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Spiritual Growth in the church  

Ephesians 4: 1-16,  WCF 25.3 

The Bible is quite clear that its God’s will for our lives that we don’t  remain spiritual babies 

but that we grow into spiritual maturity. God wants us all to grow up .We’re not meant to 

remain as Paul puts it like “children blown about by every wind of doctrine” but we are to 

grow up and become Christ-like.  

That’s the ultimate goal of spiritual growth to approximate more and more the character of 

Jesus. Elsewhere Paul wrote, “For those whom God fore-knew he predestined to conform to 

the likeness of his son so that He Jesus Christ might the firstborn among many brothers.  

So then how does it happen how do we become mature in Christ?  

1. Lets begin by seeing how it doesn’t happen. 

It doesn’t happen automatically, as if to say all you need to do is go along to church every 

week and you’ll grow spiritually. Well there are people in churches who have attended all 

their lives but who are still spiritual babes. Spiritual growth isn’t automatic. The writer to the 

Hebrews points this out where it says in chapter 5:12, “though by this time you ought to be 

teachers you need someone to teach you the elementary truths all over again.” Spiritual 

growth requires commitment it requires being a disciple of Christ, it requires effort 

Philippians 2:13-13 says “Continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling for it 

is God who works in you to will and cat according to his good purpose.  And it requires work 

to do the work God has prepared beforehand for us to do” (Eph. 2:10). It doesn’t happen 

automatically, we are not passive but active recipients of spiritual growth.  

Neither is spiritual growth something that only a few people enjoy.  It was considered in 

the medieval ages that the spiritually mature were those who lived in the cloisters and took 

vows of poverty chastity and solitude. They were the priests, bishops and learned theologians 

ran the cloisters and theological schools. Spiritual maturity isn’t confined to a spiritually elite. 

Its very practical and is for everyone. Its as practical as doing physical exercise to keep your 

body fit. So with prayer, bible reading, living out your life of faith; such as obeying your 

parents without grumbling , not procrastinating but doing what you know you need to do 

promptly; (mainly ordinary every-day things),  they are some of the practical steps to spiritual 

maturity.  

Others might say spiritual maturity is something you have no control over it comes when 

it comes. Not so just as Joshua and the Israelites took over the land of Canaan little by little 

maturity is a destination which we arrive at over a lifetime. Think of it in terms of a football 

match You don’t win games by standing around on the football pitch. It takes effort, a lot of 

running, accurate and skilful handling of the ball and straight kicking to win games.  

Neither does knowledge alone bring about spiritual growth Christianity is not just about 

adhering to a few creeds and confessions. It includes conduct and character. Your deeds have 

to match your creeds. Jesus said, “by their fruit you will recognise them.” Paul said 

“knowledge puffs up but love builds up” (1 Cor. 8:10 And James wrote “anyone who knows 

the good he ought to do, but doesn’t do it, sins”(1:17).  
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Neither is spiritual growth a personal or private matter. In recent times the popular 

doctrine of self-esteem and self-fulfilment have tended to idolise the individual at the expense 

of relationship building resulting in the so-called ‘me generation’. Well its very clear in In 

Ephesians 4 that Christians need relationships to grow spiritually and that we grow through a 

variety of experiences including corporate worship, family relationships, sharing our faith 

with others, group Bible studies as well as personal experiences.  

So there’s a few point on how spiritual growth isn’t meant to happen,  lets turn our attention 

to the text to see what the Lord teaches us about spiritual growth in that passage. 

2.  In the first place the source of Spiritual growth is God  

The text begins with the words and “he gave”, “he” referring to chapter 4:8 where it says to 

each one of us grace has been given according to the measure of Christ’s gift.  And verse 11 

“and he gave some to be apostles, some as prophets, some as evangelists, some as pastors and 

teachers.  So having finished his work on earth which was to provide atonement for our sin, 

Christ set about fulfilling his promise “I will build my church” So Christ ascended and 

blesses the church with spiritual gifts, a variety of gifts as it says in 1 Corinthians 12:4. “Now 

there are a variety of gifts but the same spirit, a variety of ministries but the same Lord.” So 

whatever gift you have, Christ the source. Then, the Holy Spirit who proceeds from the 

Father and the Son is the active agent in applying that gift to our lives.  

