Do you know who you are? (Ephesians 2:19-22; 8/11/09)
In the film Gladiator, the hero faces the Emperor in the Amphitheatre of Rome. He has become the most famous gladiator in Rome. Years before, the same Emperor had given orders for the hero to be executed, but the plan had failed. Now the Emperor demands to know: “Who are you?” The gladiator removes his helmet, puffs out his chest and declares: “My name is Maximus Decimus Meridius, commander of the Armies of the North, General of the Felix Legions, loyal servant to the true emperor, Marcus Aurelius. Father to a murdered son, husband to a murdered wife. And I will have my vengeance, in this life or the next.” It’s a dramatically powerful moment. This gladiator is a general! The Emperor and the crowd don’t know; but he knows! 
Do you know who you are? You may think that you are no-one special. You may feel that you’re a nobody! We live in a culture that is obsessed by celebrities. Famous people are recognised, and paid to appear on TV shows or to advertise products! (Bufon advertises Kellogg’s Cornflakes!) By contrast, everyone else seems to be a nobody!

Today I want to ask the question: Do you know who you are? But I am not really asking that of you as an individual. I am asking it of us as a church – as a group of believers in Jesus Christ – who happen to be from many different backgrounds and nations, and have started meeting together to worship the Lord in a puppet theatre in the centre of Torino! Do we know who we are?
We’re going to get the answer from these verses, because Paul is telling the Christians who they are. He is writing to the church in Ephesus, but it was almost certainly a circular letter, written also for chuches in other cities of that region (see Revelation 1:4). What Paul has to say about the Ephesian church is true of every local Christian church, wherever it’s to be found! Today locak churches come in many shapes and sizes. Some meet in large, purpose-built, air-conditoned buildings; others gather under trees. Some meet publicly, in full view of the community; others must gather in secret. Some meet in freedon; others gather in prison. Some meet in vast numbers; others gather in handfuls. But do we know who we are?
Last week we saw that the church in Ephesus was predominantly Gentile. Paul is explaining how Jesus, through his death upon the cross for sinners, has destroyed the barrier between Jews and Gentiles. He’s creating one new man out of the two formerly hostile groups. He does this through the cross – because that’s the only way anyone can be saved and reconciled to God. There’s not one way of salvation for Jews and another way for Gentiles. We all come to God through the same door, as Jesus claimed: I am the way, the truth and the life; no-one comes to the Father except through me (John 14:6). Look how Paul puts it: For through him, we both have access to the Father by one Spirit (v18). So in Christ’s Church there’s no room for boasting or barriers. We are all one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:28). Is there anything else we can say? Do we know who we are?
1) We’re fellow-citizens with God’s People (v19)

Before these Gentiles had repented and believed in Jesus Christ they were foreigners and aliens. They didn’t belong to God’s people. There was that wall surrounding the inner courts of the temple in Jerusalem that warned, “Gentiles will be killed!” They were foreigners – or stranieri, as we say in Italy! Also in Ephesus, within the city walls, there were two groups of people: foreigners and citizens. The foreigners would be tolerated because of the work they did, perhaps, but they had no rights of residence, no say in the city’s affairs. The citizens, however, belonged there by right. Similarly, if you visit the USA your pasport is stamped: Alien. You are there, but you don’t belong! You’re not a citizen.

The great news of the gospel is that through trusting in Jesus Christ and his cross, you and I can become fellow-citizens with God’s people. Jesus taught this when he spoke of entering the kingdom of God: The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news! (Mark 1:15). In other words, becoming a citizen of God’s kingdom isn’t automatic. Many of the Jews assumed they were automatically members of God’s people by virtue of their birth and circumcision; just as today many think they are part of God’s people because they were baptised or were raised as Christians. But Jesus called for the response of repentance and faith - turning and trusting in him – in order to enter his kingdom. 

Once a Roman centurion’s servant became sick, and he sent to ask Jesus to come and heal him. That was a huge step for the soldier to do that! Jesus takes a huge step of compassion and mercy by agreeing to go, but as he gets near the house, the centurion sends word to Jesus: Lord I do not deserve to have you come under my roof. But just say the word and my servant will be healed (Mt 8:8). He acknowledges that Jesus has far greater authority than him; that he has the authority of God! Jesus was astonished at this foreigner’s faith! Then he declares that many will come from the east and west, and take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven. Do you see what Jesus is teaching? Foreigners and  aliens can be fellow-citizens with God’s people, alongside Abraham, Isaac and Jacob! Why? Because they have come, like this centurion, to a humble faith in Jesus Christ as Lord.

Do we know who we are? If we have repented and believed in Jesus Christ as our Lord then we too are fellow-citizens with God’s people! We have just as much right to belong as the OT believers, such as Miriam and Moses, Hannah and Samuel, Esther and Daniel. One day we will meet with them and worship our Lord together! There are no ‘second-class citizens’ in God’s kingdom! Now the world does not recognise us. It only has eyes for celebrities! But that doesn’t matter! God recognises us as his people! That’s what counts! Do we know who we are? We’re fellow-citizens with God’s people. And it’s all because of Jesus Christ! We can do a bit of boasting in him: Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord! (1 Cor 1:31).
2) We’re members of God’s Household (v19-20)

This means that we don’t just belong to God’s people, we live under his roof! That Roman centurion we mentioned earlier loved his sick servant - who would have been part of the household, living with the family. That must have been a great honour and blessing. It might have been a great honour to serve in the Royal Palace in Torino (depending on the king!). It’s a greater honour and blessing for us to be a part of God’s household! We are loved so much more than the centurion loved his servant!

