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•

Becoming Living Images

•

45 minutes

•
•

Connecting:

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)
•
In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?

•
•

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state
they have held back.)

•

Are any of these aspects surprising? Would you
explain?
In what ways, if any, might living as Paul describes
prove to be a transformative experience?
What might it look like to live in this manner?
What, if anything, might hinder our living life as
Paul describes?
Reflect on the idea that living this life requires us
to ask not how we go about adding it to our lives
but rather recognizing we already have this life and
considering what we do to blow it up.

•

Consider closing by affirming the deep connections
you have with one another in the Spirit, and
blessing one another.

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• When you hear the phrase “living in community”
what comes to mind?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•

•

Using the notes, discuss the importance of
Ecclesiology.
Read Ephesians 2.1-16 aloud. Pause. Read the
text once more, listening to the guidance Paul gives
as if he was giving it to Union Center for the first
time.
According to Paul, what are the aspects of live as
gospel (good news) people? Which of these seem
to be of the utmost importance to Paul? Could you
elaborate?

Context, Background, and Commentary
Ecclesiology and Being the Church

Ecclesiology is the study or theology of the Christian
Church with respect to its polity, function, mission,
and role in the world. Ecclesiology is one of the most
essential areas of theology, because it is ecclesiology
which undergirds how the Church engages God, itself,
and the world. However, ecclesiology has been and
remains today an underserved area of Christian thought.
In part, this is because Jesus did not hand off a formal
ecclesiology to his followers. It is clear Jesus intended to
start the Church, a gathering of people who lived under
his reign, and this Church was intended to serve a critical
role in God’s Kingdom mission (Matthew 16.17-20).
However, Jesus did not specify the means of organizing
this body of people under his reign, nor did he indicate
how he intended his Church to carry out its Kingdom

mission beyond the general theme of making disciples
(Matthew 28.19-20).

As the early Church grew, it began to experience growth
pains related to its lack of a formal ecclesiology. One of
the first of these growth pains is seen in Acts 6 when the
distribution of food to widows outstripped the abilities
of the Apostles necessitating the creation of the office
of the Deacon. However, additional strains related to
an inadequate ecclesiology might be observed throughout
the book of Acts. These include issues such as: the need
for and practice of Church discipline (Acts 5.1-11);
determining who is and is not a part of the Church (Acts
10-11, 15); acknowledging who has the authority to
make and enforce binding decisions for the Church (Acts
15); the process of how and who to appoint missionaries
(Acts 13.1-3; 15.36-41); determining the bounds of
orthodoxy (Acts 18.24-26); and developing guidelines
for discerning God’s will together in community (Acts

21.10-16).
In the letters of Paul, one can see the beginnings of
ecclesiastical thought as Paul wrestles with issues
of structural polity and leadership (1 Timothy 3-6;
Titus 1). However, one should not miss the reality
that the corpus of Paul’s letters are themselves an

ongoing effort to develop an ecclesiology as it pertains
to how the Church relates to God and itself so that it
might carry out its redemptive mission. While many
commentators view Paul as the primary theologian of the
early Church, in reality, he was a theologian in terms of
necessity not strategy; that is, Paul’s theology had more
to do with dealing with pressing issues (task theology)
than proactively creating a systematic orthodoxy which
could be handed down. Task theology, while engaged in
thinking about doctrinal realities, is primarily concerned
with the practical functioning and mission of the
Church. Therefore, these letters might be understood
to be Paul doing ecclesiastical thinking in real time.
Paul was working out how the local congregations to
which he wrote understood how to relate to one another
and God who was working out his salvation in them, so
they might engage the world. When one considers the
Pauline corpus, as well as the other letters of the New
Testament, it becomes apparent that these first pastors
were actively developing an ecclesiology which had two
areas of concern. The first area of concern involved
the offices and polity of the Church. The second area
of concern involved the communal life of the Church

(life with God and one another) so that the Church might
engage the world.
Today, ecclesiastical thinking is given little, if any, thought.
Instead, issues of soteriology (redemption) are given much
more emphasis, to the detriment of the everyday life of the
Church in the world. What little ecclesiastical thinking is
done involves issues of polity and leadership. Some debate
is had over who can or cannot lead, appropriate leadership
structures, and how these structures work within and
across local congregations. Little, if any, thought is given
to the communal life of the Church (life with God and one
another). This lack of thinking may be the result of the
popular understanding of Paul as a systematic rather than
task theologian. To view Paul as a systematic theologian
with the modern concern of developing a systematic
orthodoxy is to miss the real-time wrestling Paul is
doing to make life together in these early churches work.
Further, the lack of this kind of ecclesiastical thinking may
also be linked to the emphasis on the individual in modern
Western society. However, the absence of an ecclesiology
of life together has disastrous consequences for the modern
Church.

