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Main Point
Church membership is a privilege made possible through Christ.

Introduction
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion.

When have you been interested to join a group or a cause? What motivated you to go to the

trouble of identifying yourself with a particular group or cause?

You’ve heard the phrase, “Membership has its privileges,” I’m sure. Did you know that there are some clubs

you might join that would give you phenomenal benefits such as golfing, skiing, horseback riding, fly

fishing, and more? Would it surprise you to know that some people pay in excess of $30,000 in annual dues?

And those are in addition to a $300,000 fee to join the club!

Although most of us will never belong to those kinds of exclusive clubs, we do understand the idea of

membership. We pay a certain amount of dues, and we expect goods or services in return for our investment

– we’re entitled to something!

What happens when people bring that “membership club” mindset into the church? What

problems might that cause?

The study we are about to experience together will help us discover the truth about belonging to the church,

and the obligations of membership.

Understanding
Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

Watch the video featuring Dr. Thom Rainer and Dr. Eric Geiger.

Paul wrote this passage as a reminder that not only have we been made one with Christ, but we have been

made one with one another. At the time these words were penned, the concept of oneness was new to the
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Jews and Gentiles who had never viewed themselves as connected with each other. This concept is also

foreign in our day in many ways. We are a disconnected society, but as believers we are united with Christ as

well as with others. This is both a privilege and responsibility provided to us through Christ.

Eric Geiger asked Dr. Thom Rainer why the idea of being connected in Christ was such an

important teaching for the Christians in Ephesus to receive from the Apostle Paul. What

were some of Dr. Rainer’s main points?

Dr. Rainer suggests that we are a “disconnected culture.” In your opinion, what are some

reasons why people are not connected to one another in strong, significant ways?

According to research cited by Dr. Rainer, he said that loneliness is one of the key factors in

the angst many Americans feel today. When is the last time you felt lonely and had a sense

you were unconnected to others? Besides feeling lonely, what other emotions did you

experience?

Dr. Geiger asked Dr. Rainer to address why being connected to others in the church is such a

privilege. What reasons Dr. Rainer offered would you either expand on or affirm?

What is our responsibility as members of the household of God when it comes to being

connected to others in the church? Dr. Rainer offered two reasons. With which one do you

most closely identify?

God has made us one with Himself. He has also made us one with each other in the church, the body of

Christ.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ EPHESIANS 2:17-22.

What emotions do you experience when you think about having direct access to God?

How is being a part of a church like being a part of a family?

What are some of the primary differences between being part of a church and being part of a

family?

What prevents us from viewing church membership as a privilege? What happens when

church members have a “what’s in it for me?” mindset?

How have you recently been blessed, uplifted, and encouraged as a member of your church?

Read verse 20 again. What do you think it means that the church is “built on the foundation

of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus Himself as the chief cornerstone”? Since Jesus

is the foundation of the church, what is our role in continuing His work?
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Application
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.

View church membership as a gift from God. Thank God daily for the opportunity to have friends and be

connected to His family through your group and church.

Ask the right question. John F. Kennedy famously said, “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what

you can do for your country.” What can you do before our next group meeting to serve in our church? How

could you submit your time and energy to the Lord?

Invite others in. Identify those around you who need to be introduced to the gospel and included in Christ’s

church; what people are coming to mind right now? Invite at least one person to church next week, and to our

group study.

Pray
Pray to close your group. Pray that God will continue to grow your thankfulness and appreciation for the

ability to be part of His family. Thank Him for the opportunity to build friendships with the people in the

group.

Visit lifeway.com to purchase the Bible study book for more in-depth individual and group

study.

Commentary
Ephesians 2:17-18

Paul’s theme in the latter half of Ephesians 2 is that, through His death, Jesus “tore down the dividing wall of

hostility” (v. 14) between believing Jews and Gentiles, causing them to be at peace with one another as one

new people of God. This happened because when Christ came, He proclaimed the good news of peace to

those who were far away and peace to those who were near.

The church in Ephesus consisted of both Gentiles and Jews. Paul referred to the Gentiles as you who were far

away. Ephesians 2:12 explains Paul’s meaning. The Gentiles were “without the Messiah, excluded from the

citizenship of Israel, and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, with no hope and without God in the

world.” All this was true of Gentiles before they were saved. Those who were near refers to Jews prior to

their conversion. They were nearer salvation than Gentiles because they had the hope of a Messiah; they were

God’s chosen nation; they had the covenants of promise and therefore hope. But apart from personally

accepting Christ, Jews were as greatly in need of salvation as Gentiles.
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Although Jews had been near, they did not think of themselves as having intimate access to God. The entire

sacrificial system reminded them of their sins and the unapproachable holiness of God. Now all believers can

come to God intimately, as our Father. Our connection to God is granted by one Spirit, given alike to all

believers, whether Jew or Gentile, male or female, free or slave, rich or poor.

