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One of the jobs of being a parent is teaching your children the social graces.  The social 

graces – what are the polite and acceptable ways to behave around other people?   
 

One of the most obvious social graces involves table manners: 

• placing your napkin on your lap 

• using the correct utensil 

• chewing with your mouth closed 

• asking for the potatoes to be passed rather than reaching across the table.   
 

But the social graces include defined behaviors for all kinds of social interactions, like: 

• Saying “please” and “thank you” 

• Giving a firm handshake while looking the person in the eye 

• Bringing a hostess gift and sending a thank you note 

• Holding the door for a woman and helping her with her coat 

• And, one of my key rules – always let the mother pin the corsage on the dress on your 

prom date. 
 

Although they are artificial when you stop and analyze them, and although we realize that 

different cultures have different rules for social graces, we all realize how helpful the social 

graces are.  Because these rules train us in behaviors that help us interact socially.  Every 

society – in fact, every strata of society, not just the Emily Post crowd – develops its own set 

of social graces, pre-set guidelines for behavior, designed to ease the often-frustrating 

prospect of dealing with other human beings.  Without these lists of defined behaviors, 

social life becomes awkward; with them, there evolves a kind of social grace. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Social grace – that’s what today’s Scripture passage is about.  Listen to God’s word from the 

second chapter of The Letter to the Ephesians: 
 

   Don’t forget that you Gentiles used to be outsiders. You were called “uncircumcised 

heathens” by the Jews, who were proud of their circumcision, even though it affected only their 

bodies and not their hearts.  In those days you were living apart from Christ. You were excluded 

from citizenship among the people of Israel, and you did not know the covenant promises God 

had made to them. You lived in this world without God and without hope.  But now you have 

been united with Christ Jesus. Once you were far away from God, but now you have been 

brought near to him through the blood of Christ. 

   For Christ himself is our peace.  He united Jews and Gentiles into one person when, in his 

own body on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us.  He did this by 

making inoperative the law with its commandments and regulations. He made peace between 

Jews and Gentiles by creating in himself one new person from the two groups.  Together as one 
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body, Christ reconciled both groups to God by means of his death on the cross, putting to death 

our hostility toward each other. 

   He brought this Good News of peace to you Gentiles who were far away from him, and he 

brought peace to the Jews who were near.  Now all of us can come to the Father through the 

same Holy Spirit because of what Christ has done for us. 

   So now you Gentiles are no longer strangers and foreigners. You are citizens along with the 

Jews, God’s holy people. You are members of God’s family.  Together, we are his house, built 

on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets. And the cornerstone is Christ Jesus himself.  

We are carefully joined together in him, becoming a holy temple for the Lord.  Through him you 

Gentiles are also being made part of this dwelling where God lives by his Spirit. 
  

This passage is about social grace – a very different kind of social grace, perhaps, but social 

grace nonetheless.   
 

As we’ve seen, in Ephesians Paul takes a wide-angle, big-picture look at God’s action in the 

world.  And he focuses not so much on individual transformation, but on how God’s 

salvation changes relationships, changes structures in society – in fact, how God’s work in 

Jesus Christ has affected the entire cosmos.  Ephesians talks about corporate salvation – 

what’s the good news, not for me, but for us?  And from this wide-angle perspective, Paul 

maintains that God’s greatest desire is to bring peace and unity to a fractured world.  In a 

divided world, Jesus Christ has brought salvation – that is, peace and reconciliation – on a 

corporate level.  This is social grace. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Let’s take a closer look today’s passage.  It tackles head-on the biggest, longest-running, 

most difficult problem faced by the early church: the Jew-Gentile problem.  The “Jew-

Gentile problem” was a problem of division, of separation, of “us against them”. 
  

Here’s the background.  In the Jew’s mind there were two kinds of people.  First, there were 

Jews: “us”, the insiders, God’s chosen people, the people God delivered from slavery in 

Egypt and brought to the Promised Land, to whom God gave the Law, the people who were 

called to be witnesses to God’s faithful love and justice in the world.  
  

And second, there were Gentiles: “them”, that is, everybody else, the outsiders, those 

without God, without the Law, outside God’s covenant, those who (as Paul describes them 

later in Ephesians): 
 

are hopelessly confused.  Their minds are full of darkness; they wander far from the life God 

gives because they have closed their minds and hardened their hearts against him.  They have no 

sense of shame. They live for lustful pleasure and eagerly practice every kind of impurity. (4:17-

19) 
 

Throughout the Old Testament, God commands His people to separate themselves from the 

Gentiles, because the Gentiles will always influence them away from God’s way.  Isaiah 

puts it like this: 
 

Therefore, come out from among them, 

    and separate yourselves from them, says the LORD. 

Don’t touch their unclean things; 

    then I will welcome you.  (Is 52:11) 
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Consequently, Jews refused to have interactions with Gentiles.  A Jew wouldn’t invite a 

Gentile into his house or eat at the home of Gentile.  Throughout the Mediterranean world, 

where Paul established his new churches, Jews lived in self-imposed ghettos, living separate 

lives from everyone else. 
  

