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As an old year grinds to an end and a new one dawns, ads
promoting better health multiply. We get bombarded with ads about
weight loss programs, gym memberships, dietary supplements,
and spa treatments. The healthcare programs, products, and
memberships may be worth the cost, but when all is said and
done, simple guidelines for a healthy body remain the same: eat
properly, rest adequately, and exercise regularly.
Throughout this study, we will find significant guidelines that

make a healthy church body, particularly in terms of the church
you attend. Here are a few of those guidelines.

MAINTAIN A PROPER 
RELATIONSHIP WITH CHRIST

Christ is the head of the church. He created all things, sustains
all things, and supplies all we need for a life that pleases God.
Love and forgiveness flow from Him. He serves as the supreme
example of humility and devotion to the Father’s will. When a
body of believers honors Christ as Lord and stays close to Him,
it will be strong, active, and energetic.

MAINTAIN A PROPER RELATIONSHIP 
WITH FELLOW BELIEVERS

It isn’t always easy to get along with some believers, especially
if they have offended us. However, Paul highlighted the need to

INTRODUCTION
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forgive in his letter to Philemon. Recognizing that God forgave
us is key to forgiving others, and forgiveness contributes to good
health in any body of believers.

MAINTAIN GOOD VISION
Maintaining good vision is essential to good health, so we

regularly visit the eye doctor. In his letter to the Philippians, Paul
testified that he was reaching for the goal of the prize of the high
calling in Christ Jesus. Obviously, his eye was on that important
goal and not on the allurements of the world.

WALK WITH GOD EVERY DAY
Walking is an excellent form of exercise that costs nothing,

yet it improves our cardiovascular system, tunes our muscles,
helps us maintain good balance, and even wards off depression.
In this study, we will learn to walk in step with the Holy Spirit
and discover that doing so brings many benefits into our lives. 

USE THE RESOURCES GOD HAS FOR YOU
Only a foolish person would buy a membership in a gym and

then simply look at the gym’s equipment. The equipment is
designed to be used for a beneficial workout. Similarly, God has
supplied us with the equipment we need to be strong. His Spirit
is always available to help us live for Christ. Further, we can
wield the sword of the Spirit, the Word of God, as an effective
weapon. All the while, prayer acts as an unfailing supply line to
keep God’s resources flowing to us.
During this study, apply what you learn to your daily thoughts

and actions. Share what you learn with other believers and pray
for one another. Expect your personal spiritual health and the
health of your corporate body of believers to thrive. 
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A soldier’s proud parents watched his unit march along a
parade route. “Look, John,” the mother said, beckoning to her
husband. “Everyone’s out of step except our son.”
Staying in step is important to the military and also to the

walk of faith. When moral and spiritual corruption blanketed the
pre-flood world, Enoch walked with God (Gen. 5:24). Like
Enoch, we live in evil times, but we can walk with God by staying
in step with the Spirit. This study makes clear that if we stay in
step with the Spirit, our lives will display the fruit of the Spirit.

COMMENTARY
Paul wrote Galatians to “the churches in Galatia” (1:2). It

seems that Paul had founded these churches himself (1:8–9;
4:19–20). The book of Acts records Paul making visits to this
area on his first three missionary journeys (Acts 13:14—14:25;
16:1–6; 18:23).
A group called “Judaizers” insisted that Gentile Christians

should be circumcised and observe the Jewish religious 
traditions (Acts 15:1). These zealots had thrown the Galatians
into confusion (Gal. 1:8). Some of the Gentile Christians must
have been persuaded to leave the gospel of Christ and submit to
the law as the means of salvation (1:6; 3:1–5; 4:8–11; 5:7–8).
Paul wrote to correct this error and bring them back to Christ
(5:1–6).

KEEPING IN STEP WITH THE SPIRIT
Galatians 5:16–26

The Spirit-filled life must produce fruit.
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Paul abruptly introduced the problem in the first ten verses of
chapter 1. He then provided a defense of his credentials as an apostle
in 1:11—2:21. Paul gave a striking contrast between salvation by
faith in Jesus Christ and salvation by obeying the law (3:1—4:31).
The final two chapters outline the way we are to live by faith—“the
only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love” (5:6).
In Galatians 5:1–12, Paul emphasized the freedom we have

in Christ. We are God’s sons and daughters by faith instead of
being slaves to the law. In 5:13–26, Paul insisted that freedom
from the law is not a license “to indulge the sinful nature” (5:13).
Our freedom’s goal is to “keep in step with the Spirit” (5:25) as
“we serve each other in love” (5:13).

