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Foreword


The following facts are surely beyond dispute.

First, the Christian church is presented in the New Testament as a multi-congregational community that is called to a life of worship, work and witness according to God’s will, and of constant teaching and learning as a means to these ends. As trainers impress upon athletes that they must never stop training, so Jesus and his apostles make it clear that the church must never stop learning, for only so will it move generation by generation into true maturity in Christ. So the teaching ministry of the church must be continuous.

Second, genuine Christian education changes people significantly, leading them into obedience to God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ that would not otherwise take place at all.

Third, the teaching and learning of biblical faith, church doctrine and Christian theology (three realities that ideally will always be one) is not the acknowledged priority in the patterns of church life that prevail throughout the Christian world today. Certainly in the West, smatterings of Scripture knowledge and occasional dippings into matters of doctrine are regularly treated as sufficient for spiritual health and discipleship. By comparison with our evangelical Protestant predecessors, we are falling woefully short here, and it shows.

The present wide-ranging volume is a wake-up call to us all on these matters. Recognizing that the well-being and upbuilding of congregations depends in the first instance on a really educative pattern of Christian education being integral to their ongoing life, Parrett and Kang lay out in detail, with good judgment, firm grasp and many lively proposals, the authentic elements of what is needed. Much wisdom that has been broached in bits and pieces in recent years is brought together here. Rich in its pastoral discernment, this is emphatically a book for our times, and I commend it with enthusiasm.



  J. I. Packer
Vancouver, B.C.
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Preface


For we know in part and we prophesy in part.

1 CORINTHIANS 13:9





This is a book about teaching and formation in the church. It is the collaborative effort of two friends and colleagues who have been learning, studying, laboring and teaching in these areas of ministry for decades. It has been written with a view to serving pastors and church leaders, as well as others whose primary ministry as followers of Jesus Christ is to teach, mentor, direct or form fellow believers.

Many wonderfully helpful books have been written on these subjects, including several volumes recently written by friends of ours.1 What then motivates us to add to these significant works?

Our hope is to contribute to the ongoing discussion and especially to speak to areas that sometimes seem to be overlooked. Like the rest of our colleagues in the field, “we know in part and we prophesy in part.” God, in infinite wisdom, has chosen not to invest in any one of us all the possible insights about this or any other subject. The apostle Paul understood his own knowledge to be partial, and thus what he preached and taught was also “in part.” He therefore forbade others from seeing him as somehow competitive with Apollos or Peter or anyone else. “So then,” he admonished the Corinthians, “no more boasting about men! All things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas” (1 Cor 3:21-22).

He was a fellow laborer with those other servants of God. We offer this book in such a spirit. We write as fellow laborers with the many others who have written, and shall write, about these issues of such great import for the life of the church.

Many have approached educational ministry2 by organizing their thoughts around some basic questions, questions like why and what, how, and who. There have been many ways of enumerating and organizing such questions.3 We prefer to think of seven questions in all: Why do we teach? What do we teach? When do we teach what? Whom are we teaching (and what difference does that make)? How shall we teach? Where shall we teach? And, finally, who are the teachers?4

Among these seven questions, it seems to us, there are several that have not been given the attention they deserve in recent decades, at least in evangelical Protestant circles. While many books have been written with emphasis on matters of how and where, it seems that less has been written about the questions of who, whom and when. More striking is the absence of attention to the questions of why and, especially, of what.

In an earlier work, A Many Colored Kingdom,5 we joined with another dear friend and colleague, Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, in touching upon most or all of the seven questions. However, our emphasis was primarily on the whom question—and how that affects our approach to all the others. Books have been written on the who question, but we believe there is still much that needs saying about this critical topic. “When shall we teach what?” is a question that has been addressed in many volumes, but mostly with a view to issues of natural development.6 We address it here with an additional emphasis on spiritual development.

We open this book with two chapters addressing the question of why the church must teach. This question is, we believe, the most foundational of all, and yet many church leaders seem to assume that there is already widespread clarity about how to answer it. This does not seem to us to be the case at all. Finally, we spend a great deal of space addressing the question of what the church should teach—speaking to what may be the most neglected question of all in our day.

The other key feature of the contribution we hope to make by means of this book is that we attempt here to cast a vision for teaching and formation that is biblically driven, from first to last. Of course, we dare not suggest that our friends and colleagues have done anything less in what they have written. We simply mean that it has been a very intentional decision on our part to try to filter all these questions and concerns through a biblical grid and from a biblical worldview. We know that, in spite of our efforts, we will be found to have fallen short at many points. After all, as we have said, we know in part.


TAKE AND BAKE

Years ago, our colleague at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, New Testament scholar Sean McDonough, told the faculty about one of his favorite teaching strategies. From time to time he shares with his students what he calls “half-baked ideas.” That is, he lets the students peer into his biblical and theological works in progress, then updates them occasionally on the progress he has been making as he wrestles with a particular question or topic.

As I (Gary) heard Sean describe this strategy, I thought to myself, “All the ideas I share in class are ‘half-baked’!” Then, upon further reflection, I realized that this was not quite right. Actually, my ideas are usually offered more on the order of “take and bake”—like hand-made pizzas prepared and sold to be baked at home.

In this book, many of the ideas presented are either half-baked or, to say it more accurately, of the “take and bake” variety. That is, we offer here many principles that are, we believe, biblically and practically sound. But we fully expect that how these principles might be worked out in practice will vary widely from context to context. Therefore, we boldly encourage our readers to “take and bake” any of concepts they find here that strike them as faithful and wise, and do so in ways that will best serve the congregations they serve.




WIDE AND DEEP: THE NATURE OF THE COLLABORATION

The broad shape of this book is Gary’s work, based on materials from several classes he has taught at Gordon-Conwell over the past decade. Thus whenever words like I or my occur, this is—unless otherwise noted—Gary speaking. The key exception to the above is found in chapters eight and nine. There Steve takes the wheel for a time to help steer us through the difficult terrain of theoretical insights on learning and development. In those two chapters, all references to “I” are from Steve.

If the breadth is largely Gary’s doing, Steve is largely responsible for helping to deepen the discussion. Steve has worked through every part of this text with a fine-tooth comb, correcting where necessary, adding nuance throughout and helping to fill out the picture. Aside from the two chapters on learning and development, Steve’s voice can be found primarily in the footnotes and in the “Questions for Planning and Practice” and the “Resources for Further Study” sections at the conclusion of each chapter. This approach to the collaboration reflects, in part, our passions and our giftings, and the way we often work together. Gary delights in framing things; Steve delights in details. Gary studies the Bible and reads selected works from historical theology, biblical theology and practical theology; Steve studies the Bible—and reads pretty much everything in print! Gary thinks in hymns, acronyms and acrostics; Steve thinks in very big words. Gary loves baseball; Steve loves international soccer. This is our second book project together, and we are very grateful to God for enabling us to partner with one another once again.




SPECIAL RESOURCES

Each chapter closes with three special resources. The first is “Hymn for Contemplation and Worship.” Gary wrote most of these texts over the years, and they are intended to be sung to familiar hymn tunes. The hymns have been selected to provide an opportunity for doxology following the theological and practical material presented in the chapter. We invite the reader to read or sing these texts, to personally consider their words as a sort of poetic echo to the material they have just read in prose. Please feel free, as well, to use these hymns in small-group settings or in congregational worship.7

We have also designed a set of questions for each chapter to invite the readers to pause and reflect deeply as to what God might have them ponder after reading the chapter, especially with a view to concrete planning and practice in present or future ministry contexts. When we decided to list a carefully selected set of books for further study at the end of each chapter, we happily assumed that those who are concerned about growing as teachers will definitely want to read more deeply in the various topics we address.





MANY THANKS . . .

We are very grateful to our good friends at InterVarsity Press for their support in this effort, and we especially want to thank Al Hsu for his patience, support and many excellent suggestions and questions. We also thank our many colleagues and students throughout the years at Gordon-Conwell, as well as at Gordon College (where Gary previously taught) and at Wheaton College (where Steve previously taught).

We also give thanks for the friends and colleagues who have read all or portions of this book, including the “anonymous” readers who read the first draft and offered very thoughtful advice. Our Gordon-Conwell colleague John Jefferson Davis also made a number of helpful suggestions—and we have heeded all of them. We want to express our gratitude to Gina Bellofatto, our research assistant, who gladly took part in helping us with formulating the questions for planning and practice at the end of each chapter and aided in the writing of an initial draft of chapters eight and nine.

We are grateful as well for the learning, fellowship and worship we have experienced in our church homes through the decades of our respective faith journeys. The impact of these congregations on our lives is surely more significant than we can begin to realize.

To God we give great thanks for our loving families: Gary’s wife, Holly (who helped him through his recovery after his 2010 accident), and daughter, Alisa (who did this book’s indexes as a high school student!), and Steve’s wife, Chris, and children, Ashley and Andrew.

Above all, thanks be to God for the unfathomable and indescribable gift of his Son Jesus Christ and the life that is ours through his grace. To God be all the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus forever!
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PURPOSE

A Mission to Fulfill


“Tell me a story, and put me in it!”


▼





SOME YEARS BACK, NEW TESTAMENT SCHOLAR GORDON FEE was sitting with other attendees at a workshop about the power of story. The speaker was Eugene Peterson, his faculty colleague. Peterson mentioned an episode in which his four-year-old grandson jumped onto his lap and demanded, “Grandpa, tell me a story, and put me in it.” Upon hearing this account, Fee began to weep, overwhelmed by the fact that this is precisely what God has done for all of us.1 God is unfolding the great Story, and he has invited us to take our places in that story.

In this first section of the book, we consider this great Story into which God has invited us. It is a grand drama of redemption and reconciliation. Growing in our understanding of the Story, and of our places in it, is critical for teaching and formation in the church. In chapter one, we overview the Story itself, drawing heavily on Paul’s writing in the letter to the Ephesians to catch a glimpse of God’s intended instrument for his ongoing work of reconciliation—the church of Jesus Christ. In chapter two, we consider how the Story and our place in it can help us answer the important question of why the church must ever engage in faithful ministries of teaching and formation. Some of the themes introduced in these first two chapters will be revisited throughout the remainder of the book.
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  The Poiēma of God


  

    

      For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.


      EPHESIANS 2:10


    


    

      ▼


    


  


  

    AS THE FAMILIAR TALE HAS IT, THE PROFESSOR of a Philosophy 101 class enters the classroom to administer the final exam. Stepping silently to the blackboard, he writes there the one-word question “Why?” Turning to the class, he says, “Here is your exam question. Write.”1


    There is, as well, the persistent image of the toddler, curious about everything but limited by experience, exposure, knowledge and vocabulary. And so it is that she begins to ask her parents, “Why?” No matter what answer they offer, the child’s response is invariably a follow-up question: “Why?”


    Tragically, many of us in positions of ministry leadership seem less wise than either the philosophy professor or the toddler. “Why?” is nearly always the most critical of questions, yet it often remains unasked. We are impatient. We prefer to dive in with other questions, questions that strike us as being more relevant. “How?” typically tops the list. The tyranny of the “urgent” needs and demands of those we serve presses us to swift response. We feel a need to act and to do so now. It is not surprising then that books with titles or subtitles promising how-to solutions for pastors, teachers and other servants typically top the charts of best-selling Christian books, just as is the case in other publishing markets. Perhaps it is a sign of the times.


    How is certainly a critical question. We would be unwise to neglect it. In this book, we will try to tackle it head-on. But critical as it is, it is not the first question. It must not be the first question. Why is the proper question with which to begin our exploration of the church’s teaching ministry. Constantly asking this question, and answering it faithfully, will guide us toward an understanding of which questions we will need to ask further as we journey on. “He knows the ‘why’ for his existence, and will be able to bear almost any ‘how.’”2


    The first question before us, given the topic of the book, is “Why teach?” Why does the church of Jesus Christ engage in a ministry of teaching? In asking this, we are seeking both a rationale and a telos.3 Both aspects of the why query are important. Concerning a rationale, we seek to set forth a foundation, a starting point for our endeavor. What is it that prompts us to act? Concerning a telos, we are probing the issue of the “ends” toward which we teach—our aims, goals, objectives and so on. We will address both of these aspects in some detail in chapter two.


    

      GOD’S PURPOSES FOR THE CHURCH


      However, the question “Why does the church teach?” actually evokes other, even more primary questions. In this chapter, we will examine two such questions before addressing the “Why teach?” inquiry in the chapter that follows. These questions are Why does the church exist? And, Why does the church exist on earth—in space and in time? To run ahead to the question of why the church teaches, without first probing more fundamental issues such as these would be presumptuous or, at the very least, premature. On the other hand, attending to these two questions will take us a long way toward understanding why the church must engage in a ministry of teaching.


