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Eph 4:7-12 CAPTIVES 1/17/10 
Introduction: 

A. You’ve all shopped for a church at some time or another. What makes a really good church? Here are 
the kinds of things I hear: 

 I’m looking for a church with really great worship. 

 A great program for children and youth. 

 I want a church that’s not so big, and is friendly. 

 The pastor there was an amazing preacher and he was so funny. 

 We were in this big church and they were always doing these awesome projects around the world. 

 I’m looking for a church that meets my needs. 
So what is the measure of a good church? 

B. In Ephesians, we’ve been learning how the church is God’s masterpiece. In Eph 4:12-13 God tells us the 
measure of a good church: “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.” A healthy church demonstrates steadily growing unity in faith and the knowledge 
of Christ leading to Christlike maturity. When that is happening in a church, that’s a good church! Now 
if that is not what we’re primarily looking for in a church, and if that isn’t what we’re in church to do, 
then we need a serious attitude adjustment. 

C. Well, that’s just great! But look around you. What’s the likelihood that the likes of us are ever going to 
be deeply mature!? We’re one big confab of people with spiritual learning disabilities! Some of us are 
spiritually slow-witted, or have faith smaller than a mustard seed. Some of us are spiritual idiot 
savants—walking encyclopedias, say, of Bible knowledge or theological nuances, but who can’t pray or 
are shot through with sin. And some of us have a kind of spiritual ADHD whose attention jumps around 
to whatever makes the most spiritual noise, but who have a very tough time with the focused 
disciplines of the Christian life. 

D. Turn with me to Eph 4:7-12. Here is why a church like ours can actually be a good church. [Read text.] 
From his high place of authority over all things, Jesus Christ has graced each and every believer with 
gifts to build the body of Christ, and has gifted the church with special Word-workers to shape our 
mutual service with God’s truth. 

 
I. CHRIST HAS GIVEN EACH AND EVERY BELIEVER A GRACE-GIFT TO BUILD UP HIS CHURCH (4:7) 

Do you remember what we read in Eph 1:19b-23… In 4:7 we see Jesus exercising his authority for the good 
of his church.  
A. Christ has shown grace in equal measure to all Christians in our salvation but he also gives a kind of 

personalized grace to each believer. In 4:7 he tells us, “But to each one of us grace has been given as 
Christ apportioned it.” He is talking here about our spiritual gifts—that wonderful Spirit-given capacity 
we each have to do some kind of service almost as if Jesus himself were doing it. Other passages, like 
Rom. 12 and 1 Cor. 12, list gifts like prophesying, teaching, encouraging, generous giving, leadership, 
showing mercy, speaking in tongues, healing and others.  

B. It is important to understand your spiritual gift. Illus.: My friend Steve is a wonderful illustrator. In his 
church on Christmas Eve he told the Christmas story by drawing it on humongous Christmas cards. We 
were talking about that and he wondered if doing that kind of thing is his spiritual gift. I said no. “Your 
spiritual gift, Steve, is encouragement and teaching. You encourage people wherever you go, in all kinds 
of ways. It is as natural to you as your smile. And sometimes you are able to employ your talent for art 
to do it. You draw, and people are encouraged almost as if Jesus himself had been there doing it.” 
1. A spiritual gift is not the same as a natural talent. You had your talents before you came to Christ. 

They are gifts of God, to be sure, but not a grace-gift given to you when you were born again. Your 
grace-gift comes with supernatural Christlike power.  
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2. Your spiritual gift comes naturally to you when you want to serve the Lord. He selected this 
particular capacity to serve and the Holy Spirit sort of hardwired that gift into your heart and mind 
and will, so you are now wired to do something wonderful and Christlike that you could have never 
done before.  

3. Your gift is tailor-made to serve the body of Christ so we may all be built up. This verse reaches 
down to v.12, “to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built 
up.” The “works of service” are what spiritually gifted Christians do, and when we each do them in 
our unique assignments, the body of Christ is built up. No matter how gifted or talented others in 
our church are, no one else is gifted by Christ to do what you can do. 

