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What Do You See? 
 
What do you see when you look at the Cross?  
 
What do you feel when you look at the Cross? 
 
What do you think when you look at the Cross? 
 
We saw last week that when Paul looked at the Cross, one thing he saw was the culmination of 
the Jewish sacrificial system. Christ became the once for all atoning sacrifice for human sin. By 
his death on the Cross, Jesus atoned for all human sins, including yours and mine. Our proper 
response is wholehearted trust, obedience, and commitment. 
 
Cross as Peacemaking 
 
But this is not the only thing Paul saw when he looked at the Cross. Our passage for today – one 
of the most important in the New Testament – reveals something else that he saw.  
 
When Paul looked at the Cross, he saw God making peace.  
 
He saw God making peace between God and people. But he also saw God making peace 
between Jews and Gentiles, the two main (and deeply divided) groups in the mental world of 
Jewish people like Paul.  
 
We have very good reason to expand beyond Paul to see the Cross as the place where God makes 
peace between all divided human groups.  
 
In our passage for today, Paul is pondering the existence of a new kind of human community in 
the world – mixed Jewish-Gentile communities that he was helping to create in the 
Mediterranean basin. These mixed Jewish-Gentile communities were churches. The one thing 
that united them was their shared belief in Jesus.  
 
But it was always very hard. The New Testament makes this clear. Jews and Gentiles were so 
different not just in ‘religion’ but in the matrix of customs, practices, and attitudes that went with 
it and were part of it. Jews had been taught to keep separate from Gentiles and many Gentiles 
happily returned the favor. Jews had been taught a kind of contempt for Gentiles and many 
Gentiles returned it in full. To try to build a community uniting these two groups was a very 
difficult challenge.  
 



In Ephesus, there was at least one such congregation. It contained that same uneasy mix of Jews 
and Gentiles that I just described. Paul is trying to find ways to help them find unity.  
 
Let’s unpack the passage.  
 
11So 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— 12remember 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.  
 
He starts off this passage by speaking to the Gentiles “by birth.” He reminds them of where they 
came from. His perspective is a quite Jewish one. You were the uncircumcised. You were aliens 
from Israel, strangers to the covenants God had made with Israel. You were without hope. You 
were without God. And we who were proud of our Jewishness were glad that we were NOT 
YOU.  
 
13But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of 
Christ. 
 
But now…Christ Jesus (Christ is Greek for Messiah). But now the Jewish Messiah Jesus has 
reached out for you, far away as you were, far off in that far country of paganism and idol 
worship and separation from God. He brought you near. By his blood.  
 
This Messiah Jesus outreach effort to the Gentiles did not actually occur during his ministry. At 
least, it occurred only in small measure, depending on which Gospel you read, and it is not what 
Paul has in mind here. He is clearly saying that the way Messiah Jesus reached out to the 
Gentiles was by his blood – which means, by his death on the Cross. That act, on a hill far away, 
outside the city walls of Jerusalem, is the mystical, supernatural Event by which the Son of God, 
the Son of the God of Israel, has brought near the Gentiles.  
 
14For 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.  
 
Paul expands further. This bringing near of the Gentiles by the blood of Jesus is decisive. He has 
not just made peace between Gentiles and God, between Gentiles and Jews – he is the peace 
between God and people and between Gentiles and Jews.  
 
In his flesh Messiah Jesus has done this. In his wounded flesh, his crucified flesh, his bleeding 
flesh, he has supernaturally overcome the hostility between these groups, broken down the 
ancient walls that had separated them, and made them into one community.  
 
And then:  
 



15He 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, 16and might reconcile both 
groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it.  
 
One major source of the Jewish-Gentile divide was the Torah, Jewish Law. It kept Jews and 
Gentiles both physically and spiritually apart. It signaled that God had chosen the one people and 
had not chosen any others. It made for an ultimate kind of separation between the groups and 
meant that the Gentiles had no access to God. At least, that’s what it meant from the Jewish side.  
 
But now God has abolished the Law and all that went with it. Now the obstacles that had divided 
humanity into two warring groups have been destroyed. Now peace has been made. Now 
reconciliation has occurred. Now we are one new humanity. These old divisions had to die. And 
they did die, with Jesus, at the Cross. And when they did, that also put to death the ancient 
hostility between what had seemed to be eternally divided communities.  
 