Paul referred to Jesus as Christ (the Messiah), emphasizing His role as the fulfillment of Old Testament

prophecies that Gentiles did not know. When He came, He proclaimed the good news of peace to Gentiles as

well as to Jews. This peace comes through a person who is Jesus Christ. As Paul said “He is our peace” (v.

14). Jesus provided peace with God and peace between all the children of God. The barrier of sin has been

overcome through His death on the cross.

All must come to the Father through Him. There is only one way of salvation; there is only one access…to

the Father. (The term access was used of a royal court in which subjects were granted an audience with their

king.) Jesus’ death did not automatically unite all Jews and all Gentiles into one body; neither did it

automatically reconcile all persons to God. Yet His death was essential. The death of Jesus is the only means

by which we both—Jews and Gentiles—have access to God.

Ephesians 2:19

The result of Christ’s message of peace is an entirely new entity, a new humanity—the church of Christ on

earth. Jesus brings all believers into God’s family, the church.

Changing from a political (citizenship) to a domestic (family) metaphor, Paul emphasized the unity of all

believers by describing them as members of God’s household, a position formerly occupied solely by Israel.

Paul understood that all believers, whatever their racial ancestry, have been united into one people in His

body, the church. The two beams of Christ’s cross symbolize the two ways in which we now have peace. The

vertical beam reminds us that through His death we have peace with God. The horizontal beam reminds us

that we are united with all believers. The challenge we face in our day is to express these truths by living in

peace with one another.

Paul used three metaphors in verses 19-22 (citizens, family, and temple) to speak about how we are to

understand our relationship to other believers. First he addressed Gentile Christians in particular when he

stated you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with the saints. Those who were far

away now are citizens of the kingdom of God, along with all other believers (saints). Saints, or “holy ones,”

was one of Paul’s favorite designations for Christians. Saints refers to all those who experience reconciliation

to God through faith in Jesus Christ and who constitute one body, the church.

The you language throughout this passage refers to those born as Gentiles. Such believers are no longer what

they were. The expression foreigners and strangers is a comprehensive one that includes all persons who for
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various reasons did not enjoy the full privileges of citizenship in a particular country. In this context, the

word foreigners was a reminder of their previous deprivation as those “excluded from the citizenship of

Israel” (2:12). The term strangers was a reminder that Gentiles had no knowledge of “the covenants of the

promise” (2:12). The Ephesians had once been foreigners and strangers in relationship to God’s kingdom.

However, since becoming believers their status had changed dramatically. In the new humanity Jews and

Gentiles together are fellow citizens with one another in the kingdom of God. The saints may refer either to

Old Testament people or to all believers in the church (1:1). If the term citizens suggests that Jewish and

Gentile believers are part of the same kingdom, then members of God’s household means that both groups

belong equally to God’s one true family.

Ephesians 2:20-22

In these verses Paul used the metaphor of a building to clarify what it means to be a part of the church.

Building construction begins with a foundation. The apostles and prophets were the foundation of the church

in the sense of being the ones who laid the foundation by preaching the gospel. Churches today stand only

when they depend on the foundational truths God revealed to the apostles and prophets, now preserved in the

Scriptures. But Christ Jesus Himself is the solid foundation on which His church is built.

Jesus also is the cornerstone. Builders used a cornerstone to connect two walls, align them, hold them

together, and strengthen them. In ancient times important buildings had a massive cornerstone that was

essential to keep the building in line and holding it together. This language was borrowed from the Old

Testament (see Ps. 118:22; Isa. 28:16). Jesus Christ, the cornerstone of His church, is the only sure

foundation of faith.

The term whole building does not refer to an actual structure but to the church as the people of God who are

His new temple. Individual believers are compared to the stones being added to the whole building. Each

believer is fitted together by the Master Builder, who places each stone as He desires. The words holy

sanctuary (traditionally, temple) imply this building was set apart for God’s use. The Ephesians were well

acquainted with the unholy temples in their city. They knew well that the whole idea of a temple was to serve

as a house or dwelling place for a god. (See Acts 19:23-34.)

As Paul concluded this section of his letter, he emphasized the ongoing process by which Jesus is building

His church. He wrote you also are being built together for God’s dwelling in the Spirit. Paul’s return to you

language in verse 22 reminded his readers again that they had been included in God’s plan. They were being

built together with Jewish Christians to become God’s dwelling place on earth. It wasn’t the stone-and-gold

temple in Jerusalem but instead God’s new people the church in which the Spirit was present. God’s new

humanity, scattered around the world but meeting in local congregations, is His home. What He is building

through the ages, as more and more people believe and are added to His body, will one day be complete (see

Rev. 21:5).
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