Live By the Spirit (Gal. 5:16–18)
In Romans, Paul condemned one of the objections the Judaizers

raised against the gospel. “Why not say—as we are being slan-
derously reported as saying and as some claim that we say—‘Let
us do evil that good may result’? Their condemnation is
deserved” (Rom. 3:8). The legalists believed the only way to
receive God’s approval was to earn it through the “human effort”
of obeying the law (Gal. 3:3). In their eyes, freedom from the
law could only mean a license to sin. Paul refused to cave in to
their either/or assessment (Rom. 6:1–2, 14–18).
Paul avoided the extreme of legalism while shunning the

extreme of using grace as a license to sin. He called the Galatians
to enjoy their freedom from the law without giving in to the sin-
ful nature (Gal. 5:13). Live by the Spirit, and you will not grat-
ify the desires of the sinful nature (v. 16). The sinful nature
or “flesh” (KJV, NASB, RSV, NKJV) is a selfish, self-reliant attitude
that pursues its own goals in rebellion against God. It is the nat-
ural cause of the lifestyle that takes pride in human achievements
and religious accomplishments. The desires of the sinful nature
produce either legalism or licentiousness.

8
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So, the sinful nature always desires what is contrary to the
Spirit because it seeks to find satisfaction or salvation on its
own. At the same time, the Spirit desires what is contrary to
the sinful nature because He seeks to bring us to God through
faith in Christ. The sinful nature and the Spirit are in conflict
with each other (v. 17) because one seeks to elevate itself, while
the other points us to the only One who can raise us up.
The only way to conquer the sinful nature is to live or walk

by the Spirit. When you live by the Spirit, you do not do what
you want (v. 17), that is, you surrender your selfish plans and
goals to His will. But, remember, if you are led by the Spirit,
you are not under law (v. 18). You are not trying to gain God’s
acceptance by slavish observance of the law. In fact, when you
live by the Spirit you will fulfill the law of love (5:6, 14).

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Galatians 5:16

Now “whosoever abideth in him, sinneth not”; “walketh not
after the flesh.” The flesh, in the usual language of St. Paul, signifies
corrupt nature. In this sense he uses the word, writing to the Gala-
tians, “The works of the flesh are manifest” (Gal. 5:19); and a little
before, “Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfill the lust” (or
desire) “of the flesh” (5:16). To prove which, namely, that those
who “walk by the Spirit,” do not “fulfill the lusts of the flesh,” he
immediately adds, “For the flesh lusteth against the Spirit; and the
Spirit lusteth against the flesh, (for these are contrary to each other),
that ye may not do the things which ye would.” (WJW, vol. 5, 88)
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Acts of the Sinful Nature (Gal. 5:19–21) 
The acts of the sinful nature are obvious (v. 19). The results

of living under its control are undeniable. These acts seem to
flourish in a legalistic environment. The law not only defines sin
for us, but the sinful nature uses it to arouse immoral desires in
us (Rom. 7:7–11). The law is powerless to make us right with
God because it is undermined by the sinful nature (Rom. 8:3).
The acts of the sinful nature are listed in four groups. The first

group contains sensual sins. Sexual immorality refers to monog-
amous, heterosexual marriage. Impurity covers all kinds of sex-
ual degradation. Debauchery involves being controlled by
passions and desires (Gal. 5:19). This act of the sinful nature is
unrestrained and shocking even to pagans.
The second group contains spiritual sins. Idolatry raises cre-

ated things above the Creator. Witchcraft is sorcery (v. 20). Both
directly engage humans with the forces of evil.
The third grouping deals with interpersonal relationships.

Hatred is the opposite of the love summarized in the law (v. 14).
It is hostility toward others. Discord alludes to arguments based
on selfish competition. Jealousy is the desire to have what others
have. Fits of rage involve outbursts of anger. Selfish ambition

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Galatians 5:17

“But was he not then freed from all sin, so that there is no sin in
his heart?” I cannot say this; I cannot believe it; because St. Paul
says the contrary. He is speaking to believers, and describing the
state of believers in general, when he says, “The flesh lusteth against
the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh: These are contrary the
one to the other” (Gal. 5:17). Nothing can be more express. The
apostle here directly affirms that the flesh, evil nature, opposes the
Spirit, even in believers; that even in the regenerate there are two
principles, “contrary the one to the other.” (WJW, vol. 5, 147)
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desires to rule over others so they can meet our needs. Dissen-
sions are differences of opinion that cause individuals to stand
apart from others. Factions are disagreements that have
descended into dislike (v. 20). And envy is another selfish
response to the good fortune of others (v. 21). Whereas jealousy
wants what others have, envy simply resents the fact that others
have anything at all. Envy only wants others to lose what they
have.
The final group involves the loss of restraint. Drunkenness

takes away a person’s inhibitions. In orgies or “carousing” intox-
ication removes all sense of right and wrong from a whole group
of individuals. The list could go on with the like (v. 21), but Paul
has made his point: The acts of the sinful nature do not improve
our standing with God. They only lead to destruction (6:8). In
fact, Those who live (persist in living) according to the sinful
nature will not inherit the kingdom of God (5:21). 

The Fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22–24)
Just as an apple can be red, tart, round, shiny, and smooth,

the fruit of the Spirit (v. 22) is the singular result of His work
in our lives. The Spirit produces the fruit in us by convicting us
of not believing in Jesus and not acting like Him and by con-
vincing us that judgment is coming (John 16:5–11). The Spirit
also transforms and renews our minds so we can know God’s
will (Rom. 12:1–2). The result is that the ways we think, act,
talk, and relate to others become more like Christ.

