They	weren’t	happy.	

• I	can’t	help	but	think	that	we	would	have	multi-sited	the	church	in	Ephesus.	We	

would	find	a	way	for	there	to	be	an	appearance	of	unity	but	for	people	to	maintain	

their	worship	preferences.	We	would	have	gone	Ephesus	Jew	and	Ephesus	Greek.	

You	can	choose	as	a	consumer	of	the	gospel	which	one	suits	you.	

• Paul	has	none	of	that.	It	is	in	that	context	of	diversity	and	difficulty	that	Paul	writes.	

	
8	For	by	grace	you	have	been	saved	through	faith.	And	this	is	not	your	own	doing;	it	is	the	gift	

of	God,	9	not	a	result	of	works,	so	that	no	one	may	boast.	10	For	we	are	his	workmanship,	

created	in	Christ	Jesus	for	good	works,	which	God	prepared	beforehand,	that	we	should	walk	

in	them.	1	

	

• Gosh	I	enjoy	Paul.	He	wants	them	both	(Jew	and	Greek)	to	remember	that	it	is	grace	

alone	that	puts	them	in	any	sort	of	standing	with	God.		

• The	end	result	of	that	knowledge	is	a	realization	that	God	is	building	something	new	

and	beautiful	in	a	bunch	of	people	qualified	by	grace	alone,	who	are	nothing	like	

each	other.	

• This	word	“workmanship”	is	the	word	ποίημα	(poiema)	which	means	to	make	

something	new	and	amazing	out	of	old	or	existing	materials.	You	may	or	may	not	

have	heard	that	it	can	be	translated	“masterpiece”,	and	I	have	heard	it	taught	a	

thousand	times	in	an	individual	sense.	“You	are	God’s	masterpiece!”	The	problem	is	

that	isn’t	what	Paul	is	saying	at	all.	He	is	saying	“we,	us,	people	unlike	each	other	but	

qualified	by	God’s	grace,	we	are	God’s	masterpiece.”	

																																																								
1	The	Holy	Bible:	English	Standard	Version	(Wheaton:	Standard	Bible	Society,	2016),	Eph	2:8–
10.	
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• Piper	asks,	“…if	one	design	of	the	cross	of	Christ	is	to	reconcile	alienated	ethnic	

groups	to	each	other	by	reconciling	them	to	God	in	Christ,	then	will	we	not	display	

and	magnify	the	cross	of	Christ	better	by	more	and	deeper	and	sweeter	ethnic	

diversity	and	harmony	in	our	corporate	and	personal	lives?”2	

	
11	Therefore	remember	that	at	one	time	you	Gentiles	in	the	flesh,	called	“the	uncircumcision”	

by	what	is	called	the	circumcision,	which	is	made	in	the	flesh	by	hands—	12	remember	that	

you	were	at	that	time	separated	from	Christ,	alienated	from	the	commonwealth	of	Israel	

and	strangers	to	the	covenants	of	promise,	having	no	hope	and	without	God	in	the	world.		

1. We	Must	Look	to	the	Past	for	Reality,	Empathy	and	Humility,	But	Not	for	Identity	

a. Goodness	me	this	is	helpful,	but	it	is	going	to	irritate	some	of	you	okay?	

b. Our	instinct	often	(well	let	me	say	mine	and	not	ours)	is	to	say,	“We	should	

focus	on	the	gospel	and	let	go	of	the	past.	That	is	the	way	we	will	heal	racial	

division.”	

c. Paul	doesn’t	do	that.	He	says,	“We	should	focus	on	the	gospel,	and	then	we	

should	remember	the	past,	but	do	so	with	the	hope	of	the	grace	that	comes	

with	the	gospel	in	mind.”	

d. He	jumps	right	into	big	divisions	and	offensive	language.	“The	

uncircumcision”	is	a	really	derogatory	term	reminding	people	that	they	are	

“less	than”	in	terms	of	spiritual	value.	He	says,	hey	remember	that	the	Jews	

had	derogatory	terms	for	you	and	often	treated	you	as	less	than	human.	That	

was	bad	hey?	

e. But	now	remember	further	than	that	and	be	humbled.	Remember	that	

without	the	love	and	gracious	pursuit	of	God	through	his	Son,	you	weren’t	

just	isolated	from	the	people	of	Israel,	you	were	isolated	from	God.	

Remember	that.	

f. Now	we	don’t	like	to	look	back	but	Paul	says	it	is	essential.	

i. Look	back	to	know	why	we	have	struggled	to	be	reconciled.	Do	it.	

