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Living Out Our Walk Together

July 23, 2006; Eph. 4:1-3

Whenever I’m doing pre-marital counseling with a couple, at some point, we’ll always have to talk about what elements they want to have in their wedding service.  Now just about everyone wants to include the traditional lighting of the unity candle.  

· Basically, the mothers will each light a candle on either side of a larger center candle… representing the unique life they each brought into the world.

· Then, the bride and groom each takes one of those candles and together lights the large center candle representing their new life & unity as husband and wife… where the “two become one.”  

· But now here’s where people can differ.  When they put their small candles back into their holders, some people want extinguish them (to emphasize how the two b/c one) while others want to leave them burning (emphasize how they each remain unique). 
Well recently I heard a whole other take on this.  You see, at their wedding, one bride and groom put the individual candles back into their holders with the flames burning. 
· Then the bride, with a determined look in her eye, bent over and blew out her husband’s candle.  Everyone there at that wedding started to laugh.
· But let me tell you something… that woman knew what she was doing… that during their marriage ceremony the two became one --- but from what I heard, on the honeymoon the new husband discovered which one they were going to become... and it wasn’t him! 
· Well, this morning, I’d like to talk a little about unity in community… but I want to do so through the lens of a passage from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians… chapter 4, verses 1&2.

Now up until now, in the first three chapters of Ephesians, Paul has tried to infuse in each of us a deeper understanding of riches we have in Christ.

· In facts, he ends this section, at the end of chapter 3, praying that we would “grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge.”

· And now, in chapter 4, we’re going to see Paul transition from speaking about our wealth in Christ… to our walk in Christ.

· Actually, when you read through Paul’s letters, he often begins by laying theological foundations… sharing great truths and exhortations.

· Then, he makes that shift… from principles to practice… from exhortation to application. 

· And that’s just what he’s done here in Ephesians.  The first half of the book deals primarily with who we are… while the second half focuses on how we should live.

That makes sense… doesn’t it?  Because what we believe will always determine how we live out our lives from day to day.

· If we believe what he’s already shared in those first three chapters… that we’ve been chosen by God… adopted as His children, blessed with every spiritual blessing… 

· That we have been sealed by the Spirit as a guarantee of our future inheritance… 

· If we believe that we’ve been redeemed and forgiven… that we are His workmanship… that He’s broken the dividing walls that separate us from Him and one another… 

· If we believe these things… that this is who we are… than you’d expect that it would impact how we live out our lives.

And so he writes to the Ephesians, in chapter 4:1-2, “As a prisoner for the Lord, therefore, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.  Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.  Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace…”
In verse 1, Paul writes, “As a prisoner for the Lord, therefore, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.”

· What Paul is saying here is this… “I’ve just told you how rich you are in Christ… so then, don’t live like paupers any longer”.  

· “I’ve just told you that while we were dead in our sins, Jesus has forgiven us and redeemed us back to Himself… so, then live as people who were lost but, because of His love and grace, were found… 
· let that impact how you treat those people whom you work with or go to school with, etc.”
· In other words… “This is who we’ve been made in Christ… let’s now live in a way that reflects that.”

As our children get older, our expectations for their behavior obviously change.  And even though my girls will always be my “little girls”, at times, they need to be reminded how they need to act in a way that is appropriate to their age.  
· “You’re a big girl now… act like one.” Again… who we are should reflect how we act.

· And so, Paul urges us to live lives worthy of the calling we have received.

· The Greek word for “worthy” is Axios… refers to a set of balancing scales… where the weight of one side must equal the weight of the other side if it is going to balance.

· So in urging us to live a life worthy of our calling, Paul is asking us to list all that Jesus has done for you on one side of the scale… and then list how you live for Him on the other side.”  

· And then we need to take an honest look and answer the question… does it balance?  

On side we know he’s forgiven us, He’s been gentle with us, He’s been merciful.  

· So then, on the other side of the scale, can we say that we’ve forgiven others… That we’ve been gentle and merciful with those around us?

· But that’s what it means to “walk worthy”.  Who we are should reflect on how we act.  

· That’s what David was crying out for in Psalm 86 when he asked God to give him an “undivided heart”.

Notice that Paul doesn’t just encourage us to life lives worthy of our calling… but he “urges” us to do so.  That word in the Greek means to beg, implore. This means the world to Paul.

· Does my lifestyle… the way I live out my life from day to day, equal who I am in Jesus?  
Am I living a life worthy of the calling I have received?  (Not earned… but received!)
· You see, I think that if we were to be more honest with ourselves, then we’d see that the balancing scales in our life are not always all that balanced.