The fruit of the Spirit is love (Gal. 5:22). Love is an uncon-
querable desire for another person’s good. It is an act of the will
determining to work for someone’s benefit no matter what the cost
or response. Love was demonstrated for us on the cross. The fruit
of the Spirit is . . . joy (v. 22), which is based on knowing God.
Joy is independent of our circumstances. The book of Philippians
is a call to rejoice, but Paul was in a Roman prison when he wrote
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it. The fruit of the Spirit is . . . peace (v. 22), which comes from
knowing God is in control. He will always care for us. This out-
look on love, joy, and peace is completely beyond the sinful
nature.
The fruit of the Spirit also impacts our relationships. The

Spirit produces patience (v. 22) or “long-suffering” (KJV). This
is the behavior of one who refuses to seek revenge. It is a matter
of bearing “with each other and [forgiving] whatever grievances
you may have against one another” (Col. 3:13). The fruit of the
Spirit is . . . kindness and goodness (Gal. 5:22) that are like the
two sides of a coin. Kindness always seeks to help those in need.
Goodness is willing to confront evil and sin when necessary. The
fruit of the Spirit is . . . faithfulness (v. 22), which means trust-
worthy and reliable. The sinful nature cannot imagine relating to
others like this.

The fruit of the Spirit improves our powers of self-discipline.
It involves gentleness (v. 23), which is the strength to be angry at

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Galatians 5:22–23

The immediate fruit of the Spirit, ruling in the heart, are “love,
joy, peace, bowels of mercies, humbleness of mind, meekness, gen-
tleness, long-suffering.” And the outward fruit are, the doing good
to all men; the doing no evil to any; and the walking in the light—
a zealous, uniform obedience to all the commandments of God.
By the same fruit shall you distinguish this voice of God, from

any delusion of the Devil. That proud spirit cannot humble thee
before God. He neither can nor would soften thy heart, and melt it
first into earnest mourning after God, and then into filial love. It is
not the adversary of God and man that enables thee to love thy
neighbour; or to put on meekness, gentleness, patience, temperance,
and the whole armour of God. He is not divided against himself, or
a destroyer of sin, his own work. (WJW, vol. 5, 122)
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the right time, for the right reason, and in the right way. Gentleness
is power under control to help others. The fruit of the Spirit is . . .
self-control (vv. 22–23). That is the mastery of all our desires.
The sinful nature always enslaves us by elevating our desires to
the level of master. Only the Spirit and not the law can set us free.

Against such things there is no law (v. 23) because they are
all facets of love. And “the entire law is summed up in a single
command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (v. 14). No com-
mandments against sinful behavior could ever produce these
holy attitudes and actions. They are most certainly the fruit of
the Spirit.

In Step with the Spirit (Gal. 5:24–26)
Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the sinful

nature with its passions and desires (v. 24). Christians who
have believed “the gospel [of] a righteousness from God”
receive “a righteousness that is by faith” and not by human
efforts to keep the law (Rom. 1:17; 3:21–24). Those who belong
to Christ Jesus “know that all of us who were baptized into Christ
Jesus were baptized into his death” (Rom. 6:3). They are dead
to sin and must begin to live like it (Rom. 6:11–14).

We live by the Spirit (Gal. 5:25) in view of the fact that we
have been raised to a new kind of life in Christ (Rom. 6:4–10).
Therefore we should keep in step with the Spirit (Gal. 5:25).
We need to follow His directions in all that we think, say, and
do. He will guide us to “serve one another in love” (5:13). Lov-
ing words and deeds will make sure we do not become con-
ceited, provoking those we consider beneath us and envying
those we think are better than we are (v. 26).
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DISCUSSION
If a person tried to swim across the Atlantic Ocean, his or her

best attempt would fall short. Similarly, if a Christian attempts to
lead a holy life in his or her own strength, failure will ensue. For-
tunately, God wants every Christian to succeed, and He has made
it possible to do so.
1. How do you define legalism? Why do you agree or disagree

that legalism is common among Christians?
2. Why should Christians not depend on law-keeping for 

victory over sin?
3. Why do you agree or disagree that many Christians seem

complacent about the works of the flesh?
4. The Holy Spirit produces Christlike traits in those who

walk in the Spirit. How well are you exhibiting Christlike traits?
If the fruit of the Spirit is not clearly evidenced in your life, will
you determine to walk in the Spirit on a daily basis?
5. Joy is a quality that is included in the fruit of the Spirit.

Have you noticed that legalistic people seldom, if ever, manifest
joy? Why do they lack joy? Are joy and happiness identical? If
not, how does joy differ from happiness?
6. If a Christian is constantly impatient with people or difficult

circumstances, is he or she in step with the Holy Spirit? Explain.
7. Why is it significant that love heads the list of qualities

associated with the fruit of the Spirit?

