
Ephesians 4, 1 to 16.  August 2018.  Faith is work in progress 

 A week ago yesterday, Phil and I went down to the Cities to spend about 7 hours helping 

our son, Andrew, and his girlfriend, Galina, move into their new apartment together.  The move 

was to be a two-day effort.  Our side of the family had Saturday available to empty out their two 

current apartments into the U Haul truck they rented.  Galina’s family would take over on 

Sunday and empty out the U Haul truck into their new apartment together.  We must have moved 

our kids half a dozen times in the last 6 or 7 years, and invariably we’re moving couches up and 

down narrow staircases in buildings without elevators.  Happily, the new apartment they moved 

in to is well equipped, sophisticated building with numerous elevators, because they live on the 

23rd floor!    It’s a modestly sized apartment, but in an ideal location at the edge of downtown 

Minneapolis with a beautiful urban view of the skyline.  This two day effort was successfully 

completed a week ago, but of course---moving, unpacking and making a home is not really a two 

day effort, is it?  I mean, is anyone ever really done moving?  It takes days, weeks, months, 

maybe years.  In fact, I’m quite sure we still have boxes we haven’t touched since our move to 

Duluth 7 years ago.  Isn’t that how it is?  Andrew sent photos of their new place, with bags and 

boxes strewn all over.  That doesn’t surprise me, as when we moved their things it was evident 

that they hadn’t thoroughly purged their closets and possessions in advance.  Galina admitted she 

had clothes she hadn’t worn for years;  her exact words were, “I haven’t touched 50% of these 

clothes in years.”  But she wasn’t ready to let them go. And, Andrew keeps moving his heavy, 

granite chess set that he never actually sets up and uses; I doubt it left the box it was in when he 

last moved 6 years previously.  But he still hangs onto it. The initial debris will get dealt with 

over time, of course, but I really believe it’s a process that’s never quite finished.  Can any of us 

honestly look around at our homes, yards, gardens, and so on and say:  Yup.  Everything is 



exactly where and as it should be, there are no more projects to be done, we have attained 

perfection and completion?  If so, let me know what magical trick you used to achieve that after 

the service is over!  As far as I’m concerned, moving into a home and making and maintaining a 

home, is always a work in progress, never quite finished or attained.   

 If you relate to that notion, you probably will relate also to our lesson from Ephesians, 

chapter 4, this morning.  This is a lesson that acknowledges works in progress and the ongoing 

nature of most processes of which we are a part.  I don’t know how you reacted internally to the 

reading of this lesson, but several who were part of our study group last week found themselves 

feeling that they were coming up short.  Comparing themselves to the ideals of this lesson, they 

felt convicted, guilty, inadequate.  Which makes sense.  Could any of us confidently claim to be 

living a life worthy of the calling to which we have been called?  Could we with a clear 

conscience assert that we have been unfailingly humble, gentle, and patient?  Do we know for a 

fact that we have borne one another with love and made every effort to promote unity and peace 

in our homes, in our church, in our community, nation, and world?  Is there no doubt that we 

have worked to build up the body of Christ, that we have grown to maturity of faith, and that we 

speak the truth in love?  I’m guessing:  not!  Just possibly, we all are falling short if we measure 

ourselves against these verses.  It’s entirely possible that instead, we don’t think much about 

being worthy of our calling as people of faith.  And that we have been demanding, critical of 

others and impatient.  And that we have gotten frustrated and written other people off, and that 

we have contributed to polarization and strife with our opinionated attitudes, and that we speak 

our version of the truth out of irritation.  Far from promoting peace and unity, we may be 

argumentative and judgmental; tearing people down rather than building them up.  I am pretty 

sure that none of us are guilty of all of those negatives I just named, but likely none of us have 



achieved all of the positive ideals of the text either.  We’re in between.  We’re a work in 

progress.  We’re not finished yet.  Like moving into a new place and setting up a household.  

There’s some old stuff  within ourselves that we haven’t been able to part with even though we 

haven’t needed it in years—some old grudges maybe, or scores of wrongs done us held dear?  

And there are some interior boxes we don’t have the courage to open—maybe an honest look at 

our issues around anger or anxiety or alcohol use.  And there’s a good deal that we just haven’t 

sorted through and placed—like we intend to exercise more and eat less,  or pray more often,  or 

connect with our family more frequently, but we just haven’t gotten there yet.  Certainly, we 

cannot look at ourselves and think:  Yup. Everything about me is exactly as it should be, there 

are no more projects to be done, I  have attained perfection and completion.  That’s just not 

happening!  

 I was recently talking with a friend from Duluth about their family.  My friend, a guy in 

his early 60s, was telling me about his adult son in his early 30s, with a mixture of affection and 

exasperation, and he said, “That kid is a project.”  I admit I knew just what he meant.  Some 

people particularly just seem to be projects, always needing further attention, work, and effort.  

On the other hand, I guess we’re all projects, all of us needing further attention, work, and effort.  

