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“ON BEING MATURE”
Ephesians 4:11-16
It was God’s Spirit who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up 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. 

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

The Apostle Paul, the great evangelist and theologian of early Christianity, believed that the goal of the Christian walk is to become mature…to grow in Christ…to become more of the person God would have us be.  Here in our text this morning we find Paul using phrases like “become mature” and “grow up” to Christ-likeness.  In another of his writings, the 3rd chapter of the Book of 1st Corinthians, we find Paul regretting that far too many of the Corinthians Christians are “infants in Christ”, not growing as they should in spiritual and moral maturity.

The goal of the Christian walk, says Paul, is to become mature, to grow in Christ, to become more of the person God would have us be.

Thus, this morning I want to share with you FOUR CHARACTERISTICS OF MATURE CHRISTIANS.  These by no means are the only characteristics, but they are four key traits of  mature followers of Jesus Christ.
I.
MATURE CHRISTIANS ACCEPT THAT LIFE DOESN’T ALWAYS MAKE SENSE
You’ve heard me say before that we do God no service by minimizing or rationalizing that life isn’t always fair, that life doesn’t always make sense, that life is full of much pain and sorrow.  The fact is life isn’t always fair and often life doesn’t make sense.  As one Christian thinker puts it, summing up I think the feelings of many of us:

We see good things happen to bad people

and bad things happen to good people.

We see some people labor for hours for a morsel of bread,

and others make hundreds of thousands of dollars with a

simple phone call.

We see some who are physically fit and look after themselvest
die suddenly

and others who abuse themselves live to a ripe old age.

Now the truth is there are only one of three responses we can make to this reality.

1. We can give up on God, quit believing in God.
2. We can believe in God, but rebel against God.
3. We can simply trust God; acknowledge that God’s wisdom is greater than our wisdom, that God knows what we don’t know, that God has a purpose and a plan which we simply can’t fully understand. 

Mature Christians trust God.  Mature Christians accept that life doesn’t always make sense.

Mature Christians believe that in the end we have to leave the final answers to life’s complexities, uncertainties, even seeming inequities in God’s hand.  Mature Christians accept that we will never have a totally satisfactory answer, not in this life at least.

Does this mean we’re not allowed to ask questions? Of course not.

Does this mean we’re not allowed to challenge God?  Of course not.

Does this mean we sit back silent and compliant without thinking for ourselves?  Of course not.

God accepts our questions; God understands our uncertainties; God accepts our mental and emotional struggles.


Mature Christians do, however, in the end accept that we cannot know all God’s ways, at least not in this lifetime.

II.
MATURE CHRISTIANS ARE ACTIVE NOT PASSIVE AMIDST THE WORLD’S PROBLEMS

You don’t have to read many headlines or hear much on the morning or evening news to know 
that this is a troubled and hurting world.  The needs are at times overwhelming:

· 14 million AIDS orphans in Africa

· Growing numbers of refugees from Darfur and other hotbeds of violence and ethnic cleansing

· Wars and rumors of wars

· Increasing numbers of persons struggling economically

· Warnings about global warming

· 24 million Americans in this country who are functionally illiterate

      On and on the list goes.  It’s enough to wear one out spiritually, mentally, emotionally.  And
certainly many folks take the position that since there are so many problems, there’s not much one can do.    Some social scientists even speak of the factor of “compassion fatigue.”  One gets worn out by what one sees and hears, doesn’t know what to do, and ends up doing nothing.  This is the passive approach.  


   But mature Christians remember the words of Jesus when he said:  “Love your neighbor as
 your love yourself.”  “As you’ve done it unto the least of these my brothers and sisters, you’ve done it unto me.”  “Feed my sheep.”  “Take care of my lambs.”  This means that while we may not have the answers, we refuse to just sit by and let the world “go to hell.”  Mature Christians do what they can, where they can, when they can, with whatever resources they can.”



One of my favorite poems, as many of you know, is one by Edward Everett Hale titled, 
“I Am Only One.”  

I am only one,

But still I am one.

