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Text 
As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. 

2 
Be 

completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 
3 
Make every effort to keep the 

unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 
4 
There is one body and one Spirit-- just as you were called to 

one hope when you were called-- 
5 
one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 

6 
one God and Father of all, who is 

over all and through all and in all. 

 

Introduction 
 Okay, we come to a major hinge in Paul’s letter to the Ephesian-area churches 

today.  It’s a familiar structure for Paul if you’ve read any of his other letters.  For 

example, the book of Romans – Paul’s theological magnum opus – delves deep into the 

gospel, the excellencies of Christ, our utter inability to save ourselves, and God’s 

sovereign work of grace in the first half of the book.  Then it climaxes in a doxological 

outburst at the end of chapter 11 – 

 

Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God!  

How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways!  For 

who has known the mind of the Lord, or who became His counselor?  Or 

who has first given to Him that it might be paid back to him again?  For 

from Him and through Him and to Him are all things.  To Him be the 

glory forever.  Amen. 

 

Then in the next verse (Rom. 12:1) we get – “Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of 

God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God…”  

(Parakalw/ ou=n um̀a/j…)  “Therefore, in light of all this stuff I’ve been telling you about 

God and his great mercy in Christ, here’s how you should respond…”  And then there’s 

all this practical stuff. 

 Now, look at Ephesians 4:1 – “As a prisoner for the Lord, then [/therefore], I urge 

you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.”  (Parakalw/ ou=n um̀a/j…)  It’s 

the same word for therefore (ou=n) and it’s the same word for urge (parakale,w).  

“Therefore, in light of all this stuff I’ve been telling you about God and his great mercy in 

Christ,” Paul says, “here’s how you should respond.”  And then there’s all this practical 

stuff. 
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 Ephesians 4:1 marks a major shift in the book.  It’s the shift from doctrine to duty, 

creed to conduct, exposition to exhortation, orthodoxy to orthopraxy, theology to ethics, 

indicative to imperative.  Just to refresh your memory on some of the breathtaking views 

shown to us in the first half of the book, let me quickly go back over it. 

In chapter 1 we looked at predestination before time, redemption in the fullness of 

time, salvation in the course of time, and spiritual growth over time.  We got such great 

theological zingers as – “In love he predestined us to be adopted as his sons through Jesus 

Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will” (1:4-5); “In him we have redemption 

through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace 

that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding” (1:7-8); “In him we were also 

chosen, having been predestined according to the plan of him who works out everything 

in conformity with the purpose of his will” (1:11).  There’s the mystery, the summing up 

of all things in Christ, the sealing of the Holy Spirit, the realization of being God’s 

treasured possession.  And who can forget the refrain telling us that everything is to the 

praise of his glory?! 

In chapter 2 we had that sobering description of our natural state – “dead in your 

transgressions and sins” (2:1), “objects of wrath” (2:3) – but that big BUT that introduced 

God’s gracious act of love that united us to his Son and made us alive in him (2:4ff).  

And how can you get much clearer than – “It is by grace you have been saved, through 

faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one 

can boast” (2:8-9)?  And then there was the transition from speaking of individual 

salvation to corporate salvation, that in Christ God has created a new humanity (2:15) – 

Jew and Gentile together… something cosmic in scope. 

He continues to ruminate on that in the beginning of chapter 3, then towards the 

end of chapter 3 we get this touching prayer from Paul where he prays that God would 

make all of this massive, weighty theology come alive in his readers’ hearts, that they 

would really, truly, in the very core of their beings “grasp how wide and long and high 

and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge – that 

[they] may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” (3:18-19).  And just like at 

the end of Romans 11, at the end of Ephesians 3 Paul can’t contain himself and bursts out 

into an electrifying doxology – 

 

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or 

imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory 

in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and 

ever!  Amen. 