The great thing about a text like the one we have before us today is not that it may make us feel 

guilty or inadequate---what’s the point of wallowing about in that toxic mixture?  But rather, it 

sets a bar for us, and it sets the bar high.  These words ask us to strive for a lifestyle that reflects 

that of our Lord and that includes qualities that our culture may or may not value.  Certainly our 

culture urges us towards accomplishment and high standards, but generally in terms of success in 

work, or in achieving academically or professionally or monetarily, or in placing ourselves 

within an elite group in terms of education, financial, or professional accomplishment.  All of 



which contributes towards a divided community.  Much more rarely are we urged to develop 

internal qualities that mirror Christ:  Humility.  Compassion.  Gentleness.  Patience.  A hunger 

for justice.  There is no profit to be made from such a lifestyle in and of itself, and I’m afraid that 

our culture is rather profit oriented.  In fact, if we truly and deeply adopt some of these lifestyle 

practices of faith, they tend to be counter cultural, counter productive in terms of worldly success 

and status.  Quite naturally, then, we may not hear many voices calling us to live a life worthy of 

our faith, apart from right here in church---and so it is here where we need to hear that calling.  A 

calling to live in such a way, reflective of Christ, that builds up, promotes unity, and furthers 

peace.   

 Because those are the goals of this lifestyle we live.  We’re not trying to perfect our souls 

for the sake of our soul’s perfection.  That is frankly of little importance to God, who loves and 

forgives us regardless.  Besides as good Lutherans we know that we’re always a combination of 

saint and sinner; perfection is not within our capacity.  We are always going to be a project, a 

work in progress.  Furthermore, we know that we’re not earning love, salvation or heavenly 

brownie points of any kind by adopting these qualities or this lifestyle of faith.  We have already 

been saved, forgiven and redeemed.  That was the work of God, of Christ on the cross.  We 

cannot add to that effort, it is already done.  “It is finished”, Christ said as he died on the cross, 

and he wasn’t so much referring to his life being finished as to the work of redemption being 

finished.  We don’t have to save ourselves through moral perfection.  That’s not what living this 

lifestyle is about.  In fact,  it’s actually not so much about us indulging in intensive naval gazing 

and trying to reach an impossible perfection , it’s about living this way for the sake of the other, 

for the sake of the world, for the sake of the church.  Our bulletin cover this morning includes 

words from the Kyrie, a portion of our opening liturgy that we sing most Sundays.  “For the 



peace of the world; for the well being of the church of God, and for the unity of all, let us pray to 

the Lord.”  Those words are an apt description of the end game our text this morning has in 

mind; peace, well being, unity, the common good respected and served.  That is where God is 

pointing us in this calling to live a worthy life of faith, that we contribute to that peace, unity, and 

common good.  Again, this sets the bar high. 

 Because our world in general seems anything but peaceful and unified, and the service of 

the common good seems to get trampled all the time in the name of expediency, convenience, or 

profit.  So often, so many seem so angry right now.  There is so much polarity and division.  The 

exact opposite of God’s vision for our world.  God’s vision for our world has to do with unity; 

with one-ness.  You don’t have to be a Biblical scholar to have picked up how important this is, 

because our verses from Ephesians drive it home with obvious repetition.  There were 7 “ones” 

in our lesson today, 7 being the Scriptural number of completeness. “One body of the Church.  

Called and sanctified by one Spirit.  One hope that comes from that calling.  One Lord whom we 

confess and grow into.  One faith.  One baptism which binds us together.  One God and Father of 

us all.”  That’s a lot of ones.  It challenges me to think beyond what I usually perceive as divided 

and separated.  Do you look beyond the surface polarization and chaos around us to grasp that 

there is one Lord?  That the same One Spirit brings hopes to all?  That God is Father of all?  That 

we share One world?  That we are meant to be One people, not countless competing and warring 

tribles?  There’s a one-ness to our faith and to this world God has created that may elude us, but 

it is God’s vision for our world.  Our lives lived as reflective of Christ help promote that vision 

and make it a reality.    

 I’m thinking the takeaway for us this morning is not to indulge in castigating ourselves 

for not having achieved the perfect lifestyle of faith.  That’s counter productive and unrealistic.  



No one knows our limitations better than God!  I think rather we remind ourselves that God sets 

a high and holy standard for us in our living, for the sake of the world.  And that same patience 

and forbearance we are to apply towards others likely needs to be applied to ourselves also.  We, 

like everyone else we come into contact with, are works in progress.  God isn’t finished with us 

yet, as we say.  Here are some really profound and wonderful words from Martin Luther about 

the life of faith as a process:  “This life, therefore, is not godliness but the process of becoming 

godly, not health but getting well, not being but becoming, not rest but exercise.  We are not now 

what we shall be, but we are on the way.  The process is not yet finished, but it is actively going 

on.  This is not the end, but it is the road.  At present everything does not gleam and sparkle, but 

everything is being purified.”   I don’t think we can say it any better than that.  We are on the 

way towards living like Christ, but we’re still a work in progress, each of us a project, if you 

will, in the hands of God.   

 Sunday morning worship, then, might be seen as a time when we reflect a bit on how our 

project is going.  Where we seek forgiveness for the shortfalls.  Where we find courage and 

inspiration to tackle what needs to be tackled.  Where we find solace and healing for that which 

is broken.  Where we celebrate and live out, in a small but meaningful sphere, the unity that God 

wants for the world.  We’re different people outside these doors, but we’re gathered together 

here as one part of the body of Christ.  We worship one Lord.  We see one Baptismal Font, water 

of life available to all.  We come forward to one altar, one table of the Lord, where all are 

welcome, all are fed.  The table of second chances.  The table of one-ness.  One bread, One 

body, one Lord of all.  Amen.  

  


