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Ephesians 2:11-13 
 

In the first ten verses of Ephesians 2, Paul concentrated on the salvation of sinners in general, but 

here in verse 11 he turns his attention particularly to the redemptive work of Christ for Gentiles. 

Remember, Paul is writing to a Church in a predominantly Gentile region that is comprised of 

predominantly, not exclusively, Gentile converts. Like he often does in his writing, Paul uses the tool 

of contrast in these verses to help the Gentile Christians see and understand the depths of all Christ 

has accomplished for them. Two great walls stood against the Gentiles (1) a social wall (2) a spiritual 

wall. These young Gentile Christians were well aware of the fact that God’s redemptive program 

throughout the preceding centuries had been centered around the Jewish people.  

 

From the time of His calling of Abraham, God made a distinction between Jew and Gentile.  That 

distinction brought with it great hostility and animosity between Jews and Gentiles. The paragraph 

that begins here in verse 11 and continues to the end of chapter two is one of the most beautiful 

descriptions of peace and reconciliation contained in Paul’s letters. In the remainder of this chapter, 

Paul will point us to both the vertical reconciliation and horizontal reconciliation that the blood of 

Christ brings about. With that being said, Let’s turn our attention to our text for this morning. Paul, 

writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, pens the following words:  

 

Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called “the uncircumcision” by 

what is called the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by hands— remember that you were 

at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to 

the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus 

you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. Ephesians 2:11–13 

 

 

I. IT’S WHAT YOU ARE ON THE INSIDE THAT MATTERS MOST. (v.11)  

Therefore remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, called “the uncircumcision” by 

what is called the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by hands— 

 

Paul says, “Therefore (in light of verses 1-10) remember that at one time you Gentiles in the flesh, 

[were] called “the uncircumcision” by what is called the circumcision, which is made in the flesh by 

hands…” Paul’s words here in verse 11 reveal the incredible social wall that stood tall and strong 

between the Jewish people and the rest of the world. The name “Gentile” in both Hebrew and Greek 



means “nations.” The Jewish people applied it to all other nations except their own. It was a name 

that represented distinction and division.  

 

In an act of grace, the Jewish people were set apart from the rest of the world as God’s chosen 

people - the apple of His eye. In Deuteronomy 7:6-8 Moses said, “The Lord your God has chosen 

you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the 

earth. It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the Lord set his love 

on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples, but it is because the Lord loves you 

and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers…” As a result, the Jewish people were 

distinguished by the mark of circumcision, which was given by God to Abraham (cf. Genesis 17:9-

14), and served as the physical symbol of their covenant relationship with YHWH.  

 

Although the Jewish people probably weren’t the only Semitic group who practiced circumcision, it 

was distinctive enough that they proudly referred to themselves as the “circumcision.” The Gentiles 

came to be regarded by the Jews as “the uncircumcision,” which was certainly not a term of 

endearment; it implied that they were outside the circle of God’s love. The uncircumcision of 

Gentiles was seen as evidence of their estrangement from God, which in Jewish eyes, could only be 

dealt with if a Gentile became a proselyte to the Jewish faith. This issue later brought discord into the 

fellowship of the New Testament church (see Acts 15) and especially caused confusion about how 

one obtained genuine salvation (cf. Galatians). 

 

Unfortunately, the Jews regarded the act of circumcision as a means conveying grace and securing 

the favor of God, irrespective of the true spiritual state of the recipient. In other words, circumcision 

came to be seen as nothing more than a religious box to check. This poor understanding made Israel 

proud, self-righteous, malignant, and contemptuous. Paul had one time taken pride in the fact that 

he was circumcised on the eighth day (Philippians 3:5). But after his conversion, he realized that 

circumcision was religiously irrelevant.  

 

The physical mark of circumcision, aside from serving as the symbol of the covenant relationship 

between God and Israel, pictured man’s need for his heart to be cleansed from sin’s deadly disease. 

The external cutting was a picture of cutting that needed to take place internally. Circumcision was 

meant to be an outward symbol of an inward reality. In Deuteronomy 30:6 Moses said, “And the 

Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the 

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live.” In divine irony, God 

later applied the same term, “uncircumcised,” to Israel.  

 

 

 

 



Let me apply this… There is oftentimes a distinction between what people are called and what they 

are in reality. People often identify with the label of Christianity, but are they Christians in truth? To 

be a faithful church attender, to have been baptized, to have served on this committee or that board 

changes nothing with respect to our condition before God. The real question is, have we been 

circumcised in the heart? Paul said, “In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made 

without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ” Colossians 2:11. 

