Ephesians 4. 7-16
Unity always implies diversity. We are not all the same, nor are we meant to be. Yet the order, in Christian thinking, is that unity is the context in which diversity flourishes – else it becomes, potentially, a dividedness with all sorts of attendant troubles. Therefore it is only after having sung the glories of unity that here in Ephesians there is an elaboration of how diversity serves God and the church. First in chapter 4 there is a vision of the singularly good life – worthy of the calling, marked by humility and gentleness with patience, taken forward by love (wishing the best for the other) being the all-important outpouring of the Spirit’s work in us. Then, in verses 7 to 16, there is a careful tracing of how the church is blessed by people with their diverse gifts each contributing.
To each one of us, Paul tells us, grace has been given. It is for us to do what we are able under God’s grace. As he put it in I Corinthians 12, it is as if we are different parts in one body. Here in Ephesians – rather much echoing themes already voiced – he digresses to make a point about Christ, the giver of gifts, being both one who has ascended and descended. It is a little obscure, built around a passage in Psalm 68, though significantly altering that text to make a point that gifts have been given; the Psalm speaks of what was received on high, perhaps alluding to what Moses received when he ascended Mount Sinai. We ourselves, in parenthesis, might note that this goes beyond a fundamentalist or static reading of the Old Testament Scripture, for the sake of the fuller revelation in Christ himself. Although a number of interpretations are possible on the descent to “the lower regions”, the reading of what follows in v.11 onwards favours the idea that Christ, at the same time as being the one to “fill the cosmos” (v.10), actively gives something of himself to the apostles, prophets and so on. If in I Corinthians the talk is all of spiritual gifts, here the talk is of Christ the gift and giver – and in particular through apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers. 
That ministries come into mention does not exhaust Christ’s work, as is more than apparent in vv.13-16, but it does uphold their role in a significant way. As Paul understood it, Christ gave such people so that the whole people of God might discover their roles of service and their capacity to flourish within the life of the Church. Whereas in I Corinthians only apostles, prophets and teachers got a mention, here two further groups are mentioned, namely evangelists and pastors. We do not know whether Paul gave thought as to whether these would be forever the ministries of the Church, but at this time they assuredly were – each having perhaps something of a distinct emphasis (this passage has diversity as the leading theme!) but all in their different ways working for the whole. Unity in the faith, and a uniting knowledge of the Son of God, is never far away from the apostle’s thoughts. To share in the one faith, to confess Jesus as Lord, is the path of maturity, of reaching the highest possible stature, i.e. of Christ himself. We note that Paul assumes it is a growth process. Christian education – the development of Christian identity and witness – is the basic task set in the hands of the various ministries.
Positively we see that the goal of the Christian life is maturity – growing up in every way into being like Christ. Negatively, three pictures are offered. One is of being like children, here unlike often in the Gospels, something undesirable in the way that we would view the word “childish”, say in relation to the desire for revenge or hitting back at others, or in not controlling one’s desires and passions. A second image is of being like in a small boat tossed around on the waves and rather out of control being in the face of many contrary winds. Unless we are careful, we could end up in all sorts of places, and the problem is, as Paul thirdly elaborates, that there are folk out to get you. Human cunning and craftiness, the scheming of error, is extraordinarily pervasive, and without an anchoring of faith and life in Christ, all might be lost. The mention of the need to speak the truth in love is very salient: truth is so often a hostage in a world of image and seductions. This talk of speaking the truth in love is a reminder that we need others besides ourselves lest we tie ourselves in knots or are simply led astray.
So, Paul concludes, in v.16, let the whole body be growing. Let everyone who is drawn by grace into this life of faith be nurtured – he uses the idea of a ligament to describe the ministries which draw us all towards being one in Christ. It is not that any one person or officeholder needs to do everything, but rather that each fulfils their part, so that there may be much of being built up in love. A final note: that it is “in love” we are to be built up, “in love” that truth is to be spoken is not incidental. How easy it is for teaching to be harsh, or for damage to be done through insensitive and inappropriate demands being put on a particular Christian individual. Paul is going to be firm on what the Church is about – we should all be clear about that – but ministry cannot be allowed to lapse into being almost a power game. It is entirely a work of service – to lead people on and upward.

