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Dwight Pentecost in one of his commentaries tells a story of a church that had a lot of conflict and 
disunity, finally reached the point where one of the factions actually sued one of the other factions. 
They went to the civil court; the judge threw it out, and it ended up in some sort of a church court. 
And as they tried to sort out what was kind of the source or the root of the conflict, they kind of 
boiled it all down to where it all started when a young boy had received a larger piece of ham than 
one of the elders. Now we hear those stories, and on one hand we kind of laugh at them, but on the 
other hand there’s something deep within us that says, “Yes, that sounds about right.”  It’s kind of 
like, “Well, that figures”… because we’ve all experienced conflicts within the context of a church 
that seemed so unnecessary; they seemed so unreasonable.  
 
The problem’s not new. You actually can go back 2000 years to the church in Corinth, and they had 
a conflict very similar to that.  It had to do with fellowship dinners and food and how people were 
being treated. There’s always been conflict in the local church; there are probably lots of reasons for 
that. One is just the reality that it’s a gathering of people and where there are people, there is 
conflict. The claim of the Christian church has never been that we are a gathering of high 
performers; we are a gathering of self-righteous. As a matter of fact, the claim of the Christian 
church is the opposite of that. This isn’t a country club; it’s a hospital. It’s a gathering of sinners, 
misfits, and losers, who have recognized the desperate need for a Savior. So when you gather 
strugglers together, you are going to end up with points of conflict. Just think about it within your 
family of origin. You are talking about maybe ten or twenty people in an extended family.  Think of 
all the dynamics and all the tensions and all the conflicts, and then imagine several hundred people, 
several thousand people.  It shouldn’t surprise us that that happens.  
 
But it’s equally true that our theology would say we should and can do better than that. Because the 
reality is: conflict is not something that’s unimportant. When there is conflict and disunity within 
the context of a local church, people get hurt. My first church out of seminary, I was the associate 
pastor, mostly a youth pastor. Patti and I were there for maybe a month before I came home from 
lunch one day and said, “You know, we are in the middle of a huge mess.” And for nine months I 
watched the church come unraveled and finally split three ways. I ended up taking the little remnant 
that stayed. The senior pastor left; another group left. But what was so sobering was over the next 
month and even years, watching the toll that had taken on people’s families, people’s marriages, 
and the relationship out into the community. The devastation was felt for years to come. It’s not a 
small thing!  
 
We could probably spend the rest of the morning having different ones of you come up here and 
share how deeply wounded or hurt you’ve been by something that’s happened within the context of 
a local church. I am very sorry for that, whether it was here or somewhere else. But the reality is we 
can’t go back and change that. As often happens within a family of origin, it’s equally true within 
the family of God. Often times those who have been deeply hurt are those who turn around and hurt 
others. At some point we all have to look at ourselves and say, “The past is past, but what can I 
personally do to bring about the unity that God desires to have within the context of His church, His 
people?” Well, that’s what we want to talk about this morning.   
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If you have a Bible, turn with us to Ephesians, Chapter 4. If you are visiting this morning, we’ve 
been working our way through the book of Ephesians. Chapters 1, 2 and 3 are all about doctrine. 
This is what’s true of who we are in Christ. Starting in Chapter 4, to the end of the letter is, “Okay, 
what does this look like lived out in the most practical everyday arenas of life?” And the first one 
that Paul talks about is this whole idea of unity, of pulling together to accomplish something greater 
than ourselves for the sake of the gospel. So in Chapter 4 verse 1 he starts with the word therefore: 
 

Therefore (based on everything we’ve talked about in Chapters 1, 2 and 3) I, the prisoner 
of the Lord, implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you 
have been called, (*NASB, Ephesians 4:1) 

 
That calling is basically saying everything that we’ve talked about in Chapters 1, 2 and 3. The word 
worthy is a term where we get our English word axiom.  It basically means to balance out. So 
Chapters 1, 2 and 3 were about our calling in Christ and who we are. That needs to be balanced out 
with how we then live our lives. Here’s the wealth, and here’s the walk—and there should be a walk 
that seems consistent with who we understand ourselves to be in Christ.  
 
