
 
 

1 

“Success: Truth AND Love” 

Ephesians 4:11-15 

Feb 28, 2016 

Rev. David Williams 

Scripture: Ephesians 4:11-15 

Sermon: 

Introduction… 
 I was talking to a friend the other day whose father is not a Christian.  My friend’s father was invited to a 

dinner at a church, though, and actually went. I think it was because his daughter-in-law invited him.  At that 

dinner, however, the gospel was presented in such a way as to be highly offensive and borderline abusive, 

especially to guests of the church who were not part of the church or even believers.  My friend’s father was 

pushed even further away from Christ. 

 Now, I wasn’t at this event, so I don’t know what, exactly, was said or how it was said. But I am all too 

familiar with stories like this one.  I suspect that what the church said was true.  They were probably right.  But 

they didn’t present the truth with love.  The fact is, the truth about sin and its consequences, our alienation from 

God and what that will mean for eternity, is harsh. It is scary. And the gospel itself is offensive to our culture 

because the gospel says there is nothing we can do ourselves to solve this problem!  The reality is cold and scary.  

Yet if we present it to people without love, without a genuine concern for their well-being and understanding of 

where they are coming from, we’re not actually doing any good. Likely we are inoculating them against the 

gospel. We are giving them a little taste of a dead form the gospel which then makes them immune to the living 

gospel when they come across it!   

 When we have a hard truth to share with someone, we must share it in a loving way.   

 On the flip side, though, that does not me we shy away from sharing the truth. Imagine if a doctor did that. 

We have a number of people in our congregation that are battling some serious health issues from blood clots and 

strokes to cancer. Imagine if their physicians, out of a sense of love, decided not to tell them the truth about their 

medical problems. Imagine if Bira’s doctors decided that it would be too hard to tell him about his cancer, that it 

might ruin his retirement, and so they kept that vital truth from him!  That wouldn’t be good either! In fact, the 

doctor would be guilty of malpractice.  So we see that the truth must be spoken if we love someone. It is not 

loving to hide the truth from them even if the truth is hurtful or hard to hear. 

 How, then, do we balance these two things? How do we navigate the tricky waters of speaking the truth in 

love?  Clearly being right is not enough. It’s not enough for what we say to be true.  Similarly, loving someone 

doesn’t mean withholding the truth from them if it’s a truth we know they won’t want to hear.  How do we hold 

these things in tension?  Many of us fall into the trap of reassuring ourselves that because what we are saying is 

true it’s ok that we’re saying it.  But we miss the fact that we can say it more than one way. We miss the fact that 

we must speak the truth in love.  Many of the rest of us fall into the other trap of avoiding the truth because we 

love someone. We think that we are demonstrating love for the person by hiding the truth from them, not sharing 

with them what we know to be true because they will react badly or we don’t want to have a difficult conversation 

with them. 

 It’s hard!  So we immediately see that to be able to speak the truth in love requires great skill and spiritual 

maturity.  It is a mark of spiritual maturity to be able to speak the truth in love all the time.  That means 

having hard conversations but having them in such a way that our primary concern is the other person’s 

well-being.  Not an easy task! 

Context 
 This concept of speaking the truth in love comes from Ephesians 4:15.  There it is used as a sign of 

growing up into Jesus who is the head of the church.  This tension between speaking the truth and doing it 

lovingly was going to be the gist of my sermon when I first mapped out this series on success for a church and for 

Christians.   

 Then I started working through the passage itself, including the whole context for this verse and I found 

that it is far more profound than I first thought. This verse is one piece of a puzzle that is much richer and broader 

in scope than I knew before studying the passage. And as I did my work on this passage over the past two weeks 
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I saw that the whole passage is also about what it means to be successful as Christians and as a church! 

 In its broader context, this passage is about how Christians are to relate to one another as a church. It is 

about the purpose of the church and how the church is meant to grow and mature.  It also touches on the purpose 

for the church, the reason it is important for the church to mature, namely the transformation of the world! 

