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Ephesians 4:1-6 

United in Christ 

 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

A few years back I read a book entitled Bowling Alone (Robert D Putnam, 2000). It was 

a commentary on the decline of social connectivity in American society. Much of what 

the author observed is true for Australian society as well. Involvement in community 

groups, whether it's a sporting club or the school P & F or a political party or the Red 

Cross or a church, had been dropping at an alarming rate. Life was becoming more 

isolated and individualistic. The result was that many people no longer had wide-

ranging networks of other people from which to draw support. 

This disconnected nature of modern society has been highlighted once more in our 

current pandemic. Some people in home quarantine literally had no one they knew 

who would be happy to drop off a load of groceries for them. When workplaces were 

shut down people lost their only place of social interaction and support. For those of 

us who've grown up in the church, we've always had these extra social connections 

and it's hard to imagine life without them. I can recall that even from a very young 

age I knew people that were not in my generation or my parents' generation, I knew 

people that were much better off than my family and people that were much worse 

off. And all this is important. It's not just being connected socially, but the variety of 

people you have some connection with that matters. 

This is one of the great joys of being baptised into Christ Jesus. We join a worldwide 

family of believers that includes people from every generation, every country, every 

socio-economic standing. And we are one. We worship the one Lord. We share the 

one faith. We received the one baptism. We are one body, united by the Holy Spirit. 

The early chapters of Ephesians are a testimony to God making this one people. In 

Jesus, God has broken down the 'wall' between Jew and Gentile, now offering through 

the blood of the new covenant salvation and community to all. For the people in 

Ephesus, this was their reality. The city was a major urban area with all the diversity 

of population, trade, religious groups, and social classes that was typical of an area 

occupied by the Roman Empire. Sometimes we might be tempted to think that multi-

cultural societies and melting-pot cities are a fairly modern thing, but that's not true. 

The people of Ephesus understood diversity and difference. It was the reality of living 

in that city at that time. And the Christians there that St Paul wrote to existed within 

this very diverse community. 
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One of the important things that comes through in Paul's letter is that unity is not the 

same as uniformity. The mystery of God that is revealed in Christ and results in the 

reconciliation of Jews and Gentiles does not obliterate the distinctions between these 

different groups. Instead, what is made known through the church is 'the wisdom of 

God in its rich variety' (Ephesians 3:10). Part of what we are called to do in our reading 

today is to bear with one another. The underlying assumption is not that all 

distinctions will cease, but that even with the persistence of differences, the church 

may nevertheless learn to grow together as one body. And so, St Paul lays out how 

we should do this. 

Some call the section that begins here in chapter four as the moral section of Paul's 

letter to the Ephesians. Now that you have been saved, this is how you should live. 

This is what's right; this is what's wrong. It's what we would call the third function of 

the law. If you're not familiar with that, we see God's law operating in three ways. The 

first is to curb sin. God's law sets the boundaries and shows the whole world what is 

right and what is wrong. This first function is sometimes called the civil use because it 

applies to all of society through various authorities who can punish wrongdoers. The 

law stops us from sinning due to the threat of punishment. The second function is the 

mirror. God's law shows us our sin and shows us that we are in need of a saviour. The 

third function is the guide. God's law shows Christians what we should and should not 

do to live a God-pleasing life. 

This passage from Ephesians certainly has aspects of that third function, but it's not 

quite so simple. It's not just a list of do and don'ts for the Christians in Ephesus. It 

reminds us of why we should pay attention to how we live. We have been called from 

death to life. We have been called into one body by the one Spirit. We have been 

called to one hope, to one Lord, to one faith, one baptism. And having been called 

into God's holy church we are called to go out and live lives worthy of that calling. 

What this means is that our relationship with God simultaneously involves a 

relationship with our neighbours. This is part of why not being able to gather together 

at different times during this pandemic has been quite a struggle for many of us. 

As children of God, we are called to humility and love and patience and forgiveness 

as we interact with one another. And of course, this pre-supposes that we do interact 

with one another. We all belong to the one Lord, and so our lives are interwoven. We 

are all members of the one body, and so we each need to play our part in that body. 

God's calling upon our lives is part of how God uses his people to make sure people 

are fed, clothed, comforted, educated, protected, and so on. God's calling upon us 

impacts our friendships, our family life, and even what it means to live as a citizen of 

a country. 
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To live out this calling, and to do so worthily, requires a maturity of faith that we 

cannot build by our own efforts. God gives us to one another to build each other up 

in faith and knowledge. This doesn't happen in isolation but requires community. Paul 

makes a contrast here between infants, who are "blown here and there by every wind 

of teaching" and those who grow up in faith and in turn contribute to the building up 

of the body of Christ. Knowing Christ Jesus and growing in that knowledge is 

inextricably linked to the unity of Christ's church. And this implies that unity is not 

primarily found in all our outward activities of fellowship. 

In the book Bowling Alone, membership of a church was viewed as just one of many 

types of social activity. It's just another group that can gather to bear one another's 

burdens or work together to address a need in the community or the larger world. Of 

course, all this does happen as the body of Christ seeks to love the neighbour. But the 

body of Christ doesn't just exist to do stuff. It exists firstly because Christ calls it into 

existence. Our foundation is not in what we do, but who we are, and whose we are. 

And so, it's important for God's people to know this, to know what they believe and 

why they believe it. 

We live in a time that tends to reject any claims of absolute truth out of fear of being 

divisive or intolerant. But here Paul advocates "speaking the truth in love". In other 

words, our bearing witness to who we are and whose we are has to be grounded in 

the humility and gentleness and patience that is our calling. And to be able to do this, 

to be able to bear witness to the one faith, and to do so with humility, requires a great 

deal of confidence in the faith. It seems a bit counterintuitive, as often knowledge 

leads to arrogance, but for Christ's people, greater knowledge of Christ leads to 

greater humility as we confess our faith in him. This is because we are confessing what 

we have received and not what we have achieved on our own. We do not possess the 

truth as much as we point to the truth. Like John the Baptist, we must get out of the 

way as we point to Jesus as the true Messiah. 

None of this is easy. But we are not alone. That is the whole point. We are called into 

the body of Christ. We each have our own gifts and talents that we bring into this 

community. We come from different generations, different parts of society, but are 

united by the Holy Spirit into the one true faith. And we thank God for this. Because 

this is where God continues to bring salvation to us, continues to show us our sin and 

show us how we should instead be living. This is where we teach the faith to one 

another so that people are not tossed about by every new idea that comes their way. 

This is where we do bear one another's burdens and learn humility and patience as 

we endlessly practice forgiving one another. This is where we truly live as together 

Christ grows us into who he has called us to be. 
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So, we thank God for his calling upon our lives. We thank God that he has called us 

into the body of Christ. We do have a place where we belong, a group of people with 

whom we are united, and a faith that draws us into a future filled with enduring hope. 

Amen. 

The peace of God, which passes all human understanding, keep your hearts and minds 

safe in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


