A Sermon preached by Charlie Lloyd-Evans                                                       in St Mary’s Church, Market Drayton on Sunday 30th January 2011

SS3  

Ephesians 4 v1-6   “Unity in the Church”

Earlier this week I was introducing my daughters to 'dingbats', and I thought it would be a bit of fun to have a go here. So, a dingbat, for those who do not know, is an image that somehow depicts a common phrase. So what do you make of these.....
All for one and one for all. The motto of the three musketeers in Alexandre Dumas' famous book. As they entered into battle they would all call it out together 'All for one and one for all!'  It was a declaration of unity, 'we are all here for each other, we are united in one common purpose, I've got your back, you've got mine, we are here together.' There is something about military situations that is great at engendering that sense of unity. I don't know how many of you have been watching 'Dancing on Ice' over the last few weeks. Lance Corporal Johnson Beharry is a contestant on the show - the only living recipient of the Victoria Cross. Beharry was awarded it for two separate acts of valour, the first involving him repeatedly returning to the warrior tank he was driver of while it was not only on fire, but also under enemy fire, to drag out his incapacitated colleagues and get them to safety. I doubt whether Johnson Beharry really sat down and thought through what to do before he acted that day, because that unity of purpose took over. He had to save his mates, because they were in it together, all for one and one for all. And that is what our bible reading from Ephesians is about today. It is about that sort of unity in the church.
We have been going through a sermon series on the book of Ephesians over the last few weeks. And the first three chapters of Ephesians are all about Christian doctrine, what God has done for us and what he gives us. A few weeks ago Chris spoke about Power in the church, about the resurrection power that is available to us here in the church. Then last week Martin spoke about God's Presence in the church and about how that presence of God brings life, peace and stability. 
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Chapter four of Ephesians that we read this morning begins with the words 'I, therefore, urge you....', and it is always good whenever we read the bible to look out for that word, 'therefore'. As Kay Arthur of Precept Ministries would say, 'whenever you see a 'therefore', you want to know what it is THERE FOR!' 
So, therefore, because of everything that has been said before in the first three chapters of this letter, because of what God has done, because he gives us his resurrection power in the church, because he gives us his life giving presence, therefore, we should do all we can to preserve Unity in the Church in the bond of peace. And, notice, it does not say preserve uniformity in the church. God does not expect us all to be the same. It is amazing how intolerant we can be sometimes of people who are different to us, but God never expected us to be the same, we are all unique, but we make up one body. 
We are to preserve unity in the bond of peace. The Greek word used here for ‘bond’ is the same word used for the ligaments in the body that hold the bones together, but allow each to move separately, to do it's own job, but held together, bonded, into the one body. So we are to preserve that unity that holds us all together, with all our different talents and gifts and uniqueness. We do not need to create the unity. God did that through the work of Christ on the cross, as it says in Galatians 'there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus'. 
So, firstly, how does the text say we are to preserve this unity. Well it lists for us the attitudes we must maintain:
First: Lowliness- this is sometimes translated as humility, because it is about having a humble opinion about ourselves, so that we can truly value others. It is about realising our own insignificance, while seeing the worth in others. Paul expresses this in his letter to the Philippians as 'instead of being motivated by selfish ambition or vanity, each of you should, in humility, be moved to treat one another as more important than yourself.'
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Second attitude is Gentleness. A more accurate translation that is sometimes used is meekness, although that is not really a satisfactory translation of the greek word either, because it gives an impression of being a weak quality. But it is not about weakness, it is about power. Jesus was described as 'meek and mild', but he was not weak! No, it is about power under control. It is about having the power to react against others, but choosing not to. It is about being gentle, even when there is the opportunity to be harsh. And it is closely linked to the next attitude, which is:
Long-suffering. Being patient with each other. Having a long fuse, not a short one. Inevitably things go wrong between members of the church, as they do in any human relationship, but we must not allow those things to work against God's purpose of uniting all things in Christ. As one commentator put it 'When the body consists of members who are not perfect, and often sin against each other, maintaining unity is not possible unless they are willing to endure each other's imperfections.'
And we must bear with one another in love. The love being talked about here is God's type of love. The love that is unchanging. It is a perfect love that is not dependant on what others do, or think, or say, but is constant and strong. It is giving each other the right to be different. This is the attitude that makes all the others possible.
But Paul, the author of this letter to the Ephesians, does not claim that any of this is easy. Which is why he follows this with the supplication that we must, ENDEAVOUR. We must, exert ourselves, make every effort to maintain these attitudes for unity. 
I mentioned earlier that the word used for the bond we must maintain is the same as ligaments holding joints together. Ligament damage is notoriously difficult to heal, because ligaments do not have a very good blood supply. If you ignore ligament damage it just gets worse. You have to make the effort, using hot and cold compresses, resting the joint, doing the right stretches, otherwise the damage will not heal. 
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Similarly if we damage the bonds of our relationships with each other, if we ignore it it just gets worse. We have to make the effort to repair it. We have to make every effort to maintain the attitudes for unity both between individuals and across the Christian church. Because what unities us is so much bigger than what divides us.

