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INTRODUCTION

A. When I was in college the Lord provided a great job for me for three summers. I worked in a large tire factory. Oh, it was noisy, hot, and dirty, but it was financially rewarding. I was a card-carrying union member (required), AFL-CIO, United Rubber Workers. The plant employed a lot of unhappy people who mostly lived for the weekend and whatever escape or pleasure they could scrape out of it.


There were very few outspoken Christians working there. Early on I let out that I was studying to become a pastor. Ever after, I was called “preacher boy,” “the preacher,” or just “preacher.” But there was one man, a bit older than me, a professing Christian from another culture and church tradition. He probably would not have thought of attending my church, and I would not have thought of joining his. But there, amidst those unhappy pagans, we were an oasis to each other. We were brothers in Christ. And to me, just knowing that Skyler was there and seeing him in the factory occasionally was deeply encouraging. 


B. There are in Christ’s church many denominations and traditions. True unity in Christ may not be organizational, but it is surely organic. Every soul linked to Christ through the Holy Spirit is joined together with a unity that is eternal and cannot be broken, which will make heaven a truly wonderful place. 


C. Our Psalm for this evening, Psalm 133, is attributed to King David. It’s a very short psalm (don’t get your hopes up). In my experience the length if the sermon is inversely proportional to the length of the text. We are not told the occasion of the psalm, but many suggest (and I agree) that it seems likely that he composed this brief poem of praise at the unification of Israel when he was crowned as king of all of God’s people. He had waited long for God to fulfill his promise, all Israel joined together under his wise and godly leadership, and now the Lord had made it so. The annual PCA General Assembly always concludes with us singing this Psalm together.

And this short psalm bids to us consider the blessing of harmony and concord among Christians, “when brothers dwell in unity.” First…
I. WE MUST CELEBRATE THE JOYS OF UNITY.


A. You can picture David’s heart bursting with gladness, perhaps at his own coronation ceremony, as representatives from every tribe have gathered to register their allegiance to one another. “1 Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!” David declares that such agreement and accord among believing brothers is both “good” and “pleasant.” These terms are surely complimentary, though distinct. 

B. It is “good.” Such unity is intrinsically good, that is, in accord with God’s own goodness. This word translated “good” is actually peppered throughout the first chapter of the Bible as God created one wonder after another and then pronounced them “good.” It harkens back to the joyful unity of our first parents in the garden as they gratefully delighted in each other, in the goodness of God making them male and female and calling them to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth with this unity, spreading this goodness far and wide. 

It also reminds us of the grim disunity that occurred when they fell, when they arrogantly attempted to usurp God’s own authority, to “become like God, knowing (or declaring for themselves) good and evil.” When God challenged him, Adam instinctively turned and blamed his wife. This unity was broken by sin. It reminds us that the disunity of God’s confusing the languages and scattering the rebellious, arrogant people at Babel as his curse, punishment for their sin. And it reminds us of the gift of the Holy Spirit when the apostles were speaking in other tongues, a reversal of the curse of Babel, drawing all peoples together through the gospel. 

B. And David says it is also “pleasant”: pleasing, inviting, enjoyable. Something can be “good” and yet not be “pleasant.” Eating your vegetables may be “good for you,” but many children do not find it pleasant or they wouldn’t have to be told to do it. Hebrews 12:11 assures us that God’s discipline may also be good for us, but “For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it.”

And yet such unity is both good, intrinsically good and good for us, and is also pleasant. And you know this for yourself. Discord and division in a marriage, in an extended family, in a workplace, and certainly in a church is one of the most trying and unpleasant experiences in all of life. So we must love and long for unity. We must celebrate the joy of unity and eagerly seek it with others. Secondly…
II. WE MUST RECOGNIZE THE SOURCE OF UNITY.


A. This unity cannot be manufactured. It cannot be commanded by human authority or achieved through human collaboration, conniving, or cleverness. No, the tendency toward division that is caused by the universal principle of indwelling sin is just too strong for us. The source of all unity, organic, from- the-heart-and-soul unity in marriage and family, in the church, and in the world around us can only come from the restorative work of God through the power of his Holy Spirit.

David makes this crystal clear in this brief psalm, though it is somewhat obscured through translation. David uses the same word three times, the word for “descending.”  

2 It is like the precious oil on the head, 


running down on the beard, 

on the beard of Aaron, 


running down on the collar of his robes! 

3 It is like the dew of Hermon, 


which falls on the mountains of Zion! 

This is God’s work. It descends from on high. As one scholar notes: “True unity, like all good gifts, is from above; bestowed more than contrived, a blessing far more than an achievement.” (Baldwyn, 453) 

B. Now to our ears, verse 2 sounds like a both gooey mess and a laundry problem. But in Scripture, the fragrant anointing oil is a regular symbol of the Holy Spirit descending upon the person or object making him or it holy. Brothers (and sisters) dwelling in unity is from above, the work of the Holy Spirit who effects that true union of the regenerated and repentant elect who then join together through faith in Christ. 

C. But interestingly, David speaks not of the oil of his own anointing as king, but of the oil that centuries before had been applied to Aaron. Aaron was the first high priest and a type of the Christ (literally, “the anointed one”) who was to come. The high priest’s main role was to offer atoning sacrifices for the sin of God’s people in order to keep them in a right relation with their God, and to intercede for them in prayer. And this points us to the substitutionary work of Christ as he offered his own righteous life as an atonement for our sin. 

