Liturgy:
Reading :  Eph. 4, 1 – 16 

Text       :  Eph. 4, 15 + 16

Hy.   49 : 1,2
Ps.    19 : 5,6
Ps.  133 : 1,2

Hy.   40 : 1,2,5 (collection + closing song)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

This morning we will continue with the series of sermons on the ABC of faith. In this series we are looking at what the LORD requires of us in faith. In other words we are not looking at the content of our faith, i.e. what we believe, but instead how to practice what we believe, i.e. how to live our faith out thankfulness for the blessings God has bestowed upon us in Christ, in whom all God’s promises are ‘Yes’ and ‘Amen’. This was the starting point of this series, the A of Amen. In that first sermon we heard that God’s ‘Yes’ in Christ towards us, calls for the ‘Amen’ of faith from our side. The Amen of a living faith that wants to build life – the B of Building – on the secure foundation which Christ has given to our life, by shedding His blood for us. Next, overwhelmed by what Christ has done for us, we want to share these riches also with others in confessing Christ’s Name, the C of confessing. However, we can only do this, when overwhelmed by this love, we show first in our personal life sincerity in doing God’s will, practicing the truth in deeds of love, the D of Doing!
That’s how far we came in the series of sermons on the ABC of faith. Continuing with this series, this morning we will deal with the letter E to which I have allocated the verb ‘edifying’, the E of Edifying. Again, this is a task we have been given in living our faith as active members of Christ’s church. In Thess. 5, 11, Paul urges the addressees of this letter “Comfort each other and edify one another.” In Romans 15, 2, he writes, “Let each of us please his neighbour for his good, leading to edification.” Another word used at times is ‘building up’. 
The same word ‘edification’ we also meet in the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, where it is used in reference to the edification of the church. To be busy with this, says Paul, each member must pull his weight in using the talents God has given him or her.
Christ laid the foundation. Yet in His strength, that this through the power of the Holy Spirit at work in us, we have to build further on this foundation. In this context the apostle Peter speaks about the members of the congregation as ‘living stones’, being built into a spiritual house.
 Concerning a house built of stones, each stone has a supporting function. Well, the same applies to the members of the church. In this context I think of what we confess in Answer 55 HC concerning the communion of saints. It reads there, being united in Christ we must use our gifts – each member – readily and cheerfully for the well-being of the other members. In Eph. 4, 12 we read to make the congregation active this way, Christ has given office bearers to the church, to equip the members for this task – as it reads there – “for the edifying of the body of Christ.” We meet here again the word ‘edifying’, on which we will focus this morning.
Contiuning the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, dealing with the letter E, I minister the Word of God of you, summarized as follows,
AS MEMBERS OF THE CHURCH, WE ARE CALLED BY CHRIST

TO EDIFY ONE ANOTHER IN LOVE

The E of Edifying

We will look at two questions

1) How we are equipped for this task of edifying one another
2) How we are to fulfil this task of edifying one another
I
Since the text chosen for this morning’ sermon focuses both on the task of the church as a whole as well as on the task of the individual members of the church, it might be good for a moment first to reflect on the question what the main task of the church is. If here in Southern River, a survey would be done with respect to this specific question, no doubt, we would receive different the answers to this specific question would vary. I could imagine that, amongst others
-
Some of the members would focus on the missionary mandate of the church, referring to the command Christ gave to His disciples, “Go into the world and preach the gospel to every creature.”
Since this command is repeated with variation in each of the four Gospels and in addition is mentioned also in the book of Acts it’s obviously of great importance.
-
 Others, in a similar way, instead of focussing on mission elsewhere, might see it as a higher priority to do outreach within our own community. The church has to reach out to those who have not heard the gospel or have alienated themselves from it, first of all in the place God has given us within the community we live  No doubt, this too is an important task. Hence, at present as Southern River congregation we are busy with the question, how we can fulfil this task best.

-
In doing the work of outreach, some would focus also on the social aspect, referring to Christ’s word that we should feed the hungry, welcome strangers, clothe those who are naked, look after the sick, and visit those who are in prison.
 That’s why some among us are involved in Drug Arm, for example.

