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Ephesians 4:1-7 

Today’s passage is from one of my favorite books of the Bible, the letter to the 

Ephesians.  Full of hope and encouragement—particularly for peace and unity 

among all—it has inspired me since I was a young girl.  It can actually be read 

end-to-end in under 12 minutes.  And I highly recommend trying it. 

 

This is a Pauline letter written to the Ephesians, but it was likely written to be 

circulated to many other early churches as well.  It speaks of the church in 

universal terms.  It is written in a prayerful, liturgical, doxological style.  In many 

places it resembles a panegyric, a speech full of accolades and praise that you 

might hear at an honorary dinner. 

 

There are six chapters of Ephesians.  The first three are dogmatic, and the last 

three are didactic.  At this point the letter moves into practical instructions for 

Christian behavior.  Hear now the word of God: 

 

4 I therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to lead a life 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 making every effort 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 of your calling, 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 6 one 
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God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.  7 Each of us was 

given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift. 

This is the Word of God for the people of God.  Thanks be to God. 

 

Let us pray: 

God of Grace, illumine our hearts and minds with your light, revealing yourself to us 

today, that we might hear your word for our lives.  In your most holy and gracious 

name we pray, Amen. 
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Sermon 

In seminary, we were often asked to share our call story.  It was the detailed story 

of how we felt God’s calling on our lives into ministry.  My call story was full of 

fun elements like an unexpected career change, some “wild” friends, a Hebrew 

class, and the infamous Janet Jackson Superbowl half-time show, all proving that 

God works in very mysterious ways.  What I loved is that each person’s call was 

uniquely their own, and yet it was clear that each and every one of us had been 

called by God.   

 

In our passage today, the Pauline writer is clear that as Christians, every single one 

of us has a calling to which we have been called.  Callings are not just for those 

attending seminary or who want to become pastors.  God has bestowed a calling 

upon everyone here.  And while a calling can refer to a career choice, it more so 

refers to how you live your life.  This passage implies all have been called.  And 

all are worthy.  Not just clergy have a call.  Not just the most active lay leaders or 

the “highly spiritual” are worthy of a calling.  All are worthy, and all are called. 

 

A Presbyterian pastor I knew in Durham, along with a Duke Divinity School 

professor, wrote a commentary on Ephesians.  In it, they wrote about how they had 

asked others what they thought the most important word in the vocabulary of the 

Christian life was.  What word the Christian life could not do without.  There were 

many wonderful answers they received, including love and humility.  But in a way 

it was a trick question, because their opinion was that the word that should be at 
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the top of that list was the word “therefore.”1  Their reasoning was that throughout 

Scripture, “therefore” often signals the link between its talk of God and its talk of 

human conduct.  Everywhere the pattern is the same.  God loves us; therefore, we 

should love one another.  Jesus died to sin; therefore, we too should die to sin.  

Jesus was raised from the dead; therefore, we too should walk in newness of life.  

God sent the Spirit; therefore, let us walk by the Spirit. 

 

In the letters of Paul, “therefore” frequently marks a transition from theological 

exposition to moral exhortation.  Our actions are a response to God’s acts.  The 

gospel comes to us in both the indicative and the imperative moods, factual 

statements and commands.  So the pattern is that we hear the facts about God, and 

then we are commanded to live our lives in a similar way.  And the word 

“therefore” is often the link between the two.  In other words, when you hear or 

read the word “therefore” in Scripture, pay attention, because what’s coming next 

is our part in the action. 

 

Our passage today started with the word therefore.  “I therefore…beg you to lead a 

life worthy of the calling to which you have been called.”  For the first three 

chapters of this letter, we’ve heard about the love and grace and glory of God, and 

now it’s time for us to live our lives in this way.  I find it interesting that the 

Pauline writer is begging or imploring us to live in this way.  Have you ever had to 

beg a loved one to do something that you know is best for their lives, but they 

seem resistant?  When you are certain that if they’d just do it, things would be so 

                                                 
1 Harvard, Joseph S. and Allen Verhey.  Belief: A Theological Commentary on the Bible: Ephesians. 2011.   

(Westminster John Knox: Louisville), 131. 
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much better for them?  You feel so strongly about it that you beg, you plead, until 

hopefully they give in and do it.  That is what the writer is trying to get the early 

Christians, and us today, to do as well.  Begging us to live a life worthy of the 

calling to which we have been called.  And this call is a call to be lived out in 

community.  It means living a life full of the virtues listed here:  humility, 

gentleness, patience, forbearance, love, unity and peace.  Sounds pretty delightful, 

doesn’t it?  Can you imagine what a wonderful world it would be if we all lived by 

these virtues all the time?  But it’s hard.  Goodness, it’s hard to even imagine our 

nuclear families living exclusively by these virtues for one whole day!  

 

But notice that among these list of virtues are the words bearing and effort as well, 

implying this is not simple to live out.  It takes work, but it’s worth it.  It requires 

sacrifice, forbearance, and effort.  “Bearing one another in love” suggests the other 

is sometimes a burden.  And this is true.  Think about how much you bear your 

own family members in love, and yet you do it anyway because they’re family.  

The same should be true for our church family and community.  I once saw a 

humorous church sign that read: “Our church is like fudge, sweet with a few nuts.”  

I thought that was great, because aren’t we all a little nutty in some ways?  To be 

patient is to be big-hearted, to tolerate the nuttiness or quirks of others for the sake 

of community.  It is to be ready to endure a little discomfort for the greater good 

rather than assert our own ways as the only way.   

