Ephesians: Preserving the Unity of the Church
Lesson 9: The Growth of the Body of Christ
Ephesians 4:7-16

	Grace gifts: Paul begins this section with a strong statement concerning the grace gifts that Christ has measured out to each person in the Body of Christ. 

Given that the unity of the church is preserved as each of us use our gifts, it is imperative that we understand what this really means in practical terms. It means that believers do not merely attend church, they are the church. It is also clear that the church will only function as it should and maintain its health as all those who are part of it exercise their gifts in the power of the Spirit. There is no such thing as a “sideline” Christ-follower. To “follow” is to be running the race rather than watching from the stands. 

Too often in our society we have turned “church” into a consumer exercise. We decide what we want, and then attend church in order to get it. Nothing could be further from authentic New Testament church life. The church is not a supermarket where we go to buy good feelings, friendships, and an experience of God. The church is a living, moving, growing organism that exists to bring glory to God alone. We attend, not for us, but for Him and also for the others in the family whose lives can be greatly benefited by our partnership and generous sharing of our gifts, time, and resources. 

The Ascension of Christ: In Acts 1:9 Luke records that Jesus was lifted up, and a cloud received Him and took Him away so that the disciples could no longer see Him.  Immediately, two angelic messengers declared that this same Jesus would one day return in just the same way.

From the earliest days of the church the Ascension of Jesus has been seen as very important theologically. It was always considered to be the validating event by which the Trinity demonstrated the completion of the incarnational mission. It is significant that Jesus is received by a cloud. Throughout the Bible, the cloud has represented the Spirit of God. This is seen in the pillar of cloud that led the Israelites through the wilderness, as well as the glory cloud – the shekinah – that filled the Tabernacle, and eventually the Temple. 

Lower parts of the earth: This phrase can mean simply the “lower part of creation that is, the earth” or it could also depict the fact that the incarnate Son of God died and entered the grave. 



Unity and division: Paul’s primary point in this section is that error, not sound doctrine, is that which ultimately divides the Body of Christ. 

Verse 14 makes it clear that the presence of shallow or erroneous teaching results in stunted spiritual maturity. This lack of maturity makes the individual believer, and the church as a whole, tragically susceptible to the swirling winds of culture and error. 

In contrast, verse 15 shows that the truth, spoken in love, will build strength within the Body, and not only protect against division, but also promote strong growth of the Body in love. 

Verses 11-16 are extremely important for the church in our day. Too many have come to the conclusion that deep, biblical teaching that delivers the whole counsel of God, grounded in sound exposition of the Bible, is old fashioned and is not attractive enough to reach people for Christ. Nothing could be farther from the truth. Given that the Spirit is the One who opens blind eyes and gives life to the spiritually dead (see: Ephesians 2:1-10) it is imperative that the church speak the truth, in love, which the Spirit promises to use. 


Apostolic signs: It is significant that Paul realized that the apostolic office came with the ability to work signs and wonders. He declared that his apostleship was valid because the “signs of a true apostle were manifested in your presence” (2 Cor. 12:12). This demonstrates that the apostolic office was extraordinary and temporary, and it passed away with the last of the Twelve.

Prophets: It is clear in the Old Testament that the prophetic office and functions were open to being counterfeited and faked. God laid down strict requirements for prophets which gave the people a simple way to assess if they were of God or not. Those who claim to be modern-day prophets are still to be held to these standards, although almost none of them seem to be aware that the penalty for being a false prophet was death (see: Deut. 18:18-20).

















Pastors, Elders, Overseers: It is clear in the New Testament that these three titles all refer to the same church office (see: Acts 20:17, 28; 1 Peter 5:1, 2). Each speaks to a different aspect of the one leadership task. However, it is clear that no one man can effectively live up to the expectations of these combined aspects. This constitutes the best reason that the leadership of the local church is given over to a group of Godly men and not just one. In this way, the headship of Jesus Christ is maintained, and the health of the Body is provided for through the several gifts of the plural team of Elders/Pastors/Overseers.