 

Then we get the “therefore.”  After talking primarily about what it means to be a 

Christian, now Paul’s ready to get specific in these last three chapters about what the 

Christian life should look like.  And 4:1 – “live a life worthy of the calling you have 

received” – “is a comprehensive exhortation… which covers every aspect of the readers’ 

lives and stands as the ‘topic’ sentence over [all that] follows.”
1
 

 So today we’re going to do three things.  (1) First, we’re going to spend some 

more time underscoring the relationship between what God has done for us in Jesus and 

what we’re supposed to do.  That will be the first item of business.  We can never be too 

clear on that.  (2) Secondly, we will spend some time thinking together over what Paul 
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mentions in vv. 2-3 as his first topic of exhortation; namely, community life.  (3) Then, 

thirdly, we’ll look at the deep truths and realities found in vv. 4-6 that under gird such a 

call for harmonious community life, because even in his ‘practical’ section we will see 

that Paul can’t avoid theology. 

 In short, what we’ll see in these six verses today is just this:  God’s work makes 

community, but community takes work. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Indicative and Imperative 
 How radically different would this book be if it started at 4:1 like this – “As a 

prisoner for the Lord, doing my part to suffer for God, I urge you also to live a life 

worthy of the calling you have received.”  The calling there would have to be understood 

as a call to a particular ethical standard or lifestyle of which he as about to enumerate and 

reiterate. 

 Thank God… I mean that… thank God that there are chapters 1-3 and therefore 

there is a “therefore.”  And thank him that the calling here is not some list of rules or 

demands, but is God’s gracious and effective action in a person’s life to bring him to an 

awareness of his sin, to a hearing of the good news that Christ died to redeem sinners, 

and to a place of trusting in Christ to forgive him his sins. 

 Yet I think most people think of Christianity as if it all started at 4:1 – here’s what 

you have to do, here’s how you’re supposed to live.  It’s so important that we understand 

the relationship between the indicative and the imperative.  Indicative – here’s what’s 

true; imperative – here’s what you have to do.  If you don’t understand that the 

imperative comes after and as a result of the indicative you’re in for a disaster. 

 Christianity is, first and foremost, about news… good news!  That’s what the 

word ‘gospel’ means.  And news is always in the indicative.  It’s a statement of fact, a 

report of an event.  “Christ died for sinners!”  It comes with urgency and elicits an 

immediate response, but it comes as an indicative. 

 So many think the message of Christianity is something like this – “I have good 

news for you – ‘You have to stop looking at porn!’”  Let’s use that as an example.  First 

of all, that’s not news, that’s advice.  It’s not gospel; it’s law.  It’s not indicative; it’s 

imperative.  It offers no hope, no joy, no power; comes really with no love. 

Good news would be something like – “Your obsession with pornography is not 

bringing you pleasure.  In fact it’s enslaving you.  It’s an addiction.  It’s destroying you 

and your relationships with others.  And ultimately, it’s sinful because it’s a substitution 

of what is truly pleasurable (God!) for something that is self-centered; a snub of your 

Creator, if you will.  And that’s serious.  Recognize that and know that God in his infinite 

mercy has provided a way for your sins against him to be forgiven and for you to be freed 

from yourself and enthralled with the One who is supremely beautiful – Jesus Christ who 

did not lust for control but gave himself as a sacrifice, took all the filthiness of people’s 

sin upon himself and paid the price for it completely on the cross so that you could be 

cleansed of all your defilement in God’s sight.  It’s true!  Believe it and find your soul’s 

satisfaction in him!  I have good news for you!” 

 The Christian’s message to the world is not that they have to stop certain 

behaviors and start others.  It’s rather that they’re intricately and infinitely bad and have 
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no hope of being good enough, but there was One who was good enough and their sin can 

be his and his righteousness can be theirs on account of his death and resurrection.  Now, 

should Christians stop looking at porn?  Absolutely, but only as a response to the superior 

beauty of the cross; only in the knowledge that their sins are forgiven; only out of love – 

love of their current or future spouse, love for the souls whose bodies are objectified by 

the porn industry, and love for God that’s ultimately instigated by the love that he first 

showed you. 