Starting then in verse 2, he’s going to talk about five character qualities that should be the outflow 
of rightly understanding and believing the doctrine of Chapters 1, 2 and 3.  It’s a reminder that 
doctrine does not cause conflict. Doctrine is the way out of conflict. Over my thirty years as a 
pastor, I have rarely seen church conflict over doctrine.  It almost never happens.  It’s always 
something else. And the reality is, if we better understood our doctrine—what’s true of us in 
Christ—we are better equipped to handle the stuff that happens in a church and not create 
unnecessary conflict.  It’s also a reminder, at the end of the day, conflict isn’t about carpet colors; it 
isn’t about worship styles; it isn’t about different programs; it isn’t about demographics; it’s about 
character. Unity comes about because of character, because people are willing to give themselves to 
something besides their own selfish consumer desires and to put some of those things aside for the 
greater good of the gospel, for the mission of the church.  So, five quick character qualities:  
 

...with all humility and gentleness, with patience, showing forbearance to one another 
 in love,   (Vs. 2) 

 
The first one is humility. Humility is one of those terms that’s a little bit difficult to define. The 
term literally means lowliness of mind. When we hear that, it’s kind of misleading because it almost 
sounds like we are supposed to entertain low thoughts of ourselves, which is incorrect. Going back 
through Chapters 1, 2 and 3, and understanding who we are in Christ, I have sought to remind us 
several times through those chapters that because of who you are in Christ, you are utterly 
magnificent! To turn right around and then say I should have lowly thoughts of myself would be 
contradictory to that and frankly, that’s not humility; it’s disbelief. To really believe what we 
learned in Chapters 1, 2 and 3, I need to understand who I am in Christ and that is magnificent! The 
whole idea of humility is not lowly thoughts of myself; it’s just not really thinking about myself. 
It’s thinking about others as more important than myself.  It’s a choice to give myself away.  
 
Think of it this way: If you embrace the world’s operating system of performance-based system, the 
system requires you to be selfish every day. Every day is about your own significance, your own 
value, your own self-esteem. So everyday is about competing and comparing myself with others. 
The system requires you to be selfish. So you measure yourself every day, so there’s no chance for 
humility in that system. But when you understand what we’ve talked about in Ephesians 1, 2, and 3, 
that based on the finished work of Jesus on the cross, I can be rightly related to God, and where I 
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find my significance and my value and my meaning in life is by being rightly related to God.  And 
because it’s not on the basis of my performance, it is on the basis of what Jesus has done for me, it’s 
on the basis of God’s grace—it’s eternally secure. Therefore that significance, that value, creates the  
stability in my life where my self-esteem, my significance, my value doesn’t go up and down, up 
and down everyday, causing me to constantly looking into the mirror. It’s secure. It’s rooted in 
God’s grace. Therefore, it’s the same every day. It’s true of me today and forever. And because that 
is locked up, it is secure; it will never change. It actually frees me to stop thinking about myself 
every day, and to actually think about others as more important than myself—to give myself away. 
Now that this issue is settled and locked up and secure, I can choose to orient myself differently, 
which is the whole idea of humility.   
 
In the first century, the Romans did not consider humility to be a virtue. As a matter of fact, just the 
opposite—they considered it to be a significant weakness. The Greeks were the same. They did not 
consider humility a virtue; they considered it a weakness. It was something that defined a servant or 
a slave. The prevailing opinion in both the Greek and Roman culture was to be strong—it meant 
you were self-sufficient. At the end of the day, I am master of my own fate; I control my own life. It 
was actually a noble thing to ultimately think about yourself and look out for yourself every day.  
 
So Jesus really introduced this concept that was rather radical in a first century culture. Now I 
would suggest that the American culture today is very much like the first century Roman and Greek 
culture—that no matter what we say—at the end of the day we are consumers, and we are driven by 
me first. When push comes to shove, what I want, what I need, ultimately takes priority over 
everything else. As long as that’s true, there is virtually no chance for unity. So to reorient ourselves 
around a new value system, rooted in our position in Christ, and understanding our significance and 
our value is now locked up and safe and will define us forever, I can embrace this radical new way 
of living life, which is actually thinking of others as more important than myself. If we just locked 
in that one, you could restore every marriage, every family; you could restore unity in every church, 
if we just actually approached life that way.  
 
The second one, and these are not so different. They kind of all meshed together really…with all 
humility and gentleness…  
 
The word gentleness is a word that means strength that’s under control. It was used to describe a 
gentle breeze, with the idea that nature has tremendous power, but when that power is brought 
under control, it’s this gentle breeze that’s actually quite pleasant. It was used to describe a horse 
that has been broken to a bit, a horse that still has tremendous power and strength, but it’s been 
brought under control. I really am not strong when I cannot control myself, when I cannot control 
my temper, when I cannot control my reactions. I’m not strong; I’m actually quite weak. Strength is 
bringing all that under control, that I am strong enough through the power of the Holy Spirit to 
control my reactions, to control my responses. We often like to say things like, “So and so really 
made me mad.” The truth of the matter is nobody makes you mad. You choose to be mad, and the 
more strength you have with the power of the Spirit, the more you can bring that under control. I 
don’t have to react to everything; I don’t have to be offended by everything; I don’t have to get 
angry about everything; I don’t have to spout my opinion about everything. So this gentleness is 
kind of this idea of strength that brings me under control, that creates a greater context for unity. 
 