I cannot do everything,

But still I can do something;

And because I cannot do everything

I will not refuse to do the something that I can do”

Mature Christians seek to be active in Jesus’ name to make this world a better place,
a kinder place, a more just place, a more loving place; all in faithfulness to the call of Jesus Christ.
III.
MATURE CHRISTIANS TRY AND SEE THE GOOD IN ALL PERSONS

A couple of years ago I preached a sermon titled, “Dealing with Difficult People.”  In that 
sermon I talked about how even the best of us know people whom we do not like, people with whom it is hard to get along, and people with whom it actually might be to our benefit to practice avoidance.  The point of that sermon was that even good Christians find it hard to get along with some people.  My guess is that everyone in this sanctuary has someone, if you’re honest with yourself, who is for you a difficult person in your life.  It can be a co-worker, a family member, a neighbor, but few of us couldn’t name someone whom we would classify as a difficult person in our lives.  Again, God doesn’t expect us to like all persons and God understands that we just can’t relate well to some persons.


But having said that, let me go on to say that God does expect us to seek and find some 
good in every person we know.  Someone has said, “Every human being has something of the seed of God within himself or herself.”  What this means is that as best we can we need to try and see some good, however small, in every person we meet.  When we can do that, it just might make all the difference in the relationship.

One of the most challenging and inviting scripture texts in the Bible is the one found in Romans 

12:18.  Here’s how that verse goes:

“If it is possible,

as far as it depends on you,

live at peace with everyone.”

Now, again, maybe it’s not all that easy.  Maybe the other person won’t let you live in peace.  And 
maybe in spite of all you do, you find it hard to live at peace with that person.  But this I know…the more often you and I look for the good in other persons the more likely we are to get along with other persons.  It’s just amazing the perspective we might have if we really do see some good in that person, even that difficult person.

Mature Christians do their best to see the good in other persons and then, with God’s help, to seek
to be at peace with all persons.  
IV.   MATURE CHRISTIANS UNDERSTAND THAT GOD’S WILL IS PRIMARY

Many here this morning have read the popular book by Rick Warren, pastor of Saddleback Church, The PurposeDriven Life.  I have high appreciation for Rick Warren.  If you’ve read this book, you know that he begins with some rather sobering words, especially for our culture – a culture in which personal happiness and satisfaction seems to be the primary focus.  Here are those opening, sobering words:

“It’s not about you.  The purpose of your life is far greater than your own personal fulfillment, your peace of mind, or even your happiness.  It’s far greater than your family, your career, or even your wildest dreams and ambitions.  If you want to know why you were placed on this planet, you must begin with God.  You were born by his purpose and for his purpose.”

I’m guessing that a lot of Christians who picked up Warren’s book never fully grasped what he was saying or if they did, they put the book down right then.


Can you accept that?  Can you accept that it’s not about you?  Can I accept that it’s not about me.  It’s about God.  It’s not about what you want, what you desire, what you wish; it’s not about what I want, what I desire, what I wish.  Rather, it’s about what God desires; what God wants; what God wishes.

And this means, of course, as Warren indicates, that my primary focus is not seeking my will, but seeking God’s will.


I am absolutely convinced that not enough church-going Christians get this truth.  We’re here for God’s purpose, not our purpose.  We’re here to please God, not have life please us.  We’re here to give ourselves for the good of God’s work in the world, not to focus on what good God can do for us.

Said as kindly as I can say it, if you’ve not come to the place in your Christian walk where you understand this – that the most important thing in each of our lives is doing what God wants us to do, then you have a long way to go in becoming a mature Christian believer.

CLOSING


According to Paul, the primary goal of the Christian walk is to become mature followers of Jesus Christ.  What does it mean to be a mature disciple?  It certainly means this…
I.  We Accept That Life Doesn’t Always Make Sense and Trust God Anyway
II.   We Are Active Not Passive, Doing What We Can, Amidst the World’s Problems
III.   We Try and Find Good in All Persons
IV.   We Understand That God’s Will, Not Our Will, is Primary
