Bible Study: Ephesians 4:1-16, “For the Work of Ministry”

Opening prayer:

I8 I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may be
strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit 1" and that Christ may
dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. '8 I pray
that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and
length and height and depth '’ and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge,
so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God.

20 Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish
abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, ! to him be glory in the church
and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever. Amen. (Ephesians 3:16-21)
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In baptism God makes a covenant with us and establishes a relationship with us.

In baptism, God claims us and gives us new life. We are joined to Jesus’ death and
resurrection, and freed from sin, death and evil. We are reborn as God’s children and as
members of the church, the body of Christ.

So it is very fitting that we spend some time today looking at a passage of scripture
that describes our call to ministry as the body of Christ, Ephesians 4:1-16. This is also the
focus for our synod days this fall.

This study and a list of resources, some of the ones used today and others you might
find helpful for your own study and learning, are available on the resource list. Most of
them are free.

Let’s set the stage with a quick overview of the book as a whole. “The Letter of Paul
to the Ephesians.” (hold up finger) Three nouns. Quick show of fingers — how many of
them are not exactly what their name implies?

If you guessed all three, you are correct.
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Now Ephesus (highlighted on map) was a really important place for the apostle
Paul’s ministry, a hub for his missionary activity. He spent more time there than
anywhere else and founded a church community there. Paul had some big adventures in
Ephesus, described in the book of Acts.

Some early manuscripts of this letter don’t say Ephesus; that may have been added
later because of the city’s importance to Paul’s ministry.

The city of Ephesus was in modern-day Turkey. It was a prominent place in the
Roman Empire and may have had up to 200,000 people. It was on a major trade route,
and home to temples for many Greek and Roman gods.

This letter was likely written sometime late in the first century by an associate or
student of Paul after his death. At that time, they had a different understanding of
authorship than we do today. Ephesians includes some important summaries of Paul’s
thinking, and also some significant differences in content and style from the letters we
know for sure Paul wrote.

There is actually quite a bit of similarity between The Letters of Paul to the
Colossians and the Ephesians. In these letters the church is described more as a cosmic
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entity than as a local congregation or house church. They are written later and don’t
portray Christ’s return as imminent.

Ephesians doesn’t address the issues of a specific community. It is a circular letter,
meaning it was meant for many communities of disciples, and intended to be read out
loud in a worship service. It shows the nature of the church and Christian life to people
new to the faith, especially those from a pagan background.

So a more accurate but less catchy title for Ephesians might be: a general sermon
likely by Paul’s followers for a bunch of churches.

We aren’t part of that original audience, but Ephesians still has a lot to offer to us
today. It presents a vision of the church that continues to teach and inspire Christ
followers.

junaidrao. Earth's Beauty-- Russian Ridge Open Space, California, from Art in the Christian Tradition, a project of the
Vanderbilt Divinity Library, Nashville, TN.

Scholar N.T. Wright describes the Pauline letters as different rooms in his house;
Galatians is the kitchen, Romans is the dining room. And then at the back of his house
there is a room where he can see across the hills 40 miles away. Sometimes he can see the
sun rising out of the sea, and other times, the moon setting over the mountains. He says
this is Ephesians, because it gives a visionary picture.

Wright says the church is designed to be the small working model of new creation:
“God's plan is that through the church, through the people who are called to belong to
Jesus, the people who are indwelled by the Spirit, God's character and purposes will be
made known to the wider world.”

Ephesians has some of our most treasured verses, including one of the pillars of
our Lutheran tradition, Ephesians 2:8-9: “For by grace you have been saved through faith,
and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— ° not the result of works, so that no
one may boast.”
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It also has verses that while radical for their time, are deeply lamentable, and have
been, and continue to be, used to cause great harm.

Chapters 5 and 6 advise caring for people regardless of their status, and call on
people in socially dominant positions — husbands, parents, and slave masters — to be kind.
But they don’t question the oppressive structures themselves. This has been used to
justify systems contrary to God’s desire for abundant life.