 

The condition of the heart is always the principal spiritual issue. It’s possible to be outwardly pious 

and yet be inwardly pitiful. Don’t overlook the inside of the cup for the outside. Such was the 

stumbling block for the religious Pharisees. They spent all their time trying to wax eloquent what 

people could see and neglected the inward man that people cannot see and God is principally 

concerned with.   

 

 

II. REMEMBERANCE OF YOUR PAST POSITION MAKES YOU ALL THE MORE THANKFUL FOR 

YOUR PRESENT PRIVILEGE. (v.12) 

remember that you were at that time separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of 

Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world. 

 

One prominent theologian has said, “Nothing is so apt to promote [spiritual] gratitude as a 

retrospective glace fixed on the hole of the pit from [which] we have been dug out.”1 Paul 

understood this and so he encouraged the Gentile believers to “remember / consider / think about 

[what] you were.” The word translated “remember” here is a present tense imperative – that’s a 

command to continue remembering! Paul wants the Gentile believers to recall their pre-Christian 

days and ponder anew the change that took place between the past and the present - what they were 

by nature and what they had become as a result of grace. This doesn’t mean that the Ephesian 

Gentiles had forgotten what they once were; rather, Paul calls them to intentionally remember so 

they might have an even greater understanding and appreciation of the mighty work of grace that 

Christ has wrought in their lives. Paul knew that this would deepen their humility, elevate their 

understanding of grace, and incite them to fervent and continued thankfulness.  

  

Friends, Paul’s encouragement to the Gentile believers is certainly relevant to each of us here this 

morning. Each of us needs to take time to remember what we were before our conversion so that we 

might fully appreciate what God has given to us in Jesus Christ. David encourages us the same way 

saying, “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless his holy name! Bless the Lord, O 

my soul, and forget not all his benefits, who forgives all your iniquity, who heals all your diseases, 

who redeems your life from the pit, who crowns you with steadfast love and mercy” Psalm 103:1-4. 
 

                                                             
1 E.K. Simpson and F.F. Bruce, Commentary on the Epistles to the Ephesians and the Colossians (Grand Rapids, MI: 



The Gentiles lacked the spiritual benefits that the Jews, because of their covenant relationship to God, 

were historically blessed with. Paul lists five spiritual disadvantages that he wants the Gentile 

believers to remember about their pre-conversion days so that they might be drawn to greater 

humility and thankfulness: 

 

A. Separated from Christ 

Notice that Paul makes Christ the principal issue here. Not only were the Gentiles separated from 

Christ personally, which was also true of numerous unsaved Jews, but they had no national 

knowledge or hope of the Messiah like Israel did. The Greek here can actually be translated 

“without the Messiah.” The Jews, even those who weren’t saved, lived with an expectant attitude 

hoping and waiting for the coming of their Messiah. But the Gentiles had no expectation of a 

Messiah to light up their spiritual darkness – they knew nothing about Him. The Christian’s 

greatest joy is the solemn assurance that, “Neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things 

present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, 

will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” Romans 8:38-39. It was 

from this great joy that the Gentiles in the Ephesian church had been far removed prior to their 

conversion.  

 

As Jesus Christ is the only Redeemer of men, and the only Mediator between God and man, to be 

without Christ, is to be without redemption and without access to God. They knew of no 

atonement for sin, had no assurance of pardon, and no well-founded hope of eternal life. They 

were in a state of darkness and condemnation, from which nothing but knowledge of Christ could 

deliver them. Every Christian was at one time separated from Christ and every non-Christian is 

currently separated from Christ.  

 

B. Alienated from the commonwealth of Israel 

This expression emphasizes the manner in which the Gentiles were separated from Christ. They 

were alienated from the citizenship, or way of life, of Israel. God called the Jewish people to be a 

unique nation. He gave them His Law, His blessings, and His special presence. Israel was God’s 

nation in a way that wasn’t true of any other Gentile nation. A Gentile could become a Jew as a 

proselyte, but he wasn’t born into that special covenant nation. As far as the community of Israel 

was concerned, the Gentiles were on the outside, looking in. 
 

C. Strangers to the covenants of promise 

The word “stranger” has the idea of a foreigner who is allowed to be in a country, but has no 

rights. The Gentiles had no relationship to the covenants of promise that God had made with His 

people Israel (Abrahamic - land, Davidic - seed to rule and bring forth the Messiah, New – 

blessing of knowing God and having His Law written on their hearts). These were covenants that 

God made exclusively with the nation of Israel. While the blessing of the Gentiles was included in 

God’s covenant with Abraham, God didn’t make any covenants with the Gentile nations 



personally. The Gentiles were aliens and strangers and the Jews made sure that they were keenly 

aware of that fact. As a matter of fact, the Pharisees were said to pray daily, “God, I give thanks 

that I am not a woman, a Gentile, or a Samaritan.” The Gentiles’ exclusion from the community of 

God’s people meant that they had no share in the covenants, which promised a Messianic 

salvation.  

