
Wade Street Church  20.01.19 am 
“IN IT TOGETHER – 8” 

Unity in Christ 
Ephesians 4:1-13 

 
Firstly, an apology.  Some of you have expressed a surprising – and probably unnatural – interest in the 

little excursions into Greek that we’ve had over the past few weeks.  I never expected anyone else to find 

that kind of thing interesting, but it seems you did.  Anyway, there isn’t any this morning, I’m afraid, so 

you’ll have to concentrate on something else instead. 

 

As you may be aware, this is the first Sunday of the annual “Week of Prayer for Christian Unity”, and 

some of you may well have been at the service at St Michael’s on Friday evening where we joined with 

other Christians from the city to mark that.  So it seems, on the face of it, appropriate that we come to this 

little section of Paul’s letter to the new Christians in Ephesus this morning.  After all, it’s all about 

Christian unity.  Indeed, we’ve seen as we’ve been looking at this letter over the past few weeks, that this 

is one of the big underlying themes of what Paul has to say, writing as he was to a church that was an 

innovative mixture of Jewish and Gentile believers. 

 

But this is, of course, not about unity between denominations or churches.  After all, such things didn’t 

really exist at this time.  Halfway through the first century – only twenty to thirty years after Jesus’ time 

on earth – the small number of churches that existed were simply groups of people trying to follow what 

Jesus had said without any really significant overall institutionalisation.  Yes, they had their differences 

and their fallings out, but they hadn’t yet started to divide up along any particular lines.  So Paul is 

writing not about unity between churches in different places, but between Christians within those new 

churches. 

 

Then, as now, these groups – congregations – were made up of very diverse people, people who would 

not have come together in such a way ever before.  There were, as we’ve said, Jews and Gentiles, but 

there were also men and women together, slaves and masters, young and old, rich and poor.  Such people 

would very probably never have mixed together before.  And that’s still the case today in many ways.  Of 

course, our culture gives people many more opportunities to get together, but churches like this one here 

are made up of all kinds of different people, many of whom we probably wouldn’t actually choose to be 

with – in fact, there are probably people in any congregation that we would normally actively choose not 

to be with!  Just have a sneaky glimpse round at all the different people who are here this morning. 

 

But we – like those Ephesians – are drawn together by our common faith in Christ and our common 

desire to share that with others.  A church of such diversity was intended by God to be a witness, a 

witness to his desire for all men and women once again to live in peace and harmony with him and with 



each other, as he originally intended.  Paul has already made the point that the very existence of the 

church is in itself a proclamation of the Gospel – look at what he writes in 3:10. 

 

Last time we got to the end of chapter 3, where there is that short doxology or expression of praise to 

God.  If you read through many of Paul’s letters you’ll find a similar kind of thing going on, because that 

doxology marks a clear transition in Paul’s message.  This is a turning point from doctrine to ethics, from 

theory to practice, from why to how.  Paul has spent three chapters setting out some of the basics of what 

the Christian believes.  He’s had his little digressions and he’s got a bit carried away with some of the 

things he’s been saying, but he has basically been telling the Ephesians (and the people in the other 

churches where this letter would have been read out by his colleague Tychicus) about the love of God and 

the way in which God wants to restore things to what he originally intended and planned, even before the 

world came into being.  That is, if you like, the why – the reason we believe as we do. 

 

Now comes the how – how do we let this affect our lives and our behaviour.  He is saying that this is 

what chapters 1-3 should actually look like as you put them into practice.  It’s all very well knowing all 

this stuff, believing all this stuff about Jesus and about God’s plans and projects, but it has to affect the 

way you live out your relationships, your family life, your work situations.  We’ll see him dealing with 

those things in more detail in the coming weeks. 

 

Here, though, Paul begins by “urging” his readers to “live a life worthy of the calling you have 

received”.  Chapters 1-3 have set out the calling – this is what God has called you to be a part of, this is 

the way he has worked in your lives and in his world.  Now you have to live it out.  And God has done 

such amazing things for you that it is only right and proper that your response is one of real commitment 

and integrity.  This is how you can start to show that. 