Don’t	gloss	over	it.	Listen,	understand,	grow.	

																																																								
2	John	Piper,	Bloodlines,	pg	126.	
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ii. Look	back	and	remember	that	your	current	standing	as	a	child	of	God	

is	by	grace	alone,	and	so	if	your	primary	identity	is	ethnicity,	then	you	

have	no	ongoing	hope.	

g. This	is	big	guys	and	there	isn’t	a	person	in	this	nation	that	this	doesn’t	apply	

to,	but	is	hard	to	apply	because	we	like	caricatured	and	binary	positions.	Paul	

uses	the	gospel	as	a	reason	to	look	long	and	hard	at	the	past,	but	also	as	a	

reason	to	not	allow	ourselves	to	be	defined	by	the	past.	

h. He	is	saying,	“Look	back	because	it	will	tell	you	important	things	about	you,	

your	race,	culture	and	ethnicity.	But	look	further	back	so	that	you	know	that	

the	most	important	thing	about	you	isn’t	your	race,	culture	or	ethnicity.”	

	
13	But	now	in	Christ	Jesus	you	who	once	were	far	off	have	been	brought	near	by	the	blood	of	

Christ.	14	For	he	himself	is	our	peace,	who	has	made	us	both	one	and	has	broken	down	in	his	

flesh	the	dividing	wall	of	hostility	15	by	abolishing	the	law	of	commandments	expressed	in	

ordinances,	that	he	might	create	in	himself	one	new	man	in	place	of	the	two,	so	making	

peace,	16	and	might	reconcile	us	both	to	God	in	one	body	through	the	cross,	thereby	killing	

the	hostility.	17	And	he	came	and	preached	peace	to	you	who	were	far	off	and	peace	to	those	

who	were	near.	18	For	through	him	we	both	have	access	in	one	Spirit	to	the	Father.	19	So	then	

you	are	no	longer	strangers	and	aliens,	but	you	are	fellow	citizens	with	the	saints	and	

members	of	the	household	of	God,	20	built	on	the	foundation	of	the	apostles	and	prophets,	

Christ	Jesus	himself	being	the	cornerstone,	21	in	whom	the	whole	structure,	being	joined	

together,	grows	into	a	holy	temple	in	the	Lord.	22	In	him	you	also	are	being	built	together	into	

a	dwelling	place	for	God	by	the	Spirit.3	

	

2. We	Must	Look	to	Christ	in	the	Present	and	Model	This	New	Community	of	Diversity	

a. But	now	....	there	is	a	present	reality.	A	reality	where	the	dividing	wall,	one	

that	kept	people	apart	from	one	another	is	destroyed	forever	in	Christ	Jesus.	

If	that	wall	has	been	knocked	down	deliberately	through	the	cross	of	Christ,	

how	dare	we	built	it	back	up?	

																																																								
3	The	Holy	Bible:	English	Standard	Version	(Wheaton:	Standard	Bible	Society,	2016),	Eph	
2:11–22.	
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b. In	the	incredible	reality	of	now,	there	is	one	new	humanity,	but	it	isn’t	a	

humanity	of	sameness,	just	a	possibility	oneness	because	the	hostility	and	

separation	is	gone.	

c. And	now	a	new	and	better	temple	is	being	built,	out	of	the	diverse	people	of	

the	kingdom.	Brick,	by	brick,	built	on	the	foundations	of	the	prophets	and	the	

apostles,	we	are	becoming	this	wonderful	place	where	worship	in	spirit	and	

truth	can	take	place.	

d. Look	carefully	at	what	Paul	is	saying	here	guys.	This	isn’t	a	new	form	of	

uniformity	where	culture	and	race	is	forgotten.	No,	Christ	is	the	unifier.	We	

are	unified	by	him,	and	not	by	anything	else.	We	remain	free,	and	

encouraged	to	express	differences	and	to	simultaneously	shout	the	unity	of	

Christ	to	a	dying	world.	That	unity	wouldn’t	be	amazing	if	we	all	became	like	

each	other.	It	is	amazing	because	we	are	not	uniform,	and	yet	we	are	one.	

e. Look	at	what	DA	Carson	said:	

“The	church	itself	is	not	made	up	of	natural	friends…What	binds	us	together	is	

not	common	education,	common	race,	common	income	levels,	common	

politics,	common	nationality,	common	accents,	common	jobs,	or	anything	of	

the	sort.	Christians	come	together,	not	because	they	form	a	natural	

collocation,	but	because	they	have	been	saved	by	Jesus	Christ	and	owe	him	a	

common	allegiance.	In	the	light	of	this	common	allegiance	they	commit	

themselves	to	doing	what	he	says	–	and	he	commands	them	to	love	one	

another.	In	this	light,	they	are	a	band	of	natural	enemies	who	love	one	

another	for	Jesus’	sake.”	

