TENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST                  EPHESIANS 4: 1-16               AUGUST 5, 2012

MY FELLOW REDEMEED IN CHRIST,

    CONFLICT.  I DON’T KNOW TOO MANY PEOPLE THAT LIKE IT.  I KNOW I DON’T.  ALL FAMILIES HAVE CONFLICT TO ONE DEGREE OR ANOTHER.  HUSBANDS AND WIVES, PARENTS AND CHILDREN, BOTHERS AND SISTERS.  AND IT’S NOT FUN WHEN IT HAPPENS.  OF COURSE SOME FAMILIES HAVE MORE CONFLICT THAN OTHERS.  AND CONFLICT IS NOT RESTRICTED TO THE FAMILY…..IT CAN HAPPEN AT WORK, WITH NEIGHBORS, AND IN VOLUNTEER ORGANIZATIONS.  AND SADLY, IT CAN HAPPEN IN CHURCHES TOO…………..NOT JUST CONGREGATIONS BUT ENTIRE DENOMINATIONS CAN BECOME EMBROILED IN CONFLICT.  CONFLICT HAS BEEN AROUND EVER SINCE ADAM AND FELL INTO SIN…………AND ADAM BLAMED EVE AND EVE BLAMED SATAN.  AND SO THERE IS CONFLICT BETWEEN THE HUMAN RACE AND GOD.  EVEN THOUGH OUR TEXT DOES NOT USE THE WORLD “CONFLICT” THAT’S WHAT PAUL IS TALKING ABOUT.  PAUL SAYS THAT WE ARE TO “WALK IN A MANNER WORTHY OF THE CALLING TO WHICH YOU HAVE BEEN CALLED.”   AND WHAT DOES PAUL MEAN?   HE MEANS THAT WE ARE TO DO EVERYTHING POSSIBLE HERE AT MESSIAH LUTHERAN CHURCH TO “MAINTAIN THE GIFT OF UNITY.”
I. EACH ONE OF US HAS BEEN CALLED TO FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST AS OUR SAVIOR FROM SIN AND DEATH.   AND TO WALK IN A MANNER WORTHY OF OUR CALLING IS TO RECOGNIZE FIRST AND FOREMOST OUR UNITY, OUR ONESS THAT WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST. 
     A.  THIS IS A SPIRITUAL UNITY AS PAUL CALLS THIS “THE UNITY OF THE SPIRIT”.  EACH ONE OF US HAS BEEN CALLED TO SAVING FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST BY THE SAME HOLY SPIRIT.  AS PAUL SAYS EARLIER IN THIS LETTER:  “IN HIM YOU ALSO, WHEN YOU HEARD THE WORD OF TRUTH, THE GOSPEL OF YOUR SALVATION, AND BELIEVED IN HIM, WERE SEALED WITH THE PROMISED HOLY SPIRIT…” (1: 13, ESV).  OUR FAITH IS NOT OUR OWN DOING.  IT HAS BEEN GIVEN TO US AS A GIFT BY THE HOLY SPIRIT AS MARTIN LUTHER REMINDS US IN HIS SMALL CATECHISM:  “I CANNOT BY MY OWN REASON OR STRENGTH BELIEVE IN JESUS CHRIST MY LORD OR COME TO HIM, BUT THE HOLY SPIRIT HAS CALLED ME BY THE GOSPEL.”  NOW HERE’S THE POINT:  WE ARE MADE ONE IN JESUS CHRIST BY THE WORKING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.  OUR UNITY, OUR ONENESS THEN IS A GIFT FROM GOD AS PAUL SAYS:  “ONE BODY AND ONE SPIRIT….ONE LORD, ONE FAITH, ONE BAPTSIM, ONE GOD AND FATHER OF ALL….”  WE DO NOT MAKE OURSELVES ONE:  GOD DOES.  I CANNOT EMPHASIZE THIS ENOUGH.  WE ARE BROTHERS AND SISTERS IN CHRIST WHO ARE UNITED BY THE HOLY SPIRIT WITH THE SAME JESUS, THE SAME DOCTRINE, THE SAME BAPTISM AND THE SAME GOD AS TAUGHT IN THE BIBLE AND THE BOOK OF CONCORD, OUR LUTHERAN CONFESSSIONS.  IN OTHER WORDS WE ARE FAMILY….EVEN CALLING GOD “OUR FATHER”.  DO YOU RECONGNIZE AND UNDERSTAND THIS ONENESS, THIS UNITY THAT WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST?  WE SHOULD BECAUSE THIS WILL LAST FOREVER, EVEN BEYOND DEATH.  IN THE WORLD TO COME THERE WON’T BE ANY CONFLICTS OR DIVISIONS BUT WE WILL ALL BE IN COMPLETE AGREEMENT UNITED IN LOVE FOR ETERNITY.  AND THAT’S GOD’S WILL FOR US ALREADY IN THIS LIFE.