 

The first thing is to be united, to live together in unity as God’s people, as Christ’s followers.  In a world 

that is in so many ways characterised by fragmentation and confrontation – and the situation in which we 

find ourselves as a nation at the moment is really all the evidence you need – in such a world a group of 

people who live together in love and unity despite their diversity is a great statement of what God can do.  

Paul uses the analogy once again of the body as an organism that works because so many different bits 

mesh together (vv4,16), although he doesn’t develop it here as he does elsewhere. 

 

And he recognises that this is not going to be easy, living and working together in unity.  He says that we 

are to “make every effort” (v3).  Other people are irritating and annoying – that’s the case wherever you 

are, from your family to your workplace to your gym changing room.  There are people around with 

whom you just find difficult to get on, for all kinds of reasons.  Anywhere else you can just walk away 



from them or you can give them a piece of your mind or you can ignore them.  You can’t do that in a 

church.  There are still annoying and tiresome people around you, but God wants you to get on with them, 

to love them, to share with them, to pray for them.  That’s part of what we are called to do as a witness to 

this fragmented society. 

 

And it has to start with you.  You can pray for those who rub you up the wrong way to change.  But you 

have to change as well.  Paul lists here some basic qualities that need to be cultivated in each one of us, 

things we all need to work at.  Let’s just briefly look at these, because they’re to a very great extent self-

explanatory.  (If you want to go a bit deeper, we looked at some of these a while ago under the heading of 

A Fruitful Life and you can re-read the sermons on the church website – sermons nos. 522-536.) 

 

There’s humility, which was a distinctive Christian virtue intended to counter the arrogance and self-

sufficiency which was an admired quality in the society of Pauls’ time just as it is in ours. 

 

Gentleness is controlled strength, not supine weakness.  It’s not just giving in, but reaching out to others 

in a way that is not forceful or overbearing. 

 

Patience is all about stopping to reflect rather than rushing in, not losing your temper with others, but 

pausing and thinking about the other person before – or, rather, instead of – letting rip at them. 

 

Bearing with others means putting up with faults and foibles in others, because they’re jolly well having 

to put up with yours! 

 

They are all ways of showing love to one another, showing that you care about others, showing that 

you’re serious about living as God wants.  If any of these things is missing, then Christian unity is 

threatened and the witness of the church is compromised.  It’s the kind of thing outsiders notice, as Jesus 

pointed out in his last, long conversation with his disciples in John 13:35 – “By this everyone will know 

that you are my disciples, if you love one another”. 

 

The church as one body, as a united entity is not some kind of mystical concept, but a recognisable 

reality.  Paul actually says that the church is already a unity, as we’ll see in a few moments, so our task is 

to maintain that.  He says that we are to “keep the unity”.  And he sees it as a reflection of the unity that 

there is in the Holy Trinity, because he goes on now to explain it all in Trinitarian terms – Father, Son  

and Holy Spirit – in vv4-6. 

 

 



1.  UNITY IS REALISED IN THE SPIRIT 

 

What draws us together as God’s people, as followers of Jesus the Messiah, is the fact that we have the 

Holy Spirit within us.  Paul makes that spiritual aspect of our discipleship clear in Romans 8:9 where he 

writes: “You, however, are not in the realm of the flesh but are in the realm of the Spirit, if indeed the 

Spirit of God lives in you. And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, they do not belong to Christ.”  

If you are truly a follower of Jesus, you will have his Spirit at work within you – indeed, it’s the work of 

that same Spirit that brings you to Christ in the first place.  So the church is not an organisation nor an 

institution – despite what we’ve tried to make of it over the past couple of millennia – it’s a bunch of 

people who have been brought together with a similar passion, that passion to worship God and to 

proclaim his plan to restore all things to their original creation purity through the work of Jesus. 

