Sermon - Ephesians 4:11-13

Unity in the Body: Individual Effort

Kathy Harkisheimer

I.  Introduction:

This morning we’ll continue in the book of Ephesians with our focus 

     on Chapter 4 vs 11-13.

But before we begin, I’d like to ask you to do something.

· I’d like you to create a picture in your mind.

· If you want, you can close your eyes 

     but I really want you to get an image of what I’m about to ask.  

· Ready?

I want you to visualize what you think God’s church looks like. 

· In other words, church the way God intends it to be.  His design for our church.

Now go ahead and take 5 or 6 seconds to really picture it in your mind.

I wonder how many of us have in our mind’s eye a magnificent building.

· It’s walls taller and thicker than the Walls of Jericho

· Maybe it’s entranceway of gold and silver.

· Or maybe a modern day mega church complete with the latest multi-media enhancements.

· And a stage as wide as the eye can see and stadium seating to the heavens! 

And now, I wonder if any of us imagined not a great building rather a great people.

Allow me to paint you this picture.

· In my mind I can see hands – willing to get dirty for Jesus.

· I see feet – walking dry grounds of a foreign land to bring the gospel to those in remote areas

· I see tears – staining the faces of compassionate servants as they minister to the needy & broken

· I see people – of every tribe and every nation, united, lifting hands of praise to the one true God 

· I see a people who have been trained and equipped for works of service. 

· I see the priesthood of all believers.

II. Development:

Today as we narrow our focus on the book of Ephesians, Chapter 4 verses 11-13, 

it will help us to understand that in this letter, which Paul wrote to the church of Ephesus:

· The aim of this epistle is to confirm and to equip a maturing church.

· Paul writes to help us better understand God’s eternal purpose 
     and appreciate the high goals God has for His church.

· The church described by Paul is not a church building but the church 

     made up of all those who have put their faith in Jesus Christ through all of time.

Although Paul is writing this letter from jail (his first imprisonment in Rome), 

the letter is encouraging, optimistic and relevant for our church today.

   A.  The gifts given to the church

   In verse 11 Paul emphasizes the gifts that Christ has given to the church

   “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, 

    some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers” 

· Isn’t it interesting that Paul will draw our attention to “people” as the gifts given to the church?

· His emphasis here is not on the specific gifts and abilities that individuals are given.

· For this verse, Paul is emphasizing that Jesus has given the church godly, gifted people.

   Today we get caught up in thinking that if the church is going to grow 

          and do great works, then we need new strategies and new techniques. 

   But Paul doesn’t draw our attention to “strategies”

          - he draws our attention to people.  

   E.M. Bounds, a 19th century Methodist minister once said 

        “The church is looking for better methods, but God is looking for better men”.

   And so it’s important for us to realize that Christ’s plan is to bless us with godly, 

   gifted pastors/teachers who will pour their lives into us.  

   And why has Christ gifted them to do this?

   B. The purpose of the gifts given to the church

   In verse 12 Paul describes the purpose or reason they were given to the church.

    “..to prepare God's people for works of service..”

   Let’s break that down:

    to prepare (to adjust, to equip)
         (who?)

    God’s people (us, the saints, the believers, those who claim the name of Christ)
         (for what?)

   for works of service (acts of ministry)
   If the purpose of the gifts given to the church are for acts of service, then

      we need to challenge ourselves to envision a church that is not a static institution, 

      but a movement of people empowered to take ministry into the world.

   Jesus gave the Great Commission, and told us to “Go into the world” 

      doing the things that he did: teaching, healing, feeding the hungry, and calling 

      the world to more faithful living. 

And so Paul is emphasizing to us that our pastors are preaching, teaching and

      calling us to do the same.  

   They are preparing/equipping us to do ministry.

    We need to begin asking ourselves:

       Where can I serve?  How can I carry my brothers burden?

   In Matthew 25 scripture reads…. 

  “The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did 

   for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”

· This scripture paints a clear picture of expectation for the church in the world. Jesus’ followers took His words to heart and to the streets.  