So unity among brothers is from above, and is based upon Christ’s reconciling work on the cross as it is applied to the elect by the Holy Spirit. As we noted before, the Holy Spirit links us to Christ in organic union which then binds us together with all who are also in Christ. 

D. The unity created by the Holy Spirit is not restricted to a few. The perfumed anointing oil that ran down on the head of Aaron continued to spread, running down on his beard and on to the collar of his priestly robe. We should seek to recognize the unity we share with other believers based exclusively on Christ’s saving work on our behalf.  


When we were in the liberal church we constantly heard calls for organizational unity in the church from the so-called “ecumenical movement.” But such unity was always dependent upon a “lowest-common-denominator” compromise of actually denying the most foundational truths of the faith, even to the point of rejecting the atoning work of Christ. So, while we must seek unity with true believers, we must uphold the doctrines of our faith which make this real unity possible. 

We must celebrate the joys of unity, we must recognize the Source of unity, and thirdly…

III. WE MUST ANTICIPATE THE VITALITY OF UNITY. 


A. Unity brings life in abundance. David depicts this as refreshing dew that also descends from above. Okay, here’s our geography lesson for this evening. Mount Zion upon which Jerusalem stood was not very tall, a big hill, basically at an elevation of 2,500 feet. For reference, Hawkeye Point, just north of Sibley, the highest elevation in Iowa, is 1,670 feet. But Mount Hermon, 150 miles to the north of Jerusalem is snow-capped at an elevation of 9,200 feet, almost four times higher than Mt. Zion. The coolness of the air around its pinnacle produces heavy dews. If the wind is right, the moisture there would generate heavy dews upon the crops around the semi-desert that surrounds Jerusalem. Farmers know that a heavy dew can be a welcome substitute for rain in times of drought. 

B. So here, the unity among brothers which God provides is both God’s blessing and the fruit of that blessing itself. 

“3 It is like the dew of Hermon, 


which falls on the mountains of Zion! 

For there the Lord has commanded the blessing, 


life forevermore.” 

Unity in the church is a choice blessing from God. It is itself the source of great blessing to God’s people. God’s announced ideal for the Promised Land was that it was to be an island of blessing in the midst of a world cursed by sin. Part of the blessing was abundant prosperity, no crushing famine or poverty, and long life free from disease. So the ideal was God’s people enjoying life and fellowship under the shade of God’s presence in their midst. 

C. It reminds me of the biblical description of heaven: no sorrow or pain, nothing evil permitted, harmony and felicity in all relationships, no death, and every tear wiped away. How wonderful your life would be with every relationship around you brimming over with wellbeing, with deep affection and sacrificial love one for the other! We would have no cause to lay awake at night grieving our brokenness and regretting the part we may have played in it. “For there the Lord has commanded the blessing, life forevermore.” 

IV. WE MUST BE EAGER TO MAINTAIN THIS UNITY.

A. What’s missing in this psalm is any direct application, any explicit imperative, any command to follow. It is entirely cast in the indicative, statements of fact. We need to supply the implications. If this unity is so wonderfully blessed, so “good and pleasant,” then we need to prize it at all costs. Actually, the Apostle Paul picks up on this theme and supplies the application for us in Ephesians 4:1-3: “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, 2 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, 3 eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”

B. Notice how precise his language is. He does not speak of our creating the unity of the Spirit, only of our “maintaining” it. As we have seen, the Holy Spirit produces unity among believers. It is not worked up, but is sent down from on high. 

And yet we can either maintain or disrupt the outward expression of this unity. We disrupt it by placing ourselves before others, by imagining that they are there to support our goals and to assist in our plans. We disrupt it when we become insistent and impatient, when we are dismissive and demanding. Which is to say, when we fail to “walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called.” 

C. It never ceases to amaze me at how many professing Christians fail to grasp the truth that Jesus came to save us from our sins. They seem to think that Jesus came only to save us from the penalty of our sins. One man told me his definition of God’s grace: “God just keeps forgiving and forgiving.” That’s true, but only partly true. I mean no disrespect, but it would be a pretty poor “savior” if he only saved us from the penalty of sin but left us to languish under the power of sin. 

Sin itself is the problem. It is degrading and dehumanizing. It is beneath our human dignity, and certainly unworthy of the exalted calling to which we have been called in Christ. For some strange reason, it is the transgressive who are the popular and celebrated in society today. It is those who run all the red lights without a care in the world. They sneer at authority and scoff at God himself, and for their boastful brazenness, for all their smirking shamelessness, they are counted as heroes to be imitated and celebrated. And they are destroying everything they influence and are stoking the fires of God’s judgment upon themselves. 

Years ago several men in a college fraternity hired a trawler to take them tour out to sea. After they had gone many miles from shore, a storm blew in, and the worried captain swiftly turned back for safe harbor. The college men began to mock him: “You’re afraid! Look at us, we’re not afraid.” And he simply said, “You are too ignorant not to be afraid.” 
CONCLUSION

God’s gift, his amazing blessing of unity is among the choice benefits he bestows on his people. It is good, truly good, a reflection of God’s own goodness, and it is pleasant, pleasing, refreshing, and restful to the soul. It is so very good and pleasant that it is to be eagerly maintained. When we encourage others, when we joyfully take the lowest place, when we uphold one another in prayer and approach one another with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, then we are maintaining the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. It’s a gooey, sticky, oily, sweet-smelling wonder to behold and to enjoy, when by God’s grace, brothers (and sisters) dwell together in unity. (
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