17So he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near; 
18for through him both of us have access in one Spirit to the Father. 
 
Paul acknowledged in Galatians that he had once been very proud of his Jewish lineage, 
commitment, and training. Once he encountered Jesus he realized that this pride was actually a 
snare and a trap. But then Jesus turned him around. He saw that Jesus changes everything. Jesus 
means that both Jews and Gentiles gain access to God now in exactly the same way.  
 
Those who had been far off get the good news of peace with God. Those who had been near get 
the same good news of peace with God. Nobody has any advantage. Both have access by the 
blood of the Son, through the Holy Spirit, to God the Father. In exactly the same way. So no one 
any longer has grounds to boast about anything.  
   
19So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are citizens with the saints and also 
members of the household of God, 20built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, 
with Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone. 21In him the whole structure is joined together 
and grows into a holy temple in the Lord; 22in whom you also are built together spiritually into 
a dwelling place for God. 
 
And so again the good news to the Gentiles – you are in the family of God now. You are not 
second-class. You are not far away. You are fellow citizens on equal terms with Jews. All of you 
– all of us – are saved by his blood. All of us are part of a church built upon Christ Jesus as 
cornerstone and the apostles and prophets as foundation. Together we are like a temple that is 
being built brick by brick, with Gentile bricks and Jewish bricks interspersed all the way to the 
sky. Together the church – not the Temple in Jerusalem, or for that matter the temples in Rome 
or Ephesus – is becoming the holy place where God dwells. We – are – that – Temple. We – are 
– where – God – dwells. Here.  
 
Implications 
 



In 1963, leaders at Mercer University in Macon decided that it was time to integrate that grand 
old Georgia Baptist university. They chose to admit Sam Oni, an African student who knew 
about Mercer because he was a convert to Christianity through Southern Baptist missionary 
efforts.  
 
Sam has told me that for the most part the students, staff, and faculty at Mercer were hospitable 
and that his experience as a student was a positive one. But where Sam ran into trouble was with 
the local Southern Baptist churches.  
 
On his first Sunday morning in Macon, Sam went with his white roommate to a local Baptist 
church. Being a good Baptist kid, Sam walked the aisle with his friend at the invitation. Both 
were presenting themselves for membership. They were doing what they had been invited to do.  
 
Admitting the white freshman for membership was of course not a problem for this church. He 
was approved by voice vote on the spot. But, while Sam stood at the front, a debate broke out 
over whether he should be approved. He would, after all, be the first black member of the 
church. Numerous ugly things were said from the floor of the congregation about what the 
consequences would be for the pastor and the church if a black person was allowed to join.  
 
In the end, Sam was approved for membership that morning on a close vote. But he never quite 
felt fully welcome and never quite recovered from the experience of attempting to join a “white” 
church on equal terms with his new white friend.  
 
Anyone who knows anything about our history knows that for 1963, that was a relatively good 
outcome. There was no violence. There were no riots. And Sam was, after all, approved. But of 
course he was approved in a context in which it was made quite clear that his skin color meant 
that he was different, lesser, and at least partly unwelcome. 
 
It took a very long time for a whole lot of churches to recognize that Christ is our peace, that he 
has broken down the dividing wall of hostility between black and white, that in Christ we are one 
new humanity. Folks thought there were actually two humanities, white and black. They hadn’t 
quite learned that there is only one humanity, that in the Church the only color that matters is the 
color red, the color of the blood that Jesus shed on the Cross.  
 
We have had to relearn over and over again that the ground is level at the foot of the Cross.  
 
That Christ died for those who were far off, and that is all of us.  
 
That the church is the new humanity in which all earthly status and identity distinctions are 
washed away.  
 
In which women and men are equally part of that holy temple being built to the sky. 
 
People of Native, European, African, Latino, Asian, or any other heritage. 
 
Gay or straight, trans or not.  



 
Rich or poor.  
 
Working class or professional class.  
 
Those with obvious or not so obvious addiction problems.  
 
Democrat or Republican.  
 
Green card or US passport.  
 
When we look at one another here, we don’t see any of that.  
 
What we see is a forgiven sinner, saved by grace.  
 
What we know is that here, we are one family, one new humanity, modeling what humanity is to 
become.  
 
What we see as we look around, is that the ground is level at the foot of the Cross.   
 
What we see is Jesus, his arms stretched wide between heaven and earth, welcoming all of us 
back home to God.  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 