     B.  THIS SPIRITUAL UNITY, THIS ONENESS IS BASED ON OUR COMMON HOPE THAT WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST AS PAUL SAYS:  “JUST AS YOU WERE CALLED TO THE ONE HOPE THAT BELONGS TO YOUR CALL….” (V. 4, ESV).   PEOPLE CANNOT LIVE LONG WITHOUT HOPE.  IN OUR CURRENT ECONOMIC TIMES OF UNCERTAINTY……EVERYONE IS HOPING THAT THINGS WILL GET BETTER---  HOPING THAT THE ECONOMY WILL IMPROVE, HOPING THAT THE JOBLESS RATE WILL DECLINE, HOPING THAT THE HOUSING MARKET WILL GET BETTER……….AND HOPING THAT EUROPE DOESN’T DECENDED INTO ECONOMIC CHAOS AND DISASTER……AND THERE ARE PROBALY ISSUES IN YOUR LIFE THAT YOU HOPE WILL GET BETTER.  WE LIVE IN A WORLD FILLED WITH PROBLEMS AND DEATH; A WORLD CHARATERIZED B Y FEAR, ANXIETY AND INSECURITIES; A WORLD OF VIOLENCE AND THE CONSTANT THREAT OF WAR.  AND OF COURSE, THE OBVIOUS:  SOONER OR LATER WE WILL ALL DIE.  NO WONDER OUR LORD JESUS HAS TOLD US:  “IN THE WORLD YOU WILL HAVE TRIBULATION” (JOHN 16: 33, ESV).  AND SO THE WORLD IS ALWAYS LOOKING FOR POLITICS OR MONEY OR WHATEVER TO GIVE HOPE.  BUT DESPITE THE BIG TALK AND BEST EFFORTS OF POLITICIANS AND OTHERS THERE ARE NO EASY OR LASTING SOLUTIONS TO OUR HUMAN PROBLEMS.  JUST AS ONE PROBLEM SEEMS TO BE FIXED…ANOTHER ONE LIKE IT COMES ALONG AND TAKES ITS PLACE…..WHILE OTHER PROBLEMS NEVER SEEM TO GO AWAY. ……….OF COURSE JESUS IS RIGHT:  IN THIS WORLD WE DO HAVE TRIBULATION……..LOTS OF IT.  BUT WE DO HAVE HOPE….THE HOPE OF OUR CALLING BECAUSE JESUS ALSO SAID “…BUT TAKE HEART; I HAVE OVERCOME THE WORLD” (JOHN 16: 33, ESV).  YES, JESUS HAS OVERCOME THIS WORLD OF TRIBULATION.  HE DID THIS BY FIXING THE PROBLEM:  SIN.  OUR REBELLION AGAINST GOD…..LIVING FOR OURSELVES INSTEAD OF FOR OUR CREATOR.   AND SO AT THE BEGINNING OF THE LITURGY WE CONFESSED TO GOD “WE JUSTLY DESERVE YOUR PRESENT AND ETERNAL PUNISHMENT”.  .BUT IN HIS LOVE AND MERCY GOD POURED OUT HIS WRATH ON HIS OWN SON.  ON HIS CROSS JESUS WAS PUNISHED BY GOD FOR EVERY SIN OF EVERY HUMAN BEING WHO HAS EVER LIVED, IS LIVING OR EVER WILL LIVE.  HE DIED FOR EVERY ONE OF YOUR SINS.  AND THEN …THREE DAYS LATER…………..HE ROSE FROM DEAD…..DEFEATING DEATH AND ASCENED TO THE RIGHT HAND OF GOD THE FATHER TO RULE OVER ALL THINGS IN THIS WORLD….. AND GIVING HOPE TO ALL BELIEVE IN HIM…THE HOPE OF ETERNAL LIFE IN THE RESURRECTION FROM THE DEAD…..AND SO IN OUR GOSPEL LESSON JESUS SAYS:  “FOR THE BREAD OF GOD IS HE WHO COMES DOWN FROM HEAVEN AND GIVES LIFE TO THE WORLD” (JOHN 6: 33, ESV).  AND SO THIS UNITY, THIS ONENESS THAT WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST WILL LAST FOREVER.  THINK ABOUT IT….YOU AND I AND ALL WHO TRUST IN JESUS CHRIST WILL LIVE TOGTHER FOREVER!  
