“A Life Worthy of the Calling”

Ephesians 4:1-16

October 16, 2011

Read Ephesians 4:1-16

Today is a stewardship sermon. It may not sound like the typical text – one devoted to how you handle money – however, stewardship is about so much more than simply your money. Stewardship involves how we live our life together as brothers and sisters in Christ. Stewardship is a community issue as much as it is an individual issue. 

In Ephesians thus far, Paul has reminded believers of the blessings they have received in Christ, with special emphasis to the Gentiles to remember how God has acted to bring them in from the outside. The heavenly blessings were incredible. Believers need to hold fast to those promises realizing that such blessings have an impact on how to live day-to-day.
Here now are the practical ramifications of the blessings in Christ played out for the church to see. Paul was calling them to “unity in the midst of their diversity.” Friends, this passage could have been written to us today. It could be taken verbatim and shared with congregations around the country – around the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and other mainline denominations – as en exhortation to wake up and start being the church God has called us to be.

It would be difficult to overstate the level of passion Paul was expressing in these words. This is not an academic text. Ephesians was not Paul’s annual report to the home office; this letter was an appeal from Paul’s heart to strengthen and correct believers in the congregations he had begun in his travels. He did not pick on particular congregations or particular situations; the things he wrote about here seemed to be issues for many of the congregations he expected to receive a copy of this letter. Indeed, as we read through the other Pauline epistles – his other letters – and the letters of the other apostles, it becomes evident that many congregations dealt with the kinds of things Paul described here: competition and division among believers, confusion about the meaning and function of gifts in the church, and the danger of creative theology. 

Unity among believers

Paul began this new section of the letter with a challenge for the listeners to rise to his expectations: live a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called. To what have you been called? You have been called a child of God, a co-heir with Christ – and other brothers and sisters in Christ—in the heavenly blessings. What does that mean? It means you are royalty. Now, act like it.

Remember: Paul was addressing congregations. This was more than a comment to a specific individual or individuals within congregations; he was talking to them about the character of the community. Living in community is not easy. It involves dealing with people who are different than we are, whom we do not control, and with whom we often have competing expectations and goals. Even so, Paul made it clear that we cannot simply wash our hands of responsibility and say, “Well, that’s them; that is not me.”

This is something we need to hear: the community of which we are a part needs to live a life worthy of the calling to which we have been called. Yesterday, the City of Chula Vista celebrated its 100th birthday. The Centennial celebration at the Olympic Training Center was an extravaganza of entertainment, fair-like attractions, and civic pride. There were exhibits recalling the history of Chula Vista and some high rhetoric about what will the next one hundred years bring. This city has an identity and it works hard to live up to it. 

Likewise, Chula Vista Presbyterian has a calling – and it is something more than simply institutional survival. We have an identity and a purpose – together. We all contribute to the development of the health of this community of faith. How we live together, how we work together, what we choose to do together, and how we support one another (and the community itself) all bear witness to the one in whom we believe. 

Paul was talking about the quality of the character of the community: humility and gentleness, bearing with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. Those are three things that take work, take effort, and take intentional purpose to make happen. There’s a Rascal Flatts song out there right now with the line, what they don’t know “is how hard it is to make it look so easy.”

Living up to our calling is not easy. It does not come intuitively or naturally. Whenever a group of people get together, the dynamics get thick and personalities get in the way and everyone wants to have their own way. That is as true in congregations as it is in politics, sports, or any other area of life. However, the exhortation is to be different: to be a holy community even as God is holy. In other words, if outsiders were to describe the behavior of those inside, what would they say? Would they say that these people have humility and gentleness? Do they bear with one another in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace? 

This past week in the news there was this story in the Associated Press:

BERGHOLZ, Ohio — The leader of an Amish group with members accused of going into the home of another Amish man and cutting his hair and beard said Monday it's a religious matter and police shouldn't be involved.

Sam Mullet said he didn't order the hair-cutting but didn't stop two of his sons and another man from carrying it out last week on a 74-year-old man in his home in rural eastern Ohio. Amish men typically grow beards as adults and stop trimming them when they marry, and the beards are held in high esteem.

Mullet, 66, said the goal of the hair-cutting was to send a message to Amish in Holmes County that they should be ashamed of themselves for the way they were treating Mullet and his community.

"They changed the rulings of our church here, and they're trying to force their way down our throat, make us do like they want us to do, and we're not going to do that," Mullet told The Associated Press outside his house on the outskirts of Bergholz, a village of about 700 residents.