Without

an ecclesiology of life together local
congregations develop shallow relational structures if any
at all resulting in not only a shallowness of discipleship
but a shallowness of witness. It is in life together that
individuals grow and witness is born because it is in life
together that the Triune God is seen (Ephesians 4.116). Further, without an ecclesiology of life together,
local congregations do not understand how to work with
other congregations or denominations. Rather, a spirit of
competition is fostered because of a lack of understanding
concerning the comprehensive nature of the body of Christ.
Most recently, the absence of an adequate ecclesiology of
life together has led to racial tensions between believers
from different cultures due in part to the inability to stand
with and for one another because of a lack of understanding
concerning the reality of being connected to one another.

The Text

Ephesians 4.1-16: Being Image Bearers. . .Together
Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is Paul’s most general
letter, one outlining the redemptive work of Christ and
its practical outworking in everyday life. Most likely, this
letter was an encyclical letter meant for the Churches
in Asia Minor and not just Ephesus, a reality seen in
early copies which rather contain a blank space in which
the location could be filled in by the reader (Ephesians
1.1) rather than “in Ephesus.” This letter falls neatly
into two general parts: the outline of God’s redemptive
work in Christ (Ephesians 1-3), and the outworking of
redemption in the everyday life of congregations of faith
and believers (Ephesians 4-6).

As Paul moves from his description of the redemptive
work of Christ to everyday life, he admonishes his readers
to live in light of the redemptive work of Christ; that
is, the life they live is to be guided and influenced by the
redemptive work of Christ. This introductory admonition
underscores Paul’s strong belief that faith in Christ was
to be an embodied (lived out) experience.
Interestingly, the first example he provides concerning
embodied faith involves life with other believers not
life as an individual believer. While Paul does discuss
life as individual followers of Christ in Ephesians 4-6,
his choice to focus first on life together in an extended
manner points to the primacy of life together as embodied
faith. Simply put, real faith begins in living life with other
believers. Paul begins by noting what kind of behaviors
and attitudes make life-together possible, attitudes
such as patience and actions which involve humility and
gentleness with one another. It is clear Paul understands
that bringing people from different backgrounds could
easily create sparks, and sparks create fires! But, in
cautioning patience and gentleness, he seeks to create an
environment where relationships are less likely to blow
up. However, he notes this kind of environment requires
effort, not to form the basis of life together but to keep
from blowing it up. Life together is a gift of the Holy
Spirit. According to Paul, it is the behavior of people
which adds dynamite to the foundation and then lights
the fuse.

Paul

details the numerous items which believers have
in common with one another. If this letter is encyclical
then Paul intends his readers to see they have these
things in common with other in their own congregation

of faith and with others in other congregations of faith,
even those with whom they differ on some matters!
However, at the center of these items which believers hold
in common stands the Triune God: Spirit, Lord, and God
and Father of all (Ephesians 4.4-6). At this point, Paul’s
reasoning behind his emphasis becomes clear, particularly
in light of his description of the redemptive work of Christ.
According to Paul, the redemptive work of Christ did not
simply focus on the salvation of the individual but on the
redemption of human life together, the creation of a new
humanity by creating unity among people (Ephesians 2.1118). In living together with intention, the believers were
maintaining the redemptive work of Christ which was and
was becoming reality through the Holy Spirit. However,
this bringing together of people was about more than
people being together. It was about people functioning as
image bearers of the Triune God, for only together could
people demonstrate to the world the glorious character
of God even as they were filled with the fullness of God
(Ephesians 3.19). In other words, it was in life together
that the people of God looked the most like God. However,
it was also in life together that the people of God came to
look more and more like God.

