
Sermon 10: Ephesians 4:1-6: The Unity of the Body

OUTLINE

The call to unity
The reality of our unity

INTRODUCTION

We have reached the half way point in the letter to the Ephesians and Paul does a typical 
thing that happens in most of his writings.  In chapters 1-3 he laid out the doctrine of the 
church, now in 4-6 he lays out the proper practice flowing from these truths.  This pattern is
gospel shaped, it starts with what God has done, and then focuses on what we should do.  
In technical terms we say that the imperative is rooted in the indicative.  Our doing is only 
possible because of God’s doing.

Paul begins the exhortational part of the epistle by reminding the Ephesians of who he is, 
v1, ‘I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord.’  There is a double reference here.  Paul speaks 
firstly as an apostle, this implies his authority and that they should listen.  But he also 
speaks as a prisoner, a prisoner for God, and in particular for the church.  Here is a man 
who has proven his worth in suffering for the message he preaches, if anyone deserves a 
hearing it is him.  He is not pulling rank and commanding obedience because of his office 
but asking people to follow his example.  Now he starts with a ‘therefore.’  This means that 
in light of what he has just written he is going to ‘urge’ or exhort them.  One commentator 
summarises the letter up to this point in this way: ‘Through Jesus Christ, who died for 
sinners and was raised from death, God is creating something entirely new, not just new life
for individuals for a new society.  Paul sees an alienated humanity being reconciled, a 
fractured humanity being united, even a new humanity being created.’1  In light of these 
truths there is a way in which we must now live.

In Christianity doctrine must translate into godly living otherwise it is useless.  It is easy to 
spend a lifetime storing up knowledge, to spend our lives dividing against those who do not 
see things exactly the way that we do, and not applying the truth we know.  The purpose of
knowing the truth is that we might do it.  In other words, all the wonderful doctrine that we 
have covered si useless if it does not issue in the life Paul is about to outline.    

Paul puts it this way, ‘I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner 
worthy of the calling to which you have been called.’  We have been called by God into 
fellowship with Himself and with the body of Christ through Christ, and now we need to live 
in light of this fact.  This is no small thing that Paul is asking the Ephesians to consider.  We 
are to think about where we have been called from, we were willing slaves to sin selling 
ourselves for cheap thrills, paying in soul and body but God came and saved us.  We were 
called when we were enemies working against God and not for Him but His mercy 
intervened for our good.  We should consider the price that secured our call, the eternal 
plan of God that ordained it, the blood price of Christ’s death that secured it, and the power 
of the Holy Spirit that applied it.  We should consider what we have been called to, we are 
called to be part of God’s family, with other sinners from all nations, to be a holy temple of 
praise to God.  

1 Stott p146.



The primary way in which Paul sees us living up to what we are called into is by maintaining
the unity, v1-16 and purity, v17ff that we have by the Spirit.  Unity is the main theme of this
section.  V1-3 calls for unity and tells us how; v4-6 explores the theological reality behind 
our unity and tells us why.   

The call to unity

 Paul calls the Ephesians in v3 to be, ‘eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of 
peace.’  This is the overarching thing that Paul is calling them to.  Now here is a very 
important point: we do not create the unity of the Spirit, we receive it, but we are called to 
maintain it.  This is vital in light of many attempts to unite the church like the ecumenical 
movement.  When Jesus prayed that the church would be one as He and the Father are 
one, that prayer was answered at Pentecost, it is not a prayer and I can answer by some 
organizational conglomeration.  But Paul does call upon the church to do five things to 
maintain this God given unity.

Firstly, ‘with all humility.’  The lowliness that Paul calls for here was not held in high regard 
by Greek culture, it was understood to be a servile submissiveness.  But for the Christian 
humility is defined by Christ who is King of the universe taking the form of a servant and 
serving unto death for His enemies because of His love and goodness not out of some 
insecurity or need.  If the holy King thought that service to human beings was not too low a 
thing, how can we who are sinners not be willing to serve other sinners like ourselves.  With
a proper understanding of our sinfulness and the holiness of God the foundations for true 
humility are set.  Without humility there can be no unity.  If any of us think ourselves better 
or more important, and that others are not good enough to be a part of us, this destroys 
unity.  

Secondly, ‘and gentleness.’  Paul may be tapping into the Aristotelian understanding of this. 
Gentleness/meekness was viewed not as weakness but strength under control, like a 
domesticated animal whose strength was turned to pulling the plow.  The church is not a 
collection of weaklings but those who use their strength to serve not to subjugate.  