Now Paul develops this picture describing who we are by concentrating on the house itself. What’s it like? It’s built on the foundation of apostles and prophets. These were the NT teachers and preachers of God’s Word. What was their message? Paul describes it like this: For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord (2 Corinthians 4:5). That’s why Jesus Christ is described here as the chief cornerstone. The cornerstone was an important part of the foundation. Imagine two walls of a house being built at right-angles. Without the cornerstone they will collapse. The cornerstone ties and keeps the whole structure together, keeping it in shape and making it secure. (If you’ve ever tried to build a house with Lego bricks, you’ll appreciate the concept!).

How can a ‘wall’ of Jews and a ‘wall’ of Gentiles be kept together? By being joined to Jesus Christ. How can ‘walls’ of Africans, Asians, Europeans and Americans be kept together as a church family? By our being joined to Jesus Christ as our one Lord and Saviour. He is the chief cornerstone. This means that merely attending church services don’t make you a Christian any more than attending a theatre makes you an actor! It means that you become a member of God’s household through hearing and believing the apostles’ message of Jesus Christ – as we now find it in the NT (see 4:20-21).

What does being members of God’s household mean for us? 
It means that you’re a servant. When a household functions well, its members submit to and serve one another. Jesus set us the greatest example when he washed his disciples’ feet. Personal fulfilment is not to be the main aim! It’s been an encouragement recently to see some brothers and sisters serving by getting their hands dirty in preparing this venue for our services. It’s not very glamorous, but it’s needful. We’re still in need of cleaners, of setting up rotas, of Sunday school teachers, of creche staff, of stewards, of musicians, of administrators. Being part of God’s household means a call to humble service for Christ’s sake. Will you?
It means that you are a child of God. God is your heavenly Father: through Jesus we both have access to the Father by one Spirit (v18). It means that fellow-believers are your brothers and sisters in Christ. God doesn’t want his children to remain alone. You may be the only believer in your family, but you have a spiritual family here. Our heavenly Father wants his children to live in a certain way: Be completely humble, and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love (4:2). We need to ask God our Father to help us to behave towards our brothers and sisters like this. As a father I want to see my children getting on well! How much more does our heavenly Father delight to see his children loving and encouraging one another!
3) We’re part of God’s Temple (v21)
Paul develops the picture of who we are by turning the house into a holy temple in the Lord. When you hear the word ‘temple’, what do you think of? The Jewish converts would automatically think of the temple in Jerusalem. It was built originally by King Solomon; the place where all the tribes visited on pilgrimage at least once a year; the place where the LORD had promised to presence himself in a special way, even though, as Solomon had prayed: The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you (1 Kings 8:27). In the OT the temple was the focal point for worship, prayer and sacrifice. 
But the Gentile converts may think of the temple of Artemis in their city. It was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. It was roughly 130m long and 70m wide. It had 127 white marble columns, 19m high, and an inner sanctuary where was placed the image of Artemis (Diana). This, it was claimed, had fallen from heaven. Clearly, this temple was an impressive, special place for pagan religion! 

The Jews believed (rightly) that God’s presence was to be found especially in the temple sanctuary – the holy of holies. The pagan Gentiles in Ephesus held (wrongly) that Artemis lived in her temple; it was her home.

But now look at what Paul writes here: in Christ you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit (v22). Isn’t that amazing? You people in Ephesus, maybe still meeting in an insignificant building like a lecture hall or ordinary home, are a dwelling place of God! God presences himself among you!

The NT moves us away from any kind of view of sacred space – church buildings, temples, cathedrals etc. – as though God is to be found in them! The emphasis is always upon the people of God, who call upon the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. That’s where God’s temple is today! That’s where he is to be found – in great numbers or in small groups – all across the world. That’s why we sing, rightly: Be still, for the presence of the Lord, the Holy One is here.

What does this mean for us? 

It should encourage us! As we meet in this theatre, but sincerely call upon the name of the Lord and seek to worship him and hear his voice, God is here by his Spirit! When we seek to worship God in spirit and in truth, the venue doesn’t matter. 

It should challenge us! If God’s is among us by his Spirit, is it good that you turn up late, or in a casual frame of mind? When people go to a concert to hear a famour singer, do they turm up late? No! They want to be there in plenty of time! Some of you have genuine reasons for being late to this service, but many of you don’t! When you turn up late you show a lack of respect for the congregation and a lack of reverence for the Lord.
In what frame of mind did you turn up this morning? Did you roll out of bed and into church? Did you have any sense of expectation and preparation as you made your way here? Should you give more attention to your attitudes to meeting together for worship? If this is where God meets with his people, isn’t it important that you are here regularly and expectantly?

The original temple in Jerusalem took seven years to complete. God’s temple – the Church – is still being completed. In him we are being built together. That means that if you’re not yet a Christian there’s still a chance for you to be included! It also means that we look forward to the great day of unveiling, when Christ will come and gather his church together – from east and west, north and south – and we will worship him together for ever. There will be no more crying or sorrow or pain.

Until then, let’s continue to trust the words of Jesus - that he is the rock, the Son of the living God, and on this rock I will build my church, and gates of hell shall not prevail against it.
Do you know who you are? As Christians we are fellow-citizens with God’s people, members of his household and part of his temple! 