      The Westminster catechisms famously framed the most primary of all our questions: “What is the chief end of man?” The Larger Catechism answers, “The chief end of man is to glorify God and fully to enjoy Him forever.”4 Surely the catechism gets it right at this most fundamental of points. All things, including especially humans, exist ultimately for the glory of God. This is our telos, as the Scriptures consistently affirm.5 The question “Why does the church exist?” therefore has an obvious answer that also readily affirms that which is true of every human being and indeed of all things in heaven and on earth. We, the church of Jesus Christ, exist to give glory to our sovereign King.


      With this in mind, we turn to our second essential question: Why does the church exist in space and in time? Why must the church endure this precarious and often painful, time-locked sojourn on earth? Why do we have to speak not only of the church triumphant but also of the church militant and, indeed, of the suffering church? If our ultimate end is to bring glory to God and fully to enjoy him forever, why does God not simply take us to be with him—face to face—upon conversion?


    


    

    

      WHY DID JESUS COME TO EARTH?


      One way to approach these concerns is to ask a similar question about Jesus Christ. Why did the eternal Son of God leave the glory and splendor of unbroken fellowship with the Father and the Holy Spirit in heaven to sojourn among us for a few decades? Answering the question about his earthly sojourn will perhaps prove helpful toward helping us understand our own. Thankfully, Jesus and the New Testament writers have much to say concerning the motives for the incarnation of God’s Son. Here are some pieces of the puzzle:


      

        	

          The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many. (Mk 10:45)


        


        	

          The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost. (Lk 19:10)


        


        	

          God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. (Jn 3:16)


        


        	

          I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full. (Jn 10:10)


        


        	

          For this reason I was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. (Jn 18:37)


        


        	

          But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons. (Gal 4:4-5)


        


        	

          Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners—of whom I am the worst. (1 Tim 1:15)


        


        	

          Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. (Heb 2:14-15)


        


        	

          The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work. (1 Jn 3:8)


        


      


      From such texts as the above we can begin to understand some of the principle motives for the incarnation. Simply put, God the Son became human to redeem humans, to reconcile them to God and to one another, and in so doing, to crush the evil one and destroy his works.


      These emphases are clearly in view in what may be the most important passage regarding the mission of Jesus—Luke 4:14 and following. The story is situated near the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. He has been baptized by John and tested by the devil. He now returns to his hometown of Nazareth “in the power of the Spirit” and goes where he had always gone on the Sabbath, to the synagogue (Lk 4:14, 16). It was given to him to read from a passage in Isaiah. We know the text he read as Isaiah 61:1-2: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” (Lk 4:18-19). All of these things became dramatically manifest in the subsequent earthly ministry of Jesus.


      As significant as what Jesus did read from Isaiah’s scroll is what he did not read on that occasion. He stopped his reading abruptly, in midsentence. Isaiah 61:2 goes onto say, “and the day of vengeance of our God, to comfort all who mourn.” Before reaching these words, however, Luke records that Jesus “rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down,” and went on to say, with all eyes fixed on him, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (Lk 4:20-21). The word of God that Jesus had come to fulfill was a word of good news, a proclamation of an extended time of God’s favor. He had not come in this, his first advent, to execute God’s vengeance. Nor had he come to bring a final comfort to all who mourn. For fulfillment of these things, we eagerly await the second coming of the Lord.


      The Bible portrays that coming Day as one of both horror and hope. For those on whom the wrath of God falls, it is the “great and dreadful day of the LORD” (Joel 2:31). For those whose names are written in God’s book, it is the “blessed hope” (Tit 2:13). In either case, it is not this day. We who live between the first and the second advents of our Lord are living still in the “year of the Lord’s favor” (see also 2 Pet 3:8-14).


      The implications of this for the ministry of the church are profound. The believer or congregation that misses these, and believes that it is our duty to execute God’s vengeance, can only perpetrate evil. Sadly, many have done precisely that over the course of the two millennia of the church’s history. As well, churches that promise members or visitors that all their hurts and imperfections can or will be healed in the here-and-now of this life are offering false hopes.


      The term that the apostle Paul typically uses to describe the great mission of Jesus, with a view to both his first and his second comings, is reconciliation. His teaching in this area is an affirmation of, and expansion on, all that we have discussed above. Before exploring Paul’s vision of reconciliation, we must do a bit of background work. And so, in yet another variation on the why question, we ask, “Why reconciliation?”


    


    

    

      FROM HARMONY TO ENMITY


      The first two chapters of the Bible record God’s creation of the heavens and the earth, and all their hosts (see Gen 2:1). All that God created, we are told, was good, very good (see Gen 1:31). God—who is within his triune self the ultimately relational One6—created humans to be in his image and likeness (see Gen 1:27). Humans, too, were relational beings from the start. And all the human relations were good, characterized by an essential harmony. The first man and woman were in harmony with each other, at peace with creation and the other creatures, at peace with themselves and in a wonderfully harmonious relationship with the living God.


      However, Genesis 3 records the tragic turn of events that would change the course of our history. Through the willful rebellion of Adam and Eve, sin, suffering, death and condemnation enter the human narrative. All the relationships that had been characterized by harmony are now marked instead by bitter enmity. The man suggests that the woman is responsible for their plight (see Gen 3:12), and this first interhuman hostility soon spreads to affect all human relationships adversely (see Gen 4:8 and following). The first man and woman are also now at enmity with both the animals and the creation as a whole (see Gen 3:17-19). There is also the first appearance of turmoil and conflict within their own hearts—a kind of internal enmity. The man and woman had formerly been described as “naked, and they felt no shame” (Gen 2:25). But now they are troubled by their nakedness, and they take steps to clothe themselves (see Gen 3:7). Most significantly, their relationship with God is now radically altered. They are afraid of him with a new and unhealthy fear, and they hide from his presence (see Gen 3:8). Deep indeed is the so-called Fall of man.


      A few years ago, I was ministering—and learning much—in Sri Lanka. I was teaching a group of pastors about aspects of the Fall and its implications for our present ministries. At one point, saying it as markedly as I could, I exclaimed, “Everything fell apart,” my words accompanied by the gesture of spreading my hands outward and downward. My translator—a dear friend and key church leader in Sri Lanka7—did his part well, matching me not only in word but also in gesture. As he spread his own hands outward and downward, his right hand struck a glass full of water on the table in front of us. The glass flew onto the concrete floor and shattered, water flowing everywhere. After a moment’s pause, I remarked, “Perfect!” and, following the translation, we all laughed at having witnessed, accidentally, the ideal illustration for my point.


      The laughter died down quickly as we returned to the very sober truths we were discussing. The glass was broken, no longer able to do what it had been designed to do. Indeed, it was no longer even recognizable. No sooner had I resumed my teaching than one of the group members quickly stepped out of the room and returned with a broom and dustpan. Quietly, he swept up the pieces of the shattered glass and discarded them.


      So might God also have done with all of us.


      But this is not how the story of Genesis 3 proceeds. Instead, God begins a new and great work, the work of reconciling all things to himself. He himself provides suitable (and costly8) covering for the nakedness of the humans. He pronounces consequences for their actions on each of them. God also addresses the one who had deceived and tempted them toward their sinful choices. It is to the serpent (that is, the devil; see Rev 20:2) that God most plainly announces his plan for redemption. The offspring of the woman would be in perpetual enmity with the serpent and his “offspring.” And, at some point in the future, the seed of the woman would crush the head of that serpent (see Gen 3:15).


      Historically, Christians have seen in this word a first glimpse of the Gospel. Thus the verse has been called the protoevangelion9—a text and a truth to which New Testament writers will later make numerous references and allusions (for example, Rom 16:20; 1 Cor 15:25; Gal 4:4: Heb 2:14-15; 1 Jn 3:8).


      The story of Genesis 3 points to one additional relationship of enmity. Even as God foretold, there exists to this day an enmity between the devil (and his offspring) and the children born to woman. Humans are, in fact, actively opposed by Satan. He is our “adversary” (1 Pet 5:8 NASB), and the “accuser of our brothers” (Rev 12:10). He is a “murderer from the beginning” (Jn 8:44). Like a thief, he comes “to steal and kill and destroy” (Jn 10:10). Many have regarded the serpent’s “offspring” mentioned in Genesis 3 as referring to the whole demonic realm and to that realm identified by mysterious titles such as “powers,” “principalities,” “rulers” and “authorities.”10 There has been significant discussion concerning the identities of these entities, but suffice it to say that there are many “fallen powers”11 aligned against God and against his purposes and creatures, especially humans—and, among humans, especially against the church.


    


    

    

      FROM ENMITY TO RECONCILIATION


      It is in the face of all this enmity and hostility that God begins the great work of reconciling all things to himself. God had ceased from the work of creation (see Gen 2:1), but by Genesis 3, he begins this new work, the work of restoring, redeeming, reconciling all things. To this end, God raises up for himself a people of his own—Israel—to be a light to the nations (see Is 43:21). Within Israel, he raises up prophets and other teachers to declare his will in and through this people (see Deut 18:14-22). To Israel, he commits his Torah—a record of both his saving deeds and his righteous will for his people (see Deut 4:8; Rom 3:2). And from Israel, in the fullness of time, he brings forth his own Son to fully effect the reconciliation of all things to himself (see Gal 4:4-5).


      Jesus’ incarnation, as we implied above, was largely motivated by this ministry of reconciliation. In John 5, Jesus heals a man who had been lame for thirty-eight years. Questioned by the religious authorities about having done this work on the Sabbath, Jesus answered, “My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working” (Jn 5:17). The context of John 5 plainly suggests that the work that now “always” engages God is this great work of reconciliation. It was for such work that Jesus had come, at the bidding of his Father (see Jn 4:34).12


      Jesus’ earthly life was devoted to works of love, healing, deliverance and mercy, as we have seen. The climactic work of reconciliation that he performed, however, was in his death. Dying on the cross for us, Jesus bore our sins away forever (see Is 53:4; Heb 9:28; 1 Pet 2:24) and reconciled us both to God (see Col 1:19-23) and to one another (see Eph 2:11-21). Through his powerful resurrection from the dead, we are assured that Jesus has conquered sin, death and the devil forever (see Is 53:11-12; Rom 4:25).


      As we have already suggested, Paul’s principle term for all this wondrous work is reconciliation.13 “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ,” he writes, “not counting men’s sins against them” (2 Cor 5:19). In Colossians 1 he puts it this way: “For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in [Christ], and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross” (Col 1:19-20).


    


    

    

      ALREADY . . . NOT YET


      In his writings, Paul often presents the work of reconciliation as having already been accomplished (see, for example, Rom 5:10; 2 Cor 5:19; Col 1:20-22). We also hear this implied in the “It is finished!” of Jesus on the cross. On the other hand, it is obvious that reconciliation has not been worked out, fully and practically, in either earthly or heavenly experience. All the points of enmity that we discussed from Genesis 3 are still obviously in place.14 Paul teaches that Christ “must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet,” the last of which is death (1 Cor 15:25-26). It is clear from our daily experience that these enemies have not yet been fully subdued. For the final “day of vengeance” and the comforting “of all who mourn,” as we noted before, we await the return of Christ.


      Putting these apparently contradictory strands of biblical data together, we are faced with the fact that reconciliation is one of those biblical doctrines that we often describe with the language of “already . . . not yet.” The cross and resurrection of Christ have accomplished and fully guaranteed the final outcome, but we have not yet fully experienced that outcome. Such an idea is perhaps more easily seen in the more particular wonder of salvation. As Paul wrote to the Ephesians, “Having believed, you were marked in [Christ] with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory” (Eph 1:13-14). That is, although we “have been saved” (Eph 2:5, 8), our present experience of that salvation is but the down payment on the whole. How great then is the glory that awaits us! So great a prospect becomes for us the impetus on our pilgrimage toward full salvation. As it is with our personal and corporate experience of salvation, so it is with our personal, corporate and cosmic experience of reconciliation.15


      We return then to the question that led us to this entire line of inquiry: Why does the church exist on earth, in this time and space? The answer emerging is that just as there is an already and a not yet of reconciliation, there is also an even now. We have received and experienced the foretaste of God’s reconciliation accomplished through Christ’s life, death and resurrection. We anticipate the full inheritance of our salvation and await both the day of God’s vengeance and his promised comforting of all who mourn. Between these, the church is called to fully participate in God’s ongoing ministry of reconciliation. We read earlier that “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ.” That passage continues with these words: “And he has committed to us the ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:19). Like Jesus, we have reason to conclude that the “Father is always at his work to this very day,” and so we also must work.


      Jesus had come to do his Father’s work, that is, good works of reconciliation. These he did in life and in death by means of his physical body. With that body he spoke good news to the poor, touched and healed the leper and the blind, cast out demons and raised the dead. With that same body he suffered and died in our place, “reconciling the world” to God, “not counting men’s sin against them,” but, rather, becoming “sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Cor 5:19, 21). His death and subsequent resurrection and ascension guarantee the final outcome of perfect reconciliation of all things to God, and we now await that certain outcome. But, in the meantime—by God’s gracious invitation to us—we have work to do. Jesus continues his great reconciling work in the even now, through his spiritual body—the church. The church exists in this time and in this space because of the even now commission to Christ’s ministry of reconciliation.


