
Growing up in Jesus
Ephesians 4:1-16

Where have you been part of a group of people (eg family, colleagues, sports 
team, music group) where you’ve all benefitted from understanding each 
other’s different abilities?

As the children develop and discover their personalities; as the rugby players 
find their place and form an understanding of how each other plays; as the 
team at work discover who plays what part well to make the whole thing work 
- that community of people grows up together.  As new people join that 
community - born, picked for the team, employed - they take their place and 
the whole thing grows up some more.

Have you ever thought of the church that way?  A community of people - a 
family, even - who are growing up together?  Not standing still or settling, but 
continuing to grow in knowing Jesus better, grow in unity, and grow in this 
infinite fullness that life in Jesus brings?  In Ephesians 4:1-16, Paul wants the 
young churches in and around Ephesus to grow up.

We’re into Ephesians part two now.  Part one - chapters 1-3 - have all been 
about what God has given us in Jesus and who we are in Jesus.  We’ve read 
that God has given us every spiritual blessing, summed up in 1:2-3 as grace 
and peace.

Grace - the undeserved kindness of God towards us, lavishing His doting 
love on people who were dead and buried without Him.  And peace - peace 
with God, knowing we are friends, family even, and not enemies; and peace 
with one another, as God destroys every barrier of hostility between the 
people He’s rescuing.

And who we are in Jesus is a whole new identity: adopted sons and 
daughters of God, the treasure and inheritance of God.  Not deserving of 
God’s mercy, rescue and adoption, but worth it to Him, it turns out.  Forgiven, 
free, made one new humanity defined by belonging to God and belonging to 
one another as the temple - the building in which God dwells.

That’s what has been done for us.  In eternal plans, at the cross and in the 
resurrection of Jesus.  So now in part two - chapters 4-6 - Paul starts talking 
about how we as the church put all of that into practice.  The new life and new 
way of living that follows all this.  And you can sum it up like this:
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Keep what you have been given.
Become who you are.
(Pause for the slide on this)

In 4:2-6, Paul teaches us to ‘keep what you have been given.’  We have been 
given unity by God.  We thought in chapter 2 about peace with God and 
peace with one another; and those bonds of peace being forged at the cross.  
Our unity has been dearly bought.  We don’t need to create it or cobble it 
together; it’s been won for us and given to us and sealed by the Holy Spirit.

But v.3 says what we need to do is keep that unity.  If you can picture a family 
heirloom being passed down from parent to child - something irreplaceable, 
something valuable, something as fragile as it is beautiful - then you’ve got 
some idea of what our unity means to God.

God the Father gives to His adopted sons and daughters this precious, fragile 
unity.  Over the years, we’ve been guilty of leaving it lying around like it 
doesn’t matter as much as other things we’ve got.  Letting it gather dust and 
fade on the shelf, as opposed to ‘making every effort to keep it.’  Sometimes 
we’ve even deliberately broken it because we think so little of it.

But unity is something we are called to keep.  Treasure.  Preserve.  Give 
attention to.  And one practical, difficult verse precedes all that and tells us 
how to do it in v.2.  ‘Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing 
with one another in love.’  Where any of those things slip - humility about self, 
gentleness and patience with others, and a committed ‘bearing with’ - unity 
cracks.  We are called to stop that from happening.  Keep what you have 
been given.

And ‘become what you are.’  It’s one thing to be given the uniform and the 
tools and the status.  But growing into them is another thing.  When Paul says 
in 4:1, ‘I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received,’ he’s 
saying, ‘What you are is a son or daughter of God.  Now live like it.  What you 
are is innocent, free, totally bound up with Jesus.  Now live like it.’

Paul gets that we can never live that perfectly in this world.  But he doesn’t 
talk like so many of us do - ‘Oh well, nobody’s perfect, so we’ll just rely on 
God to mop up the mess we keep making equally badly all the time.  Like 
Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, he wants us to become more and more 
fully like Jesus until the day when, beyond this world, who we are in Him will 
be fully realised.  Meantime, we’re to keep growing up.  Becoming what we 
are.  To be confident that God wants us to do that, and He’ll help us do that.
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So in chapters 4-6 we’re going to see ethical teaching about how to live as 
Christian people.  There will be relational teaching about how to conduct 
various kinds of relationship.  And in this passage, there’s also missional 
teaching about how to be a functioning, growing church reaching out to build 
God’s Kingdom.

Why are you a part of this church?

You have a purpose in the church.  God has given you gifts to use for the 
growing up of this church together, and the building of God’s Kingdom.  Do 
you believe that?

