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What did Jesus actually accomplish on the cross? Every facet of Christian tradition sees the cross as 
central to faith, so what he did is critical. Most Christians would answer that through the cross, Jesus 
somehow took away the sin of the world; reconciling humanity to God. This is the vertical reality of the 
cross and while it’s true, it’s not the whole story. 
 
So, what’s the whole story of what Jesus did on the cross? Paul, an Apostle, missionary, church planter, 
and scholar answers this question, but in a way that we might not be used to hearing. In a letter to a 
church in the ancient city Ephesus, he confronts a community of Christians who celebrated their 
reconciliation with God but had built walls of division from each other based on cultural and personal 
preferences. They were ignoring the horizontal reality of Jesus’ work on the cross; reconciliation with 
each other. 
 
Our 21st hyper-individualistic culture, is not so far removed from those 1st century Ephesians. We also 
tend to focus so much on the vertical reality that we ignore the horizontal reality of the cross. If the 
horizontal reality is true, what’s the harm? 
 

If we build a wall between the vertical and horizontal we are rejecting half of what Jesus did on the 
cross. We are saying that what Jesus did isn’t enough, additional terms of reconciliation must be 

applied. Do we the cross enough to bring us to God ...  and together?  
 

How do we live as people who really believe Jesus to be greater than the walls we build? 

 
1. Too much of a good thing can lead to bad things. - Story of man given (3-

4, 34) bananas. Heart rhythm irregular due to lack of potassium. 
 

• Spiritual Narcissism – Narcissus: Fell in love with his reflection and died. Self-occupied. 
My relationship with God is MY relationship with God. I can ignore the stories, presence, needs, 
help, and work of God in people around me.  

 
o Within Church – Jesus and me. My needs, my wants, my walk, my faith,   
o Outside Church - Spirituality is great but keep it private/personal. 

 
Forces both in and out of the church are conspiring to make us think of our faith a personal, private 
communion with God and nothing else. But nothing could be more alien to scripture than this. 
 

• A faith that is private, personal, and internal is no real faith at all.  Suppose a brother or a sister 
is without clothes and daily food. 16If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and 
well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? 17In the same way, faith 
by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. - James 2:15-17 



 

• Spiritual Abuse – Using my personal relationship with God to justify my mistreatment of the 
people around me. Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”37Jesus replied: 
“ ‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 
38This is the first and greatest commandment. 39 And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor 
as yourself.’ 40All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” – Matthew 
22:36-40 

 
Second is like it, means – the second is inseparable from it. This is what the Pharisees did. They were 
so committed to holiness that they marginalized those they deemed to be unholy. Throughout history, 
much harm has been done to our neighbors out of incomplete devotion to God. 
 

• The cross reconciles us to God AND to each other. The vertical reconciliation with God is the 
internal reality of our faith. The horizontal reconciliation with one another is the external 
expression of our faith.  

 

2. The cross provides both a horizontal and vertical reconciliation. 

Pay attention to the order. – 2:13 - But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away (Gentiles) have 
been brought near by the blood of Christ. 14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups 
one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15 by setting aside in his flesh the law 
with its commands and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new humanity out of the 
two, thus making peace, (Horizontal) 
 
16 and in one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their 
hostility. 17 He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were 
near. 18 For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.-Ephesians 2:13-18 -(Vertical) 
 
Notice the text puts the horizontal first, then the vertical. Pattern in Scripture: 
 
“Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or sister has 
something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them; 
then come and offer your gift. - Matthew 5:23 
 
For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 15 
But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. – Matthew 6:14 
 
Whoever claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is a liar. For whoever does not love their 
brother and sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen. – 1 John 4:20 
 
“Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the 
yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? 7 Is it not to share your food with the hungry and 
to provide the poor wanderer with shelter-when you see the naked, to clothe them, and not to turn 
away from your own flesh and blood? 8 Then your light will break forth like the dawn, and your healing 



will quickly appear; then your righteousness[a] will go before you, and the glory of the Lord will be your 
rear guard. 9 Then you will call, and the Lord will answer; you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am 
I. - Isaiah 58:6-9 
 

• In Jesus’ work on the cross he has bridged all the divisions of humanity, and demolished all the 
walls we have built, and made us one people. And then together as one people he has 
reconciled us to God. 