    


    

    

      THE CHURCH AS GOD’S POIĒMA



      To further explore this notion of the church as the agent of God’s ongoing work of reconciliation, we now look to Paul’s letter to the Ephesians as a kind of lodestar to guide our thinking. Ephesians seems an appropriate choice for such a guiding light. The great concern of the epistle is, in fact, the church. Here we find a grand vision of God’s plan for the body of Christ, a vision full with implications both for eternity and for the here and now. Unlike some of Paul’s other letters to churches, Ephesians does not address particular questions, issues or problems that had arisen specific to the context. Instead, Paul focused attention on the nature and purposes of the church in broad and bold strokes, and in ways that can easily be applied in a wide variety of settings.


      The church is, as Paul put it, the “workmanship” of God (Eph 2:10). Other English versions of the Bible render this word “handiwork.” The Greek word translated here is poiēma.16 When we refer in this book—from this point onward—to the poiēma of God, we intend to communicate a lofty view of the church that Jesus told us he himself would build (see Mt 16:18), the church that has historically been called “one, holy, catholic and apostolic.”17


      In unpacking the grand vision of God’s plan for the body of Christ that is found in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, we will be making use of the word poiēma in an additional way—as an acronym to outline the contents of the letter, as follows:


      

        Praise for God’s glorious grace (1:1—2:10)


        One body in Christ (2:11-22)


        Intercession toward knowledge of God’s unknowable love (3:1-21)


        Exhortation, equipping and edification of the body (4:1—5:2)


        Maturity through Spirit-fullness (5:3—6:9)


        Armor for spiritual warfare (6:10-24)


      


    


    

    

      
PRAISE FOR GOD’S GLORIOUS GRACE


      Paul’s letter to the Ephesians begins with an explosion of praise. Paul makes God’s glory preeminent in this letter. In the Greek, Ephesians 1:3-14 is one effusive sentence, filled with a vision of the “praise of [God’s] glory,” “the praise of his glorious grace” and so on. God does all things according to his own good pleasure (see Eph 1:9) and works out all things in accordance with his own will (see Eph 1:11). God is himself the “Father of glory” (Eph 1:17 RSV) and is, as Paul goes on to say later in the letter, to be glorified “in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations” (Eph 3:21). All of this is clear affirmation of our earlier assertion that the church exists, ultimately, for the glory of our great God.


      What is it that spurs Paul toward such rapturous praise in Ephesians? It is this very truth that we have been exploring thus far: the fact that God, in Christ, is reconciling all things to himself. Here, however, Paul describes this work by means of a different expression. He writes that God has revealed a great, mysterious intention purposed in Christ “to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ” (Eph 1:10). “To bring . . . together under one head” translates another Greek term,18 one which has also been rendered in English “to sum up.” An ancient use of the term referred to totaling a column of numbers and writing the sum atop the column.19 Everything in heaven and on earth will ultimately be put back together under the headship of Christ.20


      God is, of course, eminently worthy of our praise simply because of who he is. But the praise Paul renders and calls for in Ephesians is particularly focused on the fact that God is unfolding this great work and that we have become the objects of his reconciling grace. We have been chosen in Christ to be holy, blameless and adopted as God’s children. We have been given “every spiritual blessing in Christ” (Eph 1:3) because we have been “included in Christ” (Eph 1:13). We were dead in our trespasses and sins and had become “by nature objects of wrath” (Eph 2:1-3). “But God,” as many English versions begin verse four, “because of his great love for us . . . made us alive with Christ. . . . It is by grace” that we “have been saved” (Eph 2:4-5).


      Although these wonders of reconciliation certainly apply to each individual believer, Paul is here writing with the church in mind—in both its local and its universal expressions. Later in Ephesians, he will go on to identify the church corporately as the temple of the Holy Spirit, as the body of Christ and the bride of Christ. Or, as he puts it in 2:10, we are God’s poiēma. While we can speak of each human as being, in a very real sense, a poiēma of God, that notion is a Psalm 139 testimony. There the psalmist writes, “I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps 139:14). But in Ephesians 2:10, we observe that the emphasis is on the corporate masterpiece—the one body, the church as the beautiful creation of God.


      Paul’s speech concerning the church in this letter is praise nearly as lavish as his praise of God. Or, better, it is part of his praise for God—a key reason for the doxology. Some features of the church’s lofty reality and call are as follows:


      

        	

          It is “his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way” (Eph 1:23).


        


        	

          It “rises to become a holy temple in the Lord . . . a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit” (Eph 2:21-22).


        


        	

          Through it “the manifold wisdom of God should [now] be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms” (Eph 3:10).


        


        	

          It is an arena for God’s glory “throughout all generations” (Eph 3:21).


        


        	

          It is the bride of Christ, whom he died for and whom he glorifies (Eph 5:25-32).


        


      


      No wonder Paul makes an appeal to his readers to “live a life worthy of the calling you have received” (Eph 4:1). What a lofty calling it is!


      Our key text, again, says that “we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph 2:10). As Christian leaders, many of us have emphasized Ephesians 2:8-9 and the wonderful truths therein—that we are saved by grace, through faith, apart from any works of our own—but have stopped our reading of the passage too abruptly. For if we read only verses 8 and 9, without continuing on to verse 10, we may in fact be guilty of inadvertently promoting a very serious error: the notion that good works have no place in the Christian life. Nothing could be further from the truth! We may think our way through Ephesians 2:1-10 by means of several questions:


      

        	

          What are we saved from? Clearly, in light of verses 1 to 3, we are saved from sin, spiritual death and the coming wrath of God.


        


        	

          What are we saved by? We are saved by the “but God” of verse 4—that is, by his great love for us and the riches of his mercy. And, as Paul puts it plainly in verses 5 and 8, it is “by grace” that we are saved.


        


        	

          What are we saved through? We are saved through faith, says Paul. That is, we are saved by believing the Gospel of Jesus Christ—that he died for our sins, was buried, was raised on the third day and appeared to many (see 1 Cor 15:3-8)—and by trusting this One who saves. It is faith in the perfect work of a perfect Savior that saves us, and not any works of our own.


        


      


      While many of us have typically been good at asking (and suggesting answers for) the first three questions, there is a critical fourth question that we have not often asked:


      

        	

          4. What are we saved for?


        


      


      If we stop after Ephesians 2:9, we will miss the answer to this fourth question. But verse 10 illuminates: We are “created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God has prepared in advance for us to do.”


      Our salvation is entirely by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone. But we are “created in Christ Jesus” (a reference not to the original creation but to our re-creation as believers; see 2 Cor 5:17) “to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (literally, “to walk in”). In other words, we are saved entirely apart from any works of our own, but we are saved in order to walk in good works. Good works both testify to the reality of our faith and of our identity as God’s children (see, for example, Jas 2:17, 26; Jn 14:15; 1 Jn 3:7) and are the intended outcome of our faith, as Ephesians 2:10 reveals. Paul says essentially the same thing in Titus 2:14, where we read that Christ “gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.” Good works surely have a part in a full-orbed doctrine of salvation. But we must remember the old saying that pertains to keeping a tidy home: “A place for everything and everything in its place.”21 Good works are not peripheral to, or even antithetical to, our doctrine of salvation; they are actually vital to it. Good works do have their proper place—that of flowing out from our salvation, not of contributing to it.22


      We note once again that Paul has primarily a corporate vision in view in this letter to the Ephesians. It is not individuals who are the poiēma of God; it is the church, the body of Christ. While many contemporary English versions of the Bible translate the end of Ephesians 2:10 to say that good works have been prepared for us “to do,” a more literal translation would be “to walk in.” For Paul is setting forth a powerful metaphor in this letter. We are to see the church as the body of Christ. walking in good works in the midst of the still-broken world.


      We have been musing about the reasons for the church’s existence. As we have seen thus far, we exist for the praise of God’s glorious grace. We glorify God because he is worthy to be praised. Further, we glorify him for reconciling us and all things to himself in Christ. And to the further praise of his glory we, as the one body of Christ, are privileged to join ourselves to this great reconciling work.


    


    

    

      
ONE BODY IN CHRIST


      Another crucial point to glean from the letter to the Ephesians is that the telos of believers must not be thought of exclusively in terms of the individual. Paul’s focus in the letter is on the body of Christ. We are not helped in this matter by the fact that in contemporary English it is not possible to distinguish between singular and plural when we see the word you.23 In the vast majority of cases, when the New Testament letters address the readers as “you,” the address is plural in the Greek. But many Western readers—already deeply influenced by a radically individualized view of things—will likely assume the address to be singular.


      Thus in our reading of the New Testament, many English readers will miss a crucial biblical emphasis. If, when I read you, I take it as addressed singularly to me, I may not consider the corporate implications of the word. If, on the other hand, I read you as applying, first of all, to the body of believers to which I belong, I will begin with the corporate implications and yet still be very likely to consider the personal implications of God’s word for me as a part of that body.


      So then, we, as the church of Jesus Christ, exist ultimately for the glory of God. This is our telos, both corporately and individually. In reconciling all things to himself, God forms us into one body in Christ. Indeed, it is only as we are joined to the body of Christ that we are reconciled to God. This may surprise, even offend, the sensibilities of many evangelical ears, at least in the West. We may hear echoes of St. Cyprian’s famous dictum “there is no salvation apart from the Church,”24 a notion that, for many, rings more Catholic than Protestant. In fact, however, the same notion was essentially articulated by both Luther and Calvin.25


      Of even greater weight than the testimony of any historical figure from the church is the testimony of Scripture itself. In Ephesians, we find Paul making the case that no one can be connected to Christ, the Head of the body, without being connected to the body. For many evangelical Protestants, what is deemed essential is that we be reconciled to God through Christ; perhaps seen as important, but not as essential, is that we also be reconciled to one another in Christ.


      Paul, however, puts the matter far differently in Ephesians 2:11 and following. Addressing a primarily Gentile audience, he assures his readers that though they had once been separated from God and his covenants, they who were once “far away” have now been “brought near through the blood of Christ” (Eph 2:13). For Christ has made peace through the cross, uniting in himself those who had long been at enmity with one another—Jews and Gentiles (see Eph 2:14-15). Then he continues: “His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility” (Eph 2:15-16). There is, in other words, no reconciliation to God that does not also include a reconciling to one another in the one body of Christ. God unites Jews and Gentiles as “one new man”26 in Christ (Eph 2:15) to walk in the good works, which God has prepared in advance for us.


      The one body is the new creation, the poiēma, newly “created in Christ Jesus.” D. Martin Lloyd-Jones put it thus: “The Church is something absolutely new that has been brought into being, something that was not there before. It is comparable to what happened in the very beginning when God created the heavens and the earth. There was nothing there before God created.”27 The life of this new spiritual body owes its existence to the death, resurrection and ascension of Christ’s physical body (see Eph 2:6-16).


      In the one body, then, we are reconciled to God. Thus there can be no vision of being reconciled to God that does not include being reconciled to one another in and through the church. Any such vision is opposed to the plain teaching of Scripture. We think, for example, of the oft-repeated double commandment of love: “ ‘The most important one,’ answered Jesus, ‘is this: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” The second is this: “Love your neighbor as yourself” ’ ” (Mk 12:28-31; see Deut 6:4-5; Lev 19:18). This dual love is affirmed by numerous passages in the writings of the apostles (for example, 1 Jn 4:8, 20).


      These vital aspects of reconciliation cannot be separated, except in the minds, hearts and practices of ill-formed Christians. Furthermore, it simply will not do to have believers bearing a message of reconciliation to others while unconcerned themselves with living in reconciled relationships with one another. Jesus told us as much when he said, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (Jn 13:35). He also prayed toward this end: “Father, . . . may they also be [one] in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:21).


      It is essential that we acknowledge all these truths about the one body of Christ because it is in and through the one body of Christ that God’s reconciling work continues in the even now. This is implied in what has already been said, but we make this point more explicitly in what follows.


    


    

    

      A BODY YOU PREPARED FOR ME


      God’s grand design to unite all things under one Head, even Christ, as we have seen, has “already,” “not yet” and “even now” aspects to it. Now, here is a wonder for contemplation: the entirety of this reconciling work is achieved—always and only—through the body of Christ. The author of Hebrews makes it clear that without having a truly human body—and its accompanying fully human experience—Christ could neither have atoned for our sins nor become for us a merciful high priest (see Heb 2:10-18). So it is that “when Christ came into the world, he said: ‘Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me. . . . Then I said, “Here I am—it is written about me in the scroll—I have come to do your will, O God” ’ ” (Heb 10:5-7; compare Ps 40:6-8).


