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Text 
But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it. 

8 
This is why it says: "When he 

ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men." 
9 
(What does "he ascended" mean 

except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? 
10 

He who descended is the very one who 

ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.) 
11 

It was he who gave some to be 

apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, 
12 

to prepare 

God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 
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. 
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 men in their deceitful scheming. 
15 

Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. 
16 

From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself 

up in love, as each part does its work. 

 

Introduction 
 Welcome to Immanuel where we believe that there is a God; we’ve all hated him; 

yet he loved us anyway and came to earth to win our hearts by dying in our place and 

taking our punishment… and he’s told us all about it in the Bible! 

 For that reason, every Sunday we gather to hear about it again.  I, or one of the 

other pastors at the church, open up this book and feed it to you.  And that starts off a 

metabolic chain reaction of events superintended by the Spirit of the Living God wherein 

energy is produced and growth occurs – muscles are exercised, ligaments are 

strengthened, new tissue is added to the Body of Christ. 

 This year we’ve been going through the Apostle Paul’s letter to the Ephesian-area 

churches (also known as the book of Ephesians).  Last week we noted we were making a 

major shift as we tipped over the half-way point in the book and transitioned from the 

indicative to the imperative.  Chapters 1-3 are largely about what’s true (indicative).  

Chapters 4-6 are largely about what to do (imperative).  “I therefore… urge you to walk 

in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called” (v. 1; ESV).  

“Therefore, in light of these great truths of what God, in Christ, has accomplished for you 

(adoption, redemption, regeneration, etc…) now let’s talk about what the effects of that 

should be in your life.  The order is key.  Every other religion offers some form of I obey, 

therefore I’m accepted.  Christianity says I’m accepted, therefore I obey. 
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 The indicative and the imperative.  Last week’s imperative (vv. 1-6) focused on 

the large topic of community life, saying it takes work.  It’s hard.  It requires patience 

with people who really try yours.  It means bearing with people who hurt you. 

 Today’s imperative in vv. 7-16 continues with this theme of community life and 

gets more specific.  It’s all about how each individual Christian is equipped and called to 

play a specific role in the community.  That’s the theme: you see it at the beginning, 

middle, and ending.  Verse 7 – “But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ 

apportioned it.”  That’s talking specifically about spiritual gifts; I’ll prove that to you 

more in a bit.  Verse 12 – “[God gave apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastors and 

teachers in order to] prepare [all of] God’s people for works of service.”  And finally, 

look at v. 16 – the body grows “as each part does its work.” 

Every Christian has a part to play in the church.  That’s clearly the theme 

throughout this segment.  And Paul’s imperative is to get on with it!  We’re going to just 

look through it.  We’ll find that in and around the imperative he’s going to weave 

reminiscent hues of the indicative and bright flashes of the goal, and we’ll pause and 

appreciate those, but in short the main point is just this: you’ve been given something to 

offer.  You can’t selfishly sit on it.  If you’re a Christian you’ve been given something 

to offer. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Spiritual Gifts – vv. 7-10  
 Verses 4-6 contained seven statements about oneness – seven being the number of 

perfection and fullness, one (one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one 

baptism, one Father) underscoring the reality of unity.  There is a unity in Christ. 

 Now, someone may ask, “Does unity wash away diversity?”  And vv. 7ff answer 

that question with No.  Someone put it this way – “Unity is not to be misconstrued as a 

lifeless and colourless uniformity.  We are not to imagine that every Christian is an exact 

replica of every other, as if we had all been mass-produced in some celestial factory.  On 

the contrary, the unity of the church, far from being boringly monotonous, is exciting in 

its diversity.”
1
  Have you ever been somewhere and you can pick out the Christians just 

by watching them?  A lot of people hear the call to Christ and Christian community as a 

call to Christian conformity.  All Christians cut their hair the same, have the same sense 

of fashion, musical tastes, hobbies, etc…  It’s not true. 

 But diversity goes beyond ethnicity or affinity.  We’ve looked at that some 

already in Ephesians (i.e. Jew and Gentile).  Here Paul is talking about giftings.  We’re 

one, one, one… “But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.”  In 

other words, each individual has a unique, specialized spiritual make-up, a gift set given 

to him or her by Jesus.  If you’re a Christian you are wired and equipped in a way that is 

distinct. 

 How am I getting that this is talking about spiritual gifts?  It just says grace.  