II.  BUT TO WALK IN A MANNER WORTHY OF OUR CALLING MEANS NOT ONLY THAT WE ARE UNDERSTAND AND RECONGIZE THE UNITY, THE ONENESS THAT WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST…..BUT IT MEANS, AS PAUL SAYS, THAT WE ARE TO “…BE EAGER TO MAINTAN THE UNITY OF THE SPIRIT IN THE BOND OF PEACE” (V. 3, ESV).  
     A.  AS IN ALL FAMILIES AS BROTHERS AND SISTERS IN CHRIST WE ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR MAINTING THE UNITY, THE ONENESS THAT GOD HAS GIVEN US IN JESUS CHRIST.  WE NEED THIS REMINDER BECAUSE WHILE WE CAN’T ESTABLISH THIS UNITY….WE CAN CERTAINLY HURT IT AND EVEN DESTROY IT WITH SINFUL BEHAVIOR.  SUCH UNITY AND ONENESS CAN BE A FRAGILE THING. CONGREGATIONS CAN BE TORN APART BY SINFUL BEHAVIOR……PASTORS AGAINST THE PEOPLE….THE PEOPLE AGAINST THE PASTOR…….OR SOME MEMBERS IN THE CONGREGATION AGAINST OTHER MEMBERS OF THE CONGREGATION.  ….AND IT HAS HAPPENED THROUGHOUT THE HISTORY OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH……. BUT GOD HAS GIVEN US WHAT WE NEED TO MAINTAIN THIS UNITY IN THE BOND OF PEACE……..FOR EACH ONE US HAS BEEN GIVEN FAITH… AND THE HOLY SPIRIT AND GIFTS TO SERVE ONE ANOTHER IN LOVE AS PAUL SAYS:  “BUT GRACE WAS GIVEN TO EACH ONE OF US ACCORDING TO THE MEASURE OF CHRIST’S GIFT” (V. 7. ESV).  AND SO THEN WE MAINTAIN THIS UNITY WE HAVE IN JESUS CHRIST AGAIN AS PAUL SAYS:  “WITH ALL HUMILITY AND GENTLENESS, WITH PATIENCE, BEARING WITH ONE ANOTHER IN LOVE….” (VV. 2, 3, ESV).   WE ALL HAVE OUR FLAWS, OUR WEAKNESS, OUR SHORTCOMINGS OUR IDIOSYNCRASIES….AND LOVE OVER LOOKS THEM ALL.  AND SO HERE AT MESSIAH LUTHERAN CHURCH WE ARE TO TREAT ONE ANOTHER WITH HUMILITY, GENTLENESS…..AND PATIENCE…..IN LOVE OVERLOOKING THE WEAKNESS AND SHORT COMINGS OF OTHER PEOPLE AS PAUL SAYS LATER IN THIS LETTER TO THE EPHESIANS:  “…..FORGIVING ONE ANOTHER, AS GOD IN CHRIST FORGAVE YOU” (4: 32, ESV).  SUCH A CONGREATION WILL BE NOTED BY ITS UNITY AND ONENESS.  THIS IS ONE OF THE WAYS WE MAINTAIN OUR UNITY HERE AT MESSIAH.  AND IT’S ALL SUMMED UP IN THE WORD “LOVE” AS JESUS SAYS IN JOHN’S GOSPEL:  “THIS IS MY COMMANDMENT, THAT YOU LOVE ONE ANOTHER AS I HAVE LOVED YOU” (JOHN 15: 12, ESV).  