      In the “already” of reconciliation, Christ, in his physical body, touched and healed the sick, spoke good news to the poor, commanded freedom for the demonically oppressed, looked on and wept for the shepherdless sheep of Israel and much more. In that same physical body, he “suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified dead, and buried.”28 By means of this suffering, he bore our sins away and became the once-for-all atoning sacrifice for sin. It was with a glorified, yet still material, body (see Lk 24:39) that he rose from the dead “for our justification” (Rom 4:25) and has now ascended to heaven, where he ever lives to make intercession for us, thus assuring our complete salvation (see Heb 7:25). In this glorious body he will return to execute all matters pertaining to the “not yet” of reconciliation.


      And what shall we say about the “even now” of God’s reconciling work? This work, too, continues only by means of the body of Christ. But now this work continues on earth through the church, the spiritual body of Christ, with Christ himself as our Head. The God who was “reconciling the world to himself in Christ,” has now extended to us “the message of reconciliation” and the ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:19-20). We are to join ourselves to the very work of God, as God’s “fellow workers” (1 Cor 3:9; 2 Cor 6:1; 1 Thess 3:2). Jesus had earlier invited his followers to join themselves to this work (see, for example, Jn 4:34-38; 9:4) and even promised that they would do both the same works and even “greater works” than he himself had done (Jn 14:12 RSV) because of his ascension and the subsequent outpouring of the Holy Spirit that was to come.


      What are the works of reconciliation that are to concern us, as the body of Christ, in the here and now? They include bearing the Gospel in bold proclamation and constant instruction, and obeying the Gospel (that is, living “in line with the truth of the Gospel,” Gal 2:14). We are also to obey the so-called Great Commission texts (see Mt 28:18-20; Mk 16:15; Lk 24:48; Jn 20:21-23; Acts 1:8) and the Great Commandments of loving God and loving neighbor. These things we are called to attend to as the body of Christ, for the following reasons:


      

        	

          Although “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them” (2 Cor 5:19), most of the world remains unaware of God’s reconciling work. Thus God has given to us the “message of reconciliation.”


        


        	

          Although God’s righteous wrath has been propitiated at the cross (see Rom 3:25; 2 Cor 5:21; 1 Jn 2:2), it is still essential that people turn and “be reconciled to God.” Thus we are appointed “Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us” (2 Cor 5:20).


        


        	

          Although the cross of Christ tore down the wall of hostility between Jew and Gentile, and ended the enmity between male and female, slave and free—and whatsoever other historic or contemporary human enmity there may be—most have not heard or have not obeyed this aspect of God’s reconciling work (even Peter, Barnabas and other leading believers stumbled at this point in Antioch; see Gal 2:11-14).29 It is critical that we acknowledge, and repent of, our own active and passive participation in these enmities.


        


        	

          The love of Christ compels us to act as ministers of reconciliation, for the world in which we live is still broken. In spite of what God has accomplished at the cross, the full experience of our reconciliation eludes us all. Some seem to be far greater victims of the present brokenness than others. In this extended “year of the Lord’s favor,” Christ continues, in and through his body, to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, and to release the oppressed (see Lk 4:18-19).


        


        	

          Mysteriously, when we minister as Christ in such acts of love, justice and mercy, we are simultaneously ministering to Christ. For he receives such acts—done to “the least of these”—as though “you did [it] for me” (Mt 25:31-40).


        


      


      To reiterate, we engage in the ministry of reconciliation as the one body of Christ. Thus it is imperative that the church safeguard, and function in, its unity. A fragmented and dysfunctional body will be less effective than it must be, and its witness to the watching world will be suspect.


    


    

    

      
INTERCESSION TOWARD KNOWLEDGE OF


        GOD’S UNKNOWABLE LOVE


      We have seen that Paul offered and called for praise to God for his great work of reconciling all things to himself and including us in this great redemptive Story. A critical part of that reconciling work is the role of the church as the one body of Christ. In this one body, we are reconciled to God and to one another. As this one body, we engage in the ministry of reconciliation until the return of Christ. But this body, though created by the power of God, is still in the process of being fully formed in the likeness of Christ. There is much still to be done if we are to become the fully functioning body of Christ in this still-broken world. In light of the enormity of this task, Paul turns next, in his letter to the Ephesians, to intercession for the body.


      God has reconciled us to himself and to one another through his Son, Jesus Christ. This is deep theology that evokes and demands rich doxology. But there is often, in our experience, a disconnect between the theology we affirm and the manner in which we conduct our daily affairs. Therefore, Paul prays. Ephesians 3 begins with, “For this reason I, Paul, the prisoner of Christ Jesus for the sake of you Gentiles . . .” Whatever he is about to say is to be understood in light of what he has just said. Thus we return to the theology of the wondrous cross and the broken wall of hostility, the wonder of the one body of Christ, which is also (after a different metaphor) one new temple rising by God’s grace as the dwelling place of God (see Eph 2:20-22).


      However, Paul interrupts his own train of thought to offer an explanation of his apostleship to the Gentiles. In this extended parenthetical passage, he returns to the fact that God’s enfolding of the Gentiles into his covenant family is a wondrous mystery that has now been revealed. So great is this wondrous reconciling work of the cross that God boasts over and against the powers and principalities concerning what he has accomplished in the church (see Eph 3:10).


      Only at Ephesians 3:14 does Paul return to his original thought, taking up again the language of verse 1. “For this reason,” he resumes, “I kneel before the Father.” The great intercessory prayer that follows, surely one of the most cherished and beautiful prayers in the Scriptures, must be understood in its context. Paul prays that his readers will, by the power of God, come to truly understand the love of God that has been revealed at the cross.


      The horizontal dimensions of reconciliation (concerning our relations with one another) are displayed in his prayer as fully as the vertical (concerning our relationship with God). The prayer is addressed to the Father, “from whom his whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name” (Eph 3:15). He prays that his believing readers may have power, “together with all the saints” (Eph 3:18), to grasp the width, length, height and depth of God’s love. He proclaims that God is to be glorified “in the church” and in Christ Jesus for all generations (Eph 3:21).


      Again, the you is plural throughout. Paul is praying that the believing community might come to truly “know”—in the Hebrew sense of yada, that is, a deep experiential knowledge30—the wondrous theology of the cross that they have already affirmed. This prayer echoes and expands on his earlier prayer, in Ephesians 1:15-19. Filling up the all-too-common gap between affirmation and action requires the powerful work of the Holy Spirit. For the body to be more fully formed, this work of the Spirit is essential. For all this, Paul intercedes. And so should we intercede on behalf of the congregations we serve, and on behalf of the body of Christ dispersed throughout the world today.


    


    

    

      
EXHORTATION, EQUIPPING AND EDIFICATION


        OF THE BODY


      As we are called to pray without ceasing that the wonderful realities of the cross will fill our hearts, we are also exhorted to live out this reality in our experience as the body of Christ. Ephesians 4 thus begins with Paul urging believers to “live [here again, the word is, literally, walk] a life worthy of the calling you have received” as God’s poiēma. The apostle pleads, in particular, that we make every effort “to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” Reminding the church of the theological verities already implied, he hammers home the theme of the oneness of the church: “There is one body and one Spirit . . . one hope . . . one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Eph 4:4-6). This oneness must be acknowledged, safeguarded and obeyed.


      However, the one body is made up of a diversity of parts, a diversity of gifts having been distributed by Christ to the church. Here, four (or five)31 types of gifted leaders are identified: apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers (see Eph 4:11). These have been given to the church to aid in its formation. The specific tasks to which these leaders are called have been the subject of some debate through the years, based on the translation and interpretation of Ephesians 4:12. There are two common understandings of this verse and its implications for the function of the aforementioned gifted leaders, and these understandings are reflected in differing approaches to English translations of the verse.


      In the first approach, traditional English renderings of the text, such as the King James Version, the verse reads as follows: “For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ.” Rendered thus, with a comma following saints, the verse appears to indicate that the gifted leaders, including pastors and teachers, have a threefold task: (1) perfecting the saints, (2) doing the work of the ministry and (3) edifying the body.


      In the original Greek, however, there are no punctuation marks; these must be determined by the English translators in their efforts to best capture the intended meaning of the text. This leads to the second common approach to the text: some have argued that the traditional renderings missed the mark by including the first comma.32 Thus the New International Version renders Ephesians 4:12 “to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.” Similarly, the Revised Standard Version has “to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for the building up of the body of Christ.” In both of these more recent renderings, the primary work of pastors and teachers is either singular or a twofold work. First, they commit to preparing (or equipping) God’s people so that they (that is, God’s people) can do works of service or ministry. Therefore, the work of building up the body can be taken either as a second task of the pastor-teacher or as the consequence of fulfilling the singular task of equipping the saints.


      John Jefferson Davis has argued that the traditional rendering is probably correct, but that the revised versions point to important realities about how the body should actually function. In other words, Davis intimates that those who insist on “every member ministry” from Ephesians 4:12 have perhaps gotten the right doctrine from the wrong text. He would direct them elsewhere for such teaching, including Ephesians 4:16, where we read that the body grows “as each part does its work.”33


      Regardless of whether or not we opt for the “traditional” or the “revised” rendering of verse 12, taken as a whole, Ephesians 4:12-16 leaves us with this clear message: while every member of the body of Christ has work to do, God has given leaders to the church who are specifically charged with and gifted for equipping those members to do that appointed work. Said otherwise, the gifted leaders have a vitally formative task to fulfill in helping the body mature and function properly, a goal that requires that each member of the body be able and willing to do its uniquely appointed part. This “preparing” or “equipping” work of the leaders must continue 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” (Eph 4:13)34


        


      


    


    

    

      
MATURITY THROUGH SPIRIT-FULLNESS


      Paul’s vision of the mature, fully functioning body of Christ is sketched in some detail from the middle of Ephesians 4 and onward through the beginning verses of chapter 6. Here is a vision of what a well-instructed, well-formed community may come to look like, by God’s grace. The mature body is stable, truthful, loving, laboring and united (see Eph 4:14-16). It grows “up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.” Perhaps we can envision here a newborn baby whose body, after years of loving care and proper nourishment, “grows up” in proportion to its head.


      The manner of life lived by God’s people is easily distinguished from that of the surrounding world (see Eph 4:17-21), and the new lives of its individual members are significantly different from their former patterns. Each of them has “put off [the] old self” and “put on the new” (Eph 4:22-24). They are devoted to edifying and truthful speech, and to following Christ’s example of sacrificial love (see Eph 4:25—5:2).


      The mature body of Christ empties itself of all that is impure and unsuitable for the people of God (see Eph 5:3-14). Understanding the Lord’s will, it refuses to be under the sway of drunkenness (see Eph 5:15-18). Instead, the body of Christ is to be perpetually filled with the Holy Spirit. The body that God has formed by his own handiwork—his poiēma—must be filled by his Spirit, just as the first man, formed by God from the dust of the earth, received the breath of God and so became a living soul (see Gen 2:7). Without this Spirit-filling, the body of Christ cannot attain its proper form, achieve genuine maturity or function as God intended it to function.


      The body cannot fill itself with the Holy Spirit, but by means of four postures or practices, it can position itself to be filled by the Spirit by observing the instruction of Ephesians 5:18-21. The command here is that we “be [continually] filled with the Spirit.” The participial phrases that follow explain that this occurs when we are


      

        	

          speaking to one another in psalms, hymns and spiritual songs (Eph 5:19)


        


        	

          singing and making music in our hearts to the Lord (Eph 5:19)


        


        	

          always giving thanks to God the Father for everything (Eph 5:20)


        


        	

          submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ (Eph 5:21—6:9)


        


      


      Paul then unpacks this vision of mutual submission for the sake of Christ by applying it to a variety of relationships: spouse and spouse, child and parent, servant and master. It is by means of these four practices—speaking to one another, singing in our hearts, always giving thanks and submitting to one another—that the body experiences the fullness of God’s Spirit and so matures, becoming more fit to fulfill our God-ordained purposes.


    


    

    

      
ARMOR FOR SPIRITUAL WARFARE


      The body of Christ—the “one new man” God forms from members of every nation, tongue and tribe—once built up and filled up, is ready to be arrayed for battle. Paul’s description of the panoply in Ephesians 6:10-17 continues the imagery that he has been working with all along. We may be missing his main point if we envision the armor as that which each individual Christian is to put on. It is the body that is to be properly outfitted for its work and warfare, just as it is the body that is to grow up into the Head and the body that is to be filled with the Spirit. Of course, the body can only be as strong as its weakest members “permit” it to be, for “if one part suffers, every part suffers with it” (1 Cor 12:26). Thus it is not inappropriate to speak of the individual believer’s need to be Spirit-filled and Spirit-arrayed with armor. But it seems clear from the flow of Paul’s argument in Ephesians that this is not his main point here. From first to last, Paul has the glorious church in view, the body and bride of Christ, the poiēma of God.


