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There is an old African proverb that most of us never heard of until Hillary Clinton turned the proverb into a book.  The proverb says this:  “It takes a village to raise a child.”  Whatever you might think of Hillary Clinton, there is an undeniable kernel of truth contained in that African proverb.  Surely you as a parent are the person most responsible for raising your child, but there is no denying the huge influence a host of other adults have played in the process.  Teachers, coaches, babysitters, grandparents, aunts and uncles, pastors and youth leaders and others have all been part of the village that has helped raise your child and that helped raise you when you were a child.  

The Bible tells us something similar to that old African proverb.  The African proverb says that it takes a village to raise a child; the Bible tells us that it takes a church to raise a Christian.  Ephesians 4:16 says this: “From [Jesus] the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.”  Jesus is the head, and we who follow him are his body, the Bible tells us.  And notice what is necessary for the Body of Christ to grow and build itself up in love – “as each part does it work.”  We can only grow as followers of Jesus as we grow together.  We don’t grow by living solo.  It takes a church.  It takes a body of people who are committed to following Jesus and who are committed to helping you and me grow.  We can only grow in our Christian lives when each of us is doing our job.  We can only grow as we grow together.

This morning I want to challenge each of us to take a growth spurt.  When we were in Sedona a few years ago our family was introduced by our guide to the agave plant.  For most of its life the agave is a short plant that looks a great deal like a cactus that’s been smushed.  Its leaves are sharp and spiked.  In fact, Sedona is named after a woman who died when she fell off her horse and onto an agave plant that speared her to death.  But what’s really interesting about these plants is their growth pattern.  For about 35 years they hardly grow at all.  And then they take a growth spurt.  We have a neighbor who had an agave plant, and it was a remarkable thing.  Within two weeks our neighbor’s agave plant grew a tall, flowering branch that shot up from its middle about 100 feet into the air.  And all over the Sedona desert we saw these agave plants that had taken these amazing growth spurts just before we arrived.  Our guide explained to us that after the plant reaches its full height and flowers for a few weeks, the plant then begins to die from the bottom up, causing the flowering branch to tumble to the ground and to drop its seeds to the earth so it can reproduce itself.  And the key to the agave’s ability to reproduce itself is its ability to take a growth spurt.

For many of us, it’s time to take a growth spurt.  Some of us have been Christians for quite a long time, some of us as long as the 35 years an agave plant lives.  But frankly we’ve never really grown.  We’ve never reproduced ourselves, never helped anyone else enter into a relationship with Jesus.  We’re good people, but we’re just not much different now than when we first became a Christian.  We still struggle with the same bad habits.  Our character is still as prickly as the agave, our words still as pointed and sharp as ever.  We still wrestle with the same questions we had about God and the Bible and prayer that we had months or years ago.  

And we don’t want to live that way anymore.  We are ready to grow, and we are ready to grow dramatically.  It’s time for us to take a growth spurt.

This morning we’re going to spend a few minutes in one of the key chapters in the New Testament – Ephesians 4.  This chapter challenges we who follow Jesus in two ways.  First, it challenges us to grow – to grow in character and to grow in contribution.  Second, it tells us how we can grow – by being connected to the community.  Ephesians 4 not only tells us that it’s time to grow up, but it also tells us how to grow up.  It explains to us the good news that God has specifically gifted the people of your church for the purpose of helping you take a growth spurt.  

Grow In Character
So let’s jump into this key chapter in the book of Ephesians and see what God has to teach us about growing as followers of Jesus.  Here’s how chapter 4 begins:

As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.  Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.  Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.  (Ephesians 4:1-3)
If you were to sit down and read all six chapters of the Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church, you would notice that in the first three chapters Paul gives us only one command.  The only command in those three chapters is in Ephesians 2:12; it’s the command “remember.” Up until this point Paul has spent all of his time telling us good news.  He has told us how great God is and how gracious God is.  Other than telling us to “remember” how much we need God’s grace and to “remember” what it was like when we were far from God, so far Paul hasn’t told us to do anything.