Text 
 So, with that in mind, let’s turn to our passage today, Ephesians 4:11-15. 

What It Says 
 What does this passage say?  There are a few things I would like to point out in the text itself before we 

delve into its meaning.  First, with respect to those Jesus gave as apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and 

teaching, it is interesting to note that the people are the gift.  It’s not that Jesus gave a gift of apostleship or 

evangelism to some people.  Rather, the gift is the people who fulfil these roles.  Who, then, is the recipient of 

these gifts, these apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers?  The church is the recipient of the gift!  

These people, apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers are Christ’s gift to the church. 

 So who are these people?  What does it mean to be an apostle, prophet or evangelist?  What is this gift 

that Jesus has given?  Apostles were those first generation of Christians who had actually seen the risen Lord and 

were sent out by him. [Francis Foulkes, Ephesians, p. 24]  Frequently in the NT the term “apostle” is reserved for 

the 12 disciples minus Judas.  However, there are other references to apostles, including Paul.  The criteria for 

being an apostle includes having met the risen Jesus, which Paul did on the road to Damascus.  James, the brother 

of Jesus, was not one of the 12 disciples, but is still called an apostle. 

 Prophets are those who have the gift of inspired speech.  They are dedicated to the ministry of the 

word.  In the first generations of the church, before the NT was written, this role was incredibly important!  

Even still, though, the ministry of the word is important. The difference is that this ministry of the word now refers 

to the words of Scripture, in particular the NT.  It is important to note that the role of prophet has more to do with 

the OT version of prophecy- telling forth the word of God, speaking as God’s mouthpiece- rather than predicting 

the future.  While there may sometimes be an element of future telling, most of the role of a prophet is about 

speaking the truth of God. [Foulkes, p. 125] During the English Reformation, in fact, the word “prophesying” was 

the word used for preaching. The idea was speaking forth the word of God in a sermon and certainly had no 

connotation of telling the future. 

 Evangelists were the travelling missionaries of the early church. [Foulkes, p. 125] Today we differentiate 

between evangelism and missions or missionary work but that’s probably an artificial division based on how far 

one has to travel to do it. 

 Pastors and teachers is actually one group.  The Greek makes that distinct in way that is lost in English.  

But this group of people are those who are responsible for the daily work of building up the church.  Pastor 

literally means shepherd.  The idea is caring for the flock.  Part of caring for the flock is teaching them. 

 Why has Christ given these people as gifts to the church?  What is their purpose?  That is what the rest of 

this passage tells us.  First, they are given to the church to equip the saints, that is, to prepare God’s people, for 

works of service. The word for “prepare” or “equip” is a word we looked at last week in Galatians 6.  In Gal 6, 

Paul says that those who are spiritual are to restore those entrapped in sin.  The word for “restore” in Gal 6:1 is 

this word here translated as “prepare.”  The idea is to mend, or to perfect or to equip.  It is interesting that in 

two places when Paul is talking about how Christians are to relate to one another in the church he uses this word.  

In one case it is how the spiritually mature are to help those entrapped in sin. In the other case it is what the leaders 

in the church are to do for the whole church so the church can do the works of service necessary to build up the 

body of Christ!  It seems that this is an important relational word for how Christians are to treat one another and 

an important relational word within the church! 

 Verses 12 to 14 describe the trajectory for the church.  The leaders Christ has given to the church are to do 

their work in the church of building up the people for works of service. Verse 13 says, “until we all reach unity in 

the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God….”  The word for “reach” in “reach unity in the faith” is the 

word for arriving at ones destination. 9 times in the book of Acts this is the word used for travellers arriving at 

their destination. So our destination as a church is “to 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.” 
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 One of the signs of such maturity, one of the signs of having reached unity in the faith and in the 

knowledge of the Son of God, is that we will no longer be blown to and fro by every new theological idea that 

comes along.  We will no longer be spiritual infants taken in by the craftiness and cunning of deceitful, scheming 

people.  This doesn’t just mean we won’t be fooled by liars.  Rather, it means we won’t be taken in by false 

teaching about God, Jesus and Christianity.  We won’t be easily led astray spiritually when we reach maturity as 

a church, having found unity in the faith and in knowledge of Jesus. 

