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I don't think that it would be possible to overstate the amount of division that existed between 
Jews and Gentiles in the first century. Knowing that simple truth makes today's reading from 
Paul's letter to the Ephesians even more remarkable. Paul writes that in Jesus' flesh, he (Jesus) 
"has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility 
between us." Amazing.  
 
Today, I'll begin with some historic details about this division. Then, I'll explore the passage in 
more detail. Finally, we'll look at what Ephesians might say to us as during a time when our own 
country is so divided. 
 
In the first century, Jews did not associate with Gentiles. Jews called Gentiles by many different 
racial slurs, the kindest of which was dog.  This wasn't a new hostility, but one that grew over 
hundreds of years. Jewish purity laws forbade Jews from dining with Gentiles. And most Jews 
used those laws as a reason to avoid Gentiles altogether.  
 
There are several passages in the Gospel where Jesus goes out of his way to travel through 
Gentile territory. He even heals Gentiles. And, there's a horrifying passage in Mark 7, where 
Jesus actually demonstrates the prejudices of his day, calling a Gentile woman who asks him to 
heal her daughter a dog. She persists, of course, and Jesus does heal the girl.  
 
Following Jesus' death, division existed between Jews and Christians, as well. Many faithful 
Jews viewed Christianity as a corruption of Judaism. We can sense this hostility in John's 
Gospel. John paints "the Jews" in some very unflattering ways. There's a reason behind John's 
words. John's community was thrown out of their synagogue and persecuted by some Jewish 
leaders who truly believed that Christianity would destroy Judaism. 
 
The Gentile Romans lived in an uneasy peace with the Jews. Because Judaism was an ancient 
religion, the Romans allowed them to continue their religious practices without forcing their 
participation in Roman rituals. Other lands conquered by the Romans were forced to adopt 
Roman religious practices. This same courtesy was not extended to Christians. Romans saw 
Christianity as a new religion, so Christians were forced to participate in Roman religious 
practices or face persecution and exclusion from Roman civic life. 
 
I think it's safe to say that the hostility between Christians, Gentiles, and Jews went three ways. 
 
Along comes Paul. Paul experienced conversion and repentance on the Road to Damascus. That 
conversion changed him from being a Jewish leader who persecuted Christians to one of the 
most devoted followers of Jesus. He takes Jesus' command to "Go into the world and make 
disciples of all nations" seriously. I don't think it's an exaggeration to say that without Paul, we 
would not be here.  
 
By now, though, you can see that Paul's got a problem on his hands. There's deep division 
between Jews and Christians, Jews and Gentiles, and between Gentiles and Christians. And in 
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Ephesus, Paul is trying to build a community of faith with people from all three traditions. How 
do you have Eucharist if people can't eat together? What if, by habit, they don't even talk to 
one another? What if one group has been part of the occupying force in the land of the other 
group? YIKES! 
 
When we read Ephesians, we hear Paul addressing two groups. He calls them the circumcision 
(shorthand for Jews) and the uncircumcision (shorthand for Gentiles). At the time when Paul 
wrote this letter, he seems to view Christianity as Jewish. It's clearly on the way to being 
something new and distinct, in no small part thanks to Paul's missionary efforts. But as he 
wrote Ephesians, the division he's addressing exists between two groups and not three. I've 
chosen to talk about all three strands of the early Christian church because I know that division 
is coming.  
 
So, what's Paul's solution to the divisions that exist in the community he's trying to from? In our 
passage today, Paul names six truths that draw these traditions together. Let me explain each 
one briefly: 
 
Paul begins: In his flesh he has made both groups into one and has broken down the dividing 
wall, that is, the hostility between us. For Paul, whether a person initially identified as Jew or 
Gentile, their new identity in Christ is what is most important. Whatever wall that has existed 
between the two groups has been destroyed by Jesus' flesh. This could be an allusion to the 
Eucharist, a meal that will draw them together if they can figure out how to bridge the gap of 
the law. Anticipating this, Paul continues –  
 
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. This doesn't mean that 
Jesus creates anarchy! But Jesus said that the greatest commandment was to love God with all 
one's heart, soul, mind and strength and the second was to love one's neighbor as one's self. 
Then, he said, "On these two commands hang all the law and the prophets." Love, not human-
made rules were what mattered most to Jesus. In other words, human laws about who was 
welcome or not; who was included, or not; who was kept at arms length, or not; and who could 
share meals, or not, have no place in communities of faith. 
 