- 
Still others see the church as a fortress. They will emphasise the aspect of the antithesis. In the world we will have conflict. Hence we should be careful not to involve ourselves too much, rather we should be vigilant and militant in fighting the battle, lest world-conformity will take over.
Concerning these four answers I just mentioned, beloved, these are indeed all aspects that belong to the task of the church. However, when turning to our text now, it’s remarkable that the apostle Paul speaking about the task we as church members have does not refer at all, not even to one, of the aspects I just mentioned. Why not? The answer is: in order to fulfil the abovementioned tasks first something else is needed, namely that we are ready to fulfil these tasks. This brings us the letter E for Edification. To become mature members of Christ’s Church, first we have to be built up, says Paul. That’s why the glorified Christ gave office bearers to His church, vs. 11, and this with the aim, vss. 12 + 13, “to equip the saints....”
If we don’t grow towards this spiritual maturity, says Paul, we will be “tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine by the trickery of men, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting”, vs. 14. We see this all around us and it can so easily affect also us, when reading books about how to be a Christian, not seeing through the Arminian tendency of many of these books. Just to mention one example, then I think of the bestseller “The purpose driven life” written by Rick Warren. In the sermon that dealt with the C of Confessing, I pointed to these very same dangers, highlighting that nowadays many a church tries to reach out to people by making the message of the gospel sound a bit nicer, worship services should be made more attractive, so that people are not put off by it. Churches have to become more user-friendly. Yet all this is totally contrary to what Scripture teaches. Hence, there is need for all of us says Paul, to grow in the truth, i.e. “to grow into Him, who is the Head – Christ – (vs. 16) “...”
E for Edifying – when looking at the section of Eph. 4, on which we are focussing this morning, this aspect of building up or growing is mentioned at least four times, which shows how important this aspect is. In Ephesians 4 for Paul God’s chief purpose for the church is that it might become full-grown and this by each member contributing to this maturity in becoming spiritual adults. Well, in order that indeed all members may grow towards this spiritual maturity, being living members of Christ’s church, each using his or her God-given talents to their fullest capacity – to grow in this, the glorified Christ provided His church with office bearers, whose task it is to equip the members for this work of ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ, vs. 12. Thus the focus of the task of the office bearers is the well-being of the body, i.e. the congregation. When the body is not functioning well, they are the ones to take initiatives in order that the body may become healthy again.
To take the initiative – I would like to underline the word ‘initiative’. After all, the office bearers are not there to take over the work of the members, instead they are there to equip the members. To make this somewhat more clear, let me mention an example I came across in preparation for this sermon, it was in a meditation on Eph. 4, 11 + 12.
 The author says, at times a congregation with its consistory portray the image of a stadium full of spectators watching a soccer game. Two teams of 11 people wear themselves out for 90 minutes, whilst the people in the stadium just watch on. When things go well, there is some enthusiastic clapping of hands. Yet when things go wrong, loudly they scream ‘Boo’! When listening to the comments of the people who are watching the game, they seem to know better what to do than any of the players in the field.
Referring this back to Eph. 4, the apostle Paul writing about the task, which we as members of Christ’s congregation have starts with the office bearers, brothers who are set to work by Christ, yet not like a soccer team, doing all the work themselves, whereby the congregation can just sit back and make their comments either positive or negative. No, what does it say in Eph. 4, 12 – the office bearers are called to equip the congregation so that all members become active. The elders and deacons together with the minister are not the players, but you could say they are the coaches. The players are the members of the congregation. So the office bearers are not the ones who – so to speak – do the work for us, but they are to help us in us doing the work. Finally, behind the office bearers we should see Christ encouraging all of us to be active in His service. 
I hope you all get the drift of this example. Office bearers are called to equip the congregation, so that the congregation becomes alive in edifying each other in love.

This task of the office bearers is of vital importance. Paul writes this first of all to the congregation in Ephesus, encouraging this congregation “to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace,” Ch. 4, 3. Apparently this unity was in danger; hence the call to work together for the edification of the congregation. Don’t quarrel, don’t think of own honour first, but in humbleness care for one another in love. Knit together in the unity of faith use your personal talents to be active in congregational life. No ifs and buts, saying but what about him or what about her, instead in the place where God has set you supply what is needed by making your contribution, by being there as an active member of Christ’s church.

One of the means to encourage the congregation in this task is the weekly preaching of God’s Word. Through the preaching the minister is allowed to build the congregation. May the LORD grant that this weekly preaching also here in Southern River “causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love,” as it reads in vs. 16. This does not make the minister more important than the other members within the congregation. The minister too, in the place where the Lord has set him, has to make his contribution, active in the Lord’s service together with all the other members. Together we have to grow “to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ,” (vs. 13); together as office bearers and non-office bearers, all equal, not the one being more important than the other, but all active in the place where God has set us, each with his or her specific talents, and this drawing on what Christ has given us; Christ, who is the Head of the body. 
In all this it is import that we stay with the truth, vs. 15. This truth comes to us in the Bible. Hence we should be careful not to be carried away by a different wind of doctrine, vs. 14. Instead, we must always cling to the truth of Scripture. That makes a congregation strong. Hence the importance of the Bible Study Societies, where we are busy with studying these Scriptures, so that also together we may grow not just in intellectual knowledge, but in love towards Christ, who is at the centre of all Scripture. As Calvin wrote it, “Christ comes to us in the garment of the Bible.”
II
I formulated the theme for this morning’s sermon as follows, “As members of the church we are called by Christ to edify one another in love,” the E of Edifying. In the first point of the sermon, we looked at how we are equipped for this task. Secondly we will look at how we are to fulfil this task.

