Exegetical Analysis — Ephesians 2:11-22
lan A. Hicks

11 Therefore, remember that formerly you—the Gentiles in the flesh, who are called
“Uncircumcision” by the so-called “Circumcision,” which is performed in the flesh by human
hands— 12 remember that you were at that time without Christ, alienated from the citizenship of
Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 13
But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been brought near by the blood of
Christ. (11 Aw pvnuovevete 6t mote VpElg T E6vn €v capki, ol Aeyopevot dxpopuotio VIO TG
Leyouévng meprropdc &v capki yepomoton, 12 811 fite 16 kapd dkeive ywpic Xpiotod,
amnAlotplopévorl tig morteiog Tod Topan kai EEvor Tdv drabnkdv Ti|g Emayyehiog, EAmion pn Exovieg
Kol 0got v 1@ KOGU®. 13 vuvi 88 &v Xprotd Incod Vpelg of mote dvteg pakpav £yeviOnte £yyvg v 1@
aipott Tod Xpiotod.)

In recollection of the previous words made by Paul, individual sinners have obtained through the
gracious gift of salvation a new standing before God (2:1-10). They were dead in their sins and
transgressions (vs.1), they walked in accordance with the course of this world, according to the ruler of
the power of the air (i.e. Satan) in (vs.2), they conducted themselves in the lust of the flesh, and were by
nature children of wrath (vs.3), but God (notice the one who initiates), when they were dead in their sins
made them alive together in Christ, by grace they have been saved through faith, which is entirely a work
of God (vs.4-9). Paul states that we (transitioning from you to we) are His workmanship, created in Christ
Jesus for good works, that were prepared beforehand for us (vs.10).

At this point in Paul’s letter, things could have been left at a very individualistic level, excluding the
notion of inclusion and union into something greater, but he doesn’t leave things hanging. He brings
together the concept of union here as we proceed into (vs.11). Paul, in linking back to what has been
previously said, asks the Gentiles “the uncircumcision” to “remember.” What does Paul want them to
remember? He wants them to be reminded of the time when there was disunion. There was a great gulf
that existed between Jew and Gentile prior to the coming of the Lord Jesus. The contrast that was made
between the Jew and Gentile was on the basis of circumcision, or on the basis of their relationship to the
covenant of Abraham (cf. Gen 15-17). The Jews marveled in their relationship with Abraham (cf. John
8:37-45, Rom. 2:17-29), constantly setting themselves above others because of their physical
circumcision and relationship to Abraham as their physical father. Though the Jews “the circumcision”
were closer to God by and through their covenant relationship (cf. Rom. 9:1-5), they also had to be
brought near and remolded into something “new.”

In (vs.12) Paul tells the Ephesians to remember 5 privileges that they were without as Gentiles:

1. That they were at a specific time without Christ — As Hoehner points out, “The imperfect verb
nre “were,” and the temporal datives ¢ kap@ éxeive “at that time” (which designate a point of
time) refer back to the period corresponding to that of the enclitic particle mot¢ in verse 11, that
is, the extended period of time before conversion in which they did have these five privileges.”*
There was a point in time before their conversion that they did not experience these promises.

! Harold W. Hoehner, Ephesians: An Exegetical Commentary, (Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, MI, 2002), 355.



The Gentiles were not promised the Messiah through special revelation given to them as a people,
they were not anticipating that one would come to rescue them from their sins, Israel however
had that promise, the promise of the Messiah (cf. Gen. 3;15; 49:10; Isa 7:14; 9:1-7, etc.).

Albert Barnes says it well, “You were without the knowledge of the Messiah. You had not heard
of him; of course, you had not embraced him. You were living without any of the hopes and
consolations which you now have, from having embraced him. The object of the apostle is to
remind them of the deplorable condition in which they were by nature; and nothing would better
express it than to say they were “without Christ,” or that they had no knowledge of a Saviour.
They knew of no atonement for sin. They had no assurance of pardon. They had no well-founded
hope of eternal life. They were in a state of darkness and condemnation, from which nothing but a
knowledge of Christ could deliver them. All Christians may in like manner be reminded of the
fact that, before their conversion, they were “without Christ.”?