	

For	this	reason	I,	Paul,	a	prisoner	of	Christ	Jesus	on	behalf	of	you	Gentiles—	2	assuming	that	

you	have	heard	of	the	stewardship	of	God’s	grace	that	was	given	to	me	for	you,	3	how	the	

mystery	was	made	known	to	me	by	revelation,	as	I	have	written	briefly.	4	When	you	read	

this,	you	can	perceive	my	insight	into	the	mystery	of	Christ,	5	which	was	not	made	known	to	

the	sons	of	men	in	other	generations	as	it	has	now	been	revealed	to	his	holy	apostles	and	

prophets	by	the	Spirit.	6	This	mystery	is	that	the	Gentiles	are	fellow	heirs,	members	of	the	

same	body,	and	partakers	of	the	promise	in	Christ	Jesus	through	the	gospel.		
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7	Of	this	gospel	I	was	made	a	minister	according	to	the	gift	of	God’s	grace,	which	was	given	

me	by	the	working	of	his	power.	8	To	me,	though	I	am	the	very	least	of	all	the	saints,	this	

grace	was	given,	to	preach	to	the	Gentiles	the	unsearchable	riches	of	Christ,	9	and	to	bring	to	

light	for	everyone	what	is	the	plan	of	the	mystery	hidden	for	ages	in	God,	who	created	all	

things,	10	so	that	through	the	church	the	manifold	wisdom	of	God	might	now	be	made	known	

to	the	rulers	and	authorities	in	the	heavenly	places.4	

	

3. We	Must	Look	to	the	Future	of	the	Church	for	Hope	and	Consider	the	Role	We	

Have	to	Play	

a. Let’s	work	this	backwards	from	a	vision	of	the	future.	Paul	says	that	

ultimately	the	manifold	wisdom	of	God	will	be	revealed	in	the	heavenlies	

through	the	church!	

b. That	should	change	our	posture	towards	the	church,	and	for	many	of	us	

should	change	our	hopefulness	when	considering	the	church.	We	might	give	

up	on	the	churches	ability	to	do	this,	but	God	won’t.	He	has	too	much	riding	

on	it.	He	has	the	angels	and	the	demons	lined	up	watching,	and	he	has	said,	

“I	am	going	to	do	it.	I	am	going	to	unite	these	people	under	my	Son.”	

c. And	ultimately	does	as	we	see	in	Revelation	7:9-10	

	

After	this	I	looked,	and	behold,	a	great	multitude	that	no	one	could	number,	from	every	

nation,	from	all	tribes	and	peoples	and	languages,	standing	before	the	throne	and	before	the	

Lamb,	clothed	in	white	robes,	with	palm	branches	in	their	hands,	and	crying	out	with	a	loud	

voice,	“Salvation	belongs	to	our	God	who	sits	on	the	throne,	and	to	the	Lamb!”	

	

d. If	that	is	how	it	ends,	then	we	like	Paul	should	be	asking,	“What	role	do	I	

play?”	Imagine	Paul	had	never	pushed	away	from	himself	and	his	people	

(remember	he	was	a	Jew	of	Jews,	a	Pharisee),	and	made	himself	a	prisoner	

on	behalf	of	the	Gentiles.		

	

																																																								
4	The	Holy	Bible:	English	Standard	Version	(Wheaton:	Standard	Bible	Society,	2016),	Eph	3:1–
10.	
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Conclusion:	

• What	then	should	we	do?	How	should	we	respond	to	this	wonderful	picture	of	what	

is	not	only	possible,	but	God’s	plan	to	kick	Satan	in	the	teeth.	

o Reflect:	

§ On	your	own	heart.	

§ On	our	history	of	division.	Listen	to	other’s	stories.	Just	listen	to	

understand,	not	to	correct.	

§ On	current	walls	of	division	that	we	keep	up.	

o Repent:	

§ We	all	have	much	to	repent	of.	

§ Of	fear,	of	faithlessness,	of	indifference,	or	even	of	hatred.	

o Restore:	

§ Imagine	if	we	all	just	reached	out	as	agents	of	restoration.	

§ We	all	just	acted	more	justly.	Listened	more	intently.	Reached	out	

more	actively.	Sought	to	humanize	those	around	us.	

	

• The	manifold	wisdom	of	God	could	be	displayed	to	the	world.	


