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The Power of Christmas
Ephesians 2:11-22; December 13th, 2009


Back in 1949, after the Nazis were defeated in WWII, the allied forces began what was called the “re-organization” of Europe.  
· It was at that time that Germany was divided into East & West.
· The Eastern portion was essentially given to the Soviet Union and so was set up with a communist government, 
· While the Western portion was given to the Western Allies, and set up as a free, democratic government. (Helped by US Marshall Plan that gave nearly 3 billion to W. Germany)

Well, it didn’t take long before the East Germans in Berlin began to argue over which ideology was best… Soviet Marxism or Western Democracy.  
· In fact, the debate began to divide the city.  And so, fearful of losing many of its citizens, East Germany closed the border b/t the two states in 1952.  
· And yet, an estimated 2.5 million East Germans fled to West Germany between 1949 & 61.

So, in 1961, the East German government built the Berlin Wall, which pretty much successfully prevented any more defections.
· That wall stood for nearly 30 years as a very real and symbolic divide between the East & West.
· I remember back in 1987 when President Reagan gave a speech at the Brandenburg Gate… a section of the Berlin Wall in West Berlin.  
· It was the height of the Cold War and Reagan wouldn’t miss the opportunity to speak on freedom and peace.

And so, with the Berlin wall looming behind him, he spoke words that would come to pass within just two years.
· [SHOW VIDEO]
· Speaking to Mikhail Gorbechev, Reagan said, "If you seek peace, if you seek prosperity for the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe… come here to this gate ... open this gate ... Mr. Gorbachev tear down this wall.” 

In November 1989, through a combination of a number of incredible events, that horrible dividing wall came down… 
· and on December 22nd, 1989, nearly 20 years ago to the day, the Brandenburg Gate was opened…
· And, at a speed no one could ever have imagined, the two Germanys were unified again.  
· It’s an incredible story of separation, reconciliation, and then, unification. 

If you had traveled to Jerusalem around the time Jesus was born into this world, 2000 years ago, you would have found another wall.  
· And while this wall wasn’t lined with machine-gun turrets or barbed wire… it was just as divisive.
· Actually, the wall was only about 4 feet tall, surrounding the Jewish temple… 
· separating the outer court of the Temple, known as the Court of the Gentiles, from the inner court. 

And just as there were gates along the Berlin Wall (s/a the Brandenburg Gate), there were several gates along this wall… 
· and by each gate, there was a sign warning that under penalty of death, no Gentile was permitted to pass through the gate.
· In fact, about a decade ago, signs saying just that… in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek… were unearthed by archaeologists. 

You see, the “uncircumcised” Gentiles were excluded from worshiping God in the temple… 
· they could come and worship from afar in the Court of the Gentiles, but they couldn’t enter the Temple with the Jews. 
· In fact, the reason why Paul is arrested in Acts 21:28 is because a group of Jews thought that he had brought a Gentile through the gate!

So you can see that this divide between the Jews and Gentiles ran deep, so much so that the Jews considered the Gentiles as somehow lower than dogs…
· while the Gentiles saw the Jews as enemies of humanity for not worshiping their gods.
· And so, this morning… with Christmas right at our doorstep… 
· What I’d like to do is to reflect on the untold impact that Christmas has had in the world… 
· How Jesus’ coming... brought us from Separation to Reconciliation into Unification.  

So the first thing Jesus’ coming did was to bring us out of separation…

SEPARATION:  The Way We Were.

11Don't forget that you Gentiles used to be outsiders by birth. You were called "the uncircumcised ones" by the Jews, who were proud of their circumcision, even though it affected only their bodies and not their hearts. 12In those days you were living apart from Christ. You were excluded from God's people, Israel, and you did not know the promises God had made to them. You lived in this world without God and without hope. Ephesians 2:11-12.

If you read back from verse 1 here in Ephesians 2, you’ll see that Paul keeps reminding the Ephesians where it was they came from… 
· What life was like for them on the other side of that wall... 
· How they lived apart from Christ… how they were separated from God’s people.
· Paul had just prayed in 1:19 that they would “begin to understand the incredible greatness of His power for those who believe in Him.”