2. That they were alienated from the citizenship of Israel — Further expanding the previous point
they were also alienated (or excluded) from the “citizenship” or “commonwealth” of Israel. The
Greek term moAteiag means “citizenship, or with reference to a commonwealth or state.”® The
Gentiles had never truly been a part of the commonwealth of Israel as active participants.* Sure,
Gentiles could be admitted into Judaism as proselytes, but as a whole community, Gentiles stood
outside of this citizenship. Hoehner connects this relationship to citizenship in Rome well, “The
Ephesians could relate well to this concept for they knew what it was like to live within the
political state of Rome without being a citizen of Rome with all the accompanying privileges.”

3. That they were strangers to the covenants of promise — In Romans 9:1-5 Paul tells us that the
promises were made to Israel. It is clear that before this period of conversion and union in Christ,
the Gentile had no true relationship to the covenants God had made with his people Israel. What
are the covenants of promise? It seems best to understand the covenants of promise as those
covenants that were outlined in the Old Testament (OT) as the unconditional covenants (i.e., the
Abrahamic, Davidic, and the New Covenant). These covenants (which contain promises) were
given to the nation of Israel, they were not directly stated as promises to the Gentiles. Gentiles
were promised to experience their blessings (Gen 12:3), but they were not direct promises given
to Gentiles. This is very important when looking at Paul’s argument in Romans 11. Ethnic Israel
(National Israel) was cut-off from the olive tree (the place of blessing) which they had
experienced as a people since the time of the Abrahamic Covenant which was upheld by the root
(the patriarchs) and now Gentiles (as unnatural branches) have been grafted into the place of
blessing and experience the covenants as they extend from Abraham’s Covenant down through
the Davidic, and New.®
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4. They had no hope — The Gentiles had absolutely no hope given to them. They were left in a
desolate place, as wanderers without any sort of anchor. Even when the Messiah came his
mission was solely focused upon the lost sheep of Israel (Matt. 10:6). It wasn’t until the second
commission outlined in Matthew 28:18-20 that the focus shifted to Gentile inclusion (post-
resurrection).’

5. They were without God in this world — The last and final thing that the Gentiles lacked was a
relationship with the true God of this world. They had suppressed the truth in unrighteousness,
had embraced all the foreign and pagan gods of this world, had followed after everything but the
God of this world.® Now, things were changing for them as we will see momentarily.

Hoehner sums up this section quite well,

“In conclusion, Paul asks the Ephesians to remember their situation before conversion when they
were considered uncircumcised by the Jews. They were a people who lacked five distinct
privileges that the Jews enjoyed. These were provided to Israel because God revealed himself and
made covenants with this nation. It does not mean that the Jews took full advantage of this
privileged situation, as seen in both the OT and NT, but they had a distinct advantage over the
Gentiles. Paul shows next that though the Jews had advantages over the Gentiles in the past, God
has made it possible for both Jews and gentiles in Christ to be equal before God. This does not
mean that the nation Israel becomes the church, for Israel still exists as a separate entity apart
from the church (Rom 9:1-5). Paul demonstrates that believing Jews and Gentiles become the
church (Eph 2:13-22) but that unbelieving Jews and Gentiles still remain as two separate entities
distinct from the church (1 Cor 10:32).”°

This point cannot be stressed enough. Gentiles are not said to be here brought into the nation of Israel, or
that they are now spiritual Israel.° The point that Paul is making is that at one time Gentiles had not been
blessed with the privileges that they are seeing now. They were to remember where they were and now to
understand where they are in Christ.

In (vs.12) we saw the past condition of the Gentiles, but Paul will shift his focus in (vs.13) to their present
reality. But now (vuvi - present condition) in Christ, you (Gentiles) who were formally far off (as seen in
(vs.12)) have been brought near, by the blood of Christ. Gentiles were often seen as far off in the OT.!
Israel would have been seen always as near.'> However, what were they near and far from? It is likely that
Paul is saying that the Jews were near to God, and the Gentiles were far from God.*2 This is further
grounded by the fact that the Jews were near because they had revelation from God. Again, the argument
here is not that the Gentile is made a Jew because they have been made near, nor does it mean that the

