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Introduction 
 These are two of my expired passports.  One is for the US, the other for Great Britain.  Why do I have 

these?  Because I’m a citizen of both countries.  Citizenship means, in part, that I get a passport from my country 

that allows me entry into other countries.  Citizenship also extends certain rights and privileges to me, especially 

when it comes to voting in elections or protections when traveling.   

 You may be thinking, “Where’s his Canadian passport?”  I don’t have one. I’m not a citizen of Canada 

(yet).  I have a different status here in Canada. I am a “permanent resident.”  This means that I am allowed to 

live and work in Canada, and I get health care. But I’m not a citizen so I cannot vote in Canada, serve in the 

Canadian military or travel as a Canadian.  Most of you here have different rights in Canada than I do.  But for 

most of the time, in terms of everyday living, my lack of Canadian citizenship doesn’t really affect me.  I am 

privileged that I do have citizenship somewhere, just not here. 

 This is a picture of my family. [pics]  It’s a year old, but we’re all there. I realize with a 1 yr old it’s hard 

to get everybody in a photo at once!  This is my household.  Meg was born into our family and with that comes 

a certain identity. She is a Williams. She is Amy and David’s daughter.  She had grandparents, aunts, uncles, 

cousins etc.  Megan’s family determines a great deal of her identity. 

 This is Prince George. [pics]  This is his household.  He was born into a different family!  Because of 

his family, he had different rights and privileges than Megan does.  George is royalty!  One day, he is likely to 

be the king of England!  Technically, since I’m a citizen of the UK, one day George is going to be my king. 

 Our citizenship determines many of our rights and privileges. Our household, or the family to which we 

belong informs our identity to an even greater degree than our citizenship.  In some cases, the identity we receive 

from our family is even more significant than our citizenship! 

 This month we are looking at Priory’s purpose, answering the question, “Why Priory?”  What difference 

does Priory make?  Why is Priory important? What is Priory doing?  Our motto here at Priory is “To be a loving 

community in which people belong, grow and serve.” Where we belong shapes our identity.  Belonging to a 

country defines our citizenship and gives certain rights and privileges.  Belonging to a family defines our identity 

in other, more personal ways.  Belonging to a church community defines our identity in other ways still.  When 

we belong somewhere, to someone or to a group, it shapes who we are. 

 Here at Priory, we recognize the importance of belonging to a fellowship of Christians.  We recognize the 

importance of community and belonging to a church family. When we truly belong somewhere, when we have 

solid relationships with fellow Christians, that is when we can really grow in our faith. We can be challenged by 

others. We can be inspired by others.  When we have a secure base of relationships and community with fellow 

Christians, we have a place to go and people to turn to for help when God really starts to challenge us, push us to 

grow and starts doing the deep work in our hearts necessary to be made holy.  When we find we have a place we 

belong, it allows us to grow.   
 In addition, when we feel a sense of belonging somewhere, it gives us an appropriate sense of ownership.  

This is necessary if we are to serve well.  Where we feel that we belong, we serve.  If you invite somebody 

over to your house for the first time, you don’t expect them to help you do the dishes.  But you do expect your 

family members, your roommates, members of your household to help with dishes!  Why? Because they belong 

and when you belong, you serve.  Similarly, when we feel that we belong in a church, it motivates us to serve in 

a variety of ways.  So you can see that belonging is very important to our Christian growth and service. 

Context 
 So let’s take a look at one of the passages in Scripture that tells us about where we belong, about our 

identity.  We’re going to read together Ephesians 2:17-22.  Leading up to these verses, Paul has been talking 

about how Christians find new life in Christ.  This new life in Christ leads to reconciliation between Jews and 
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Gentiles. This is where we pick up the thread in verse 17. 

Text 
Read Ephesians 2:17-22 

Observations 
 There are a few important things I want to highlight in this passage.  First, I want to point out that Jesus 

came preaching peace.  Peace is a very rich word in the Hebrew worldview.  Peace is more than the absence of 

violence.  “Shalom,” or “peace,” is a deep relational peace.  It means a wellness of your whole being.  The 

peace that Jesus brought is first and foremost peace with God, but that peace with God is so all-encompassing that 

it then extends to those around us.  Our peace with God should lead to peace with our neighbours. 

 Jesus came preaching peace to those who were far away as well as those who were near. This is a reference 

to Gentiles and Jews.  The Gentiles were “far away” because they did not have the Covenants of God, nor God’s 

law.  They were far from God.  In contrast, Jews are God’s people, who have the Law and Covenants of the OT.  

They were much nearer to God. [Francis Foulkes, Ephesians, p. 91] But Jesus came preaching peace to both 

groups. 

 These two groups form the “both” of verse 18, “For through him we both have access to the Father by one 

Spirit.”  The word for access here is the word for access “to a throne room! Our Father is a king!” [Bryan 

Chapell, Ephesians, p. 122]  

Notice, as well, the Trinitarian element of this verse. Through “him” Jesus, we have access to the Father 

by the Spirit.  We see the Father, Son and Spirit at work here providing us access to our new, Heavenly Father.  