(Note: Some have tried to distinguish a third office in the church, besides Elder/Pastor/Overseer and Deacon. John Calvin considered that the office of “Doctor” more suitably fit into the Ephesians 4:11 discussion of “pastors and teachers.” He considered the Pastor to be more of the administrator, and care agent, and the “teacher” or Doctor as he called him, the primary preacher.)







The work of service: The Greek text has ergon diakonias. These two words – work and service are Paul’s way of showing that the primary aspect of the church, both individually and corporately, is service. The church is an outward looking organism rather than a self-focused organization. First, we are to serve our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Paul declares in Romans 12:1, 2 that presenting our very lives to God is our “reasonable service of worship.” Secondly, and vitally important, we are to serve our brothers and sisters in the church, as Peter states in 1 Peter 4:10, 11. Lastly, we are to be servants of Christ out in our world, serving the needs of our communities as a means of demonstrating the grace of God that has been showered on us. Never forget that good works provide a platform of good will from which to share the Good News. 

Knowledge of the Son of Man: In our day it is increasingly the case that many who deny the deity of Christ are attempting to change the playing field of Christian unity. Today it is not unusual for those who deny His deity to suggest that Christian unity be based on shared enemies and shared social causes. We would do well to realize that, while we may support some causes as co-belligerents, the true unity of the church is grounded in the person and work of Jesus Christ. There can be no compromise here. As Charles Spurgeon warned, quoting from James 3:17: “‘The wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable’; if only one is attainable, choose the former.” 

Christian maturity: It is clear that Paul likens spiritual growth to the various stages of physical maturity. We begin as infants, born again by grace through faith in Christ. Then we begin to crawl, eventually to walk, and then to run the race of life with our eyes on Jesus (see: Hebrews 12:1-3). But instead of the final stage being old age, it is better thought of as parenting. The goal is not merely to amass individual knowledge and character and Christ-likeness; the goal for us is to reproduce ourselves in the lives of others. This is what is meant by not only making, but multiplying Christ-followers. 

Tossed here and there by waves: Today these waves and winds of doctrine are primarily found in the Christian bookstore. Books such as The Shack and Heaven Is for Real have replaced biblical revelation with experiential sentiment, and as a result, many are carried away from orthodoxy to believe things that are not true. But those who have their roots driven deeply down into the truth of Scripture are able to see through the fog and stand firm against these errors.









Trickery, craftiness: In Paul’s day this was a very real concern. Paul was often contrasting his ministry philosophy with those around him. In 2 Corinthians 2:17 he stated that he was “not like many, peddling the Word of God.” He went on to say in 2 Corinthians 4:2 that he and his companions were “not walking in craftiness or adulterating the Word of God.”  The church today must realize that these problems still exist and take every precaution against allowing error to creep into the “faith once for all delivered” (Jude 3).





























What every joint supplies: It is clear that Paul considers the church to be essential. His illustration of the human body makes it clear that the individual parts have no meaning or mission apart from the whole. A hand detached from the body has no life. 

So too is the church a necessary component in the life of the individual believer. Today it is increasingly the case that some Christ-followers, disenchanted with the church, have chosen to live solitary, detached lives. This has no biblical support or merit. Rather, Paul insists that the church is maintained and built up by what every part supplies. To desert the church is to work against God’s plan to bring the Gospel to the world. The church is God’s delivery system, and He has no other. The church with all of her warts and problems is still the Bride of Christ, and we are called upon to work diligently to build her up to declare the glory of God. 
	In the first 6 verses of this pivotal chapter Paul has laid the groundwork for his central point: the unity of the Church. This unity, comprised of all those “in Christ,” both Jew and non-Jew, is so precious that its preservation must be a constant goal. 

It is with this goal in mind that the Apostle now turns to the means by which God has determined to preserve this unity. 

7: But: It is clear that Paul now is moving to contrast the overall unity of the Body with the great diversity within it. Unity does not mean that everyone in the church thinks and acts the same way; rather it means that every individual is to use his or her unique set of gifts and graces to maintain the organic unity of the church.

to each one of us grace was given: Grace is not a commodity, or something that can be measured. Grace is the extension of benevolence and is best understood as God’s gracious attitude toward us. He treats us with acceptance instead of judgment based solely on His good will and desire. This is grace, and Paul states that all in the Body have become the recipients of this gracious acceptance. Each Christ-follower is part of the Body, uniquely created and gifted, as a result of the same gracious action on the part of our God. No one in the Body has more claim to be there than anyone else. We are all in the family because of what God in Christ has done in and for us. Consequently, all in the Body have equal claim and equal standing as children before our Heavenly Father. There is no room for boasting.