Doesn’t that just means God’s free gift of salvation?  Well, first of all, look back to 3:8.  

There Paul says, “Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was 

given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ.”  Essentially he’s 

saying that his ability to preach and his calling to the Gentiles – his apostleship in a 
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nutshell – is a gift; it is his spiritual gifting.  So grace-as-gifting is a way that Paul uses 

the word elsewhere in this letter. 

Also, in the other places in Paul’s writings where we get more explicit and 

extended treatments on spiritual gifts (i.e. Rom. 12 and 1Cor. 12) when he refers to them 

he uses the plural for grace – charismata (from which we get the word ‘charismatic’).  

Charis here is not the grace that saves, but the grace that gifts (cf. Rom. 12:6). 

 And Paul says, here and elsewhere (i.e. 1Cor. 12:7, 11), that God gives these 

special graces/spiritual gifts “to each one of us,” that is every Christian.  If you’re a 

Christian you have at least one spiritual gift.  Oftentimes it is consistent with your pre-

conversion training or talents.  Sometimes it’s something totally new or something 

miraculous even.  But the point is that Christ has purposefully, with thought and 

intentionality, apportioned to you a grace to use. 

 Recognizing this does at least two things.  First, it prevents us from confusing 

God-given differences as disunity.  Your gift is compassion and service to the poor.  

Your gift is teaching and defending the faith to the intelligentsia.  That’s great!  It doesn’t 

mean you’re not on the same page.  It means you have different gifts.  So many times we 

think church unity means we all have the same gifts.  That would be, to borrow from the 

way Paul describes it in 1Cor. 12, to make everyone into an eye or the whole body into 

one big ear. 

Secondly, recognizing that Jesus has intentionally given every individual 

Christian a unique gift set prevents us from confusing God-given differences as 

deficiencies.  So many people are intimidated and feel worthless because they’re 

comparing themselves to somebody else with different gifts and wanting to be like them.  

You must recognize that God made and gifted you the way he did and there’s great 

freedom in knowing that.  So what if you’re a behind-the-scenes supporting kind of 

woman and not as outgoing as that woman with the gift of hospitality? 

“We have different gifts, according to the grace given us” (Rom. 12:6).  Or as he 

says here – “to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it” (v. 7).  If 

you’re still not convinced this talking about gifts, the rest of the context makes it clear. 

Paul, starting in v. 8, gives an explanation for the receiving of spiritual gifts from 

Ps. 68:18.  In Ps. 68 it is talking poetically about Israel’s God, victorious over all his 

enemies, militantly leading his people into the Promised Land, taking his seat on his 

throne in the temple on Mt. Zion.  “You are awesome, O God, in your sanctuary; the God 

of Israel gives power and strength to his people.  Praise be to God!” (Ps. 68:35).  The 

imagery of God’s conquest abounds and with it the blessing of his people – “from your 

bounty, O God, you provided for the poor.”  A triumphal king would ceremonially lead 

his defeated enemies in a procession.  He would receive tribute and take plunder from his 

vanquished foes and then spread the wealth, divide up the booty among his people. 

In the middle of Ps. 68 it says this – “When you ascended on high, you led 

captives in your train; you received gifts from men” (Ps. 68:18).  Paul takes this imagery 

and applies it to Christ.  “This is why it says: ‘When he ascended on high, he led captives 

in his train and gave gifts to men’” (v. 8).  Do you notice a glaring difference?  Paul 

changes ‘received gifts’ to ‘gave gifts’.  Did he make a mistake?  Did he twist the 

Scripture to make it say something he wanted it to, but it didn’t say?  No.  He simply 

extracts the meaning that was already there in the psalm – that Yahweh’s victory resulted 
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in prosperity for his people (cf. Ps. 68:12).  Other OT paraphrases, called Targums, had 

made the same connection. 

And Paul doesn’t just see Ps. 68 as a vague analogy to the present situation, but 

see the present situation as the further and final fulfillment of God taking his throne.  This 

is precisely what happened in Jesus.  Ephesians 1:20-23 – Christ has been raised from the 

dead and seated at the Father’s right hand in the heavenly realms “far above all rule and 

authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present 

age but also in the one to come.  And God placed all things under his feet and appointed 

him to be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who 

fills everything in every way.” 

