This week, we reach a new chapter in Paul's letter to the Ephesians.  And, as we come to this new chapter, we reach a very distinct turning point in the letter.  Up to this point, Paul has spent a great deal of time talking about what is often called “doctrine” and “theology.”  As we have seen while walking through these three chapters,  they are by no means devoid of practical application, but they do have a very distinct emphasis on who God is and what He has done.  But, as we reach the start of chapter 4, Paul begins to focus much more attention on giving specific practical instruction to his readers.  Theology and doctrine are not absent, by any means, but there is a very distinct emphasis in these final three chapters on the way that the doctrine of the first three chapters should affect the lives of his readers.  

Understanding the place of these last chapters in the letter as a whole, we will begin by looking at 4:1-6.  In these verses, Paul begins the more practical section of this letter by exhorting his readers to walk in a manner worthy of the their calling.  In particular, he urges them to labor to maintain the unity that exists between the people of God.  

I. We should walk in a manner worthy of our calling (4:1).

As he begins this practical section of the letter, Paul connects what he is about to say with what has come before as he writes, “I, therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called” (4:1).  There are a lot of pieces to this statement, but we can examine it phrase by phrase and understand it appropriately.  It is clear that Paul is making a statement based on what he has already said (hence “therefore).  In order to understand the exhortation, we have to understand the realities upon which it is based.  

First of all, Paul reminds his readers that they have been “called.”  This is not a vague reference to some sort of “call” as we often think of the term.  Rather, it is simply a reference to the fact that they have been saved.  It is a reminder to the readers of what Paul has described in various ways throughout the first three chapters.  It is a reminder that God chose them before the foundation of the world (1:4) and granted them redemption, the forgiveness of sins (1:7).  It is a reminder that they have obtained an inheritance (1:11) and been sealed with the promised Holy Spirit (1:13).  It is a reminder that God made them alive together with Christ and raised them up with Him and seated them with Him in the heavenly places (2:5-6).  It is a reminder that they have been saved by grace through faith as a gift (2:8) and that they who were once far off have been brought near (2:13).  It is reminder that through Christ they have access to the Father through the Spirit (2:18) and that they are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God (2:19).  It is a reminder that they are fellow heirs, members of the same body and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus (3:6).  These readers, just like us, were called by God – redeemed and saved. 

And, on top of that, Paul makes clear that they were called to a calling.  Notice that they are to walk in a manner worthy of “the calling to which [they] have been called.”  Paul highlights not only that they were called but that they were called to a calling.  That is, they were called for a purpose and with a goal in mind.  Once again, this is not a new thought but a summation of something Paul has said in various ways throughout the first three chapters.  Already, Paul  has made clear that God chose them in Christ so that they would be holy and blameless before Him (1:4).  Everything about their salvation is intended to resound to the praise of His glory (1:6,12,14).  Paul already told his readers that they are the fullness of him who fills all in all (1:23) – implying that they should be the demonstration to the world of what it means to be ruled by Christ.  As God's workmanship, they were created for good works which God prepared for them to walk in (2:10), and they are being built together into a dwelling place for God (2:22).  Moreover, Paul made clear in chapter 3 that God's goal is to display His wisdom to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places through the Church (3:10), and God is supposed to receive glory in the Church (3:21).  Paul is reminding his readers again that they were called with a specific purpose and goal – to glorify God by being demonstrations of his greatness as they trust in, and follow, Christ.  Christians have been called to a particular calling.  

And with the understanding of  these two realities in place, we – like Paul's readers – can truly understand Paul's point in this first verse.  We can do so because the same calling that they had received has been given to us.  And the same purpose and goal for which they were called is the purpose and goal for which we were called.  In light of the fact that God has called us and we have been saved and redeemed and in light of the fact that He has called us to glorify Him and exalt Jesus Christ, we ought to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which [we] have been called.”  That is, the fact that we have been  saved and the reason for which we have been saved ought to motivate us to live a particular way.  The details of this reality will occupy the entirety of these last three chapters, but in this verse Paul simply stays at a general level.  We should live differently because of who we are in Christ.  We should  live differently because of what Paul has been describing in the first three chapters.  As the rest of the letter goes on to make clear, it should affect the way we interact with fellow believers (4:2-16).  It should affect the way we speak (4:25,29) and deal with anger (4:26) and work (4:28).  It should affect the way we interact with those who do not follow Christ (5:3-14).  It should affect our marriages (5:22-33) as well as the way parents and  children interact (6:1-4).  It should affect the way we handle authority – both possessing it and living under it (6:5-9).  And it should affect the way we interact with spiritual forces (6:10-20).  Our salvation, and the purpose for which we have been saved, should radically affect our lives.  And if it does not do so, something is radically wrong.  We are to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which we have been called.  

