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Learning How to Walk:

Stay Together with the Family, Part 2
A Study of Ephesians 4:7-16
Characteristic of Completeness:  Discipleship
Big Idea:  We’re on a mission, not a cruise.
Related Scriptures:  2 Corinthians 5:9-10; Matthew 28:19-20; Colossians 1:28;

Acts 2:42; 1 Corinthians 8:1; 1 Peter 2:2

Introduction:

A.
Some of you know that I am a student again.  This last summer, I took a seminary class, and, as part of the class, I read a true story about a student’s worst nightmare.
  It still makes my heart sink every time I think about it.

It’s about a college student approaching the end of his last semester before graduation.  He had just one major research paper left to write for one of his classes.  He worked hard on the paper.  He took many tiresome trips to the library for research.  He put in a string of late nights writing it.  Finally, he gave birth to the last research paper of his undergraduate career, and he handed it in.  What a relief!

Three days later, he got the paper back.  He found these words from his professor written in red:  “Good research.  Great illustrations.  Wonderful bibliography.  Grade: ‘F’ . . . WRONG ASSIGNMENT!”
As disturbing as that story is, it illustrates a possibility that is even more sobering.  What if, at the end of my life, I appear before my Teacher, the Lord Jesus Christ, and He says to me, “Nice house.  Great job.  Nice boat.  Wonderful salary.  Impressive education.  Grade:  ‘F’ . . . WRONG ASSIGNMENT!”

Or what if one day He says of Moon Valley, “Great building program.  Nice PowerPoint.  Inspiring music.  Popular sermons.  Grade:  ‘F’ . . . WRONG ASSIGNMENT!”

Don’t get me wrong.  I’m not suggesting that a believer can somehow flunk out of heaven.  If you have believed in Jesus Christ for eternal life, heaven is secure.

I am suggesting that believers and churches can and sometimes do get wrapped up in the wrong assignment, and that we’ll be held accountable for it when we one day appear before our Savior.
  On that day, I don’t want to hear, “Nice life.  WRONG ASSIGNMENT!”
B.
So this morning, I want to be sure to check the syllabus God has given us.  We’re going go back to the Bible to see what our life assignment is as believers in Jesus Christ.  We want to make sure we’re working on the right assignment.

Specifically, we’re going to study Ephesians 4:7-16.  That’s the biblical text we’re studying today.  You may recall that in the immediately preceding context in Ephesians 4:1-6, Paul urges believers to learn how to walk together in unity.  He calls us to stay together with the church family by treating each other with “lowliness and gentleness, with longsuffering, bearing with one another in love.”  In our present text, Paul now explains how the church family is to be unified by an assignment God has given us.

We’re going to study this text in a rather unusual way.  This morning, I’m going to first present eight principles I glean from a verse-by-verse walk through the text.  This will offer an overview of how Paul’s argument unfolds.
Then, we’re then going to go back to flesh out and to apply a few of those principles this morning.  Then, next Sunday we’ll cover the remaining principles from the very same text.  All of the principles relate to our assignment on earth as believers.


1.
Here’s the  first principle I glean from our text:  God has given every believer a unique blend of abilities.  That is to say, when God brought us into the world, He packed our bags differently.  God created each one of us to have a one-of-a-kind mix of abilities.  I get this from  Verse 7, where Paul says,
NKJ Ephesians 4:7 But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ’s gift.
2.
Now here’s  Principle 2:  The giving of these abilities was made possible by Christ’s victory over sin.  I get this from  Verses 8-10.
NKJ Ephesians 4:8 Therefore He says: “When He ascended on high, He led captivity captive, And gave gifts to men.” 9 (Now this, “He ascended”—what  does it mean but that He also first descended into the lower parts of the earth? 10 He who descended is also the One who ascended far above all the heavens, that He might fill all things.)

Within these verses, Paul borrows some language from Psalm 68:18.  Exactly how these verses contribute to the overall point of the text is not entirely clear.  Scholars have long scratched their heads over this.  Though the details of these verses are confusing, the primary thought seems to be that Christ descended to earth as a man to die in payment for our sin, and that He rose again, victorious.  Therefore, He is now in a position to distribute spiritual gifts or abilities to believers in His church.
3.
Here’s  Principle 3:  Our uniqueness is manifest in the different leaders God has given to serve the church.  I get this from  Verse 11, where it lists some of these gifted leaders, saying,
NKJ Ephesians 4:11 And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers,

4.
Here’s  Principle 4:  The role of church leaders is not to do all the work of ministry, but to equip every believer to do the work.  I get this from  Verse 12 that explains the purpose or role of the various leaders is to equip or train believers to do the work of serving others.  According to Verse 12, God gave leaders to the church . . .
NKJ Ephesians 4:12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ,
5.
Here’s  Principle 5:  Though not all are given the ability to lead, all are to serve the church, according to their God-given abilities.  I get this from  Verse 12, where it explains that all the saints are to be equipped . . .
NKJ Ephesians 4:12 . . .  for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ,
The spiritual “body of Christ” is like a physical body in that it is made up of unique, distinctive parts that are mutually supportive.