PRAYER
God, please release us from the bondage of trying to live by

the law. Give us the freedom that comes from living in the
Spirit’s guidance and power.

14
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A young boy stood beside his dad at the top of Pikes Peak.
He pointed far to the east, then to the west, then to the south, and
finally to the north. For a moment he stood motionless and
looked very studious. Suddenly, he turned in a complete circle
with his arms extended to each horizon. “Just think, Dad,” he
exclaimed, “God’s love is bigger than all of this.”
When we pray for other Christians, do we confine our prayers

to their physical and material needs? Those needs are important, but
shouldn’t we also pray that all of us will gain a deeper understanding
of God’s love? This study challenges us to grasp the many
dimensions of His love.

COMMENTARY
With verse 14, Paul resumed the prayer he began in Ephesians

3:1. As Paul began to utter his prayer in 3:1, God broke into the
conversation with a revelation of His purposes that was too
wondrous to keep to himself. Now, in response to that, he
offered a prayer filled with depth of understanding of God’s will
for the church. In 3:12, he assured his readers, “In him and
through faith in him we may approach God with freedom and
confidence.” For this reason, Paul now approached the Father
in prayer.

FILLED WITH GOD AND HIS LOVE
Ephesians 3:14–21

The meaning of life is to know God and be filled with His love.
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Paul’s Prayer for the Church (Eph. 3:14–15)
Even though Paul has already contended that believers may

approach the Father with “freedom and confidence” (3:12), such
an approach is never to be without great humility. For the Jews,
it was customary to stand in prayer except in cases of great emo-
tion or earnestness. Solomon knelt during his stirring prayer of
dedication for the temple in 1 Kings 8:54; Jesus knelt in prayer
in the garden of Gethsemane the night before His crucifixion
(Luke 22:41); Stephen’s dying prayer was uttered on his knees
(Acts 7:60). Here, too, in Ephesians 3:14, Paul said, I kneel
before the Father, indicating the utmost humility, submission,
solemnity, and emotion of this prayer.

Paul used a deliberate play on words in these first two verses.
He prayed to the Father in 3:14, and used a similar word in 3:15

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ephesians 3:14, 16–19

Prayers for entire sanctification; which, were there no such
thing, would be mere mockery of God. Such, in particular, are, 
(1) “Deliver us from evil”; or rather, “from the evil one.” Now, when
this is done, when we are delivered from all evil, there can be no sin
remaining. (2) “Neither pray I for these alone, but for them also
which shall believe on me through their word; that they all may be
one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be
one in us: I in them, and thou in me, that they may be made perfect
in one” (John 17:20, 21, 23). (3) “I bow my knees unto the Father of
our Lord Jesus Christ—that he would grant you—that ye, being
rooted and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend, with all
saints, what is the breadth, and length, and depth, and height; and to
know the love of Christ, which passeth knowledge, that ye might be
filled with all the fullness of God” (Eph. 3:14, 16–19). (4) “The very
God of peace sanctify you wholly; and I pray God your whole spirit
and soul and body be preserved blameless unto the coming of our
Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:23). (WJW, vol. 8, 295)
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when he mentioned the whole family, which literally means any
father-headed group, referring to a family, tribe, or nation. But
this family is unique in that it is composed of those in heaven
and on earth (v. 15). Paul was no longer speaking about just his
Christian readers; he was referring to the church universal—all
those who have been part of God’s family for all time, both those
presently with the Lord and those still alive. There is a oneness
expressed in Paul’s prayer—only together with the saints that
have gone before us do we truly constitute God’s church.
Together we are “fellow citizens with God’s people and members
of God’s household” (2:19).
Paul’s supplication for the church is threefold. Each request

begins with a Greek word that means “so that.” Though not
always translated in the English, Paul used this word in 3:16, 18,
and 19.

Prayer for Strength (Eph. 3:16–17)
Paul’s first request was for God to strengthen you with

power (v. 16). The word translated power means “the ability to
do.” Paul’s desire was that the church be empowered to do what
God has called it to do, recognizing that the work of the church
can never be accomplished by human effort. Earlier he had written
that God has an “incomparably great power for us who believe”
(1:19). He later encouraged them to “be strong in the Lord and in
his mighty power” (6:10). This is a keynote with Paul. Whatever
God has called an individual to do or a local church to accomplish,
He will empower them to do.
Notice, though, that this power comes through his Spirit in

your inner being (3:16). It is not always an outer ability we
need, but an inner strength that will keep us faithful to the task
when the going gets tough. As we allow the Spirit to work in and
through us, we can say with Paul, “Therefore we do not lose
heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we