Paul describes the reality of being bearers of the image
of the Triune God. People experience diversity in their
unity because God experiences diversity in his unity. The
redemptive work of Christ ensures this as Christ gives to
each person a different spiritual gift. These gifts are what
create the leadership of the Church, and it is these leaders
who use their gifts to lead people to maturity which looks
like living the life of Christ. But, the leaders are not the
only recipients of these spiritual gifts. Every member of the
community of faith is given a gift and is responsible for
using it. When they do this along with confessing truth to
one another (truth about God and life) then this too leads
to the members of the community of faith looking from like
Jesus.

Real life with Blake:

How do I navigate this world as a person of faith? I find
it interesting that I ask it this way, “How do I navigate?”
Inherent to the way I ask the question is an assumption, an
assumption which says I navigate this world alone. Perhaps
I don’t really mean I am completely alone. I understand
there are other believers on this journey, but my assumption

is they have their journey and I have mine. We are alone,
together. I am coming to see how wrong-headed this is,
although this realization creates new problems for me for
which I do not have solutions. I am coming to recognize how
it is better to ask, “How do we navigate this world as people
of faith?” This is the more appropriate question because
faith is not an individual journey. I might go so far as to
say there can be no faith if there is an individual journey.
The journey of faith is a journey we make together as the
people of God.

I suppose I have always known this. Jesus’ pray was for
our union as the people of God (John 17.11, 20-23), but
this life together has always been downplayed as optional,
something for those “connecting” people. But, if I really pay
attention to Jesus’ prayer our oneness is rooted in something
more than it being a good idea to be together. Our oneness
is a reflection of the oneness of God, three living together
as one. The implications of this are huge, and Paul draws
them out and lays them forth in plain language. . .language
which I have read hundreds of times and ignored. If we are
being redeemed to be image bearers, and if God lives a life
of community then I am being redeemed to live in community
because it is only in life with others that I am truly an image
bearer of God. Didn’t God say it wasn’t good to live alone
(Genesis 2.18)? It wasn’t because without others we get
lonely. It was because without others we don’t look like
God!
The bottom line is clear. To be redeemed to live once more
as an image bearer of God means I am redeemed to live
with others. Now, how this works out is less than clear.
Some of it is muddied because of the way I have structured
my life. The way my life is leaves little room for life with
other believers. To live with others would take more than
a rearranging of my schedule. It would take a complete
reorientation of my entire life. In addition, living with
others is hard; that is to say, people are hard. I don’t like
hard. I have a number of other roadblocks I could throw
up, but these are the biggest and seem insurmountable. But,
then I pause and wonder. If they were truly insurmountable
why would they be held forth as the way to live out our
faith? I think Paul’s admonition to live in a way as not
to blow up this life we have been given is perhaps where I
need to start. I have been trying to figure out how I get to
this life when I should perhaps been looking at how I keep
hijacking the Spirit’s work to give me this life. It is perhaps
here, in pondering my actions of undoing rather than doing,
that I find my first steps forward to life together.

Real life with You:
HHow do we navigate the world as people of faith? When
we ask this question, we generally assume we are asking
about how this plays out in our lives as individuals.
However, navigating the world as people of faith
requires us to navigate it together as a unified people who
intentionally share life with one another. It is in living this
life that we become true image bearers of the Triune God,
our life together demonstrating his life together. Not only
does life together model the life of God, it leads us deeper
into the life of being fully human, those who take up the
life of Christ. After all, to be fully human is to live as
an image bearer of God (Colossians 1.15). So, how do we
take steps to live life together as the people of God? The
modern Church has spent much energy seeking to answer
this question. We have devised strategies, created ministries
and programs, and written entire theologies and practical
handbooks, but they are all approaching the issue from
the wrong direction which is probably why we still find
ourselves struggling and failing to live this life together.
The reality is that we do not have create this life. We
already have it as a gift and working of the Holy Spirit
(Ephesians 4.3). The very work of Christ on the cross
creates this life together we can live (Ephesians 2.11-18).
Our role is not to step toward this life but to create an
environment where we do not squash this life (Ephesians
4.3). So, instead of pondering what the next program will
be which will lead people toward life together, perhaps we
could ponder what it is that is keeping us from life together
and deal with these things. This week, consider paying
attention to your rhythms and activities with an eye to
whether they foster or push out life with other believers.
When you recognize an activity or rhythm which pushes
out life together, rather than condemning it or yourself,
consider asking God how you might respond to this rhythm
or activity. Consider journaling these ponderings and
prayers and talking about them with a soul friend.
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