 

D. Having no hope 

Hopelessness follows naturally because the Christian’s hope is tethered to divine promise. What is 

hope? Spiritually speaking, hope is the knowledge of God’s promises and the confidence of their 

sure fulfillment.  When Paul says that the Gentiles “had no hope,” he doesn’t mean that they 

didn’t cherish any hope, that is scarcely true of any man. But instead that the ancient world, 

outside of Israel, was shrouded with a thick cloud of hopelessness. The philosophies and 

ideologies of the day were hollow and empty. Religions, though they were many, were powerless 

to help people in the face of both life and death (cf. 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). Because the 

Gentiles didn’t have Israel’s privilege of God’s revelation, they had no ground for looking forward 

in hope. They had no reasonable expectation of improvement in their religious condition. They 

had no knowledge of salvation that would include a future resurrection and life eternal. That will 

leave a person hopeless.  

 

E. Without God in the world 

What a disheartening expression. The Greek adjective that Paul uses here is atheos (a‡qeoß), from 

which we get our English word atheist. It’s not used anywhere else in Scripture and literally means 

“godless.” It wasn’t that the Gentile nations had no gods. Quite the contrary is true. It’s been said 

that it was easier to find a god in Athens than a man. Remember, when Paul was preaching in 

Areopagus he found an altar with the inscription “To the unknown god” (cf. Acts 17:16-23). They 

were “without God in the world” in the sense that they neither believed in nor desired the One 

True God (cf. Romans 1:18-23) and were therefore without holiness, righteousness, peace, and the 

joy of salvation. They were like mariners without compass and guide, who were adrift on a 

rudderless ship during a starless night on a tempestuous sea, far away from the harbor.2  

 

There isn’t a more appropriate and striking description of a lost person than to say that he or she is 

“without God in the world.” To be without God is to have no evidence of His favor, no assurance 

of His love, and no hope of dwelling with Him! This person lives, and feels, and acts, as if there 

were no God. He neither worships Him in secret, nor in his family, nor in public. He acts with no 

reference to His will, puts no confidence in His promises, and fears not when He threatens. If it 

were announced to him that there is no God, it would produce no change in his plan of life, or in 

his emotions. What is man in this world without God? A man traveling to eternity without God! A 

                                                             
2 William Hendriksen, Exposition of Galatians and Ephesians (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1979), 131. 
 



man standing over the grave without God! Such is the state of man by nature. Such are the effects 

of sin.3 

 

WHAT GOOD IS THERE IN REMEMBERING WHERE WE CAME FROM 

 

Remembering where we came from - dead in trespasses and sins - should stimulate in believers an 

attitude of overwhelming gratitude and deep humility as we recall the striking contrast of the before 

and after pictures presented in the opening verses in Ephesians 2. The present is built upon the past, 

and the memory of the past has much to do with the joys and sorrows of the present, as well as with 

the hopes and achievements of the future. It is good for us as believers to remember what we once 

were in view of our present mercies. Consider these five fruits of remembering where we came from: 

 

A. When we remember where we came from, it tends to deepen humility and increase Godly sorrow 

(repentance) for sin.  

 

B.  When we remember where we came from, it tends to make us all the more grateful for mercy 

and grace and the greatness and freeness of divine love.  Where sin increased, grace abounded 

all the more (Romans 5:20). 

 

C.  When we remember where we came from, it tends to inspire us with a stronger love for Christ 

who has seated us with Him in the Heavenly places. Speaking of the woman who was greatly 

forgiven, Luke writes, “Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven - for she loved 

much. But he who is forgiven little, loves little” Luke 7:47. 

 

D. When we remember where we came from, it tends to quicken us to greater zeal and activity in 

the Lord’s service. We think sadly of our lost time in the service of sin, and are led now to work 

with increased energy for the cause of our Redeemer. 

 

E.  When we remember where we came from, it tends to make us more hopeful of the conversion of 

others who are now what we once were.4  

 

Having said that, it’s important to note that remembrance of our past condition isn’t supposed to be a 

shameful, self-accusing exercise that kills hope and heart, but rather an act of worship and adoration 

which leads to greater joy and a deeper devotion to Christ. The words of Scottish pastor Robert 

Murray McCheyne (1813–1843) are helpful. He said, “For every look at yourself, take ten looks at 

Christ.” These words help to keep our focus on Christ while at the same time protecting us from the 

trap of over-introspection with our own sins. 

