
1 | P a g e  
 

Eager for the Unity of the Spirit 
Ephesians 4:1-16 

 
I. Introduction 

 
A. I don’t know about you, but my favorite sport is football (far and away). Of course, the NFL season 

just ended with the Super Bowl last week, but that’s ok because I’ll be looking forward to it all again 
in September. I enjoy the game immensely and I’ve been a loyal Eagles fan for 32 years (since I was 7 
years old) 
 

B. And while not unique to it, the importance of team unity can’t be overstated in football. All things 
being equal, teams that are unified in the locker room have a shot and teams that are a mess usually 
don’t. When the Eagles won the Superbowl in 2017 (beating the Patriots if anyone forgot), it was 
evident that this particular Eagles team enjoyed a high degree of unity. 

 
C. You see, championship caliber teams work a certain way. Players on those teams understand that 

what they do is critical to the success of the team because teams win or lose as teams. This is why 
selfish or divisive players are so corrosive and aren’t usually tolerated for very long.  

 
D. Now, it’s true that the church isn’t a football team and Living Hope Church isn’t a football team. But 

Christ is the Lord of all and as the creator and designer of all things, there’s going to be overlap 
because there’s an objective way life works and there’s a way it doesn’t.  

 
E. Our text this morning is Ephesians 4:1-16. This is one of the classic texts on the unity of the church, 

how we protect it, and what God desires His people to become.  
 

F. This passage also marks a transition point in the book of Ephesians as a whole. For three chapters, 
Paul has been expounding the Gospel, explaining what God has done for believers, recalling how his 
readers were saved, and laying out God’s grand vision for the church. The focus in chapters 1-3 is 
unmistakably on God’s activity and His alone:  

 
a. In chapter 1, it was God who chose us [believers in Christ] before the foundation of the 

world, blessing us with every spiritual blessing in His Son to the praise of His glory!   
 
b. In chapter 2, it was God who—being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which He 

loved us—made us spiritually alive when we were spiritual corpses. It was God who saved 
us by His grace through faith—it was not our own doing and it had nothing to do with works 
whatsoever.  

 
c. And in chapter 3, it was God’s idea that this salvation would extend to all people and not 

just the nation of Israel. Not only believing Jews would be saved, but non-Jews (believing 
Gentiles) as well. Now this is significant because Jews and Gentiles did not mix culturally. In 
fact, they hated each other. But through the death of Christ (through the Gospel), God had 
reconciled them both to Himself and made them one. Therefore, regardless of ethnicity or 
origin or any other worldly division, believers are together members of the same body, the 
same Heavenly family, and the same Heavenly Kingdom. 

 
G. So, in chapter 4, Paul transitions from what God has done to our responsibility. So, I have two points 

and because this passage is longer, I’m going to break it up and read it as we come to each point. So 
point 1 is Our Call to Maintain and point 2, Our Call to Attain.  
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II. Our Call to Maintain  

 
Ephesians 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. 

 
A. In verse 1, Paul urges us to walk in manner worthy of the calling to which we have been called.  

 
a. First, notice the language. It’s not passive in the least. Paul is exhorting us, saying in effect, 

“Get after this…do this now!” There can be no delay in heeding this admonition.  
 

b. It’s essential and urgent—to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which we have been 
called! Now that doesn’t mean that we’re making ourselves worthy of salvation by how we 
walk. Not at all; Paul isn’t contradicting what he said in chapter 2. It means our behavior, 
speech, and attitude must conform to, live up to, and adorn our calling.   

 

c. So, what exactly is our calling?  
 

i. First, we’re called to be Christians. When Paul talks about calling, he’s not just 
referring to Gospel proclamation, as if God’s calling is the same as simply hearing 
the Gospel message. No, the call Paul refers to is the personal, powerful, and 
sovereign summons of the Holy Spirit that every genuine Christian has experienced. 
It’s what brings about spiritual life. It’s what enables us to exercise saving faith.   

 

ii. Second, our calling is a holy calling. As those who have been born again, God has 
done a radical work in our hearts! He’s removed our hearts of stone and placed 
within us hearts of flesh; in other words, hearts that are responsive to Him. 
 

Ezekiel 36:26-27 

And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will 
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will 
put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to 
obey my rules. 
 
The Bible says that we are new creations in Christ with new affections and our 
calling is to be holy as He is holy. 