17
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are being renewed day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16). And God strength-
ens our inner beings out of his glorious riches (Eph. 3:16), out
of His unlimited divine resources that can never be exhausted.
Paul’s prayer that they be strengthened was for a purpose: so

that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith (v. 17). At
first glance, it would appear that Christ dwells in our individual
hearts (which includes the entire personality, mind, and will)
through faith. The word dwell is in the present continuous tense,
indicating a constantly maintained experience. Paul wrote that
if a person doesn’t have the Spirit of Christ living within, that
individual doesn’t belong to Christ (Rom. 8:9). And having the
Spirit necessarily involves obedience: We must walk by the
Spirit and be led and controlled by the Spirit. Though Christ
dwells in our hearts by faith, a constant, obedient response is
vital to maintaining that relationship. Our faith is not just intel-
lectual; it expresses itself in love toward God and others. We are
to be rooted and established in love (Eph. 3:17). Like a tree,
we are to have deep roots in the soil of love. God’s love for us
should overflow and be evidenced in our love for others.
But there is another way of looking at verse 17. Instead of

referring to the individual Christian life, Paul may have had the
entire body of Christ in view. In 2:22, speaking of the church
(members of God’s household), he wrote, “And in him you too
are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives
by his Spirit.” The entity of the corporate church is a grand mys-
tery. Somehow, when we gather together as the people of God
(individuals strengthened and indwelt by the Spirit), Christ’s
presence dwells with us in a unique way, in a manner not possi-
ble individually. The church then is to be established in love,
sharing the love of Christ with a lost and needy world and living
in corporate obedience to the commands of God.

18
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Prayer for Understanding (Eph. 3:18)
Paul realized that this concept of love is a hard one to com-

prehend, so his second request for these Christians (individually
and as a church) was that they have the power to grasp how
wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ (v. 18).
Unlike our earthly, limited views of human love, Christ’s love
is too large to be confined by measurements. But Paul wanted
them to understand this love together with all the saints (v. 18).
It is only as part of the church that we can ever truly grasp the
many dimensions of God’s love. As we gather together to hear
the exposition of God’s Word, to participate in the singing of His
praises, and to listen to testimonies of God’s gracious love to
others in their unique situations, we gain an ever-increasing
understanding of how immense that love really is. From our own
limited perspectives, it is difficult, if not impossible, to truly
grasp the extent of God’s love.

Prayer for Love (Eph. 3:19)
Paul didn’t want them to merely understand God’s love intel-

lectually; his prayer was that they would know this love that
surpasses knowledge (v. 19). They were to know it intimately
and experientially. The great danger we face, both individually
and as a church, is that Christ’s love becomes academic, with no
fresh outpourings or expressions to the world around us. While
Paul wanted them to know this love, he also realized that it is
unknowable; that is, it is too deep for the mind to imagine or for
human language to express. And yet, it is possible to know the
unknowable if Christ dwells in us (see 1 Cor. 2:9–10).
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The apostle wanted them to have this personal experience of
the love of Christ so that they may be filled to the measure of
all the fullness of God (Eph. 3:19). This is the climax of the
entire prayer. But what did Paul mean? Surely we are not filled
with the fullness of God in the same way Christ was (Col. 1:19;
2:9), though that might have been on Paul’s mind since Eph-
esians and Colossians were written at the same time. The diffi-
culty with this phrase exists only when we think in individual
terms. It is the church that constitutes the fullness of God. In
Ephesians 4:11–13, Paul talked about the use of spiritual gifts
for the edification of the body of Christ “until we all reach unity
in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become
mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ”
(v. 13). The fullness of God finds its expression in the church
that is growing and maturing, a church where each individual is
exercising his or her spiritual gift out of love for God and others.
As we are obedient to His commands and fulfill what He has
called us to do as a church, we enjoy a foretaste of what God has
in store for us for eternity, when we will know His fullness in a
much greater sense.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ephesians 3:18–19

That being rooted and grounded—That is, deeply fixed, and
firmly established in love, ye may comprehend—So far as a human
mind is capable, what is the breadth of the love of Christ—Embracing
all mankind, and length—From everlasting to everlasting, and
depth—Not to be fathomed by any creature, and height—Not to be
reached by any enemy. (ENNT)
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Paul’s Praise for the Father (Eph. 3:20–21)
Paul closed his prayer with a doxology. Much of what he had

prayed seems impossible: to know the unknowable, to be united
with the church triumphant, to be filled with the fullness of God.
Perhaps his readers would have been discouraged at such lofty
expectations. Paul acknowledged the greatness of God by declar-
ing that He is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask
or imagine (v. 20). What we feel weak and powerless to accom-
plish, God is more than adequate to do through us. Paul was con-
fident that no matter what they asked or imagined, be it a vision
for outreach ministry or individual maturity, God is limitless in
His resources and is able to do even more. This He does accord-
ing to his power that is at work within us (v. 20). This is the
power mentioned in 3:16 that is the work of the indwelling Holy
Spirit in the believer’s (and the church’s) life. His power ener-
gizes us to accomplish the goal. “For it is God who works in you
to will and to act according to his good purpose” (Phil. 2:13).
Paul resounded with praise for such a magnificent God: to

him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all
generations, for ever and ever! Amen (Eph. 3:21). God is to be
glorified both in the church and in Christ. The linking of the two
together is incredible, raising the church to an unbelievably high
position.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ephesians 3:19