But that changes in chapter four, where Paul says, “In light of all God has done for you, in light of God’s love for you, in light of all that God has done to rescue you from your sin, I urge you to live worthy of your calling as Christians.”  It’s time, Paul tells us, for our character to take a growth spurt.  It’s time for us to grow in our humility and our gentleness, to grow in our patience and our love.  And if we’re wondering how we will know when we’ve grown enough, Paul tells us in verse 13: “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.”  

Many of you were here with us last fall when we participated in the 40 Days of Purpose campaign.  Do you remember our five purposes?  Let’s review.  First, we were planned for God’s pleasure; that’s worship.  Second, we were formed for God’s family; that’s fellowship.  Third, we were created to become like Christ; that’s discipleship.  Fourth, we were shaped to serve God; that’s ministry.  And fifth, we were made for a mission; that’s evangelism.  What Paul is talking about in these verses is our third purpose – we were created to become like Christ.  God’s goal for us is that we grow in our character until our character conforms to the character of Jesus, until we are as humble and gentle and patient and loving as Jesus is.  

So how is that going to happen?  Well, there are certain things we can do and should do on our own to grow.  There are certain disciplines we need to develop, certain habits we need to begin, that will promote spiritual growth and the growth of our character.  But that’s not what Paul talks about in Ephesians 4.  Paul doesn’t use these verses to lecture us on what we need to do to become more personally disciplined.  Instead, Paul has some more good news for us.  He says, “Let me tell you what God has given you to help you grow, to help you become the person you most want to be.  God has given you a community, a community of gifted, grace-filled people who are irrationally committed to your growth and health, a community called the church.”   

Here are Paul’s words in Ephesians 4:  “But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it … It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.”  (Ephesians 4:7, 11-12)   

As is often the case in Ephesians, that’s a mouthful.  So let me take you over to another letter written by Paul, the Book of Romans, where he makes the same point in language that’s a little more accessible.  Here’s how Paul makes the same basic point in Romans 12:

Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.  We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.  If a man’s gift is prophesying, let him use it in proportion to his faith.  If it is serving, let him serve; if it is teaching, let him teach; if it is encouraging, let him encourage; if it is contributing, let him give generously; if it is leadership, let him govern diligently; if it is showing mercy, let him do it cheerfully.  (Romans 12:4-8)
That’s a little easier to get a hold of, isn’t it?  Paul again uses the analogy of a physical body.  He says, “We have one body, but our bodies are made up of all different parts, all of which work together for the growth and health of the one body.”  For example, think of all that’s involved in eating.  Even if the food is sitting right there in front of you on the table, it’s still something of a process to get the food where you want it.  You need your fingers to wrap around the fork.  You need your shoulder to stretch your arm down to the plate.  You need your eyes to see the food so you can stab it with your fork.  And then there’s a part of our body that doesn’t get much credit but which is quite essential to the process – the elbow.  Just for fun, try eating lunch today without bending your elbow.  Then we use our teeth to chew the food, we use our tongues and throats and esophagus to swallow the food.  Then our stomachs and intestines digest the food.  One body, many parts, all working together for the health and growth of the body.

And that’s how it works in the body of Christ, Paul says.  We are one body, but many parts, and we all have to work together for our health and our growth.  Just imagine, Paul says in another part of the Bible, if the whole body was an ear.  Can you picture that?  Picture a six-foot tall ear hopping around here.  Can you imagine cleaning the earwax out of a six-foot tall ear?  And then as the ear gets to be 60 or 70 years old, can you imagine the size of the hair growing out of that ear?  

And while that’s a gross image, that’s exactly Paul’s point – we are a body, not an ear.  We are a body, not an eye.  We are a body, not a mouth.  We are a body, and it takes every one of us working together using our different gifts to make the body grow.  If you want to take a spiritual growth spurt, if you want to grow in your character, you need the body of Christ.  You might be a hand in the body of Christ, but you aren’t going to grow unless you have the help of the feet and the eyes and the ears in the body of Christ.  