 

iii. Third, we’re called to be saints together with everyone who calls on His Name. God 
is not assembling a disconnected blob of individuals who casually interact with each 
other. No, as we saw earlier, we’re called into His family, into His body, and into His 
Heavenly Kingdom. There’s not this Christian body and that one, there’s not this 
Christian family and that one over there—there’s one universal church of Christ and 
each local church is an expression of the whole. There’s one Heavenly Kingdom 
and each local church is an embassy or an outpost of that Kingdom. That’s who we 
are at Living Hope!  
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iv. Brothers and sisters, what this means is that there’s a spiritual unity that God has 
established. It’s been created by the Holy Spirit and, therefore, to walk in a manner 
worthy of our calling must include visibly working to maintain this unity. God urges 
it of us!  

 

B. In verse 2, we learn how to do this: With all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with 
one another in love. It’s very easy to read a passage like this and kind of nod our heads right along 
with it. But if we stop and think about it for a moment, maintaining Christian unity can be very 
difficult. It requires the grace of God operating in our lives which means it’s not at all natural. What’s 
natural is selfish ambition, arrogance, fault-finding, bearing a grudge, irritation, impatience, and 
being “done” with this or that person. Those aren’t the marks of spiritual people. 

 
C. But you know what are? Humility and patience, bearing with each other in love, and gentleness 

which can also be translated meekness. That’s not weak; it’s willing to forgo our rights. 
 

D. So, how’s this going for you? Perhaps you can think of a brother or sister whom you are sorely 
tempted to write off or would be happy to avoid. I think it’s encouraging that God doesn’t minimize 
the relational challenges that we often experience in church. His Word says that we must “bear with 
one another.” In love, yes, but we really do forbear. In fact, the New Living Translation renders this 
“making allowance for each other’s faults because of your love.” Some of us require a lot of 
allowances, don’t we? But we make those allowances in love, because Christ does so for us and for 
that brother or sister as well. He continually forgives us when we sin and has promised to never cast 
us out and is unfailing in His love for us, so how could we respond differently? To do so would be to 
tear at our unity and practically deny the Gospel!  

 
E. No, in verse 3, Paul describes the attitude we must have, namely eagerness! Eager to maintain the 

unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. Again, the sense of the language here is emphatic. The idea 
is “spare no effort!” or “be continually diligent.” Eager to display humility! Diligent to be gentle! 
Sparing no effort to bear with! Eager to love! Eager to believe the best! Eager to encourage! Eager 
to pursue peace! Why? Because every believer here has the same Spirit and enjoys peace with God. 
Peace is our bond. 

 
Romans 5:1 
Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

 
F. Every Christian here (every one of us who have trusted in Christ) has been declared righteous apart 

from works. We stand in Christ’s perfect obedience and we have been forgiven for every sin we’ve 
committed! We deserved God’s righteous judgment for our sins, but we received peace with God 
instead! Aren’t you eager to let this peace—the peace of Christ—rule in your hearts?   

 
G. Because if the peace of Christ rules in our hearts, it will affect every part of our lives and our 

fellowship together. So let’s just take a second to drop into one area of our lives and ask, “Does the 
peace of Christ rule here?” And that area is our speech—how we talk about each other and how we 
talk to each other. Remember, the Christian sitting next to you today is a child of the Living God, one 
for whom Christ died. That person is precious to Him. Now, they might get under your skin in some 
significant ways. They surely evidence themselves to be a sinner. Perhaps they say some foolish 
things and maybe they hold some opinions which you find offensive or just dead wrong (and maybe 
you’re right). Does this mean we can speak poorly about them? Knock them down with our words? 
Carelessly spread hearsay about them? We know the answer. If someone has the Spirit of Christ, we 
can never just dismiss them or speak in a loveless or graceless way about them or to them. Does 
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that mean we never rebuke? Never correct? Never speak any hard words? No, we do, but we 
rebuke and exhort in love. We speak hard words in a spirit of gentleness and in the fear of God 
because Jesus said we’ll give an account for our words! People should feel that we are for them 
even if we must wound them.  

 
H. So, let me ask you: What’s the flavor of your speech? Do your words express humility and 

gentleness and the peace of Christ? Are the words of your mouth and the meditations of your heart 
acceptable to God? What do your comments or Facebook posts sound like, especially when you 
disagree with a fellow believer? Could an outside observer discern any love or affection for this 
brother or sister for whom Christ died? Could they discern a desire to maintain the unity of the 
Spirit? I think perhaps one of the most ignored passages in the Bible (and especially in our age) is 
Ephesians 4:29: 

 

Ephesians 4:29 
Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for building up, as fits the 
occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear. 
 
Isn’t that what you want? To give grace to those who hear! Church, let’s refuse to ignore this 
command at Living Hope! Because to ignore it would be to grieve the Holy Spirit, and we never want 
to do that! We want the peace of Christ to rule in our mouths so we can eagerly maintain the unity 
to which we’ve been called. 