7 Henry Alford says, “hope (not ‘covenanted hope’ (tjv éAx.), but ‘hope’ at all.” Alford, Henry. "Commentary on Ephesians 2".
Alford's Greek Testament Critical Exegetical Commentary. https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/eng/hac/ephesians-2.html.
8 Rom. 1:18-21

9 Hoehner, 361.

10 Michael Vlach states that, “There is no transformation or transcending of the concept of Israel. There is no enlargement or
expansion of Israel to include Gentiles, although there is expansion of the “people of God” concept to include believing Gentiles
alongside believing Israelites (Eph. 2:11-22).” Taken from: http://mikevlach.blogspot.com/2016/12/dispensationalism-and-
continuity.html

1 Deut. 28:49, 29:22; 1 Kgs 8:41; Isa. 5:26; Jer. 5:15

12 ps. 148:14

13 Robert Saucy states, “All would agree that the emphasis in the passage is on a nearness to God.” Robert L. Saucy, The Case
for Progressive Dispensationalism: The Interface Between Dispensational & Non-Dispensational Theology (Zondervan, Grand
Rapids, MI, 1993), 160.



https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/eng/hac/ephesians-2.html
http://mikevlach.blogspot.com/2016/12/dispensationalism-and-continuity.html
http://mikevlach.blogspot.com/2016/12/dispensationalism-and-continuity.html

Gentile is now a part of the theocratic state Israel because they have been made near to God. The nearness
is now seen in their relationship together with Jews (union) in Christ. Here, it is Christ that is the means
by which both Jew and Gentile are brought near to God. This truth is seen in several texts (Rom. 5:10; 2
Cor. 5:18-20; Eph. 2:16; Col 1:20-22). Through the blood of Christ, and through his work alone, the
Gentiles have been brought near/in union with God. They are not on different footings, there is not one
group that is near and one group that is far, through Christ both groups are brought together in union.

14 For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups one and broke down the dividing wall of the
partition 15 by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, the Law of commandments contained in
ordinances, so that in Himself He might create the two into one new man, making peace, 16 and
might reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, having in Himself put to death the
enmity. 17 And He came and preached the good news of peace to you who were far away, and peace
to those who were near; 18 for through Him we both have our access in one Spirit to the Father. (14
AVTOC Yap €oTv 1| €lpHvN HUAV, O TOMOAG TA AUPOTEPO EV KO TO HEGOHTOLYOV TOD PPoryrod ADGOG, TV
ExOpav, &v T1] capki avtod 15 TOV VooV TV EVIOA®DY &V SOYLOCLY KaTapyNRoag, tva Tovg 6v0 Ktion év
abTd €ig Eva KooV dvBpmmov moldv giprivny, 16 kal dmokataALAEN TOVEC AUPOTEPOVS £V EVI COUATL TM
Bed o1 Tod oTaWPOD, drokteivac TV ExOpav &v adtd- 17 kai EAOmvV ednyyericato gipnvny DUTV Toig
HoKpaV Kol ElpRvny Toic £yy0g 18 &t1 61" avtod Eyouey TNV Tpocaymynyv ol Aueotepot v évi [Tveduatt
pog tov Tatépa.)

Now that Paul has explained the disunion that was found in relation to the Gentiles, Paul will
unpack the union that is found in Christ. The “He” found in (vs.14) is a reference back to Jesus in (vs.13).
Jesus “our peace” (gipnvn) has brought together two groups and broke down the dividing wall of the
partition. How did this happen? Jesus brought together the circumcision and the uncircumcision by his
blood. The hostility that was present between the Jews and Gentiles has now subsided, salvific priority
has been removed, Jews and Gentiles now have access to God through the same means, the blood of
Jesus. Christ as our peace united two groups, but he do so by breaking down the dividing wall, but what is
this wall? As Hoehner states,

“...it makes good sense to consider that the “wall of partition” was not a literal wall but a
metaphorical wall that divided Jews and Gentiles. Often an attitude of superiority crept in that in
turn engendered hostility. This metaphorical wall of partition was destroyed.”

The Jew was prideful, as we saw above, in their status before the Lord, that they had created their own
wall that divided and separated themselves from the Gentiles. Jesus destroyed this hostility.

