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But Now 

Ephesians 2:11-13  

Pastor Jason Van Bemmel   

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, ESV 

 

What is a commonwealth and what does it mean to be a citizen of a commonwealth? As an American citizen, 

how did you feel when you heard that four American citizens, including our ambassador, were killed in 

Benghazi, Libya in 2012? How do you feel about the fact that the Iranian government is holding an American 

citizen, Pastor Saeed Abedini in one of its toughest and most notorious prisons for eight years for the crime of 

sharing his Christian faith with Muslims? Does it bother you more because he’s an American citizen or 

because he’s your brother in Christ? 

How does our Christian faith change the way we view the idea of commonwealth and citizenship? Does it?   

As Americans, we tend to be individualistic thinkers, but every once in a while, some great tragedy or some 

remarkable triumph will make us feel our sense of corporate identity. Whether it’s a terrorist attack like 9-11 

or the Olympic Games, we do get these periodic reminders that we are part of something larger than 

ourselves.  

As American Christians, our cultural sense of individualism can infect our faith and we can begin to see 

ourselves as lone-ranger Christians, on our own in our “personal relationship with Jesus.” But the Bible 

doesn’t take an individualistic perspective on our Christian faith. Yes, our faith is personal, God’s love for us is 

personal, redemption is personal, but we’re also part of something larger. 

As we move from verse 10 to verse 11 in Ephesians 2, Paul is expanding our horizons as he re-tells our 

spiritual history from a corporate perspective. In the rest of this chapter, he’s going to be focused on who we 

are as the people of God, the household of faith, corporately. 

I. Therefore, remember . . . 

 

He begins with a command: “Remember.” He says, “therefore,” looking back at verses 8-10, which we 

covered last week. “Therefore,” because you know you are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ and 

are now the workmanship of God, created in Christ Jesus for good works, “remember.”  

 

Martyn Lloyd-Jones, the great Welsh preacher from the mid-20th century, said that Christians who suffer 

from a lack of joy and confidence in their Christian lives almost always suffer from a lack of understanding 

and appreciation of one of two truths: Either they fail to understand the depth of their sin and their deep 

need for redemption or else they fail to understand and appreciate the great and full redemption they have 

received in Christ with all of its benefits. They either take their faith for granted as “no big deal” because 
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they see themselves as basically good people who were doing okay on their own anyway, or else they see 

themselves as such complete wretches and such hopeless failures that they don’t grasp the depth of God’s 

love for them, the power of Christ’s redemption of them or the height of their blessed position in Christ. 

 

The cure for both of these dreadful conditions is found in these three verses, indeed in the whole of these 

first two chapters of Ephesians. And so we begin with “Therefore remember . . .”  

 

A. Gentiles in the Flesh: “The Uncircumcision” 

 

Paul begins by speaking as a Jew to the Gentile majority within the church at Ephesus and the churches in Asia 

Minor. He says, “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 . . .” 

 

Before Christ came and before the entrance of the Gospel of grace into their lives, in their spiritual past 

before salvation, these “Gentiles in the flesh” – non-Jews – were ridiculed as “the uncircumcision” by ethnic 

Jews, by the so-called “circumcision.” Paul is being very mocking in his tone here in verse 11. He is 

emphasizing the fleshly distinction, emphasized so strongly by ethnic Jews, between those who were “in” and 

those who were “out,” according to a mere fleshly distinction, something made in the flesh by hands.  

 

Ethnic Jews were guilty of taking a significant spiritual sign, a sacrament, if you will, and turning it into a merely 

physical badge on the basis of which they claimed spiritual superiority over their Gentile dog neighbors. Our 

translation here says that Jews would call Gentiles “the uncircumcision.” The more literal meaning of this 

word is “the foreskin,” which just shows how crude and fleshly the Jewish view of the covenant of 

circumcision had become.    

 

The human capacity for nationalism and feelings of ethnic superiority is profound, universal and by no means 

limited to the Jews, of course. The ancient Greeks labelled all non-Greek speakers as barbarians because they 

thought that Greek was the only true language and non-Greeks were only capable of saying “bar, bar, bar” to 

each other, thus they were the “barbarians” or in the Greek the “barbaros,” literally the bar-bar ones. The 

Japanese culture under the Emperor believed that they were the center of the world and the superior race in 

the world, thus giving them the right to conquer and enslave all other races and ethnicities. And I could go on 

and on.  