 
H. Now, in verses 4-6, Paul grounds our call to maintain in our common faith. There is one body and 

one Spirit, Paul writes, one ultimate hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of 
all.  
 

a. Regardless of our differences, every Christian has received the gift of the Holy Spirit when 
we believed and therefore shares in the unity He has created.  
 

b. Moreover, we have one Lord, Jesus Christ, and it’s here that we need to pause for a 
moment. We are not called in this passage to pursue unity for unity’s sake or to pursue unity 
at any cost. To do so would be an absolute lie! No, we are unified by God’s objective 
revelation in Jesus Christ and His Gospel. There’s only one Jesus and one Gospel and they 
are revealed to us here in the pages of Scripture and Christ asks the same question to each 
of us that He asked His disciples: “Who do you say that I am?”  

 
c. There are countless people who call themselves Christians all claiming to worship or believe 

or be associated with Jesus somehow. But who is He? Because to get this wrong is not 
simply unfortunate; it is deadly. It’s the difference between eternal life and eternal death. 
So who is Jesus? He is the eternal Son of God, the second person of the Trinity. He is the 
God-Man, both fully God and fully Man, God come in the flesh. He was born of a virgin, 
Mary, lived a perfect life (sin-free!), died on a Roman cross for the sins of those who would 
believe—people from the whole world—every tribe and tongue and nation, and on that 
cross, He bore the wrath of God that they deserved in their place, He was physically raised 
from the dead three days later by God the Father; death could not hold Him, He ascended 
into Heaven where He reigns at the Father’s right hand as Lord of all, and He is physically 
coming back to this earth to judge the world in righteousness where at that time all things 
will be subjected to Him—every knee will bow and every tongue will confess that He is Lord! 
Is that who you say He is?  
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d. This is the Jesus whom the church has confessed for 2,000 years, and here at Living Hope, 
it’s the Jesus we know and have been baptized into, it’s the Jesus who we’ve trusted to 
forgive and save us apart from works, it’s this Jesus that we worship, who is the Lord of our 
lives, and whose Word we hold fast to. And if this is the Jesus that you worship and trust in, 
who is your Lord, who has saved you by His grace alone through faith alone, whose Word 
and Gospel you hold to, then we are truly united by the same Spirit with the same hope and 
belong as children to the same God and Father of all.  

 
I. So, in light of our common faith, brothers and sisters, God calls us to eagerly and joyfully maintain 

the unity that He has established. But as we’re going to see in verses 7-16, there’s more to unity 
than just maintaining it. We’re called to attain as well. 

 
III. Our Call to Attain 

 
Ephesians 4:7-16 
But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ's gift. 8 Therefore it says, 
“When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men.” 9 (In saying, “He 
ascended,” what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower regions, the earth? 10 
He who descended is the one who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all 
things.) 11 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, 12 to 
equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13 until we all attain to 
the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of 
the stature of the fullness of Christ, 14 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the 
waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful 
schemes. 15 Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the 
head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it 
is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in 
love. 
 
A. Listen to verse 13 again, “until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son 

of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.” We have places 
to go! God didn’t just establish the church and walk away; no, He’s taking us somewhere. There’s 
something for us to attain. 
 

B. But how do we get there because what we see here is a lofty picture, isn’t it? We’re certainly not 
there yet—not as individuals or as a church. No church has arrived. But this is what God is calling us 
to and while it won’t be perfectly attained until Christ returns, we press forward, toward the goal 
now! John Stott, in his wonderful commentary on Ephesians, asks the following: 

 
If unity already exists as a gift, how can it be attained as a goal? Probably we need to reply that 
just as unity needs to be maintained visibly, so it needs to be attained fully. For there are degrees 
of unity, just as there are degrees of sanctity. And the unity to which we are to come one day is 
that full unity which a full faith in and knowledge of the Son of God will make possible. This 
expression effectively disposes of the argument that unity can grow without Christian faith or 
knowledge. On the contrary, it is precisely the more we know and trust the Son of God that we 
grow in the kind of unity with one another which he desires. 
 