6.
Here’s  Principle 6:  The goal of our work is more and more people becoming more and more complete in Christ.  Paul’s vision and ours is that a growing number of people would be growing to be more and more like Christ.  I get this from  Verse 13 that says,
NKJ Ephesians 4:13 till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ;

7.
Here’s  Principle 7:  We grow more complete as we apply biblical truth to our lives in loving community; apart from this, we remain immature and deceived.  I get this from  Verses 14 and 15 which explain . . .
NKJ Ephesians 4:14 that we should no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting, 15 but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head—Christ—
I’ll talk more about this in a moment.

8.
And finally, here’s  Principle 8:  Every believer serving the church according to his or her God-given abilities is vital to the body of Christ.  Every believer is important.  Every believer belongs and is needed.  I get this from  Verse 16 that says,
NKJ Ephesians 4:16 from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love.

D.
Now, having unfolded the eight principles,  let’s go back and focus on just three of them this morning:  Principles 4, 6, and 7.  The role of church leaders is not to do all the work of ministry, but to equip every believer to do the work.  The goal of our work is more and more people becoming more and more complete in Christ.  And we grow more complete as we apply biblical truth to our lives in loving community; apart from this, we remain immature and deceived.  From  these three principles, I’ve drawn the big idea of my message, which I’d like to further explore.  Here  it is:  We’re on a mission, not a cruise.
Let me explain.  As believers who form the church, the body of Christ, we’ve been given an assignment to complete; we’re on a mission that God has given us to accomplish.  But we have a propensity to forget the assignment.  We have a tendency to forget that God has given us a mission to accomplish.  And when we forget that we’re on a mission, it’s easy for us to begin to think that we’re on a cruise instead.  We begin to view the church as a kind of cruise liner on vacation, when, in reality, it’s a lot more like a battleship on a mission.
Some of you may remember,  The Love Boat, the old TV series from the 70s and 80s.  The episodes were always set on an ocean cruise liner.  I fear that the church in America today suffers from what I call the love-boat mentality.  Those with the love-boat mentality—and I’ve suffered from it myself—go to the church love boat to take a break from work, to be refreshed, to be served, and to be fed.  The paid pastoral staff, along with a few extraordinarily committed volunteers, is viewed as the crew of the church love boat.  They are there to take care of the customers.  So you’ve got a few crew members scurrying around trying to keep a whole bunch of lounging passengers happy.
There are lots of cruises and different church love boats to choose from.  And so, there are lots of things to consider in choosing the right church love boat.  How nice are the accommodations?  How new is the boat?  What’s the level of service and friendliness from the crew?  Do they have lots of fun activities for the kids?  Is the motivational speaker any good?  Do they have the kind of music and entertainment that I like?  What will other people think of me if I go on this boat?  Are there any friends on this boat?  What are the other passengers like?  Is this a boat where we can be comfortable?  Will this boat meet my needs?
Having chosen a particular church love boat, it is almost always exciting and new at first.  But after a while, the newness and excitement wear off.  “You know, our kids are getting bored.  I think we ought to have nicer church boat; I’m getting tired of this one.  Have you heard what some of the other boats are offering?  You know, the Joneses just joined the newest, biggest, most modern church boat.  It’s got twice as many pools and more fun stuff for the kids.  It’s so big that we could just sort of blend in.  You know the people on our little boat are getting a little too familiar; they’re beginning to irritate me.”
When we go back to Principles 4, 6, and 7 from our text, we see that Paul  blows this love-boat mentality right out of the water.  Let’s see how.
I.
Principle  4 from our text says that the role of church leaders is not to do all the work of ministry, but to equip every believer to do the work.  Among other things, this means that pastors are not like the crew of The Love Boat.  Pastors are not just the religious professionals hired to minister to laypeople.  They’re more like the coaches or trainers or catalysts.  According to  Verse 12, God gave leaders to the church . . .

NKJ Ephesians 4:12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ,
The term,  “saints” does not refer only to the super spiritual Christians in history.  It is a term the Bible uses to describe anybody who has believed in Jesus for eternal life.  When the article,  “the” is attached to the term, “saints” it becomes inclusive; “the saints” refers to all believers everywhere.  So Paul is saying that all believers everywhere are to be equipped for the work of ministry.  Every believer is a minister; every believer is called to the ministry; every believer is responsible for edifying or building up the church.  As the Senior Pastor of this church, my call to ministry is no greater than yours.  My role may be different, but as believers, we all have this in common:  we’re all ministers.

