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In the + Name of Jesus

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God our Father and from our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Our

text is the epistle reading appointed for this 9th Sunday after Pentecost, recorded in Ephesians, chapter

two.

Hear again the inspired words of the Apostle Paul: But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off

have been brought near in the blood of Christ.  For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and

has broken down the dividing wall of hostility…

Like all of the descriptions of the Gospel, this short passage in Ephesians illustrates once again how it

is that Christianity is totally unique among world religions.  All religions have a concept of God’s Law,

and every worldly belief system has a set of ordinances and rules which are to be followed by those

who would be saved and desire eternity in paradise.  Also, even those religions that teach that man is

basically  good  admit  that  he’s  not  as  good  as  he  could,  should,  and  would be  according  to  their

understanding of truth.

But the Christian Faith is to be understood as entirely separate from any other world religion.  This is

because only the Faith that has Christ as its Cornerstone has the Gospel—the good news that that which

must be done in order for man to be saved has already been done!

In our text, St. Paul writes to the Ephesian Christians that they have been brought near by the blood of

Christ.  You, too, heard this when the epistle was read from the Lectern.  But what does that mean?  

Well, first we learn that we were once far off.  As a sinner, your natural state is as a stranger in the

kingdom of God.  You have a natural inclination to love neither God nor your neighbor.  Scripture, in

fact, states that the natural man’s thoughts are only evil continually.  And ever since the time of our

first parents, every person, including everyone here this morning, was born into a state of hostility

against God.

Now, what is man’s answer to this dilemma?  His answer is the one that appeals to our reason and

common sense.  We know that we have sinned against God, so we naturally think that it’s our job to get

ourselves out of the hole we’ve dug.  And in fact, a selective reading of the Scriptures would bolster the

notion that it’s up to our works and lives as good people that get us to heaven.  God gave the Ten

Commandments—supposedly simple rules that are easy to live by—after all, God wouldn’t give them

to us unless we could keep them, would he?

Therein  lies  a  trap  that  the  devil  has  set  for  you.   He would  have  you  think  that  God’s  Law  is

manageable.  And throughout time, man has attempted to cut the Law down to size so as to make it

possible to keep.  He attempts to inch closer and closer to the goalpost.  But the Scriptures are clear and
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undeniable.  There is no one righteous, no, not one.  The letter, that is, the Law, kills.  For by the Law

is the knowledge of sin.  No matter how good think you are at keeping it, no matter how many works

you’ve  done,  if  you’ve broken  the Law in the most  minute or  insignificant  way,  you’re  guilty of

breaking all of it, and you’re deserving of eternal punishment in hell.

You see, this dividing wall that Paul spoke of was the wall that divided Israel, the people of God, from

the Gentiles—the heathen nations.  And this wall was God’s Law.  It was the Commandments of God

delivered through Moses that set the people of Israel apart as the Lord’s chosen nation.  But Christ tore

down that wall of commandments and ordinances, erasing the distinction between Jew and Gentile,

slave and free, male and female.  For now they are all one in Christ Jesus and equal heirs of eternal life.

But because of man’s sinful nature, he attempts to please God through his own works of righteousness.

He wants to build that wall again.  But the wall that he builds is not a wall of hostility between peoples

—it is a wall of hostility between man and God.  For if you wish to be made righteous by your works

and Christian behavior, you’d better know what you’re getting into.  God isn’t impressed when we’re

good most of the time and only have an occasional slipup.  He is not pleased when go out of our way to

show what kind of upright, straight-laced people we can be.  God says that cursed is the man who does

not keep ALL of his commandments and precepts.  This is where we get  into dangerous territory,

because the word “all” means 100%.  It doesn’t mean that God does the tough stuff and we do the easy

part.  It doesn’t mean that through Christ God accomplishes 99.9% of our salvation and we only have

accept him and invite him into our hearts.  It means that if you’re going to be justified by the Law, you

have to keep it absolutely perfectly your entire life.  But it’s too late for that.  For you were a sinner

before you even took your first breath.  You were conceived and born in sin, and it is impossible to

attain the perfection demanded in the Law.

In preaching against the prideful notion of saving one’s self by works, Luther used some pretty strong

language about the futility of Christ’s atonement for such a person.  He said that if you need to please

God and earn his love—if you must seek heaven by your works and piety, then God was an absolute

fool to send his only begotten Son to die for you.  And Luther was saying nothing new.  Paul said the

same thing by inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  If righteousness were by the Law, then Christ died in

vain.  If salvation is by grace, then it is not of works, for if it comes by works, then grace is no longer

grace!