 One woman put it this way – 

 

She said that she had gone to a church growing up and she had 

always heard that God accepts us only if we are sufficiently good and 

ethical.  She had never heard [this message], that we can be accepted by 

God by sheer grace through the work of Christ regardless of anything we 

do or have done.  She said, “That is a scary idea!  Oh, it’s good scary, but 

still scary.” 

…[Someone] asked her what was so scary about unmerited free 

grace?  She replied…, “If I was saved by my good work – then there 

would be a limit to what God could ask of me or put me through.  I would 

be like a taxpayer with rights.  I would have done my duty and now I 

would deserve a certain quality of life.  But if it is really true that I am a 

sinner saved by sheer grace – at God’s infinite cost – then there’s nothing 

he cannot ask of me….”  If Jesus really had done this for her – she was not 

her own.  She was bought with a price.
2
 

 

 That’s what we’ll be looking at in the last half of Ephesians – the life that God 

desires for his purchased people.  It’s so important as we go through this section at the 

end of Ephesians about what kind of behaviors God’s grace should elicit that you never 

lose sight of God’s grace that’s implicit (sometimes actually explicit; i.e. 4:32).  A pastor 

named Tim Keller has a way of putting it that I think says it best – Human religion says, 

“You obey, therefore God accepts you.”  Christianity says, “No, no, no.  God accepts you 

in Christ, therefore you obey.”  “I obey, therefore I’m accepted” versus “I’m accepted, 

therefore I obey.”  It’s a world of difference.  The only valid motivation for morality is 

grace.  Let’s not lose sight of the indicative as we look at the imperative.  I’ll try to make 

sure of that… 

 

The Imperative of Community 

 So all of that was v. 1 – Therefore… live a life worthy of the calling you have 

received.  Now here we go…  What’s the very first description Paul gives of the kind of 

life worthy of God’s gracious calling?  Is it – “Okay, now, in view of God’s mercy, stop 

looking at porn?”  He is actually going to say that in chapter 5, but that’s not where he 

starts.  Is it – “Okay, now I want you to spend an hour everyday by yourself reading your 

Bible and praying?”  Or – “Be totally disciplined and self-controlled; be honest, showing 

people what personal virtue looks like?”  No.  It’s – “Be completely humble and gentle; 

be patient, bearing with one another in love” (v. 2). 

 What do you notice about this cluster of commands?  These are all character traits 

that are defined in community, in relation to other people.  To be humble is not to 
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pridefully view yourself as better than others; it’s to put others needs above your own.  

To be gentle is not to be angry or gruff or controlling with other people; it’s to be 

sensitive and compassionate with others.  To be patient is not to give up on people and 

say, “Screw them;” it’s to not erupt in frustration; it’s to stick out relationships with 

others.  Bearing with one another in love is not getting incessantly annoyed, not holding 

grudges; it’s forgiving others. 

 The very first exhortation or group of imperatives Paul gives revolves around 

community life.  Interesting!  It’s as if Paul was saying, “Okay, the first and most obvious 

and most important ramification of the predestining, adopting, redeeming, sealing, life-

giving, reconciling grace of God to sinners is that they will now get together and get 

along with other sinners.  And that doesn’t mean three Christian guys who share an 

apartment and talk about the spirituality of certain movies.  It’s called church.  To be a 

Christian is to be in fellowship with other Christians. 

 And that takes work.  It takes walking with humility and gentleness and patience 

– traits that were quite countercultural at the time (the Greco-Roman world didn’t value 

humility at all; meekness was confused with weakness).  It happens by bearing with one 

another in love – something that’s extremely countercultural in our consumeristic society 

today where it so easy to pick up and move churches like that.  Instead Paul says that 

community takes work.  Look at v. 3 – “Make every effort [literally, ‘work hard’] to 

keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” 

It seems easier and perhaps preferred at first to just split up and call it 

irreconcilable differences.  There’s a kind of pleasure involved – have you ever noticed? 

