8th August 2010
Eph 4:1-24
Goals for the church - maturity
Introduction

In prayerful preparation for this morning I asked the Holy Spirit to reveal to me what He wanted me to say and in the course of that conversation I was prompted to return to a sermon I preached on this passage a year ago. I found in it a lot of what the Spirit was prompting me to say.

Now you have probably heard an expression that is used to describe someone who has ‘a year’s experience replicated 25 times’, a phrase used to indicate an individual’s inability to develop or to move on. What we will explore today is very much contrary to that sentiment and whilst if you recall the original sermon, you will recognise elements. What we will look at today reflects both a development and a moving on.
We explored last time our church’s response to this passage, but today it’s us as individual Christians within this fellowship that we examine in light of this passage. We begin with some salutatory words of St Augustine.
‘If I don’t worry about the one that strays and gets lost, even the one who is strong will think it is rather fun to stray and get lost. I do indeed desire outward gains, but I am more afraid of inner losses.’ 
 Augustine of Hippo, Sermon 46:15

Context
For three chapters in this letter Paul has been outlining God’s eternal purpose working itself out in history. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God is creating something completely new – not just a new life for individuals but the living of that life in a new society. He now turns in this chapter from explanation to encouragement. Paul moves from stretching theology to its down to earth, concrete implications for daily living.
As Catherine explained a couple of weeks ago, Ephesus was a happening place, a bustling port which brought huge riches to the city. 
They had everything that civic wealth could provide. Paul recognised that they needed as Christians the encouragement to see further than material riches and social position.
They, like us needed the words which the writer of Hebrews reminds his readers, ‘Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature.’ (Heb 5:13-14a). 
Most of us can recall that point in a baby’s life when milk on its own doesn’t satisfy their hunger and they need to move onto solid food. The development of food sophistication develops over our lifetime and only in extreme circumstances do we as adults regress to the milk stage again. 
Paul reminds his readers that God is creating one society from wherever we are called from. If we look at verses 4-6 we clearly see that point – he refers to 

· one body
· one Spirit

· one hope

· one Lord

· one faith

· one baptism

· one God

And through it he elaborates four truths about the kind of ‘oneness’ that God intends his new society to enjoy. Paul suggests four propositions:

· it depends on the charity of our character and behaviour (v 2)

· it comes from the unity displayed in the Trinity (vv 3-6)

· it is made rich through the diversity of our God given gifts (vv 7-12)

· it demands the maturity of our faith (vv 13-16) 

It is to the last of these that we now turn.

Maturity

In talking of unity the other week Catherine used the image of buildings. She encouraged us to ‘form a dwelling that holds and creates breathing space – because in that space we are assured that the breath of God will live and move amongst us.’
 

That encouragement to be unified pre-supposes a certain level of faith maturity, which brings me back to the expression I alluded to earlier about development; the expression of someone who has ‘a year’s experience replicated 25 times’.  

Building up the body of Christ

Before we look at the issue of maturity, Paul has the goal of building up the body of Christ in mind in everything he has spoken about so far. There has been much discussion about the roles mentioned in verse 11 in relation to others in the church. One dominant view that has prevailed for many years is that those roles have been seen as and held to be over and above others. 

Rather it is more helpful to view these roles as given by the Lord Jesus to equip God’s people for work in His service so as to build up His body on earth, the church. This view is more corporate and inclusive. In other words the roles mentioned in verse 11 are undertaken only under the authority and in the power of the Lord Jesus. As a leader and preacher I’m as much challenged by the Word of God as I hope you are. We minister to each other in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Let’s now turn to what Paul encourages us in verse 13. He does so in three progressive and interlocking ways – 

1. Faith and knowledge of the Son of God

2. Become mature

3. Measure of the fullness of Christ

Faith and knowledge of the Son of God
With Paul’s earlier description of unity in 2:11-22 (the subject of Catherine’s sermon on the 25th July) it could be argued that the church has unity as a given which has been brought into being by the events described in chapter 2. However whilst this is undoubtedly true in one sense, Paul here encourages that we strive to attain that unity. It is the tension between ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’ – it is proclaimed as a given fact but is now laid out here as a goal of Christian fellowship. 

There are degrees of unity just as there are degrees of holiness. ‘And the unity to which we are to come one day is that full unity which a full faith in and knowledge of the Son of God will make possible’.
 How can we move to that goal? It may entail starting to read the Bible on a daily basis and/ or spending time in prayer, seeking direction and encouragement from God. The challenge for all of us is how effective are we at that spiritual discipline. Do we set time aside specifically for us to be able to do that or is the temptation to do it only when we have done all the other things life demands?

Become mature

The second progression builds on the NT concept that every Christian is encouraged to grow into maturity in Christ. The context of the passage widens this to encompass the concept on a church wide level. We are a single organism, the body of Christ in this place and we are called to grow into mature adults. This encouragement is contrasted to being like ‘infants’ mentioned in verse 14. There is clearly a sense here of being called to grow up, to avoid – a year’s growth as a Christian replicated 25 times (or whatever time frame is appropriate). 
The challenge here is for us is to think about our attitudes and behaviour to others in our fellowship, whatever role they take or are placed in. Do we recognise them first and foremost as being part of the one body to which we ourselves belong? Or do we place our position or view above those with whom we disagree or take issue with?

Measure of the fullness of Christ

The last progression is the goal Paul encourages us to work for with all our hearts. What does the fullness of Christ look like? This fullness should again be viewed as ‘now’ but ‘not yet’ – there is the realised element that we are already the fullness of Christ as His church but a future element is still present and demanding. You will recall Paul has earlier prayed that, ‘you may be filled to the measure of all of the fullness of God’ (3:19).
In this immediate context the goal to be reached is maturity as defined by the person of Jesus. It is to the person of Jesus as God, His character and teaching that we are called to seek. Jesus sets the gold standard to which we seek to attain. Silver or bronze are not options. In other words the corporate Christ (the church) can’t be content to fall short of the perfection of the personal Christ.

What will be the results?

Having given his encouragement Paul now turns to the results of this commitment. Having moved from the personal to the corporate and back again in the course of this sermon it goes without saying that one feeds and supports the other. To work towards all the things we have explored this morning depends on the extent with which we are prepared to engage with it; otherwise we will be in danger of being ‘tossed back and forth by the waves and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming’ (v 14). 
We are currently engaged in much that is moving from orientation (those things which we are used to) to disorientation (where things appear uncertain and unfamiliar) and through God’s grace and direction we will move to a new orientation through engaging with the Word of God.

And this will result in...
The healthy growth of the body through the initiative and the work of the Head: the Lord Jesus Christ who is constantly at work in us and through us. And this growth will occur by seeking the truth and speaking in love. Paul sensibly calls here for the two to act in balance. Extremes of either – the truth told without love or love at the expense of compromise of the truth are both unbalanced and un- Biblical.  
Truth becomes hard if not softened by love and love becomes soft if not strengthened by truth. The good news is that we can work towards this balance through the working of the Holy Spirit in our lives.
Conclusion
This passage from Ephesians has been described as a visionary text and there are many pointers within it to confirm that view. It gives us a picture of a fully functioning loving community growing together towards maturity in Christ, where the gifts of everyone are valued and people are encouraged to contribute towards the development of a mature, healthy and Christ centred church.

Stuart Murray
 describes the picture painted of this passage as a church that ‘is Christ- centred, Spirit- energised and shares in the work and mission of God.’
I hope in all this exploration the similarity and relevance of our Vision and Mission statements will have become apparent, Jesus at the heart – inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support.
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