      Why is the armor—of truth, righteousness, Gospel centrism, faith, salvation covering and the mighty sword of God’s Word—necessary? Because the good works of reconciliation to which the body is called involve serious spiritual warfare. Paul refers again to the fallen powers, calling them “the rulers . . . the authorities . . . the powers of this dark world and . . . the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph 6:12), against whom the body wrestles. These forces are actively opposed to God’s plan to reconcile all things to himself, and they fight the church at every turn. But they cannot, by any means, prevail against it (see Mt 16:18). Their dismal destiny was assured at the cross (see Col 2:15). Christ “must reign” until each of them is utterly defeated (see 1 Cor 15:25), until finally, as promised long ago, the serpent’s head is crushed beneath the feet of the seed of the woman (see Gen 3:15).


      That time draws nearer every day. As Paul tells the believers in Rome, “the God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet” (Rom 16:20). Under your feet (again, your is plural in the Greek), did Paul say? Is it not under the feet of Jesus that Satan is crushed? Indeed, that is the case. But Christ is one with his people, the Head over his own body, “one flesh” with his glorious bride. Without diminishing his deity in any way and without compromising his unique place as second person of the Holy Trinity, Christ, who—for us and for our salvation, as the Nicene Creed puts it—was made flesh (see Jn 1:14), has become one flesh with the church. Surely this is, as Paul terms it, a most “profound mystery” (Eph 5:32).


      Concerning this “profound mystery,” we return to a phrase that has been mentioned three times, in various forms, during Paul’s progressive argument in the letter to the Ephesians: the church as the “fullness of Christ.” First, Paul declares this as a theological reality in Ephesians 1:23. He calls the church “his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in every way.” Next, in Paul’s intercessory prayer of Ephesians 3, he prays “that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God” (Eph 3:19). Finally, in Paul’s exhortatory section, he speaks of the body living out this fullness by becoming mature, “attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13). Just as the Head is completed by the body, and the bridegroom becomes “one flesh” with the bride, so the church is, in some utterly inscrutable way, the “fullness of Christ” in this world. Such an idea is, of course, breathtaking, humbling and convicting.


    


    

    

      CONCLUSION


      We exist, when all is said and done, wholly for the glory of God. We exist now, on earth—in time and space—to glorify God by participating in the grand Story he is unfolding, that of reconciling all things to himself. Toward this end, we have been reconciled to God through faith in Jesus Christ and are declared to be the wonderful poiēma of God—his handiwork, the church, the body of Christ. It is as the body of Christ that we engage in the “even now” of Christ’s ministry of reconciliation.


      But the body is not fully formed and thus is not fully functional. It stands in need of equipping and edification, of Spirit filling and Spirit armoring. Toward these ends, God has given gifted leaders to the church to foster formation of God’s people in the image of Jesus Christ. One of the most vital of the formative tasks for the sake of the body is that of teaching. What role does the ministry of teaching play in the grand scheme of things? How does it relate to the other, equally vital formative tasks of the church? To such questions as these we are now ready to turn our attention.


    


    

    

      HYMN FOR CONTEMPLATION AND WORSHIP


      

        The Spirit of the Lord Is on Me


        The Spirit of the Lord is on me, is on me.


        I come to preach good news to the poor,


        to call the captives free and cause the blind to see,


        to speak the favored year of the Lord, of the Lord,


        proclaim the favored year of the Lord.


        (Is 61:1-2; Lk 4:18-19)


      


      

        The Father has sent me; I send you, I send you.


        The works that I have done, you shall do.


        Within your lives receive the Spirit as I breathe.


        Go forth and bear much fruit. I send you, I send you.


        The Father has sent me; I send you.


        (Jn 20:21-22; 14:12; 15:1-17)


      


      

        And in the final days, says the Lord, says the Lord,


        my Spirit on all flesh, I will pour:


        on daughters and on sons, on old men and the young,


        on men and women both, I will pour, I will pour.


        My Spirit on all flesh, I will pour.


        (Joel 2:28-29; Acts 2:17-18)


      


      

        Full with the Spirit now, we are one, we are one,


        one body called to labor and pray.


        Who labors in the Lord shall find a good reward


        and enter perfect joy on that Day, on that Day,


        shall enter perfect joy on that Day.


        (1 Cor 12:13; Gal 3:26-28; Eph 4:1-16; Mt 25:21; 2 Tim 4:7-8)


      


      

        Text: Gary A. Parrett (2005)


        Tune: Wondrous Love


        Familiar use of the tune: “What Wondrous Love Is This?”


      


    


    

    

      QUESTIONS FOR PLANNING AND PRACTICE


      

        	

          The church is the workmanship (that is, poiēma) of God. In your life as a believer, how have you seen the church adequately reflect this reality? How have you seen the church fall short of this vision? Where and how have you seen ministries of education and formation playing a positive role in the church being the poiēma of God?


        


        	

          Which aspect of our poiēma outline have you especially seen as missing in churches? How does this affect the world in which the church has been placed? How does this affect the progress of God’s story being told to every tribe, tongue and nation on earth?


        


        	

          Although frequently interpreted and applied to individuals, the book of Ephesians is in most cases referring to a collective you (that is, the household of God), though implications for individual Christians are clear. How does this rendering of Scripture change your outlook on the educational formation ministry of the church? Does it prompt you to consider reexamining your perspective or your life as a part of the story of God?


        


        	

          With a group or a partner, we invite you to read aloud the book of Ephesians. As you do so, focus on the perspective that Paul is speaking to the body of Christ corporately as God’s chosen people in Jesus Christ, rather than to a mere congregation of like-minded individuals. Does this give you a different picture of the workmanship, the poiēma, of God? Why or why not? After discussing this together, create a list of Scriptures that are particularly important as you begin to reenvision the educational ministry of the church.


        


        	

          This chapter has basically described the crux of the Gospel and the purpose of the Christian life. With a group or partner, using poiēma as a foundation, rehearse the points made in this chapter, keeping in mind the goal of creating a three-minute Gospel presentation for yourself and for others. What are the salient issues, Scriptures and points? How can this view of the Story of God lead someone to salvation, as well as nourish your own soul every day as you preach the Gospel to yourself?
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Building Up the Body



. . . to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we 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.

EPHESIANS 4:12-13



▼





SOME DECADES AGO, MY WIFE and I were part of a small but growing congregation. The church featured a number of older, long-time members and was now enjoying an influx of younger congregants like us. As the numbers increased, a good deal of the church’s energy was diverted—as so often seems to be the case—by visions of adding on to the building that the church occupied on Sundays. And so began work on a new “education wing.”

Even as this building was going forward through a great expenditure of time and money, another, more critical aspect of building the church became increasingly neglected. Probably for a host of reasons, most of which I do not recall, the congregation seemed to shrink in stature, both spiritually and numerically. Many of my fellow, younger worshipers became disgruntled when the Sunday sermon was replaced with brief “meditations” by the pastor— often meditations on a Christian book he was reading at the time. A number of older members were dissatisfied when the pastor seemed to push for “a plurality of leadership” as his own role grew less and less visible. Regrettably, I was not privy to the struggles the pastor himself was facing at the time, but I can imagine that there were plenty.

After many months of construction, the education wing was finally finished. By that time, however, there seemed to be little need for the extra space because a very sizable portion of the congregation had left the church, my wife and I among them. Members of the congregation had built on to “the church”—that is, to the building owned by the church. The real church, however—that is, the body of Christ that gathered in that building—had suffered significant losses. By God’s grace, a season of restoration and revitalization would follow in subsequent years.

In this chapter, as we continue our explorations of how the church of Jesus moves forward in fulfilling its God-ordained purposes for existence, we seek to gain a vision of how the body of Christ is to be built up and equipped for its labors. We have in mind the building up neither of the physical structures that congregations use nor simply of the programs they undertake. Neither are we concerned with the numerical growth of congregations. Instead, our focus is on the sort of upbuilding that Paul urged in Ephesians 4 and that we considered in the previous chapter: edification that leads believers to more deeply experience unity in the faith, knowledge of the Son of God and maturity as the body of Christ. Of course, there are countless ways we might answer the question of why the church must engage in a ministry of teaching. We make no claim that the five suggestions set forth in this chapter represent the only way to approach the question or that the list is in any way comprehensive. We do believe, though, that these aims comport well with the models and mandates of Scripture. We teach


	out of and unto obedience


	unto conformity to Christ


	unto salvation, holistically understood


	unto faith, hope and love


	unto edification of the body




The first four of these aims can be applied at the level of both individuals and the community as a whole. The fifth aim—that of edification—specifically focuses on the building up of the body of Christ, and thus calls our attention back to the explicitly communal emphases we considered in chapter one.


TEACHING OUT OF AND UNTO OBEDIENCE

Perhaps the most basic of ways to answer the “Why teach?” question is to do so thus: We teach from obedience and unto obedience. That is, we teach because we have been commanded to do so. And the teaching we have been commanded to perform is a teaching unto obedience. Both sides of this notion are very evident in the so-called Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20.

Before his ascension into heaven, Jesus “commissioned” his disciples to participate fully in the great reconciling work of God. This commission takes various forms throughout the New Testament, including passages at the end of all four Gospel accounts and at the beginning of the book of Acts. The most familiar of these passages is Matthew’s account. The commissioning of the disciples begins there with a declaration of authorization: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” Authority had been granted to Jesus by his Father. In turn, he now grants that authority to his followers (see also Jn 20:21). The “commission” concludes with a wonderful word of promise: “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”1 Between these potent opening and closing words, we find this command: “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”

The imperative is that the followers of Jesus are to “disciple the nations” or “disciple the peoples.”2 What does this task involve? This is revealed by the three participles in this section: going, baptizing and teaching. The first of these—going—is linked to the imperative in such a way as to make it clear that it, too, is commanded.3 Going is essential, since it is all nations that are to be reached with the Gospel. In Luke, the idea is expressed thus: “repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in [Christ’s] name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things” (Lk 24:47-48). In Acts, Jesus indicates that the going of the apostles would proceed from Jerusalem and Judea to Samaria “and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Recalling our earlier emphasis on the church being the body of Christ corporately, we may here envision a body that is actively engaged in the world. The church is moving against the forces of darkness, and the gates of hell cannot prevail against it (see Mt 16:18).

The second of the three participles in Matthew 28:19 is baptizing. As the church goes forth with the Gospel, by the sovereign grace of God, all who are “appointed for eternal life” shall believe the good news (Acts 13:48) and are to be baptized into the name of the triune God as the sign and seal of their inclusion in Christ and in his body, the church. This baptism is a rite of initiation into both the public and the inner life of discipleship. But it must not be treated as the culmination.

Thus we come to the third participle, teaching. Newly baptized believers are to be nurtured toward maturity through teaching. We see this at work in Acts 2, when three thousand are baptized in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost and then devote themselves to “the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42), among other things. The Great Commission, this call to disciple nations, cannot be fulfilled without the church’s unwavering commitment to going forth, baptizing new believers and teaching them to obey all that Jesus has commanded.

It is not surprising that those engaged in many different tasks of the church’s ministry have turned to this text in Matthew for a fundamental starting point. For in the Great Commission we find ourselves commanded by our Lord to engage in missionary endeavor, evangelism and teaching. It is this third point that is our particular concern here. As we have seen, to fulfill our mandate to disciple the nations, we must engage in a ministry of teaching. Thus we conclude that a reasonable answer to the question “Why teach?” is this: we teach out of obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ. We teach because we have been plainly commanded to do so. We teach because it is integral to the making of disciples, which is integral to the ministry of reconciliation, which is integral to our glorifying God.

Matthew’s Great Commission text makes it clear that we teach not only out of a sense of obedience. We teach also unto obedience. Jesus says, “[Teach] them to obey everything I have commanded you” (28:20). But it is not sufficient to teach merely all that Jesus taught or commanded, though this would be a challenging task in and of itself. The task is actually far more daunting: to make real disciples—people who actually follow Jesus. Dallas Willard has charged (in many of his works over many years) that evangelicals have woefully missed the point here. Willard labels our failure to actually teach obedience to all that Jesus commanded (and thus to foster the notion that one could be a Christian forever yet never become an actual disciple) “the Great Omission.”4

Our omission is even more pronounced when we note that Jesus’ emphasis in this text on actually obeying his teaching is nothing novel. Doing what he said was, in fact, his constant concern throughout the Gospel accounts. A few examples illustrate this well.


	In Matthew 7, near the close of the so-called Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Mt 7:21). A few verses later we find him saying, “Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock” (Mt 7:24, emphasis added).