Paul then goes on to list the core things that unite us across the Christian church. There is one body, the church is the one body of Christ here on earth, one Spirit, there is only one Spirit of God, common to us all, one Hope, we all share the same hope of eternal life with Jesus and the Father, one Lord, if the church is one body then it has one Lord, which is Jesus, one faith, different denominations, and indeed different individuals or congregations within denominations may practice faith differently, but we we still share a core faith that is constant and consistent. Paul expresses it clearly for us in his letter to the Corinthians 'that Christ died for our sins, according to the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day, according to the scriptures', One Baptism - Christians may have different ideas as to timing and method of baptism, (young George might have some objection this morning if we chose to go for the full immersion option), but we all believe that through baptism we are united to Christ and it is a great joy for us to welcome young George into that unity this morning. And finally one God and Father. 
One for all, and all for One.                                                                                   Let us concentrate on these things that unite us.                                                And why is unity so important;
In our gospel reading today Jesus prayed for the unity of his followers, and his prayer was '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.' We must be united so that we can witness to the love of God for the world. 
(5)

Last week Martin quoted the philosopher Nitzcher who said 'Show me you are redeemed and I will believe in your Redeemer'.

We have to witness to the world.                                                                           We have to live out the truth of our faith as a united church every day. 
We have just come to the end of a week of prayer for Christian unity and last Sunday evening we had a service at Christ Church where all the local churches got together to pray for Christian unity. Hywell Snook, the vicar of Christ Church, spoke about his old youth group leader, Mrs J (he actually told us her lovely lyrical welsh name, but I do not have a hope of getting that right, so we will stick to Mrs J), but she called him over to her one day and said, 'Hywell, you see those boys over there,' pointing to his friends, 'they will not read the bible, but they will read us', we must show ourselves to be a united church as a witness to the love of God. 
I was really struck by this thought a few months ago. I had driven a minibus load of school kids to a sports event at the Maurice Chandler Sports Centre. Now, I don't know how many of you have been to the Maurice Chandler Centre, but the football pitch that the children were playing on is surrounded by a barrier about four foot high, and there are gaps in the barrier where the goals are. I was sitting on the ground slightly to one side, preparing a sermon, and I had a very minimal view of the pitch, at an angle through the gap where the goal is. I could see very little of the pitch, but I could see the goal keeper. Now he was a wonderfully passionate and enthusiastic goalie, and obviously he could see the whole game, but what I discovered as I was sitting there, was that I knew everything that was happening in that game just from watching him. I knew if his team scored a goal down the other end of the pitch, I knew if they came close to scoring. I knew when his team were in possession of the ball or when the other team were. I knew it all just from observing him. And it occurred to me then what a wonderful picture that is of what the christian church should be like. People outside should be able to look at us and know what the kingdom of God is like, know what the love of God is. Every now and then as I was watching that game the play would come into my field of view and I would see it all for myself, just as sometimes the love of God breaks through in such a powerful way that it is obvious to everyone, but the rest of the time the world looks to the church, and it is our responsibility to, in unity, witness that love out to them. 
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That was Jesus prayer, that the church would be one, united with Him and with the Father. 
So just as the three musketeers would enter into battle with there cry of 'All for one, and one for all', we as a church also should live our lives with that motto, All for one - one body, one Spirit, one hope, one lord, one faith, one baptism, one God, - and one for all, one sacrifice made once for all of mankind so that all may be united in Him, ALL FOR ONE AND ONE FOR ALL. Amen