In (vs.15) we see directly how Jesus did this, by his flesh. In the crucifixion of Christ, through the cross
and shedding of his blood, he rendered inoperative the law of commandments in decrees. Jesus and his
cross work didn’t destroy or abolish the law, but he fulfilled the law. The introduction of the law is now
brought to the forefront. The law here is a reference to the entire Mosaic Law, not merely a singular
aspect of the law (as argued by some proponents who see a tripartite division).™ In rendering the Mosaic
Law inoperative, this allowed for the believers in Christ to be united, as Paul says in (vs.15), into one
body (two into one new man). The result is clearly twofold (a) the one new man (unifying Jews and
Gentiles into one body), and (b) the reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles to God.

In (vs.16) we see that Jews and Gentiles are brought into a singular entity (the one body). Gentiles don’t
become spiritual Jews, and Jews don’t become any sort of Gentile. The Gentiles and Jews are brought
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together into a new body (the body of Christ). This entity came into being on Pentecost. Jesus claimed
that he would build his church and through Spirit Baptism the believer is brought into union with Christ
and union in the body. The hostility is completely removed by Christ’s cross work and through his work
Gentiles and Jews have peace now found in Messiah.

In (vs.17) an announcement of peace is made. Two aspects of peace are seen here (a) one with Jews and
Gentiles, (b) another with God. Both Jews and Gentiles needed peace not only with each other, but
ultimately with God. Jesus being our peace eliminated the hostility that God saw in us as those that were
rebels against him. Both those far and near have heard the message (i.e., the good news of Jesus Christ).
Thus, a new entity is born, the church, joined together by Christ and the work of the Spirit (vs.18).

Hoehner rightly states, “Clearly, this new union replaces the old enmity. Before conversion they were
Jews and Gentiles, and after conversion they are one new person in Christ, called the Christians. It is
through Christ’s death that both are brought together in one body (v. 16) and one Spirit (v. 18).7¢

19 So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are fellow citizens with the saints,
and are of God’s household, 20 having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets,
Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone, 21 in whom the whole building, being joined together,
is growing into a holy sanctuary in the Lord, 22 in whom you also are being built together into a
dwelling of God in the Spirit. (19 épa ovv odKéTL é018 EEvOl Kal mapotkol, GALG 86TE GUVTOATTON TGV
ayiov kol oikelol Tod g0, 20 énotkodounbévteg nt T@ Oepelim TAV ATOGTOAWDY KOl TPOPN TRV, GVTOC
dxpoymviciov adtod Xpiotod Incod 21 v O mico oikodour| cuvappoloyovpévn adéet eic vaov dytov &v
Kvpim, 22 &v @ kai vuelc cuvorkodopeiohe gig katowmiplov tod Ocod v [vedport.)

Paul now shifts in (vs.19) to a closing thought based upon what had come before with the
conjunctions “So then” (Apa obv). Based upon this new union in Christ, there are consequences that
follow. Because Gentiles have now been brought near (as opposed to being far from God relationally),
they are no longer strangers and aliens (odkétt), but are fellow citizens of the saints and of the household
of God. This new place given to the Gentile is one of a true citizenship, not being brought into the old
commonwealth/citizenship of Israel, but into a glorious new and lasting citizenship found in heaven (Phi.
3:20).1 Paul, in Ephesians 3:6 highlights this glorious truth further “that the Gentiles are fellow heirs and
fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.”
Gentiles are now fellow members of the body (the church), heirs according to the promise, and true
partakers now. They have finally become partakers in a glorious future, because of their saviour and
Messiah, Jesus Christ.