· And so we are called to move beyond bricks and mortar to engage a world longing for love, compassion and hope. 

· We need to humble ourselves in service to others just as Christ did.

I think we have an anemic theology of divine humility 

     – we have difficulty understanding God’s character is one of servant.

We only see God as big, powerful, strong, and ominous  

   The danger is when we think only this way….it’s easy to keep God at a distance

   Because He’s too big and powerful for us to really know.

BUT

What do you do with a God who is more humble than you?

What do you do with a God who is willing to step lower than you or me?

This is where we have to understand who God is at the very core.

God is a servant.

God loves humility

God is very comfortable tying a towel around his waist and washing the feet of his creation.

NOW

Some of you may be saying “how can you call God a servant”?  

· Isn’t He the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords

· isn’t He the one who sits on the throne and we should be serving him?

· Well, that is the point isn’t it?

But what do you call someone who creates you with needs that only he can meet?

What do you call someone who will come to you any time day or night?  

What do you call someone that:

· no matter how much you’ve alienated yourself from him 

· no matter how you’ve betrayed him

· no matter how much you’ve hurt or wounded him

· no matter how much you’ve ignored him 

     when you honestly and sincerely cry out to him – will come in that instant 

     to meet  your deepest needs?

What do you call someone who takes the mess ups of your life and begins pulling them together to bring something good out of them?

What do you call someone who is willing to take care of you at the most basic level?

I don’t know what else you call someone who’s there for everything that you need if you simply depend on him – but a servant.

And what’s astonishing about God is that He’s not all powerful (though he is)

And not the He’s all present (though he is)

And not that he’s all knowing (though he is)

What’s astonishing about God is that he radically alters the entire value system of humanity.

And those things that we value, even about God, God want to reverse in our hearts –

God reveals himself as a servant.

Philippians 2: 3-8

3Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 4Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. 
 5Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 
 6Who, being in very nature God, 
      did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 
 7but made himself nothing, 
      taking the very nature of a servant, 
      being made in human likeness. 
 8And being found in appearance as a man, 
      he humbled himself 
      and became obedient to death— 
         even death on a cross! 

When Jesus Christ came in to the world in an act of servant-hood and humility it was not a stretch for God.  God did not have to alter his nature or his character.

Serving was comfortable for God.  

God’s motivation was love and his action was service.

And what we need to grab hold of is that when we serve others (when we begin to lay our lives aside and we begin to stop thinking of ourselves only) what begins to resonate inside of us, what begins to happen in us – something inside of us says 
“this feels right” – it feels as if we were created to serve.  What we discover is that when we serve, we are most like God himself.  

Remember in John Chapter 13 when Jesus washes the disciple’s feet.

Verse 4 says 
4so he got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist. 5After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples' feet, drying them with the towel that was wrapped around him. 

We next jump to verse 12

  12When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?" he asked them. 13"You call me 'Teacher' and 'Lord,' and rightly so, for that is what I am. 14Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. 15I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. 16I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.
We are most like God when we are serving others. 

Now Jesus is saying I’ve just done something for you by setting this example. 

He is radically altering their view of reality.  

He is saying if I am your master and your Lord and I’m willing to serve you, 

       then none of you can say that I am too good to serve others.

Jesus is destroying this false view of what it means to be great.

 (You see the world defines greatness in terms of power, possessions, prestige and

  position.  If you can demand service from others, woo, we’ve arrived.

  Jesus, however, measured greatness in terms of service, not status.

  God determines your greatness by how many people you serve, not how

  many serve you.)

So Jesus is saying to his disciples “I am pointing you in a whole new direction”.  

He’s saying if you want to be great in my Kingdom – become the servant of all.  

Jesus drove this theme in to their hearts and we should drive it into our hearts.  

· If we want to be exhalted we need to humble ourselves

· If we want to go up we must come down

We become most like God when we serve others.