The benefit of this grace is that each member of the Body has the capacity to “preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” Elsewhere Paul suggests that this grace is the foundation of the gifts that the Spirit distributes to each Christ-follower (see: Romans 12:6-8). It is by means of these “grace gifts” that each believer can work to maintain the unity of the church. It is the exercise of our gifts that fuels our unity. 

according to the measure of Christ’s gift: Here Paul declares that Christ not only gives gifts, but that He also determines the “measure” of those gifts. Since the gifts are “measured out” by Christ, there can be no place for jealousy or contempt among us as we view the gifts of others. Each Christ-follower has been given what Christ knows is best for him or her and for the Church. Our privilege is to use what we have been given to the fullest for His glory and the unity of the Church.

8: This verse has caused interpreters fits for years. Paul uses a customary introductory phrase (Therefore it says) to let the readers know he is about to quote from the Old Testament. He picks Psalm 68:18 but actually changes its meaning here. It is obvious that Paul intends to marshal evidence that Christ, being the risen, ascended Savior has the authority and prerogative to “give gifts” to men. In the following verses Paul explains both the “ascending” (vs. 9, 10) and the “giving of gifts” (vs. 11). There are many theories as to why Paul changes the OT reading of “received” gifts to “gave” gifts. Perhaps the best is to recognize that the ascended Christ, having received the gifts of power and authority “among men” (eg. as the incarnate Son of God through the cross and resurrection) is now in a position to “give” or bestow on the church the gifts necessary to preserve her unity and extend her mission throughout the world. This is obviously Paul’s point as the following verses make clear.

9, 10: Paul first takes up the idea of the “ascent” of Jesus Christ. In Acts 1:9 the ascension of Christ back to glory is described. Here Paul stresses that the ascension was actually part of the plan which called for God the Son to first descend into the lower parts of the earth. In other words, the ascension was merely the returning of the Son to the position He had always held. Yet the ascension also signaled that the mission had been accomplished. Paul uses this same paradigm in Philippians 2:5-11 where He declares that the Son left his position of equality with the Father in order to become incarnate and die on the cross. The result was that He was highly exalted and returned to the position of glory, now to exercise supreme power over the created realm. Jesus Himself testifies to this in Matthew 28:18 when, following His resurrection, He declares that “all power has been given to Me in heaven and on earth.”

11. Having explained that the One who “descended” has now “ascended” back to a position of glory, Paul moves on to the gifts He has given to the church. In this passage he does not detail the gifts given to individuals in the church; rather, here he describes the offices, or gifted men, Christ has given to the church for the purpose of causing healthy growth and preserving the unity of the church.

Paul is not here giving a comprehensive list of all the gifts God has given to His church. Rather, He is giving a list of the types of gifted men He gives to the church under whose leadership and instruction the individual members are to grow and mature. And as they mature, the service they perform through their individual gifts causes the entire Body to grow and mature, becoming more and more the church through which Christ works to extend the Kingdom. 

Neither is Paul giving a full list of every office given to the church. For example, the office of deacon is not listed. What is apparent is that Paul is listing those gifted positions most related to the passing along of biblical instruction. This is his main point: Unity is based on shared truth (vs. 4-6) and it is crucial that this truth be both declared by gifted men, and defended against the “trickery of men” in their “craftiness in deceitful scheming” (vs. 14). 

It seems that Paul’s list of church leaders may be divided between those that were extraordinary and temporary, and those which are meant to be permanent fixtures throughout the church age. In the first group – the extraordinary and temporary – are apostles, prophets, and evangelists.  

