
What is God doing? April 27th, 2003
Ephesians 2:19-22 Sunday a.m.

In one of the early and common memories I have of the interaction between 

my Dad and me, as well as between my children and myself, I can recall a 

persistent question.  “What are you doing?”  That was followed up, either by an 

impressed look (Hmm!), or by another question, “Why?”  As I have matured as a 

parent, I expect and encourage the little curiosity seekers.  Before they can even 

articulate the now-famous question, I offer a running commentary on what I am 

doing as I change oil, or as I pull weeds, or as I build something.  Naturally, this 

brings other questions, but it also brings a sense of awe, and a sense of inclusion 

and ownership into what I am doing.

I was thinking, as I prayed and studied for this morning, that perhaps that’s 

part of the genius of God’s working in the book of Ephesians.  He has given us a 

little bit of an inside view into what He has done for us, and while this certainly 

should bring more questions and curiosity, it also should inspire awe of God, and a 

sense of gratefulness that we have been chosen to a greater purpose outside of 

ourselves and our own feeble attempts at greatness.  Frankly, that’s the reaction Paul 

has in the latter part of chapter 3.

Someone has said that when we are asked, “What is God doing?” the proper 

answer can only be, “Accomplishing His plan”.  God is accomplishing His plan, 

and He will do so for His glory.  No matter how much wicked human beings strike 

against His people, Israel, and no matter how much the evil one plots against His 

church, all that God has planned, down to the smallest detail, will come to pass.

At the end of the 2nd chapter of the book of Ephesians, God shows us a little of 

the plan He has already accomplished, because of Jesus Christ.  He also shows us 
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what is ahead of us because of the calling of Jesus Christ.  He does so for His glory, 

and for our benefit.

When Samuel Morse tested the first American Telegraph line from Baltimore, 

Maryland to Washington, D.C., in 1844, he sent the words from the book of 

Numbers, “What hath God wrought?”  That is to say, What has God made?  If the 

American painter and inventor could say that of the telegraph, how much more can 

we say that of the changes God has made in us.

Notice, in verse 19, that we read, “Now, therefore”.  Since Jesus Christ is 

God’s Peace in You, reconciling us both to one another as Jews and Gentiles, as 

believers in this local assembly, and reconciling us to God Himself, it is for that 

reason that we see the following changes.

Here is what we were, but no longer are.  “Ye are no more strangers and 

foreigners.”  Verse 11, above, told us that, in time past, we were both alienated 

from Israel, and unknown and unheard of in the covenants of promise.  There is no 

specific mention of Gentiles in the promises of old, and there is little focus on 

Gentile participation in the future good prophesied by the Old Testament prophets. 

The Old Testament prophets did not, and could not, understand the mystery of the 

church.

Once, we were strangers.  Literally, we were aliens, guests, and unknown to 

the people of God.  The Greek word used can also mean “entertainer”, and it 

reminds me of the Greek comedies and tragedies that the Ephesian believers would 

have known.  On the Greek stage of the day, actors wore masks, and if they were 

acting out a happy part, they were a smiling mask.  If it was a sad part to be played, 

they wore a frowning mask.  In either case, their identity was unknown, because of 
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the mask.

In small-town America, we speak of people that are strangers, or people that 

are so new to us that they are unknown.  If the auto-parts store is closed or the 

pharmacy is closed, it is difficult, if not impossible, for a new person in town to 

secure those services after hours.

Not only are we no longer strangers, however, we are no longer foreigners. 

While a stranger is unknown, a foreigner is simply a person that is an alien resident, 

that is to say, a citizen of one country that lives and works, and even worships, in 

another country.  The word used is the same word Stephen the martyr used to 

describe Moses.  When Moses realized he needed to run from the law of Egypt, he 

ran to Midian, where, Stephen says (Acts 7:29), he was a stranger.  Moses could 

never participate in the civil life of Midian.  He never became one of the inner 

circle, despite having married the daughter of the priest of Midian.  A foreigner, a 

παραοικοσ (paraoikos), was a near-dweller, but never enjoyed the rights, benefits, 

and responsibilities of true citizenship.