Thirdly, ‘with patience.’  Longsuffering is the key here.  After being inconvenienced and in 
pain for a long period of time you still have not reached the end of your rope but continue 
steadfast in fellowship and loving service.  Some will put up with one slight but not more 
than one.  Any long term relationship with another sinner who will inevitably hurt you must 
involve patience, without it the relationship could not survive.  I love how Paul describes 
love in 1 Cor. 13:4, ‘Love is patient and kind.’  The ‘and kind’ part reminds us that after 
suffering long we are not a grouch but still being kind.  As with humility and gentleness we 
are able to do these things because God has done them for us, and empowers us to follow 
His example towards others.

Fourthly, ‘bearing with one another.’  In the body of Christ it is not only the leaders who are 
patient with the congregation or the strong with the weak, it is a two way relationship and a
two way tolerance.  We all have to put up with each other.  We are all weak, we are all 
sinners, we are all different and we are all going to rub one another up the wrong way.  
Church does not exist for one personality type or one race or one set of preferences.  
Whether it is the style of the worship, the colour of the paint, the way people dress, the 
type of coffee that is served, the church should be known as a place where we tolerate each
other not where we complain and seek our own personal preferences in all things.  



Fifthly, ‘in love.’  Love which covers a multitude of sins, that goes the extra mile and turns 
the other cheek, love that is patient and kind, that does not envy or boast, that is not 
arrogant or rude, that does not insist on its own way, which is not irritable or resentful, 
which does not rejoice at wrongdoing but rejoices in the truth, which bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things and endures all things.  This is the love Paul has in mind,
it is the love that God has had toward us and should characterize all our dealings with one 
another.  Love is fitting to our identity as being children of God, love is fitting for those who 
have been saved from sin into selfless service, love is fitting for those who are now family to
one another.  This is why Paul calls us to eagerly maintain the unity we have by the Spirit, 
love which sums up all of what Paul has just said is the most fitting way.

In light of the recent racial tensions it is worth highlighting that the primary application for 
Paul is between Jews and Gentiles, racial enemies.  Both groups had a ‘pride’ whereby they 
insisted they were better than others, both were guilty of racist characterizations, both had 
a history of grievances against the others, both had idiosyncratic cultures, tastes in music, 
national personalities and scruples.  Paul puts these virtues forward as the exact remedy for 
this sort of problem.  When there is racial tension humility is the gateway to peace and 
unity.  If you think yourself better than another not remembering the sinner we all are; if we
insist that we should get special privileges and treatment because of some racial distinctive 
or historical precedent, then a oneness in life and love will be impossible.  Only those who 
are humble can be gentle, rough handling results from the hands of those who have no 
respect or consideration for the people they run rough shod over.  And we will only be 
patient with those who have not already decided are not worth it.  This alone will breed the 
tolerance which will help us bear with one another and ultimately enable us to love.  Paul 
does not call for national repentance, lament, reparations, defunding the police, affirmative 
action, reverse racism, speaking truth to power, rioting or marching in the streets in 
solidarity with, or any other such carnal technique.  Paul’s primary call is to work on our love
within the church, to be a model and a light by our example.

Another application we need to make is how we are to prioritize the peace of the church.  
There are as many opportunities for divisions as there are differences of opinion in the 
church.  Many of us have strong feelings about many things, and we may differ with our 
brothers and sisters in Christ.  A life consistent with the gospel works hard to protect the 
peace of the church despite these differences.  Churches have been split over many things: 
music styles, hymnbooks, headcoverings, political allegiances, etc.  Truth matters and we 
are to insist upon the teaching of God’s word as the authority over all things, but often there
are many other things that are not clearly taught in the word that become battlegrounds 
that divide churches.  As an elder this is one of the primary concerns that I have, how do I 
maintain the peace of the church, the unity of the church.  How do I have to check strong 
personalities, outspoken opinions on secondary issues, pushy convictions in matters of 
conscience, cliques that result from shared nationality or experience, etc?  let us all be 
aware of these things and preserve the unity that we have by the Spirit in peace.  Because if
we end up fighting, we will still be one, but we just wont be showing it, we will not be 
putting on display the key way in which God overcomes the selfish hearts of sinners to make
them a love community.  We will stain His work with our sins refusing to be what we are.  