 

And as participators in all of that, we have a common hope.  That’s what underlies it all.  We have a hope 

that God will sort things out and that we will have a part in that.  In a divided and hope-less world we 

know that there is an alternative, this is not the way it has to be.  God has offered us in Jesus a real, 

certain, achievable hope that things will be set to rights – and that process has already started in Jesus and 

his work on the cross.  The significance of that should be a far, far greater bind between us than any of the 

things that might otherwise divide us.  We know that deep within through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

 

2. UNITY IS FOCUSSED IN THE SON 

 

As people united by the Holy Spirit, we should all be walking in the same direction, looking towards the 

same goal.  That’s what you’d expect of any group of people trying to do the same thing – a sports team 

playing together with the common aim of winning; an orchestra performing together with the common 

aim of producing just what the composer intended; a business working together with the common aim of 

producing the best deal for the shareholders.  So our common focus as Christians is Jesus – as the writer 

to the Hebrews puts it in Hebrews 12:2: “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our 

faith”.  We need to move together in the direction he takes us.  He is our Lord, our “one Lord”, as Paul 

writes here.  We submit together to his rule. 

 

We have all in some way expressed our faith in and our commitment to Jesus.  We have taken a step of 

faith and said we want to follow him – some have done that very suddenly and for others it has been a 

gradual process.  But we can all witness to it in the same way by baptism – “one Lord, one faith, one 

baptism”.  Jesus calls us to do that – to confirm our decision in our own mind and to express that to those 



who witness it.  If you have never done that and you’d like the opportunity, we’ll be doing that on Easter 

Sunday this year.  Come and have a word with me if you’re interested in exploring that possibility. 

 

 

3. UNITY HAS ITS SOURCE IN THE FATHER 

 

In the world in which Paul lived and where the first readers of this letter lived and worked, there was a 

multiplicity of gods and goddesses.  Every town, every trade, every activity – every home even – had its 

own little deity.  There were some big ones that everyone knew about, but hundreds, thousands of little 

ones that were particular to you or your situation.  (If you fancy exploring that idea in a humorous and 

entertaining way, read Terry Pratchett’s novel Small Gods.)  Some things came from one god, some 

things from another.  Some gods were responsible for some things – harvest, love, sailing, forests – so 

they were the ones to whom you offered your sacrifice.  If you weren’t too sure, then there were altars, 

such as the one Paul found in Athens, “to the unknown god” (Acts 17). 

 

And then along came Christianity, firmly rooted in Judaism – the great monotheistic religions with just 

the one God, who was “over all and through all and in all”.  He is our Creator and our Father.  From him 

everything else flows.  He exists and works together with the Son and the Spirit in one united and 

indissoluble trinity.  So, as The Message translates this verse, “everything you are and think and do is 

permeated with one-ness”.  As God’s people, as followers of Jesus, as people with the Holy Spirt 

throbbing away in side of us, we are to reflect that Trinitarian unity.  As one writer put it: “You’re 

incredibly privileged to have been chosen and gathered into your local church to co-operate in God’s 

stunningly beautiful plan to gather people to Christ, so be humble, gentle and patient”. 

 

That’s why you can’t go along with all this nonsense about being a Christian without being part of a 

church.  The church is the visible expression of God’s presence in this world, of the unity of his being.  

Going off on your own says you don’t want to be a part of that, and being a part of it is fundamental to 

what God is wanting to do.  We’ve all been given grace to help us in that (v7) – that’s a personal gift, so 

we are talking about unity, not uniformity: we have that personal relationship with Jesus, but we express 

it together. 

 

And not only do we have grace to help us, but we also have certain people whom God has appointed to 

help us as well.  Paul here mentions “apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastors and teachers” (v11).  