 

B. Separated from Christ 

 

Nevertheless, despite how crude and fleshly the Jewish concept of their national identity had become, the 

Gentiles in the flesh did have real spiritual disadvantages, which we all need to hear and understand because 

almost all of us are, by nature, Gentiles in the flesh. In addition to being on the outside of the chosen people 

ethnically, Paul here highlights five real spiritual disadvantages: 

 

1. Separated from Christ 

2. Alienated from the Commonwealth of Israel 

3. Strangers to the Covenants of Promise 

4. Without hope 

5. Without God in the world 
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What does Paul mean by saying that Gentiles were “separated from Christ”? Literally, Paul says they were 

“without Christ.”  Since “Christ” is the Greek equivalent of “Messiah,” meaning “Anointed One,” Paul is 

emphasizing that Gentiles were without Messianic hope, without the expectation of deliverance from Messiah, 

which the Jews had.   

 

C. Alienated Strangers 

 

Not only were they without Christ, but they were also “alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and 

strangers to the covenants of promise.” God had given His chosen people, Israel, an identity as His people, 

His holy commonwealth, and has also given them unique covenants of promise. Literally, Paul says “covenants 

of the promise,” which is an odd expression, plural covenants of one singular promise. What does Paul mean 

by this expression? 

 

Starting with Abraham, God made a series of covenants with His people to mark them as His unique, chosen 

and called people, but the series of covenants were all manifestations of one promise, the Great Promise of 

God. So, in Genesis 15 & 17, God makes two covenants with Abraham: 

 

In Genesis 15, God comes to Abraham and says, “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield and your vert great reward.” 

Abraham asks God for some reassurance that God will keep His promises to Abraham. God answers by 

asking Abraham to cut animals in two and to make a bloody pathway down the middle of the severed animal 

parts. Then, He causes Abraham to fall into a deep sleep and He Himself walks through the animal parts and 

reassures Abraham that He would keep His promises to give Abraham offspring and the Promised Land. 

 

Then in Genesis 17, God establishes the covenant of circumcision as an everlasting covenant to mark His 

people. This physical sign is a sign of the consequences of breaking the covenant. 

 

Through Moses, God gave the covenant of the Mosaic Law, which included the Passover Lamb, the Day of 

Atonement, the priesthood and the righteous Law of God. 

 

In 2 Samuel 7, God came to King David as King David was making plans to build a house for God and God 

turned things around and made a covenant promise to him to build him a house, promising that one of 

David’s offspring would sit on God’s throne forever!  

 

How are all these covenants centered on a singular promise? Well, in 2 Corinthians 1:20, Paul writes that all 

of the promises of God find their “Yes” in Christ: 

 

 In the first covenant with Abraham in Genesis 15, God was taking on Himself the covenant oath to 

pay the penalty of death for the covenant if it was broken. 

 In the second covenant with Abraham, God had His people take in their flesh the covenant oath to be 

cut off from God if they violate the covenant. 

 In the Mosaic covenant, God was picturing for His people what His righteous standard is and what the 

penalty for violating the righteous standard would require: death. 

 In the Davidic covenant, God was solemnly promising a forever King, one who could sit on the throne 

of God for eternity.  

 

When Jesus arrived on the scene in Israel, the covenant was broken by the people’s sin, the people did not 

possess the land but lived under harsh Roman rule, a Edomite, descendent of Esau, named Herod sat on the 
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throne in Jerusalem, and while the Temple was still conducting worship, it was known as Herod’s Temple,, 

bringing worldwide fame to an Edomite and was run by a corrupt and self-serving hierarchy who sought to 

please Rome and secure their own positions more than to please God and truly serve His purposes. 

 

So Jesus came as the Promised One, the Anointed One, the Messiah, Prophet, Priest and King and he came to 

fulfill all of God’s Promises in Himself, uniting the Promises of God as One Great Promise, the Promise. In 

reality, this promise stretched all the way back, not to Abraham or Moses or David, but to the Garden of 

Eden right after the Fall of Man into sin, when God promised that the Seed of the Woman would crush the 

head of the Serpent, even as His heel would be crushed. 

 

And so all of the subsequent promises of God are, in fact, unfolding aspects of this One Promise, this One 

Promised One, the holy offspring of Abraham, of David, the Seed of Woman (an unknown expression in 

Hebrew that requires a virgin birth for fulfillment) – Jesus the Christ, Son of Mary, Son of David, Son of 

Abraham, Son of God.  