C. So, how can we come to know and trust the Son of God more? Well the answer here, in this text, is 
through the exercise of the gifts that Christ has given to the church.  
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D. In verse 7, we read that Christ has given grace to each one of us according to the measure of His gift. 
In other words, the exalted Christ, through His Spirit, has given each believer a gift or gifts and 
sovereignly apportioned their measure or degree. And then in verse 8, Paul quotes a portion of 
Psalm 68:18 to provide Scriptural backing for verse 7. But if you read Psalm 68 directly, you might 
have some questions because here’s what it says:  

 
Psalm 68:18 
You ascended on high, leading a host of captives in your train and receiving gifts among men, even 
among the rebellious, that the Lord may dwell there. 
 

a. Ok, so Paul says “he gave gifts to men”, but the Psalm says “he received gifts among men.” 
Why the difference? Well, if you were here last week, we saw the same thing in Romans 11. 
Paul understands that the whole Bible points to Christ and so Psalm 68 is ultimately fulfilled 
in Him. This Psalm describes God’s triumph over his enemies, and Christ’s death, 
resurrection, and ascension is the decisive triumph over all enemies—sin, Satan, all demonic 
powers, and death itself.  

 
b. As verse 9 describes, Christ descended to the earth from Heaven and more significantly to 

the lowest depths of humiliation—death on cross for our sins. But then He was raised and 
ascended on high far above the heavens victorious!  
 

c. So, like an ancient general who after conquering his enemies shares the spoils of war with 
his people, Christ, having conquered for all time, pours out gifts on His people. Perhaps 
Peter’s sermon on the day of Pentecost expresses this Psalm’s fulfillment best. 

 

Acts 2:33 
Being therefore exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the 
promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you yourselves are seeing and 
hearing. 

 
E. So in verse 11, Paul begins to describe these gifts. But notice that in this verse the gifts Christ gives 

to the church are actually different types of people: apostles, prophets, evangelists, shepherds, and 
teachers. Now if you’re new to Living Hope, this might be a good time to say that—with some 
caveats—we believe God still gives all these types of people as gifts to the church today. The 
theological word for this is continuationism which means that we believe that all the gifts continue 
until Jesus returns.  
 

F. So, I mentioned caveats—what are those? Of the five groups of people listed here, I’m not aware of 
anyone who’s claimed that evangelists, shepherds, and teachers have ceased to exist. But some 
teach that apostles and prophets have because, if they’re still around, wouldn’t this mean that the 
Bible isn’t sufficient, and that we should be looking for new revelation on par with Scripture? It’s an 
important question. So let me say two brief things in response to that: 

 

a. First, we do not believe that there are any inspired, infallible, big “A” apostles anymore—
men like Paul, Peter, and John who were authoritative witnesses to the resurrected Christ. 
But we do believe that God gives leaders who function apostolically, by planting and caring 
for local churches (especially in unevangelized areas).  

 
b. Second, while we pursue the gift of prophecy, and those who have it are a wonderful gift to 

the church, we believe that all prophecy must be tested and come under the authority of 
the written Word of God. In other words, we believe the canon is closed—which means that 
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we have all the revelation we need to follow Christ, and there is nothing outside of the 
Scriptures that the church is obligated to obey.  

 
G. So, Christ gives gifts to his church, but why does He do this? Verse 12, “to equip the saints for the 

work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ.” Notice Paul doesn’t say, “to do the work of 
ministry” with all the other Christians watching like they would a baseball game. No, they’ve been 
given by Christ to equip the saints. They lead, minister, rule, care for, and teach the saints the Word 
of God all for the purpose of multiplying the ministry of Christ. So while they exercise their own gifts, 
they also strengthen and help other Christians fan into flame the gifts that God has given to them. 

 
H. Do you see how essential this is? 

 

• How do we attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God?  

• How do we increasingly grow into maturity, into the fullness of Christ?  

• How do we come to love and trust Christ more?  
 

I. How do these things happen? They happen through the gifts and service of every saint. And Christ 
ordained that these are the means through which the work of ministry goes forward, how the 
church is built up, and how we attain to the unity of the faith! So, what gift or gifts has Christ given 
to you? If you’re a Christian, you have a gift. But if you’re not sure what it is, ask yourself some 
questions: What opportunities for service has the Lord placed in your path? What is God stirring 
your heart toward? Is there a serving team here at Living Hope you’ve considered? What 
encouragements have you received from other Christians? You have a place in the body of Christ 
and God intends for you to flourish in it to the praise of His glory!  

 
J. Finally, we attain to the unity of the Spirit as we grow. In verse 15, Paul says that we are to speak 

the truth in love, because we only grow up to maturity in Christ when we are established in the 
truth. The mature person isn’t unsettled by every wind of false doctrine as verse 14 says. That’s why 
it’s our conviction to preach the Scriptures. Because it’s only as each of us know the Word of God 
and speak the Word of God to each other and get it down deep into our souls together that we’ll 
grow up into Christ and recognize the difference between true and false and maybe more 
importantly between true and almost true. We do not grow without the Word of God!  

