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“The Many and the One”
Psalm 8; Ephesians 4:1-16 August 30, 2015

Some years ago, when I was participating in a pulpit 
exchange in Scotland, some friends in the church took us to 
visit the hydroelectric dam and salmon ladder in the town 
of Pitlochry. Th e ladder was built to enable the salmon to 
bypass the dam to reach their upstream spawning grounds. 
Th e ladder is a little over 1000 feet long and is composed of 34 
chambers and tunnels. Beside the ladder is an underground 
observation room that allows visitors to see through glass 
windows the salmon making their way upstream. Th ere are 
many salmon moving together in one direction to reach their 
common goal. Th ey are swimming against the powerful fl ow 
of the stream. Yet, they swim as one.

In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul speaks about how we 
are many diff erent people with diverse gift s of the Spirit, 
but we are one people in Christ. We are the church moving 
together into the future God has planned for us.  

Almost every week we use the Apostles’ Creed in affi  rming 
our faith in worship. Dr. Albert Curry Winn has said that 
when we come to the phrase, “I believe in the holy, catholic 
church,” we are like a hang glider that suddenly loses the lift  
of air and comes crashing down to the ground. We stub our 
toes, skin our knees and break our backs over the earthly 
mass, the sheer undeniable physical reality of the church.  
Winn points out that we can fl oat free in the air when we talk 
about God, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit because we are 
talking about spiritual realities that are invisible to the human 
eye. When we talk about the church, we see it before us, 
“earthbound, housed in buildings, supported by budgets, run 
by committees, a very human, visible, concrete institution.” 
(A Christian Primer, Albert Curry Winn, p. 159)

Who has not had their arguments with the church? Th e 
church can be petty, troublesome, narrow-minded and 
brutal. Sessions can make decisions that are not popular 
with everyone. Th e church can spend its time and resources 
on itself and close its eyes to the community around it.  
Some say it is too slow to change; others say it is too quick 
to take up every new cause. Some say that the church ignores 
the pain and brokenness of the world and the real hurts of 
people; others say it is not spiritual enough and shouldn’t 
meddle in social issues. Some say it is self-righteous and 
cliquish; others say it just refl ects the moral indiff erence and 

prejudices of our society. Even preachers get disillusioned 
with the church and drop out of the ministry at an alarming 
rate. I wonder if Abraham and Sarah would have left  their 
home in Haran if they had known that all their eff orts 
would end in congregational meetings in which their great-
great-great-grandchildren argue about whether or not to 
use screens in worship. 

Let’s be fair. Th e church is an easy target. It’s easy to fi nd 
fault with the church. Aft er we have expressed all of our 
disappointments, wounds and frustrations with the church, 
is there anything left  to say about the church? 

For all of its glaring imperfections, the church is the 
body of Christ. Th e writers of the New Testament could 
see beyond the heated debates, the moral imperfection 
and the misguided thinking of the church into the mystery 
of the church’s true identity and destiny. Th e letter to the  
Ephesians says it this way: “Th ere is one body and one 
Spirit, just as  you were called to the one hope of your 
calling, one Lord, one faith,  one baptism, one God and 
Father of all, who is above all and through all  and in all 
(Ephesians 4:4-6).” Th e church is a community of faith, 
rooted and grounded in God. Th e church is to refl ect the 
unity of God. In Ephesians, we hear a striking series of 
phrases in which the word “one” is repeated seven times. 
Th e series culminates in the oneness of God.

One body - One Spirit
One hope - One Lord

One faith - One baptism
One God

Behind the unity of the church is the unity of God. Th is 
great affi  rmation stands at the heart of Israel’s faith, “Hear, 
O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord.” Th e spiritual unity 
of the church is a visible manifestation of the unity of God: 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Th e psalmist declares that we are crowned with glory and 
honor. We have been given a special responsibility to care 
for the creation. In Ephesians, Paul says that we are blessed 
with gift s of the Spirit. Our task, Paul says, is to “maintain 
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (4:3). Our work 
is to build up “the body of Christ, until all of us come to the 
unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, 
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to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ” 
(4:12, 13). We are to grow up into Christ in whom we are 
knit together by the Spirit and bound together in love. 