4. Make no mistake! This is a wonderful gift! When you do whatever it is the Lord has gifted you to 
do, you will feel more fulfilled, more in tune, more useful than you’ve ever felt doing anything else. 
In a world where we must constantly deal with soul-deadening work and frustrating weeds of every 
kind, it is a gift beyond measure to be able to serve so supernaturally. 

SUMMARY: We have a saying around here: “We will paint with the colors God gives us.” One the anniversary 
of our 10th year here, Kay Olson made a palette and brush as the centerpiece for each table. She put 
various colors on the palette, with pictures of our church people in each color. You know, there are some 
times when I say to God, “We could paint a better picture here if we had some other colors.” And he says, 
“I’ve given you just the colors you’ll need to paint the church I want you to be.” So we touch our paint 
brush with a little Ed and Elaine, here a dab of Raj; over here let’s put some Adam and Katrina with some 
Jim and Barb. And here, some shading with Patti and Erin. As each of those people exercise the gifts Christ 
has given them, we will build a masterpiece of Christian maturity.   

 
Now it is as if Paul says, “You know, speaking of Christ’s grace-gifts reminds me of Ps. 68:18.” That psalm is a 
great anthem to God for his deliverance and blessing of his people, Israel. It starts, “Let God arise! Let his 
enemies be scattered!” And it builds to a climax picturing God entering into Jerusalem (David may have been 
thinking of when he finally brought the Ark of God’s covenant into the Holy City), with God ascending to Mt. 
Zion, the highest place of the city and the future home of his temple. He is followed, it seems, by a great 
parade of his people, once captives in Egypt, now free, as they bring their offerings and gifts to their great God 
and Deliverer. The climax comes in vv.17-18: 

The chariots of God are tens of thousands  
and thousands of thousands;  
the Lord has come from Sinai into his sanctuary.  

When you ascended on high,  
you led captives in your train;  
you received gifts from men,  

even from the rebellious—  
that you, O LORD God, might dwell there. 

Some OT passages are specifically about the coming Christ but I don’t think this verse in Ps. 68 was. It was 
about the LORD Almighty taking his place of glory and victory on Mt. Zion in Jerusalem. The interesting thing is 
that when Paul quotes this verse, he changes it a little. The Psalm says, “you received gifts from men,” but 
Paul, applying this verse to Christ says he “gave gifts to men.” Why Paul changed that is a puzzle. There are 
various explanations but here’s mind. Illus.: It reminds me of a time a year ago when we went down to 
Chicago for an unusual performance of Handel’s Messiah. It had been redone in a Black gospel style and was 
now called, “Too Hot to Handel,” and it definitely brought some new pizzazz to that classic piece. In a way, I 
think that’s what Paul did with that ancient anthem. He saw the gospel in the ancient words of Ps. 68 and 
juiced it with a dose of Christ-filled mojo!  

 Whereas David’s anthem celebrated God’s enthronement on Mt. Zion in Jerusalem, Paul celebrated Jesus 
Christ’s enthronement in a place higher than the heavens.  
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 Where David sang of the parade of Israelites delivered from Egypt following God to that high place, Paul 
pictured sinners from every tribe and nation exalted with Christ to heavenly places.  

 And where David pictured those happy Israelites bringing their offerings and gifts to their great King, Paul 
saw Christ lavishing unique and personal gifts of grace on those he’s set free.  