Why do I belabor this?  Because our natural inclination is to look to ourselves and our own deeds for

assurance of salvation.  All of us have a natural knowledge of the Law.  But God had to reveal the

Gospel to us.  It is not congruent with our reason or common sense.  It doesn’t make sense that a sinner

receives salvation as a free gift.  It doesn’t quite compute that we don’t have to make some kind of

atonement of our own for the sins we’ve committed, or somehow make up for them.  And for a pastor

to observe that over 60% of Missouri Synod Lutherans believe that their works help get them to heaven

is,  frankly,  frightening.   Either  we’re  doing  a  lousy  job  from  the  pulpit,  or  the  devil  is  a  more

formidable foe than we’d like to admit.  He knows the Scriptures better than you or I ever could.  And

he knows God’s Law better than the back of his cloven hoof.  He is a cunning deceiver, and he doesn’t

give up at working on the people of God to lead them astray.  He wants that wall of hostility to be

erected between you and your Lord.  He wants to deceive you into believing that the blood of Christ is

not enough to atone for your sins.  He wants you to build upon your works, because if he can convince

you that you can contribute to your salvation, he’s got you.
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Be not deceived, dear Christians.  Trust in God’s infallible Word that clearly teaches that salvation is

an accomplished fact and a free gift.  Christ made the one, all-atoning sacrifice and allowed his own

blood to be spilled for your sins.  In so doing, he has taken you, who were far off, and brought you

near.  You are declared righteous in the eyes of God because of Jesus’ work; not your own.  For he

lived the perfect and sinless life that you have not, and yet he suffered the torment and died the death

that you have earned.  To insist that you have to contribute something to it, whether it be through your

pious life or service to the church, is a rejection of God’s free gift and results in the only unforgivable

sin: unbelief.

You have been brought near in the blood of Christ.  He is your Rock and your Fortress.  And he is the

Cornerstone of the household of God that is built upon the witness of the apostles and prophets in the

Holy Scriptures.

Christ is our Cornerstone, on Him alone we build;

With His true saints alone the courts of heaven are filled (TLH 465:1)  

We sang this as the opening stanza to the hymn a few minutes ago.  Christ is our Cornerstone, on Him

alone we build.  That one little line says a mouthful.  For if we build on Christ alone, there is nothing

else on which to build.  We don’t build upon Christ and our decision; Christ and our faith; Christ and

our works.  All of our trust--all of our hope—is in Christ alone.  Even our faith is merely the instrument

that God gives us to receive his gifts of grace.  Even faith, therefore, is not our work, but God’s gift.

Not only has he accomplished your salvation for you, he also provides you with the saving faith to

believe it.

Christ is our Cornerstone.   He is the foundation of our Christian faith because it is he who earned

forgiveness for each one of our sins.  It is he who made the atonement that no mortal man ever could.

Through him you have access to the Father, who no longer sees your sin, but rather sees Jesus when he

sees you.  By virtue of your baptism, where you were clothed in Christ’s righteousness, you are washed

in the blood of the Lamb without blemish, who is the Lord Jesus.

Christ has sanctified you—he has made you holy even though the taint of sin remains with you on this

earth.  You are God’s holy people, and because of the death and resurrection of Jesus, you are able to

come to your Heavenly Father and actually address him as Our Father.  This was not always so.  In the

days that the wall of hostility separated Israel under the Law, the name of God was considered so holy

that it was not even to be spoken out loud. The most holy place in the temple, where God was present,

had to be covered by a curtain; a temple veil.  And when the priest entered that place, the holy of

holies, he would die if he was not prepared.  For no one can look on the face of God and live.  Such

was the life under the Law.

But Christ Jesus has changed all of that.  For the baptized and redeemed, God’s name is no longer an

unutterable word, but an address that dear children may give to their dear Father.  God’s presence is no

longer veiled in the temple, for when Jesus yielded up his spirit and died on the cross, the temple veil

was torn from top to bottom—God is no longer to be sought in Jerusalem, but in Christ.  And though

he ascended into heaven, yet he is still present with you at his altar.  He has not left you or forsaken

you, and he never will.  For as the Cornerstone, the Rock of Christ will not crumble.  He holds together

our foundation for the Faith, the Holy Scriptures.  And God’s word about Christ will never pass away

—it will endure forever, making men wise unto salvation through Christ Jesus their Lord.
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So, be strengthened, Christian friends,  upon your solid foundation of the Holy Scriptures, which is

anchored in Christ Jesus the Cornerstone.  For through him you are no longer strangers or sojourners,

but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God.  In the +Name of the

Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

The peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds through faith in Christ

Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.

4