The third one is patience. Patience, the Greek word is literally long-tempered. We refer to people as 
being quick-tempered or short-tempered. This would be the polar opposite; this is somebody who is 
long-tempered. Some of you live with, work with, are in family with, are in a relationship with 
someone who is quick-tempered. It’s a very unsafe way to live. You just never know when this 
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person is going to go off. It’s impossible to be intimate with someone like that. It’s impossible to 
feel a sense of unity because there’s always this risk involved; the environment always feels unsafe. 
This is the opposite of that. This is someone who because of humility, because of gentleness, 
because of being long-tempered, is someone who feels very safe. This is someone who feels no 
matter what happens, everything is going to be okay. We are going to work this out, because this 
person feels extremely safe. That’s the power of the Holy Spirit at work there.  
 
The next one is showing tolerance for one another. It’s interesting if you kind of take the 
progression of terminology here. At one time the King James translated this forbearance because 
they thought that was clearer. Then they thought that was unclear; “Nobody knows what that 
means,” so they used the word tolerance, which is what the NASB uses. Now we as a culture have 
so misunderstood the word tolerance, it probably would be better to take it back to forbearance 
again. The idea of tolerance in our culture, we have basically turned the definition 180 degrees 
upside down on its head. For us, we define tolerance today as this idea of anything goes. And if you 
say anything that disagrees with that, if you say anything that’s a contrary opinion, if you say 
anything that challenges that, you are labeled intolerant. But tolerance by its very definition requires 
a difference of opinion. The whole definition of tolerance is that we do have points of disagreement; 
we do see things differently; that’s what I need to tolerate. You have to have that disagreement in 
order to have anything to tolerate. It carries much more the idea that we do so with an attitude with 
respect, with an attitude of dignity, with a sense that we do see this differently. We have differences 
of opinions; we may engage on different ideas but, at the end of the day, as people made in the 
image of God, I choose to treat you with respect and with dignity. The idea in the context here 
would be an acknowledgement that there is going to be conflict in a local church; there are going to 
be things that happen that hurt you or upset you or that you disagree with. There’s a sense in which 
I choose, rather than reacting, rather than creating disunity—that maybe I’m willing to overlook 
some things to give people the benefit of the doubt—and with respect and humility and gentleness, 
putting all these together, I choose to embrace the greater good, understanding for the sake of unity, 
for the sake of the mission of the church, I choose to give myself away, to die to myself for the 
greater good of the gospel. That’s the basic idea. It’s saying these things will happen, and 
sometimes, rather than to react to that, we choose to embrace the greater good and move on.  
 
The last one is in love. This is agape; this is love that’s not an emotion. It’s love that’s a  
commitment of your will. Basically, all of these qualities are in the context of love—a choice I  
make to think of somebody else as more important than myself, to think of my fellow believers, but 
even to think of lost people outside the boundaries of the church, living in darkness, that need to see 
the light. And the more conflict, the more disunity, the less likely those people will believe the truth. 
So for the good of my fellow believers and for the good of those who do not yet know, I choose to 
think of others as more important than myself, which all ends up then in the final statement of that 
discussion:  

 
… being diligent (the word means being zealous) to preserve the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace. (Vs.3)  

 
It’s very interesting, the wording here. It reminds us that we don’t create unity. God has already 
created unity. Our calling is to preserve it, to protect it. The language is to be zealous to protect 
unity. It would be correct to say that for every one of us who has trusted Christ as Savior, we are 
perfectly unified in the heavenlies. We are equal in every way, not because of our own 
performances, not because of our story, but because we are equally in Christ, and we stand equal in 
Christ now and forever. Believe it or not, we are perfectly unified in the heavenlies today.  
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The problem is it’s often less than that on earth. So the calling is to diligently, to zealously preserve 
the unity on earth that is true in heaven. So let me just kind of approach it this way: I think all of us 
as Christians—I’m going to throw us all in the mix, including myself—we all have a tendency to 
take certain sins and behaviors and overinflate them, and we take other behaviors and sins and we 
minimize and dismiss them. We all do that—and it’s a problem. It’s different areas, different sins 
that we focus on but, at the end of the day, it’s really easy to see everybody else’s stuff, everybody 
else’s problems, everybody else’s behaviors, and it’s hard to see our own. We tend to dismiss some 
things and we make a big deal out of others. But I would say, collectively, it would be fair to say 
that most Christians, on the scale of things that really matter, take this topic of unity, and for the 
most part shrug our shoulders and say it’s not that big of a deal. But if you look at the language of 
the text, Paul starts by saying, I implore you, I beg you. He doesn’t say that very often in his letters. 
And then it comes down to: be zealous to preserve the unity on earth that’s already true in the 
heavenlies.  
 