And for Paul, the way you begin to really grasp the “greatness of His power” is to remember the life He’s taken you out of…
· That life lived on the other side of the wall… that place “without hope and without God.
· Now, keep in mind that Ephesus was a city riddled with gods and goddesses.  
· Besides Artemis (the main deity worshiped in Ephesus) you could find, in every shop, dozens of gods for sale.

And yet, he says, they were without hope?  But, with all those gods… why were they without hope?  
· Because these gods could do nothing to help people face their fears, deal with their suffering, and bring them peace.
· They could do nothing to bring joy and hope… powerless to break down the “dividing wall” between sinful man and a Holy God.
· Psalm 115:4-8, “But their idols are silver and gold, made by the hands of men. They have mouths, but cannot speak; eyes, but they cannot see; they have ears, but cannot hear…” 

A number of years ago, Ted Turner shared with a group of CNN contributors in Atlanta that he wanted to see if anyone could come up with a viable plan for a world peace.
· So, he bankrolled a competition to find and produce a book that would present a workable plan for world peace.
· He later reported, “Out of 10,000 manuscripts submitted, we did not find one plausible treatise on how to attain a sustainable, peaceful future.”  
· Then he added, “Without a feasible plan, the prospects of creating peace are grim.”
· Just as Paul wrote... without Jesus... there is no hope.

C.S. Lewis painted such a clear picture of this when he wrote the Chronicles of Narnia.  If you’ve seen The Lion, Witch, and Wardrobe, then you see what the other side looks like…
· Under the spell of Queen Jadis, all of Narnia is frozen over… this otherwise beautiful place where there’s “always winter… but never Christmas.”
· But with the coming of Aslan, the snow begins to melt… and the people experience hope for the first time in 100 years. 
· Without Christ, we were all separated, without hope, living on the other side of the wall.  

But because of Jesus… that separation can turn to reconciliation! Separation reflects the way we were.  Reconciliation is the way we’ve become.

RECONCILIATION:  The Way We’ve Become.

Read 2:13-18.  “But now you belong to Christ Jesus. Though you once were far away from God, now you have been brought near to Him because of the blood of Christ.”  
· In 2:1 Paul says that we were “Dead in our trespasses and sin.”  
· What he’s saying here is that sin is the ultimate separator… nothing creates walls between us & God and between one another like sin.  
· In fact all the dividing walls through history can always be traced back to our sin… to our pride, selfishness, and greed.
· But because of His incredible love, God has provided a way to cross over that wall that separates us from Him… and that way is Jesus.
· “Though you once were far away from God, now you have been brought near to Him because of the blood of Christ” Verse 13b.

If you remember, the innermost room in the Temple was the Holy of Holies… where the Ark of the Covenant sat.
· Do you remember what separated the Ark of the Covenant from God’s people?  There was a thick veil.  
· But, when Jesus dies on the Cross of Calvary, the first thing that happens (Mat 27:51) is that the veil is torn in two, from top to bottom!”
· You see, what Jesus’ sacrifice there on Calvary did was to destroy that dividing wall.  
· In fact, in 2 Corinthians 3:16-17, Paul says, “But whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.” 

You know, as I watch some of the peace marches and rallies around the country, you realize how many people equate “peace” as simply the absence of war.
· But what Paul is talking about is so much more.  The peace he is speaking of is rooted in the Hebrew word, Shalom, which means wholeness, completeness, well-being, life with God.
· Only through Jesus can the world know that kind of peace.
· In fact, one of the passages we often hear over Christmas comes from Isaiah 9:6… “For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”
 
But Jesus came on this peace mission not only to bring together, or reconcile, that vertical relationship between humanity & God… but the horizontal relationship between the Jews & Gentiles.
· Verse 14 says, “For Christ Himself has made peace between us Jews and you Gentiles by making us all one people.  He has broken down the wall of hostility that used to separate us.” 
· Actually, I like the way the NIV translates it: “For He himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.”

The mission Jesus came to fulfill was not only to reconcile humanity back to God… but to destroy the dividing wall of hostility that exists within humanity itself.
· In Romans 10, Paul says, “There is no difference between Jew and Gentile-- the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on him, for everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”  
· Verse 14 says, “For Christ Himself has made peace between us Jews and you Gentiles by making us all one people.” 
· And that “one new people” is us… the body of Christ… the church.

