Eph 4:12-16 SERVICE PROJECTS 1/24/10

Introduction:

A.
B.

[“MeChurch” video - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cGEmIPjgjVi]

So whose church is this? Does that make a difference to you—that Jesus Christ gets to make up the
rules about church, and about you being part of it? We’ve been studying the book of Ephesians. Turn
there. Here’s what we’ve learned recently.

When we are born again into Christ, we are born into his body, the church—an astonishing privilege.
The walls that separated us from all God’s promises and power come down and now we “are being
built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.” We have holy work; we are white-
robed priests of God in this world.

V.7... Not only does God pour out saving grace upon us, and sanctifying grace that keeps working
holiness into our lives through the Holy Spirit and the Bible, but he also gives us grace-gifts—spiritual
talents of the Christlike heart, you might say. A spiritual gift is the ability to serve in and with Christ’s
church in some particular way so that the people we touch grow as Christians. It’s like we have some
spiritual Miracle-Gro in our fingers. So when you exercise your gift of, say, mercy or administration,
teaching, encouragement, generosity or healing, those you help actually become stronger Christians.
V.11... Christ takes some of these gifted people and he lays upon them the mantle of responsibility for
the Truthfulness of the church. These “apostles, prophets, evangelists and pastors and teachers”
possess gifts like other believers—encouragement, administration, teaching prophecy, mercy—but
their gifts are bent by the Lord especially toward shining God’s Word like “a lamp unto our feet and a
light unto our path.” We are to work with God’s Spirit to sculpt the church from the inside out with the
tools of Scripture. We bear the trust of the church’s ancient stories; we are the keepers of the Book.
So here you are: born again, part of Christ’s church, shepherded and shaped by God’s appointed Word-
workers. So GrRow! Come on, let’s all be more like Jesus this week! Hmmm. Something’s missing. V.12:
“to prepare God'’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.” The most
important function of our church is to mature together in Christ. And our maturity depends on our
service.

We underestimate how important Christian service is. We see service as an option to be juggled
along with all the other demands of our lives. A good thing to do, no doubt about that, but we’ve also
got the classes, the health club, our leisure activities, family time, and overtime at work. But our text
makes vividly clear that:

I.  OUR CHRISTIAN MATURITY DEPENDS ON SCRIPTURE-SHAPED SERVICE (4:7,11-12)

A.

Christian works of service are different from all other service that people do. The jobs we do aren’t
necessarily different. Christians are working alongside nonchristians in Haiti, for example.
Nonchristians teach children or give away money or encourage others. The difference with Christians is
that we are “prepared” for our “works of service” by Scripture. Do you see that connection between
v.11 and v.12? Think about how that works in your life. Reading the Bible, hearing it preached,
orienting ourselves to the saving gospel of Christ—these kinds of Scripture preparation orient us to
God’s higher purposes in service, to the attitudes we must cultivate when we serve (remember v.2...?).
The Bible helps us see that service is not just altruism but it is building the Kingdom of God. The Bible
shows us that service has to start in people who, like Jesus, have taken on the nature of a servant. The
Bible teaches us that prayer is service, that sharing our faith in Christ is service, that God miraculously
multiplies the potency of our service like Jesus multiplied the loaves and fishes, and that when
Christians serve people are left with the aftertaste of redemption and grace.

We only mature as individual believers and as a church in proportion to our service. Illus.: A recent
study of 80,000 believers in 200 churches wanted to learn what is most significant in helping Christians
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grow in their faith. They discovered that for established Christians the number one factor in their

spiritual growth was service: “Serving is the most catalytic experience offered by the church... Serving

as [Jesus’] hands and feet, whether in a church ministry or serving those in need, seems to reinforce
growth in that relationship [with Jesus Christ].” [Hawkins & Parkinson, Follow Me, p.40] That’s what this verse
says. When Christians, shaped by Scripture, serve others as Jesus’ hands and feet, they mature and
their church likewise is built up.

C. Be sure your Christian service is maturing you and us:

1. Serve till you ‘feel the burn.” That’s when people into exercise talk about. The weight lifting or the
running won’t really be effective in body building till you ‘feel the burn’ in your muscles. Christian
service is like that. What you feel is the dying of self and pride; it is reaching the end “of our
hoarded resources.” It is that point when your ego cries out, “I’ll serve, but don’t treat me like a
servant!” Till then, your service isn’t producing maturity.

2. Serve till you know really need the Lord. Push deep enough into some task, some ministry, that you
know you have to pray. There are a lot of things we can do out of our own strength and experience.
Christian service ultimately pushes us past those limits. Especially when we realize that if any really
life-changing good is going to come out of what we do, God will have to do it. That’s when Christian
service is starting to happen, because we have to exercise faith in Christ if God is to work.

3. Serve with your grace-gift in hand. Remember that spiritual gift God has given you? It is like King
Arthur’s great sword, Excalibur, in your hand. It is like your God-given wand, a miracle tool. When
you do what he’s gifted you to do, the grace of Jesus comes out!

4. Serve for or with other believers. This text, and many others, make clear that it is our service
together that makes us strong personally and as a church. Christian service is always body-like.
Your service may be structured (like teaching a class, or helping with worship or serving on a
missions team), or it may be unstructured (a ministry of letter writing, or visiting), planned or
unplanned, scheduled or unscheduled. But it always must be for or with other believers.