There’s all kinds of stuff we could look at there this morning, but our time has almost gone.  Suffice it to 

say that such people, identified by their gift not by their office, are there to help us be built up, to develop, 



to become mature, to reflect Christ’s character.  We’ll look a bit more closely at that process of maturing 

as Christians next time we delve into this letter. 

 

In the meantime, though, maybe you could start doing something to help move along this process of 

becoming more united as God’s people, something specific to us here. 

 Pray for those people who annoy or irritate you.  Try it – it works: I can assure you! 

 Pause before responding to those who say what you consider to be stupid things to you.  Maybe 

count to 10 or take a very deep breath.  I need to work a bit more on that one. 

 Reach out to others in love, especially those you maybe don’t often talk to.  Sit with them at the 

Bring’n’Share lunch later today. 

 Support and pray for those whom God has sent to help us all grow in our faith. 

 Think carefully about whether you should be baptised as a witness to your faith; or become a 

church member as a declaration of your intention to live in unity. 

 

There’s plenty there to keep you going – and plenty to talk about in your housegroups this week (but 

don’t fall out about any of it!). 

 

  



“IN IT TOGETHER – 8” 
Unity in Christ 

Ephesians 4:1-13 
 

Paul is writing not about unity between churches, but between Christians within churches.  Then, as 
now, these congregations were made up of very diverse people, people who would not have come 
together in such a way ever before.  Christians are drawn together by our common faith in Christ and 
our common desire to share that with others.  The Church is intended by God to be a witness to his 
desire for everyone to live in peace and harmony with him and with each other, as he originally intended 
(look at 3:10). 
 
Paul has spent three chapters setting out some of the basics of what the Christian believes.  That is, if 
you like, the why – the reason we believe as we do.  Now comes the how – how do we let this affect 
our lives and our behaviour.  He is saying that this is what chapters 1-3 should actually look like as you 
put them into practice.   
 
Here, though, Paul begins by “urging” his readers to “live a life worthy of the calling you have received”.  
The first thing is to be united, to live together in unity as God’s people, as Christ’s followers.  He 
recognises that this is not going to be easy, living and working together in unity.  He says that we are to 
“make every effort” (v3).  And it has to start with you.  You can pray for those who rub you up the 
wrong way to change.  But you have to change as well.  Paul lists here some basic qualities that need 
to be cultivated in each one of us, things we all need to work at: Humility, Gentleness, Patience, 
Forbearance. 
 
The church as one body is not some kind of mystical concept, but a recognisable reality, a reflection of 
the unity that there is in the Holy Trinity (vv4-6). 
 
1.  UNITY IS REALISED IN THE SPIRIT 
What draws us together as God’s people, as followers of Jesus the Messiah, is the fact that we have the 
Holy Spirit within us.  And as participators in all of that, we have a common hope.   
 
2. UNITY IS FOCUSSED IN THE SON 
So our common focus as Christians is Jesus (look at Hebrews 12:2).  We have all in some way expressed 
our faith in and our commitment to Jesus.  We have taken a step of faith and we can all witness to it in 
the same way by baptism – “one Lord, one faith, one baptism”.   
 
3. UNITY HAS ITS SOURCE IN THE FATHER 
We have just the one God, who is “over all and through all and in all”.  He is our Creator and our Father.  
From him everything else flows.  He exists and works together with the Son and the Spirit in one united 
and indissoluble trinity.   
 
Paul here mentions “apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastors and teachers” (v11).  Such people, 
identified by their gift not by their office, are there to help us be built up, to develop, to become mature, 
to reflect Christ’s character. 
 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
 

1) Why do humans find it so difficult to get along, do you think? 
 
2) Why is it so important that Christians demonstrate unity? 
 
3) Do you feel united with other Christians – within the church and between the churches?  Why/why 

not? 
 
4) Why do you think Paul mentions that baptism is important in this? 
 



5) What are you going to do in response to this passage?  If you feel brave enough, tell the rest of the 
group – and next time, begin by sharing how you got on. 