– in being impatient; holding a grudge feels so good sometimes; keeping people in a box 

seems so safe; carrying a chip on your shoulder makes you feel big and important; but in 

the end all of these actually kill you.  Bitterness, anger, flying off the handle… are kind 

of like pornography – they promise you a quick rush, they feel good in the moment, but 

in the end they enslave and ruin you, they isolate you more and more from others and 

from God. 

But in light of God’s mercy, in light of Christ’s humbling himself and taking the 

very nature of a servant even going to the point of death on a cross (cf. Ph. 2:6-8), in light 

of his gentleness with you not treating you as your sins deserve (Ps. 103:10), in light of 

his display of unlimited patience in your life (cf. 1Tim. 1:16), in light of how forbearing 

God is with you – how many times every day you offend him yet he looks to Christ and 

his righteousness and his blood covering over the multitude of your sins… in light of all 

this how can you be so arrogant towards your brother or sister in Christ so as to be 

irritated and irate?  Fed up?  Put off?  How can you write her off?  Avoid him?  Be 

resentful?  Be judgmental?  How can you not be patient and forbearing and loving? 

In meditating on these verses, which convict me of so many unrighteous attitudes 

and careless words, I went back and re-read Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s little discussion of 

Christian fellowship entitled, Life Together.  I commend it to you wholeheartedly.  It is 

excellent!  Bonhoeffer was a German Christian during the Third Reich who helped lead 

the underground Confessing Church and was eventually hanged by the Nazis.  I’m going 

to quote a lot from him here on out. 

What does it mean to be completely humble and gentle?  Bonhoeffer says it 

“means, in all soberness and without mincing the matter, to consider oneself the greatest 

of sinners.”  He says, 
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If my sinfulness appears to me to be in any way smaller or less detestable 

in comparison with the sins of others, I am still not recognizing my 

sinfulness at all.  My sin is of necessity the worst, the most grievous, the 

most reprehensible.  Brotherly love will find any number of extenuations 

for the sins of others; only for my sin is there no apology whatsoever.  

Therefore my sin is the worst.  He who would serve his brother in the 

fellowship must sink all the way down to the depths of humility.  How can 

I possibly serve another person in unfeigned humility if I seriously regard 

his sinfulness as worse than my own?  Would I not be putting myself 

above him…?
3
 

 

 Do you take this mindset with you into church?  If you doubt its truth, you should 

doubt your salvation.  If you believe it, you should then be able to bear with another 

sinner in love.  Elsewhere Bonhoeffer writes: 

 

Is the divine gift of Christian fellowship anything less than [brothers and 

sisters who will go on living with us through sin and need under the 

blessing of His grace]…?  Even when sin and misunderstanding burden 

the communal life, is not the sinning brother still a brother, with whom I, 

too, stand under the Word of Christ?  Will not his sin be a constant 

occasion for me to give thanks that both of us may live in the forgiving 

love of God in Jesus Christ?  Thus the very hour of disillusionment with 

my brother becomes incomparably salutary, because it so thoroughly 

teaches me that neither of us can ever live by our own words and deeds, 

but only by that one Word and Deed which really binds us together – the 

forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ.
4
 

 

 You see, the problem is that we don’t recognize our sin and we have romantic, 

idealistic dream-notions about what community is.  We think it’s supposed to be this 

deep, intimate experience where we all like each other and we all just click and it’s 

amazing.  We don’t think community should take work.  It should just fall into place.  

But as Bonhoeffer says, “By sheer grace, God will not permit us to live even for a brief 

period in a dream world.”
5
  He, in his love, seeks to smash our romantic, idealistic dream-

notions about community and show us that we are sinners in need of grace.  We need to 

be confronted with our sin and with God’s grace.  That’s our greatest need.  Not a fun 

time on Friday.  We need to be busted free from our Narcissism that desires to be around 

people who are just like us.  We need to learn to bend out horizontally the grace we’ve 

experienced vertically and also receive grace from others. 