Focussing on this question, the first thing I would like to say is: to fulfil this task properly we have to start with Christ. The text chosen for the morning’s sermon makes this very clear. Just look at the connection between vs. 15 and vs. 16. When reading these two verses together, everyone will agree on the point I just mentioned: we always have to start with Christ. Yet I wonder whether in practice this also happens. Let me just try to make this clear with example I read.

In a certain congregation in The Netherlands, the consistory had distributed a work plan for further church development. The document consisted of various outlines concerning actions to be taken in the near future, neatly documented step by step. Appendices with all kind of models and projections were attached. It was a document that served the congregation well to come to a well thought through decision on a proposal to be discussed at a congregational meeting planned within a fortnight. 
In preparation of this meeting, consistory had already spent many an evening on this item. A lot of homework had been done and it had been done well. So to speak no one could fault it, even though certain members might disagree with the final recommendation. Having read the document, many members of the congregation reacted enthusiastically. Finally some plans were tabled to get the congregation more involved in reaching out in the community. Great! The meeting of consistory with the congregation was also well attended. It was a meeting were many applauded the initiatives of the consistory.
Towards the end the discussion – many had already spoken, whilst also most of the comments had been positive – towards the end of the discussion, a senior sister took the floor, asking if she was allowed to say something. Go ahead the chairman said. She said, “It looks all very impressive, chairman, and as far as I can judge, it’s a good initiative. Yet I found one thing lacking in the whole report, namely that it mentions the name of the Lord Jesus only once!
Looking at the report, this sister was right. Not simply in that the name of the Lord Jesus was not mentioned, but He Himself was lacking in this whole report. The whole plan was a beautiful structure, but Christ was not dwelling in this structure as the Head from whom all growth must come.

I hope, beloved, you get the drift of this example. Within a congregation we can take all kind of initiatives. But if we are not continuously aware of the fact that in all that we do we are completely dependent on Christ, from whom all growth of the body comes, we are on the wrong track. In others, all our work within the congregation – and the same applies to our personal life – should always be Christ centred. In other words, it’s not “See what we do, how active we are”, but in all our activities first of all we should always bring honour to Him, who allows us to do this and who gives us the strength and talents to do it. Hence church growth will only happen when it truly finds it strengths and roots in Christ as the Head of the body.

In this sentence the word ‘body’ stands a metaphor for the church. That’s how also the apostle Paul uses this word in Eph. 4. Concerning the word ‘body’, it is closely linked with growth. A body has to grow towards full maturity. 
In Paul’s day the same word ‘body’ was also used as a metaphor for a state, like we speak about the state of Western Australia. Well, that’s how in Eph. 4 this word is used as a metaphor for the congregation of Christ. A physical body has a head, but so has a state: the premier of Western Australia. 
Well, concerning the church, Christ is the Head! He is in control, even though He is far away in heaven. Also here, there are parallels. During the WO II, for example, Queen Wilhelmina of The Netherlands was in London, where she was still in control and from where she addressed her citizens via Radio Orange. Well, that’s how Christ is the Head of the Church, which is His body. He is in heaven. But when you acknowledge Him as Lord of your life, you will grow in faith towards Him. That’s what Paul is talking about in Eph. 4.
Somewhere I read the following:
 a human body consists of various joints and ligaments that hold all limbs together. Via these joints and ligaments, strength flows from the one part of the body trough to the other part. If these joints or ligaments get strained too much, you get trouble; e.g. torn cartilage or a tennis elbow. In a similar way also a building structure has joints, e.g. pillars and supporting beams. In addition you have scaffolding, which are temporarily yet necessary. 
The same applies to the church says Paul, where every joint, every member has to apply his talents, to pull his weight for the growth of the body. We need each member, each with his or her specific talents, whereby no one should think, “I’m not important they can do without me.” Paul speaks about the church as a whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, drawing on Christ who is the Head. See there, beloved, how we are to fulfil our task in edifying one another in love. 
Yet one may wonder what does all this now mean in more practical terms? To make this clear I like to refer to what Paul writes in his letter to the Thessalonians, I quoted this text already in the beginning of the sermon, I Thess. 5, 11, “...” Edifying one another by a comforting word, or when necessary pointing to certain sins, more specifically by being active within the communion of saints using our talents readily and cheerfully for the well-being of the other members, and this in various ways. Let me just give a few examples.
· Say, you have noticed that a member of the congregation, normally always sitting in front of you, has been missing already for a number of Sundays. Why not drop in throughout the week and ask him, “Where were you last Sunday, we missed you?” That’s real care. I like to note, that’s not just a task for the ward-elder, but that’s how we seek each other’s spiritual well-being for the edification of the body, where we indeed need every member.