	In Luke 10, we read of Jesus’ conversation with a scribe—an expert in the Torah—who plainly knew that the Torah requires love of God and neighbor. But to demonstrate that mere knowledge of what is required is insufficient, Jesus told a shocking tale (which we have come to call “the parable of the good Samaritan”) and asked a critical question. When the scribe answered, correctly again, that it was “the one who showed mercy,” who had actually done what the Torah required, Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise” (Lk 10:37 RSV, emphasis added).


	A third example of the principle is found in John 13. There Jesus stuns the Twelve by stooping to wash their feet. Afterward, he asks them if they understand what he has done for them, and he tells them that he has given them an example that they are to follow. He concludes with these words: “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them” (Jn 13:17, emphasis added).




These few examples point to what is plainly the norm, not the exception, in Jesus’ emphasis. And his emphasis is in keeping with the overall teaching of the Scriptures. Israel was to be “careful to obey” all that God commanded them (Deut 6:3; see also, for example, Ps 78:7). New Testament believers are likewise called “to obey his commands” (1 Jn 5:3), to “not merely listen to the word” but to “do what it says” (Jas 1:22).

Why, then, do we teach? The first and simplest answer is, We teach from obedience and unto obedience.




TEACHING UNTO CONFORMITY TO CHRIST

As we saw in our survey of Ephesians in the previous chapter, it is necessary that the body of Christ be properly formed if it is to function as intended in the world. Therefore, it should not surprise us that formation is a critical aspect of the telos of the church’s teaching ministry. The word formation derives from the Greek root morphē. Paul uses variations of the word in several places, often in verbal forms and making use of a prefix appropriate to the sense of the term he has in mind.

For example, we find Paul teaching that God’s great purpose for all those whom he has foreknown as his own is that they be “conformed [symmorphous]to the likeness of his Son” (Rom 8:29). For this end, Paul says, every believer is predestined. The context makes it clear that this is (at least part of) “the good” toward which God causes “all things” to work together for those “who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom 8:28). This intention of God shall surely be accomplished, for the text goes on to say that as many as were foreknown and predestined, God “also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified” (Rom 8:30). This points to the final and perfect fulfillment of being conformed to the likeness of God’s Son. As Paul says, “The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it” (1 Thess 5:24). God will accomplish his purposes in our lives.

At present, however, none of us is fully conformed to the likeness of Christ. Many years into his apostolic ministry, Paul himself made it clear that he had not yet “obtained all this” and was still pressing on (Phil 3:12-14). It is necessary that all believers—individually and corporately—be transformed (metamorphousthe). This occurs through having our minds renewed (see Rom 12:2) and by means of the liberating presence of the Holy Spirit (see 2 Cor 3:17-18). Here is a reminder of Jesus’ earlier promises that it would be by the Spirit’s power that his followers would fulfill their mission.

Paul puts the matter a bit differently to the Galatian churches. Concerning these believers, who were being tempted to abandon the Gospel, Paul finds his soul in anguish. He writes, “My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you” (Gal 4:19). Here “formed” is offered without a prefix, and the image is somewhat altered. Rather than believers being conformed or transformed toward the likeness of Christ, here we see that Christ is to be formed (mōrphothē) in the believing community. Paul speaks as though he thought this had already occurred, but the present crisis in the Galatian churches has made him question this.

The language of formation in each of the above references reminds us of the great call of the church to “grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ” (Eph 4:15) and to “become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13). It is clear that Paul had made, as one of his chief goals in working with the churches, the very goal that God has established for his people: conformity to the likeness of Jesus Christ. All who engage in the teaching ministry of the church can aspire to nothing less for their labors.

The goal of conformity to the likeness of Christ then is a second and clear answer to the question “Why teach?” But we need to recognize that such a process does not begin with persons who are simply unformed. It begins, rather, with persons who are deformed or malformed.5 Therefore, the ministry of formation must involve serious attention to these deformities, the tragic malformation in the lives of those we serve (and in our own selves as ministers of the Gospel).

We further note that issues of formation must be applied to both the community as a whole and to individuals within the community. There is a critical and inescapable interconnection at work here. On the one hand, it takes a strong and healthy body to help individual believers toward healthy formation. On the other hand, the body cannot be properly formed if the individual members are not growing toward health and each doing their appointed part. In the final section of the book, we will turn our attention to practices for both congregational and personal formation.




TEACHING UNTO SALVATION

Another important answer to the “Why teach?” question is that we teach unto salvation. This may seem a bit surprising to some readers. Is this not, after all, the proper goal of evangelism rather than of education? We reply that it is a worthy goal of both. The key to what we intend here, however, is in properly understanding the biblical concept of salvation.

Salvation is often used by evangelical Christians as a synonym for being “born again.” Thus it is regarded as something believers have already experienced in full. It is seen as an experience that is now in our past. And many are confident that this is the way to view things, since they have been nurtured in an understanding of salvation based largely on Ephesians 2:8-9: “It is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Paul plainly speaks of salvation as something already experienced by believers: we “have been saved.” Many have committed these verses to memory, typically to emphasize not the finality of our salvation, but its origins: it is by grace alone, through faith alone and apart from any works of our own that we have been saved. As a result, it is locked into our consciousness that we “have been saved,” that our salvation is complete, already experienced in full.

But thinking like this is to mistake the part for the whole. If salvation were simply a matter of being “born again,” then perhaps we would need only the ministry of evangelism in our churches. Any form of Christian education might actually be regarded as superfluous. What could possibly matter beyond “getting people saved” we might reason? In fact, many church leaders do seem to reason along these lines. To do so, however, is to miss both the emphases of the Great Commission and the biblical meaning of our salvation. The Great Commission is a mandate to disciple the nations. And, as we have seen, this requires both evangelism and “teaching them to obey” all that Christ commanded. Likewise, careful reflection on the biblical teaching regarding salvation will disavow us of any reduction in the church’s task to evangelism alone.

The New Testament doctrine of salvation is more rich and profound than most of us nurtured in evangelical communities have understood. This is somewhat surprising, not only because of the clear witness of the Scriptures but also because evangelical theologians have consistently written and taught about the fact that our salvation is experienced in a sort of progressive manner. The notion of an ordo salutis, that is, an order or progress of salvation, is standard fare in volumes on soteriology. Regarding this ordo, theologians offer presentations of various complexities. In simplest form, we may speak of salvation as having three “tenses”: past, present and future. That is, the Bible invites the believer to say, “I have been saved; I am being saved; I shall be saved.” When we speak of “teaching unto salvation,” we are referring to all three aspects. (See table 2.1 on p. 56.)

Regarding the “past” tense of salvation, believers recall that “in his great mercy [God] has given us new birth” (1 Pet 1:3). This is the new birth that Jesus told Nicodemus must occur before one can see the kingdom of God (see Jn 3:3). The language of new birth, however, should immediately point us toward what ought to come next—that is, growth and maturing. Peter exhorts his readers, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation” (1 Pet 2:2). Sadly, many Christians seem to regard being “born again” not as a beginning of their salvation experience but as the totality of it.

The apostle John puts new birth in the past tense of the believer’s experience (with powerful implications for the present) when he testifies of the Father’s great love that has been lavished on us, making us God’s children (see 1 Jn 3:1). What a wondrous work of grace was wrought in our hearts when, having heard the Gospel of Jesus Christ, we believed this good news and were “included in Christ” and sealed as God’s own with “the promised Holy Spirit” (Eph 1:13)! But the presence of the Spirit—the marvelous gift of God promised to all who believe (see Acts 2:38-39)—is “a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption” that is yet to come (Eph 1:14). There is much more to come in our experience of salvation. We praise God that by grace we “have been saved, through faith” (Eph 2:8), that we “have been justified through faith” and now “have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand” (Rom 5:1-2). But the Spirit witnesses to our hearts that this is but a foretaste of the fullness of our salvation.


Table 2.1. Aspects of Salvationa











	Past

	Present

	Future




	We have been saved

	We are being saved

	We shall be saved




	From sin’s penalty

	
From sin’s

power over us


	From sin’s very presence




	Saved by the finished work of Christ—his death and resurrection

	Working out our salvation with fear and trembling as God works in us by his Spirit

	Saved in order to walk in the good works God has prepared for us

	Saved completely by the One who works all things according to his purposes




	FAITH

	
LOVE

of God


	
LOVE

of neighbor


	HOPE



















	Rom 5

	Rom 6:1–8:17

	Rom 12–16

	Rom 8:18-39




	Eph 2:1-9

	Phil 2:12-13

	Eph 2:10

	Col 3:1-4




	Tit 2:11

	Tit 2:12

	Tit 2:14

	Tit 2:13




	1 Pet 1:3

	1 Pet 1:6-9

	1 Pet 2:12

	1 Pet 1:4-5




	1 Jn 3:1

	1 Jn 3:3-10

	1 Jn 3:11-17

	1 Jn 3:2




	Justification

	Sanctification and Vocation

	Glorification







aAlthough some of the particulars on this table are original—especially the inclusion of vocation and the place of work(s) in a full-orbed doctrine of salvation—the overall concept of salvation in three tenses is a familiar one. Variations of this table can thus be readily found elsewhere.




Indeed, in several of the key passages referenced in the previous paragraph, there is an immediate movement from what has happened to what shall happen. In 1 John 3, immediately after speaking of God’s lavish love having made us his children, John declares that “what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2). Paul writes to the Ephesians that the indwelling Spirit is the earnest payment on the full inheritance to come, “the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory” (Eph 1:14; see also Rom 8:23 on the future “redemption of our bodies”). And, having declared to the Roman church that we have come to stand in grace through faith in Christ, Paul writes, “And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God” (Rom 5:2).

All of these testify to the “future tense” of our salvation experience. As Paul writes later to the Romans, “our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed,” because the “night is nearly over; the day is almost here” (Rom 13:11-12). Or, as Peter puts it, our new birth has brought us into a “living hope” and “into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet 1:3-5).

In light of both the past and the future aspects of our salvation, the New Testament authors speak also of its present reality and power in our lives. Having spoken of our destiny to be like Jesus forever, John writes, “Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as [Jesus Christ] is pure” (1 Jn 3:3)—a “present tense” response. Paul speaks of our rejoicing in the hope of the glory of God, then adds, “Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings,” knowing that our “suffering produces perseverance” (Rom 5:3). Paul writes elsewhere about the need for believers to “work out” their salvation “with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you” (Phil 2:12-13). After writing of the “salvation . . . ready to be revealed in the last time,” the apostle Peter goes on to say that through their present hardships, believers “are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls” (1 Pet 1:5, 9). How rich, multifaceted and wondrous is God’s saving work in our lives! No wonder the prophets were consumed with it and “angels long to look into these things” (1 Pet 1:12; see 1 Pet 1:10-11).

Returning to the text from Ephesians 2, we note that Paul links what has already happened in our hearts to what ought to be happening now and in the future. We have been saved—by grace through faith, apart from any works of our own. In other words, we have been created anew in Christ Jesus, and that work was God’s alone. But all that has happened to the end that, now and henceforth, we would walk in the good works God has prepared for us (see Eph 2:8-10).

In Titus 2:11-14 Paul marvelously captures the full breadth of the doctrine of salvation in the space of a few verses:

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good.


We see, in verse 11, that God’s saving grace has already been revealed to us (a past-tense reality). Verse 12 reminds us that this saving grace teaches us that we ought to live in an upright, godly and patient manner (present-tense realities). All the while, as verse 13 makes clear, we look longingly to our blessed hope—the imminent return of our glorious Lord (a future-tense anticipation). In verse 14, we see that we have been saved not only that God might make us a people of his very own but also that we might eagerly do what is good.

In theological terms, the ordo salutis, with reference to these three tenses, is often explained further by reference to the terms justification, sanctification and glorification, corresponding to past, present and future tenses. However, the biblical approach often invites us to think of these wonders in a different order: past, future and present. For it is when we lay hold of the reality of our justification and are filled with the hope of glorification that the power of sanctification grips our hearts and transforms us in the present, spurring us onward toward love and good deeds.

In our teaching and preaching, we must exhort God’s people to the joyous call of holy living and good works. Yet it is not the continual reminder of those things that will actually bring forth holiness and good works in our lives. Instead, it is as we are overwhelmed by the grace of God, by his lavish love for us and by the certain hope that the Gospel fixes in our hearts, that we are freed to live full and well in the present (see 1 Jn 3:1-3). It is in view of God’s incomparable mercies that we are compelled to “offer [our] bodies as living sacrifices” (Rom 12:1). It is the love of Christ that constrains us and draws us into the ministry of reconciliation (see 2 Cor 5:14-21).