 

Our goal of living our worthy calling out in community is to strive to live out these 

virtues, no matter how hard it is at times.  Verse 4 tells us that together we are 

called to the one hope of our calling.  And thanks be to God, that hope does not lie 

in human capacity, but in the capacity and purposes of God.  This calling is to be 
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lived out in all of our living within community—in our marriages, in our work, in 

our saving and spending, managing and consuming, playing and politicking.  It is 

not just to be lived out for a few hours on Sunday mornings within the confines 

and safety of our church walls, but in all ways at all times in all places, with the 

common goal of peace and unity with others in Christ. 

 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu speaks about this theme when he talks about ubuntu, an 

African word that is hard to translate into English, but which essentially means 

generous, hospitable, caring and compassionate.  It means “My humanity is caught 

up, inextricably bound, in yours.  A person is a person through other people. It is 

not, I think therefore I am.  Rather I am because I belong.  I participate, I share.”  

A person with ubuntu has self-assurance that comes from knowing that they belong 

to a greater whole.  One living with ubuntu is hurt when others are hurt, and 

uplifted when others are uplifted.  It’s the deep feeling that we’re truly all in this 

together. 

 

When I think of this concept of ubuntu, as well as verses following this passage, 

which focus on the diversity of gifts each one of us has, yet which are wonderfully 

bound up in the oneness and unity of the Lord, I think of the human chain that 

formed on Panama City Beach one year ago to save two children and their family 

members from drowning in the riptide current.  You probably remember this story.  

Two boys, 8 and 11 years old, were out swimming in the ocean and got caught in a 

riptide.  Their mom, grandmother and 5 other family members dove in to save 

them, but quickly got caught up in the current, stranding 9 family members total.  

Feeling desperate, they called for those on shore to throw them a rope.   
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One man watching thought “We don’t have a rope, but we will make one.”  And so 

he and other beachgoers began to form a human chain.  One by one, 80 virtual 

strangers, linked arms to form a human chain 100 yards long to reach the family. 

Meanwhile his wife, a strong swimmer, grabbed a boogie board and said, “These 

folks aren’t dying today.”  She paddled out to the stranded family and began 

shuttling them one-by-one to the human chain.  Each family member was then 

passed down the football field length line until they were safely on shore, at which 

point, the whole crowd clapped and cheered and celebrated.  I believe this human 

chain of strangers working together to save this family is the perfect example of 

folks living out the calling to which they have been called in community. 

 

We have metaphorically similar work to do right here in our own community.  

Several months ago, our church formed a task force of various community leaders 

to address issues affecting at-risk children, youth and their families in Spartanburg.  

We believe that it is primarily relational ministry and advocacy that is lacking in 

these families lives, and that it is and should be local church lay leaders who can 

help fill these gaps, much like what Gloria and her team does with the CAST 

families and our Good Neighbor Team does for our refugee families.  It’s being 

advocates for these children and their families, helping them get connected to 

community resources, guiding them in how to navigate systems, and simply being 

there for them.   

 

This kind of ministry is good and deeply transformational for all parties involved, 

but quite frankly it’s messy.  Why?  Because there are deep, multi-layered, 

systematic, messy issues to address. And this work is relational, and guess what?  

Relationships are messy.  And just like this scripture passage has told us, these 
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communal relationships take effort and forbearance.  But folks, let’s be honest: if 

it’s not messy, then we’re not doing it right.  It has been reported that at least 25% 

of children in our county live in poverty, and the number is even higher in the city.  

That’s at least 1 in 4, folks.  Think about our own children here in our church.  

What if ¼ of them were living in poverty?  We would be mortified.  We wouldn’t 

stand for it.  Our broader community children deserve better, and we can and 

should help. 

 

Tom and I are now working closely with the Spartanburg County Foundation to 

formulate a plan.  We’re just getting started, but stay tuned to see how you can be a 

part of this ministry.  And we’re going to need you.  Just like the human chain, it 

can’t be only the task force, or just the church members who always volunteer for 

such things.  It’s going to take a lot of us in this church and a lot of folks from 

churches around the county, or we’ll never reach these families in our community 

who are drowning.  But arm-in-arm, we can work together to help pull these 

families onto safer ground.  It is likely that the waves will pound us and the tide 

will pull us, but I am convinced that together, we will prevail as a stronger and 

healthier community.   

 

This is one powerful way that’s on the horizon to live out our calling in 

community, but in the meantime, like the author of this letter, I beg you to lead a 

life worthy of the calling to which you have been called.  And that call is to be 

lived out every day.  Starting in your home, in friendships, in your workplace, in 

the grocery store and gas stations.  Mr. Rogers said that love is behind everything.  

Behind learning, there is love.  Behind relationships, there is love.  He said behind 

everything there is love, or the lack thereof.  As Christians, we want to be on the 
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love side.  Therefore, look for the places that are lacking love in our community, 

and fill them with ubuntu, and Christ’s love shining through you.  You are a vessel.  

You are worthy.  You have been called.          All praise and glory be to God. 

 

A “Prayer for the Readers” from Ephesians Chapter 3: 

14 For this reason I bow my knees before the Father,[g] 15 from whom 

every family[h]in heaven and on earth takes its name. 16 I pray that, 

according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be 

strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, 17 and 

that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being 

rooted and grounded in love. 18 I pray that you may have the power to 

comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and 

height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ that surpasses 

knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 

20 Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish 

abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, 21 to him be glory 

in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. 

Amen. 

 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians+3&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-29249g
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians+3&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-29250h