And He gave some as apostles: The apostolic office was always meant to be a temporary office. When the disciples met to decide just who would be invited to fill Judas’ spot in the Twelve, Peter declared that the one prerequisite was that he be “a witness with us of His resurrection.” To be an eye-witness of the resurrection would obviously be a requirement that could not be met by a succeeding generation. The apostolic office was necessary in the early stages of the truth, but passed away with the death of John, the longest living of the Twelve disciples. 

It is worth noting that the Apostle Paul, having witnessed the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, considered himself an apostle “born out of due time.” He realized that his situation and call to be an apostle was extraordinary, and there is no indication that he considered that anyone would fill his office after his death. 

and some as prophets: The prophets here spoken of are those men who received direct revelation from God. Throughout the Old Testament, God spoke to prophets who, in turn, proclaimed the words of God to the people. The prophetic office had two distinct functions: First, they were to “forth-tell.” That is, they were to declare the truth of God to the people. Secondly, they at times were called upon to “foretell,” that is, to declare what the future would bring. In both cases they received their material directly from God. 

Today, we still find some of the functions of the prophet being carried out by those who are pasturing and teaching in the church. The difference? Today we get our material from the Bible and not through direct revelation from God. 

During the early stages of the church there continued to be the need for prophets because the fuller revelation of Jesus Christ and the Gospel had not yet been recorded in written form. Today, we have all that we need to know about Jesus and the life of faith in the Bible and no longer need the prophetic office.

and some as evangelists: While today we still have itinerant preachers who call themselves evangelists, they are not the same as the office Paul is here meaning. Philip, Timothy and Titus were all evangelists in the New Testament meaning of the word. It appears that this gifted office was filled by those who were very close associates of the apostles and were sent around by them to strengthen young churches. Not much is known about this gifted office in the early church, but it appears to have been the necessary transition from the office of apostle to that of the pastor/teacher. It may also be that the ancient office of evangelist was more akin to our modern idea of a “church planter” who went out to start a church where none existed. However, in our day we usually consider this man to be a pastor/teacher because he is not itinerant, as were the early evangelists.

The second group of gifted men listed by Paul are the pastors and teachers. 

and some as pastors and teachers: The way Paul writes this phrase makes it clear that he is actually speaking of only one gifted office. If he meant to separate “pastors” and “teachers” he would have needed to write “and some as pastors, and some as teachers.” Here he speaks of the primary office in the church today.

With the passing away of the gifted offices of apostle, prophet, and evangelist, the weight and responsibility of proclaiming and defending apostolic truth falls squarely on the shoulders of those men in every local church who have been set apart as Elders/Pastors/Overseers. In fact, this is the primary responsibility of these men, and the administrative affairs of the church must never distract them from this. In Acts 6 we find an example where the apostles sought out and found faithful men who would see to the administrative affairs of the church

The “pastor” label comes from the original word “shepherd.” In many ways this describes the general oversight that a pastor carries out. Like a shepherd, the pastor is to lead, feed, and protect the flock that has been allotted to his care. Unfortunately, the “pastor” illustration has too often been understood as picturing a caring man holding a little lamb. Today, too many consider the primary task of the pastor to be compassion rather than instruction. And while compassion and care are certainly essential elements in the pastoral task, it is still the case that, even in situations requiring compassion, it is the pastor’s first job to bring the truth of God’s Word to bear, in love. 

In summary, it must be remembered that “pastor/teacher” is only one of three terms used to describe the one leadership office still present in the church. Pastors/Elders/Overseers are to lead and oversee the flock, never neglecting their primary duty which is to proclaim, defend, and bring people to maturity through the Word of God. This is central to Paul’s argument in Ephesians 4:7-16, as we will see.

12: for the equipping of the saints for the work of service: Here Paul makes his intention plain. Note his train of thoughts:
1) The unity of the Body of Christ has been brought about by Christ through the cross so that Jews and non-Jews are now “one new man” in Christ.
2) This unity is to be preserved with diligence by all who are in the church.
3) This unity is based on the theological “ones” of 4:4-6.
4) This unity is maintained as the gifts Christ gives to the individuals in His church function properly.
5) Christ has given pastors/teachers for the very purpose of equipping the individuals in the church to exercise their giftedness in service to others.
6) This process of biblical instruction producing individuals that joyfully exercise their gifts in the Body builds up the Body in maturity in Christ.