After Paul has spelled out repeatedly in vv.4-6 that we are one church, he 
then shouts ‘but!’ in v.7  ‘But… to each one grace has been apportioned in 
different ways.’  Remember, grace means undeserved gift.  Paul doesn’t 
mean here that some of us get more grace and some get less.  He means 
that each one gets given different gifts.  And he spells those out in vv.11-12.

‘It was He who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be 
evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people 
for the work (singular) of service (that’s ‘mission’).’  And that’s why we asked 
you to do this fivefold survey.  So that you’d know more about how to become 
who you are in this church for the sake of God’s mission.  Here’s what I think 
we need to grasp as a church about these gifts or roles:

More of us need to become who we are.
The church needs all of these.

If we’re going to grow up to become who we are together in Jesus, we need 
every different part of this body called the church to do its part, as v.16 says.  
As we go through what each of these different roles in the church are that we 
have been given, see if it helps you to understand who you are, who you 
aren’t, who others are and aren’t, and how we fit together as a church.

Apostle means ‘sent one.’  In the New Testament, they were those who had 
seen the risen Jesus and had been sent out by God into new territory to bring 
Jesus amongst the people and the places that hadn’t been reached yet.  
Paul, who is writing this, was an apostle - breaking new ground, bringing 
Jesus into new places and cultures, spotting untapped opportunities, 
stretching out the boundaries of God’s Kingdom.
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Will’s character in the sketch, and in real life, is apostle.  Someone who wants 
to go first and go forward.  Someone with lots of ideas about what we could 
be doing that we’re not yet doing.  They’re looking ahead - what’s next, what 
may be around the corner.  They like to get stuck in to new places to bring the 
influence and transformation of Jesus there.

Their question about church will often be, ‘Why aren’t we already doing this?’  
They help us by showing us the opportunities in front of us.  They’re like the 
feet that keep us moving.  But they need help to discern what should be from 
all that could be - what God really says and wants - and the prophets and 
teachers can help with that.

Evangelist means ‘one who brings good news.’  People like Jesus’ disciple 
Andrew, who was always bringing people along to see Jesus for themselves.  
They want to be with those who aren’t Christians, looking for opportunities to 
talk to them about Jesus, invite them to church, get into God conversations.  
They’re the ones pushing their lifelong friends out the way at coffee time at 
church or at the school gates (sorry…) to go and speak to new people and 
point them to Jesus.

My character in the sketch, and in real life, is evangelist.  Someone who 
wants to go from the inside out and draw others from the outside in.  We’re 
looking out - who’s new here, who’s saying things that show a little searching 
or some possible interest in Jesus?

Their question about church will often be, ‘Why aren’t we all talking to our 
friends, families and others about Jesus?’  They help the church by reminding 
us that there are lots of people outside of it, and preventing us from becoming 
a cosy club that just looks after each other.  They’re like the mouth that keeps 
us publicly broadcasting.  But we need help to properly welcome and nurture 
and disciple people, because we’re always so busy looking out that we’re in 
danger of getting people in the door then dropping them.  That’s where 
pastors and teachers really help us.

Prophet is one who sees things that are unseen by others.  As with examples 
of prophets right through the Bible, that might be about things that are over 
the horizon, yet to happen.  It’s not that they know or predict the future - but 
they see and report things that later, often much later down the line, make 
sense to the people they share it with.  They don’t try to figure out this stuff, 
they just pass it on as they see it.
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And, like the prophets of the Bible, they see things that others are often blind 
to - the injustices that surround us all fire them up in a way that the rest of us 
can be dull to, and they call out what they see as wrong.

Lorna’s character in the sketch, and in real life, is prophet.  Someone who 
likes to sit still in the presence of God, and in doing that discerns something 
of what God has to say that shapes direction and culture for the church.  
They’re looking up - always asking God the question, ‘What are you saying 
here, God?’  They’re people who are interested in the big picture of what God 
is up to and unhurried enough to put some of the pieces of that together for 
us.

Their question about church will tend to be, ‘Why aren’t we spending more 
time in prayer and the presence of God?  Why aren’t we listening?’  They 
help the church by passing on things that God wants to give us to steer us, 
and prayerfully discerning direction for us from all the open paths that the 
apostles and evangelists hack clear.  They’re like the eyes that see what 
we’re not seeing.

But they need help from the infallible, because they are still fallible human 
beings who get things wrong.  The teachers can help them make sure that 
what they’re seeing and saying lines up with what God has already revealed 
and said.