Paul explains in 4:9 – “What does ‘he ascended’ mean except that he also 

descended to the lower, earthly regions?”  You can’t ascend if you haven’t first 

descended, and that’s just what Jesus did when “he did not consider equality with God 

something to be grasped [onto], but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a 

servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he 

humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!  Therefore God 

exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at 

the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Ph. 

2:6-11). 

Jesus descended down, down, down to the depths of humiliation, suffering as a 

criminal the wrath of God – the lowest pit of hell… in your place… so you would never 

have to.  And he died.  But “he who descended is the very one who ascended higher than 

all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe” (v. 10).  His death was actually the 

decisive blow to the hostile powers of evil, the enemies of God’s people.  He triumphed 

over them, making a public spectacle of them (cf. Col. 2:15), leading them captive in his 

train.  And he ascended not just to the earthly Mt. Zion, but to the heavenly temple, the 

very throne room of God, “higher than all the heavens,” the idea being that there are 

different layers (cf. 2Cor. 12:2, Heb. 4:14, 7:26) and he’s at the top, worthy “to receive 

[all] power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!” (Rev. 

5:12; ESV). 

And in his blood-bought victory, in his exaltation, in his sovereignty and 

supremacy he has given gifts to his people (for example, see Acts 2:33).  The grace of 

salvation, yes.  But also the graces of prophesying, serving, teaching, encouraging, 

contributing to the needs of others, leadership, showing mercy.  Those are just a few 

listed in Romans 12.  There are others listed in other places.  I don’t think you can 

compile them all and have an exhaustive and exclusive list of spiritual gifts.  There are 

myriads of gifts that the ascended Christ gives to his people.  Let’s look at a few listed 

here in Ephesians and then let’s look at the purpose for which he gives them. 

 

Ministry of the Word 

 Verse 11 – “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to 

be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers.”  What are these five categories of 

gifted peoples?  And why does Paul make mention of these in particular?  There are some 

who find in this verse a prescription for a five-fold leadership structure in every church.
2
  

While I understand what they’re trying to say and have many sympathies and even agree 
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that their proposal is a good idea, I think they’re failing to understand this text in its 

particular context. 

 Who are the apostles and prophets that Paul is referring to here?  He’s used that 

couplet two other times in this letter.  If you’ll remember back to the end of chapter 2 and 

the beginning of chapter 3 he says that the “apostles and prophets” are the foundation of 

the church (2:20) and the initial receivers of the revelation of the mystery of Christ (3:5).  

In the first century they were the people like Peter and Paul and others who were 

oftentimes eyewitnesses of Christ and who had special insight into who he was, what he 

did, how it fulfilled the OT and they laid down the foundational teachings upon which the 

church was built and which are contained in the writings of the NT. 

In this sense there are no more “apostles and prophets.”  There are for sure men 

and women who have been gifted to start new works from scratch – apostles in the sense 

of enterpenuers, missionaries, church planters.  And there are prophetic voices who have 

a knack for seeing things others don’t see and guts to say what they see.  But that’s not 

what Paul’s talking about here.  The foundation has already been laid.  There are no more 

eyewitnesses of Christ and there are no new revelations from God for the whole church, 

thus there are no more of these “apostles and prophets.”  God has given the church today 

the gift of the NT in their place. 

What about evangelists?  Philip was said to be one (cf. Acts 21:8).  Timothy was 

reminded to do the work of one (2Tim. 4:5).  It seems to be this way: every Christian was 

called to share the good news, but an evangelist was a person especially gifted in doing 

so – relating uncannily well with non-believers, communicating effectively, seeing lots of 

converts, etc…  Do we need evangelists today?  Do we have them?  Yes. 

Pastors and teachers are kind of lumped together in the Greek here.  They share 

the same article.  Are they the same person?  Probably not.  But they have major overlap.  

There are pastors – people who shepherd others.  And there are teachers – people who 

can assemble, assimilate, and articulate Scriptural truths.  And a major part of being a 

shepherd means to feed people with solid teaching.  And you’re not a good teacher if 

you’re just trying to dump information on people with no attention to helping them with 

it. 

So these are gifted people that Christ gave (and in the majority of cases gives) to 

his church.  Now, is there something you notice about all five of these gifted people that 

Paul mentions here?  Anything they have in common?  They all are gifted in relation to 

the Word of God!!  Each of these five categories has something to do with the Word.  Do 

you see that?  Apostles and prophets were receivers of God’s revealed Word who passed 

it on to the church.  Evangelists are channels of the good news, proclaimers of “the word 

of truth, the gospel of… salvation” (1:13) to the lost.  Pastors and teachers are those who 

feed the flock by interpreting the recorded Word to them.  Paul is highlighting the 

ministry of the Word! 