 Bonhoeffer puts it starkly – “He who loves his dream of a community more than 

the Christian community itself becomes a destroyer of the latter, even though his personal 

intentions may be ever so honest and earnest and sacrificial.”
6
  Do you love your idea of 

what a church is supposed to be more than what this very imperfect rag-tag group of 

people actually is?  Do you love your idea of what a small group could be/should be more 

than the collection of misfits and social awkwardness that comprises your boring little 

group? 
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 Paul’s saying, “Stop being so cocky!  Be completely humble.”  “Stop being so 

flighty, running from here to there always looking for your dream.  Be patient; dig in; 

commit.”  “But plan to be disappointed!”  Why else would Paul feel the need to mention 

“bearing with one another in love?”  Because you’re a sinner and your fellow Christians 

are sinners and whenever you put sinners together they are bound to step on each other’s 

toes.  Paul has to remind them to therefore, in light of God’s love, bear with one another 

in love.  As Christians it is imperative that we not run away from relationships that are 

hard or hurt, but run to them!!  Because it is in those relationships where we will 

experience most profoundly the utter grace that has been lavished on us.  Don’t avoid the 

person you find utterly obnoxious; God wants to show you through him how obnoxiously 

prideful, impatient, and hateful you really are… and thus how utterly in need of the 

gospel you are.  The people that drain you remind you that your sin drained the blood, the 

very life out of Christ. 

 A word about v. 3:  I’ve already said that it is an injunction to work hard.  But 

what does it mean to keep the unity of the Spirit?  It means that unity is not something 

that we have to create.  It already exists.  As Bonhoeffer says, “[Community] is not an 

ideal which we must realize; it is rather a reality created by God in Christ in which we 

may participate.”
7
  We don’t make unity, we maintain it.  The Spirit in uniting us with 

Christ has united us with each other.  That is the reality, whether we like it or not, 

recognize it or not, experience it or not.  All the saints who are in Christ are bonded 

together with each other.  It’s the invisible church.  There’s nothing we can do to change 

that.  Be we are enjoined to preserve it. 

 What does that mean?  John Stott puts it nicely – “…to maintain the church’s 

unity must mean to maintain it visibly….  We are to demonstrate to the world that the 

unity we say exists indestructibly is not the rather sick joke it sounds but a true and 

glorious reality.”
8
  God’s work makes community, but community takes work.  This 

entails the nitty gritty of working through issues again and again, making hard phone 

calls, inviting people you don’t want to be there, giving the benefit of the doubt, 

apologizing, forgiving… 

 I don’t think I need to tell all the stories of how Christians have failed to keep the 

unity of the Spirit, do I?  You’ve seen the ugliness most likely – the church that split over 

the color of the carpet in the sanctuary.  Paul is saying that we can’t be okay with this, 

with the visible church being a mess and put up with it or bail out on it and just say, “Oh, 

but the invisible church… that’s what I belong to.”  No, we are to do everything in our 

power to preserve the unity of the visible church. 

 

The Basis of Our Unity 

 Verses 4-6 are essentially Paul going back to much of what he’s already said in 

chapters 1-3 and underscoring the reality of the unity that God’s work has made.  These 

(largely) invisible realities are to encourage us along in our work to maintain the visible 

unity of the church. 

There is one body.  Ephesians 2:15-16 – “His purpose was to create in himself one 

new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of 

them to God through the cross.”  One body, which Ephesians 1:22-23 says is the church 

and that Christ is its head. 
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And one Spirit.  Ephesians 2:18 – “For through him we both have access to the 

Father by one Spirit.”  There’s only one Holy Spirit and so if you have the Spirit and she 

has the Spirit then you have unity. 