With this background, it shouldn’t surprise us that when Jews became followers of Jesus, 

and then Gentiles became followers of Jesus, their division didn’t evaporate overnight.  In 

fact, it’s fair to say that from the moment Paul began evangelizing Gentiles, the first two 

Christian “denominations” came into existence: the Jewish-Christian church and the Gentile-

Christian church. 
  

And here’s the interesting thing: into this situation of division between Jewish Christians 

and Gentile Christians, Paul doesn’t speak about individual grace – the personal salvation of 

individual Jews and individual Gentiles with the hope that, as Christians, they would 

develop more tolerant attitudes.  No. Paul speaks about social grace.  Into this divisive 

situation that existed not only “out there” in society but also “in here” in the church, Paul 

says that Christ has come, bringing salvation which looks like peace.  Listen again to verses 

14-16: 
 

Christ himself is our peace.  He united Jews and Gentiles into one person when, in his own body 

on the cross, he broke down the wall of hostility that separated us.  He did this by making 

inoperative the law with its commandments and regulations. He made peace between Jews and 

Gentiles by creating in himself one new person from the two groups.  Together as one body, 

Christ reconciled both groups to God by means of his death on the cross, putting to death our 

hostility toward each other. 
 

This is Paul’s picture of atonement in Ephesians: 

• not a judge who declares us not guilty 

• not a lamb who’s sacrificed for our sins 

• not a master who releases us from slavery 
 

but a fence-busting mediator who achieves reconciliation:  

• like tearing down the wall that divides Jerusalem from the West Bank.   

• like dissolving the wall of hatred between the Bosnians and the Serbs.   

• like knocking down the Berlin Wall.   
 

The image of the cross in Ephesians is that of Christ demolishing the wall that divides 

people from people, reaching out to both sides in love, absorbing into himself their mutual 

hatred and fear and distrust and disgust, and transforming all this negative, sinful energy into 

peace, wholeness, reconciliation – shalom. 
  

Paul writes that where there once were two separate groups, Christ has made a new creation 

– one new person created in Christ.  Not a half-Jew/half-Gentile, not a melting-pot mix, not 

a workable compromise, but one whole new person.  Specifically, this new creation is the 

Church, which is united in and held together by Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ alone: 

• a sinful Church reconciled to a just God 

• two irreconcilable groups reconciled to each other 
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• one Church within which together – and only together – the Holy Spirit dwells. 

This is social grace. 
 

*   *   * 
  

As we look at the Church and the world, it’s pretty clear that we are in need of social grace.  

Our Scripture this morning is more than good news – it’s relevant news to us who live in a 

divided Church and a divided world. 
  

First, we – the Church – need to discover God’s salvation as social grace.  Because just take 

a look at us!  The Church is divided and separated in just about every way you can slice it.   

• We’re divided theologically, with literally thousands of different Christian 

denominations, making a mockery of Christ’s prayer that we would be one (John 

17:20-23).   

• We’re divided nationally – the Presbyterian Church (USA) has little to do with the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada or the Presbyterian Church in Mexico, as if the 

modern invention of the nation-state was of ultimate concern – or any concern – to the 

Creator of the whole world.   

• We’re divided racially, for the saying is still true that “11:00 on Sunday morning is 

the most segregated hour in America”.   

• We’re separated politically – it’s almost impossible for us to believe there is such a 

thing as a Cuban Christian or a Chinese Christian who loves her county and its 

political system as much as we love ours.   

• And we’re divided economically – we’re part of the “Powell bubble”.  At our church 

in Connecticut, an extremely wealthy New York suburb, I was told by visitors on two 

different occasions: "Your church is really nice, but your members are just too rich for 

folks like us." 
 

Second, and even more clearly, we live in a divided world. A world full of suspicion and 

distrust.  A world full of “us” vs. “them”, whether the stage is international or national or 

local.  In the daily world we live in, we all know the depth of the forces that pull us apart, 

that keep us from being a community.  Our lives, our world, is full of walls. 
  

What does Ephesians 2 have to say to all this?  Well, Paul doesn’t recommend increased 

understanding through cross-cultural education.  Paul doesn’t celebrate the value of 

diversity.  Instead, Paul clarifies the shape of salvation itself.  Paul looks at the cross of Jesus 

Christ and what he sees there is a God who has stepped into the breach, who’s broken down 

the wall, who’s reconciled all divisions – all of them – with the gift of his peace, his peace 

that passes understanding.  Paul preaches social grace. 
 

 

*   *   * 
  

I began talking about the social graces: rules that govern our behavior in social settings, 

designed to ease the task of social interaction.  The social graces make life easier because 

they enable you to know what to expect. 
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But “social grace”, like all of God’s grace, is different from the social graces, because it’s 

always unexpected and it never promises to make things easier.  The social graces are about 

smoothing the waters; God’s social grace is the boat God provides to overcome rough 

waters.  Ephesians 2 teaches that, in a world of division, God has placed the ark of the 

Church, one body despite its different members.  And the message of our passage for us 

today is this: if we, the Church, can’t begin to reflect God’s gift of unity, then what hope is 

there for the world? 
  

Friends, the bad news is that social grace is threatening, because when Christ tears down 

walls it means letting “them” in.  But the good news is that social grace is liberating, 

because as Christ tears down walls it means letting “us” out – to free us, and to enable us to 

experience salvation.  And that’s good news.  AMEN 
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