One of the wonderful things about serving – is that in serving we begin to see who God really is.  And that’s why, when we as God’s people, begin to serve others, people begin to get it.  They say “OH that’s what God looks like”.  

So today, let me ask…are you self-serving? Or are you serving others?

Are you willing to tie a towel around your waist, to serve, as Jesus did?

As a tangible reminder, today, I offer to each of you a towel.

At the end of this service the ushers will be at the back doors with them.

If you are willing to serve others or maybe you need to think about serving,

then take a towel as a visible reminder that we are to follow Jesus in servant-hood.

- thank Joe and Linda

· Will they know we are Christians by our love? By our acts of ministry?

SHOW VIDEO CLIP  

 C. The goals of the gifts given to the church

So if the gift given to the church are godly, gifted people and the reason is to prepare God’s people for works of service then what is the goal of the gifts given?

In verse 13 Paul tells us the goal.

    “so that the body of Christ may be built up 

       until we all reach unity in the faith 

     and in the knowledge of the Son of God 

     and become mature, 

     attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.”

  Paul tells us that the goal is three fold:

· Faith unity

· Christly knowledge

· Christian maturity

      Notice is says “unity” in the faith, not conformity.  

     As individuals, we aren’t cookie cutter Christians, 

          we’re diverse in our gifts and talents.

     Yet as a church, we are united as a body of Christ.

· Christ is the body and the believers are the branches or limbs.

· All are given particular talents and gifts that must be used for the common good and for the glory of God.

       But what about our church today?  

       Can we honestly say we’re all doing our part?

       What happens when we are complacent?  When we aren’t doing our part?

       Let’s take a look at the Phillies.  

       Shane Victorino suits up and takes the field.

       The first pitch comes and he stands there – doesn’t move, doesn’t care to move

       Next pitch comes and the same thing.

       As his team yells “what’s wrong with you, get in the game”

           he replies – “Don’t worry, Chase Utley will do it. And if he doesn’t, 

           someone else will”

       By this time the fans are screaming and the team begins to limp along.

       Yet I wonder, how many of us suit up (in our Sunday clothes)

        take the field (in our favorite pew)

        and then let the words of the pastor (the teachable moments) whiz by their ears.

        And when asked to ‘get in the game’ (to do ministry), they reply

           “don’t worry - the pastor will do it and if not, someone else will”  

        It’s only as each member does their part, is the team fortified, strengthened 

        and built up.

        And it’s the same for today’s church.  

        Oh God that our church would tire of limping along 

             and that each person would desire to do their part to build the body.

        We need to realize that complacency is unworthy of the calling and design

             God has for His church.

         Clearly the way the whole body grows is for all it’s members to do their part.

III.  Conclusion:

As each believer functions in accord with the gifts Christ has given him, 

    the body as a whole enjoys unity and becomes more spiritually mature. 

It’s only as we allow ourselves to be teachable –

   receptive to God’s word and

   willing to apply it to our lives

that we become servants of God, 

trained & prepared to get our hands and feet dirty for Christ

 – that we would fulfill God’s design for His church.

That by our love, witness and acts of service we bring others to a saving 

    knowledge of Jesus Christ and thus build the body of Christ.  

Oh God, before we meet you face to face, one may say to us

   “because of you, I am more in love with Jesus Christ than I ever thought I could be”.

Surely we would increase the population of heaven.

This morning, would you search your hearts and ask yourself –

   Am I teachable?

   Am I being changed by the word of God?

   Am I growing in my knowledge of the Son of God?

   Am I prepared, trained, equipped to serve others? Am I ready to Get in the Game?

   Am I willing to focus my efforts where Jesus would be in ministry –

      among the poor, the hungry, the lost, the lonely, the wounded and broken?

   Am I willing to wrap a towel around my waist, as Jesus did, to serve others?

   Am I doing my part to build the body of Christ?

   Am I willing to let the Lord reign in me and over all of my life?

May we embrace Paul’s desire to come together in unity to fulfill God’s design for His church.   
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