 In contrast to those who lie and scheme, we will speak the truth in love.  Notice it is not just that we will 

speak the truth.  It’s not enough to have correct doctrine when countering false doctrine. We must speak that 

correct doctrine, we must speak that truth in love. As we do this, we will grow up into Christ who is the head of the 

church.  This is the pinnacle of growth for the church. This is the climax of the trajectory begun in verse 12.  

This is the goal of the church and why Jesus gave the church leaders such as apostles, prophets, evangelists, 

pastors and teachers. 

What It Means 
 So if that is what the text says, what does it mean?  There are some really important principles about the 

church here, of which speaking the truth in love is one.  But before we get there, first notice the variety of gifts 

given by Jesus to the church. He didn’t put all the gifts into one person. He gave a variety of people with different 

personal roles as gifts to the church. “In his wisdom, and to make each dependent on others, God has ordained not 

uniformity, but an endless variety of gifts for members of the body.” [Foulkes, p. 121] 

 We, especially under the influence of science, like to classify all like things together.  We want to put all 

the kids the same age together in school. We want to put all the things that are the same colour together. All the 

things that are the same shape together. We are great classifiers and organizers.  Sometimes our churches look 

like this too!  Sometimes our Christian organizations look like this. Everybody is the same.  We mistake 

uniformity for unity.   

 But that’s not the way God has designed it.  Rather, God gives incredibly variety and expects us, in 

this diversity, to learn and mature to find unity in spite of our diversity.  That is why it takes maturity. If 

everybody is the same, then there isn’t much unity to find. We’re all the same!  But when we are all different, 

then finding unity takes work and is a sign of maturity. 

 Second, these differences are derived from Christ’s authority. [Bryan Chapell, Ephesians, p. 188]  It is 

his right to give these gifts as he sees fit.  They are his gifts to give.  They are also gifts given from himself.  As 

Christ gives of himself to the church it shows up in this variety of gifts.  “[These gifts] are Christ’s sharing of 

himself.” [Chapell, p. 190] 

 Notice, as well, why Jesus gives these gifts. Sometimes when we talk of spiritual gifts, we are so focussed 

on ourselves as individuals that we miss the bigger purpose of the gifts. We fall into the trap of thinking our gifts 

are given to us for our own spiritual development or our own personal benefit. But that’s not their purpose at all! 

These gifts are not for our own personal benefit alone but are for the building up of the church. [Chapell, p. 

190] That is, they are for the building up of other Christians, specifically those believers we choose to fellowship 

with on a regular basis- our home congregation. 

 When it comes to the apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers we see this most clearly.  They 

are given to the church as a gift, but “they exercise their ministry… [by helping others] exercise their ministries.” 

[Foulkes, p. 124]  The church’s leaders are given to the church to help the church develop its own ministry.  

Since the church is the people, the leaders’ role is to help all the other Christians serve in their own ministries and 

the ministries of the church as a whole.  This is radically different than the idea that the leaders of the church are 

there to do the ministry of the church, that somehow they are to do all the ministry for the rest of us in the church. 

 Instead, following the progression in verse 12, the leaders are given to the church with the purpose of 

preparing them, equipping them or perfecting them (our word from Gal 6) for works of service.  The 

consequence of leaders doing their job is that the saints, the believers, then do works of service.  The result of the 

believers doing their works of service is that they mutually build each other up and the body as a whole is built up.  

The leaders don’t do the ministry. The leaders don’t build the body up. The leaders equip the people to build the 

body up by serving. They are able to serve when the leaders prepare them, teach them, and otherwise equip them. 

