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Learning Who You Are:

Enlisted for an Eternal Purpose
A Study of Ephesians 2:19-22
Characteristic of Completeness:  Church
Big Idea:  Bricks are made for the building, and not vice versa.
Related Scriptures: Matthew 16:18; Acts 2:42; Colossians 1:15-18;


1 Corinthians 3:16; 2 Corinthians 6:16; Hebrews 10:24-25;


1 Peter 2:4-5; 2 Peter 1:20-21
Introduction:

A.
Some of you know that I spent about 15 years in business before becoming a pastor.  During some of that time, if you had asked me how I felt about church, I would have probably said something like this:  “Church is good.  We go when we can.  You learn stuff from the Bible.  It helps me gain some spiritual perspective.  Sometimes it helps my life go better.  Some of the people are nice.  It’s a good place for the kids to learn morals and to make friends.”
At times I’d go to church like I’d go to a personal enrichment seminar.  I “paid” to have the “professionals” enrich me—to have the preacher feed me, to have the worship leader encourage me, to have the youth program teach and entertain my kids, to have a comfortable, refreshing break from the rat race.  I viewed church mostly as a place where I go to get this kind of personal enrichment stuff.  And when I felt like I wasn’t getting enough stuff, I would become dissatisfied and I’d either want to take a break from church altogether, or I’d want move on to another church where I thought I could get more and better stuff.  A more polished preacher.  Nicer facilities.  Better playground.  Nicer people.  And more programs, just in case I wanted some.  That was my perspective.
B.
Since then, my perspective on the church has been sorely challenged.  I have come to learn that my perspective on church was actually unbiblical and even unhealthy.  Oh, some parts of my perspective were true.  The church does have good stuff for people, no doubt about that.  But, I was missing the bigger picture.  I didn’t fully understand the bigger purpose.  I needed to subordinate my small, selfish ambitions for the church and embrace the true nature of the church as God designed it.
Our characteristic of completeness in Christ for today is  the church.  The intent this morning is to grow in our beliefs concerned the church and our role in it.

In  Matthew 16:18, Jesus said,
NKJ Matthew 16:18 “. . . I will build My church . . .”
This confirms a simple truth that we’re going to consider today:  that the church is a spiritual building in process, and, as a believer, I am a brick in that building.  From this simple metaphor emerges a simple principle that constitutes the  big idea of my message:  Bricks are made for the building, and not vice versa.  I’m not talking about a physical building, but the spiritual building that is the church.  We as bricks are made for the building, and not vice versa.
This may seem obvious to you, but it wasn’t so obvious to me, and sometimes I still need to be reminded.  You see, I had it backwards.  I thought that the building was made just for the bricks.  I thought the church was a place where I go to get my needs met.  I thought God, the Architect and Builder, created us, the bricks, and then designed the spiritual building, the church, primarily for our benefit, just to take care of us bricks.  I thought that the purpose of the building was to serve the bricks.

But that’s backwards.  Bricks are made for the building, and not vice versa.  When God created you and me, He had the building in mind, and He designed us to serve the building, the church.  Our primary role as bricks is to serve, not to be served.
C.
This may be an unsettling idea.  Some of you may be thinking, “Bob, are you saying that the church should not meet the needs of people?  Are you saying it’s wrong for me to get my needs met through the church?”  No.  I’m not saying that at all.  The church can and should meet the needs of people.  But meeting human needs is not our highest goal; it is merely a means to an end.  God has in mind something bigger than our needs.
Think about this with me.  When you believed in Jesus Christ for eternal life a lot of things happened.  You were adopted into the forever family of God.  You were forgiven and reconciled to God.  You became a new person, endowed with every spiritual blessing.  But one thing didn’t happen.  You didn’t go to heaven right away.  You’re still here.  Why?  Why are you still here on earth when heaven would be so much better?  It’s because Jesus  said, “I will build My church,” and He created us to be the bricks.  The Lord wants to use us to build His church.
D.
How does this work?  What does it look like?  How should this change our thinking and our behavior?  We’re going to seek some answers from  Ephesians 2:19-22.  That’s the biblical text we’re going to study today: Ephesians 2:19-22. 