So, how can we change that?  How can we begin balancing the scales of our life where what we believe really does impact how we live?

· Well Paul gets us started by mentioning some important things he believes should characterize how we live our lives such as being humble, gentle, and patient.  
But then he focuses in on two other things in particular that should characterize us as believers and a church. 
· The first thing, which Paul outlines in verses 2-16, is unity, which is what we’re focusing in on this morning… Then, from verse 17, he focuses on purity.
Look what Paul writes starting in verse 2: “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.  Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”
· The truth is, the church hasn’t always done all that well in this area.  Now I should say, and I mean this, that I’ve never been in any church anywhere/time in my life that has done better at this than our church.

· And yet, the strong language Paul is using here is meant to push us even further… to walk in even greater unity as a community of believers.

· You see, Paul is urging us to be completely humble & gentle… to make every effort to maintain unity… every effort to maintain healthy, godly relationships with one another.

And yet, rather than making “every effort,” I think that we all, at times, settle for a certain level of disrepair in our relationships.  

· Where we say, “I know this person’s upset… but that’s their problem.  They’re overly sensitive… so they just took what I said the wrong way.”
· “My brother has always been that way… forget about him… I don’t want anything to do with him.” 

· “That was so mean what that person said… they really have a problem.”

· “I’m done with that person… b/c I need to protect me… guard myself…”

· Now, there is wisdom in that… but we play that card way too soon and way too often.  

· Too often, “every effort” is defined as that place where we’re just beginning to step out of our comfort zone or feel hurt.

Do you know how important it is to God that our relationships get reconciled?  Obviously, for Paul, it was paramount.  But for God, it is so important that it is the one thing He says we should keep Him waiting for!

· Matt 5:23-24 says, “If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift.”
· Listen… if it’s a choice b/t the morning paper and worship… worship!

· Between working out and worshipping the Lord… worship!

· If it’s a choice b/t reconciling and worship? Reconcile.  And by doing so, you would have offered God the kind of worship He really loves.  It’s not always easy.

For those of you 35 and older, you may have been around for the classic Coca-Cola commercial from the 70s… where all the young people from around the world stood on that hillside with their coca-colas singing:

· “I’d like to buy the world a home and furnish it with love, grow apple trees and honey bees, and snow white turtle doves.  I’d like to teach the world to sing in perfect harmony, I’d like to buy the world a Coke and keep it company.”

· Wouldn’t it be great if all we had to do was to sit down and have a coke together! It’s just not that easy!

It may seem strange… but in a way, God ties His relationship with us with our relationship to one another.

· That’s why He says, “As I have forgiven you… forgive others.”
· At times, someone will share with me how distant they feel from God.  And I need to ask… is there a broken relationship you haven’t made every effort to make right?

· It takes a lot of work to keep our relationships in repair

TIME Magazine printed a photograph of the back of Jeff George from the Washington Redskins.  His helmet was off, revealing a big, white-skinned bold spot.

· Sitting on either side of him were two African-Americans, each with a supportive hand on his shoulder.

· The caption read, “What counts most in creating a successful team is not how compatible its players are, but how they deal with incompatibility.”
It takes a lot of work to keep our relationship in repair… it also takes a lot of wounds.  Look at what Jesus had to endure in order for our relationship with God to be restored.  Isaiah said that it was “by His wounds that we were healed.”
· In trying to work out a problem in a relationship, we make ourselves vulnerable.  We risk being the first to apologize and possibly rejected for a second time.

· But one way or another, when you’re offended by what someone does or says to you (or someone you love), you’ll always have a choice to make… 

Of course, there are a 1000 ways to handle it poorly… from storming out of the room, to becoming bitter, to gossip.  

· Sometimes, we hide our gossip behind noble desires such as, “Can you pray for Frank and I?  He just did this horrible, pathetic thing to me, but I want to make it right… can you pray that his sorry heart would be open to my kind attempt to reconcile?”
· And all of a sudden, in the name of being vulnerable and asking for needed prayer, you’ve managed to come out looking like Mother Theresa… with him looking like an evil dictator.  

· In fact, if you had the chance, you would advertise the whole thing on radio… being the CNN reporter for the body of Christ, broadcasting your hurt.

In the end, though it can be difficult, and a real risk, it is always better to simply go to the one who hurt you or the one whom you’ve hurt… and make things right.

· And if someone you hurt comes up to speak to you… how will you react?  Even if you believe they’re entirely wrong in what they’re saying… how will you react?