"We know what we did and why we did it," he continued. "We excommunicated some members here because they didn't want to obey the rules of the church." 


*


*


*


*

"We're not a cult. We're just trying to live a peaceful life," said Mullet, who spoke with occasional bursts of passion for about an hour as children played nearby, a horse tethered to a buggy rested and men and women did chores. "I was hoping I could move here, try to start a group of church people, do things in school and church the way we wanted."

Mullet said he should be allowed to punish people who break the laws of the church, just as police are allowed to punish people who break the laws of the state.

"You have your laws on the road and the town -- if somebody doesn't obey them, you punish them. But I'm not allowed to punish the church people?" Mullet said. "I just let them run over me? If every family would just do as they pleased, what kind of church would we have?"

(Andrew Welch-Huggins, Associated Press, October 10, 2011).

The reason this makes news is because it is the world’s way of mocking a Christian community that has failed to live up to the life worthy of their calling. The Amish have set themselves apart from the world in order to live faithfully to their understanding of the Scriptures; however, even there disputes get out of hand.

It is so much easier to point out failures than successes. Faithful examples are like good umpires or referees, they go unnoticed for doing a good job. If that’s the standard, we have done pretty well here at Chula Vista Presbyterian: we are a well-kept secret in this community. That said, it begs the question of each one of us on the inside: how well have we loved one another here? Most of us can probably tell of ways we have exercised forbearance towards someone else, but can we tell of the ways others have exercised forbearance of us? Do you know the way in which you have been a burden? Do you appreciate the ways others have made the effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace? 

The reminder here is that we belong to each other – good and bad. A few weeks ago during one of our potluck/townhalls, the question was raised about how politics play out in the church, whether you must be a Republican or a Democrat, a TeaPartier or (now) an Occupier, in order to be a member in good standing. My response (affirmed by those in leadership who were in attendance) is that we have a great deal of diversity among the leadership and membership about issues of our civic life together, but we are steadfast in our unity in proclaiming Jesus Christ as Lord. “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.” We do not just say it, we believe and work hard to live it. Unity in Christ does not mean we are clones.


The Meaning and Function of Gifts in the Church

Paul picked up that theme of diversity within our unity next, when he wrote about the variety of gifts God gave for the upbuilding of the Church. Beginning in verse 7, there is a brief summary of things Paul covered in other letters – specifically, gifts that we receive in Christ. The first part is kind of confusing with all the ascending and descending, until you realize Paul was using Psalm 68 as a prophetic vision of what God was accomplishing in Christ’s resurrection. In short, Psalm 68 was a song about God’s accomplishing salvation and – in doing so – giving gifts to his people. Christ’s resurrection was that ascension leading God’s people out of captivity to sin; in order to accomplish that resurrection, Christ descended from eternity to fully redeem all things, including time. I am going to leave that there because there are many sermons in it – if you want the shorthand, read Philippians 2.

Now, as a result of what God accomplished in Jesus, God gave gifts to his people. The sense here is that the gifts were given to the people of the church for the use and benefit of the church. Looking at that list shows that the purpose of the gifts is for the community to bear witness to Jesus. Apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers are all talkers. They testify to the truth of the message Christ revealed: “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” Paul’s enumeration of gifts in Ephesians 4 was not an exhaustive but illustrative of the kinds of gifts God gave in order that the church would be built up. 

Again, the theme of this overall section is how the community of believers is to “lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called.” The tendency in looking at lists of gifts is to try to figure out “which one I have.” That misses the point here; here, the point is that God has given these gifts to the church. Chula Vista Presbyterian exists as a community because of the apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers God has given. We may not have had all of them at all times, we may not have had some at all in the membership of this specific congregation; yet we can affirm that God has given apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers to the Church. 

It is important to recognize the gifts we have been given. We need to give thanks – as in, praise, adoration, songs, and tithes. The gifts the church has been given in Christ are for the equipping of the saints for the work of ministry – in the words of the Westminster Shorter Catechism: to glorify God and enjoy him forever. Gifts are given for the building up of the body of Christ. The body of Christ is active and requires participation from every member; being passive means atrophy. There is no way to grow into maturity, into the measure of the full stature of Christ if we only consume. 

