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Eph 4:1-16

Looking through a new lens
Introduction

‘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

However we dress this up the Church of England is leeching people faster than people are attaching themselves to it. In other words more people are leaving the back door than coming in through the front. Unsurprisingly there have been numerous studies conducted across a wide spectrum of church traditions to examine this phenomenon. 

There are many theories put forward ranging from the attraction of shopping or leisure activities on Sunday to the constant drip, drip of publicity given to those who actively attack Christianity. Whilst we should not be proponents of navel gazing, to actively reflect on these issues is the sign of a healthy church.

However we view things the notion of Christendom (that state where the church is at the centre of all aspects of society), is over. The positive thing of recognising this; is that it enables us as a church to actively think about and implement change. 
Archbishop Rowan in 2003
 said this, ‘God draws together a community of people. We hold to Scripture and the sacraments as the essential common language God has given. But what then?  Then I suspect, it’s a lot more chaotic then we have usually assumed.’ He goes on to describe the emergence of what he terms a ‘mixed economy’ referring both to inherited church and emerging church. Inherited church is the model we are most familiar with – a building and in C of E terms the parish. Emerging church contain models of varying kinds and approaches. Whilst both are valid, in each there is a realisation of the need to develop and move forward.

Maturity

What all this is saying, is that the church needs to be realistic and work towards not only individual maturity in Christ but corporate maturity. As the writer of Hebrews reminds us, ‘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. 
Church after Christendom will have more resonances with the early church than we like to admit to today. This would seem to contradict the notion of us becoming more mature. But whereas the early church was moving in a dynamic forward movement spreading the gospel, we have settled into an inheritance that the vast majority of our society sees as an irrelevance. 

In many ways we are exiles and we need to journey towards being God’s people in a strange land.
Looking through a new lens
The passage from Ephesians has been described as a visionary text and there are many pointers within it that 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 in Church after Christendom
 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.’
There is a certain familiarity here – Jesus at the heart – inspired by the Holy Spirit to serve, share and support.
How do you read this passage?
The development of church from a marginal mission movement to Christendom institution may have given signs of success, but in doing so it altered the church’s self image, priorities and understanding of its role.

Church as institution has come to regard mission as one of many functions rather than its defining centre. It delegates mission to specialised agencies rather than equipping all its members as missionaries and has interpreted its mission as comfortable rather than provocative. It has developed an expectation that everyone knows its language and accepts the way it functions. These attributes stifle innovation and relevance. 

How we read Ephesians 4 will tell us an awful lot about how we as individuals and collectively as a church, view our calling as Christians in the 21st century as being either in the business of maintenance or in the business of mission.
Within it there are references to mission (apostles, prophets and evangelists in verse 11) but the principal thrust appears to be directed at growing into a mature healthy church. Whilst that is undoubtedly true in the general sense, in the case of Christendom it is very appropriate. 

But what we sometimes fail to recognise is the context in which Paul is writing to them. He is writing to fellow workers who are participants in a movement that is actively engaged in mission. The mission orientation interpretation gives us a whole new picture. The key lies in the words, ‘to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.’ (v12) 
The works of service referred to here are mission related, the gifts that each has are for use not only within the fellowship but in the wider community. Those who are being ‘prepared’ are expected to be on the front line.

A final point from the writing of James Thwaites
 to ponder, ‘the saints’ works [your works] are more important than that of the leaders.’ How we react will determine whether we are serious in fulfilling the commission of Christ to go and make disciples.   
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