As we continue our walk through Ephesians today, Paul continues his focus on the body.  As we saw last week, Paul begins his practical exhortations by reminding his readers of the unity that exists within the body of Christ.  Through a series of phrases beginning with “one”, Paul reminded them that the body is a unified whole – and that should radically affect the way they interact with each other.  

That said, the temptation in thinking about such unity is to assume that it means uniformity.  It is easy to assume that “unity” means we should all look the same and act the same and be the same.  But this is not what Paul means when he speaks of unity.  Though Paul highlights that the body of Christ is unified, he also understands that this unified body is made up of many very diverse parts – just like the human body.  In fact, for Paul, it is the diversity of the body that makes the unity all the richer.  He wants his readers to understand not only the unity of the body but the diversity of the body.

As we look at Ephesians 4:7-10, this helps us understand this text.  Paul is not contradicting what he just said but rather fleshing it out even more.  And, as we will see, the way Paul speaks of this diversity highlights the incredible nature of both the body and its Head, Jesus Christ.  So, let's look at these verses. 

I. There is diversity within the body of Christ.

The first thing that we can see in the text is Paul's point that there is great diversity within the body of Christ.  This point is not explicitly stated in the text, but it is clearly implied.  First of all, Paul begins verse 7 with the word “but” - signifying a contrast with what came before.  Since verses 4-6 clearly had unity as their focus, it would seem that contrasting something with those verses would mean focusing on the opposite of unity which is diversity.  Paul does not want his readers to misunderstand what he has said about unity.  In Paul's mind, unity is not the same as uniformity.  Paul's point in verses 4-6 was that all Christians are unified but not that all Christians are the same.  Actually, the reality is that the body of Christ is a group of very diverse people from very diverse backgrounds with very diverse gifts.  And the glory of Christianity is that, in Christ, these incredibly diverse people are joined together in one incredible, unified whole that lacks nothing because each diverse part contributes to the completeness of the whole.  

It is clear from Paul's words in these verses that he wants his readers to understand the grace that has been given to each of them to equip them in different ways for different tasks.  After stressing the things around which Christians are unified, Paul tells his readers, “But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ's gift” (4:7).  Since, as we have seen, this verse is a contrast with what has gone before, it is clear that Paul is emphasizing to his readers that, though they are unified, they have each received individual grace.  Now, throughout the letter Paul has been speaking about grace in relation to salvation, but that is not what is being referenced here.  In verse 7, Paul's point is not the grace of salvation, but the grace that equips each believer for specific tasks within the body of Christ.  To use the word Paul uses at the end of verse 7, he is referring to “gifts” - what we often call spiritual gifts.  In short, after emphasizing the foundational unity that binds Christians together, Paul now highlights the fact that the “one God” who sent the “one Lord” to bring about the “one faith” and the “one baptism” and create the “one body” and the “one hope” has also, through the “one Spirit”, given special grace to every Christian to enable them to do the task God has for them within His plan.  Though we are unified, we are “gifted by grace” differently.  This is Paul's point in these verses.  

Ephesians 4 is not the only place Paul highlights this reality.  He spoke these same truths to the Romans and the Corinthians – often using very similar language.  In Romans 12:4-6a, he writes, “For as in one body we have many members, and  the members do not all have the same function, so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.  Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them.”  Here Paul tells the Romans much the same thing we read in Ephesians: we are part of one body in Christ and we are all joined together but we have many members and the members do not all have the same function and we have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us.  And in 1 Corinthians, Paul says much the same thing as he declares that “there are varieties of gifts, but he same Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all in everyone” (1 Cor. 12:4-6).  He goes on to say that “all these [various gifts] are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he wills” (1 Cor. 12:11).  Then he closes this chapter by saying, “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.  And God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then miracles, then gifts of healing, helping, administrating, and various kinds of tongues.  Are all apostles?  Are all prophets?  Are all teachers?  Do all work miracles?  Do all possess gifts of healing?  Do all speak with tongues?  Do all interpret?” (1 Cor. 12:27-30).  Once again, we see the realities of Ephesians 4: there is one body with many, diverse parts.  