I.
In  Ephesians 2:19, the Apostle Paul tells us that we believers are a part of something bigger than ourselves.  We’re bricks who belong to God’s building.  He says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:19 Now, therefore, you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God,
A.
The  “you” in this verse is plural, indicating a corporate perspective.  Somebody has rightfully said about Christianity, “It’s not about Jesus and me; it’s about Jesus and we.”  We were created for community.
B.
When Paul says, “you are no longer  strangers and foreigners” he means that, because you have believed in Jesus, you are no longer disconnected from God’s purposes and privileges.
  Now, you belong.  You belong to something bigger than yourself.  You are bricks for the building.
C.
He also says you are  “fellow citizens.”  A citizen is a member of something bigger than himself—a city, or state, or country, or building.  The term “fellow citizen” emphasizes togetherness.  In the original Greek, it’s the regular word for citizen with the added prefix, sym. 
Sym and its cognate, syn are prefixes that indicate a bringing together of many things to make one thing.  We use the prefix in English in such words as synthesis, a bringing together of individual elements into one compound; synchronize, a bringing together of individual movements into one unit; symphony, a bringing together of individual instruments into one piece of music; sympathy, a bringing together of individuals to share in one experience.

This togetherness to make a whole is a point of emphasis in Ephesians 2.  Let me list for you all the Greek terms that have the same little prefix in Chapter 2.  In Verse 5, it says God “made us alive together.”  In Verse 6, God “raised us up together.”  Also in Verse 6, God “made us sit together.”  In Verse 21, we are “joined together.”  In Verse 22, we are “built together.”  Are you getting the impression that God has something bigger in mind than just a random collection of individual, isolated bricks?
D.
When Paul says that we are  “members of the household,” he uses a term that literally means “belonging to the house.”
  He’s saying we’re bricks in the building.  It’s a figure of speech describing, “persons who are related by kinship or circumstances and form a closely knit group . . . with focus on association in [a] common cause or belief.”
  
E.
You see, we Christians were created for community.  The late author, Paul Tournier said, “There are two things we cannot do alone, one is to be married and the other is to be a Christian.”
  The point is that, while you become a Christian by God’s grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone, you cannot then live the Christian life in isolation.  It’s impossible.  That’s not what God intended.  A building can be an impressive testimony to the architect.  A solitary brick, isolated from the building, can say very little, and is of limited use to the builder.  You were designed to play a role in the church.  You were created to be actively involved in the community of believers.  That’s why  Hebrews 10:24-25 says,
NKJ Hebrews 10:24 And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good works, 25 not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but exhorting one another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching.

I used to listen to these verses and think, “Oh, yeah.  Don’t forsake the assembling or ourselves together.  That means I should show up to church regularly on Sunday morning.”  But once again, my perspective needed some refinement.  Let’s look at Hebrews 10:24-25 a little more carefully.

The clause,  “let us consider one another” is really a command.
  The verb, “consider” means “to pay careful attention to a person” in order to understand him.
  It is to become a student of others, to really get to know them, not just on some superficial, social level, but on a gut level.  And it also says that the purpose of considering others is  “to stir up love and good works.”  We supposed to learn about each other so that we can know how to encourage one another to do and be the right things.  It says we are to be  “exhorting one another.”  The verb, “exhorting” literally means to call a person to your side,
 to walk with them as a form of encouragement.  It’s saying, “Life is too hard to go it alone; so let’s do life together.”  And it’s not superficial, self-righteous preaching.  Remember, it’s based on investing the time to truly “consider” and understand the other person.  I suspect that most all of us long for that kind of genuine community.  We long to be understood, to belong, and to be encouraged.
Let me ask you.  Does this kind of thing happen on Sunday morning in this church service?  Not really.  It can’t.  There’s too many people.  Let’s face it.  We come.  We sing.  We greet each other politely.  We listen to a sermon.  We go home.
Well then, where does Christian community happen?  It happens in smaller groups that do life together.  At Moon Valley, we call them Life Groups.  Life Groups are our primary way to participate in the Christian community that God intends. 