 This progression shows us that there is a process at work here.  The leaders bring the whole people, the 
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saints, those set apart by God in Christ, to a place of readiness to serve their function in the body. This tells us that 

each Christian has a work of ministry they are to do for the church. 

 Now, all of this working together, serving one another, has an effect on us.  We begin to mature. We are 

built up. We find unity in the faith. We get to know Jesus through serving one another and through being served 

by one another.   

 This growth builds to a crescendo, reaching its fulfilment in “attaining to the whole measure of the fullness 

of Christ.”  But what does that mean? What is the fullness of Christ?  This is where I was blown away preparing 

for this message.  We think about serving one another and learning and usually it is about our own experience, 

our own knowledge of Jesus, our own growth in the faith.  But that’s not the limit of what Paul has in mind here. 

“The ‘fullness’ of Christ is his transforming influence over the world through the church which is his body.” 

[Chapell, p. 191]  That means that this growth we are doing as a church, this trajectory we are on is global in 

scope.  Our maturing, our growing up into Christ, the ministry we do that brings unity is to be an “expression of 

faith that brings all things under the headship of Christ.” [Chapell, p. 192]  The building up that goes on in the 

church, the serving that goes on, the unity that is found, the knowledge of Jesus that is found is global in purpose. 

 Christ came to transform the world and he has recruited us to help him do it.  Now, some of us hear 

this and think, “Ok, I have to go out into the world and begin radical change.” We think we have to go far to 

transform the world. But what this passage is telling us is that we are called not as individuals, but as a church to 

change the world.  So when you or I think, “Jesus has called me to transform the world” we don’t have to think 

about going very far to do it. All we have to do is go to our local church.  Because Jesus didn’t call individuals to 

change the world. He called the church to change the world.  

 Think about it. If he had wanted to send individuals to change the world, who would he send?  He would 

send the apostles, prophets, evangelists and maybe the pastors and teachers.  But certainly the apostles and 

prophets and evangelists. But what does Paul say the role is for these very people?   Does Paul say they are to go 

out and transform the world? Nope.  Does he say they are to do works of service for God?  Nope.  What does he 

say?  He says that these very people are God’s gift to the church to prepare the church to do acts of service, to 

prepare the church to transform the world!  That means it’s your job to transform the world, but the vehicle of 

change Jesus gave you to use is the church.  You take part in changing the world every time you do acts of service 

for God through the church. Every time you work with somebody here who is different than you, every time you 

take a step of unity, or perform an act of agape love for somebody you wouldn’t normally be friends with, you are 

participating in Jesus’ project to transform the world. You are growing up into the fullness of Christ, including the 

full scope of what he came to do!  Jesus came to transform the world and he chooses to do that through 

creating unity of mind and ministry in the church made up of a very diverse group of people. 

 This diverse group of people, the church, forms a unified body of Christ.  The body of Christ, having 

matured and found unity in its diversity, is less susceptible to the lies and trickery of false teachers and the 

cunning of men. In contrast to their lies, whether they be false teachers in the church or the lies of fallen humanity 

outside the church, the body of Christ speaks the truth in love.  As we declare the truth of Christ with the 

well-being of others as our primary goal in all things, including our service to one another, we grow “into Christ.”  

That is, every part of life finds its centre and goal in relation to Jesus and in union with him. [Foulkes, p. 130]  

Our maturity means we see every part of everyday life in terms of Jesus and his goals for transforming the 

world through us. 

 That’s what Paul is talking about. That is the goal of the church- for every aspect of everybody’s life to be 

centred around how it can affect Jesus’ goal for transforming and redeeming the world. The miraculous, crazy 

part is not just that Jesus chooses to do this through us as individuals, but that he chooses to do it through the 

church!  He chooses to do it through local congregations of diverse people, none of whom would amount to 

much on their own, but when brought together they form the very body of Jesus in his absence! And as his body, 

they do his work, which is nothing short of world transformation! 