Now, understanding that, we should also take note of the way Paul speaks about this diverse gifting within the body.  In Ephesians 4, Paul does not speak about the “gifts” so much as the one who has been gifted!  Notice at the beginning of verse 11 that Paul does not say, “And he gave the gifts of prophecy, evangelism, preaching and teaching.”  Rather, Paul says, “...he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers.”  The gift is not so much the ability as the individual, and this heightens Paul's point even further.  The body of Christ, unified around God and Christ and the salvation that they have experienced, is made up of diverse individuals who all contribute in a necessary and meaningful way to the growth of the body.  So, Paul's first point is that the body of Christ – which is unified by the realities of verses 4-6 – is also extremely diverse in its makeup.  

II. This diversity is intentional and finds its source in Christ himself.

But Paul is not content to tell his readers that there is diversity within the body of Christ.  That point by itself is not necessarily radical or important.  However, when Paul combines it with this second reality, it becomes extremely significant.  While highlighting that there is diversity in the body, Paul also highlights that this diversity is intentional and was put in place by Christ Himself.  We see this throughout the text as Paul says that grace “was given to each one of us” (v. 7).  The passive voice indicates that someone else did the giving.  And the end of verse 7 makes clear that the grace was given “according to the measure of Christ's gift” (v. 7).  The diverse, individual grace that enables each of us to function in our diverse, individual way has its source in Christ.  He gave it and intended it.  Even within the Old Testament quotation of verse 8, Paul says, “...he [in the context, Christ] gave gifts to men.”  And verse 11 also begins with “...he [again, Christ] gave....”  Paul does not only declare that there is diversity within the body but that such diversity is not a mistake or an error but the intentional purpose of Christ.  

Once again, we see this same reality in Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12.  It seems that whenever Paul highlights diversity, he also wants to highlight that such diversity is good, necessary and intentional.  In Romans 12, Paul begins his discussion of the body by urging his readers “not to think of [themselves] more highly than [they] ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned” (Rom. 12:3).  At first glance, this seems strange – has God ordained to give some people more faith than others?  No, Paul is referencing their diverse giftings.  In verse 6, he goes on to say that we have “gifts that differ according to the grace given to us.”  Paul's point is that God has given different grace to different people to equip them for different tasks, so each one should trust the good gift given to him and use it.  And in 1 Corinthians 12, as we saw earlier, Paul makes clear that all the diverse gifts he lists “are empowered by one and the same Spirit, who apportions to each one individually as he wills” (1 Cor. 12:11).  Just like Ephesians 4, these passages make clear that diversity is intentional.  

But why is this point so crucial?  Why does it matter that the diversity of gifts (the diversity of people) within the body is intentional?  It is important because it means that every part has a purpose.  If this diversity is intentional, it means that God desired it.  And if God desired it, it means that it is necessary and good.  This point is important because it means that every individual within the body of Christ is a particular gift to the body – given, as we will see next week, for the purpose of building up that body.  Notice Paul's statement that grace was given “to each one of us.”  It is not merely the apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers (v. 11) who are gifts to the church.  The same grace given to those people was given “to each one of us.”  So it means that each person has a part to play.  Each person is gifted particularly for their task.  It means that an individual's belief that they are not necessary is false.  It means that one person's belief that another person is not necessary is false.  The diversity that exists among us is intentional and it is necessary for the body to grow.    

III. All of this rests on the supreme victory and authority of Jesus Christ.

At first glance, verses 8-10 almost seem out of place in the flow of Paul's argument.  It seems like the text would make better sense if it flowed from verse 7 to verse 11.  So why these  three seemingly obscure verses?  The answer to this question is that we must understand the verses rightly in order to understand their place in the text.  Actually, the verses – though they may seem out of place – serve as the foundation for everything that Paul is saying.  We have already seen that there is great diversity in the body and that this diversity is an intentional product of God himself.  But how does this work?  How did Christ get in the position to do all of this?  What gives Him authority over the distribution of gifts?  All of these questions are answered by verses 8-10.  In essence, Paul's point is that Jesus Christ came to earth, conquered his enemies and captured a people for Himself, so He has the right and the power to equip them and gift them as he sees fit.  