The gap between the inspiring vision laid out in the first part of Ephesians, and the
broken reality visible in later chapters, is a sobering reminder of our ongoing need for
Christ’s transformation, and our ongoing invitation to be Christ’s church.
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The BibleProject

Today’s scripture, Ephesians 4:1-16, is in our lectionary on the 11" Sunday after
Pentecost in year B of our three-year lectionary cycle. So you’ll hear it in church next
August and then again in 2030.

It begins: I, therefore, the prisoner in the Lord, beg you to walk in a manner worthy of the
calling to which you have been called, ? with all humility and gentleness, with patience,
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bearing with one another in love, 3> making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit
in the bond of peace:

The word “therefore” that begins our passage is important (notice in image). It has
been called a “hinge” because it connects the previous chapters with the ones to follow.

The first three chapters are about what God has done in Christ. Because of love
God has saved us by grace through Christ, bringing us from death to life. God has given
us the Holy Spirit and created us for good works. Jewish and Gentile Christians are now
brought together into one, reconciled to God through the cross.

And now, beginning at “therefore,” we hear what all this means for the church. We
are reminded that it is God who has called us, invited us, to a life held by God’s grace.

The word translated here as “worthy” describes two sides of a scale in
equilibrium; grace calls forth a way of life that naturally flows from God’s creation and
call.

(left) "Grace Came Down...", (right) World Peace Wall, both from Art in the Christian Tradition, a project of the
Vanderbilt Divinity Library, Nashville, TN.

The primary call here is to unity. God is one, so therefore the church is called to be
one. “To maintain the unity of the Spirit.” notice that it says to maintain, rather than attain.
Unity is given by God, not achieved. Our unity is grounded in God’s unity.

This leads us to our next passage. Count how many times you hear the word

[13 2

one.

“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.
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Seven — a number symbolizing completion. These verses are actually pretty
remarkable. They confess what we believe, like a creed, and list all the things that unite

us as Christ followers: one body, one Spirit, one calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism,
one God and Father.

Within this passage we see the Trinity — Father, Son and Spirit — one God. God’s
unity is the source and model for the church’s unity.

Jesus Mural of Faith, Hope, Love,
and Peace, from Art in the
Christian Tradition, a project of the
Vanderbilt Divinity Library,
Nashville, TN.

7 But each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christs gift.

Now we shift from our unity to our uniqueness. Here we have a Lutheran “and;”
we are both one, and individual, with distinct God-given gifts.

Grace is the through line for everything. God gives us all the elements of our lives
of faith: our calling, our unity, our abilities, and our faith itself.

BB SETEY

(left) Mistr vySebrodského cyklu. Ascension of Christ,; and (right) Ascension, both from Art in the Christian Tradition,
a project of the Vanderbilt Divinity Library, Nashville, TN.
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8 Therefore it is said, “When he ascended on high, he made captivity itself a captive,; he
gave gifts to his people.”

 (When it says, “He ascended,” what does it mean but that he had also descended into
the lower parts of the earth? '° He who descended is the same one who ascended far
above all the heavens, so that he might fill all things.)

The quote here refers to Psalm 68, and it is used to describe Jesus’ exaltation, and
Jesus as the source of gifts. Some see the descent as the incarnation, God taking on
human flesh as Jesus the Christ. Some think the verse refers to Christ descending to
Hades, the place of the dead. But the key idea is that Christ is in all and above all.

This concept of Christ dwelling in all things, filling the universe, is sometimes
called the Universal or the Cosmic Christ. It is one of our motivations for caring for
Creation.

The BibleProject

I He himself granted that some are apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers
12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 1 until
all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to
maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.

Verse 11 describes the qualities of leadership God gifts to each of us and to the
church; it is not a complete list of roles. (See the handout for tools to help determine your
unique gifts.) The Greek word translated here as “equip” means to perfectly join together,
to set a bone. People have interpreted this perfect alignment as being when God’s will
and the church’s collective ministry is in sync.

All of us are the saints, and all of us do ministry as we live out our faith in
whatever roles God has called us: at church, at work, home, volunteering in the
community, with our family and friends, in traffic, in fields, running errands, etc. etc.