In Hebrews we have a similar principle at work when we are told that we can approach the throne of grace with 

confidence because of the work Christ has done.  [Heb 4:16]  This is remarkable news!  For the Jews in the OT, 

God was present in the Tabernacle and then the Temple, but the Jews could not approach him.  Only the high 

priest was allowed into God’s presence in the holy of holies, the very centre of the Temple where the Ark of the 

Covenant was kept, and that was only once a year!  Yet here we see that not only are all Jews, not just the high 

priest, allowed access to the Father, but even Gentiles can now access the Heavenly throne room and gain an 

audience with God!  This is mind boggling and earth shattering news! 

As a consequence of this remarkable newfound access to God for both Jews and Gentiles, Gentile or 

non-Jewish Christians are no longer foreigners or aliens.  Instead, all believers in Christ are now citizens with 

God’s people and members of his household. 

We talked in our intro a little bit about citizenship.  Today, most people in the world have citizenship. But 

in the Roman Empire that was not the case. Roman citizenship was a special privilege held by only a fraction of 

the population.  Citizenship granted special protections under the law, such as not being beaten prior to being 

convicted of a crime. (Which makes you realize how rough it could be in the Roman Empire!)  But beyond that, 

being a Roman citizen carried with it “significant markers of identity.” [Craig Evans and Stanley Porter, 

Dictionary of New Testament Background, p. 215] 

Many Roman citizens earned their status by fulfilling a full military career of 21 years.  One technique 

the Romans used to help control their huge empire was to set up colonies in conquered territories. They would 

populate these cities with former soldiers who had earned their citizenship.  These city-colonies would become 

Roman outposts in formerly hostile regions that had different cultures.  They were not only military outposts, but 

cultural outposts.  They were “little fragments of Rome.” [William Barclay, Philippians, p. 69]  The people 

wore Roman clothing, spoke Latin, were governed by Roman magistrates, observed Roman justice and Roman 

morals.  “Even in the ends of the earth they remained unshakably Roman.” [Barclay, p. 69] 

So when Paul speaks to Christians as having a new citizenship, as being citizens along with God’s people, 

he isn’t just talking about having a passport to Heaven.  Paul is talking about Christian identity.  Christians are 

to carry with them Christian justice, Christian morals, to be little outposts of God’s Kingdom wherever they are.  

“Neither the Roman colonist nor the Christian depended for the meaning, character and purpose of his life on the 

ethos of his alien environment, nor did he allow that environment to determine the quality of his behaviour.” 

[Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians, p. 171]  As a citizen of Rome, one represented Rome wherever they went, 

living as a Roman would live in Rome, regardless of the cultural influences around them.  Similarly, Paul is 

saying, Christians are to live as representatives of God’s Kingdom wherever they go, living as Christ would 
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live, regardless of the cultural influences around them. 

Citizenship in the ancient world was a huge privilege that people longed to have.  But beyond citizenship, 

Paul goes further.  Christ not only makes us citizens of God’s Kingdom, but he also makes us members of God’s 

household!  We are part of God’s family.  That means we are part of the royal household of Heaven! There is 

an intimacy in being part of God’s household that goes beyond mere citizenship in his Kingdom. [Foulkes, 

p. 93]   “Through Christ, we not only have access to our Father’s presence, we also have access to our Father’s 

heart!” [Chapell, p. 125]  In Galatians, Paul goes on to explain that part of the work of the Spirit is to make us 

God’s children and heirs. So we are not just members of the household in terms of servants or butlers, nor even as 

cousins or nephews, but we are actually heirs! [Gal 4:6-7] We are coheirs with Christ, looking forward to 

inheriting eternal life and resurrected bodies, just like Jesus. 

The last image Paul uses to describe the new unity and identity Christians have together is that of a 

building.  He uses the image of Christ as the cornerstone, the most important, central stone that determines where 

all the other stones are set.  In Christ, the whole building comes together.  That is, in Christ, all believers are 

unified into one structure, one building that serves as a temple in the Lord.  What is the significance of this?  

There are two things.  First, we are all, together, being built into a temple. This is a community image, not an 

individual image. You and I are not individual temples on our own. We are a temple when we are all 

together. 

Second, the Temple in the OT, as we mentioned before, was where God dwelt with his people.  A temple 

was not just a place of worship. It was a place of worship because that was where the deity lived or was present.  

So the second part of this image is that Christians, as a community, is where God is present, where he dwells.  As 

a result of his presence, we are lead to worship him. 

Interpretation 
 So what does all this mean?  Hopefully you’ve been seeing the significance of these ideas as we’ve been 

going through them making observations.  But what conclusions can we draw from this passage? 