What are the gifts?  First Paul mentions apostles which can be seen in a restricted and more 

general sense. In the restricted sense this refers to the special apostolic office the twelve 

apostles plus Paul held. Each saw the Lord Jesus after hjis resurrection and had a unique 

ministry in building up the church through preaching plus signs and wonders. In the more 

general sense we can think of our confession in the Nicene creed where we confess that the 

church is a holy catholic and apostolic church meaning that is a sending church; a church 

with a mission!   

However the emphasis here is I believe on that unique apostolic ministry given to those who 

were clothed with a unique authority as eye witnesses and authors of Scripture in the case of 

some of them.  

The prophets can also be seen in a restricted sense as those who were given inspiration and 

new revelation from God. In a more general sense we can all be God’s spokesmen by saying 

what God’s word says.  

Furthermore the gift of apostle and prophet are described in chapter 2:20 as being the 

foundation of the church with Jesus Christ as the cornerstone.  

In the New Testament Philip, who was ordained to the office of deacon in Acts 6:2, and 

Timothy, a minister in the church at Ephesus, were both designated as evangelists. Therefore  

we may infer from that that there was some flexibility in the offices of elder and deacon 

depending on gifting and some elders or deacons may well be gifted for  task of evangelism.   

However again in the restricted sense all three offices were unique to that period in the early 

church. We no longer have eyewitness of Christ we no longer have inspired writers of 

scripture who receive direct revelation from God which is authoritative for the whole church 

we no longer have evangelists like Philip who was addressed by an angel and caught away in 
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the spirit from a place in the road between Jerusalem and Gaza and then miraculously 

deposited at  Azotus which is 30kms north. 

However in common with the early church we do have pastors and teachers and elders and 

deacons. We have the Holy Spirit now as then and we have the complete Bible and the 

fullness of God’s revelation about Christ. And we have pastors to shepherd God’s flock and 

teachers who are the office bearers of local congregations who care for, feed watch over 

God’s flock. So when it coimes to spiritual gifts 1) the source is Christ, 2) the gifts listed in 

Epohesians 4 and applying today are the offices in the church of teaching, pastoring and 

ruling elders and deacons.  

3. That brings us to the next thing;  the purpose of the gifts listed here in Ephesus 4 which is 

to equip God’s people for works of service. There are three aspects to this according to the 

text, a) first for the perfecting of the saints. Another way of putting that is to use the words of 

1 Thessalonians 3:10 where Paul wrote “we keep praying earnestly that we may see you 

again and complete what was lacking in your faith. Cs Lewis once wrote an essay on church 

membership  he said that today most people associate the term member with paying your 

tithe, taking part in various aspects of the churches liturgy and sacraments keeping the rules 

of association  and having your name on some dusty roll.  Paul has a very different idea of 

church membership  and it has nothing to do with belonging to a cold institution and 

everything to do with becoming a vital organ in a living body  called the church.  

Realising you place within the body of Christ is an important  part of being perfected or 

equipped as a saint. Paul uses the human body as an analogy of the church here in Ephesians 

and in Corinthians. So lets us think about that for a minute. Imagine doing without any singe 

part of your body what would it be like without a an ear for example say one of your ears 

wasn’t working well you could only hear out of one side of your head and if someone spoke 

to you you’d have to turn your good ear to the speaker to hear properly. Imagine having only 

one eye well you’d have no peripheral vision on one side and your distance perception would 

be limited which would make driving a car a bit tricky. Imagine having only one arm. You’d 

take twice as long to tie your shoelaces eat your dinner and other basic chores. . Or what if 

your pancreas got so crook that it decided not to cooperate with your digestive system at all 

any more. You’d be in big trouble then. 

Now the church is like a body and it needs all its parts to function well. Every member needs 

to do his or her bit to help the church to function well. Now according to our text your office 

bearers have and important responsibility to the church and that is they are to equip and help 

build up the church spiritually.  