Although we suggested that the word justification corresponds to our past-tense experience, glorification to the future and sanctification to the present, we must not use these terms too rigidly with regard to tense, for matters are far too complex for such a simple classification. Justification,6 for example, though primarily referred to in the New Testament as something already experienced by the believer, is occasionally spoken of with reference to the future (see, for example, Rom 2:13). Glorification7 is indeed the great and ultimately unfathomable doctrine of the believer’s blessed hope. Yet there is a sense in which the believer already possesses the glory that is to come and experiences this in ever-increasing measure (see, for example, 2 Cor 3:7-18). And sanctification8 cannot be considered as referring to only the present tense of the believer. Indeed, it may well be argued that the term is primarily used to describe another aspect of what has already happened to those who have believed, namely that they have been “possessed by God,” as David Peterson puts it in his helpful survey of the doctrine.9 In figure 2.1, we have attempted to illustrate some of these relationships.
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Figure 2.1. Justification, sanctification and glorification







TEACHING UNTO FAITH, HOPE AND LOVE

The implications of all these truths for the teaching ministry of the church are profound. To speak of teaching unto salvation includes, at the very least, teaching unto justification, unto glorification and unto sanctification. Put otherwise, we may speak of teaching to nurture faith, hope and love. Justification is experienced by faith. We here affirm the great reformation notion of sola fide: we are justified through faith alone in Christ alone, by grace alone. This is the overwhelming testimony of the New Testament witnesses (see, for example, Rom 3:24-28; 4:5; 5:1; Gal 2:16; 3:8, 11, 24). The biblical notion of faith is deep and complex, to be sure. With regard to justifying faith, we describe (rather than attempt to define exhaustively) faith as a depending on, trusting in and clinging to Christ alone.10

It is in light of such saving faith that Paul writes, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast” (Eph 2:8-9). The teaching ministry of the church then must seek to promote genuine saving faith in Christ Jesus by means of a clear proclamation of the glorious Gospel of the blessed God. With Paul, we must resolve to know nothing “except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2), explaining that “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them” and pleading with people, on behalf of Christ, to “be reconciled to God” (2 Cor 5:19-20). We must proclaim that God scandalously “justifies the wicked” (Rom 4:5, emphasis added); that is to say, God justifies people like us.

By means of this same Gospel11—“that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures . . . was buried . . . was raised on the third day . . . and . . . he appeared” (1 Cor 15:3-8)—we teach unto hope. With regard to the experience of justification, the essential response of the human heart is faith. With regard to glorification, the believer’s response is hope. Tragically, this word has been greatly devalued in contemporary English usage, having become little more than a synonym for wish. But the biblical notion of hope is stronger by far. We may define it as “confident expectation.”12 Paul speaks of the biblical “hope of glory” that is given to the community of faith. Far from an impotent wish, the Christian hope is the confident expectation of the glory that is to come, “the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (Tit 2:13). Just as we must teach that we are put right with God through faith in Christ, so we must also teach that we shall be with him and like him forever. His glory shall be revealed not only to us but even in us (see Rom 8:1813). That is, when he returns in glory, we shall appear with him in glory (see Col 3:4; 1 Jn 3:2). For this glorious unveiling of the “sons of God,” all of creation now waits in eager expectation (Rom 8:19-21).

In the “present tense,” we teach unto love. The entire law of God is summed up by the two greatest commandments: We are to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength, and to love our neighbors as ourselves. To fulfill the requirements of God’s law, we make our appeal once again to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. For the Gospel has sanctifying and regenerating power to change our lives. The Spirit who indwells all those who belong to Christ (see Rom 8:9) liberates us from the bondage to sin, and we are transformed from glory to glory into the likeness of the Savior (see 2 Cor 3:17-18). The result is that we grow in love of God and neighbor. A sound doctrine of sanctification will give proper emphases to both these objects of our love.

Many centuries ago, Augustine argued that love was the proper aim of faithful catechetical work and, indeed, of all Christian ministry. He wrote,

Christ came chiefly for this reason: that we might learn how much God loves us, and might learn this to the end that we begin to glow with love of him by whom we were first loved, and so might love our neighbor at the bidding and after the example of him who made himself our neighbor by loving us.14


Sadly, however, it has become common in some Christian circles to reduce the idea of sanctification to a matter of personal piety, to a vision of “loving God” that does not necessarily evoke a corresponding love of all our neighbors. According to overwhelming biblical testimony, such a proposition is simply untenable.

On the other hand, many younger evangelicals (or “post-evangelicals,” as some prefer to call themselves) have reacted against this emphasis on personal piety by advocating a vigorous social ethic. While this emphasis is right and proper, it seems sometimes to be accompanied by a new laxity in terms of personal holiness. Whereas many evangelicals of a generation ago may have measured holiness in terms of “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!” (Col 2:21), some younger evangelicals seem to have concluded that, because of grace, “Everything is permissible for me” (1 Cor 6:12).

The fact is, we need to emphasize both a genuine personal piety and an active participation in good works. In other words, we are called to love both God and neighbor. Loving God, if not accompanied by sincere and active love of neighbor, is spurious (see 1 Jn 4:20). However, loving one’s neighbor cannot be taken as fulfilling, by itself, the command to love God. We may seek to do justly and love mercy. But if these things are not accompanied by a humble walk with God, then we still fall short of what God has required of us (see Mic 6:8; Hos 6:6).

While we have suggested that faith is essential to our experience of justification, hope to our future experience of glory and love to our present experience of sanctification, we dare not press the distinctions too hard. For it is clear that all three of these graces are essential in the present experience of believers and that the lines between them are fuzzy, at best. We may think of faith in the saving grace of God as that which gives birth to hope. Paul seems to argue along these lines in Romans 5. Through faith we have come to peace with God through Christ (see Rom 5:1), and “we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand”; and so it is that “we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God” (Rom 5:2).

Elsewhere, Paul arranges these puzzle pieces a bit differently, as in these three examples:


	Faith and love spring from the hope that is stored up for us in heaven (see Col 1:5).


	Faith produces work, love leads us to labor and hope leads to perseverance (see 1 Thess 1:3).


	By faith we wait for the righteousness for which we hope, and that same faith expresses itself in love (see Gal 5:5-6).




Faith, hope and love are gifts to us to sustain us in this present age (see 1 Cor 13:13). Paul writes that love is the greatest of these. Why is this so? There may be many reasons, but we suggest the following clues. First, love is greatest because it endures forever; it never fails (see 1 Cor 13:8). One day, our precious faith will give way to sight (see 2 Cor 5:7; Heb 11). One day, too, our hope will no longer be needed, for we will have what we always hoped for (see Rom 8:24-25).

But love endures forever. We love imperfectly this side of glory. But on “the other side,” we will perfectly love both God and neighbor. Furthermore, love is the greatest because to love is to imitate God. We cannot say that God exercises either faith or hope—at least not as we do. But God does exercise love and calls us, in and through his love, to live in imitation of him (see Eph 5:1-2). And, while we do not say that “God is faith” or “God is hope,” we most certainly do proclaim that “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8). We teach, then, unto faith, unto hope and unto love. Especially, we teach unto love—the ultimate sign of our true communion with God.




TEACHING UNTO EDIFICATION

Terms like obedience, conformity, salvation, faith, hope and love can certainly be applied both to individuals and to churches as a whole. Attention to the spiritual nurture of individuals is certainly appropriate, for we long to see “everyone perfect in Christ” (Col 1:28). No member of the body of Christ is to be left behind. We dare not focus so much on the community as a whole that we neglect to care for its individual members. Though we may tend a flock of a hundred, attention to the particular needs of even one sheep is always imperative.

Now, however, we remind ourselves that though we ought to pay due attention to each individual member, we need also to address the body as a whole. Ephesians again offers a special reminder of this critical truth. We return to chapter 4 of that epistle and to that critically important section, Ephesians 4:11-16. We recall that verse 11 mentioned that Christ gave to the church apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers. Verse 12 reminds us that these servant leaders are to equip the saints—the body of Christ—for the work of the ministry. This leads us to a consideration of verse 13. Here we find the desired outcome of such equipping and such ministry. The body is to be edified—that is, built up—“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” (Eph 4:13).

There are numerous ways that this verse might be exposited. For example, it could be taken that the verse has three ends in view: unity in the faith, knowledge of the Son of God and maturity. Or it could be understood that there is one end in view: a maturity that requires unity in the faith and knowledge of the Son of God. Furthermore, one could see the verse as applying to the body as a whole, or believe that a church united in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God will lead each individual believer to genuine maturity.15 Our approach is to focus on the ultimate aim of maturity for the body as a whole. However, this requires that we also consider the supporting aims of unity in the faith and knowledge of the Son of God.




UNITY IN THE FAITH

It may strike the attentive reader of Ephesians as odd that Paul speaks of a need for attaining unity in the faith. After all, has not Paul been emphatically clear in making the point that the body is already one? Indeed he has. He has spoken of the wall of hostility that was abolished by the death of Christ, creating “in himself one new man” out of Jew and Gentile (Eph 2:15). It is “in this one body” that God reconciles both Jew and Gentile to himself (Eph 2:16). And, earlier in chapter 4, Paul has underscored the critical importance of this unity, declaring, “There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all” (Eph 4:4-6). Thus he speaks of our “unity of the Spirit” (Eph 4:3) not as something to be attained but as something to be preserved. We are already one, whether we like it or not, whether we accept this reality or not.

What then can Paul possibly mean by saying that church communities will require equipping ministries “until we all reach unity in the faith”? It may simply be that Paul intends the readers to understand that unity—like so many other features of Christian truth—is an already . . . not yet reality. That is, we are one, are becoming one and shall be perfectly one in Christ. We have already applied this line of thinking to the concepts of reconciliation and salvation. It is entirely reasonable to understand our spiritual unity in the same way. Jesus had prayed to the Father, regarding his own, “that they may be one as we are one” (Jn 17:22). Surely such an experience of unity is attained only by degree.

Another possible interpretation of this passage is to highlight the distinction between “unity of the Spirit” in verse 3 and “unity in the faith” here, in verse 13. While the phrase “unity in the faith” has been variously understood by interpreters,16 the view adopted here is that Paul is using the expression “the faith” in a technical sense of the term. As we will seek to demonstrate in chapter three, “the faith” includes the Gospel and all its implications for life and doctrine. This faith “was once for all entrusted to the saints” (Jude 3).

If we take this view, Paul is arguing that, while the church has an unbreakable and essential “unity in the Spirit,” the matter of “unity in the faith” is not a given, is not automatically possessed by the church and is actually something we must labor toward. Jude declares that we must “contend for the faith” (Jude 3). In Ephesians 4:13, Paul affirms much the same concern. To take such a view of the passage does not mean a rejection of the idea presented in the previous paragraph—that our unity in the Spirit is an already . . . not yet reality. These may well be complementary truths. That is, our “unity of the Spirit” is experienced in deeper ways as we move ever closer to true “unity in the faith.”

Throughout the history of the church, innumerable counterfeit Gospels and perversions of the faith have been competing for the hearts, souls and minds of believers. It has always been essential that believers “not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 Jn 4:1). Those in the church must “test everything. Hold on to the good” (1 Thess 5:21).

The goal of “unity in the faith,” then, concerns unity in the Truth as disclosed in Jesus Christ. In chapter four, we will further explore this notion of “the Truth,” contending that it is one of the critical aspects of the Gospel, linking it to matters of “sound doctrine” (Tit 1:9) and of “the apostles’ teaching” (Acts 2:42). We are thus now concerned with a convergence regarding the why of our teaching and the what of our teaching. That is, we must faithfully and diligently teach the faith that was once for all delivered to the saints until the church is unified in that faith.

As we have said, such a unity in the faith is not the automatic possession of any given church. A quick turn of our gaze to both historic and contemporary Christian experience illumines the matter. Historically, we can easily identify the fracturing of the church along various lines, including theological divisions. The Center for the Study of Global Christianity estimates that by the year 1800, there were approximately five hundred Christian denominations in the world. By June of 2008, that estimate was forty thousand!17 Of course, most of this manifold division concerns Protestant communities. We can also see how wide the divides continue to be both within Catholic and Orthodox communions and between these communions, as well as between each of these and Protestant Christianity. While the cause for these divisions is multiform—contributing factors including the sociocultural, political, ethnic, racial, generational, national and more—one of the obvious sources of much division concerns theology. That is, the universal body of Christ is not currently experiencing the full measure of “unity in the faith.”

Turning our gaze to the global expansion of the church today, we see another illustration of the challenge. As has been well documented by a number of recent authors,18 the church has been experiencing amazingly rapid growth throughout the world, especially in the global South and East. Evangelistic efforts have been explosively successful in numerous countries in South America, Africa and Asia. But alongside the rapid expansion has come an obvious and deepening need for sound teaching to ground and unite these believers. Where the number of new believers vastly outnumbers the availability of sound teaching, schisms often seem inevitable, as do the rise of cults and other perversions of the faith. In many of the countries where the church is growing most rapidly, leaders have begun to establish effective training ministries, and the needs are being increasingly met. In other cases, however, church leaders are scrambling for answers and not yet finding many that are sufficient.