 

But Gentiles by nature are strangers from these covenants of the Promise. We are on the outside looking in 

at God’s covenants made with others, seemingly made for others. By nature, they are not ours to claim. We 

are aliens and strangers to this people and these covenants. 

 

D. Having No Hope 

 

Being without Christ and alienated both from the commonwealth and the covenants, we are by nature 

without hope. There is no hope for humanity apart from God’s promises and their fulfillment in Christ. 

Solomon observed two key realities about life “under the sun” in Ecclesiastes: There is nothing new and 

everything is meaningless. There is no difference between the wise and foolish, the moral and the immoral, the 

rich and the poor, as the same end comes to all. 

The best philosophers and closest observers of human nature have come to the same conclusions as Solomon. 

Shakespeare has Macbeth utter the hopelessness of the human condition in his despair: 

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, 

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day 

To the last syllable of recorded time, 

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle! 

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 

And then is heard no more. It is a tale 

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

Signifying nothing. 

 

Is this too strong? Well, without the truth of the Bible and the hope of God’s promises, what does man have? 
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Jean-Paul Sartre, the famous French philosopher, said: “Man can will nothing unless he has first understood 

that he must count on no one but himself; that he is alone, abandoned on earth in the midst of his infinite 

responsibilities, without help, with no other aim than the one he sets himself, with no other destiny than the 

one he forges for himself on this earth.”  

 

If Sartre is right, then Macbeth is right. That kind of life is a tale told by an idiot, and as full of sound and fury as 

Sartre wanted to make his life, in the end, it signified nothing.  

 

E. Without God 

 

And then, finally, at the end of these five descriptors of our natural spiritual condition, Paul descends to the 

darkest and lowest place: We were, by nature, “without God in the world.” 

“Without God.” Could there be two more bleak and hopeless words? Actually, in Paul’s original Greek, it’s 

just one words: atheos, athetistic. This is the only time when the word “atheist” or “atheistsic” is used in the 

New Testament. It means to be either unbelieving in God or abandoned by God. The same word means both 

things and it is the bottom of the descending steps of verse 12, the lowest point of absolute bleak emptiness 

and pointlessness. That’s what the Bible means by being an atheist, to be without God in the world, utterly 

alone, separated, cut off, abandoned, a stranger.      

 

II. But now . . . 

 

And then, again, like verse 4, verse 13 begins with wonderful contrast, “But now . . .” 

 

That was then, believer, but this is now.  

 

Hear the good news of the Gospel: But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by 

the blood of Christ. 

 

With these beautiful words – “but now in Christ Jesus” – a story of alienation, isolation and desolation 

becomes a story of redemption and reconciliation.  

 

We must not miss the words that make the difference “But now in Christ Jesus . . .”  

 

Why must it be “in Christ Jesus”? 

 

Well, it’s not because Christians are better people than any other people on earth, but it is . . . 

 

1. Because all of the promises of God find their “Yes” in Jesus and because Jesus alone fulfills all of the 

covenants of the promise.  

2. Because Jesus Himself bridges the chasm between God and man in His own person, in His own flesh, 

in His own body. 
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3. Because Jesus alone has in Himself the perfect righteousness, full forgiveness and atonement – the “at-

one-ment” that we so desperately need.  

  

A. Brought Near 

 

Because of all of these reasons, Jesus is the only one qualified to do what we need to have done: to be 

brought near to God. We were far off – separated, alienated, without, strangers – and what we needed was 

to be brought near – near to God, into His family, among His people, close to His heart. 

 

We have just two more questions to consider now: 

 

1. What does it mean to be brought near? 

2. How does Christ, who alone is qualified, actually bring us near? 

 

So, what does it mean to be brought near? Well, perhaps the best way to consider this without just making 

up our own ideas is to go back to Paul’s five descriptors in verse 12 and reverse them. He said these things 

were true of us at that time when we were far off, which means that they’re no longer true of us now that 

we’ve been brought near. This is much of what Paul is going to do in the rest of this chapter. For example, 

look at verse 19: So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and 

members of the household of God. 

 

1. We were separated from Christ, not we are united to Christ Jesus. 

2. We were alienated from the commonwealth of God’s people. Now, we are fellow citizens with the 

saints and members of the household of God. 

