Vision 2024 - Becoming the church God wants us to be
Ephesians 4:7-16 on October 24, 2021
Pastor Jerry R. A. Johnson


Please read Ephesians 4:7-16 before going further in this transcript.

Today we’re going to take a break from our sermon series through the book of Acts and focus on Vision 2024. The reason we call it “Vision 2024” is that we are fervently praying that God would help us to see HIS vision for our church, as we approach our 100-year anniversary in the year 2024. Back in 1924, before we were even called “The Evangelical Free Church of Bemidji,” a small Sunday School class was meeting at the Carr Lake School.[footnoteRef:1] Just a little over 2 years from now, it will be the year 2024, and, Lord willing, our church will be celebrating our 100-year anniversary. [1:  Some early records indicate that this class may have actually begun meeting as early as 1908. See “History: Evangelical Free Church of Bemidji, Growing Together for God’s Glory” by Charissa Grover, October 1989, p. 1.] 


Mile markers like this are important times for us to celebrate God’s faithfulness through the years! But these mile markers are also important times for us to reflect on, and learn from, our past, as well as to prayerfully consider, and plan for, where we’re headed in the future. Therefore, we’ve already begun intentionally praying for Vision 2024, and we’ve already begun preparing for our 100-year anniversary. One of the ways we’re preparing is by putting together a Church History Task Force. This task force will be researching and compiling a comprehensive summary of the past 100 years of God’s faithfulness at E-Free Bemidji. In 2024, we hope to share this historical summary with our entire church family. We’re also considering putting together a time capsule. And we’re open to other suggestions as well. 

Another way that we’re preparing for our 100-year anniversary, is by planning out some strategic sermon series. One sermon series will be this coming spring. We’re going to take 10 Sundays and dig into our church’s 10-point Statement of Faith. We’ll carefully review what our church believes and why. Then, next summer, we’re going to go through a sermon series on the 7 churches from Revelation 2-3. The letters to these 7 churches are filled with encouragement and inspiration to press on![footnoteRef:2] The letters commend these churches for what they were doing well, but they also chastise them for what they needed to change. So we’re hoping that a careful and thoughtful study of these 7 churches, might help us to assess our own church’s health and ministry focus. These 7 churches in Revelation can’t help but make us wonder: If Jesus were to write a letter to the E-Free Church of Bemidji, what might He commend us for? And, what might He chastise us for? This is why our church needs to pray diligently for Vision 2024. We need to pray that we will become more and more the church that GOD wants us to be. That we will set aside, and get rid of, anything that displeases the Lord. And that we will take up, and prioritize, what is most pleasing to Him. Well, that’s a quick sneak peek into some of where our church is headed for Vision 2024. For this morning, let’s see what Ephesians 4 has to teach us, about being the church that God wants us to be.  [2:  As the Apostle John records the book of Revelation, he includes a personal note to each of these 7 churches. Each of these notes, is a personal letter from Jesus, directly to each church. In preparation for this sermon series, my wife Debbie and I are planning to travel to the historical site of each of these 7 churches, which are located in modern-day southern Turkey (Asia Minor). This will be part of my sabbatical study project for 2022. All 7 of these churches started during the first century. These are some of the very churches that we’ve been learning about in our journey through the book of Acts. Churches located in Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. These churches were approximately 40 years old at the time Jesus wrote to them in Revelation 2-3.] 