No longer are we people that are unknown.  No longer are we people that are 

just living and working next to God’s people.
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Now we are, first, fellow-citizens.  We have the same rights, future residence, 

and citizenship as others whom he mentions.  When a person becomes a fellow-

citizen, he becomes identified with natives of that town, especially by others that 

move in after him.  Notice with whom we are fellow-citizens.  We are fellow-

citizens with the saints.  We are not fellow-citizens with the world, but with the 

saints.  Since we are fellow-citizens with the saints, who are these saints to whom 

we are now joined?  Are they saints because of some great faith?  Are they saints 

because of some great work?  Are they saints because of the vote of some council? 

No, No, and No, most emphatically, no.  The Greek word translated saints means 

holy.  (It is the Greek word ηαγιοσ {hagios}).  It is translated in Jude, verse 24, as 

holy ones.  It is also used in 2 Thess. 1:10 alongside “them that believed.”  So 

saints are those who endeavor to live holy lives, to be sure, but they begin simply as 

those that believe.  God has called us saints or holy ones, and thus, it is our 

responsibility to live as we are.  Someone has said, When you become what you 

ought to be, you will do what you ought to do.  I would paraphrase that to say, 

“When you realize who you already are, you will do what you ought to do.”  As in 

the story of the ugly duckling, when the swan realized who he really was, he was 

able to do with grace what he was made to do.

What else do we read in Ephesians about the saints?  Paul was writing to the 

saints which are at Ephesus.  There was a cross-section of people in Ephesus, 

some of whom had not yet been saved, some were recently saved, and others (a 

few) who knew the scriptures so well they could teach others and teach others to 

teach others. The saints were those who were recent converts and those who were 

teachers.  The point is, they were in the church. Elsewhere in the book, Paul refers 
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to the love they had for all the saints, and the saints that are part of Jesus’ 

inheritance.  New believers have the same rights and privileges as believers that 

have known Jesus Christ for much longer.  Why?  It is because Jesus Christ is the 

same, yesterday, today, and forever, and because we have the same Holy Spirit, as 

he speaks of later in the book.  What is sometimes missed, and what we will later 

cover, is that new believers also have the same responsibilities as more mature 

believers, to the extent of their understanding.

We were strangers and foreigners, and now we are fellow-citizens with the 

saints. Though living here below, nevertheless we are citizens of Heaven.  The 

song-writer Squire Parsons wrote over 20 years ago,

“I’m kind of homesick for a country,”
“To which I’ve never been before.” 

As citizens of Heaven, we are happily governed by the authority of Heaven which is 

in Jesus Christ.  The late H.A. Ironsides relates in his excellent work “In the 

Heavenlies”, that during a war in which Rome fought against Macedonia, the city of 

Philippi showed their loyalty to Rome by fighting back before the Roman army 

arrived.  To show its gratitude, the Roman Senate pronounced Philippi as Roman 

colony.  That designation meant that all free-born citizens of the city had the same 

rights and privileges as a free-born citizen born in Rome.  It also meant that though 

they had some responsibility to the regional government, they were ruled directly 

from Rome, and owed their primary loyalty to Rome.

So it is with us.  Though we are to give appropriate allegiance and work to the 

human governments that are over us, our primary responsibility is to the authority 

of Heaven, and the commandments of our God.
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But in accordance with what God has done, we are not only fellow-citizens 

with the saints, we are also “of the household of God”.  This is in direct contrast to 

what we were.  The word for household, “ oikeios ”, implies a family connection, 

and the designation of one who is under the authority of the owner of the 

household.  By contract, a foreigner is “paroikeios”, or a near-dweller, and someone 

who has not submitted to either the authority or the protection of the owner of the 

household.

What is God doing, and what has God done?  For the one who has put his or 

her trust in Jesus Christ, especially as a Gentile, God has transformed us from 

unknown strangers into fellow-citizens, and from foreigners into the family of God.

Having clarified that distinction, God switches to the picture of a building. 

With any building, the first recognizable piece is the foundation.  We, as the living 

stones Peter speaks of, are built upon the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets. 