Just as you were called to one hope when you were called.  In Ephesians 1:18 

Paul said to his readers – “I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in 

order that you may know the hope to which he has called you.”  It’s the sure hope of a 

home in the New Creation.   Bonhoeffer puts it this way – “If, before we could know and 

wish it, we have been chosen and accepted with the whole Church in Jesus Christ, then 

we also belong to him in eternity with one another….  He who looks upon his brother 

should know that he will be eternally united with him in Jesus Christ.”
9
  We’re all going 

to be in the same place forever so we better start getting comfy with each other here. 

One Lord.  Most likely a reference to Jesus Christ, the one and only means of 

access to the Divine community, that great eternal unity of persons – Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit – each of whom are mentioned here (Spirit, Lord, Father) as if to state as one 

person has: “It is no more possible to split the church than it is possible to split the 

Godhead.”
10

 

One faith.  Christians are those who have all heard the same word of truth, the 

gospel of salvation and put their faith in it (1:13).  We’re all unified around the same 

truths of justification by grace.  Christian unity has got to be a unity of faith!  This is why 

I’m okay with some ecclesiastical divisions.  If they depart from “the faith that was once 

for all entrusted to the saints” (Jude 3), then there’s rightfully no unity. 

One baptism.  This one’s kind of tough because genuine Christians differ on the 

means of baptism, but all Christians have undergone this ritual symbolizing their need for 

washing and their identification with the Christian community. 

One God and Father of all.  Christians are adopted into God’s family (1:5), 

“members of God’s household” (2:19) and can’t get away from their brothers and sisters.  

Who is over all and through all and in all.  We’re all huddled under his umbrella, knit 

together by his thread, and centered on him. 

Those are majestic realities that should inspire you.  God’s work has made a 

community; we have all the reason to work at it.  

 

Conclusion 

 I want to close this way.  What is the most rewarding part of being in 

community… Christian community, that is?  It’s that it keeps the gospel ever before you.  

It is a place where you can go deeper into and revel in the reality that you are a sinner 

saved by grace.  This is what makes the work worth it.  One last Bonhoeffer quote: 

 

He who is alone with his sin is utterly alone.  It may be that 

Christians, notwithstanding corporate worship, common prayer, and all 

their fellowship in service, may still be left to their loneliness.  The final 

break-through to fellowship does not occur, because, though they have 

fellowship with one another as believers and as devout people, they do not 

have fellowship as the undevout, as sinners.  The pious fellowship permits 

no one to be a sinner.  So everybody must conceal his sin from himself 

and from the fellowship.  We dare not be sinners.  Many Christians are 

unthinkably horrified when a real sinner is suddenly discovered among the 
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righteous.  So we remain alone with our sin, living in lies and hypocrisy.  

The fact is that we are sinners! 

But it is the grace of the Gospel, which is so hard for the pious to 

understand, that it confronts us with the truth and says: You are a sinner, a 

great, desperate sinner; now come, as the sinner that you are, to God who 

loves you.  He wants you as you are; He does not want anything from you, 

a sacrifice, a work; He wants you alone...  God has come to you to save 

the sinner.  Be glad!  This message is liberation through truth.  You can 

hide nothing from God.  The mask you wear before men will do you no 

good before Him.  He wants to see you as you are, He wants to be 

gracious to you.  You do not have to go on lying to yourself and your 

brothers, as if you were without sin; you can dare to be a sinner.
11

 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Confess that you’re a sinner.  Repent of your sins of pride and impatience and 

unlovingness and come to the Table that Christ has spread before you – the bread and 

wine which tell of his body and blood given for you on the cross to completely redeem 

you.  And notice that you’re not the only one coming forward, that we’re all here sinners, 

and that God has given you this community so that you can grow in the gospel.  Come 

more fully into this fellowship of sinners where people will bear with you in love and you 

will learn to bear with them in love as well… 

 

Benediction 
May you continue to experience more and more of his grace through life in this 

community. 
 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 10, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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