Just to remind you how big of a deal this is to God, go back to 1 Corinthians 11 when the conflict 
was happening within the context of a fellowship dinner, and there was disunity because of sinful 
behavior.  The text says that God responded by disciplining some people and making them sick, and 
disciplining some people by putting them to death. There are very few texts like that in the New 
Testament, but it’s very insightful to help us understand God is very, very serious about this topic. 
So I would encourage us not to shrug it off as, “No big deal.” Regardless of the past, regardless of 
what’s happened, the reality is—for me, personally, today—what am I willing to do to preserve the 
unity of the body of the Christ? That’s the question we need to wrestle with.   
 
Verses 4 through 6 then just give us kind of a theological foundation for why this matters. It’s 
organized around the three members of the Trinity—the Spirit, the Son and the Father. Verse 4: 
 

There is one body and one Spirit…  
 
… a reminder that we together are the body of Christ. Paul uses the metaphor of the body different 
ways for different reasons, but most often as it relates to unity. My body functions in a unified way. 
If it doesn’t, we refer to it as being spastic. So this is a unified machine. All of our bodies are quite 
remarkable that way. And that’s a picture of how the body of Christ should function. This is not 
human effort; it’s a supernatural unity, and he tells us that because each one of us has within us the 
indwelling Spirit of God. There’s a supernatural capacity to pull us together. This is a remarkable 
thing when you travel to China, when you travel to India, when you travel to Central America, 
when you travel to New York City or Chicago or LA. Wherever you go, when you find Christians, 
there’s a reality that even though our cultures and our lives may be so dramatically different, what is 
true of us is that each one of us, as believers, have the same Spirit within us that miraculously bonds 
us together. For that theology to have credibility, we should actually live like it. That’s kind of the 
idea there. The second is one Lord, referencing Christ. He says: 
 

… just as also you were called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism, (Vs 4b-5)  

 
That’s kind of Chapters 1, 2, and 3. One Lord is referencing Christ. One hope, remember hope is 
always something that’s future, but it’s guaranteed. We all, no matter what our story, no matter 
what our background, no matter what the label is over our church, if I’ve trusted Christ as Savior, 
we all together have the same future—equal and spectacular! That’s one hope. We have one faith, 
which is kind of the reference to one body of doctrine that defines us, and one baptism, not talking 



	   6	  

about water baptism, but being identified into the body of Christ. We all together are equally 
identified into the body of Christ. And finally, the Father: 
 

...one God and Father of all who is over all and through all and in all. (Vs. 6) 
 
Basically we saw this in Chapter 2.  The Father is the creator of this remarkable new race. It’s not 
Jew, it’s not Gentile; it’s not black, it’s not white; it’s not rich, it’s not poor. It’s those who are in 
Christ, equal in every way, not based on your performance, not based on your self-righteousness, 
but based on what Jesus has done for you. Because of the truth of the gospel, we are remarkably 
united in the heavenlies. The Father is the creator of the family; the Son is the one who has made it 
possible with one hope, one faith and one baptism, and the Spirit is the one who practically makes it 
possible on earth—one Spirit dwelling within us all.  
 
So think of it this way: Let’s imagine that the moment anyone trusted Christ as Savior, you turn 
bright green...I mean, bright green. (laughter)  So immediately you would know, “Aha,” you could 
just spot that these are all people that from the standpoint of this earth, we have different stories, we 
have different backgrounds, we have different ethnic backgrounds, we might have different 
denominational labels over us. But we would be able to cut through all that and realize, when I go to 
school, when I go to the mall, when I go to work, when I go to the coffee shop—no matter what I 
think—in God’s economy, if you are green, you are in, (laughter) and we are perfectly unified in 
Christ in the heavenlies.  Now the calling is to make that happen on earth. It takes humility; it takes 
patience; it takes gentleness; it takes tolerance or forbearance; it takes love; it takes this miraculous 
indwelling Spirit to make it possible. If that was true, it would change everything. I would realize 
beyond all my little distinctions and differences, and things that I might want to argue about, if God 
says you are green, then you are green. You are in! We need to come together because that’s what 
God commands!  
 
The reality is God doesn’t turn us green, but other than that, everything that I just said is true. To 
understand that if someone has trusted Christ as Savior, then we are perfectly united in the 
heavenlies, and God’s call is to do everything possible to preserve that unity in His church on earth 
for the sake of the gospel. My prayer would be that each of us would do our part to make that 
possible.  
 

 
Father, we are thankful this morning that when we were lost and without hope, You sent 
Your Son Jesus to be the Savior of the world, that by faith our sins are forgiven and we are 
placed in Christ. Lord, we as Christians stand equal in every way in Christ in the 
heavenlies today and forever. God, help us to understand how deeply You desire for us to 
be united as Your church on earth. Lord, this morning, we celebrate these lives that have 
been radically changed by the power of Jesus, and we count it a privilege to be united with 
them as Your church, as one body now and forever. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
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