We’re on a mission, not a cruise.  The church is not The Love Boat; it’s more like a battleship where every sailor, every saint has a job to do, a role to play, a function to fulfill in order to carry out a common mission.  We’re on assignment.
II.
Well, what’s the assignment?  Principle  6 from our text says that the goal of our work is more and more people becoming more and more complete in Christ.  That’s the assignment.  In  Verse 13, Paul says we are to keep working . . .

NKJ Ephesians 4:13 till we all come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ;

Here,  “perfect” does not mean sinless.  “Perfect” means  mature or complete.
  Paul explains the extent of maturity  this way:  “to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.”  The term,  “stature” can also be translated, “maturity.”
  So, the ultimate yardstick for our maturity is  “the fullness of Christ.”  Therefore, our assignment in this life is to grow up spiritually to be more and more like Jesus Christ.
And we do this together, as a church.  The phrase  “perfect man” in our text is singular, suggesting that we are to grow together in community as a single unit representing the body of Christ on earth.  The church is to collectively represent Christ’s hands and His feet and His heart to the world.  That’s what we’re about.  We’re on a mission, not a cruise.

The process of more and more people becoming more and more like Christ is called discipleship or making disciples.  That’s our  Characteristic of Completeness in Christ for the week:  discipleship.  That’s the mission of the church:  making disciples.  Before Jesus ascended from the earth, He gave us our assignment.  It’s recorded in  Matthew 28:19, where Jesus said,
NKJ Matthew 28:19 “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations . . .”

That’s our assignment.  The Apostle Paul has this assignment clearly in mind.  In  Colossians 1:28, Paul says,

NKJ Colossians 1:28 Him [Christ] we preach, warning every man and teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present every man perfect [or complete] in Christ Jesus.
We’re on a mission, not a cruise.  And our assignment is to become more and more like Christ, and to help more and more people do the same.
III.
Well, how do we carry out this mission?  How do we become more complete in Christ?  Principle  7 from our text says that we grow more complete as we apply biblical truth to our lives in loving community; apart from this, we remain immature and deceived.  This comes from  Verses 14 and 15 which explain . . .

NKJ Ephesians 4:14 that we should no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting, 15 but, speaking the truth in love, may grow up in all things into Him who is the head—Christ—
A.
In this case, to “no longer be  children” means to no longer be immature.
  Interestingly, Paul characterizes immaturity using nautical imagery.  To be childish or immature is to be  “tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine.”  The picture is of a boat whose direction is dictated not by its mission, not by the truth of God’s Word, not by the assignment given by Christ, but by whatever the prevailing cultural “wind of doctrine” happens to be.  To be immature requires no effort whatsoever; you just go with the wind or the teaching of the culture.

Paul uses various  terms—trickery, cunning craftiness, deceitful plotting—to describe this “wind” as fraudulent.  It’s a lie.  It is intended to take us way off course.  And the trickery is  “of men.”  I take this to mean that it doesn’t originate with God; rather, it comes from humanistic, man-made ideas and reasoning.  It reminds me of what Jesus said about some religious people in  Matthew 15:8-9:
NLT Matthew 15:8 “‘These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. 9 Their worship is a farce, for they teach man-made ideas as commands from God.'”
What are the winds that conspire to take us off course in the church today?  They’re too numerous to catalog here.  But I think one of the winds is the love-boat mentality.  The love-boat mentality is so deceptive because it contains some important elements of truth.  The church is a place to be refreshed, to be served, and to be fed.  Both the sailors on an effective battleship and the passengers on a cruise do get their needs met.  The difference between the sailor and the passenger is their answer to the question, “Why are you here?”  The sailor is focused on serving something bigger and more important than himself.  The sailor says, “I’m on a mission.”  The passenger is focused on getting served.  The passenger says, “I’m on a cruise.”  This love-boat mentality is a self-centeredness that is always looking to get something for yourself, which is a prevailing “wind of doctrine” in our culture.  Here’s a video clip that offers a parody of the love-boat mentality in the church today.
( Play video, “Me Church” here.)

B.
Thankfully,  Paul tells us how we can grow out of this kind of immaturity.  In Verse 15, he calls us to  “grow up” into Christ-like maturity.  Just before that, he says that we can do this by  “speaking the truth in love.”