	  
                                                             
3 Adapted from Albert Barnes, Barnes’ Notes on the New Testament (Altamonte Springs: OakTree Software, 2006), n.p. 
4 H.D.M Spense and Joseph S. Exell, The Pulpit Commentary Vol. 46 (New York, Funk & Wagnalls Company), 77-78. 



Friends, when was the last time you thought back to your former state of depravity and desperation 

outside of Christ? Perhaps even now is a good time to pause and recall how great a salvation you’ve 

been granted. Nothing inspires gratitude in a saved sinner more than a look back to the pit from 

which he or she has been extracted by amazing, undeserved grace!  

 

 

III. THE BLOOD OF CHRIST RECONCILES MAN TO GOD AND MAN TO MAN. (v.13) 

But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. 

 

The closing words of verse 13 drip with encouragement! When Paul says, “But now,” he is 

expressing the antithesis of the Gentiles’ former spiritual state. This is another “but” statement that 

serves to completely reverse the Gentiles previous spiritual reality. The goodness and grace of God 

meet men in their state of hopelessness and despair. Friends, it matters not how far out of orbit an 

individual may have roved, they are still capable of reclamation by the spell of Christ’s love and 

grace. The blood of the Lamb has melting power on congealed hearts.5  

 
Paul employs some common biblical imagery here in verse 13 with the metaphors of “near” and “far 
off.” These expressions have a significant Old Testament background. In the Old Testament YHWH, 
in a sense, dwelled in the temple in Jerusalem. Israel, therefore, was “near” the presence of God. 
Geographically, all of the Gentile nations were considered “far away” or “far off.” Not only was this 
the case literally, but also spiritually. The Gentile nations lacked a true knowledge of God as a result 
of their separation from Israel, the privileged people of God. But God took the initiative to bring the 
Gentiles near to Himself and in doing so, near to the Jews. Peace with God was achieved, but that 
common peace with God put Jew and Gentile on the same ground and in the same redeemed 
Church. 

 
It should be noted that a person can be “nearby” and yet “far off” at the same time. One can be 
“nearby” in a merely external sense, by observance of religious activities, but be “far off” internally – 
in the heart. Jesus put His finger on this when He said of the Pharisees, “This people honor me with 
their lips, but their heart is far from me” Matthew 15:8. In the spiritual sense, those who have been 
brought “near” are genuine believers. By faith, they have been brought close to the heart of God 
through the blood of Christ.  

 

Notice that Paul says you have been brought near “by the blood of Christ.” The blood of Christ is the 

agent of change for every lost sinner who comes to Christ by free grace. We have / are: 
 
Propitiation by His blood (Romans 3:25)  Peace by the blood of His cross (Colossians 1:20) 
Justified by His blood (Romans 5:9)  Sanctified through His blood (Hebrews 13:12) 
Redemption through His blood (Ephesians 1:7) Freed us from our sins by His blood (Revelation 1:5) 

 
                                                             
5 E.K. Simpson and F.F. Bruce, 59. 



The lyrics of the treasured hymn It is Well With My Soul say, “Let this blest assurance control, that 

Christ hath regarded my helpless estate, and hath shed His own blood for my soul.” The blood of 

Jesus Christ is omnipotent to save! Likewise, Fanny Crosby penned the words, “Blessed assurance, 

Jesus is mine; Oh, what a foretaste of glory divine! Heir of salvation, purchase of God, Born of His 

Spirit, washed in His blood.” 
 
The gospel brings men into right relationship with God, but it also beings men into right relationship 
with men. Vertical reconciliation translates into horizontal reconciliation. By the blood of Christ, sin, 
the great separator of both God and man, has been vanquished. So far in our study we’ve seen 
individual sinners obtain the gracious gift of salvation on the basis of God’s grace by faith. But that’s 
not the end of the story! These individuals aren’t left alone, but are instead united with other 
believers in a corporate unity – the Church - the body of Christ.  We’ll look at this next Sunday as we 
pick back up with verse 14.  

 

 

Closing Benediction: 

Hear this benediction this morning as we bring our corporate worship to a close. In Colossians 1:18- 

20 Paul writes, “And He is the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning, the firstborn from 

the dead, that in everything He might be preeminent. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased 

to dwell, and through Him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making 

peace by the blood of his cross.” And all God’s people said, “Amen!” Go in the peace that was 

purchased by the blood of His cross and rest your souls in His matchless grace.  