II. Walking in this way means being eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit (4:2-3).

But having made this first point, Paul does not stop there.  He immediately begins making clear to his readers what it means to walk in a manner worthy of their calling by focusing on how they should interact with other followers of Christ.  He says that they would walk “...with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” (4:2-3)  Once again, this is a rapid-fire list of character qualities that we must examine piece-by-piece – always keeping in mind that such qualities are theologically rooted and grounded.  Everything in this text is something that should stem from the gospel having worked in our lives.  

First of all, we should walk with humility.  This is a familiar word for many Christians that is, at least for me, as difficult to attain as it is familiar to hear.  Humility is an attitude of lowliness that is the exact opposite of pride.  Rather than seeing oneself as great and worthy of being praised, the humble person eschews praise and seeks the good of others rather than themselves.  More than merely a low view of oneself, true humility actually demonstrates a high view of others – particularly in relation to oneself.  The supreme example of humility, according to Scripture, was Christ Himself, who called people to come to Him because He was “lowly in heart” (Matt. 11:29).  Paul pointed the Philippians to Christ as the supreme example of humility because Christ “did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking  the form of a servant...he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Phil. 2:6-8).  This is the attitude Paul is encouraging here – an attitude that does not seek out praise and pleasure and good for oneself but for others and ultimately, for God and Christ.  A truly humble person recognizes himself for what he truly is – a created being who has rebelled against his Creator and is only, ever able to do anything truly good because of the grace given by God.  A truly humble person recognizes that any judgment and criticism – is actually far less than we truly deserve and that any praise and honor is actually far more than we truly deserve.  A truly humble person is the one who declares, with John the Baptist, “He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30).  As Paul also told the Philippians, we should “count others more significant than [our]selves and “look not only to [our] own interests, but also to the interests of others” (Phil. 2:3-4).    

Paul pairs humility with another character trait: gentleness.  This is essentially synonymous with the term “meekness.”  In the Greek world of Paul's day, this trait was equated with weakness because the one who is gentle or meek is essentially one who does insist on getting their own way.  If properly understood, this term is closely connected with humility because the gentle person is one who does not press their own agenda or desires.  The gentle one demonstrates caring and compassion to others rather than harshness.  Once again, as with humility, Jesus is the supreme example of this trait – particularly in his relation to His people as Matthew writes, “He will not quarrel or cry aloud, nor will anyone hear his voice in the streets; a bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not quench, until he brings justice to victory” (Matt. 12:19-20).  The text cited earlier calling Jesus lowly in heart also says He was “gentle...in heart” (Matt. 11:29).  Rather than seizing or demanding his own rights, Jesus was meek and gentle, caring for others.  And, by the power of the Spirit (Gal. 5:23), we are to imitate Him in this reality.  

The final two traits Paul highlights are very closely related and, thus, can be examined together.  He tells his readers that they should walk “with patience, bearing with one another in love.”  Once again, as with humility and gentleness, these traits center on caring more about others than about ourselves.  Patience is the idea of being willing to undergo or endure something over an extended period of time.  It is the ability to wait and see.  Particularly as it regards living in a sinful world with sinful people,  it is being willing to endure the wrongs other people commit.  It is the ability to be wronged and endure such wrongs.  More specifically, as the second phrase makes clear, it is ability to bear with someone when they wrong us.  Instead of demanding recompense and judging the evildoer, it endures the wrong and walks alongside the person as they grow and mature and change.  This is a common theme in Paul.  True love is characterized as patient (1 Cor. 13:4), and patience is another fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22).  And as Paul told the Thessalonians to “admonish the idle, encourage the fainthearted” and “help the weak,” he also told them to “be patient with them all” (1 Thess. 5:14).  Patience understands the idea of process.  It understands that people – even redeemed people – are not perfect.  But patience also understands that God is working on people and transforming people.  And patience is willing to wait and bear with people through the process – if for no other reason,  because it understands that other people are having to wait and bear with us through our process of change as well.  Once again, Jesus is the model as Paul told Timothy, “But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life” (1 Tim. 1:16).  Walking in a manner worthy of our calling means we are patient and we bear with one another in love. 