Well you know the elders of the church when they visit your home, pray with you and 

encourage you in your spiritual life, when they arrange the preaching schedule and teaching 

programs of the church, organise for the ministry of the word, catechism classes,  men’s and 

women’s fellowship evenings, they are doing what they can to equip you and perfect you as 

members of Christ’s church. The Greek word translated in the NASB for equip is katartismon 

which means to help each member to associate and participate in the body of Christ 

effectively. First by helping you understand what a Christian is and then by utilising your gift 

in the church so that the church can function well. So what is your gift?  Is it encouraging? Is 

it being a home maker and a child trainer? Is it in the area of administration?  Are you able to 

serve as an office bearer?  Are you a keen student of God’s word? Are you practical person or 
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a musician?  Do you have compassion for people? Do you have a heart for ministry or 

mission?  

The purpose of Christ providing pastors and teachers is for the equipping of his saints for 

works of service.    

This reminds us of the call of Christ on the believer. He said to the disciples “Come follow 

me” Why did he want them to follow him? To prepare them for the work which lay ahead of 

them that they had to be his witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea, Samaria and to the 

ends of the earth. That mission isn’t complete yet.  

So why do you belong to this church? Do you see yourself as someone who is willing to 

follow Jesus, share in his ministry, to participate in works of service? Will you be a witness 

for Christ? For example our ministry to New Vista may seem insignificant to some but how 

do you know how the Lord uses that ministry? How do you know how many hearts the Lord 

hasn’t softened through the messages given or through the smiles and care shown by adults 

and children who come along to sing and encourage the residents? Or how do we know how 

the Lord uses the letters written to prisoners and persecuted Christians through CBI and the 

Voice of the Martyrs group? I happen to know that many a seed planted by the placement of a 

Gideon’s Bible or by a Bible in schools teacher,  was one which sprouted and became a fruit 

bearing plant later in life . 

The point is we are being equipped for works of service so that the body of Christ may be 

built up.  

Christ is still building his church and he does it through ordinary people like you and me who 

understand why Jesus calls us to follow him. The other reason Christ gives gifts to the church 

is  

b) So that… we attain unity and maturity. Paul wrote so that we attain the unity of the 

faith and the knowledge of the son of God to the measure of the stature which belongs to  the 

fullness of Christ.  

Churches function better when each member is pulling in the same direction as the rest and 

are all on the same page. Sure we’ll have our differences but will we allow those differences 

to hinder the ministry of the church or the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ? Not if there is love 

Knowledge puff us but love builds up and the most important love is to understand more and 

more the height, breadth, depth and width of Christ’s love for us.  

Some of the most carnal Christians I’ve known were veritable storehouses of Biblical 

quotations. Yet they were unloving, self-righteous and judgmental. Well you can’t have 

unity, spiritual maturity and pride at the same time.  

So how do we gain unity and maturity as Christians? Well to some extent I’ve already 

answered that question in my first point.  

Don’t just come along to church thinking that making an appearance will do. The church is 

not a club or sermon appreciation society. It is a like an army unit of soldiers who fight 

together for a common cause and who watch each other’s backs and who have a war to sin , a 

war against the lust of the flesh the lure of the world and Satan’s schemes. The church has yet 

to storm the gates of hell.   
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We can also think of belonging to the church in terms of a playing in a football match. You 

don’t win games by standing around on the football pitch. It takes effort, a lot of running, 

accurate and skilful handling of the ball and straight kicking to win games. Be prepared to 

make a similar effort as a member of your church.  

And remember that spiritual growth is a very practical thing. Its as practical as doing physical 

exercise to keep your body fit. So pray often, read your Bible every day, living out your faith 

don’t just think it. Act responsibly in every circumstance live out those ordinary everyday 

steps of faithfulness. These are the marks of a mature Christian.  

Finally don’t idolise the individual at the expense of relationship building.  Its very clear in 

Ephesians 4 that we need each other to grow spiritually through a variety of experiences 

including corporate worship, loving relationships, helping each other and sharing the good 

news of the gospel  with others.  

Christ is the exalted head of the church who has given gifts to the church  to build the church 

mature his saints  to the glory of God  

Amen 

 