There is no hierarchy in the church, no gifts or people who are more important 

than others.  All are needed.  But there is an important functioning order to things that 

God has set up.  Paul places a needed priority or emphasis on Word ministry, again not to 

create a kind of class system between those who minister the Word and those who 

passively receive.  In just a moment we’re going to talk about the ministry of the people. 

But if you don’t have the ministry of the Word (through evangelists, pastors, and 

teachers), you won’t have the ministry of the people.  In fact, there is no church apart 
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from the ministry of the Word.  There are no Christians apart from someone sharing the 

gospel – evangelism.  And Christians will not mature and grow apart from spiritual food 

– teaching.  The ministry of the Word is indispensable.  Keep that in mind when you hear 

many today calling for ‘every member ministry’ and elimination of clergy/laity 

distinctions.  It’s a biblical call, but not at the expense of those who have gifts of 

evangelism, shepherding, and teaching.  Those gifts are the fuel for other gifts. 

I’m a pastor and teacher.  God has, I think/I’ve been told, given me a gift that is 

exercised in preaching.  My role in the church is to feed you with the Word of God, week 

in and week out, doing what I’m doing right now.  It’s important to realize that pastors 

and teachers don’t try to hear a new revelation from God to give to their people, but 

simply unpack the Scriptures – the collection of the apostles’ and prophets’ divinely 

inspired deposit of faith – their interpretation of the OT and the Christ event.  But that’s 

not all the church needs.  My goal is not just to have people come on Sunday and listen to 

a ‘good sermon’ and go home having gotten ‘fed’. 

 

The Goal 

 Look at v. 12.  The goal of the ministry of the Word is “to prepare God’s people 

for works of service.”  Those to whom Christ has apportioned the gifts to do the ministry 

of the Word are to use their gifts to equip those with other gifts to effectively do their 

ministries.  We all have something to offer.  And we work together, synergistically, in 

that. 

 If a church doesn’t focus on the ministry of the Word it’s screwed.  And yet we 

see this so much – preaching is passé; deeds not creeds; this is what it means to me; 

preach the gospel at all times, use words if necessary…  But at the same time, if a bunch 

of Christians just come together to listen to a gifted pastor/teacher and then think they’ve 

been to church, they don’t yet understand what it means to be the church.  Christ hasn’t 

just descended and ascended; he’s also given you gifts.  You’ve been given something 

to offer. 

 There are people who have scarred pasts and some of you have the gift of 

listening.  There are people who badly need financial counseling and some of you have 

the gift of administration.  There are people who could use assistance moving, cooking, 

cleaning, fixing and some of you have the gift of helping.  There are lonely people and 

some of you have a gift of hospitality.  There are people who need encouragement and 

there are those of you who have that gift.  There are things that need to be organized and 

some of you have that gift.  There are people who need to be confronted and some of you 

have the gift of guts.  There are so many needs.  We all have needs.  And God has 

arranged the body in such a way that there are people here to meet those needs – YOU! 

 Without the ministry of the Word in the first place the church doesn’t exist.  And 

without the continued ministry of the Word it will atrophy and die no matter what.  But 

without the ministry of the people the church will not grow and flourish.  The goal of the 

Word is to energize every member of the body to use their gifts in ministry.  And the goal 

of all of that is – verse 12 – “so that the body of Christ may be built up.”  You can’t just 

have pastors and teachers pouring their hearts out but people not taking it and running 

with it.  That’s not a healthy church.  You’ve been given something to offer.  Everyone 

has at least one gift that he or she is suppose to use for the building up of the church. 
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 Notice the goal of growth that dominates the rest of this passage.  Verse 13 – 

“until we all… become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.”  

There the picture is of mature manhood.  That’s continued in v. 14 – “Then we will no 

longer be infants…”  “Instead,” v. 15, “… we will in all things grow up into him who is 

the Head, that is, Christ.”  And then there’s v. 16 which uses anatomical descriptions to 

describe the goal – “the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting 

ligament, grows and builds itself up in love.”  How?  “As each part does its work.” 