You know, I look forward to seeing our church continue to grow... to see our ability to impact and bless our region expand...
· But when I really celebrate is when I look around the church and see people of all ages from different backgrounds and cultures… 
· You know, whenever we talk about signs and wonders… keep in mind that one of the greatest “signs” of the Kingdom of God is when people, who are very different from each other… 
· When people from across racial and socio-economic lines…
· When people very different from one another come together and pray together, love each other, forgive each other, serve each other, minister together… and, ultimately, worship together. 

When you see blacks, whites, Asians, Hispanics praying together, laying down historic hurts and judgment/prejudices… 
· when young & old, rich & poor… when people from both sides of the tracks can be found worshiping together… 
· When people from the "Tabernacle of Faith Pentecostal Church" begin fellowshipping with the Southern Baptist Church down the block…

When those protesting against the war in Iraq and those supporting the war… when Democrats & Republicans… 
· When people of all backgrounds & color join together in worship to the king of Kings…
· Then we will have really experienced the miracle of God.  
· But let me ask you... Is this just a pipe dream?  It wasn’t for the early church…

In Acts 13:1, we can see the leaders of the Antioch church praying and worshiping together. Have you looked at who made up that leadership team?  Of the five mentioned, there was:	
· Barnabbas (Jewish Levite from Crete) 
· Simeon named Niger (black African… possibly the same one who was asked by the Romans to carry Jesus' Cross on the Via Dolorosa. See R. 15:13)
· Lucius  (A Roman from Cyrene, Libya), 
· Manaen (childhood friend of King Herod) 
· Saul (a Jewish Pharisee)

You see, the early church didn't just preach good news… it was good news!  It was a model of reconciliation.  
· Whites/Blacks, Priest/Pagans, Pharisees/Romans… A man who carried the Cross of Christ & a friend of the one who helped put Jesus on that cross.  
· All of them come together.  And out of that, do you remember what happens?  The Spirit came with power… and with that came unification.

Unification:  The Way We Should Be

19So now you Gentiles are no longer strangers and foreigners. You are citizens along with all of God's holy people. You are members of God's family. 20We are his house, built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets. And the cornerstone is Christ Jesus himself.  21We who believe are carefully joined together, becoming a holy temple for the Lord. 22Through him you Gentiles are also joined together as part of this dwelling where God lives by his Spirit” verses 19-22.  
· In this passage, Paul shares three implications all this has on us as Christians… and as a church.

1. No longer strangers & foreigners but fellow citizens of God's Kingdom. 

Because of what Jesus has done, we are no longer on the outside… no longer restricted to the outer courts.
· Now we can freely enter into the inner court and worship the Lord as God’s children.
· Peter says in Acts 15:9 that God “made no distinction between us and them… but we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, in the same way as they are.”
· Now, both Jews and Gentiles have become one new man, able to worship together as His Church.

2. Secondly, we are members of God’s Household.

Not only are we fellow citizens of God’s kingdom (which reflects a legal relationship) but members of God's family (an intimate relationship).  
· You see, if you're a member of God's family, then God is your father!  You can go to Him anytime with whatever is in your heart!
· Imagine a CEO of a major corporation… he or she only deals with major issues.  
· He only meets with top officers and is involved only with the largest of International acquisitions. 

No one from 2nd floor, for example, would go to the CEO on the top floor and say, "Sir, I'm changing brands of paper towels.”
· And yet, that same CEO hears a tap on his office door…. He can tell it’s his daughter.  
· He excitedly opens the door, picks her up and brings her to desk where they play with the rubber bands and paper clips.  
· You see God is a Sovereign King… but He just loves being our Heavenly Dad.

3. From Citizens of a Kingdom to Members of a Family, Paul is now says we are like beautiful Stones that make up God’s Temple!
· In verse 19, Paul says that this Temple was built upon the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets, which, in short, means that the church is built upon the Word of God…
· Not just believing what it says… but doing what it says… being committed both to the Words of Jesus and the Works of Jesus.