And to know—But the apostle corrects himself, and immediately
observes, it cannot be fully known. This only we know, that the love
of Christ surpasses all knowledge, that ye may be filled—Which is
the sum of all, with all the fulness of God—With all His light, love,
wisdom, holiness, power, and glory. A perfection far beyond a bare
freedom from sin. (ENNT)
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Paul’s words of praise constitute the climax of the entire letter,
as chapters 4–6 reveal the practical expressions of all that is con-
tained in the first three chapters. It is the knowledge of God
working in and through us, the commitment to knowing and
expressing His love, and the recognition of our responsibility as
a church to bring glory to an almighty God that propels us and
makes possible the practical out-working of our theology that
comprise the second half of Ephesians.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ephesians 3:20

Now to him—This doxology is admirably adapted to strengthen
our faith that we may not stagger at the great things the apostle had
been praying for, as if they were too much for God to give, or for us
to expect from him, that is able—Here is a most beautiful gradation.
When He has given us exceeding, yea, abundant blessings, still we
may ask for more. And He is able to do it. But we may think of more
than we have asked. He is able to do this also. Yea, and above all
this: above all we ask; above all we can think: nay, exceedingly,
abundantly above all we can either ask or think. (ENNT)
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DISCUSSION
Many programs exist to build up one’s physical strength; energy

drinks abound and supplements and vitamin pills line pharmacy
shelves. Most people want to be physically strong and healthy. Dis-
cuss what provisions are available to make believers spiritually
strong and energetic.
1. Who is able to strengthen believers to be at their best for

God?
2. Evangelist Billy Sunday remarked, “If Christians were as

weak physically as they are spiritually, they wouldn’t be able to
take a single step.” Was he overly critical? What comparison
would you make between Christians’ spiritual strength and their
physical strength?
3. How did Paul’s spiritual strength manifest itself in the midst

of trials?
4. What do you do to make a guest welcome in your house?

What are you doing to make Christ feel at home in your heart?
5. How would you define Christ’s love in terms of its width?

Its length? Its height? Its depth? 
6. Nothing is too hard for the Lord. He is able to do more than

all we ask or imagine. Knowing this, what valid big request will
you make to God? What might you imagine that God can do in
your life or in the life of the church you attend?
7. Paul prayed big prayers for the Ephesian believers. What

big prayers will you pray for your fellow Christians?
8. Paul wanted the Ephesians to be strong so God would be

glorified. How can you glorify God this week by being strong in
the Lord?

PRAYER
Lord, please strengthen us out of Your glorious riches with

power through Your Spirit in our inner being. May we gratefully
receive from Your hand more than we could ever ask or imagine.
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For any sports team to achieve a winning season, it must have
unity. Divisiveness can turn a team into its biggest opponent. But
internal unity often propels a team into the playoffs and even a
championship. Even players with only average talent can accomplish
great things when they band together as one under the guidance
of their coach.
This study recognizes that it takes effort for a body of believers

to enjoy a spirit of unity, but God has provided all the essentials
to make unity a reality. Expect to be challenged by this study to
achieve and maintain unity in your local church.

COMMENTARY
The book of Ephesians was one of several letters written by Paul

while he was in prison. Even though it is addressed “to the saints in
Ephesus” (1:1), it is more likely written to churches in the region
around Ephesus. Ephesians does not address any particular questions
or situations there. Instead, it lays forth an understanding of the
church and its place in God’s great plan of salvation for the world.
The first three chapters address such themes as the blessings of God
in Christ, salvation by grace through faith, the unity of believers,
and the immeasurable resources of God. Chapter 4 signals a shift
in focus from the theological to the practical. Now the question
becomes, in light of all God has done for us, how do we live worthy
of the calling we have received?

UNITY IN PRACTICE
Ephesians 4:1–16

Christian unity makes us mature, strong, and effective.

3



Called to Unity (Eph. 4:1–6)
Paul began by identifying himself as a prisoner for the Lord

(v. 1). In 3:1, he called himself “the prisoner of Christ Jesus for
the sake of you Gentiles,” and while he regarded himself as a
slave to Christ in respect to his calling, he occasionally spent
time in prison as a result of that calling. By appealing to his
imprisonment, he was saying, in effect, “Take note of what I am
telling you. I am putting my life on the line for it.”
His first exhortation was to live a life worthy of the calling

you have received (4:1). Paul said God has done great things
for us: He has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in Christ,
adopted us as His children, sealed us with His Holy Spirit, made
us alive with Christ, and reconciled us to himself and each other.
The word worthy means “to balance the scales.” God has done
His part in giving us all we need for holiness and maturity; now
it is our responsibility to live up to it.

