
Union, uniformity or unity?
Bible reading: Ezra 3

Focus on…

‘… the people assembled as one man in Jerusalem’ (Ezra 3:1).

The first group of exiles had returned from captivity in Babylon to
begin rebuilding the altar and re-establishing temple worship. It was
an important occasion in the life of the people. There was neither

absenteeism nor apathy. 
One might be tempted to suggest that because they were a homogeneous

ethnic group they were more likely to experience unity. Consider, however,
how even small families can have diverse interests and the level of energy
expended by parents in seeking to harmonise activity to suit all parties, and
you soon appreciate the divine nature of unity! It is difficult to achieve
consensus even with a few people.

The organic nature of unity 
What does it mean to assemble ‘as one man’? A man has one head, a rather
obvious point one might say! Let us not overlook the obvious. One man has
one mind to govern and guide him. Christ is the head of the church and the
mind of the majority must harmonise with the mind of the Master. An
individual has one heart that harbours his hopes. One man has certain
appetites and aspirations. When a man feels hungry his body craves food,
when he is thirsty he desires to quench that thirst. When a man feels tired he
longs for rest or recreation. One man feels pleasure or pain in any given part
of the body. There is one nervous system. One man has singular vision and
perspective. He is single-minded in his dedication to the achievement of his
aims. 

The words ‘…the people assembled as one man in Jerusalem’ identify an
organic unity that existed between them. It is not merely that they were
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united by a common purpose, although that was their focus, they were also
united in a covenant relationship to God and to each other. Just as the
human body is a complex organism of diverse parts functioning together as
a whole, so too was this assembly. The unity of the body is physiological
and psychological. This key verse draws attention to the fact that there was
an organic spiritual unity amongst the children of God. It was not merely
an organisational harmony or an artificial, imposed order. On the
contrary, it was a natural thing.

A picture of how we are to be in Christ
Here were a people who were united and of one accord and it is a picture of
how we are to be in Christ. Paul tells the Romans that ‘in Christ we who are
many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others’ (Rom.
12:5). We know that divisions weaken the church. This problem is well
illustrated in the Corinthian church where there was jealousy, quarrelling
and worldliness: ‘You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and
quarrelling among you, are you not worldly? (1 Cor. 3:3). Paul entreated
them to work toward agreement, ‘I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of
our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with one another so that there
may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in
mind and thought’ (1 Cor. 1:10). 

Unity is to be the aim of all Christians. Jesus prayed for it: ‘I pray also for
those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be
one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you’ (John 17:20–21). Paul
understood that God had given certain gifts to the church ‘so that the body
of Christ may be built up 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’ (Eph. 4:12b-13). If Jesus prayed for it and
Paul pleaded for it and preached about it then we must practise it!

What is unity? 
It is important to clarify what we mean when we talk about unity. Firstly,
unity is not uniformity. Scripture teaches that there is unity in diversity.
There is no contradiction here, as Paul explains to the Romans, ‘Just as
each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all
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have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and
each member belongs to all the others. We have different gifts, according to
the grace given us.’ (Rom. 12:4–6). So there is variety of function with
overall unity. Secondly, unity is not ‘union’. In marriage, for example, there
may be union without unity. In such a marriage there is discord rather than
harmony and yet it is a legal union. Unity and union are different. Union
artificially binds together dissimilar elements whereas Christian unity is an
outworking of the inner work of the Holy Spirit. 

We read in Ephesians, ‘As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live
a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and
gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to
keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body
and one Spirit…’ (Eph. 4:1–3). Here Paul is encouraging the believers at
Ephesus to maintain a unity that already exists and is based upon the
foundational truths he has outlined in the previous three chapters. So it is a
unity which is maintained by humility, gentleness, patience and love. The
other side of that same coin is that it is damaged or destroyed by pride,
arrogance (often dressed up as assertiveness), impatience and anything that
falls short of love. 

In the first three chapters of Ephesians Paul has been speaking about
being made alive in Christ and the spiritual blessings that are in Christ. So
when he says, ‘then, I urge you’, we ought to pay particular attention to the
word ‘then’ or as the AV puts it ‘therefore’. We are not being pedantic in
doing this; we are merely following the sense of the message. Someone once
said when you see a ‘therefore’ in Scripture you should ask ‘what is it there
for’? Paul is actually saying, ‘In the light of all the great doctrines I have
been outlining, maintain the unity that is based on these great truths.’ We
cannot divorce the two and we should not want to separate them.

The emphasis in chapter one of Ephesians is that God desires unity but
sin obstructs and divides. We experience the inward struggle between good
and evil and the outward struggle between man and man. Thus the world
has been damaged by sin but the aim of regeneration is to reverse that
process of degeneration. God’s redemptive plan is essentially about
reconciliation between God and man. In reuniting man with himself God is
restoring the fellowship and unity that existed before the fall. When man
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sinned there was a severing of that relationship. Thus chapter two of
Ephesians speaks about the middle wall of partition (between God and the
regenerate) being broken down. Then chapter three goes on to talk about
the unity of Jew and Gentile in Christ. We must note that such unity exists
’in Christ’ and that no such unity exists outside Christ! Thus when Paul
comes to chapter four he stresses the importance of maintaining that unity
by being vigilant about our attitudes and actions. The Christian church as
the body of Christ is to reflect the unity that exists in the Godhead. It is a
unity of truth and love. 

Paul is not merely urging the church at Ephesus to develop a sense of
camaraderie. He talks of ‘the unity of the Spirit’ and we must note that it is
the Holy Spirit that is referred to here. It is a unity created by the work of
the Holy Spirit in regeneration. It is impossible for us to create this unity.
But all that are thus united are asked to work towards its maintenance.
Therefore, it is our duty to maintain unity based on truth and to ignore calls
for associations and amalgamations masquerading as unity, however
eloquent they may be. 

Questions: for discussion
1. How is unity organic in nature? See Rom. 12:4–6; Eph. 1:22–23 and

discuss how these Scriptures assume a unity among believers based on
our unity ‘in Christ’.

2. What is our role in maintaining this unity? See Eph. 4:1–3; 1 Cor. 1:10;
Phil. 2:1–5.

3. What is the difference between unity and union?
4. What is the difference between unity and uniformity? See Rom. 12:4–6

and Gal. 3:28.
5. 2 Cor. 1:7 speaks of sharing both sufferings and comfort. How is this

a practical expression of Christian unity?
6. Consider Gal. 5:16–26. In this passage the works of the flesh and the

fruit of the Holy Spirit are contrasted. Consider the nine fruits of the
Spirit and explain how they each contribute to maintaining unity in
the local church. 
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