
BODY BUILDING
Ephesians 4:1-7,11-16 David B. Keller
John 6:24-35 August 1, 2021
TEXT: Ephesians 4:11-13 “The gifts he gave were . . . for building up the Body of Christ, until
all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to
the measure of the full stature of Christ.”  
PURPOSE: To invite us to make use of the gifts God has given us which enable us to build a
faithful, mature community of faith which is the Body of Christ.
____________________________________________________________________________

There are individuals who are really into body building.  These persons lift
weights, throw truck tires, drink muscle-building concoctions, and look for
opportunities to show how ripped they are.  As a bicyclist, I enjoyed watching the
Tour de France, which finished two weeks ago.  While none of those riders were
heavily muscled hunks, I simply could not imagine what it takes to build a body
capable of bicycling 2100 miles in twenty-one days, including six mountain stages,
one of which was 123 miles long (stage 11).  And now, it’s Olympic time, which
features an amazing array of athletes from all around the world, competing is the
days of Covid with no in-person audience.  The things that the Olympians can do,
from incredible tricks on a balance beam to flips on a BMX bicycle, totally amaze
me.  

It’s one thing for an individual to build up her or his body.  What about a
group of people building up their corporate body?  I’ve never been a player of team
sports, but thanks to Lindy’s love of Duke basketball, I have come to realize that the
fitness of a team is much more than the excellence of its individual members.  Lindy
reserves her greatest disdain for teams made up of individual hotshots who do not
function as a team.  Without question, a winning team must build itself up as a team,
becoming a unit capable of making the most of its individual teammate’s abilities.  

Today’s passage from the Letter to the Ephesians addresses the building up
of the body which is the Church of Jesus Christ.  This is as dense and potent of a
passage as can be found in any New Testament letter.  Every sentence opens options
for a sermon.  After preaching one Sunday in the church where I was a student
pastor while I was in seminary, one of the members who was responsible for
critiquing my work said, “Those were a number of fine sermons you preached
today.”  Max’s gentle criticism remains among the wisest guidance about preaching
that I’ve ever received.  As much as this complex text tempts me, I will do my best
today to offer only one sermon.  

The passage begins by urging us to live a life worthy of our calling.  What is
our calling?  It is to be the Body of Christ in the world.  “Body of Christ” is one of
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the New Testament’s favorite ways to describe the Church.  So the urging is for us
to become who we are, to be what Jesus designed us to be, and what the Holy Spirit
enables us to be.  The way God made it possible for the Church to be Christ’s Body
involves distributing graces, or gifts, to each one of us.  The text is clear on this
point: “To each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift.” 
(Verse 7)  Not a few of us, but each of us.  Within the Body of Christ, there are no
unnecessary members.  Each of us has received a gift of some kind, and each gift is
crucial for the functioning of the body.  

Back to that individual body-building image.  Guess what?  I’m getting older. 
Is this happening to anyone else here?  I started running when I was twenty-nine
years old.  A few years ago, a hip which has been with me all my life started
objecting to a run of any length.  So even though the rest of my body parts would
like to keep running, I’ve given up running on account of that one troublesome part. 
It’s not much different with the Body of Christ.  Within individual congregations,
some folks act as if their presence and participation doesn’t matter.  The truth is,
whenever one member’s gifts are not available for use by the body, that leaves the
whole body disabled in some way.  The gift each of us has been given is needed for
the whole body to be built up.  

In every parish I’ve served, there have been people who were hugely involved
in the life of the church who have had to step back because of age or ailment.  When
these folks lament that they can’t be helpful anymore, I encourage them to hold the
church and its leaders in prayer.  That’s a crucial gift that anyone can offer no matter
what else they can do.  

The author of the Letter to the Ephesians was not thinking of isolated
congregations, but of the whole Church of Jesus Christ.  Today, Christ’s Church is
larger and more diverse than our earliest ancestors could ever have imagined.  This
congregation is part of the world wide Body of Christ.  Each part of that global
body– each local congregation, each faith tradition, contributes something important
to the building of the body.  That is true because that is God’s plan.  We are, as our
opening hymn affirmed, “Elect from every nation, yet one over all the earth.” The
job of every local congregation is to discern its part in the church’s mission and then
invest its resources in doing our part toward the realizing of God’s dream for the
world.  
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As a congregation, we are gifted for the sake of body building.  The letter
says that the gifts God gave start with gifted leaders – this letter lists apostles,
prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers.  The reason God gifted these leaders is
to equip what the letter calls “the saints” – that’s all of us – for the work of ministry. 
In the holy economy of the church, it’s the whole congregation that ministers.  The
job of the leaders is to make sure the people are properly equipped for the ministry
that is theirs to do.  The whole purpose of giving gifts is the densest part of this
passage.  I want to read it in its entirety: The gifts God gave were 