To live a worthy life, Paul specified four graces necessary for
good relationships in the Christian community. First, we are to
be completely humble (v. 2). Pride is the spiritual root of all
sin, but unlike the pagan notion of groveling servitude, Christian

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ephesians 4:1

What is it to “walk worthy of the vocation wherewith we are
called?” It should always be remembered that the word walk, in the
language of the apostle, is of a very extensive signification. It
includes all our inward and outward motions; all our thoughts, and
words, and actions. It takes in, not only everything we do, but every-
thing we either speak or think. It is, therefore, no small thing “to
walk,” in this sense of the word, “worthy of the vocation wherewith
we are called”; to think, speak, and act in every instance, in a manner
worthy of our Christian calling. (WJW, vol. 6, 397–398)
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humility is the laying aside of one’s rights for the sake of another.
Christ himself set the example and said that whoever would be
greatest in the kingdom must become the servant of all. Second,
Paul exhorted the Ephesians to be gentle (v. 2). A gentle person
is one who has every instinct and passion under complete con-
trol. Like humility, gentleness is a prime contributor to unity.
Third, Paul said we are to be patient (v. 2). While this can mean
the ability to endure hardship, more often in the New Testament
it means the reluctance to avenge wrongs. Patience, or longsuf-
fering, means “long tempered.” It is the ability to endure dis-
comfort without fighting back. Finally, Paul said Christians are
to bear with one another in love (v. 2). Christians had to invent
a new word to distinguish Christian love from all other kinds of
love. They called it agape, meaning unconquerable benevolence. 

By diligently exercising these graces, believers will be able
to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace 
(v. 3). The absence of these graces jeopardizes unity. The verb
here suggests unity will be difficult and will require resolute
determination to accomplish. In fact, it can only be accomplished
through the inner working of the Holy Spirit. 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ephesians 1:2

The “forbearing one another in love” seems to mean, not only
the not resenting anything, and the not avenging yourselves; not only
the not injuring, hurting, or grieving each other, either by word or
deed; but also the bearing one another’s burdens; yea, and lessening
them by every means in our power. It implies the sympathizing with
them in their sorrows, afflictions, and infirmities; the bearing them
up when, without our help, they would be liable to sink under their
burdens; the endeavouring to lift their sinking heads, and to
strengthen their feeble knees. (WJW, vol. 6, 399)
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Paul went on to say there are seven reasons why the church
must continually strive for unity. Among other things, there is
one body (v. 4). The church of Jesus Christ is comprised of all
believers of all nations who acknowledge Christ as Lord and are
saved by grace through faith. Christ himself is the Head, and all
the individual members have distinct functions, but together they
form one body. And there is only one Spirit (v. 4). The same
Holy Spirit who descended upon the church at Pentecost also
filled the Gentiles gathered in Cornelius’s house and the disciples
of John in Ephesus. The one Holy Spirit unifies the church, plac-
ing each individual member into the body of Christ. In addition,
believers are called to one hope (v. 4), namely, a world
redeemed through Jesus Christ. No matter what happens in this
life, Christians live with the common hope that Christ will one
day return for His church and conquer the hosts of evil. 
Believers must also strive for unity because they have one Lord

(v. 5). As Lord, Jesus Christ is in charge. Disunity inevitably results
whenever self-will supersedes the divine will. Unity should also
result from the confession of one faith (v. 5). We are all saved by
grace through faith. It is the common means of procuring our sal-
vation. But faith is also the common core of Christian truth that was
passed on from Christ to the apostles. Unity should also be a by-
product of one baptism (v. 5). Even though the modes have differed
between traditions, baptism has always been the universal declara-
tion of faith among Christians of all ages. Finally, Paul declared
there is one God and Father of all (v. 6). Unlike the pagans (both
then and now), who have many gods, Christians have only one. And
unlike the pagans, they are all children of one heavenly Father,
brothers and sisters in relation to God and one another.

Equipped for Service (Eph. 4:7–13)
After talking about unity within the body of Christ, Paul moved

the discussion to one of diversity and individuality. The whole body
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is made up of many parts, each with its own function and respon-
sibility. To each one, Paul said, grace has been given as Christ
apportioned it (v. 7). Grace here does not refer specifically to spir-
itual gifts themselves but to the fact that gifts come from the gra-
cious hand of God. Everyone is endowed with certain natural
abilities at birth, but in the “new birth” spiritual gifts are also appor-
tioned to believers to enable them to fulfill spiritual ministry.
As a proof of this distribution of gifts by the Lord, Paul

loosely quoted from Psalm 68:18, stating, when he ascended
on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men
(Eph. 4:8). It was a picture of a conquering king entering a city
with his captives in tow, throwing money to the cheering throngs.
Paul interpreted the Psalm to say that when Christ sets believers
free from their captivity to Satan, they become His servants and
He in turn rewards them with special gifts.
Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts appears to become some-

what sidetracked in verses 9–10 as he digressed on the meaning
of the word ascended. Ascension, he felt, had no meaning unless
we understand that Jesus first came down from heaven. When He
did this, His body was physically present on the earth, ministering
to the hurts and needs of people. But when He ascended into
heaven, He was no longer present on the earth. Nevertheless, He
did make it possible for His “body” to fill the whole universe by
equipping His church to do even greater things than He had done.
The list of spiritual gifts Paul mentioned here is very different

than those listed in 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12. One reason
could be that none of the lists is complete in itself, and perhaps not
even complete when taken together. God has a diversity of gifts
needed to fulfill the tasks He calls the church to complete. The gifts
may very likely be different in each congregation. But another rea-
son could be that the four he mentioned are not gifts at all, but
gifted people God gives to the church to equip individual believers
to do the works of ministry where their gifts will function.

