Our Loving Union

Singular vs. Plural

Because we live in a culture that prizes personal autonomy and self-reliance, we don’t often realize how
easily our self-focused worldview shapes the way we approach the Bible. We tend to read Scripture from a
personal perspective: I, me, mine. As a result, we miss the community language that fills the pages of
Scripture: we, us, ours. Just as union with Christ is personal but not individualistic, the language of
Scripture reflects both the singular and plural nature of our relationship with God and other believers.

As you read the following passages, circle every occurrence of “plural” language. (Hin#: In Ephesians and
1 Peter, Paul and Peter are speaking to a whole group of believers; and in John, Christ is speaking to or
about all of His disciples.)

* Ephesians 2:13-18 But now in Christ Jesusg&who sometimes were far off are made nigh by the
blood of Christ. For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and hath broken down the middle
wall of partition between us; Having abolished in his flesh the enmity, even the law of
commandments contained in ordinances; for to make in himself of twain one new man, so
making peace; And that he might reconcile both unto God in one body by the cross, having slain
the enmity thereby: And came and preached peace to you which were afar off, and to them that
were nigh. For through him we both have access by one Spirit unto the Father.

* John 15:4-5 Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except it abide in
the vine; no more can ye, except ye abide in me. I am the vine, ye are the branches: He that abideth

in me, and I in him, the same bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do nothing.

¢ 1Peter 2:9-10 But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar
people; that ye should shew forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his
marvellous light; Which in time past were not a people, but are now the people of God: which

had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy.

* Ephesians 2:19-20 Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens
with the saints, and of the household of God; And are built upon the foundation of the apostles
and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner stone.

e John 17:20-23 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: that the world may believe that thou hast sent me. And the glory which
thou gavest me I have given them; that they may be one, even as we are one: I in them, and thou
in me, that they may be made perfect in one; and that the world may know that thou hast sent
Me, and hast loved them, as thou hast loved me.

United to Christ = United to a Body

Just from these few, selected passages, we can already begin to see the emphasis of Scripture. Jesus has a
body, and every new believer becomes a part of that body (Z am in Christ). But that is not all. This union
with Christ unites every individual believer to other believers who are united to Christ (we are in Christ

together).
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In 1402 King Charles III commissioned the Royal Palace of Olite in Spain, one of the most luxurious
palaces in all of Europe. Centuries later, visitors can still observe a variety of symbols etched into the
individual stones that make up the palace walls. These symbols served as a kind of personal signature used
to identify the work of each mason to ensure proper compensation for each man’s work. Hundreds of
thousands of stones were carved to build this great palace. But to this day, each stone still bears its own
individual identity. This sounds a lot like the body of Christ: many stones, one building (1 Peter 2:4-5;
Ephesians 2:19-22).

Consider the incredible variety that made up the groups of people who first heard the words of Scripture
we looked at earlier. After reading each passage below, list out as many differences as you can think of
(i.e., ethnicity, vocation, social class, gender, personality, etc.):

* John 15:4-5;17:20-23 (Christ’s 11 Disciples in the Upper Room)

» Ephesians 2:13-20 (The Church at Ephesus)

* 1Peter 1:1-5 (Believers scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia)

What—or rather, who—could ever bring such a diverse group of individuals together? Only God through
Christ. The variety of stones used to build the Palace of Olite, each with its own identifying signature,
adds to the beauty and strength of the whole structure.

In a similar way, the individual people united to Christ together enhance the beauty of the whole body.
This means our differences don’t have to divide us. Rather, we can learn to delight in the differences. In
fact, we could say that we are more alike than different, because our most defining characteristic is the
same: united to Christ. We can overlook our minor differences and major on the big thing we share in
common. We can even disagree with one another and still have deep fellowship because we agree on the
most important thing. Next Sunday morning, look around the group of people with whom you gather for
worship and marvel at God’s good design to place you into His family!

The brothers and sisters in Christ with whom you worship and serve are a gift of grace. When we isolate
and try to do the Christian life on our own, it’s like saying, “God, I don’t want to be like You!” Solo
Christianity is an oxymoron. It doesn’t work. And even worse, it’s rebellion against God’s good design.

Use God’s gift. Invite the help of others (“you are needy”). Invest in the spiritual health of others (“you are
needed”).!

1 Ed Welch, Side by Side (Wheaton: Crossway, 2015).
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Our Responsibility to the Body

In the first 11 chapters of the book of Romans, the apostle Paul devotes 308 out of 315 verses to declaring
the glorious realities of what God has done for us in Christ. But when we come to chapter 12, Paul starts
applying the gospel to our everyday lives. Believers have a responsibility to grace because of the mercy they
have been shown (Romans 12:1). If you count them, you'll find 20 commands in chapter 12 alone: each
rooted in the grace of the gospel. What do you think these commands are about? You got it: our
responsibility to live out the gospel in our relationships.

Read through Romans 12:3-21 and see how many commands you can identify that have to do with the
way you relate to others (both inside and outside the body of Christ). List them below:

Notice Paul’s use of corporate (“body”) language in verses 4 and 5. Underline every occurrence of the

word “many” and “all”; circle every occurrence of the phrase “one body”:

For as we have many members in one body, and all members have not the same office: So we, being

many, are one body in Christ, and every one members one of another.

Paul bookends his teaching on the body of Christ with two specific commands that serve as a summary of
our responsibility to those in the body of Christ. Read verse 3 and verse 9, then list the overarching

command in the space below:

Romans 12:3

Romans 12:9

God, through Paul, calls His people to relate to one another through humility and love. Why? Because
these define the character and attitude of our Lord, the One to whom we are united. What is your biggest
obligation to the body of Christ? You are to pursue unity through humility. And you are to pursue unity
through love. None of us can relate with a humble, self-sacrificing posture toward one another in and of
our own strength. We are naturally proud and selfish. The only way this is possible is through our living
union with Jesus Christ—empowered by His grace to humbly serve one another (Galatians 5:13).

Personal Application

How will you live out the “corporate language” of Scripture in your life? Even as a teenager, you have
great potential to contribute to the loving unity of the body of Christ.

* Think about the variety of people in your local church family. What differences have the potential

to divide and cause friction? Make these a matter of prayer.
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* How do these differences have the potential to strengthen your church?

*  When have you seen a tendency in your life to do the Christina life on your own? Who can you
invite to help you grow in your relationship with Christ? Who do you think God might want you
to invest in for their spiritual well-being?

*  What one practical step can you take this week to fulfill your “family obligations” to a brother or
sister in Christ?

Respond to God

Will you pray for God to enable you to delight in the differences and focus instead on what you have in
common in the Lord? Ask God to enable you, by His grace, to live in loving unity with your brothers and
sisters in Christ.

2 See the personal growth study, Developing Discipling Relationships, for further help in answering this question.
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