Please turn in your Bible to Ephesians 4:7-8, “But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it. This is why it says: ‘When he ascended on high, he took many captives and gave gifts to his people.’” This is talking about Jesus’ ascension to heaven, and His victory over death and all the evil powers that were defeated at the cross. Part of that victory, included giving gifts to His people.[footnoteRef:3] As Christ followers, we most often think of “grace” as connected to the day our salvation: we are saved by grace. But in verse 7, this “grace” is talking about something more specific. This grace is a reference to the particular ministry gifting that “each one of us” has been given.[footnoteRef:4] One of the places where some of these spiritual gifts are listed is Romans 12:6-8, “We have different gifts, according to the grace given to each of us. If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith; if it is serving, then serve; if it is teaching, then teach; if it is to encourage, then give encouragement; if it is giving, then give generously; if it is to lead, do it diligently; if it is to show mercy, do it cheerfully.” Actually, if we compile all of the various gifts that were given to the church throughout the entire New Testament, it would total more than 20 different spiritual gifts.[footnoteRef:5] But even this compiled list is probably not complete. In other words, it’s appropriate for us to recognize other spiritual gifts that God has given our church, even though they aren’t officially listed in the New Testament: gifts like Trustees, Kids Ministry volunteers, musicians, and so on. Therefore, one of wonderful blessings of being a Christ-follower, is using our particular spiritual gift, to glorify God and build up His church.[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7] This is an incredibly cool part of being a Christ-follower![footnoteRef:8] [3:  You and I are the people in verse 8; not the enemies He took captive, but rather the ones to whom He gave gifts. We have a share in His Kingdom reign both now and in the future.]  [4:  The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, Grand Rapids, MI, 2015, p. 2404 footnote on Ephesians 3:7.]  [5:  See discussion on p. 298 of Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999.]  [6:  Ephesians 4:7 also makes it clear that, “…grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.” “Portion of the bounty” μέτρον τῆς δωρεᾶς. ]  [7:  Therefore, it is Jesus who decides who receives which gift. We each receive a particular portion, a particular gifting. We see Jesus working in unison with the Holy Spirit in 1 Corinthians 12:11, “All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he distributes them to each one, just as he determines.”]  [8:  Whatever gift you have been given is something to be celebrated and something to be used for God’s glory! Ephesians 4:8-10 clarifies that this is indeed something to celebrate! Ephesians 4:8 borrows from Psalm 68:18: “This is why it says: “When he ascended on high, he took many captives and gave gifts to his people.” Psalm 68 is a hymn celebrating the majestic rule of God as a powerful king who reigns over all of his enemies. The imagery goes from Mount Sinai in the days of Moses to Mount Zion in the days of King David. The Psalm looks forward expectantly to the ongoing redemptive Kingdom of God. Paul views this as a foreshadowing of Jesus’ incarnation, when he came to the lower, earthly regions (4:9) and then His ascension to His throne in heaven (4:10). (See NIV Study Bible notes on pp. 929-930 and 1989-1990.) This picture of Jesus’ victorious ascension to His throne in heaven includes the giving out of gifts to all His people. We share in the bounty of Christ’s kingdom, and we share in the ministry to which he calls His people. How great is that!? Each one of us, personally and individually, have been given a gift. There is a specific ministry where God intends for YOU to serve. You are equipped for service because Jesus picked out a particular gift just for you.] 


Ephesians 4:11-12 goes on, [footnoteRef:9] [footnoteRef:10] “So Christ himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, to equip his people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.” Verse 11 highlights these 5 particular gifts, because they’re designed to equip others in the church, to be better able to use their gifts.[footnoteRef:11] [footnoteRef:12] To be clear, Christ gives us PEOPLE with these gifts, not just the gifts themselves.[footnoteRef:13] Even today at E-Free Bemidji, we have been given the gift of the New Testament Scriptures, thanks to the Apostles. These PEOPLE, these men gave their whole lives to live out the gospel and to leave a written record for us![footnoteRef:14]  [9:  Jesus chose the church to be “His instrument in carrying out His purposes for the cosmos.” Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 297.]  [10:  “Verse 11 commences another long, intricate sentence which runs through to the end of verse 16.” Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 297, footnote #94.]  [11:  The “himself” in verse 11 is emphatic, intensifying the point that Christ is the giver. This is His work, among His unified body – the church, of which He is the head.]  [12:  One person suggests that a preferred translation here could be “he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, ETC.” Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 297 footnote #101.]  [13:  Notice how Paul doesn’t say the “gift of apostleship” but rather “the apostles” themselves. More accurately, here Jesus doesn’t just give spiritual GIFTS to the church, but particular PEOPLE to fill particular roles for which He has gifted them spiritually.]  [14:  The Apostle Paul equips us through his letter to the Ephesians. A letter that is also for our church. A letter that equips us for works of service. Apostles played a key role in establishing the church. They were eyewitnesses with apostolic authority to convey the true gospel message. See Acts 1:21-22 and 1 Corinthians 1:1; 15:3-8 and Acts 9:3-5.] 

1 John 1:1, 4 explains, “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life…We write this to make our joy complete.” So even though the Apostles are not alive today, their ministry of equipping continues, through their written testimony in the New Testament.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Apostles were eyewitnesses to the gospel message.] 