Well, how will we know if we’re mature? V.13...
Il.  OUR CHRISTIAN MATURITY IS MEASURED BY UNITY AND CHRISTLIKENESS (4:13-14)

A. The first phrase teaches us this: Scripture-shaped service produces Christian unity. “Until we all reach
unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God.” Christians who serve well are always
integrating their service with what they’ve learned from Scripture. The Bible teaches us the attitudes
and outcomes we’re to work for. As we entwine our lives with others in our church who are also
serving, we come to a deep unity in what we believe. Our unity in doctrine—" t he rhAdehée t h a
knowl edge of dodinétredlpbaconte f'the Geoththt’'binds” till we have served Christ
together. There is something about Christians serving together in and through the church that actually
clarifies and crystallizes what we believe. We tend to shed useless squabbles about secondary things
and become clearer and more committed to the essentials of the gospel.

B. |see the next two phrases as being very similar: “and become mature, attaining to the whole measure
of the fullness of Christ.” Scripture-shaped service produces Christlike maturity in our church. The word
picture behind the phrase, “become mature” is a full-grown man, in the prime of his strength, and the
man in mind is Jesus Christ. lllus.: Here’s an 8-year-old boy with a 21-year-old brother, whom he
adores. Can you picture them comparing muscles? Seeing whose hand is bigger, jumping to touch the
top of the door? That’s us and Jesus. And again, mark this—that is not just you and Jesus, that is us
and Jesus. We cannot grow up to be like Jesus alone.

John 1:14 says Jesus “came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” This verse in Eph. tells us that
we are to attain “to the whole measure of Christ’s fullness.” So that means the mature church is, like
Christ himself, full of grace and truth.




C. In my version, there’s a paragraph break at v.14, but actually v.14 continues from v.13, “in order that
we will no longer be infants...” Scripture-shaped service is our best protection against the vulnerability
of baby believers. Life is dangerous for infant believers. Life for them is rain-drenched and wind-
whipped. All kinds of “teaching” blows upon that new Christian, and it doesn’t all come with a white
board and notes. A lot of the damaging teaching comes in prime-time TV, in internet blogs and chat
rooms, in movies with arresting images and ideas. These “cunning” people huff and puff to blow the
house down. “Deceitful scheming” warns of spiritual sleight of hand, promising one thing and
delivering another. So how do we protect our spiritual infants? Get them involved immediately in
serving Christ with other believers while they are learning the basics of Scripture.

That leads into vv.15-16...
I1l. OUR CHRISTIAN MATURITY REQUIRES BODY LIFE (4:15-16)

Illus.: Does your head ever want to do something but your body won’t cooperate? Jesus knows the feeling.

A. The main sentence here in v.15 is sort of a strange word picture: “we will in all things grow up into him
who is the Head, that is, Christ.” lllus.: Imagine a little girl who is a child prodigy on the piano. At 5 she
can play anything... well, not quite anything, because she only has a 5-year-old’s reach. Her little hand
just can’t spread far enough for some chords; her arms can’t reach as far as some composers require.
Her head can do more than her hands can deliver. It’s like that with us and Jesus Christ, our church’s
Head. He’s given us amazing gifts—like the little girl with astonishing dexterity and feeling—but we’ve
got some growing to do before we can deliver what our Head wants us to be and do.

B. The first phrase of v.15 tells us how we “grow up into him”: by “speaking the truth in love.” That’s a
pretty familiar phrase to a lot of Christians. We often think of that in those times when we have to tell
someone a hard truth about something that’s wrong in their life. The sense here is much broader than
that.

First of all, the Greek actually makes ‘truth’ a verb; a literal translation is “truthing in love.” While
the most common conveyance for truth is speech, | think you could translate this, “speaking and
embodying the truth in love.”

Also, given the context here, with mention of the Word-workers in v.11 and the false teachers in
v.14, the truth in view is the truth of God’s Word, the Bible. The Scripture-people, the Word-workers,
constantly instruct us in the Bible, and that truth comes out in our relationships in the church—in our
speech first of all, but in all we do. We ‘truth’ one another and always in love.

Truth spoken without a heart of love is like listening to someone trying to read a language aloud
that they don’t actually know. They are foreigners to the truth they say. lllus.: “Tryggare kan ingen
vara, An Guds lilla barnaskara.” It's true, but when you say it, it doesn’t sound true. “Children of the
heavenly Father, safely in his bosom gather.” Love gives the truth of Scripture, whether spoken or lived
out, the right ring, the right accent, the right lilt. The Word of God should inform all we do together,
both in word and deed. But always and only in the accents of love. The most profound Biblical truth,
the truest of the true, will lack force and faith without love. Remember what Paul wrote in 1 Cor. 13:1-
2, “If | speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, | am only a resounding gong or a
clanging cymbal. If | have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if |
have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, | am nothing.”

C. Now look at v.16... “From him the whole body grows.” Christ doesn’t just do our thinking for us as the
church, he is also the source of our life. That’s why we pray, that’s why we want to be with him. To use
another word picture, he is the vine and we are the branches.

But there is also this: “the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament,
grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.” Jesus is responsible for our life as a
church, but we’re responsible for the maturity of our church, and that maturity depends on us each
doing our part, what God has gifted us to do, and doing it in love.




Conclusion:
So let’s take stock. This is not “MeChurch,” this is Jesus’ church. It doesn’t matter all that much what you or |
want in a church as it does what Jesus wants from our church here. And the top thing on his list for us is that
we would grow into maturity, backed up against him for measure, like an 8-year-old to his big brother.
Christian maturity can only come to us together. And it comes when we, using our unique grace-gifts,
serve as Jesus’ hands and feet, our service constantly shaped by Scripture, and always done in love. So are
you serving in or with the church? Are you serving enough to “feel the burn” in your pride, in your soul?
Enough that you have to pray and trust God? Is that wonderful gift God has given you, that Excalibur, that ‘rod
of Moses,” in play?
Let’s pray about that right now.