Why It Matters 
 So why does all this matter?  Hopefully, if nothing else, you’ve been awed at the scope of what Jesus is 

trying to do through the church. Hopefully it will give you a sense of the global nature of what we do here on 

Sunday morning and throughout the week.  This should be stretching you mind.  It should be a bit 
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overwhelming. Hopefully, though, it is also inspiring.   

 Speaking the truth in love is very difficult to do. We talked about that off the top.  When we are in a 1 

on 1 conversation, in a relationship with another individual, it is very hard to figure out how to speak the truth in 

love.  We tend to be good at one or the other.  Spiritual maturity means being good at both. We speak the truth, 

but do it in such a way that our concern for the other is primary to us and clearly visible to them. That means 

knowing where the other person is coming from, taking into account their own spiritual maturity, or lack thereof.  

It means meeting people where they are and being sensitive to them, their needs, their hurts, their desires and their 

preferences.  It means taking all of these things into account before we speak, and then speaking the truth to them 

even when it’s hard!  Clearly, being able to do that takes a degree of spiritual maturity. To do that consistently 

means a great deal of maturity and should be one of our goals as representatives of Christ on earth. 

 But when we look at this verse is its broader context, we suddenly see that speaking the truth is love is just 

one small part of Christian maturity.  This verse is in the context of church unity, but also in the much broader 

context of being part of Christ’s plan to change the world! 

 There used to be a cartoon on TV called “Pinky and the Brain.” [pic]  This silly cartoon is about two lab 

mice who’ve been genetically altered.  The short one is a genius whose goal is to take over the world.  The 

comedy of the show is that they’re still just 2 lab mice. They live trapped in a cage all day. They only get out at 

night when the Brain picks the lock on their cage.  It’s inconceivable that they would succeed in taking over the 

world! 

 That same element of absurdity, that same element of comedy, applies here to our passage.  To suggest 

that we, a little church in Guelph, can change the world is ludicrous! It borders on the absurd.  But that is exactly 

what Paul is implying in this passage.  We, a tiny congregation of less than 100, can legitimately say that our goal 

is to change the world!  How?  Through the power of Christ!  We are part of the church universal. We are part 

of the larger body of Christ. And that body is called to grow up into the fullness of Christ, including the fullness of 

his ministry and the fullness of the scope of his ministry. We as Christians are called to join the local church 

and to serve. Not just for the sake of the local congregation, but for the sake of the whole world! 

 Now, we must remember, all of this takes place in the context of relationship and community with other 

Christians. That is, it takes place in the context of the church.  Why does this matter? Because in North America, 

for a couple generations now, we’ve been battling cultural Christianity. That is, we’ve been battling the problem 

of people thinking they are saved because they go to church on Sunday. Our primary way of battling against this 

false belief is through rightly emphasizing the importance of a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. 

 Yet, our culture is also radically individualistic.  We are incredibly focussed on ourselves and ourselves 

alone.  Combined with the emphasis on a personal relationship with Jesus, we now face the different problem of 

Christians who want to try to live their faith in isolation. We have Christians who ask, “Why do I need to be part 

of a church if I believe in Jesus?”  But the New Testament has absolutely no concept of a Christian in isolation 

from the community.  We don’t grow up into the fullness of Christ in isolation from one another. We grow into 

the fullness of Christ in community with one another. 

 Living out your Christian faith in isolation from the church does not make you mature. It may make you 

advanced, but not mature. Let me clarify that distinction.  When I was at Mac, doing grad work in the math 

department there, one of my professors was a true genius.  He was a child prodigy. Think of a combination of Mr. 

Bean and Sheldon Cooper. [pic]  This professor literally looked like Mr. Bean and he was as smart as Sheldon.  