But how does this work practically?  How does the body of Christ, this community of people gifted by God, help me grow my character?   Let’s take the first character trait Paul mentions in Ephesians 4 and see how this works.  Back in verse 2 Paul says, “Be completely humble.”  So how does the body of Christ help me grow in humility?  

Well, here’s how it’s worked in my life.  First God gave me some people to teach me what humility is.  God gave me some pastors and seminary professors and Sunday school teachers who showed me what the Bible had to say about humility.  They taught me verses like 1 Peter 5:6 which says, “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.”  They taught me that Jesus said in Matthew 11:29, “Learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart.”   And then God gave me some people who showed me humility.  It’s one thing to define the word humble, but it’s something else to see humility wrapped in a human body.  God showed me some business executives in my home church in Minnesota, men who ran multimillion dollar businesses, who got down on the floor in their suits and ties to pick up crying babies, who changed dirty diapers without batting an eye, who unclogged toilets, who did whatever needed to be done for the sake of the church.  God showed me a brilliant surgeon, who is today one of the leading heart specialists in the Midwest, who never talked about his achievements but who was always the first one to make a big deal about the littlest thing one of us in his high school youth group might have done.

So God gave me some teachers to explain humility to me, and he gave me some examples to model humility for me, and then he gave me some critics to help me see my lack of humility.  I didn’t like them as much, I might say.  I kind of wished God hadn’t given me those people.  But as much as I hate to admit it, they helped me grow in humility as much as anyone.  They did what Paul said to do in Ephesians 4:15 when he tells us to “speak the truth in love” to each other.   And then God gave me some other people, some people with the gift of encouragement who at just the right time gave me the “props” I needed for the ways I was growing in my humility.

If you want to take a growth spurt, if you’re tired of living the way you’ve always lived, of acting and thinking and feeling the way you always have, then you need to get close to some of these people who are sitting around you today.  God has given them to you as a gift to enable you to grow.  You cannot grow without them.  Growth doesn’t happen in isolation; growth happens in community.  It takes a village to raise a child; it takes a church to grow a Christian.

Grow In Contribution

  There’s a second growth spurt Ephesians 4 challenges us to take.  Not only does Paul challenge us to grow in character, but he also challenges us to grow in contribution.  Let me read verses 11-12 to you again:  “It was [Jesus] 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 works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.”   Did you catch that?  God has gifted the people of this church for what reason?  He has gifted these people to prepare God’s people for works of service.  He has gifted these people to equip us so that we can contribute, so we can serve, so we can make a difference.

I want to show you a clip from the 2002 movie “The Emperor’s Club” starring Kevin Kline.  In this movie Kevin Kline is a professor at an elite high school for boys.  This is the first day of his first class.  See if you can catch the point he makes to his students as they start their careers at that school: [video clip]
What a great lesson for those kids!  You can be the greatest conqueror the world has ever seen, but if all you do is conquer and you never make a contribution, you will be completely forgotten.  If you want to make a mark in the world, you have to make a contribution.  And God has given you and me the body of Christ to prepare us and equip us so that we can do just that, so that we can make a contribution.

Let me teach you something interesting about the Greek word Paul uses in Ephesians 4:12 that we read as “prepare.”  “It was [Jesus] 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 works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.”  That word “prepare” can also translated “equip,” and it means to equip by restoring something that is broken. For example, in the Gospels that same Greek word is used to describe fishermen who were mending, or equipping, their broken nets.  (See Matthew 4:21)
Many of us could use some mending, couldn’t we?  The dreams we had for our lives have long since turned into nightmares.  Some of us have marriages that have been left in tatters.  Some of us have children who have broken our hearts.  Some of us have careers that have blown up in our faces.  For some of us it’s our bodies that are broken and in desperate need of restoration and repair.