In (vs.20) this new entity (i.e., the church) was built upon the foundation which consists of two entities
(apostles and prophets). Hoehner remarks regarding the term apostle (droctodmv),
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“An apostle is one who is sent out on a mission with fully delegated authority by his master Jesus
Christ, as the original disciples whom Jesus selected were sent out to minister...three kinds of
apostles in the NT have been mentioned: those who had been with Jesus in his ministry and had
witnessed his resurrection (Acts 1:21-22), Paul who was born our of season (1 Cor 15:8-9), and
those who received the gift of apostleship as mentioned in 4:11. The first two categories are to be
regarded as offices, whereas the last as a spiritual gift to the church. In the present context Paul is
most likely referring to all three categories.”®

The second term that must be unpacked is prophet (zpogntdv). Hoehner in his extensive analysis on the
various viewpoints concludes that the best interpretation of “prophets” is the NT prophets. He states the
following after surveying the various views,

“View (4) proposes that these are apostles and NT prophets. This is the most plausible view for
the following reasons. First, the order of apostles before prophets suggests it. Second, the present
context discusses God’s creation of the “new person” (v. 15), that is, the church, and this is
completely distinct from the old order where the law caused hostility between Jews and Gentiles.
Now with the law inoperative, the new person is built, not on prophets from the old order, but on
the apostles and prophets of the new order. Third, the mystery of believing Jews and Gentiles
incorporated into one body was hidden to former generations, which would include the OT
prophets, but now is revealed to Christ’s holy apostles and prophets (3:5). The words in 3:5 are
listed in the same order as the present verse, that is, apostles before the prophets. Fourth, Eph
4:11 states that the apostles and prophets were given to the church as foundational gifted people
who were to prepare saints for ministry and to build up this new body, the church. Again, the
apostles are mentioned before prophets in 4:11 as in the present verse. Also, since the apostles
and prophets are given for the effective function of the new order, it is inconceivable that these
refer to OT prophets. Fifth, since in this metaphor Christ is the cornerstone in the context of his
suffering, the first stone of the foundation, it must refer to NT prophets who are a part of the
foundation of this new work called the church. In conclusion then, the prophets mentioned here
must be NT prophets who form the foundation along with the apostles.”°

The connection to the cornerstone (dkpoywviaiov) draws the reader back to Isaiah 28:16 which says,
“Therefore thus says Lord Yahweh, “Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, a tested stone, A costly
cornerstone for the foundation, firmly placed. He who believes in it will not be disturbed.” The Messiah
was to be the cornerstone, he would be the foundation (the most important stone) in the building of the
church. All other stones were to be in line with the Messiah.

In (vs.21) Paul continues the thought, that the whole building is being joined together, fitted together as
living stones (1 Pet. 2:5) growing into a holy sanctuary in the Lord. The picture here would be one that
the Ephesians would be quite familiar with. The temple imagery that surrounds Paul’s statements are
quite clear. The temple growing here with individual stones was becoming a temple which the Lord
would dwell. As Hoehner states, “The emphasis is not individual growth but corporate growth.”?

A brief side-note should be stated at this point. The statements here made by Paul should not be confused
with him arguing that there is no future temple that will be built, merely because he uses temple imagery
here. His argument relates to the corporate relationship of Jews and Gentiles in Christ, it does not negate
previous prophecy that speaks of a coming temple where the Lord will dwell on earth. It must not be seen
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as an either/or argument from Paul, as amillennialists often advocate, but both/and. It is true that the
church is seen as a temple, but it is also true that there is a coming future temple.?

Moving to the last verse in the section (vs.22) Paul connects the previous thoughts made in his continuing
sentence that in the Lord, Jews and Gentiles are being built together into a dwelling place of God in the
Spirit. This temple will become the new dwelling place where the Spirit will be. This is seen even more
individually in 1 Cor. 6:19 where our own bodies are a sanctuary of the Holy Spirit.

Hoehner closes this section with the following observation,

“The relevance to the people of Ephesus is obvious. Before their conversion the Jews thought of
God as dwelling in the temple made with hands. On the other hand, the Ephesians thought of the
goddess Artemis as the one who dwelt in the renowned temple at Ephesus... These were two
diametrically different views of who God was and where he resided. After conversion, both
believing Jews and Gentiles must view God and his dwelling place in a drastically different way.
They have been made one new person, growing into a holy temple. God’s abode is in this new
creation. Before, both Jews and Gentiles could see the stone buildings in which their God or gods
dwelt, but now the one true God is dwelling in them, the collective entity called the church. In
1:23 it is God who fills Christ with the fullness of moral excellence and power and Christ who
fills the church. In the present context it is God in the person of the Holy Spirit who dwells in this
corporate body made up of redeemed Jews and gentiles called the church.”??
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