He graduated from Princeton with his Bachelors’ degree at the age of 16.  Think about that. He was finishing 

university, peers with people 22 years old, when he was just 16.  He had nobody around him who was able to help 

him be a 16 year old. They were all too busy being 22 year olds.  He then went on to do a PhD in mathematics and 

taught for years at Mac.  He was as socially awkward as both Mr. Bean and Sheldon Cooper.  He was very 

advanced. He was very smart. He knew a lot about his field. He was also very kind.  But he was not mature. 

 I’m afraid we are developing Christians these days who are very advanced, but not very mature. 

They know lots about the faith. They have thriving personal relationships with Jesus. The vertical aspect of their 

Christianity is strong. But they are not mature. Their relationships with other Christians are not strong. The 

horizontal aspect of their faith is weak.   

Perhaps they have Christian friends, but these are people they like. I’m talking about building 
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relationships with Christians who are very different from themselves. That is what happens in church!  We don’t 

get to choose who comes to our church! And yet we have to learn how to find unity with them.  We have to serve 

them and serve alongside them. That is what leads to maturity. 

Let me take this opportunity to illustrate what I mean about the difficulty of speaking the truth in love.  

Some of these people who are very advanced in their faith, but are not necessarily mature, are here with us today!  

One aspect of church life in Guelph these days, and in our church as well, is that people come to church and enjoy 

church but don’t serve in church.  As leaders here at Priory, our goal and mandate is not to do the ministry of the 

church, but to equip all of you to do the ministry of the church!  And that means you each need to serve as well.  

You each need to be involved serving one another.   

I want you to hear me on this.  The elders here want you to all grow into the whole measure of the fullness 

of Christ. We want you to grow up into Him who is the head, that is, Christ.  In order for that to happen, you need 

to participate in your own growth through service.  It may not seem like much when you serve at church, but in 

fact it is a key component to your own spiritual maturation and in the big picture it is part of Jesus’ plan to 

transform the world! 

Remember the video we saw at the beginning of the message? [pic] The little individual pictures of 

individual Christians, when put together, formed the face of Christ.  And the question asked was, “Can one man 

represent the love of Christ?”  No. Alone we cannot show the love of Christ.  But together, in our diversity, 

when we find unity, we can show the love of Christ to the world.  When we allow ourselves to be put together by 

the Spirit, we display the face of Christ for the world to see. But because love is a relationship word, we can’t 

show it by ourselves. We cannot demonstrate its fullness in isolation.  We must be with others in diverse 

community, serving one another in love. 

This is the meaning of success as a church. This is the meaning of success as a Christian. Over the past few 

weeks we’ve been looking at different aspects of success for Christians and the church. We’ve seen the 

importance of keeping in step with the Spirit. We’ve examined the coming judgment and the fact that we have a 

deadline.  We will be held accountable. We looked at the fact that we are stewards of the gospel and the power of 

the Holy Spirit and will be asked to show what we did with them to turn a profit for God in his kingdom.  We 

looked at the importance of relationships in community, bearing one another’s burdens and restoring gently those 

entangled in sin. 

Today, all those threads come together. All those ideas find a place in the broader context of the church, 

the community of believers.  When we enter into relationship with one another in the church, when we choose to 

associate not just with Christian friends, but with Christians we wouldn’t normally be friends with because 

they’re not like us, when we then serve them out of love, we grow in maturity. We grow up into the body of Christ.  

We participate in Jesus’ global plan of redemption and transformation, without having to leave the country or go 

very far at all. 

So let me ask you, how will you serve?  Because it means actually serving one another. It means actually 

getting involved in the life of the community. It means choosing to be part of a community and seeing that 

community as the vehicle for doing the ministry we’ve been called to do as individual Christians.  It means 

laying down our autonomy and entering into an agape-love relationship with people, putting their well-being first, 

making their well-being our primary concern. 

In this way, each of us is a little picture that, when put together in a mosaic, forms the image of Christ for 

the world to see. That is success!  That is the goal of church. That is the way Jesus set it up. That is the route to 

hearing “Well done, good and faithful servant.”  Amen. 