Earlier in Ephesians the church is described as the new temple, image 1, with
Jesus as the cornerstone, and all of us built together spiritually for God. Now, as we see in
image 2, the church is described as a human body, with Jesus as the head.

Our call to mature faith continues:
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" We must no longer be children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of
doctrine by people’s trickery, by their craftiness in deceitful scheming, '° but speaking the
truth in love, we must grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 1® 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.

“Knit together by every ligament” - One of the explanations for the origin of the
word “religion” is the Latin word for ligament, meaning to bind together. As part of the
equipped body of Christ, we are bound together and to God.

Valente, Liz. Sewing, from Art in the Christian Tradition, a project of the Vanderbilt Divinity Library, Nashville, TN.

What word do you see repeated twice in this passage?

The answer: love. We speak the truth in love, and this allows us to grow in love.
Love is both the foundation and the goal of the growth to which Christ calls us and
equips us as the body of Christ.

In fact our whole passage today is all about church growth.

It invites us to increase in things that are priceless but difficult to count: unity,
love, and knowing Jesus.
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God is Love, from Art in the Christian Tradition, a project of the Vanderbilt Divinity Library, Nashville, TN.
Small Group Discussion: (free to engage with all the questions or focus on one or two)
1) Which word or phrase stands out to you from Ephesians 4:1-16?

2) A circular letter is one written for many congregations and intended to be read
aloud in worship. If you were writing a circular letter to the communities of
disciples in our synod, what words of encouragement and challenge would be
important to include?

3) How do you feel God is calling you to use your gifts at this time in your life, and
in the life of your community?

4) If your community is missing a needed gift, how might you collectively develop
that gift in yourself and/or others? Is there a potential collaboration, sharing of
gifts, between your community of disciples and the wider community?

5) Ephesians 4:1-16 is about our call to unity as the body of Christ, and the varied
gifts God graciously gives us all for ministry. What are some examples you have
seen of practicing this unity while also embracing the diversity of our God-given
gifts?

6) Ephesians has been described as a vision of the church. When you imagine God’s
vision for your community of disciples, what comes to mind?

Group Discussion of responses.
Thank you all so much for your participation today. Scripture is oxygen for our faith, fuel
for the Spirit flowing through us and sustaining us as a body, the body of Christ. May this
passage be at work within and among all of us. God's peace.
For further reflection and next steps:
“The passage sets a test for any ecclesiology [way of being the church]: in the long run,
does it empower and equip all the baptized?”

- Bishop Paul V. Marshall, Episcopal Diocese of Bethlehem, PA

- Take a few minutes each day to reflect on a different phrase or verse from Eph. 4:1-16.

- Praise God for the gifts you and other disciples in your community have been given!
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- When you notice others using their God-given gifts, tell them you appreciate it.
Bonus: Write a thank you note to someone in the wider community.

CaSTLE resources from Wartburg Seminary for living our baptismal calling (more
resources available by creating a login and signing in to the platform).

For Book Study: 7he Scattering.: Imagining a Church That Connects Faith and Life by
Dwight L. DuBois

Tools for recognizing our unique gifts for ministry:

Five Fold Ministry Quiz: Apostle, Prophet, Evangelist, Pastor, and Teacher

List of values

Spiritual Gifts Inventory

Feel free to contact me with questions and comments! I would love to help support you
and your community in living out our shared baptismal call.

Blessings,

Pastor Kristen Schmid

Assistant to the Bishop for Transformational Communities
(217) 553-2812, kristen.schmid@csis-elca.org
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https://thecastleproject.org/
https://bookshop.org/p/books/the-scattering-imagining-a-church-that-connects-faith-and-life-dwight-lee-dubois/a3ac56686cffd530?ean=9781498229784&next=t&
https://fivefoldministry.com/pages/learn-about-the-fivefold-ministry
https://brenebrown.com/resources/dare-to-lead-list-of-values/
https://1drv.ms/w/c/f601f551a21e0eb5/IQBRLX0Qo3N-R7pCDfwXj-B0AZULYQkcQubbw4nq5ixho6A?e=phnHvr