The goal of those gifted to pastor and teach is the equipping of those in the church to live out the mandates of the Gospel (see: vs. 17-24) and serve through the exercise of their gifts (vs. 12).

It is worth noting that those in leadership positions are not to be the only ones involved in the actual ministry of the church. Paul’s view of the church is that all are privileged to be ministering and serving by means of the gracious work of Christ in and through them. In essence, we don’t attend church; we are the church!

to the building up of the body of Christ: Here we see the goal of leadership. Through the teaching of the Word by gifted men, the church is to be built up. Here Paul is stressing that the primary way Christ builds His church is through the consistent and faithful declaration of His truth by those whose lives also model that truth. The Spirit uses this truth to equip the church to exercise their giftedness, which in turn strengthens the body, deepens it message, and broadens its influence through the work of the Spirit.

13: Until we all attain to the unity of the faith: Once again we see Paul’s main theme: unity. The way that we will be able to measure the growth and health of the church is the level of its unity around the “ones” listed in vs. 4-6. The mission of the church in terms of unity is ongoing since new believers will be entering the body all the time. These “baby” believers will need to be instructed and nurtured so that they too can be “equipped” for service. 

and of the knowledge of the Son of God: Here Paul further defines what the “unity of the faith” is: It has Jesus Christ at its core! If the knowledge that we have concerning Jesus is faulty, we have lost the core of Christianity. You can be wrong about some areas of theology, but not this one if you expect to be numbered among the redeemed on the last day.

to a mature man: Here Paul likens spiritual maturity to physical. The mature man is understood to be one that has the strength, discernment, and courage to withstand the theological winds that swirl and to stand winsomely for the truth. This theme is further set forth in the following verse.

to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ: Just what does a mature believer look like? The better question is: what will the mature believer look like in the end? Paul’s answer is clear: the maturation process of the believer will be ongoing until Christ has fully completed the process in glory. The growth of the believer must never stop. The older we get the more we should become like where we’re going! The Scriptures know nothing of spiritual complacency, of reaching and remaining on a spiritual plateau. Rather, we are always to be pressing on, running the race set before us with perseverance, and diligently pursuing a greater depth of understanding and character. In the end, John states where we will be in 1 John 3:2: “Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is.”

14: As a result: Here Paul turns away from the results of a healthy church to the dangers of any church that forsakes the strong, winsome exposition of the Word. Those who are equipped for the work of service will also have strong moorings and will be able to stand against the winds of error and “folk theology” that are constantly pelting the truth of God. Those without such moorings will be caught up, tossed around, and ultimately deceived.

we are no longer to be children: In contrast to the maturity that is produced in Christ-followers by means of the leading and teaching of grace-gifted men, some remain children in terms of their knowledge of Christ. This is not to be accepted! The Ephesians, and all Christ-followers in our day, are to recognize the grave dangers associated with stunted spiritual growth. No believer should be complacent to remain as a child.


tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine: Spiritual children lack the depth and discernment necessary to recognize error when it comes masquerading as truth. Consequently, they get “carried away.” Paul experienced this with the Galatians whom he considered to have been “bewitched” into believing a dangerous error (Galatians 3:1). And in Hebrews 5:12 the readers are severely criticized for having stopped maturing in their understanding. They have regressed back to the stature of children in need of milk, and not solid food. 

The danger in our day is acute. Many believers are not maturing in their knowledge, character and service. More and more churches are filled with “children” who are content to live on whipped cream rather than the deep “meat” of the Word. This is producing a whole nation of believers who are easy prey for the deceitful teachings of those whose only desire is fame and wealth. This must have been the case as well in Paul’s day, as the next phrase goes on to describe.

by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming: Paul is aware that many will attempt to use biblical truths and theological concepts to lead believers astray. This part of the verse is packed with dangerous words: trickery … craftiness … deceitful … scheming. Today is no different. On every hand you can find authors and teachers declaring things that simply are not biblically aligned. Most of them come packaged in nice sounding packages and promise the well-being and comfort our hearts desire. Yet unless they are true to God’s Word, they will actually do more harm than good. This was Paul’s great concern, and it should be ours as well.