The temple of Solomon’s day was built in a particular fashion.  Because the location 

of the building was not completely flat, it had to have additional stones mortared 

into place next to what was already there.  On top of this were set stones that had 

been quarried down below, and polished, so that the sound of the workman’s tools 

was not heard at the temple mount where the building took place.  In the same way, 

God silently builds his temple in his believers, and sets the building upon the 

foundation of Jesus Christ.  To the Corinthian believers, Paul declared that though 

he had laid the foundation, the foundation itself is Jesus Christ.  As he says (I Cor. 

3:11), “For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus 

Christ.”

But how, then, are the Apostles and prophets involved in the foundation?  Let 
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us remember that in various places in the gospels, Jesus told people such things as 

“Search the scriptures, for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are 

they which testify of me.” (John 5:39) The Pharisees depended more upon the 

Scriptures themselves, than upon Jesus of whom the Scriptures testified.  And then, 

was it not on the road to Emmaus, in talking with the two beleaguered disciples that 

Jesus Christ began at Moses and all the prophets, and he “expounded” or explained 

to them from all the scriptures the things that concerned Himself?

Both the apostles in the New Testament, and the prophets of the Old 

Testament preached Christ.  What better examples do we have than Isaiah 53, or of 

Psalm 22.  Even in the snippets of insight from the patriarchs we see the long 

shadow of the cross.

Jesus Christ was himself a prophet, and was himself an apostle, in the sense 

that He was sent forth from God the Father.  Of all the apostles and prophets, then, 

it is Jesus Christ who is the Chief Cornerstone, and is the foundation God used the 

apostles and prophets to build.

What is God doing?  God has transformed us from unknown strangers into 

fellow-citizens, and from foreigners into the family of God.  He is also building His 

church on the foundation of Jesus Christ.  It is in the Chief Cornerstone that all the 

building fitly framed together grows...  Notice the phrase “all the building”.  It can 

either refer to the church around the world, made up from every race and nation, 

and made up of true believers, regardless of church label, or it can refer to the local 

assembly.  Though it is also true of the universal church, I believe it has a greater 

reference to the local assembly.

Here’s why.  He says all the building is fitly framed together.  That it is to say, 
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that each piece fits in place just right.  I love putting together jigsaw puzzles, and 

many of the puzzles we have say that the pieces are “fully interlocking”.  That 

means, among other things, that each piece will only fit the best when joined to the 

piece for which it was designed.  I’d like for us to consider for a moment what this 

really means because this is a parallel thought with chapter 4, where he compares 

the church to a body.  Long before the advent of the assembly line in American 

manufacturing, and before it was possible to create an assembly line, repairs to 

machines and furniture were all made by hand.  The fabrication of each part was 

custom designed and fitted, just as a building, when it was built, was custom made 

and fitted into place.

What does that say about our history (and our personality, ability, and 

maturity), both individually and corporately? It says this: All of our failures and 

mis-steps as well as our successes and survival were not only foreseen by God but 

also formulated by God into His perfect plan.

Notice also, the emphasis on together.  In each local church, there are the 

people and gifts more than adequate to grow, in depth and breadth, a worship center 

for the Lord.  The Jewish synagogue, historically, was the center of instruction, 

while the Jewish temple was the center of worship unto God.  Yet, this temple is, 

properly speaking, not the building in which we meet.  We together, and as we 

meet, are God’s temple.

Though I don’t normally read from others as I preach, I want to share a few 

sentences from H.A. Ironside’s book, In the Heavenlies (Loizeaux Brothers, 1937/1977, p.141).

He says this:
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“The temple is not yet finished.  As long as there are still poor sinners 
to be brought in, the temple is not complete.  If you should ask for my 
opinion as to how near we are to the finished temple, I would say that 
I think there are a very few more stones to be put in, just one here and 
there in the roof, and then it will be complete.  It might be that the last 
living stone to be placed in the building will be placed there today, 
and then the work will be done.”  