28

Ephesians 4:1–16



First, Paul mentioned apostles (Eph. 4:11). Strictly speaking,
an apostle was one who witnessed the life, death, and resurrec-
tion of Christ and was sent out by Him with a special commis-
sion to establish His church. It included the Twelve, but also
Paul, Barnabas, James the brother of Jesus, Silvanus, Androni-
cus, and Junias (and perhaps others). In this sense, the role of
apostle ceased when the last one died. However, in a more gen-
eral sense, Christ still sends forth people today who know Him
and have witnessed His power. The difference is that the foun-
dation has been long established and any present-day “apostle”
speaks only with the authority found in Scripture.
Second, Paul mentioned prophets (v. 11). A prophet was an

itinerant minister who went from church to church with direct mes-
sages from God through the Holy Spirit. Prophets have never been
received well in the church because it is difficult to discern the true
gift from its false counterparts. And many question the need for the
prophet today, since we now have the complete Word of God.
Third, Paul mentioned evangelists (v. 11). This “herald of the

good news” was also a wanderer but was more likely to stay for
longer periods in a given location than the apostle or prophet.
Evangelists correspond today to what we call “missionaries.” All
believers have the responsibility to be witnesses for Christ, but
some are especially called by God to do the work of an evangelist.
Finally, Paul spoke of pastors and teachers (v. 11). These

two roles are complementary and are often coordinated in the
same person. The word pastormeans, quite literally, “shepherd.”
The pastor/teacher was entrusted with the nurture, protection,
and supervision of the flock.
These four groups of people are gifts from Christ to the church

to prepare God’s people for works of service (v. 12). They are
not the only ones entrusted with the work of ministry; all Christians
are ministers. The function of these gifted leaders is to equip and
enable the individual parts of the body to discover, coordinate, and
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use their God-given gifts in serving others. Then the body of
Christ will be built up (v. 12). Individual Christians are built up
when they are active in ministry, and the body of Christ is built up
when gifts function in a healthy manner. And the end result of the
church’s engagement in active ministry is unity in the faith (v. 13)
and maturity, becoming more like Christ in holiness and service.

Directed toward Maturity (Eph. 4:14–16)
God did not give new birth to believers intending that they

remain as infants (v. 14). His goal is holiness and maturity (Eph.
1:4; 3:13). A church should never feel that it has succeeded by
simply introducing people to the kingdom. God gave gifted people
to the church to build it up in the faith and equip its members to
do the works of ministry God had designed it to do (Eph. 2:10;
3:11–12). Baby Christians are unstable, blown here and there by
every wind of teaching (4:14) that pops up in the world, and even
at times in the church itself. But when the church is functioning
in a healthy manner, when truth is being faithfully proclaimed in

WORDS FROM WESLEY

Ephesians 4:16

“Holy solitaries” is a phrase no more consistent with the gospel
than holy adulterers. The gospel of Christ knows of no religion, but
social; no holiness but social holiness. “Faith working by love” is
the length and breadth and depth and height of Christian perfection.
“This commandment have we from Christ, that he who loves God,
love his brother also”; and that we manifest our love “by doing good
unto all men; especially to them that are of the household of faith.”
And in truth, whosoever loveth his brethren, not in word only, but
as Christ loved him, cannot but be “zealous of good works.” He
feels in his soul a burning, restless desire of spending and being
spent for them. “My Father,” will he say, “worketh hitherto, and I
work.” And at all possible opportunities he is, like his Master,
“going about doing good.” (WJW, vol. 14, 321–322)
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an environment of love, then the members will find themselves
growing up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ (v. 15).
The whole body—mysteriously joined together by a network of
spiritual bones, muscles, and ligaments while receiving its direc-
tion from the Head—builds itself up in love, as each part does
its work (v. 16).

DISCUSSION
A walk can be successful and enjoyable only when both feet

move in unity as instructed by the brain. Similarly, God’s people
move forward in unity only as they obey the Head of the church.
1. How does agape love differ from the kind of love the enter-

tainment industry often promotes?
2. What examples of agape love have you seen in your fellow-

ship of believers?
3. How does unity contribute to spiritual maturity? 
4. How would you answer the claim that it doesn’t matter what

Christians believe as long as they love one another?
5. Do you agree or disagree that a divisive church has a poor

reputation in the community? Why?
6. Why does it demand “effort” to preserve the unity of the

Spirit? How much effort have you expended recently to preserve
this unity? What future effort will you expend?
7. Gossip often destroys a church’s unity. What actions will

you take to squelch gossip?

PRAYER
Father, forgive us for separating the body of Christ into our

own kind and our own desires. Grant us the gift of unity and help
us to add our differences to the one holy church.
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