· Will you put them down? Dismiss them as being out of their minds? Will you give them a piece of your mind?

· There are a 1000 wrong ways to react… but one right way… “Be completely humble and gentle, bearing with one another in love.” 
· Isn’t this what Jesus modeled for us?  Jesus says in Matthew 11:29, Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart.”

Unity happens when we’re all doing this… when each of us works for the good of others… not just ourselves.

· It’s been a long time since I took biology back in high school… but, at least I think I remember, that each cell of the human body has a specific function… and that ultimately, that function is to help every other cell survive.  

· That’s the whole theory behind homeostasis… where each part of the body works for the good of the entire body?

· As the body of Christ, Paul is calling us to the same thing… each of us called to give up our grudges and bitterness and fears in order to walk with one another in gentleness and humility… patience… enduring one another’s faults…

It’s certainly not something that is reinforced in our culture today.  I haven’t heard any of the pop counselors speak of being completely humble, gently bearing with one another in love.

· Instead, we hear about standing up for our rights, looking out for #1, don’t let anyone walk all over you, put up walls of protection…

· Col 3:12-14 says, “Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.”

· As God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved… because of who you are… clothe yourselves then with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.
Just don’t confuse humility & gentleness with weakness & timidity.  Numbers 12:3 says, “Moses was very humble, more than all men who were on the face of the earth.”  And yet, this humble, gentle man, in spite of his issues, confronted Pharaoh over and over again.

· Jesus described Himself as gentle and humble in heart… and yet no one would deny His courage.

· When they came to arrest Him, the disciples wanted to defend Him. “These guys aren’t taking my life?  I lay it down freely for you!  I knit them together in their mother’s wombs… What I do, I do so that you can be reconciled back to the Father.”
· What about you?  Would you describe yourself as a gentle and humble person?  

1 Peter 4 says that love covers a multitude of sins.  That means that God’s love in us… allows us to give up our rights to revenge, bitterness, grudges… and allows us to simple forgive.

· Are you letting love cover a multitude of sin?

· The opposite of humility is pride… and the opposite of gentleness is vindictiveness.

· Do you go the extra mile to lay aside pride and vindictiveness for the sake of maintaining unity in the church and honoring God?

· Are you quick to forgive and quick to restore?  That’s what it means to life a worthy life.

Unfortunately what can easily guide us isn’t humility and gentleness, but pride.  We know that both Peter and James tell us that “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.”

· Yet pride is behind so much of the divisiveness and broken relationships we have within the church as a whole.

· One way that pride manifests itself in the church is the kind of spiritual elitism that says, “our expression of Christianity is better than yours.”  

· Folks… if you are among Christians and some are speaking negatively about other churches, I expect you not to participate.

While its good and right to appreciate the church and/or denomination… we will always risk division when we hold ours up at the expense of putting down another.

· But when we lift up Jesus… our One Lord, then we’re pursuing unity in the body.

· That’s what Paul is getting to in verses 4-5, “There is one body and one Spirit… just as you were called to one hope when you were called… one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is over all and through all and in all.”
· God has made us one body… we need to make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit within the body of Christ as a whole.

There are other kinds of spiritual elitism that you see within an individual church… the kind that lifts up that part of God’s work you are into, while devaluing the things God hasn’t put in your heart to do.

· If God’s put a focus of missions in your heart… than don’t fault the person whom God has burdened with small-group ministry.

· If God has put a burden in your heart for the prophetic, then don’t look down at the person whose passion is servant evangelism.

· Humility says, “I love all that God is doing… even those things I don’t share a particular burden for.”
I read a quote from a baseball coach quote recently… He said, “It’s easy to get good players.  Getting them to play together, that’s the hard part.”  What’s true in baseball is also true in the ministry of the local church.

· When Paul says we are to “keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”, it is an urgent call… to dispense with rivalry, jealousy, hatred, and the things that divide us.

· We’re all called to be peacemakers.  Jesus said in Mat 5:9, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.”  

· If we are the “sons and daughters of God” then we ought to act like “sons and daughters of God” by making every effort at maintaining unity and healthy relationships in the church.

One of the values we have in the Vineyard is to be a church where everyone gets to play… but we also need to be a place where everyone plays nice!

· We’ve been given such a rich inheritance… now let’s be life a life worthy of that inheritance.

· Be completely humble and gentle… be patient… bearing with one another in love.  Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called.  One Lord, one faith, one baptism… one God and Father of us all, who is over all and through all and in all!

· This might be the greatest mark of the church.  Its what Jesus focused so much on when He prayed in John 17:20-23…

“I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent Me.  I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.”