And God says, “I have a gift for you.  It’s called the church.  I have gifted these people with the gifts they need to mend your brokenness and to heal your hurts.  And they will equip you not just so you can feel better; they will mend you and equip you and prepare you so that you can make a contribution.”

In his book “The Living Christ” author Harold Fickett writes about Ted Keller. Ted was once a well known Christian singer and revivalist in the South who performed for huge crowds.  But his pride took him down hard, and he fell away from his faith.  Then one day his heart stopped.  Fortunately his friends got him to the hospital in time to save his life.  After extensive surgery, and a month in a coma, Ted woke up and asked for a Coke.  His wife, who had a deep faith in God, and some people in his wife’s church, nursed Ted back to health, physically and spiritually.  But God didn’t just use those people to mend Ted’s malfunctioning heart so that Ted could feel better.  God used them to prepare Ted to make a contribution.

Ted now serves as a chaplain to truckers.  He runs a little chapel in an aluminum trailer called the Whispering Hope Chapel next to an all-night truck stop in North Carolina.  Ted never speaks to large crowds anymore; two people are a crowd at an all-night truck stop.  One night a trucker named Troy stopped in.  Troy was about to go proposition a 15-year-old girl who was sleeping on the truck stop floor when the Spirit of God redirected him over to the chapel with the flashing neon sign.  Ted greeted Troy when he walked in the door and said, “What can I do for you?”  Troy said, “I’m lonely.”  Ted replied, “I imagine you are.  I’m sure being a cross-country trucker is very lonely.  But I’ve got good news for you.  I can introduce you to someone who can help with your loneliness.  His name is Jesus.”  For the next two hours Ted and Troy talked, and when they finished Troy prayed and gave his heart and life to Jesus.  Then Troy bolted out of the room, out the door and over to the truck stop.  He found the 15 year old still sleeping on the floor, picked her up and said, “I can help you never be lonely again.”  Chrissy’s eyes got big, but she went with the trucker over to the chapel and there Ted told this girl, who had run away from home six months earlier, all about Jesus.  After Ted prayed with her, he gave her his phone so she could call home, and the next day her family drove up from Georgia to pick up their little girl.  

Ted is making a contribution, wouldn’t you say?  God gave Ted some people to restore him and to mend him and to equip him, and as a result Ted is making a significant and eternal impact in the lives of truckers and runaways and entire families.  And God wants to do the same through you.  God’s goal isn’t to mend you just so you can feel better and sleep better at night.  God’s goal is to mend you and restore you and equip you to make a difference in our world, to make a contribution that will follow you into eternity.  And the way God plans to do that in your life is through his church.  God has put these gifted, gracious people into your life to enable you to do something of lasting significance with your life.  

If you want to take a growth spurt, it takes a church.  It takes all of us doing our part, using our gifts for the good of each other.  It takes us as a church being irrationally committed to each other.  So let’s get off the sidelines and get in the game.  Let’s get involved in a small group. Let’s get involved in a ministry.  Let’s take the initiative to get involved in the lives of some of the people we see around us, people whom God has gifted to help us grow our character and to grow our contribution.

There’s an insert in your programs I’d like you to take a look at called “The One Another Commands.”  There are actually quite a few more of these commands in the Bible, but these are a good representation of how the Bible tells us we are to live in relationship with each other.  As you can see we are to be at peace with one another; love one another; honor one another; accept one another; instruct one another; serve one another; be kind to one another; submit to one another; encourage one another; confess our sins to one another; pray for one another; offer hospitality to one another; and be humble towards one another.  And here is the point – we can’t live the Christian life alone.  To love Jesus means to love the church.  You cannot be an obedient, fully devoted follower of Jesus and not be part of a community of faith.  Jesus called us to community, not isolation.  
And if you want to grow in your Christian life, you will need to be connected to the Body of Christ.  You need to be a fully participating member of the family.  You need us to grow, and we very much need you.  We need your gifts, your insights, your encouragement, and your prayers.  So in one way or another, we invite you to dive in and to become a part of Cornerstone.  It’s a commitment that will change your life.
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