Ephesians 4. 1-6
We are now at the turning-point of the letter to the Ephesians. The first three chapters are in a certain vein and the second three will be on another tack. At first the prisoner for the Lord, Paul, has sung or prayed through the glories of God’s grace: a most wonderful vision of the completion of God’s purposes and the inclusion of Gentiles and Jews on the way to the bringing together in Christ of everything in heaven and earth (1.10). In the third chapter, a prayer explicitly was offered that those who receive the letter might grasp the treasures of this divine grace. Now, as the fourth chapter opens, the prisoner – for all that he is away from his friends – offers them direction for the lives they should lead as bearers of the promise; as receivers of the strength in God’s gift.
Not surprisingly, in light of the earlier chapters, Paul’s sense of our calling being fundamental to our identity is very obvious: see verse 1, and again in v.4 (the second half of this opening section). The exhortation, or urging, to live a life “worthy” of the calling is now the point. Picture if you like a wave of grace spreading out to the outmost corners of the creation; we could talk about our task being to surf that wave, neither to be overwhelmed by it nor to fail to harness its power. But the analogy is imperfect. Waves are finite; what God pours out is inexhaustible in its riches and glory. Yet we are to live with or in it.
The grammar of verses 2 and 3 deserves attention so that the meaning is fully understood: “with” all humility and gentleness and “with” patience; “bearing” with one another in love and “making every effort” to maintain the unity of the Spirit. The humility and gentleness are the first marks therefore of the life that is worthy of the grace of God. William Barclay and others have drawn attention to the meanings of these words. Humility was not an acclaimed virtue in the ancient world, indeed it was if anything demeaning and there was nothing worthy about it! However, in Jewish thought there can be traced associations of the dignity with which the poor of the world can carry themselves, and for the Christian humility and gentleness are above all marks of Jesus the Christ. He humbled himself; he was gentle. The hymn of Philippians 2 or the famous text in Matthew 11 about the one who asks us to take his yoke upon us would be good cross-references. Also the readiness of Jesus to bear so gently with the sinner, with the ones who were hurting and vulnerable was exemplary. For Aristotle, the great Greek philosopher, gentleness also carried the sense of being between two extremes of anger: neither being extreme in passion nor without passion. Seen alongside the word’s usage for an animal that has been trained, gentleness in the human speaks of self-control. And then there is also patience, literally in the Greek a “large temper”, or rather that capacity to be longsuffering – again Biblically  most powerfully witnessed to of God, who “is slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love”. That Paul should major on humility, gentleness and patience is referred of course to the relationships above all amongst Christians, Jews and Greeks alike, or those of different temperaments and dispositions. There is no place in the Christian community for some dominating and some cowering, some proud and some quite unsure of where they stand. The qualifying participial clauses only confirm the teaching. That we are to bear with one another in love is the thought, not that we are to grudgingly tolerate one another, but rather we are to seek one another’s best interests. There is the meaning of agape. That we are to make every effort, i.e. to spare nothing for the sake of unity is a thought highly relevant to a nascent community in which long-held divisions between Jew and Greek were so clearly part of the history. For us nowadays, it asks intense commitment to ensure that divisions say of wealth or background, of experience and learning, do not cloud the experience of community which is on offer to one and all. It also speaks to churches divided over historical niceties both of significance and of scandal. How urgent are we to manifest unity? Paul would be shocked at anyone not caring about it.
This rich teaching having been imparted, the second half of tonight’s text is almost hymnic again: two times three plus one. The first triad is of the body and the Spirit and the hope for which we give thanks. Grace draws us to be part of the body of Christ. Grace provides that Spirit who works for our good and our flourishing. Grace furnishes hope against all that might possibly detract from our confidence in God’s deliverance. How important for a prisoner to affirm such truths, but in God-given solidarity with all God’s people, how important for us all. Then there is another triad – one Lord, one faith, one baptism. It would have been even more striking in the original Greek where the genders are respectively masculine, feminine and neuter. Here we have not so much a hierarchy of truths, though the Lordship of Christ is indeed the prior reality, but just as much an interweaving of what makes us Christian. We confess Jesus as Lord. We share a faith, and the ancient pattern of confessing a creed may well be hinted at here. It came to rest most famously around the so-called Apostles’ Creed or the Nicene Creed. We confess our faith so that bad faith, and non-faith, can be refuted. And one baptism is again a referencing of the significance of God’s grace. Though the churches have been tempted throughout history to make baptism a sectarian act, Paul’s point here is that it can be nothing of the sort. Its oneness is utterly dependent on its one Lord and the one faith into which we are drawn. We are baptised not because an individual feels like confessing certain articles which he or she is inclined to agree with; we are baptised rather into the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church, for the repentance of sins and the ownership of the one who lived, died and was raised again for us. God’s grace matters more than anything.
And so to the last single clause, which is for the original context so important, and for ourselves too: namely, the confession that God is the Father of all, above all and through all and in all. The repetition of “all” is the point as much as the interpretation of the conjunctions. It is not for us to draw lines beyond which God’s grace cannot reach. If we have a God, that God is the one God of all the creation. In today’s world, the question of plural religions will quickly follow on there, but we would be naive to suppose that it was beyond being thought about two thousand years ago! It is not within the bounds of polite negotiation to settle for a multiplicity of gods – or, at least anything other than “one” God and Father of all.