 So Christ has given gifts, each arranged exactly as he wants them, and he calls 

each one to use his or her gifts to build up the church.  There’s this sense that though 

we’re in Christ, we still have to grow into our new clothes.  God’s designed means for 

doing that is through each member doing his part, utilizing her unique, God-given gifts.  

“Significantly,” one person has astutely pointed out, “Christian growth or progress does 

not occur in isolation, for Paul’s language here envisages God’s people collectively (we 

all) as en route to this vital destination.”
3
 

 One last thing I want to point out.  The Word does not just have priority of place, 

but it in fact permeates everything, all the other ministries of the church.  Gifted 

evangelist, pastors, and teachers pound the Word into people so that they can then share it 

themselves with non-believers and also with each other.  I think of Colossians 3:16 – “Let 

the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 

wisdom.”  The goal, expressed in v. 13, is unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the 

Son of God – theological and doctrinal unity, that of course doesn’t just stay on paper but 

trickles down into the way one lives life and experiences God. 

 Infants in v. 14 are described as those “tossed back and forth by the waves, and 

blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men 

in their deceitful scheming.”  We all have a role in helping others be firmly grounded in 

the faith, that is, able “to come to settled convictions or to evaluate various forms of 

teaching, [so that they won’t] fall an easy prey to every new theological fad.”
4
 

 And in v. 15 it says that we should all be “speaking the truth in love.”  There’s a 

whole sermon there but truth in love is juxtaposed here to falsehood in deception, 

mentioned in the previous verse.  And “truth becomes hard if it is not softened by love; 

love becomes soft if it is not strengthened by truth.”
5
  Love is what drives us to use our 

gifts.  But you do not love a non-Christian if you never share the gospel word with them.  

And you do not love your fellow brother or sister in Christ if you do not bring up truth.  

Do you see how the Word is all over this section? 

 

Conclusion 
 So where does this leave us?  Let me pull it all together for you.  Value the Word 

of God.  Take it seriously.  Listen well.  Be hungry for it.  And let it teach you, rebuke 

you, correct you, train you in righteousness so that you may be thoroughly equipped for 

every good work. 

Stop sitting on your hands.  Stop moping, “I just don’t have any gifts.  I don’t 

really have anything to offer.”  No!  The Word says you’ve been given something to 

offer.  Take responsibility for the growth and maturity of the church.  Use your gifts.  Get 

in on the action.  Find ways to serve and minister.  Do your part. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
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 Now, what is it about the Word of God that gives someone the most motivation to 

love and give and minister and do works of service?  What’s the staple of the Christian’s 

diet?  In some cultures it may be rice - it’s in every meal, in some form.  For me growing 

up it was hamburger.  I lived on a farm in Indiana growing up.  We’d have a cows 

slaughtered every year and packages of meat put in our big, chest freezer in the basement.  

Every night we’d get out a package of ground beef and make a meal.  If mom was late 

getting home she’d call and tell me to start browning the hamburger.  “What are we going 

to have?”  “I don’t know; I’ll figure that out when I get home, just start browning the 

hamburger.”  Sometimes it was Hamburger Helper, some kind of caserole, stuffed Green 

Peppers, my favorite was Hamburger Pie!  The meal could take many different forms, but 

it always had hamburger in it. 

 That’s kind of how the gospel works.  Every sermon is going to end up being a bit 

different – a different theme.  But it’s going to be based on the gospel, because every text 

of Scripture is ultimately about the gospel. This section of the Word is about you have 

been given something to offer… so offer it!  But what word will free you up from self-

preservation and self-gratification more than the gospel?  What can I feed you with that 

will produce self-sacrificial service and love and utilization of your gifts more than the 

gospel? 

 Here’s how it’s in this text and here’s how it works.  God doesn’t love you 

because you’re gifted.  He gifts you because he loves you.  You don’t have to do ministry 

to gain his approval.  He’s not grading your ministry performance.  He descended down, 

down, down, and fought the battle against your enemies – sin, Satan, and death – for you!  

And his victory is imputed to you.  And now he stands in your defense before the Father.  

You’re seated with him in the heavenly realms in Christ!  The pressure to perform is 

completely off!  Isn’t that an encouraging word?! 

 

Benediction 
May you continue in God-breathed holy Scriptures so that you may be thoroughly 

equipped for every good work. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, May 17, 2009.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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