 
If The cross has torn down the dividing walls, why are we so quick to rebuild and defend them?  
 

• If we build a wall between the vertical and horizontal we are rejecting half of what Jesus did on 
the cross. How can someone who rejects half of Jesus’ work claim to be a wholly devoted 
follower? 

 

3. We cannot build our unity around anything other than the cross.  

- The biggest division Paul was addressing in Ephesians 2 was between Jews and Gentiles.  
 
Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by those 
who call themselves “the circumcision” (which is done in the body by human hands)— 12 remember 
that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to 
the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world.  
 
You were separate/excluded/foreigners – Gentiles didn’t have the scriptures, the covenants, the 
commands of Moses, the promises of the prophets about the coming Messiah, the Temple, the 
festivals and symbols that acknowledged God’s goodness and holiness.  
 
The Jewish people had access to all those things for generations. Many Jews carried an air of 
superiority. The most common way for Jews to refer to Gentiles was as “dogs.” This was a huge 
problem when Jesus showed up. He came and died and rose, and the faith went to the dogs The 
Jewish Christians were bothered by this.  
 
Paul argues, if Gentiles are required to become Jewish in order to follow Jesus, then what really unites 
the church isn’t the cross. It would be a shared culture. Shared preferences, shared personal traditions, 
shared non-essential opinions. 
 
We are tempted to build our unity around a shared language, or a shared way of preaching, or a shared 
way of voting, or a shared way of singing, or a shared way of engaging culture. While these things by 
themselves may be just fine as preferences, but if we build our unity around those things, we are 
committing idolatry because the cross isn’t enough. 
 

• If anything other than the cross is what unites the church, then there must be something 
deficient about what Jesus did on the cross – Skye Jethani 

 



• I’m saying unity, not uniformity. The difference between uniformity of preference unity in the 
cross seen in the ability to step back and ask yourself how much of your worship is rooted in the 
sacrificial, loving, selfless nature of the cross rather than a personally preferred cultural 
manifestation. – Mosaic vs. Monolithic 

 
As we move ahead as a church into a season of change, this will be a constant ongoing challenge for us 
to discern the difference. 
 
Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with God’s people and 
also members of his household, 20 built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ 
Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. 21 In him the whole building is joined together and rises to 
become a holy temple in the Lord. 22 And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling 
in which God lives by his Spirit. – Ephesians 2:19-22 - The temple was a beacon to the world.  
 
When a group of people who have no earthly reason to worship and work together actually do, the 
world will look as wonder what on earth happened there? The cross happened. 
 

• The very mission of the gospel hinges on our unity. Jesus prayed, “Father may they be one even 
as we are one so that the world may believe.” That takes work, that takes sacrifice, that takes 
discomfort ... it takes the cross. 

 
What walls need to be removed for us? Where are the dividing lines of preference that need to be 
demolished in light of the cross? What has been separated that needs to be united for the glory of 

God, for the sake of the gospel, and for the health of our church, and for the good of our city. Are we 
willing to become a church body, whose earthly differences are transcended because of our 

commitment to the cross? 
 
Benediction: When the world sees in the church a diverse community of men and women, old and 
young, near and far, right and left, known and new, residents and immigrants, red and yellow black 
and white, rich and poor, saint and sinner, all of whom have been reconciled to each other through the 
cross of Jesus, it is the single most powerful witness to gospel of reconciliation for anyone and 
everyone through the cross of Jesus. 
 
Questions to Ponder 

• What’s your initial response to this message?  
o What resonated with you? Why? 
o What upset you? Why? 
o Where do you want/need more clarification? 

• Why do you think the early church struggled with unity? How do you see that same struggle 
present today? 

• Discuss spiritual narcissism and spiritual abuse. How have you experienced these? 

• How do you respond to the way Scripture emphasizes the horizontal reality of reconciliation? If 
it’s there, why is it so easy to ignore? 



• Okay, gut-check time. What are the walls of division we justify, build, and defend?  
o What are the walls in your own life? 
o What are the walls in our church? 
o Are you willing to name them? Repent of them? Renounce them? Why or why not?  

• What is the direct application the Lord is leading you to make?  
o What is the direct application for your small group/Bible study class? 
o For your family? 
o For Calvary? 

 