 First, in Christ we have a new identity that overrides our cultural and family identity.  Jews hated 

Gentiles. They looked down on them and Gentiles, in turn, often looked down on Jews.  But in Christ, Jews and 

Gentiles are unified.  In Christ, we are all to be unified.  That was the theme of our Advent series this past 

Christmas, celebrating our cultural diversity as a congregation, exploring the global impact of the arrival of 

Christ.  In Christ, we are Christians first. Our nationality, race and culture all take a back seat to being in 

Christ. 

 Second, our identity in Christ should completely shape how we think, act and live.  We should be 

different than the non-Christians around us.  As a Christian community, we are to be little outposts of Heaven, 

little outposts of God’s Kingdom in the world.  That is a community calling, too, not just an individual calling.  

It’s great if you live as a Christian on your own, but part of our identity in Christ is as a community of God’s 

people.  You cannot fully live out your Christian identity in isolation.  This comes out in the image of being 

part of God’s household. God doesn’t want his children giving each other the silent treatment!  He wants his 

family to work well together, to get along together, and to carry out his work together. 

 But we see the community emphasis even more in the image of the building being joined together.  Each 

stone depends on those around it.  In order to build a wall, you need stones to interlock and you need layers of 

stone to build on top of.  The stones all hang together, depending on one another to hold each other up.  Only 

when all the stones work together, holding one another up, taking their appointed places, fulfilling their appointed 

roles do they form a temple in which God dwells! 

 [pic] Think of the game Jenga.  You start with a solid stack of blocks and slowly remove them and put 

them on top.  As the blocks are removed, the whole structure becomes increasingly unstable and shaky.  When 

Christians choose to remove themselves from church, to remove themselves from Christian fellowship, the whole 

thing becomes shaky and loses its strength.  As a congregation, we depend on one another.  Becoming a 

Christian is a matter of individual decision and commitment, but living as a Christian is a matter of 

relationship and community with other Christians. 

Now Apply It 
 So let’s apply this.  Let’s put some thought into what this means for us as individuals and as a church 
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congregation. 

 This is why as a congregation we want to be a community in which people find belonging.  We want to 

encourage people to explore and experience their new identity in Christ.  We want to be an example of a 

cultural outpost or colony of God’s Kingdom in a land of non-Christian culture and belief.  We want to be 

faithful to our part in God’s holy temple in the Lord.  We don’t want to pull ourselves out of that temple’s 

structure, detaching ourselves from Christ, the cornerstone. 

 Faith is relational. As Evangelicals, we frequently speak of having a personal relationship with Christ as 

the mark of being a Christian.  Faith is relational between us and Jesus. But faith is also relational with other 

believers!  We spend a lot of time talking about improving our personal relationship with Jesus, but an awful lot 

of the NT is focussed on how to improve our personal relationship with one another! 

 We are all fellow citizens of God’s kingdom, and that identity should be the driving force in our lives.  

That should also bring unity between us that transcends our differences.  It doesn’t mean we all have to believe 

the same things exactly, or express our faith the same way.  There is room for diversity in God’s kingdom. There 

is room for disagreement and for distinctives.  But those disagreements need to be handled well and not become 

divisions. Our distinctives need to be held as just that – distinctives, not divisions.  In the great scheme of things, 

in light of the glory of Christ in the Kingdom of God, our differences matter very little.  We should keep them in 

perspective. 

 [pic] We are part of a new family of God.  That means we are royalty!  We are heirs to the Kingdom of 

God! 

Families may have disagreements, differences of opinion and different preferences, but they are still 

family.  Maybe the family in which you grew up was dysfunctional.  Maybe it was broken.  If so, I am truly 

sorry for the painful experiences you went through.  But God’s family shouldn’t be that way. God’s family 

shouldn’t be dysfunctional and broken.  It is made up of broken people, but as a family we should be finding 

healing and reconciliation together. If our church families are dysfunctional, it’s not God’s fault, but our own.  It 

means we are resisting the work of the Spirit in our hearts and minds. 

 We belong to Heaven.  We are part of God’s household. We also belong to one another. We are family.  

Where we belong, shapes our identity. 

To Do:  We have two “to do’s” this week.  They both have to do with our church family, so there’s a good 

chance you’ll have to do them today or next Sunday.  First, I want you to think of one person in our church family 

with whom you’ve had even the least bit of relational tension.  I want you to seek that person out after the service 

today, greet them and genuinely ask them how they’re doing. If they’re not here today, look for them next week, 

but I urge you not to pick somebody you know isn’t here today just to dodge this task! 

 Second, I want you to find somebody you don’t know, or don’t know very well.  Greet them, too, 

and introduce yourself. Say, “I don’t know you very well, but I would like to know you better. After all, we’re 

family!” 

 Here at Priory we want to be a community where people belong, grow and serve.  We believe this is key 

to being an agent of Spirit-filled transformation in people’s lives, households, neighbourhoods and ultimately, our 

city. Amen. 


