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“The Pattern of Church Growth”      Text – Ephesians 4:12-13      OT Reading – 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ.
While preparing for this sermon I googled the subject of ‘CHURCH growth.’  
And, as may be expected, a large number of the results were related to Pastor Rick Warren’s The Purpose Driven Church, a book and whole industry directed towards multiplying the size of your congregation.  
But Rick Warren is not alone in making suggestions for church growth, there is also the McIntosh church growth network, and Ephesians 4 Ministries of the Church Growth Institute.  
And they were just three of the returns on the first page of the 9.9 million hits that Google discovered in just 0.34 of a second.  

And what the enormous variety of material quickly reveals is that there are two ways to try and grow churches – God’s and man’s.  
This means that as a church that also desires to grow, we need to make sure that we understand God’s pattern for church growth.  
How does God grow churches?  
What does His Word have to say about this subject?  
How may we avoid the pitfalls that have befallen so many other churches who have abandoned God’s ways for man’s ways?

Well, church growth is very much at the heart of 4:1-16.  
Paul’s message to these Ephesian Christians, and to all God’s people, has to do with church growth.  
From vv12 onwards we see a piling up of terms like “prepare,” “building up,” “reach,” “maturity,” “fullness,” and “grow up.”  

But before we look closely at vv12-16, we need to briefly consider the context of these verses.
Those of you who have been here in recent weeks will recall that having stressed unity in vv1-6 of chapter 4, from verse 7, Paul has switched his focus to the diversity of gifts within the church.  
Hopefully though, you will also recall that even though he switched his focus to diversity, he did it still with unity in view.  
The diversity of gifts does not exist for the sake of itself, but in order to foster and contribute to a growing unity.  

And as we considered vv7-11, we began by seeing, in verse 7, that Jesus Christ provides gifts to each believer.  
And He does this so that the whole body of believers benefit, together, from what they each may lack as individuals.  

And then we went on to see, in v11, that Jesus Christ provides some specific gifts, or offices, to certain individuals that are foundational, vital, and absolutely necessary for the unity of 
ALL BELIEVERS – Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, and Pastor/Teachers.

And in looking at those gifts/offices, we saw the kernel, if you like, of church growth.  
Jesus had said to His disciples, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  
And so, through the initial work of the apostles and prophets, and through the work of evangelists and pastor/teachers, the church of Jesus Christ has grown and continues to grow, both locally, and internationally.

Well, as we come then to vv12-16, 
we find here that the Apostle continues to reveal the dynamics of church growth.  
With v11 in view as well, in vv12-13, we find the Pattern for Church Growth, which we will focus on today,                           and in vv14-16, the Purpose of Church Growth, next Sunday’s focus, God willing.

Firstly though, in vv12-13 we see that the Apostle continues to reveal the dynamics of church growth, by revealing the Pattern for Church Growth.  

And there are three very clear principles here that we are going to look at.  

The first one is this: Church growth begins with office.

Now, in large part, we saw this last week when we discussed Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, and Pastor/Teachers.  
These are foundational offices that Jesus Christ has given to the church for the benefit of all believers.  

What we need to consider here though is how these offices relate to verse 12.  
And here we face something of a translation issue that I have tried to set out for you in the bulletin.  
Most of you will have the NIV version in front of you, and it, very helpfully, sets out one of the two ways that this verse has been translated from Greek into in English.  
The NIV reading suggests that Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, and Pastor/Teachers prepare God’s people so that they, God’s people, can do “works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.”  
The other possibility is captured best by the Authorised Version, which says that Christ gave Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, and Pastor/Teachers “for the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ.”  
In other words verse 12 only has in view the work of office-bearers.  

Now, in some respects, this is not a vital translation issue that becomes a hinge for doctrine.  
Ephesians 4 is clear on the need for every member to use their gifst for the benefit of the whole body.  As the body of Christ; we each need each other.  
However, the focus here, in v12, is on the foundational work of office in terms of church growth.  
And so, it seems best, given all of the context and the grammar, etc, to understand verse 12 to be a description of the work of the office-bearers.  

Let’s look then at how their work is described.  
Firstly, Christ gave office-bearers to “prepare God’s people,” or “for the equipping of the saints,” or “for the perfecting of the saints.”  
Now, the Greek word behind “prepare” or “equipping” or “perfecting” is one Paul borrows from the world of medicine.  There it is used in relation to the setting of broken bones.  
And I am sure Br. Peter Braam can probably tell us all about the process of mending broken bones!  
As new believers, we are broken bones that need to be mended and realigned and strengthened.  
And isn’t that a helpful image!  
Yes, there will be pain, time will be needed.  But the end result will be worth it.

And so, using the same word, Paul in 2 Cor 13 prays for the “perfection” of the Corinthian believers.  

Thus, this preparation or perfection or equipping has in view the completion of what already exists.  