Imagine waking up one morning and you see a huge crack right down the wall of your bedroom.  You hire someone to spackle and repaint.  
· It looked great… for a while. But, a month later, you looked back at the wall and the crack was back… and brought more cracks with it.  
· You figured the first guy stunk and so you hire a new person.  
· But after sizing up the situation a bit, the new guy said, "Sir, you don't have a problem with your wall… I can plaster over the wall. But the cracks will keep coming back."  
· "The problem is your foundation. Until we fix the foundation, you'll always have problems with your wall."
· **That’s why, as a church, we need to be absolutely committed to the authority of God’s Word… b/c it is our foundation.
· So, Paul says that we are the Stones that make up God’s Temple. 

Paul then he reminds us that Jesus is the Cornerstone… that primary load-bearing stone that pretty much determines how solid the building was going to be. (One cornerstone uncovered in Palestine: 570 tons!)
· When speaking of the coming Messiah, Isaiah 28 says, “I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame." 
· When a church isn't built on the foundation of God’s Word… not simply believing what it says but doing what it says to do...  

When we’re not reconciling our relationships in a biblical way, when we’re not praying for the sick, 
· When we’re not forgiving those who have hurt us, when we’re not giving up prejudices or caring for the poor or loving those around us...  
· If we’re not doing that, then it doesn't matter how often we plaster over the cracks… 
· no matter how good our programs become, the cracks will appear all over again.

And it’s the same with our lives… if our lives are not built on the right foundation of God’s Word… 
· and if you’re not walking in fellowship with the One who’s holding it all together… then all we’ll ever be able to do is put band-aids on the cracks.  
· So, God’s Word is the foundation of the Temple, Jesus is the cornerstone keeping the whole thing together, and guess who makes up the walls?  You and I.  

Peter says in 1 Peter 2:5 that we all “like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house.” 
· He says we are “being built!” In other words… even though we’re His children… we’re still a people “under construction.”
· You see, the Builder has to chisel the stones to make them fit! We’ve all experienced that in our lives!
· But when we’re fitted together… we become a wall that can never be torn down.

God has broken the dividing walls of hostility between us all so that we can be His people... so that we can all be members of one family.
· But keep in mind that when Jesus came… He conquered what was an impenetrable wall between humanity and God.  
· And yet, in this age between His first and second coming, the wall still stands as a barrier… with Jesus as the only way to God.
· But when Jesus comes again… the dividing wall will be forever destroyed… just the way it was in the Garden in Genesis 1.

Till then, our calling as a church is to be Worshippers of God… and Rescuers of Men… to love and serve those around us… 
· To rescue those on the other side so those around us can experience for themselves the true meaning of Christmas…
· So they can know our Emmanuel… the God who is so very much “with us.”
· Our calling is to be that healing and reconciling community where people can be restored… where they can come together in worship to the King.

Needless to say, we live in a world where walls still exist… walls which divide by gender.  
· Walls that divide the affluent & the poor… walls that divide amongst various political views… 
· and along cultural, racial, and national lines.
· Yes… we have a black President… and, yes… that says so much      about where we are in terms of that racial divide in our country.
· But, guys… that wall of racial hostility still stands… maybe not as high as it had… but its still there. 

You know, the Berlin Wall was completely demolished in the spring of 1990 by the same police that had once guarded it.
· And just as they destroyed that dividing wall of hostility… as His church… as those who lived ourselves on the other side of reconciliation…
· we can be the ones to give the world a glimpse into what it will one day look like when people from every tribe, tongue, and nation, worship together at the throne of Christ.
· You see, God is calling us as the church to be a place of reconciliation and restoration. To be a place that reflects unification in Christ…
 
To be a place where walls are let down and authentic, open/honest relationships are formed… a place where Jesus is central and at the heart & core of everything we do.
· Where people from every background are invited and welcomed. Where people can belong… even before they believe.
· Where people don’t have to look the same way, vote the same way or watch the same cable news channels… 
· in order to have access to the One who came into this world as one of us… so that we could be part of His family. 

Jesus destroyed the dividing wall of hostility… and now its our turn to invite those on the “other side” into a life of intimacy with God. 
· But its not enough to just want this.  We need to step out in faith and reach out, in love, to those whom God has put us in contact with
· Last week I challenged us to write the names of three people or families whom you could invite to our grand opening at the new building.

This isn’t about numbers.  Its about us being Jesus’ hands and feet this Christmas and New Year season…
· Extending His hand… His love to those around us. Would you take a minute to consider three people whom… 
· between now and then… you’d be willing to pray daily for?
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