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As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life wor​thy of the calling you have received. 
Be completely humble and gen​tle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. 
Make every ef​fort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 
There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—
one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 
one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.


Last Sunday afternoon I drove to Milwaukee.  The kids and their fami​lies all came to Becky and Neil’s for a while, so I got to see all the grandkids.  Monday morning Neil and I drove up to the seminary; he had classes, and I spent some time in the library.  In the late morning we had a meeting of the alumni of the seminary.  Then the symposium itself began at 1 PM.


Symposium is a Greek word which literally means drinking together.  It’s kind of like going to a restaurant with someone or with some people.  The food is important, but you go together so that you can talk together while you’re eating.  Of course, it’s hard to talk with your mouth full, so the Greek word is more practical than if it were a word that meant eating together.  In short, the purpose of a symposium is not drinking together, but talking together.


The theme this year was the pastor and his seminary education.  There are four main areas of study at the seminary, and the presentations at this symposium focused on three of the four: the pastor as exegete, that is, as interpreter of Scripture; the pastor as dogmatician, looking at the doctrine of Scripture; and the pastor as church historian.  The papers and the reac​tions to them, along with pictures of some of the participants, me included, are available online to anyone.


Two of the presentations were given on Monday afternoon, and then there was a banquet in the evening.  Tuesday morning began with a commu​nion service and concluded with the third presentation, followed by the long drive home.  Practically everyone present had attended the same school, Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary.  There was obvious unity among those present at the symposium, a unity that is based on more than just our past education.  It is a unity that is also based on our present and continuing commitment to teach what God said, no less than what God said, no more than what God said.  That unity was expressed in the presentations given, and in the com​mu​nion of nearly 400 men in what they called a “continuous distribution.”  We came up in two lines to receive a wafer from one of two pastors, then moved to one of two stations, either to the right or to the left, for the wine.


This section from Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, which comes right after the section we considered last week, is all about unity.  Paul lists seven unities here: “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God.”  There is a reason that Paul uses the word “one” seven times in this section, a reason that becomes clearer when we look at the concluding three: “one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.”  There is a reason that Paul uses three prepositional phrases to con​clude this section.  He would stress the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, just as the benediction we use to close our service uses the word “Lord” three times.  When numbers have meaning, as they sometimes do in the Bible, the number three refers to the Triune God.


Is there significance to the fact that Paul uses seven “ones” here?  I think so.  Since there are four compass points, four is the number used for this earth, or for the people here.  When three and four come together, that is, when God deals with people, we have seven.  So with the numbers he uses, Paul points us to the source of our unity in God’s dealing with us.  God does deal with people based on the Law, but the emphasis here is on God’s dealing with us on the basis of the Gospel, on God’s dealing out for​giveness to us in Jesus.


The psalm we read earlier fits very well with this idea.  Psalm 38 is one of the seven penitential psalms—of course, when people were iden​tifying psalms of a particular kind, it was natural to find seven that can be classified as penitential psalms, or psalms of repentance.  The psalmist, King David, speaks about the effect God’s dealing with him on the basis of the Law has on him, and then about the effect God’s dealing with him on the basis of the Gospel has on him.  “O Lord, do not rebuke me in Your anger or discipline me in Your wrath. For Your arrows have pierced me, and Your hand has come down upon me. Because of Your wrath there is no health in my body; my bones have no soundness because of my sin. My guilt has overwhelmed me like a burden too heavy to bear.” Ps38v1-4.  “For I am about to fall, and my pain is ever with me. I confess my iniquity; I am troubled by my sin. Many are those who are my vigorous enemies; those who hate me without reason are numerous. Those who repay my good with evil slander me when I pursue what is good.” Ps38v17-20.  David does not speak much here about God’s forgiveness, but he does ask for it.  “I wait for You, O Lord; You will answer, O Lord my God.… O Lord, do not forsake me; be not far from me, O my God. Come quickly to help me, O Lord my Savior.” Ps38v15,21,22.

This is the basis for the unity that we shared at the symposium.  We began our communion service in the same way we begin our worship services here, namely, with the confession of sins and the assurance of forgiveness.  Every one of the pastors present at the symposium came to that worship service in the same way that we come to our worship services here: they came as sinners who cling to the Savior Jesus.  The forgiveness we share from Jesus is the basis of our unity at the symposium and here.


Paul tells us, “Make every ef​fort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”  We share that “bond of peace” with God through the forgiveness of sins we have from Jesus.  We make every effort to keep that unity when we cling to that peace with God through Jesus for ourselves.  We make every effort to keep that unity when we remind our fellow believers of that unity, when we share that unity with our children and relatives, when we tell others about that unity.


This is not a fake, painted unity, but a real unity in Jesus.  I saw an example of a fake unity after Bill Barnhart’s funeral in Port Huron this past Wednesday.  Bill was not only very active in the congregation, but also very active in the sea cadets, and there were many of them at his funeral.  After​wards, one of them approached the pastor who had done the funeral and asked if he would consider being the chaplain for his ship, and the pastor politely declined.  I really wasn’t sure what this man envisioned the duties of a chaplain to be, because he went on to speak about blessing the ship instead of blessing the people on the ship.  To serve as such a chaplain, one of our pastors would have to require that all members of the crew embrace or at least tolerate a full confession to Scripture.  Messages to the crew would have to regard immoral lifestyles that have become acceptable today to be still immoral.  The other possibility, probably what this man had in mind, something unacceptable to any of our pastors, would be for the pastor to proclaim only a vague spirituality, without any stress on who God is or on what God has done for us, but only on a vague marshmallow who loves everybody anyway.


Paul begins with the words, “As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life wor​thy of the calling you have received.”  As noted last week, Paul wrote this letter to the Ephesians from prison in Rome.  He actually wrote three letters in a short time, and sent all three by the same messenger.  Paul’s letters to the Ephesians and to the Colossians are very similar, obviously written at the same time; people still debate which one was written first and which second.  He also wrote a short letter to a man named Philemon, a member of the Colossian congregation, whose slave Onesimus had run away and met Paul in Rome.


Paul urges each of us “to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.”  Onesimus was called to be a slave.  There seem to have been a number of pastors in the Ephesian congregation, called by God to be pas​tors.  We have various occupations which can be thought of as callings.  But the calling Paul has in mind here is our calling from God to embrace Jesus.  Martin Luther wrote in his explanation of the Apostles’ Creed that “the Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel.”  The Gospel is like an invitation sent out by God.  There is an eternal wedding banquet I’m holding, and I want you to be there.  Confess your sins, and look to Jesus, the Savior, for forgiveness.  Your place at the table is waiting.


“Be completely humble and gen​tle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.”  I am reminded of the roast spoken by a more famous man about a less famous man: “He’s a humble man—with a lot to be humble about.”  When we look at ourselves in the mirror of God’s Law, then we should all see that we all have a lot to be humble about.  We certainly have nothing to boast about before God.  We have broken His laws, and we have no claim on His mercy, no basis within ourselves to hope for His mercy.  But He has given us His grace and mercy in Jesus.  All we have is from Him.  None of it is our own, earned for ourselves.


Therefore, we can be “completely humble and gentle.”  Jesus is often described as gentle.  “See, your King comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.” Zc9v9.  “Come to Me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” Mt11v28,29.

“Be patient, bearing with one another in love.”  There’s no better person for us to learn patience from than God.  When we think of how patient He has been with us, there is no choice left for us but to be patient with others.


I was able at the symposium to treasure the unity we have in our church body.  You, too, can treasure that unity which we have here. Amen.
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