Yet, it is an upstream swim against the currents that 
would hinder and destroy the church. Over and over again, 
Paul in his letters to the churches stresses the importance 
of building up and maintaining the unity of the church 
in a spirit of love. In many ways it is the essential task of 
the church. Why? Th e quality of our life together in the 
church, the way we manifest our loving unity in Christ, is 
the most important witness the church can make to the 
reality of God and the truth of the gospel to a fractured, 
violent and skeptical world. 

We will not get there by tearing each other down or 
demanding our own way on every issue. We oft en speak 
about those forces in our increasingly secular culture that 
blow against the church and threaten the life of the church. 
Th e church has survived in hostile cultures; the church 
has endured persecution; and the church has overcome 
outright attacks. Th e real threat to the church comes from 
within. We are diff erent people with various gift s; we are 
from diff erent backgrounds; we have diverse perspectives 
on Scripture and distinctive life experiences. Th is is what 
makes life in the church both interesting and challenging. 

Th e diffi  culty comes when we confuse our opinions 
with absolute truth and close our minds to any other way 
of thinking about things. Sometimes we fall into the trap 
of using our spiritual gift s to disrupt the body, enlarge our 
egos and increase our infl uence rather than using our gift s to 
build up the body, enhance understanding and serve others. 
When we are immersed in one dimension of the church’s 
life and ministry, it is easy to become fi xated on that one 
thing and miss the more important and larger picture. We 
should hold our convictions with passion, but also with 
humility. It could well be that we are wrong. In fact, we 
know more of the truth together than we know alone.

In her book, Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott quotes her 
friend Father Tom who said, “You can safely assume you’ve 
created God in your own image when it turns out that God 
hates all the same people you do.” (p. 22) We are to speak 
the truth as we understand it, but we are to speak the truth 
in love. Sometimes the winds that blow against the church 
are the fresh winds of the Holy Spirit calling us to let go of 
paralyzing fear, worn out ideas and ancient prejudices, and 
live together in love as the body of Christ.  

Some time ago, I was at a church conference in 
Montreat, North Carolina. I attended a discussion on 
some controversial issue in the larger church. I can’t even 
remember what the issue was, but what I do remember 

was the exchange between the two leaders of the discussion. 
One was a theology professor at Princeton Seminary and 
the other was the editor of Th e Presbyterian Outlook, an 
independent and highly respected church journal. At one 
point in the discussion, the editor expressed his very defi nite 
and strong opinion on the issue at hand. When he fi nished, 
the theology professor put his arm around the other man’s 
shoulder and said, “You couldn’t be more wrong about this, 
but I still recommended you to be the editor of the Outlook.”   
Being knit together in the body of Christ is more important 
than being right. Unity does not mean uniformity. 

During the French-Algerian war (1954-1962), the French 
nation was deeply divided over the revolution to end the 
French colonization of Algeria. It was a horrible, bloody 
confl ict marked by terrorism, massacres and torture on all 
sides. Th e sharp division over the war brought down the 
Fourth French Republic and ushered in the Fift h Republic. 
Th e public debate and confl ict spilled into the church. Th e 
arguments and animosity became so bad in the church that 
one French Protestant pastor said that he refused to serve 
communion until the angry fi ghting in the church stopped.  
One wise elder told the pastor that he must serve the Lord’s 
Supper, “How else would we know that we are united by 
something deeper and greater than our opinions on the 
war?” As Paul said, “Th ere is one body and one Spirit …one 
hope …one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and one God and 
Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.”

Our unity is rooted and grounded in the oneness of God. 
Nothing builds up the church more than the power of God’s 
love moving, leading and changing us more and more day by 
day into the likeness of Christ.  