· Or there is that sister, lately somewhat depressed due to grief over one her children having left the church. You saw here cry in church the other Sunday. Why not whilst walking next to her out of church, putting an arm, around saying, we pray for you and for your child.
· Or to mention just one more example, you see this couple always standing by themselves after church. Why not talk to them and draw them in.

Of course, many more examples could be given. Yet the point I want to make is this: do we really function as a body, where we need every member. Are we willing to supply also our contribution, not in the first place financially – or course that as well – but first of all also personally, by involving ourselves, in being there also for the other members in their struggles, in their sorrow, but also when there is need for admonition? None of us should be happy by just being a fringe dweller: “Leave me alone!” Being a member of the body, no one can function on his own. Some may think, if you don’t involve yourselves, you don’t get hurt either. As long as my personal relationship with the Lord is okay, that’s what counts. Yet that’s not what our text says. 

Today’s society is strongly determined by individualism. As long as I am happy there rest doesn’t matter. Yet, beloved, in the church we cannot live this way. To really know the love of Christ also personally, we need each other. Christ as the Head of the body knits us together. It’s like the physical body: an eye cannot function on its own, nor a leg, so it is within the church. In the world, you choose your friends. In the church you receive your brothers and sisters, with whom one day you will also live together on the new earth, so why avoiding them now. Where faith is truly living, this will not happen. A living faith will create a longing to be there also for the other member and this out of thankfulness for what Christ has given me. Then we want to share our riches to the glory of Him, who is our Saviour.
In the beginning of the sermon I spoke about the task of the church. I mentioned various tasks: mission, outreach, etc. Yet all these activities will only bear fruit when they are carried by an active congregation. All too often in the church the work is left to committees appointed for a certain task. Yet Christ wants all of us to be active. Hence we must start with a strong congregation. Only when we are inwardly strong we can also reach out to others. After all, how can I can make others enthusiastic to join the church, if I’m myself always full of criticism on this or that, or perhaps often absent on Sunday.
Again, I hope you get the drift of what I try to drive home this morning. First together we have to grow and mature in the unity of faith and the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, vs. 13, and this vs. 14, “...”.Beloved, is this growth of which Paul speaks here in Eph 4 present with Christ’s church here in Southern River?

Perhaps this is a question not so easy to answer. After all, how do you measure congregational growth, not numeric growth, but growth in faith? Much is hidden when it comes to the working of the gospel in the heart of man. Strengthening and deepening of faith one cannot read in centimeters and degrees. 
The faithful sower sows the seed of the gospel, it sprouts and grows, but he himself does not know how, Mark 4, 27. That’s a secret, whereby one should not try to see and know everything. God only knows the hearts. Our observation and knowledge of spiritual growth has clear limits.
 On the other hand Scripture says that a tree is known by its fruits. Therefore, even though one cannot see everything when it comes to spiritual growth, the main features of it should be visible, whether there is growth or decline both with respect to the faith of the individual members as well as with respect to spiritual life of the congregation as a whole.
In conclusion, the main purpose of this morning’s sermon was to make clear: tas congregation we can develop all kind initiatives for outreach and other activities, however all this will be of no avail, if not first of all our personal lives as well as our life as congregation is carried by a living faith, i.e. a faith that also shows itself in love for each other. In this context I like to note that the passage on which we focused this morning starts with the word love and also concludes with it. Love is the key word. We find this word in the beginning of Ch. 4, vss. 1 + 2, “…” Finally, the passage also closes with the word ‘love’: “for the edifying of itself in love.” This love will become visible, when we draw on Christ. His love for us should motivate us to show that same love also to one another in active service, each with his or her own gift to the glory of God and the well-being of our fellow members. 
Beloved, may in this way the congregation of Christ here in Southern River indeed be a living congregation, living in every respect, whereby indeed every joint, i.e. every member, supplies its share for the growth of the body, so that together we may grow in faith, may grow stronger in Christ, our Saviour, the Redeemer of our life.
Amen.
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