15: But: Once again, as he has before (see: 2:4) Paul describes a stark contrast between two topics. His great fear that the Ephesians may be carried away by false doctrine and the deceitful scheming of unprincipled teachers is allayed by the knowledge that the correct and consistent teaching of biblical truth will bring about the necessary maturity. 

speaking the truth in love: Again Paul retreats to the primacy of instruction. The truth is to be declared. It is not to be silenced, or replaced, or compromised. The content matters. And also the manner in which the content is delivered matters. It is to be with love rather than anger or contempt or malice or any other emotion or action that would blatantly undermine its validity. 

The love that is to be the vehicle of truth is twofold: First and foremost truth must be declared out of love for God and His mission. After all, it is His truth, subject to His critique. We declare His truth and all the while we understand that He is watching and listening. He is our primary audience. 

Secondly, we are to tell the truth with love for our hearers. In this way the medium will not conflict with the message. We must love those we teach and realize that only the truth will bring them to faith, and then to maturity. They won’t care what we know until they know that we care. 

we are to grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the head, even Christ: Again we find the theme of unity coming to the surface. Those who are mature in the faith will not only discern truth from error; they will also enhance the overall growth of the body of Christ as it matures in likeness to the Savior. Through the mature church, the image of Christ will be more and more seen before a watching world. 

16: Here we see that Paul has come full circle in his argument. As the body matures in Christ-likeness, it also grows in its maturity. This cycle, instigated by biblical instruction, is the means by which the church grows more and more healthy, and more and more unified around the core person and mission of Christ.

from whom the whole body: Paul never forgets that Jesus is the Head, and it is from the head that the body derives its strength and capacity for growth and maturity.

being fitted and held together by what every joint supplies: Again Paul reminds the readers of the relationship between unity and diversity. The unity of the human body is maintained by the diverse actions of its several parts. Its diversity is essential to its unity. The unity is, however, maintained by what every part supplies. Thus, when some parts are inactive, the whole body suffers.

So also it is with the church. Its unity and effectiveness in ministry is maintained and enhanced by what every individual supplies through the exercise of his or her gifts. Where some refuse to partner and choose rather to be spectators or mere consumers, the whole body suffers. 

according to the proper working of each individual part: It is clear that God has a purpose for each individual He calls into union with Christ and partnership with the church. Unfortunately, in our spectator society, too often the church has become a show staring some preachers and talented musicians. The individual Christ-followers spend their time sitting and watching, mostly unaware that they are to be active participants as well in the mission of Christ through the church to the world. 

Paul is clear: the health of the church and the success of her mission depend upon what every person supplies.

causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love: For the second time, Paul speaks in terms of “building up of the body” (see: vs. 12). This “building” program is the most essential one any church will take on. It is also the only building program God insists on! 

Those who lead and teach begin the cycle, while those whose lives are matured through the Spirit and the Word continue the cycle. As the church grows in maturity, it also causes the growth of the church in unity and faith. It is through this kind of healthy church that the mission of Christ is most effectively carried out to completion.







Life Principle:

As a follower of Christ, I will pursue spiritual maturity all the days of my life, recognizing the necessity of deepening my knowledge of God’s truth while being diligent to invest my time, talent, and resources in the “work of service” in order to see the church built up and effective in the mission of Christ.




Study Questions

1. In what ways is the maturity of the physical body illustrative of spiritual maturity? Where would you see yourself in this process? 









2. What does Paul say is the ever-present danger posed by false teaching and deceitful teachers?









3. How does the fact that God has given gifted teachers to the church relate to the process of maturity in the church? What are the benefits of sitting under a teacher who brings the uncompromised truth of God’s Word to bear on lives, in love?









4. Why is it so important that the truth be spoken with love? What does Paul mean by “love” in this context?  




Journal

1. In studying this lesson, I found the most comfort in learning that . . .










2. The area(s) in my life that most need(s) to change in order to live out what I have learned in this lesson is (are) . . .









3. By God's grace, I am going to pursue obedience to God's Word by making the following changes, or adopting the following practices in my life:


What I must stop doing/being:







What I must begin doing/being:
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