There is also the plight of the evangelical movement here in the West. In spite of many centuries of vibrant church history, we face in North America today a tragically splintered evangelical movement (not to mention the deep divides between conservative and liberal wings of the Protestant movement). Indeed, many have already decided that the word evangelical is no longer particularly helpful. One of the reasons for such a view is that the term now seems to mean whatever one wishes it to mean.

The sense of a widely acknowledged list of essentials of the faith is largely absent in our day. Today we find nontrinitarian ministries, preachers of an unfettered health-and-wealth gospel, hardline political conservatives and even groups that have historically been regarded as “Christian” cults all claiming the label “evangelical” as their own. As surely as the newly emerging Christian communities in the world need to labor toward “unity in the faith,” we in the West must also work for this with a new resolve. This calls us to a new spirit of humble cooperation as Christians from the North and South, East and West learn to listen to and speak truth to one another.

The knowledge of the Son of God. The second key phrase of Ephesians 4:13 is “in the knowledge of the Son of God.” Some interpreters see the clause as simply an extension and qualification of the preceding one. In this view, the “unity in the faith” that we must pursue is “faith toward Jesus.” A somewhat different view would speak of “unity in the faith” that results in the “knowledge of the Son of God.” However, we join numerous commentators in highlighting the importance of the conjunction kai—“and.” The ministry of the church moves toward both “unity in the faith” and “the knowledge of the Son of God.” But what kind of knowledge does Paul have in view here?

The word here translated knowledge bespeaks “recognition” or “under-standing.”19 It is clear that the knowledge Paul envisions is not merely cognitive apprehension of certain facts relating to Jesus. Indeed, it may be helpful to view Paul’s understanding of “knowledge” as rooted in the Hebrew concept of yada. Yada—the most basic Hebrew word for knowing—implies a deep, intimate, experiential knowledge.20 As has often been said, it is one thing to know about God; it is quite another to know God.21 Paul plainly seems to have the latter sense in view here—that the church must come to recognize and understand Jesus in his fullness and to know him experientially.

Such knowledge is to be understood as an already . . . not yet matter. Upon coming to faith, believers can claim to “know God” or, better, to be “known by God” (Gal 4:9). But surely our knowledge is profoundly limited and always in need of growth. Thus we find Paul himself, many years into his own walk with Jesus, speaking of one enduring goal: “I want to know Christ” (Phil 3:10).

For Paul to speak of ministry continuing until the whole church attains to knowledge of the Son of God is best understood in the same spirit as his personal reference in Philippians 3:10. Surely we would understand that Paul already had a knowledge of the Son of God, and yet he professed to be pressing on to achieve this very thing. Our knowledge of the Son of God can never be deemed sufficient. The believer who thinks she has no further need to know Jesus more deeply has tragically misunderstood the nature and calling of our faith.

Paul explains his holy ambition to know Jesus further by saying that he longed to know Christ “and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead” (Phil 3:10-11). In the next breath, he confesses that he has not yet “obtained all this,” nor has he “been made perfect” (Phil 3:12). But toward this prize he earnestly presses on (see Phil 3:14), and “all of us who are mature should take such a view of things” (Phil 3:15). The mature believer, in other words, is not one who has come as far as possible into an intimate knowledge of Christ. He is, rather, the one who knows he must ever pursue this goal. The same can and should be said of mature congregations.

And become mature. The third phrase in Ephesians 4:13 speaks of becoming “mature.” The Greek word translated here is teleios. Once again, Paul’s meaning can be understood in several different ways. Some believe that he is urging each individual to become mature, complete, perfect in Christ. In Colossians 1:28, where Paul uses the same word, it seems clear that he intends as much. There, Paul identifies this as the goal of all his labor. He writes, “We proclaim [Christ], admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.”

For Paul to assert that each of the believers in Colosse must and can become teleion was especially significant, as the Colossians were apparently under the influence of a heresy with Gnostic elements. Significant among those elements, apparently, was the notion that only an elite few could ever attain such “completeness.” Paul utterly rejects such a view and affirms that every Christian is, in fact, called and graced toward this lofty goal.

In Ephesians 4:13, however, we understand the body as a whole to be the focus of concern. It is the church as a whole—not just individual believers—that must grow into maturity, “attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ” (Eph 4:13). Paul has already declared the church to be “the fullness of him who fills everything in every way” (Eph 1:23). This is already reality in the spiritual realm and is how God sees his poiēma. But in our lived experience, this is a goal for us to pursue. It is another of those glorious already . . . not yet doctrines. Thus Paul prays that, through the experience of God’s love, the church will move toward this (see Eph 3:19). And here in Ephesians 4 he exhorts the church to labor in ministry until such maturity is attained.

In the verses that follow, Paul speaks of a church that is mature in several respects. First, it is stable, not quickly moved by faulty doctrines and deceitful schemes that may assault it (see Eph 4:14). Second, it is mature in how the members of the body relate to one another. They speak the truth in love to one another, and thereby the body grows up into the Head (see Eph 4:15). And third, it is mature in the sense that it is able to function properly as each part of the body does its appointed work (see Eph 4:16). Why do we teach and labor in ministry? Our answer must include this vision of maturity, of helping the body to be all that it is designed to be—a stable, loving, fully functioning body. This is critical to our aims, since it is for good works that the body was created in Christ (see Eph 2:10).

To enhance our understanding of what Paul intends by teleios, it is helpful to consider the use of a similar word by another New Testament writer. The author of the letter to the Hebrews uses a verb from the same root in a way that may well startle readers. We read concerning Jesus Christ that “in bringing many sons to glory, it was fitting that God, for whom and through whom everything exists, should make the author of their salvation perfect through suffering” (Heb 2:10). The Greek word rendered here as “make . . . perfect” is teleiō. The author repeats the claim a few chapters later: “Although he was a son, [Jesus] learned obedience from what he suffered and, once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him” (Heb 5:8-9, emphasis added).

We may well wonder in what sense the ever-perfect Son of God had to be made perfect! But the context of the two passages provides answers to the mystery. We read that Jesus had “to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people” (Heb 2:17). To be our fully sufficient Savior, to be the one and only sacrifice for our sins, to be our faithful and merciful high priest, Jesus needed to experience true humanity, including the suffering involved in his incarnation, temptation and passion. Apart from all this, he would not be teleios. That is, though he was perfectly divine from all eternity, he needed also to be fully human to assume his appointed roles and complete his appointed tasks.

In other words, he needed to be fully equipped for the roles and tasks to which he was called. In John 5, we see yet another role that Jesus will play in the future that is linked to his human experience. We read that “the Father judges no one, but has entrusted all judgment to the Son. . . . And he has given him authority to judge because he is the Son of Man” (Jn 5:22, 27). For all these roles—atoning sacrifice, merciful high priest, author of eternal salvation, great and coming judge—Jesus needed to be “made perfect” through the experience of full humanity.22

What insight does this offer us concerning our own ministries of edification toward the maturity of the body? We learn from this that the church, Christ’s body, is to be built up until it also is fully equipped to operate in its appointed roles and to engage the ministry of reconciliation to which it is called. This will surely involve a ministry of teaching and other formative ministries we may design for our churches. It will also involve all the informal interconnections within the body, the relationships of mutual edification, in which each member does its unique part and all the members speak truth in love to one another (see Eph 4:14-16). And, as surely as Jesus had to experience suffering in preparation for fulfilling his ministries, we must suffer if we will be fully equipped to perform ours. As Paul told the Philippians, “It has been granted to you . . . not only to believe on [Jesus], but also to suffer for him” (Phil 1:29). Such a calling Paul himself did not disdain. Indeed, he longed to know Jesus in “the fellowship of sharing in his suffering, becoming like him in his death” (Phil 3:10).23

The hardships that believers must experience as part of their journey toward maturity may sometimes seem like a harsh rod of discipline. But God performs such, or permits such, because he is a loving Father (see Heb 12:4-11). He uses such things to refine our faith (see 1 Pet 1:7) and to help us to be even more fruitful in serving him (see Jn 15:2). The suffering we experience equips us for helping others in their suffering (see 2 Cor 1:3-7). In light of all this, how tragic are the triumphalism and the “prosperity gospel” that are found in so many ministries identifying themselves as evangelical.24 Many churches choose to ignore suffering, to deny its reality or, worse, to teach that all our suffering is the devil’s doing and therefore can never be God’s will for us.




CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have spoken of becoming more obedient disciples of Christ, of being more fully conformed to his likeness, of growing up in our salvation, of learning to love God and neighbor, of equipping the saints for ministry so that the body of Christ is edified and thus may faithfully and effectively walk in the good works of reconciliation God has prepared for us. All of these things are essential aspects of forming the faithful.

As discussed in chapter one, the church exists ultimately for the glory of God. We could then justly summarize all that we have said in this chapter thus: we teach unto worship of the living God. Abraham Joshua Heschel—the famed twentieth-century rabbi, philosopher and activist—argued that worship was the proper goal of education from the perspective of Jews. Drawing a contrast with other cultures, he wrote, “The Greeks learned in order to comprehend. The Hebrews learned in order to revere. The modern man learns in order to use.”25

We do well to borrow this notion and say that we teach in order to revere the living God and help others do the same. The Father is still seeking worshipers who will worship him in spirit and truth (see Jn 4:23). John Piper wrote that “missions exist because worship doesn’t.”26 Along these same lines, we can say that “teaching exists because worship must.”

The church of Jesus Christ exists to glory in and to glorify the living God. We exist here and now, on earth—in time and in space—to glorify God by means of walking in good works of reconciliation. To walk that walk, the body must be built up. In pursuit of these aims, we engage in a variety of ministries of teaching and formation. These ministries are sometimes formal, sometimes not; sometimes preemptive, sometimes responsive; sometimes engaging large groups, other times engaging small groups; always attentive to the needs of individuals, but never losing sight of the church as a whole.

Having devoted our first two chapters to a discussion of our mission as the people of God, we next turn attention to consideration of our message. What is it that we must proclaim and teach both to the church and as the church? In chapters three through five, we propose answers to these questions.




HYMN FOR CONTEMPLATION AND WORSHIP


How Great the Father’s Love

(1 Jn 3:1-3; Tit 2:11-14)

 

How great the Father’s love,

so lavished upon us

that we should be one family

in Christ Jesus!

We have been saved!

Christ crucified has justified us.

God be praised!

 

When Jesus comes again

what will our glory be?

For by his grace, the Savior’s face

our eyes shall see.

We shall be saved!

A glorified and spotless bride—

O, God be praised!

 

The Holy Spirit fills

our thirsting souls today.

He intercedes for us and leads us

in God’s Way.

We are now saved—

his sanctifying pow’r applying.

God be praised!

 

The grace of God appeared:

salvation from above!

In this faith and this hope we stand,

ablaze with love.

The God who saves—

the Father, Son and Spirit,

One in Three—be praised!

 

Text: Gary A. Parrett (2001)

Tune: Darwall

Familiar use of the tune: “Rejoice, the Lord Is King!”






QUESTIONS FOR PLANNING AND PRACTICE


	Before reading this chapter, what would your answer have been to the question Why does the church teach? Had you assumed that this is something the church simply does? How has this chapter challenged your view of the purpose of teaching ministry in the church? Specifically, how would it potentially change your role in or your approach to your own congregation’s teaching ministry?


	What are the five elements chiefly discussed in the chapter regarding the purpose of formation ministries in the church? How do these components correspond to the goals of your own educational formation ministry?


	“We teach from obedience and unto obedience.” From what Scripture passages do we primarily derive this notion, and why is it so crucial in educational formation ministry? What are some other salient concepts or commands in those passages concerning educational ministry?


	In this chapter, the notion of salvation is discussed at some length. Thinking back on your own evangelistic efforts in the past, how have you presented salvation in Jesus Christ to an unbeliever? Which tense or aspects of salvation did you stress—past, present or future? Using table 2.1 on page 56 and the discussion of salvation, we invite you, with a partner in ministry, to consider how to better reflect the various aspects of salvation when teaching about the glorious Gospel of Jesus Christ.


	Reflecting on Ephesians 4:13 (“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”), what is the desired outcome of equipping the body of Christ for ministry? Try to restate these aims in your own words. How would you evaluate your congregation’s efforts to date, relative to such aims?


	Hebrews 2:10 tells us that even Jesus had to be “made perfect” to fulfill his purpose here on Earth. In what ways did the Son of God have to be made perfect? What does this teach us about our ministries of preparing the body of Christ now for perfection and total maturity?


	This chapter concludes with the idea of teaching unto reverence. When you teach, do you approach it as an act of worship to God? Do you encourage fellow teachers to do the same? Reflect on Rabbi Heschel’s statement “The Greeks learned in order to comprehend. The Hebrews learned in order to revere. The modern man learns in order to use.” Which of these three aims best describes your own teaching to date? Why do you personally desire to be a lifelong learner?
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