Not only do the apostles equip us, but so also do prophets and evangelists. Prophets are people who equip the church by bringing particularly timely messages for specific occasions in history. We saw an example of this back in Acts 11:27-30 when God gave the prophet Agabus a message about a severe famine that was coming. This equipped the church to be able to prepare for the famine, by collecting/sending an offering to help. Evangelists not only do evangelism themselves, but verse 12 clarifies that they also equip others to do evangelism.[footnoteRef:16] And so, Evangelism Training equips the body of Christ so that more people can come to a knowledge of salvation.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  The NIV Study Bible, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI, 2011, p. 1990 footnote on Ephesians 4:11.]  [17:  We will encounter Philip the Evangelist next week in Acts 21:8. ] 


Finally, God has also provided pastors and teachers to equip His people.[footnoteRef:18] Recently, God provided us with a new Youth and Young Adults Pastor. Pastor Douglas has been entrusted with spiritual gifts and a spiritual calling as a pastor. He is one of God’s gifts to our church. He’s a pastor who will not only use his gifts to serve the church, but he will also use his gifts to equip others, to equip our youth and young adults for service. Our church has also been given many gifted teachers. Whether it’s someone leading a Life Group or a Bible Study or a Sunday School class, or someone teaching at Youth Group or Kids Ministry or in music ministry or whatever else it may be. We are so blessed, with many people in our church who have been given the gift of teaching. People who are using their gift for the equipping of others, so that this church body may be built up. [18:  Pastors are caregivers, the ESV calls them “shepherds” of the flock. See Acts 20:28-30. Teachers provide spiritual nourishment from the Bible. A teacher is one who instructs others in God’s truth, typically those younger. 2 Timothy 2:2 says, “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable people who will also be qualified to teach others.” 
] 


The ultimate goal of all of this equipping for ministry is found in 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.”[footnoteRef:19] Both “Unity in the faith” and “knowledge of the Son of God,” are talking about our core beliefs and doctrines.[footnoteRef:20] [footnoteRef:21] I like how my Study Bible says it: “Unity is more than having a loving or tolerant attitude. It is uniting around the core Christian beliefs of the faith and the knowledge of the Son of God.”[footnoteRef:22] This is why we’ve scheduled that sermon series for next spring on our church’s 10-Point Statement of Faith. The maturity mentioned in verse 13, is not your everyday, average maturity. Take a look at what the measure of spiritual maturity is at the end of verse 13: “the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.” The ESV translates it this way, “to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.” In other words, the word picture here is of growing from boyhood to manhood. (Or we might say, from childhood to adulthood.) But it’s not just any man, it’s the man Jesus Christ. Our spiritual maturity is modeled after becoming like our Lord Jesus. This will require the supernatural work of God’s Spirit molding and shaping us day by day. [19:  “UNTIL expresses not merely duration but also purpose.” The NIV Study Bible, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI, 2011, p. 1990 footnote on Ephesians 4:13.]  [20:  The NIV Study Bible, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI, 2011, p. 1990 footnote on Ephesians 4:13.]  [21:  Unity “of the faith” as well as unity “of the knowledge.” O’Brien notes that in the Greek both of these phrases are “in a genitival relationship with the one noun ‘unity.’” Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 306 footnote #137.]  [22:  The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, Grand Rapids, MI, 2015, p. 2405 footnote on Ephesians 4:13.] 


The imagery of manhood is then contrasted with childhood in Ephesians 4:14, “Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming.” Spiritual infancy not only makes our faith unstable, but it leaves us susceptible to false teachers.[footnoteRef:23] The danger of deceitful scheming, by cunning and crafty people, is exactly why each one of us needs ongoing discipleship! Covid 19 has not slowed down the wind and waves of false teaching in our world. In fact, it’s only made false teachers become MORE crafty, and MORE cunning.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  In other words, we might expect young children to be duped or easily mislead, but grown adults ought to be mature enough not to get so easily fooled or led astray.]  [24:  “The cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming” brings to mind our enemy the devil. “Paul employs the same word with reference to the serpent deceiving Eve ‘by his cunning’ (2 Corinthians 11:3).” (Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 308.) A few weeks ago in our Acts series we talked about the spiritual warfare going on in the city of Ephesus during the Gospel Uproar.] 