But Paul sees something else in the gifts Christ gave. 
II. OUR EXALTED CHRIST GIVES CERTAIN PEOPLE HE’S GIFTED BACK TO THE CHURCH TO SHAPE THEIR GIFTS IN TRUTH (4:8-11) 

A. You can see from v.11 here that Paul wants to talk especially about a certain group of grace-gifted 
people. I call them the Word-workers. Way back in Num. 18:7 God said to Moses’ brother, Aaron, “I 
am giving you the service of the priesthood as a gift…” Being God’s priests was God’s gift to Aaron and 
his tribe of Levites. An OT grace-gift. And they, in turn, were God’s gift to his people who needed 
priests and Levites if they were to come to God. Thanks to Christ, we no longer need priests to offer 
sacrifices, but we still need God’s Word-workers. The apostles, prophets, evangelists and 
pastor/teachers have surely received a more wonderful gift from God than even the OT priests did, and 
in turn these Word-workers are God’s unique gift to the church. Christ’s gifted Word-workers enable 
all Christ’s other gifted servants to build one another up as his church. 

B. Before me are Christians who each have been given grace-gifts as Christ apportioned them. You are 
each uniquely gifted by God with all these wonderful spiritual capacities hard-wired into your minds 
and talents and passions as a result of your new birth. But the one thing you must have to be effective 
is the regular truth doses of God’s Word. Without learning again and again what God wants, how he 
works and what he values your gifts would be squandered.  Illus.: One of my friends here told me 
awhile back about a big paper he wrote for a class. The professor told him when he returned it, “This 
was a great paper, but it wasn’t the subject I assigned.”  He needed to get the assignment straight 
before he set about working. That’s the reason Christians need Word-workers. 

C. The Word-workers listed here each make a uniquely important contribution to the church. The first 
two, apostles and prophets, are primarily the people who gave us the New Testament. Look back up at 
3:4-5… The Word-workers who gave us God’s inspired, inerrant Scriptures, finished their work. No one 
does that any more. Their work for the church continues through the New Testament scriptures.  

Not everyone agrees with me on this, but I think there are sort of second-generation or second-tier 
apostles and prophets today. The word ‘apostle’ means ‘messenger,’ and it is used in the NT of people 
other than the twelve disciples of Jesus who were sent out by the church. I think of apostles today as 
those who are the gospel pioneers like missionaries and church planters, taking the message of God 
into new places.  

As to prophets, Rom. 12 tells us that there is a gift of prophesying, which I take to mean the ability 
to receive from God his particular word for a particular situation or time, always in synch with the 
Bible.  

Evangelists are those people with a passion and ability to put the gospel of Jesus Christ to people in 
a compelling way, and God works through them to save people. Some evangelists speak publicly and 
some work one-on-one, but all are Word-workers essential to the life of the church. They not only 
bring people to Christ, they also help the rest of us to remember how central the basic message of the 
gospel is, and how much God cares about lost people. 

Pastors and teachers. I think this is a kind of twin role. I think all pastors must be teachers, but 
there are teachers who are not pastors. We are the people who feed the flock of God week in and 
week out, not only from the pulpit, but in the hospital or board meetings or counseling. It is our 
privilege to shepherd God’s grace-gifted people in all their varied service of Jesus.  

 
Conclusion: 
So where does that take us?  
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 Find your spiritual grace-gift and use it whenever you can in works of service so that the body of Christ can 
be built up. 

 Pay special attention to the Word-workers in your life, starting with those who wrote the Scriptures for us. 
The Bible says, “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly.” Your grace-gifted service must be shaped by 
God’s Word. You are not to trust your instincts alone. You and I need to be constantly shaped by the truth 
of God’s Word in the Bible. 

 We have among us many students preparing to be Word-workers in the church of Jesus Christ and that 
gives us a unique kind of role. For one thing, in many cases, we’re to help students discern if God has 
actually gifted and called them as Word-workers. We also are their laboratory sometimes, giving them the 
chance to teach, preach and counsel us from Scripture. And we are to use our varied spiritual gifts to build 
them up so they may serve the church in the years ahead. We’re going to conclude the service today by 
inviting all our ministry students—students who see Word-working as their gift—to come forward and 
we’re going to pray for them, and bless them.  