The reality of our unity

Why should Jew and Gentile see one another as a Christian before their nationality?  Why 
should blacks and whites see one another as brothers and sisters in Christ before any 
identification by the color of their skin?  How can rich and poor, slave and free, male and 
female, see each other as equals and family?  Paul puts forward the theological realities that



explain our unity.  7 times Paul repeats the word ‘one’ which describe the gospel realities 
that unite us.  Let’s look at these ones: 

‘There is one body.’  This is a common description by Paul of the church.  Where the picture
of a bride puts front and center the idea of the church’s purity; the picture of sheep stresses
the Lord’s care for us as our Shepherd.  The picture of the church as a body is specifically 
used to emphasize unity.  Many parts but one whole.  This is why we should act as one.  

‘and one Spirit.’  The difference between the NT people of God and the OT people of God is 
that they are a people born of Spirit not of blood.  There is a single spiritual experience that 
every child of God experiences.  It is the same conviction of sin by the work of the Spirit; 
the same Spirit that drives home the same Spirit inspired word; it is the same work of 
regeneration that every child of God receives; it is the same Spirit of adoption that every 
believer receives; the same Spirit seals all those who believe for their inheritance; every 
newly born saint is sanctified by the same work of the Spirit; and every saint will experience 
the same work of glorification when Christ returns.  As family derives its unity from common
blood; or a nation from its common ancestry, so we are united by the same Spirit.  

‘just as you were called to one hope that belongs to your call.’  All believers are headed to 
the same eternal destiny.  Now there is a view among some Dispensationalists that says 
that Jews and Gentiles will be kept apart for all eternity, the Jews on earth and the Gentiles 
in the New Jerusalem that would orbit around the new earth.  This verse argues against 
such a separation.  In fact that whole idea of two peoples of God is overcome by what Paul 
teaches in Ephesians.  We must also note how our call, the effectual call of God always 
results in our hope being realized, namely our glorification.  Paul is repeating here what he 
said in Rom. 8:30, ‘And those whom he predestined he also called, and those whom he 
called he also justified, and those whom he justified he also glorified.’  Paul not only reminds
us that all believers share a common salvation but a certainty is given to all, not only to one 
race or class among the Christians.  

V5, ‘one Lord, one faith, one baptism.’  Many commentators take these 3 statements as 
making up a whole which had to do with a common experience of becoming a Christian and 
a common belief.  Becoming a Christian in the first century consisted of calling upon the 
name of Christ as Lord, subscribing to the faith of Christians and openly identifying with 
Christ in baptism.  All Christians follow the single King Christ, all citizens in His kingdom, 
following His rule, under His protection.  The word faith here refers to the creed/the faith 
that we believe.  In other words, something like the Apostle’s Creed would make up every 
believer’s faith: ‘I believe in God, the Father almighty,
      creator of heaven and earth.
I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord,
      who was conceived by the Holy Spirit
      and born of the virgin Mary.
      He suffered under Pontius Pilate,
      was crucified, died, and was buried;
      he descended to hell.
      The third day he rose again from the dead.
      He ascended to heaven
      and is seated at the right hand of God the Father almighty.
      From there he will come to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
      the holy catholic* church,
      the communion of saints,



      the forgiveness of sins,
      the resurrection of the body,
      and the life everlasting. Amen.
And we are all added to the church by one baptism.  We must note how Paul sees all 
Christians as being baptized.  Paul is not giving a verdict on all the battles on baptism that 
have happened since the first century about credo vs paedobaptism, immersion vs effusion, 
etc.  He is referring to the common baptism into Christ that all Christians would have 
received, as seen in the book of Acts.  Where circumcision marked all Jews as God’s people, 
now baptism marked all believers as such.

Paul is drawing on those truths that he hopes these Ephesian Christians will draw on in 
order to unite as one family in Christ.  He is not setting up an ecumenical agenda where he 
is asking every church everywhere to unite in one organization.  These truths equip every 
local church to be fully unified as family in Christ.  To make them more programmatic to try 
and overcome all the other differences that exist between denominations and so on, I think 
would be overreaching.  

‘one God,’ refers to the fact that we all worship the same God and obey Him.  Our worship 
unites us.  

‘One Father of all, who is over all, and through all and in all.’  Paul leaves the most powerful 
unifier until last.  We are all one family since we all share one Father in Christ.  He is the 
one who rules us all as one family, who works through all by the one Spirit, and who 
indwells all by that same Spirit.

All of these ones which reveal tremendous gospel wrought realities which all Christians 
share in are to impress upon us certain acitivities.  Eph. 4:1-6, ‘I therefore, a prisoner for 
the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, 
2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, 3 eager to
maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 4 There is one body and one Spirit—just
as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call— 5 one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism, 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.’           