Paul begins these verses with a quote from Psalm 68:18.  In its original context, Psalm 68 is a psalm that extols the greatness of God – both in His past acts among the people of Israel and in his present care for, and protection of them.  It is a psalm that extols the complete victory of God.  And in the middle of the psalm, David pictures God as ascending upward on high as the victorious One – leading captives behind Him and receiving gifts from men, even from enemies.  It is a picture of absolute supremacy.  

But why does Paul quote it in Ephesians 4?  If Paul's focus is the body of Christ and its unity and diversity, why this quote?  Paul is actually reminding his readers of  the very essence of their salvation.  By taking Psalm 68 and applying it to Christ, Paul is holding up Christ as the ultimate display of God's power and authority.  The essence of Psalm 68 is that God is great, and Paul is reading that psalm in light of the fact that Christ has come and defeated His enemies and purchased a people for Himself.  In light of what Christ has done, Paul takes the message of the psalm and recognizes its ultimate fulfillment in Jesus.  Whether David was fully aware of it or not, his figurative reference to the ascension of the victorious God in Psalm 68:18 actually looked forward to the day when the victorious God would ascend to the position of ultimate authority – in the person of Jesus, after defeating every power and rule and  authority and dominion.  Paul is highlighting Christ as the true fulfillment of this Psalm.  And from this position of authority and victory, Paul – using the image of the psalm but changing the language – declares that this One who “ascended on high...gave gifts to men” (v. 8).  Jesus is able to bestow these richly diverse gifts on His people because He has ascended to the position of ultimate authority.  This is the same point Paul has highlighted in 1:9-10 and 1:20-23.  Christ reigns supreme, and as the King, He has given gifts to His people.  

But Paul does not stop there, he adds more to this “parenthesis” in the text.  Having introduced the idea of “ascending,” he goes on to say, “In saying 'He ascended,' what does it mean but that he had also descended into the lower parts of the earth?  He who descended is the one who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all things” (4:9-10).  Here we see Paul, having reminded his readers that Christ ascended to the position of ultimate authority, reminding them that he also first descended to the earth.  Though the phrase is a bit obscure, it seems that Paul's statement that Christ “descended into the lower parts of the earth” is simply a reference to the fact that He came in the incarnation.  The fact that Christ ascended far above the heavens to the position of ultimate authority means that he first descended from those heavens to the earth.  Why does Paul bring this up?  It seems that the goal is to remind his readers, once again, of exactly what Christ has done for them.  He wants to remind them that the glorious ascension to power is inextricably linked with the humble incarnation.  It was in the incarnation and the descension that Christ achieved the victory by giving up His life in order to conquer every rule and authority and power – including Satan and death.  The holy Son of God descended and won the victory – and then ascended to the position that was His by right of what He had done when He descended.  And it is from this position of incredible authority that Christ has bestowed the diverse gifts on His people.  

Understood in this context, Paul's point about the diversity of the body takes on a new importance.  The diversity of gifts and people within the body is not something that we should take lightly or disregard.  Jesus Christ descended to earth and died so that He might redeem a people for Himself – so that He might purchase those who would be part of His body.  They were not worthless or useless to Him but gifts purchased with His very blood.  And, moreover, we should not treat the diversity of the body lightly because the risen, sovereign Lord who triumphed over the grave has ascended on high with those whom He has purchased and given them as gifts to the Church.  To despise the diverse gifts (meaning the people themselves) that God has given is to despise the sovereign Lord who gave them.  Do not despise others in the body because their gifts are not what you would choose.  Christ has given them as the gifts that they are, so they are gifted perfectly.  And do not despise yourself because your gifts are not what you would choose or desire.  Christ has given you to the Church intentionally, and you have a crucial task within it.  There is diversity in the body, and this diversity is good and valuable.  And the risen, sovereign Lord has made it so.  

Conclusion

As we close today, it is appropriate that we come to the table.  As we have just seen, the many diverse gifts within the body of Christ rest on the supreme victory of Christ in his death and resurrection.  The only way we will appropriately appreciate the body (and its diversity) is by appropriately appreciating the One who bought her and put her together.  As we eat the bread and drink the juice, rejoice in the authority of Christ and in His supremacy over all things – including your role and place within the body.  Amen.