And this perfecting is accomplished, primarily, through what follows next in verse 12: “works of service.”  
Now, the main Greek word in this phrase is Diakonia, from which we get the English word Deacon.  
And so, you can see why one way of understanding it is ‘works of service.’ 
Indeed, 2 Corinthians 8-9 talks about a collection for the needy saints in Jerusalem as a diakonia or work of service.  
But more narrowly, the word is used here in the same sense as it is used throughout the book of Acts, in reference to the ministry of office-bearers.  
Acts 1:17 and 25 talk about the need to replace Judas Iscariot for the work of Apostolic diakonia or ministry.  
In Acts 21:19 Paul reports to the church leaders in Jerusalem “what God had done among the Gentiles through his (diakonia or) ministry.  

Thus, office bearers are given by Christ “for the perfecting the saints” and “for (or through) the work of ministry.”  

What then is the work of ministry?  
It is two things, congregation: The preaching and teaching of the Word and prayer.  

In Acts 6 we read about a problem that had arisen in relation to serving the widows of the congregation.  
And so, the apostles appointed seven men, the first deacons you might say, in order for them to devote their attention to “prayer and the ministry of the Word.” 
The core work of ministry is prayer and the ministry of the Word. 

Now, we will come back to the implications of this later, but let’s note, finally in respect of the work of the office-bearers that they are given to the church by Jesus Christ “so that the body of Christ may be built up.”
And building up here has in view, as the words suggest, a house that is added to.  
Remembering that the offices of Apostle and Prophet have ceased with the completion of the Bible, the work of the church is built up, externally, through the work of evangelists and evangelism as new believers are added.  
And through the work of Pastor/Teachers, the church is built up, internally, as all believers are perfected through the preaching of the Word and prayer.  

And we must not fail to notice in this that what is built up is not Pastor Andre Holtslag’s congregation, or the Reformed Church of Dovedale, but the “body of Christ.”  
Jesus Christ is the One who gives every member gifts.  
Jesus Christ is the one who gifts the church with office-bearers.  
The church is His body, and He perfects, ministers to, and equips it through the office-bearers that He provides for His people.

Well, when I arrived, around one year ago, in your midst, I was given a document that the Elders had prepared in terms of my duties and expectations.  
Unsurprisingly, they had not put washing the dishes after coffee at the top of the list.  
Neither was organ playing at the top of the list.  
Your elders, who obviously understand what Paul talks about here in Ephesians 4 wanted the priority on my time to be given to preparing for and preaching two sermons every Sunday, to prayer, and to catechism.  
Now, in terms of coffee and organ playing, you might say that is rather obvious.  But in terms of the life of a church, there are many things that we do, and many things that we could do.  
Where ought the pastor/teachers of a church to focus their time and effort?  
The answer, congregation, is the ministry of the Word and prayer.  

And we see this made explicit as we continue on to see that not only does the Pattern for Church Growth begin with office, but in vv12-13 we see also that it is focused on believers.  

The NT church, as we have already seen, was begun by the work of the Apostles and Prophets.  Alongside and after them, it is has continued to grow externally through the work of evangelists.  It is primarily to them that the charge of bringing the gospel to unbelievers and establishing new churches belongs.  And then, it is pastor/teachers who work, locally, on internal growth through the ministry of the Word and prayer.  
	And in the case of the Ephesian church this is exactly what happened.  
	Acts 19 tells us that Paul was the first to begin preaching in Ephesus.  
1 Timothy tells us that Timothy remained in Ephesus, and was told by Paul to “do the work of an evangelist.”  
	From Titus, who also laboured as an evangelist, we learn that one of his chief tasks was to appoint elders, the pastor/teachers, in every church.  


	Today then, using the basis of the Bible, which was written by the divinely inspired Apostles and prophets, evangelists preach the Word to unbelievers.  
	This is the “go” aspect of the Great commission in Matthew 28: “Go and make disciples of all nations.”  
	Now, we all have a general responsibility to evangelize.  
	Each of us must live evangelistic lives that proclaim the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  
	Each of us must “be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”  
	Are you doing this in glad obedience to the call of Jesus?


	But it is evangelists, home missionaries, and foreign missionaries whose specific calling is to “go” and preach to unbelievers.  


	And Brothers and Sisters, whilst we as a denomination and a church have worked hard to produce and support foreign missionaries, it may be time for us to acknowledge, before the Lord, that we have somewhat neglected the work of local evangelism.  
	38 years ago, one of our synods produced a declaration defining the role and work of the evangelist.  It makes for interesting reading and seems to have Ephesians 4:11 very much in view.  Sadly though, since then, I am not sure I could name one person who fits that description, although I would welcome being corrected!  


	And yet, having said all of that, the main focus in view here is not evangelism ‘out there,’ but church growth ‘in here.’  
	Paul says Christ “gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare GOD’S PEOPLE,” or, more literally, “for the perfecting of the saints.”  And the term “saints” has in view every believer.  
	Now, to perfect saints, you need saints to begin with.  
	And so, evangelism is vital and necessary in order to ‘create’ saints.  
	But the focus here is not on the creation of saints but the perfecting of saints.  