“to equip the saints for the work of ministry, 
for building up the body of Christ, 
until all of us come to the unity of the faith 
and the knowledge of the Son of God, 
to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ.”  (Eph. 4:12-13)  

To keep this from becoming a couple of sermons, I am going avoid unpacking each
of those purposes, and instead focus on the last phrase: we are to reach “the measure
of the full stature of Christ.”  What’s that?  It goes right back to our calling: we are
called to be the Body of Christ in the world.  God intends for Christ’s Church to be
Christ in the world, Christ for the world.  We are destined to become all that he is. 
Our love is to be as perfect as his love.  Our welcome of the outcast is to be as
unconditional as his welcome.  Our courageous speaking of truth to power is to be
as bold as his speaking.  And our offering of ourselves for the sake of others is to be
as complete as his offering of himself for our sake, and for the sake of the world
God loved, and continues to love, through him.  

This is a huge stretch.  This is body building beyond anything I can imagine. 
This is certainly not what we expect to be getting into when we come to church.  We
come here hoping to receive comfort for our distress, strength and wisdom to meet
our challenges, hope to sustain us when despair is crouching at the door, love to
surround us and assure us that we are precious in God’s sight and precious also in
the sight of our brothers and sisters in faith.  And for sure, we don’t just come here
to get stuff.  We understand that participating in church is covenantal – it involves a
dynamic, trusting, giving and receiving relationship with God and within our
community of faith.  So we gladly give what we can to build up the church.  But
building up the church to the full stature of Christ?  That sounds like Olympic body
building.  We are willing to work to build up the church so that it can be a vital,
faithful, sustainable organization.  We might be willing to give a little more, to do a
little more, but reaching the full stature of Christ sounds like going to extremes.  But
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God has a bigger vision for Christ’s Church than for it to sustain itself.  God intends
for Christ’s Church to be the sign and the instrument of God’s plan for the world’s
salvation.  My opinion?  I don’t think that aligning ourselves with God’s intention
calls for fanaticism.  In fact, I think it opens the way to blessing.  There’s a final line
in today’s passage from the Letter to the Ephesians which reminds us that our body
building is building up in love.  It’s less about wearing ourselves out by the rigors of
body building and more about being overtaken by the love of Jesus.  It’s not about
pushing ourselves beyond our abilities; it’s about accepting abilities God is giving us 
and seeing the love of Jesus unleashed as we participate in his Body.  

Body building classically involves both exercise and nutrition.  Exercise in
building the body of the church involves study  – that addresses the concern about
being tossed around by “every wind of doctrine.”  It involves behavior – that’s the
part about “humility and gentleness, patience, and bearing with one another in love.”
It involves giving of our time, our talent, and our money.  

Nutrition involves sharing the bread and the cup of Holy Communion.  After
all, we say that the bread is “the body of Christ, broken for you.”  As we seek to be
the Body of Christ in the world, we receive the body of Christ through this simple,
sacred meal.  In that long conversation John recorded following the miraculous
feeding of the 5000, Jesus called himself “the bread of life,” (John 6:35)  and
assured those listening that it was through the “true bread from heaven” that God
gives life to the world.  So here’s God’s amazing grace at work.  Here is the holy
mystery by which a morsel of common bread serves up a foretaste of the bread of
heaven.  Even as we get to work on building up the Body of Christ, Christ offers
“his own self as heavenly food” to quote an ancient hymn.1  Sharing this sacrament
assures us that Jesus will do whatever it takes to enable us to be his built-up body in
the world.  Sharing this sacrament in community reminds us that even as he builds
us up individually, he wants us to be built up as his Church for the world.  

Jesus knows his body still needs to be working for the sake of the world.  He
has called us to be his body.  He has given us what we need to be built up in love. 
He is feeding us with the food that endures for eternal life.  I guess all that’s left is
for us to keep up with our training.  

1“Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence”  – based on a fourth century liturgy.  