     B.  AND THIS IS ONE OF THE REASONS THAT GOD HAS GIVEN YOU YOUR PASTORS WHO NOT ONLY PREACH AND TEACH GOD’S WORD TO YOU……………BUT ESPECIALLY BRING YOU GOD’S LOVE IN JESUS CHRIST THROUGH THAT WORD, YOUR BAPTISM AND THE LORD’S SUPPER.  AND SO PAUL SAYS:  “AND HE GAVE…,, THE PASTORS AND TEACHERS, TO EQUIP THE SAINTS FOR THE WORK OF MINISTRY, FOR BUILDING UP THE BODY OF CHRIST UNTIL WE ALL ATTAIN TO THE UNITY OF THE FAITH AND THE KNOWLEDGE OF THE SON OF GOD, TO MATURE MANHOOD, TO THE MEASURE OF THE STATURE OF THE FULNESS OF CHRIST.”   SINCE OUR UNITY, OUR ONENESS IS ONLY IN JESUS CHRIST IT WOULD BE UNLOVING TO LET FALSE DOCTRINE DIVIDE US.  IN LOVE PASTOR MANKIN AND I ARE TO BRING YOU THE TRUTH OF GOD’S WORD, CENTERED IN THE GOSPEL OF JESUS CHRIST.  CAN YOU IMAGINE THE CONFUSION AND DIVISION THAT WOULD RESULT IF PASTOR MANKIN AND I TAUGHT YOU CONFLICTING DOCTRINES?  BUT PASTOR MANKIN AND I ARE ONE IN OUR DOCTRINE.  WOULD YOU WANT IT ANY OTHER WAY?  WE BRING YOU THE SAME TEACHINGS.  WHEN WE WERE ORDAINED INTO THE MINISTRY WE PLEDGED OURSLEVES TO BE FAITHFUL TO THE HOLY SCRIPTURES AND THE LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS AS CONTAINED IN THE BOOK OF CONCORD.  AND WE MAINTAIN OUR UNITY HERE AT MESSIAH BY ALL BELIEVING THE SAME DOCTRINE SO AS PAUL SAYS, “SO THAT WE MAY NO LONGER BE CHILDREN, TOSSED TO AND FRO BY THE WAVES AND CARRIED ABOUT BY EVERY WIND OF DOCTRINE….” (V. 14, ESV).  AND SO FOR PEOPLE TO BECOME PART OF OUR FAMILY HERE AT MESSIAH LUTHERAN CHURCH THEY NEED TO GO THROUGH THE ADULT INFORMATION CLASS TO HEAR WHAT WE TEACH AND TO DISCOVER WHETHER THEY BELIEVE THE SAME THINGS THAT WE DO.  AND EVEN AFTER OUR CHILDREN ARE BAPTIZED THEY ATTEND CATECHISM CLASSES TO LEARN GOD’S WORD FROM MARTIN LUTHER’S SMALL CATECHISM SO THAT THEY TOO CAN BE ONE WITH US IN DOCTRINE.  AND IN THIS WAY, AS PAUL SAYS, “…SPEAKING THE TRUTH IN LOVE, WE ARE TO GROW UP IN EVERY WAY INTO HIM WHO IS THE HEAD, INTO CHRIST….” (V. 15, ESV).
CONCLUSION:    SO THEN PAUL HAS REMINDED US THIS MORNING OF TWO IMPORTANT THINGS:  FIRST, THAT GOD HAS GIVEN US THE GIFT OF UNITY, OF BEING ONE IN JESUS CHRIST  AND SECOND, THAT WE MAINTAIN THIS GIFT BY LOVING AND FORGIVING ONE ANOTHER AND B Y ALL BELIEVING THE SAME DOCTRINE.  FOR ALL OF THOSE WHO HAVE GONE THROUGH ANY KIND OF CONFLICT, INCLUDING IN A CHRISTIAN CONGREGATION, YOU KNOW FROM EXPERIENCE WHAT A WONDERFUL GIFT IT IS TO BE ONE, TO HAVE UNITY IN JESUS CHRIST.  MAY WE NEVER TAKE THIS GIFT FOR GRANTED….BUT, BY THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT WE NOT ONLY THANK GOD FOR IT BUT WE ALSO DO EVERTHING WE CAN TO MAINTAIN IT.  AND IN THIS WAY, AS PAUL SAYS, WE WILL ALL “WALK IN A MANNER WORTHY OF THE CALLING TO WHICH YOU HAVE BEEN CALLED.”   AMEN.