In addition, Paul believed that Jesus would reconcile both groups to God in one body through 
the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. In the face of Jesus' death and 
resurrection, the hostilities that exist between humans cannot survive. The cross is the means 
for reconciliation. 
 
Paul continues, so he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those 
who were near; for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father. Paul's not 
talking about geography here. In his mind, the "far off" would be the Gentiles while the "near" 
would be the Jews. Both groups are given peace (shalom/well-being). We receive that peace, as 
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well. And we receive it because we have unity in Christ. We have the advocacy of the Holy 
Spirit. And both facilitate our relationship with God. 
 
Paul's last statement of truth might be the most remarkable of all: So then you are no longer 
strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also members of the household 
of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as 
the cornerstone. 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.  The 
words translated here as strangers and aliens might best be translated as immigrants and 
refugees. So, rather than being foreigners, we are made citizens through Christ. And more than 
that, we are made members of God's household. We are made family. And, God's family isn't 
just any household, but a holy temple - the place where God dwells.  
 
So what does this mean for us? Just like the Jews, the Gentiles, and Christians in the first 
century, we have become adept at labeling and segregating ourselves. Do we get our news 
from Fox and OAN or MSNBC and CNN? Do we identify as Democrat, Republican, or 
Independent? Do we identify with the values of the coastal elite or middle America? Are we 
Christians first or citizens of America first? My list could go on and on.  
 
There are real and substantive different points of view that exist among our citizens today. We 
differ in our answers to questions like: What should the role of government be in our society? 
OR How do we make sense of our terrible racial history? What is the best way to make amends 
for the sins of the past that continue to affect the lives of Blacks, Asians, Native Americans and 
Whites in our country today? These are a few of the many serious questions facing our nation - 
and worth wrestling with.   
 
Sadly, so many of use have lost the capacity to engage in these discussions without resorting to 
hostility and ad hominem attacks.  
 
Here's where Paul's words to the Ephesians can be so helpful for us. For those of us who 
identify as Christian, our faith in Christ brings us all together. Our faith doesn't erase our 
differences. Our faith doesn't mean that we all have to believe the same thing. But our faith 
does make us members of a common household - God's household. Our faith reconciles us, 
through Christ, on the foundation of those who have come before us. We share the Holy Spirit. 
For these reasons, our first commitment isn't to country, or party, or TV news network, but to 
Jesus Christ. And that commitment to Jesus Christ requires us to be active participants in, and 
agents of, reconciliation. 
  
I have some ideas about what that could look like. 
 
We might try seeking out a source or a person whose views or experiences are different from 
our own. Then, we need to listen to them. And we should listen not to contradict, or rebut, or 
tell them how wrong they are. Rather, we are called to listen in order to understand their point 



The Very Rev. Fran Gardner-Smith 
St. Thomas Episcopal Church, McLean 

July 18, 2021, Proper 11B 
 

of view. We can also ask questions. Again, not the kinds of questions designed to trip them up 
or prove our point of view. Our questions should be designed to help us understand what they 
believe and why. Jesus is our model here. In the Gospels, we see Him doing this very thing over 
and over again.  
 
Another option is to do research on an issue or topic that concerns us. But, we must be careful 
to identify bias. What do people we disagree with say about the topic? Are there neutral 
sources that gives facts without bias?  
 
A final option for many areas where we disagree is to look for common ground. Perhaps we 
can't agree on every piece, but are there shared values or a shared foundation? Let me tell you 
a story about something that happened to me.  
 
About fifteen years ago, I was having dinner with a friend's mother. I can still picture us at the 
Red Lobster. My friend had cautioned me not to bring up politics with her mom, because she 
knew we had very different views. Everything was great until dessert, when Marion asked me 
point blank what my views were on a controversial subject. OH NO! What to do? I took a deep 
breath, and I shared my views with her. She immediately got pretty upset. So I asked her some 
questions about what she believed and why she believed that way. It turned out that we had 
shared values - and hoped for the same outcome. We just had very different thoughts about 
how to get there. We both learned something that night about conversation across differences 
and our budding friendship grew stronger.  
 
I truly believe that as followers of Jesus and heirs of the Christian community at Ephesus, we 
are called to be agents of reconciliation at this time. To do so requires learning from Jesus, from 
Paul, and from those who have gone before us. Through Jesus, the walls that are between us 
have been broken down. We must work together to rebuild community in our country.  
 
AMEN. 