What does this mean?  Some have concluded that Paul is encouraging us to be honest with each other.  Honesty is a good thing.  In this context, however, I don’t believe “speaking the truth” means being honest.  To fight against every wind of doctrine in our culture is going to take more than just honesty.  I take speaking the truth to mean that we are to speak to each other about the truth of God’s Word applied to our lives.
   It is the truth of God’s Word from which the body of Christ receives instructions from the Head.  And I think Paul must have in mind much more than just the accumulation of biblical knowledge because in 1 Corinthians 8:1 he tells us that knowledge alone without life application merely “puffs up.”  So the speaking of truth Verse 15 must be a discussion about the application of the truth of God’s Word to our lives.  Biblical knowledge alone will not make us grow.  Application of that knowledge to our lives will.
Well, what does it mean to do this “in love.”  Some have concluded that this means we are to tell unbelievers about the truth of Jesus Christ in a loving way.  Loving evangelism is certainly good, but I don’t think that’s what Paul has in mind.  In the immediate context, Paul uses the term, “in love” to describe how believers are to deal with one another.  In Ephesians 4:2, Paul says we believers are to bear with one another “in love.”  In Ephesians 4:16, Paul says we believers are to edify one another “in love.”  So speaking the truth in love means that we are to talk to each other about applying Scripture to our lives in the context of loving community.  We are to talk to each other, to help each other, to encourage each other to apply the Bible to our lives.
This is not The Love Boat where we pretty much keep to ourselves, occasionally engaging in polite, superficial conversation with fellow passengers.  No.  This is a battleship, where we operate as a team, where we talk about our mission, where we encourage each other to fulfill our individual assignments, where we work together.  We’re on a mission, not a cruise.
IV.
There are many ways that we can apply these truths.  Let me wrap up by suggesting only three.
A.
First,  join a Life Group.  Life Groups at Moon Valley are small groups of people who meet regularly to do life together.  At Moon Valley, Life Groups are the primary way that we grow more complete as we apply biblical truth to our lives in loving community.  Life Groups are where we speak the truth in love.  Life Groups are where every participant has an opportunity to be a minister in serving others.
There should be a listing of Life Groups in your bulletin.  Check one out.  And if you’re already involved in a Life Group, I encourage you to keep applying the Scriptures to your life, not only as a means of growing yourself, but also as a means of helping others in your group to grow, as they see you speaking about how the truth of God is working in your life.  We’re on a mission, not a cruise.

B.
Second,  involve your children in the church family.  I find that a significant number of believing parents do not require their children or youth to serve the church, and some do not even require their children to attend church.
Some of the reasons I’ve heard for this don’t make sense to me.  “Well, I feel like it would be legalistic of me to require my children to go to church.  They don’t really like it, and if I force them, they might become embittered toward God.  They should choose whether or not they go.”
I don’t get this.  How does this teach children that the church family is a place where we have a responsibility to serve?  In many cases, I suspect we’re allowing children to make decisions that they’re not mature enough to make, and thus we’re abdicating our leadership as parents.  Can you imagine going to the school principal and saying, “Well, I feel like it would be legalistic of me to require my children to go to school.  They don’t really like it, and if I force them, they might become embittered toward education.  They should choose whether or not they go.”  We don’t do that.  And most of us wouldn’t accept our children’s excuses for not wanting to go to school—I’m bored, I don’t like the teachers, I don’t like the kids—because we recognize it as childish immaturity.  We require them to go to school because we know it is good for them, whether they like it or not.

We’re on a mission, not a cruise.  And I fear that making church optional for children, based on whether or not they like it, may inadvertently teach them the love-boat mentality.
A variation on this comes from some parents whose children are in a Christian school.  “My kids get all that Christian stuff at school.  They don’t want or need any more of it on Sunday.”  I am a supporter of Christian schools.  My children attended a Christian school.  I served on the board of a Christian school.  But a Christian school is not the local church.  And it cannot and should not be a substitute for the local church.  If and when a Christian school serves as a church replacement, students often lose their faith when they graduate because they are no longer in their “pseudo-church,” and they’ve never learned serve and flourish in the true church.
C.
My third and final suggestion is  this: contact Patrick Gibbs.  Patrick serves as the Moon Valley coordinator for people who want to serve.

Here’s  Patrick’s picture.  Just kidding.  It’s picture of Captain Stubing from The Love Boat.  No,  this is Patrick.  Kidding again.  This is a picture of Admiral Nimitz.  It’s not Patrick, but it does fit our theme:  We’re on a mission, not a cruise.
If, after hearing this message, you’d like serve at Moon Valley, but you don’t quite know where to serve, Patrick Gibbs is your man.  Patrick can help you assess alternatives and get you plugged in.  You can reach him by calling the church office or by using the email address listed in the bulletin.  He is on shore with his family this week, but he’ll be back on the ship a week from Monday.
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