As a brick, it’s your job to be a part of the building.  If you are not making the kind of relational investments that Hebrews 10:24-25 prescribe, I encourage to check out a Life Group here at Moon Valley.

And for the many who are currently involved in a Life Group, note that, as believers, you have a responsibility to consider and to encourage others by your active participation and vulnerability.  Working to understand and come along side people is not without risks.  But, remember, bricks are made for the building, and not vice versa.

Noted author and counselor, Larry Crabb says,

. . . unless we sense that we belong to each other, with masks off, the vibrant church of today will become the powerless church of tomorrow.  Stale, irrelevant, a place of pretense where sufferers suffer alone, where pressure generates conformity rather than the Spirit creating life—that’s where the church is headed unless it focuses on community.

II.
If I ended here, you might get the impression that Life Groups are nothing more than touchy-feely therapy sessions that provide a forum for people to pontificate about what they think you ought to be doing with your life, sharing their own subjective and often contradictory opinions on what life is all about.  Yuk.  There’s a term for that.  It’s called pooled ignorance.  I’d rather go have a root canal.

Thankfully, Paul goes on tell us about the nature of our involvement in the church.  He provides some important guidelines.  In  Verse 20 of our text, he says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:20 having been built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief cornerstone,
A.
The English phrase,  “having been built on” comes from a single Greek word that means “to build something on something already built”
  That which has already been built is the  “foundation” of the building.
The “foundation” is defined for us as  “the apostles and prophets.”
  Specifically, I think Paul has in mind the apostles and prophets who God inspired to communicate His word in the New Testament.  A single definite article governs both “apostles and prophets;” therefore, although they are distinct groups, they are treated as one class.
  Which class?  It’s the class God chose to write the New Testament.
  As such, Paul is saying that the Word of God in general and the New Testament in particular, as conveyed by these early apostles and prophets, is foundational to the church.  A primary function of our gathering as a church is to learn and apply the Word of God to our lives.  That’s exactly what the very first church did in Jerusalem.  In  Acts 2:42 it says that the first church . . .
NKJ Acts 2:42 . . . continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine . . .
This makes perfect sense because the Bible is not a collection of human wisdom; it is God’s blueprint for how He wants His building to come together.  In  2 Peter 1:20-21, it says,

NKJ 2 Peter 1:20 . . . no prophecy of Scripture is of any private interpretation, 21 for prophecy never came by the will of man, but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit.

What God has communicated through these “holy men” in Scripture is to be our blueprint for coming together and living together as a church.
So, the church in general, and Life Groups in particular, are to be Bible based.  That’s why our Life Groups are focused on the specific application of biblical principles to our lives.
B.
And there’s something closely related to this.  While the apostles and prophets who spoke and wrote the Word of God serve as the foundation of the church,  Jesus Christ is the living Word of God who constitutes the cornerstone of the building.
The term, “cornerstone” literally means “lying at the extreme corner.”
  A cornerstone was commonly a very large stone that was placed at the corner of the foundation.
  All the other stones are aligned to it.
  The building lines are determined by the cornerstone.  The structural integrity of the building depends on the cornerstone.  It is the focal point of the building.

Not many of us have stone houses, so let me show you an example of what I mean.  Here’s a photo of  Maxwell Hall on the campus of Indiana University.
  It’s a stone building erected in 1890 as a library.  Now here’s a picture of  the cornerstone of that building.  It was put in place first, and all the subsequent stones are made to line up with that cornerstone.  If the cornerstone is not perfect, or if the other stones are not perfectly lined up with the cornerstone, you’ve got structural problems.
Paul’s  point is that Jesus Christ is one from whom the church takes it direction.  Everything’s got to line up with Jesus.  In  Colossians 1:17-18, Paul says of Jesus,

NKJ Colossians 1:17 And He is before all things, and in Him all things consist. 18 And He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence.