Let me share just one example: the Jehovah’s Witnesses are no longer going door to door due to covid.[footnoteRef:25] One news agency gives this report: “Susan Cohen used to spend hours each day knocking on doors around Montclair, seeking to share the faith with her neighbors. Then came COVID, and the Jehovah's Witnesses, like all of us, were forced to adapt. …Now, in an era of lockdowns and social distancing, adherents like Cohen have had to switch to phone calls and letters, in a break with more than a century of tradition. It has proved an adjustment for the 75-year-old, a self-described "people person" who misses her in-person appeals. Still, in recent months, she's discovered she can evangelize remotely. In fact, she may be reaching far MORE people now.” [25:  See https://www.northjersey.com/story/news/2021/07/26/covid-forced-jehovahs-witnesses-adapt-after-door-knocking-halted/7930545002/ ] 


Did you happen to receive a call or a letter from the Jehovah’s Witnesses in 2021? I received BOTH: a letter in March and a phone call in August.[footnoteRef:26] I hold no malice for these people who’ve been misled themselves. In fact, I pray that their eyes will be opened to the truth of the gospel. Brother or Sister in Christ, the Jehovah’s Witness teaching is a false teaching. For one thing, they mess with Jesus. They teach that Jesus is a lesser god, not fully God, not 3 in 1 with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. They also teach that Jesus’ didn’t physically rise from the dead. They claim that Jesus’ resurrection was only a spiritual one.[footnoteRef:27] [footnoteRef:28] [26:  Voicemail on Pastor Jerry’s personal cell August 2021. Handwritten note from Celene (“sa LEAN”) in March 2021.]  [27:  Learn more here: https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justin-taylor/the-11-beliefs-you-should-know-about-jehovahs-witnesses-when-they-knock-at-the-door/ ]  [28:  Compare this to Article 4 of our church’s Statement of Faith: “We believe that Jesus Christ is God incarnate, fully God and fully man, one Person in two natures. Jesus—Israel's promised Messiah—was conceived through the Holy Spirit and born of the virgin Mary. He lived a sinless life, was crucified under Pontius Pilate, arose bodily from the dead, ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of God the Father as our High Priest and Advocate.”] 


False teachings like these are why we must prioritize the spiritual maturing of everyone who is part of our church body.[footnoteRef:29] One author summarizes it this way: “The exalted Christ has given his gifts to the church so that, by building his body, immaturity and instability will…be left behind.”[footnoteRef:30] He goes on to say: “The ministry was given not only to enable the church to grow but also so that it would be able to resist any forces that might corrupt or destroy it.”[footnoteRef:31] [29:  Our concern is not just whether our own faith might be susceptible to false teachers, but if anyone who is part of our church body is susceptible to false teaching.]  [30:  Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 308.]  [31:  Peter T. O’Brien quoting Best, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 308.] 


Ephesians 4:15 now contrasts these false teachers with “truth speakers.” “Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect the mature body of him who is the head, that is, Christ.” In this context, “speaking the truth in love” means to speak the truth of the gospel in a loving and gentle way.[footnoteRef:32] In other words, a healthy church will be filled with Christians whose verbal testimony confesses the truth of the gospel to those around them, in a loving way.[footnoteRef:33] Verse 15 ends with a key reminder: Jesus is the head of the church. Let’s apply this more specifically, Jesus is the head of the E-Free Church of Bemidji. The pastors are not the head of this church, nor is the board of Elders or anyone else. Christ alone is the head, and we dare not lose connection with Him![footnoteRef:34] [32:  The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, Grand Rapids, MI, 2015, p. 2406 footnote on Ephesians 4:15.]  [33:  See Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, Eerdman’s, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999, p. 311.]  [34:  Colossians 2:19 warns about this, “They have lost connection with the head (Christ), from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow.” Also consider John 15:1-4 which urges us to remain in the vine. ] 


Ephesians 4:16 concludes, “From him (Christ) the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.” Notice this list of words in verse 16, “body, together, every, each.” This shows how each and every one of us needs to use OUR spiritual gift, in order for our church to grow and mature.[footnoteRef:35] And I’m so happy to report, that there are a ton of us at E-Free Bemidji who are using our spiritual gifts to do the work of the gospel! Brother or Sister in Christ, there is so much to be encouraged about. Discipleship is happening at every level. We are winning the lost, building up believers, and equipping people for service. Our financial giving has been extremely generous lately! Our Sunday and Wednesday attendances are healthy! Our Life Groups, Sunday School classes, and Bible studies are flourishing! And on and on. Read the October Vision 2024 Prayer Letter to learn more. God is at work in and through E-Free Bemidji! So as we prayerfully consider Vision 2024, let’s continue become more and more the healthy, God-honoring church, that God would have us be. Let’s be a church body that spiritually “grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.”[footnoteRef:36] [35:  The NIV Zondervan Study Bible, Grand Rapids, MI, 2015, p. 2406 footnote on Ephesians 4:16.]  [36:  Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.” God has spiritually gifted each believer for ministry. God has given us church leaders “to equip His people for works of service.” And, God has prepared things for us to do.] 