Pastor is one who cares, heals, binds up, shepherds people together - like 
Paul’s friend Barnabas, taking people under his wing; or the women who 
looked after Jesus in life and in death.  They really, genuinely care.  Their 
driving impulse in the church is, ‘how are you doing?  Is everyone alright?  
How can we help those who aren’t?’

Eilidh/Vivien’s character in the sketch, and in real life, is pastor.  They spot 
the people that are struggling and limping in life and faith quicker than others.  
They’re looking in at the church family, with a loving eye.  And they’re good at 
drawing alongside, patiently and consistently walking the journey with those 
who hurt, and bringing real, prayerful and practical help to refresh and 
restore.  They want to look after people.

Their question about church will often be, ‘Why are we forgetting people or 
leaving them behind?’  They help the church by seeing that proper attention is 
given to our strength and health - physically, spiritually, emotionally, mentally, 
socially - and by making sure we don’t press forward at too fast a pace and 
cause casualties.  They’re like the hands that hold, heal, hug, help and halt.
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But they need help to keep moving - not to allow themselves, the people they 
care for, or the church to stand still, but to keep moving, keep growing and 
keep looking outward.  Apostles and evangelists can help with that.

Teacher is one who knows, loves and explains the Word of God.  They love to 
have the Bible open, love to read and understand it.  Their mind goes quickly 
to ways to explain it to themselves or others.  They see how Scripture fits 
together and want to demonstrate it and talk about it with others.  They are 
themselves really rooted in God’s Word, and they long for others to be.

Andy’s character in the sketch, and in real life, is teacher.  Someone who not 
only knows the Bible, but explains it well, asks good questions of the Bible, 
and asks other people good questions to help them learn from the Bible.  
They’re looking closely - motivated by being faithful to what God has said and 
helpful in spelling that out for the church.  That’s not always in sermons and 
talks, or even in group thing like Bible studies (although that’s part of it).  It’s 
also in one to one friendships, conversations and relationships.

Their question about church will usually be, ‘Why aren’t we reading our Bibles 
and living in line with what it says?’  They help the church by knowing and 
showing what God really wants us to know, believe and build our lives and 
identities on.  They’re like the heart that keeps us constant; the revealers of 
God’s heart for who we are and how to live in Him.

But they need help to lift their eyes from the map and put it into practice, 
which all the other roles can help with; and to keep their focus on loving God 
more than on loving the Bible, which prophets especially can help with.

Whoever you are, and whether you incline to one, two, more or even none of 
these things, here’s something helpful to remember: You’re not all of these.  
So don’t expect yourself to be.  And don’t expect others to be.

Instead, learning to understand who you are in Jesus and who the rest of us 
are in Jesus is going to help us grow up.  To know how we complement and 
serve each other in the mission of God is going to help us stop feeling guilty 
about ourselves, frustrated with others, and ready to work together - but for 
what?

v.12 says all this is ‘to equip God’s people for the work of service.’  The 
mission we have to discover and share more and more that life in Jesus is 
infinitely fuller.
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Which of the gifts do you most recognise yourself in?  How are you using that 
gift to equip us as a church for God’s mission?

There’s a point to all this growing up together into becoming who we are.  And 
it’s the things that Paul has prayed for the churches in chapters 1-3, summed 
up in v.13.  That we’ll grow up to become more united; not just keeping the 
unity we’ve been given, but increasing in it.  That we’ll grow up into knowing 
Jesus better; being more and more amazed and thrilled at who He is and how 
He works as we see Him revealed more through our life together.

And we grow up into fullness.  Last week Alister explained that Paul’s got the 
picture of the temple of God in his head when he thinks about and prays for 
the church.  Just like King Solomon kneeled to pray, asking God to fill the 
temple he’d built with the presence of God; Paul kneels in 3:14 to pray for the 
churches to which he’s writing, which he describes at the end of chapter 2 as 
being a temple built together.

Do you see what Paul’s asking for?  That we as a church will be filled more 
and more and more with the very presence of God.  That we’d discover the 
incredible, people-drawing, awe-inspiring, life-filling experience of God 
inhabiting the life and worship we share together as a church.  He’s prayed in 
3:19 that we might be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God!  That’s 
about as big an ask as you can get!

And here in chapter 4, he’s telling us what we can do to begin to grow up into 
that.  As v.13 says, ‘…attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.’  
We’ll grow up into this fullness Paul prayed for as we serve God’s mission 
together as a church, equipped by the gifts and roles that we each have, as 
given by God for us to get on with using.

Keep what you have been given.  And become what you are.  Step into using 
the gift that God has given you.  Not for your sake.  For our sake, together as 
a church.  That we might together ‘live a life worthy of the calling we have 
received.’  Let’s grow up together in Jesus.
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