So, the church to be both Christ centered and Bible based.
C.
This really lays the tracks for our Life Groups.  In fact Life Groups can be defined as small groups of believers struggling together to apply God’s word to their lives and to grow more and more like Jesus.  “To stir up love and good works” comes from working to apply the Bible to our lives.  That’s what Life Groups are struggling to do.  The bricks are made for the building, and not vice versa.
III.
I used the word, “struggling” because that’s what we all do.  None of us has everything figured out.  We’re works in process.  And that can be irritating.  Living in community is not easy.  In  Verse 21, Paul explains that we believers are a work of construction in process.  He says,
NKJ Ephesians 2:21 in whom the whole building, being fitted together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord,
A.
The phrase,  “in whom the whole building” would perhaps be better translated, “in whom every building part.”
  The Phillips translation renders it  this way, saying,
PhillipsEphesians 2:21 In him each separate piece of building, properly fitting into its neighbor, grows together into a temple consecrated to the Lord.
What are the “separate pieces of building?”  A parallel is offered in  1 Peter 2:5 where it says,
NKJ 1 Peter 2:5 you also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house . . .
The individual building parts are the  living stones, the bricks.  That’s you and me.
 When the Apostle Peter wrote the term “living stones” he had at least three Greek words for stone from which to choose.  He could have used the word petra; that’s the broad, generic term for rock.  But he didn’t use that word.  He could have also used the term petros; that’s the word for a loose stone lying in a field.  But he didn’t use that word.  He used the word, lithos.  Lithos describes a worked stone; a stone that is shaped or hewn; a stone that has the rough edges knocked off.  This is the word Peter used.
 
B.
Back in  Verse 21 of our text, Paul says these stones or bricks are “being fitted together.”  He uses a term that means “to join together so as to form a coherent entity”
  Our individual growth as believers happens as we are fitted together with other believers.
An illustration is provided by the magnificent columns of ancient Greece.  Ever wonder how they made those?  They look like they are made of concrete poured into a mold; but there’s no mortar involved at all.  They look like maybe they were hewn from one giant stone, but they weren’t.  The columns were actually made up of many stones rubbed together until they fit perfectly.  I know that may seem unbelievable so let me quote a scholar on this.  He says,

In ancient Greece, the Ionic, Doric, and Corinthian columns were outstanding architectural structures of their day.  A number of these huge pillars are still standing at the sites of ancient Corinth, although some of them have fallen over.  The ones that have toppled reveal to archaeologists the clue to their composition and how they were assembled.  The collapsed pieces show that the columns were made of cylinders.  The columns still standing appear to be one solid piece of stone but actually are made up of a series of stone cylinders that have been rubbed together until they fit precisely.  In fact, they appear to have been poured out of concrete into a form because they are so near perfect in construction.  But they were not.  They were made of individual stones, stones that were rubbed together, without the use of mortar.

That’s a picture of the church.  The result is beautiful.  The process is painful.  God uses other people in the church to knock off my rough edges.  God uses other people to shape me and refine me.  And it hurts.  God actually uses conflict to build His church.

If I don’t get this, I run.  If I don’t see conflict as the means God can use to shape me, I will avoid it at all costs.  And that usually means running from one church to the next.  Or running from one group to the next.  Or just staying put, keeping everything polite and superficial and lifeless.
Apart from rubbing against other believers, you will not grow as God designed.  I don’t like this, but it’s true.  Some of the most obnoxious and irritating people I have ever met are in the church.  Not this church, of course.  It’s those other churches. (
The late Christian author, Henri Nouwen, said community is “a place where the person you least want to live with always lives.”

Let me illustrate how God can use other people, even dreadful people, to shape us.  You may be familiar with the Old Testament account of Saul and David.  Saul was the king of Israel, and God chose David, a young sheepherder, to one day be Saul’s successor.  Well, King Saul didn’t really like the thought of being succeeded some day by David.  So Saul set out to kill David.  Saul threw a spear at David.  Saul chased David around the countryside.  Saul repeatedly tried to murder David.  David was wronged, humiliated, hurt, and forced to run for his life.  And David had done absolutely nothing to deserve it.
There are times when I have felt like David.  There are times when I have felt like there was a King Saul in the church throwing spears at me.  And I would get all pouty and indignant and want to blow off this whole Christian community thing because it’s too painful.  But my perspective is challenged by Christian author Gene Edwards who says,
You have your eyes on the wrong King Saul.  As long as you look at your king, you will blame him, and him alone, for your present hell.  But be careful, for God has his eyes fastened sharply on another King Saul.  Not the visible one standing up there throwing spears at you.  No, God is looking at another King Saul.  One just as bad—or worse.
God is looking at the King Saul in you. . . .