Growth requires participation from everyone. Many of you may be thinking to yourself: “none of those gifts describe me.” OK, let me just run with that assumption for a moment. That list is not exhaustive. You have been blessed with the heavenly blessings in Christ: you have been redeemed, washed clean in the blood of Christ, promised eternal life as a child of God. If you have received Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, you have been adopted as part of God’s family; which means you are called to live like part of God’s family. Take a look at how you handle your time and money. Do you give God your best or what is left? Where does your relationship with God fit into the priorities of your life? Now, ask yourself this: how would you fare if God was as faithful to you as you are to God? How well can this body of believers fare if members hold back? 

The variety of gifts are given for strengthening the one body to full maturity. How do you know what is full maturity? Paul described it as the unity of faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God.


The Danger of Creative Theology

Paul exhorted believers to “maturity;” that is, “to the full measure of the stature of Christ.” The warning is to not entertain just any theology but to measure truth claims by the standard set in Jesus Christ. Failing to do so leaves people without an anchor, without any skill in discerning good from evil. 

For those of you who know me well, you know this is a hobby-horse of mine. I am going to try to be faithful to the text without getting all worked up and projecting my frustration with the larger church – in other words, paying heed to the call to unity and forbearing with brothers and sisters in Christ.

That said, it should be abundantly evident to you that I believe Scripture is the revealed Word of God, it is the standard and rule for life, and is trustworthy and true. I believe God has given us Scripture to be studied, we are to dwell in it, and we are to be defined and held accountable by it. I go to Scripture to find God’s correction and growth – and come away changed. This is not popular in our culture; these days, it is much more fashionable to go to Scripture to find ways to change and correct it. 

There is a big difference between a church that bears witness to the saving grace in Jesus Christ and the church our culture wants us to be. Our culture wants the church to be a university. Many mainline denominations have fallen into the temptation of worshiping respectability in the university and forgotten how to be the church. Now, please do not hear me to suggest that faithful people ought not be thinking people; just the opposite: faithful people should know the truth and should be able to be skilled in discerning between good and evil. However, the foundational premise for seeking respectability in the “real” world has been the abandonment of the conviction that there is a truth to be known. 

For many of us, we have raised our children to appreciate the value of an education. When I was going to school and even now, there was an emphasis on “critical thinking.” That is, the approach was to not take anything at face value, but to measure everything by standards of our own making. We are to evaluate everything skeptically, taking into account any bias or prejudice or hyperbole. We were invited to be idealistic consumers, always taking in without having to make a declaration of what it is we believe. Everything has to be held loosely because there may be something new, different and better ahead. Academia values the novel, the innovative, the creative. In many areas, those are virtues to be celebrated. Not so theology if it means abandoning the foundational truth. The crisis in the mainline denominations can be traced to our allowing ourselves to become theologically and intellectually anonymous – which is precisely the opposite of how God intends us to be.

We have an identity and blessings in Christ. We have a purpose and a destination in Christ. Forgetting those things or setting them aside means that we are – as Paul aptly phrased it  -- subject to being tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine, by people’s trickery, by their craftiness and deceitful scheming. Make no mistake, there is an absolute normative truth: it is God’s truth revealed in Scripture.


God has always provided a message for the people. It is a message to be remembered through the generations, a message to be passed along from one to another. In Deuteronomy 6, Moses instructed parents to recite God’s commandments to their children – not as suggestions, but as a way of understanding their identity and blessings, their purpose and their destination. In Verse 20, Moses anticipated the time when children would push back on the teaching, “When your children ask you in time to come, ‘What is the meaning of the decrees and the statutes and the ordinances that the LORD our God has commanded you?’ then you shall say to your children, ‘We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt, but the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a  mighty hand.” We. 
For Christians, the understanding is that we have been incorporated into the family of God by the actions of Jesus Christ – who fulfilled the promises of the Old Testament and ushered in a time of the new covenant. “Speaking the truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every ligament with which it is equipped, as each part is working properly, promotes the body’s growth in building itself up in love.” 

The message we have been given is good news. Christ is hope. Christ is salvation. Christ is life. He is not an option to consider, he is the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except in him. 


Conclusion

Today is a stewardship sermon. Stewardship is about so much more than simply your money. Stewardship involves how we live our life together as brothers and sisters in Christ. Stewardship is a community issue as much as it is an individual issue. 

We are called to live together in unity. We are to celebrate and give thanks for the gifts God has given us in Christ. We are to proclaim boldly the good news of grace and salvation in Jesus Christ. Individually and as a community, we are called to live a life worthy of the calling to which we have been called. You are part of the family of God. Now, go out and act like it. Amen.

8:30 prayer and invitation to offering

10:00 invitation to offering
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