3. We were strangers or foreigners to the covenants of promise. Now, we have received the fulfillment 

of every promise and the keeping of every covenant in Christ. 

4. We were without hope, now we have a living hope in Christ Himself. 

5. We were without God in the world, but now God promises us, “I will never leave you nor forsake 

you.” 

 

At this point, I want to just say one brief thing about how Paul understands being brought near in Christ. 

There are some Christians who would say that the promises made to Israel are not the same at the promises 

made to the church, that God has two households, two people: the commonwealth of Israel and the church, 

each of which received different covenants and different promises. 

 

I think if we take seriously what Paul says in these three verses before us this morning, we have to declare 

this position utter nonsense and an affront to the purposes and promises of God. If you were to tell Paul that 

those who are in Christ Jesus remain alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to their 

covenants of promise, he would absolutely deny that and would say that you missed the whole point of what 

he has written here and elsewhere.  

 

When Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 1:20 that all the promises of God find their “Yes” in Christ, he really 

meant all, and when he said that we were “at that time” “alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and 

strangers to the covenants of promise” but that now we are brought near in Christ Jesus, he absolutely means 

that we are no longer alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and we no longer strangers to any of God’s 

covenants of promise.    
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B. By the Blood of Christ 

 

So, how does Christ Jesus bring us near? He does so by His blood, by the blood of Christ.  

 

The best way for me to explain how this works is to read Hebrews 10:1-25. So, please turn in your Bible to 

this passage: 

For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form of these realities, it can 

never, by the same sacrifices that are continually offered every year, make perfect those who draw 

near. 2 Otherwise, would they not have ceased to be offered, since the worshipers, having once been cleansed, 

would no longer have any consciousness of sins? 3 But in these sacrifices there is a reminder of sins every 

year. 4 For it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins. 

5 Consequently, when Christ came into the world, he said, 

“Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, 

    but a body have you prepared for me; 
6 in burnt offerings and sin offerings 

    you have taken no pleasure. 
7 Then I said, ‘Behold, I have come to do your will, O God, 

    as it is written of me in the scroll of the book.’” 

8 When he said above, “You have neither desired nor taken pleasure in sacrifices and offerings and burnt 

offerings and sin offerings” (these are offered according to the law), 9 then he added, “Behold, I have come to 

do your will.” He does away with the first in order to establish the second. 10 And by that will we have been 

sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 

11 And every priest stands daily at his service, offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which can never take 

away sins. 12 But when Christ had offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of 

God,13 waiting from that time until his enemies should be made a footstool for his feet. 14 For by a single 

offering he has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified. 

15 And the Holy Spirit also bears witness to us; for after saying, 

16 “This is the covenant that I will make with them 

    after those days, declares the Lord: 

I will put my laws on their hearts, 

    and write them on their minds,” 

17 then he adds, 

“I will remember their sins and their lawless deeds no more.” 

18 Where there is forgiveness of these, there is no longer any offering for sin. 
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19 Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, 20 by the new 

and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh, 21 and since we have a great 

priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our 

hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with pure water. 23 Let us hold fast the 

confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is faithful. 24 And let us consider how to stir up 

one another to love and good works, 25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging 

one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near. (ESV) 

 

Conclusion: You Belong to God’s People 

It’s no coincidence that Hebrews 10:25 closes this section of God’s word with the encouragement not to 

neglect meeting together, but to continue encouraging one another together all the more as you see the Day 

drawing near.   

I began by asking you what it means to you to be the citizen of a commonwealth. Here’s where we close: 

When God brings you near to Himself by the blood of Jesus, He also brings you into His people, into His 

commonwealth, into His family. If we belong to Him, we also belong to one another, and He has given us each 

other as an encouragement, as fellow citizens, fellow soldiers, fellow pilgrims, brothers and sisters in the 

household of God. It’s a great blessing, too often neglected or only superficially acknowledged. But we are 

part of one another. 

So, do you belong to Him? Do you know Him? Have you been brought near by the blood of Christ? Are you 

experiencing the joy of “But now in Christ Jesus” or are you still living in the five-fold alienation of verse 12? If 

you are, are you walking in the joy of knowing where you were by nature and where Christ has brought you? 

If you are not, will you come to God through Jesus Christ today?   

  

 

  

 

 