Brother Ironside wrote that away back in 1937, but the process of God adding living 

stones (as Peter calls us) continues.  It is  God’s grace and mercy in redeeming one 

more lost sinner for Himself that prevents the any-time return of Jesus Christ in the 

air.

What is God doing?  God has transformed us from unknown strangers into 

fellow-citizens, and from foreigners into the family of God.  He is building, with 

living stones, a temple for Himself.
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Now, there is more.  Not only does he speak of the church universal and local, 

but he turns his attention to the individual.

He says, in verse 22, “In whom ye also are builded together for an 

habitation of God through the Spirit.”  Not only are we together being built as a 

glorious temple, more glorious and praise-worthy than the greatness of Solomon’s 

temple, we are also being built together (that is to say, at the same time as one 

another) for a dwelling place of God. In the Old Testament, Solomon acknowledged 

in the dedication of that temple, (I Kings 8:27 ff) “...Will God indeed dwell on the 

earth? Behold, the heaven and heaven of heavens cannot contain thee; how 

much less this house that I have builded?”  Yet, God, in his grace, chose to 

“dwell” in some respect in the temple, for we also read (I Kings 8:10,11) “And it 

came to pass, when the priests were come out of the holy place, that the cloud 

filled the house of the Lord, So that the priests could not stand to minister 

because of the cloud; for the glory of the LORD had filled the house of the 

LORD.

In the New Testament letters, we learn that God’s temple is both the church, 

the assembly, as a whole and also individuals, in particular.   In I Corinthians 3, we 

learn that the church as a people, is God’s temple.  Anyone who builds upon the 

foundation of Jesus Christ either builds with that which is equal to gold, silver or 

precious stones in the eyes of God, or with that which is equal to wood, hay, and 

stubble in the eyes of God.  There will be judgment accordingly.  For the gold, 

silver, and precious stones -- the things that will last, that will have lasting, positive 

change upon God’s people -- the individual will be rewarded.  For the wood, hay, 

and stubble -- the things, programs, activities and teachings that do NOT have 
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lasting value, that man’s work will burn and be destroyed.  That obviously gives a 

sober reminder to all of us who are teachers in this assembly, both now, and in the 

future.  We must only build on the foundation of Jesus Christ with that which 

glorifies God and is therefore permanent and able to withstand the fiery trials of 

persecution and judgment.

However, we also learn that God’s temple, His dwelling place, is within 

individuals, as well.  In I Corinthians 6, we read of the body of Christ, speaking 

primarily of the assembly, but also of the unseen church around the world.  But 

then, in verse 19 of that chapter, the focus switches to the individual when he says, 

“What? Know ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit which is in 

you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own?”

What a joyful, but sobering thought, that we are the dwelling place of God 

Almighty!  Truly the apostle John wrote, when he said, “Greater is He that is in 

You, than He that is in the world.”  (I John 4:4) And the Greek word that is here 

translated habitation is a word that means a permanent dwelling, so once the Holy 

Spirit dwells within us from the moment of salvation, He is with us until we see 

Jesus Christ.

Since we, as a body of believers, are God’s temple, and since we, as 

individuals, are God’s dwelling place, should it not change our lives?  Should we do 

anything with our bodies and our minds that God Himself would not do?  Should 

we not keep our selves set apart for His purpose, and not our own?  Should we not 

be holy, as God is holy?  Yes, the realization of this reality should change our lives. 

It should move in, and take over our every living thought.  We should do no less 

with our bodies and minds than God Himself would do.  We should keep ourselves 
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set apart for His purpose, and not our own.  We should be holy, as God is holy.

May we give God the Son all the praise and worship for the great things He 

has done, since He has presented us without spot and without blemish to our 

Heavenly Father.

To God be the glory, great things He has done, and may we look forward to 

seeing Him, since we can say, “I’ve a Home Beyond the River”, beyond the River 

of death, beyond the divide  that separates the living and the dead. 

What is God doing?  He is accomplishing His plan.  His plan included 

transforming us from strangers to fellow-citizens, and from foreigners to family.  It 

now includes building us into His temple, His dwelling place, for His glory.

Amen. Let us pray.
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