 

K. And then in verse 16, Paul uses the metaphor of the body to illustrate how this growth works. Christ 
is the head of the body and each of us are members with different gifts and functions. And here, 
Paul says that as the body grows, it builds itself up in love—love being the indispensable quality in 
all our ministry and service to each other. But notice carefully—the body doesn’t grow 
automatically. It only grows “when each part is working properly.” 

 

L. What does the mean? Well, it’s same with the church as it is with our physical bodies. We all know 
what it’s like to be sick—how we lack energy or clarity of thought. We know what it’s like to be 
hobbled by a twisted ankle or a bad knee. Back pain can keep in bed for days. A migraine can be 
utterly debilitating. When one part isn’t working properly, the whole body is affected. And when we 
aren’t functioning correctly in the body of Christ, the church is affected. Our church is affected! We 
won’t be able to grow up to maturity and be built up in love. So how do we work properly? Well, by 
everything we’ve seen so far. We work properly…  

 

• When we walk in manner worthy of our calling—displaying humility, gentleness, patience, and 
forbearance in all our relationships among God’s people (and perhaps especially in the hardest 
ones) 
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• When we forgive and cover over in love because Christ has forgiven us and covered our sins 

• When we welcome our brothers and sisters, energetically maintaining the unity that the Holy 
Spirit has created 

• When we hold fast to Christ and His Word and speak it to others in love, helping them hold fast 
as well 

• When we receive the gifts God has given us, both the leaders who equip us and the spiritual 
gifts He’s given to each one of us 

• And we work properly when we take hold of our place in the body and use our gifts and 
opportunities to strengthen Christ’s people!  

 
IV. Conclusion 
 

A. So let me close this morning by asking two questions: First, are you working properly in the body 
of Christ? And if not, where do you need to change and repent? Maybe there’s a relationship 
with another believer that needs some maintenance in the area of unity (there hasn’t been 
much meekness or forbearance recently). Let me encourage you to spare no effort and be 
diligent. Or maybe you’ve neglected the gift or gifts that God has given you—maybe out of 
discouragement or fear of failure. If that’s you, don’t deny Christ an opportunity to glorify His 
Name or care for His people by burying what He’s entrusted to you. His strength is made 
perfect in your weakness and it’s in His strength and power that you exercise your gifts. They 
are, after all, Holy Spirit gifts. Or maybe you need to take hold of your place in Christ’s church (in 
this church!) and move toward the center of it. You’re here, but not very involved or hanging on 
the outside. Consider: THIS church is an expression of the universal church of Christ which He 
bought with His blood and through which the Bible says God is manifesting His wisdom to the 
universe! Wouldn’t it be worth moving into that a bit more? And if you’re not sure where to 
start, let me suggest two ways:  

 
a. First, consider membership here at Living Hope. It’s our conviction from the Scriptures 

that every Christian should be member of a local church. It’s the only way that you really 
do the “one-anothers” that we’re commanded to pursue in the New Testament. And we 
actually have our New Members class (called EXPORE) happening in two weeks, on 
Saturday, February 22nd. If you’re not a member, consider coming out. There’s no 
obligation; it’s doesn’t make you a member, but it’s a starting point.  

 
b. Second, join a Community Group (a small group). You don’t need to be a member to join 

one. But our Community Groups are one of the main ways we do fellowship at Living 
Hope; it’s the main way to get plugged in. It’s one of the main places to use your gifts 
and speak the truth and build up the saints even as you are built up. So let me 
encourage you, come into the center of the church!   

 
B. Second question, when you look at the church, do you see what God sees? Because our call to 

maintain and attain is based on what God sees. You might say, “Well, this sounds all fine and 
good, but have you noticed how divided Christians can be? Are you aware of how Christians can 
attack and gossip about each other?” Yes, absolutely, but this will not deter the Lord. His 
people will attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God. They will 
attain to mature manhood and to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ. Brothers 
and sisters, we will be like Christ. He will have a pure bride. He will present the church to Himself 
in unity and splendor because He died to obtain this. The glorious picture we see in Revelation 
of the Bride of Christ, the church—it’s going to happen and we’re going to be a part of it. 

 

Revelation 19:6-8 
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Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the roar of many waters 
and like the sound of mighty peals of thunder, crying out, “Hallelujah! For the Lord our God 
the Almighty reigns. 7 Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the 
Lamb has come, and his Bride has made herself ready; 8 it was granted her to clothe herself 
with fine linen, bright and pure”— for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints. 

 
That will be the day! But until that day arrives, Living Hope Church, let us eagerly work to 
maintain the unity of the Spirit and attain to all that God has for us together. Amen. 
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