	And this is where we come back to the question I asked at the end of the last point: Where ought the pastor/teachers of a church to focus their time and effort?  
	The answer I gave is the answer of the Bible: The ministry of the Word and Prayer.  
	The primary focus of the elders is not out there, congregation, it is in here.  

The primary focus of the elders is not the empty seats in the church but the seats with people on them, or, more precisely, the people on the seats.  
	Our primary task is to perfect you, to equip you, to strengthen you, and to build you up through the ministry of the Word and prayer.  

And as we do that faithfully, and as the Lord blesses that work, you and we together live evangelistically, and talk evangelistically, and set aside certain people to the specific work of evangelism so that the cycle may continue to repeat itself.  

And this, Brothers and Sisters, is nothing less than what Paul goes on to describe in verse 13.  Church Growth begins with office.  Church growth is primarily focused on believers.  But lastly, and briefly, we see that the goal of church growth is maturity. 

	Now, here we move into the realm of the purpose of church growth, which is what we will look at in greater detail next time we are together, God willing.  But let’s introduce this topic by noting the three things that Paul says about the goal of church growth being maturity.  
	Firstly, it involves all of us reaching “unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God.”  
	At the moment my catechism class is studying the subject of church history.  
	And I hope that if you ask them, they will be able to tell you something about Augustine, Luther, Calvin, the years 325 and 1517 A.D., etc etc.  
	And hopefully, by the end of the year, they will, like most of you, have a better knowledge also of the creeds and confessions that have come down to us through the history of the church.  
	And in part then, they will have progressed in terms of “unity in the faith.”  
	They will have a better working knowledge of the Bible, what we believe in terms of the Bible, and how it has impacted the history of the church.  
	And I am sure I can say the same thing for each of the other catechism classes in terms of what they are learning together.  


	But Brothers and Sisters, before each and every catechism lesson, there is one thing that I try and include in my prayer with these young people.  And that one thing is that as we discuss dates, details, and doctrine, they may grow in their relationship with Jesus Christ.  
	For that, as God’s Word so plainly reveals here, is the goal of church growth: “the unity of the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God.”  
	True faith is based on knowledge.  
	True faith is based on doctrine.  
	It is only those who know the Jesus Christ that is revealed in the Bible who have any unity at all.  
	But added to that knowledge must be relationship.  
	The word “knowledge” here has so much more in view than a head full of facts.  It also means relationship.  
	It also means love.  It also means devotion.  It also means desire.  It also means fellowship.  It also means communion.  

And it means these things in a sense of settled and fixed determination.  

	That is why Paul goes on to say that the goal of church growth means we all “become mature.”  
	You see, there are some who are very excited about Jesus in the emotional fervour of an evangelistic crusade but who fizzle out a matter of moments later.  

There are some who are very excited about Jesus on Sundays but less enthusiastic about Him from Monday to Saturday.  
There are some who are excited about Jesus most of the time, but who go through times of doubt and times of sin that affect their feelings for Jesus.  
	This is where most of us likely fit in.  
	But then there are some who are excited about Jesus 24/7.  
	Any moment of doubt is immediately overcome by the love of Jesus.  
	Sorrow is soon soothed by the love of Jesus.  

Temptation to sin is quickly squelched by the love of Jesus.  
	And this is what it means to “become mature.”  
	And to borrow a well known children’s road trip question: “Are we there yet?”


	Now, you might be tempted to say that this is surely something that will only be ours in heaven.  But it is clear from this passage that the church on earth is very much in view.  
	You see, the need for unity and the ability to speak the truth in love are not going to be a problem in heaven.  But they are here!  

And so, the overall goal of church growth is summarized here as meaning that “we all attain to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.”  
	In Ephesians 1:23, the church is described as the body of Jesus Christ, “the fullness of Him who fills everything in every way.”  
	Paul’s prayer in 3:19 was for believers to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge – that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.”




Do you yearn for this fullness, beloved?  
Are you seeking to grow in your love for Jesus Christ and His people?  
Are you seeking this in a more settled and determined manner than you already have it?  
Are you seeking this for each one of the brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls of this congregation?  

Then give your attention to the ministry of the Word and the ministry of prayer.  

Attend each worship service.  

Attend the district meetings and Bible studies.  

Attend the prayer meetings.  

Attend catechism classes, and Sunday school, and cadets, and youth group.  

And encourage each other to do the same.  

And do this not to keep the elders off your back, but because this is the pattern for church growth that Jesus Christ has established.  This is the way He grows your love for Him!

O, He could ‘directly inject’ growth into you, but He has chosen, instead, to do it through men He appoints to office, who focus their attentions on believers, with the goal of maturity.  

May Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church, grant us growth through these things and also as we come together to sit around His table today.  Amen.  