And Paul closes this series of exhortations, and sums them up, by telling his readers that they should walk in this way because they are “eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”  Ultimately, there is a theological reality driving this sort of attitude.  As Christians, our goal is not just to muster up these things, but to recognize that the attitudes of humility, gentleness, and patience are products of an eagerness to maintain the unity of the Spirit.  And this leads directly to the final part of Paul's statement in these first six verses.  

III. Christians are fundamentally bound together as a unified whole.

These final three verses of our text are the foundation for the previous three verses – and, in essence, a restatement of the truths of the first three chapters.  The reason that walking in a manner worthy of the calling means having humility and gentleness and patience is because there is a real, organic unity that binds together the people of God.  Paul highlights the unity in seven different areas.  

First, he says there is “one body.”  No doubt, this is mentioned first because it is Paul's primary focus in these verses.  The point is that all those who follow Christ are not divided into multiple little groups.  This was one of the central problems in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:10-17), and it remains a problem for many Christians today.  The fact that we have numerous local manifestations of the universal body of Christ (though understandable and probably best in the current situation) must not cause us to assume that the universal body of Christ is similarly divided.  The body of Christ, like our physical body, is one – though consisting of many parts (Rom. 12; 1 Cor. 12).  Paul has made this point extensively in chapter 2 – Christ died to make one new man, so we are intimately connected with everyone else who calls on the name of Christ because we are all part of His body.  

Moreover, there is “one Spirit.”  Paul is not referring here to some general spirit of harmony or brotherly love but rather to the Holy Spirit.  Once again, the point is that all those who follow Christ are given the Spirit.  Moreover, all those who follow Christ are given the same Spirit.  In the book of Acts in particular, this was the way that the Jewish Christians knew that God was saving Gentiles as well as Jews was because the same Spirit was poured out on Gentiles that was poured out on Jews (Acts 10:44-11:18).  One of the distinguishing marks of believers is that they all share the same Spirit.  The same one Spirit has sealed both of them as a guarantee of their inheritance.  The same one Spirit is helping them walk according to God's will.  And the same one Spirit helps them all in their weakness.  There is one Spirit, so we are all unified in that reality.  

The next thing Paul declares is that there is “one hope.”  Once again, there is an emphasis here on something we all share.  More specifically, all Christians share a common future destiny.  As Paul told the Romans, we all share “the hope of the glory of God” (Rom. 5:2).  We are all looking forward to the day when “those whom he justified” become those “he also glorified” (Rom. 8:30).  We are all looking forward to the day when every rule and authority and power is destroyed by Christ – including death (1 Cor. 15:24-26).  We are all looking forward to the day when we shall see Him and be like Him (1 John 3:2).  And we are all looking forward to the day when the earth is set free from its bondage to decay and we receive full adoption as sons in the redemption of our bodies.  “For in this hope we were saved” (Rom. 8:21-25).  In this hope we were saved.  There is one hope, and we share that hope with all who call upon the name of Christ. 

As Paul moves on, he shifts his focus to the second person of the Trinity – namely, the Son.  And the first thing he says is that there is “one Lord.”  Just as we are part of one body and share one Spirit and one hope, we also share one Lord.  There are not multiple Saviors or multiple Kings.  There is one man who is seated at the right hand of the Father far above all rule and authority and power and dominion (Eph. 1:20-21).  There is only one who has been highly exalted and given a name that is above every name that at that name every knee should bow and every tongue confess that He is Lord (Phil. 2:9-10).  There is only one who can honestly say that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Him (Matt. 28:18).  This one is Jesus Christ and we all share our allegiance to Him and Him alone.  

There is also “one faith.”  Most likely, the reference here is not to the subjective faith that each of us exercise as we place our trust in Christ but to the objective faith – the body of truth that Christians believe.  The “one faith” that is being referenced is most likely what Jude calls “the faith that was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).  More specifically, it is the central, core doctrines that are clearly taught in Scripture and that have been held by all believers down through the centuries since Christ came.  There is not a different set of beliefs for one group of Christians and another for another group – there is one faith.  We share the essential doctrines of Christianity with all other Christians, and this binds us together.  We are unified because of this.  