Saul is in your bloodstream, in the marrow of your bones.  He makes up the very flesh and muscle of your heart.  He is mixed into your soul.  He inhabits the nuclei of your atoms.

King Saul is one with you.

You are King Saul!

He breathes in the lungs and beats in the breast of all of us.  There is only one way to get rid of him.  He must be annihilated. . . .

David the sheepherder would have grown up to become King Saul II, except that God cut away the Saul inside David’s heart.  That operation, by the way, took years and was a brutalizing experience that almost killed the patient.

And what were the scalpel and tongs God used to remove this inner Saul?  God used the outer Saul.

You see, God uses other people to shape us, to knock off some rough edges in our character.  That’s how Christian community works.  That’s how the building is built.

C.
The verbs,  “being fitted” and “grows” are in the present tense, indicating that this is an ongoing process.  The bricks are made for the building and not vice versa.  And we’re all in process.
IV.
In the last part of  Verse 21 and all of 22, Paul reveals God’s intention for the building.  He says the building . . .

NKJ Ephesians 2:21 . . . grows into a holy temple in the Lord, 22 in whom you also are being built together for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.

What does this mean?
A.
There are a number of Greek words for  “temple.”  The term Paul uses for “temple” was used to describe a very specific place within the ancient Jewish temple in Jerusalem.   The specific place was “the sanctuary consisting of the outer Holy Place and the inner Holy of Holies.”
  Only the Jewish priests could enter this Holy Place.
 It was the place where God Himself was considered to dwell.
  Paul confirms this when he says that we are “being built together for  a dwelling place of God.”

B.
The implications of this are startling.  Paul is saying that the building, the church, is the primary representation of God on earth.  God dwells in the community of believers being built together.  We are to reflect God, to represent Him to the world.  We can’t do that as solitary bricks.  In 1 Corinthians 3:16, Paul  says,
NKJ 1 Corinthians 3:16 Do you not know that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?

I’ve read this many times before, and in my individualized American mind, I thought to myself, “That’s cool.  I’m the temple where God dwells.  He dwells in me, me, me.”  That’s true, but once again, my perspective needed to be changed.  The “you” in this verse is plural, referring to the community of believers together.  Together, we are the temple where God dwells.  Together, we are the building where God dwells.  Together, we represent Him.  The late Christian author, Francis Schaeffer, said, “Our relationship with each other is the criterion the world uses to judge whether our message is truthful—Christian community is the final apologetic.”
  The bricks are made for the building, and not vice versa.
C.
If you tend to be a glass-is-half-empty, perfectionistic, knit-picker like me, this can be discouraging.  I look at the church in America—I see the legalists and the charlatans and the blowhards and the entertainers and the heresy and me—and I think maybe God has made a mistake in delegating this responsibility to represent Him to us humans.

Then I get an email from a couple in our Life Group.  Cathy and I have had the privilege of really knowing them, struggling with them, coming alongside them.  I got to marry them.  And now they are looking to move to another state to go to school.  In the email, they say they’re going to be the most sad about leaving us and the Life Group.  Then I realize that, with all its flaws, the building is good.  It’s like nowhere else on earth.  The living stones are still the greatest rock group on earth.  Even as we stumble.  Even if we’ll never quite live up to God’s perfect design for His church.
Composer Igor Stravinsky once wrote a new musical piece that contained an extremely difficult solo violin passage.  After a number of weeks of working hard to learn the passage, the solo violinist approached Stravinsky and explained that the passage was too difficult for him to play.  In fact, he believed it to be unplayable.  Stravinsky responded, “I understand that.  What I am after is the sound of someone trying to play it.”
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