The next reference is to “one baptism.”  This is not necessarily an explicit reference to water baptism but to everything that such a baptism symbolizes.  In numerous places, we see that water baptism symbolizes something much deeper – a deeper baptism if you will.  Paul told the Romans, “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:3-4).  Galatians 3:27 says, “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.”  And 1 Pet. 3:21 says, “Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”  Clearly, baptism has a deeper significance, and this is what Paul is addressing.  The “one baptism” of Ephesians 4 is the fact that we have died with Christ and been raised with Him – walking in the new life which He purchased for us.  For all who trust Christ and have been born again, this baptism has happened, and we are unified by this common experience.  

Finally, Paul says there is “one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.”  Here is the culminating reality as Paul transitions to the final member of the Trinity.  Just as Israel continually proclaimed, “The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4), so we serve the same God, who is one.  The One who stands over all as sovereign ruler and permeates all things as Creator and occupies all things as King is the one God who we all submit to and serve.  The Father who created and redeemed all of us is the same.  There is one God.  

What is the significance of all of these “oneness” claims?  Why does Paul do this?  What should we gain from this?  First of all, the point is clearly that there is already unity within and between the people of God.  There is no need for us to create unity or bring about unity.  Everyone who is truly a believer in Christ is unified together with everyone else who is truly a believer in Christ, whether we like it or not.  Moreover, these verses make clear the nature of this unity.  It is not based on nationality or gender or economic/social status or interpretation of obscure parts of Scripture.  It is based on the core theological principles of the Christian faith.  Our responsibility is not to create unity but to seek to maintain the unity that already exists.  This unity is real, and it is based on the central tenants of the faith and of the Christian experience.  

As we think of what exactly this means for us, we can turn our attention back to the end of verse 3.  In light of this unity that already exists, we should be “eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit.”  There are two extremes that we must avoid and which this text helps us fight.  First of all, there are some who argue that we should just stop bickering and join together with everyone seeking to serve God – including the Muslim, the Jew, the Hindu and the Buddhist.  This text makes clear that such a reality is not possible.  There are non-negotiables that restrict our unity.  By definition, we are united with those who share these beliefs with us, and by definition, we are not united with those who do not share these beliefs with us.  There are clearly defined borders and limits and this text makes them clear.  Everyone is not the same.  On the other hand, there are some who want to restrict unity far beyond what this text describes.  One thing that is very interesting about this text is what it does not say is the basis of our unity.  There are a number of Scriptural and biblical issues that are not part of this list.  It seems clear that such issues should not become a test of unity for us.  We should not be eager to sow any sort of discord that will disrupt the unity that exists between people who share these things.  Rather, we should be eager to maintain that unity and exercise humility, gentleness and patience because we are eager to maintain that unity.  May we never be guilty of minimizing the things Paul mentions for a false unity with those who do not believe the same things by extending the “circle” too far.  And may we never be guilty of ostricizing and alienating genuine brothers and sisters by making the “circle” too small.  

Conclusion

In closing, Paul's point is that there is unity within the body of Christ.  We do not have to create such unity – it already exists between those who have been redeemed and trusted in Christ.  And we should be eager to maintain that unity.  This eagerness should be demonstrated through our humility, gentleness and patience with one another.  As we walk in this way, we will be walking in a manner worthy of the calling to which we have been called.  In short, the things we believe bind us together with others who believe those things.  And those beliefs should cause us to treat those people a certain way.  

As we come to the table, we are remembering that everything we have talked about today centers on the person and work of Christ.  As we already saw, Christ was the perfect example of humility, gentleness and patience.  Moreover, everything that Paul lays out in verses 4-6 centers on Him.  It is Christ who is the head of the body, and it is Christ who sent the Spirit to help us.  Our hope rests on what He has done, and He is the Lord who we trust and obey.  The vast majority of the faith centers on Him, and it is with and in Him that we have been baptized.  Moreover, He is the second person of the Trinity and, accordingly, part of the one God who is over all and through all and in all.  May we worship Him and trust Him and obey Him appropriately.  He has bought us and made it possible for us to obey, so let us do that.  Amen.  

