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Spiritual Formation: Building Up and Growing Up 

Ephesians 4:11-16 

 

 Why is it that some Christians are so Christlike, while others aren’t? Why is it that some 

churches are so much like what Jesus intends, but others aren’t?  

 There are a variety of interwoven reasons for this. 

For individual believers to become like Jesus and for churches to become what he intends, 

change has to take place—not haphazard change, not change for the sake of change, but genuine 

transformation. We can’t remain like we were when we came to Christ and be truly following 

him! There has to be a renewing of our minds, and that renewing of our minds brings about a 

transformation of our hearts and our character. Learning about Jesus and his ways, combined 

with our experience of his working in our lives and our life together through the Holy Spirit, 

leads to genuine transformation. 

 So often, individual believers don’t apply themselves to the study of God’s word and prayer 

and other spiritual disciplines. They remain like spiritual infants, or at best toddlers. They need to 

be taught and nurtured. And far too often, churches don’t do much to help them grow in Christ. 

Any instruction is more to impart information than to foster transformation. Their life together 

isn’t conducive to experiencing God’s presence and power; everything is focused on themselves 

rather than on God. 

 

Spiritual formation 

 When a person comes to Christ, there’s a degree of transformation that takes place 

immediately. The extent of that transformation depends on the age of the person or the situation 

he or she is coming out of. 

 But that’s just the beginning. The new believer is just setting out on a journey of 

transformation, of becoming like Jesus in mind and heart and character. It’s a lifelong process 

that’s never fully complete until we’re with the Lord. It’s called spiritual formation. 

 Now spiritual formation has to do with nurturing people toward Christ and nurturing them in 

Christ. What do I mean by that? 

 Well, take, for instance, what we do with children. Ideally, from infancy through young 

adulthood, their parents model God’s love and teach them the gospel and the words and ways of 
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Jesus. At church we try to provide age-appropriate Christian education experiences designed to 

help them learn about the Lord and experience his presence and power in their lives. We pray for 

them and model what it means to be followers of Jesus, a family of faith whose relationship with 

God is the very fabric of our lives and our life together. We pray that somewhere along the way, 

they’ll make a personal faith commitment to Jesus to follow him as a part of his church, and that 

in time, they’ll become mature disciples who are serving faithfully in the church. That’s what 

happens ideally.  

Unfortunately, something altogether different often happens. Sometimes parents abdicate 

their spiritual responsibilities for their children, leaving them all to the church, and then not even 

attending with them regularly. They expose their children much more to sports or the arts or a 

host of other things than they do to Christ. The children get the message very clearly that faith 

and worship and study are good, but they’re not the most important things in life, that having fun 

and making money are really the focus of life. 

And what about when they do come to church? Are we always truly serious about what we’re 

doing? Do we give it our very best, whatever age we’re dealing with? 

 Bruce Powers worked in Christian education for many years, both as a minister in churches 

and as a professor at Southeastern Seminary, then the Campbell University Divinity School. He 

often asked his students this question: “What are you trying to do to people?”  

That’s a question that’s worth asking, and it’s worthy of a biblical answer. 

 

God’s purpose for his people 

 In this letter that we know as Ephesians, Paul lays out his understanding of God’s eternal 

purpose to bring all things together under one head, the Lord Jesus Christ (1:3-10, NIV
1984).1 He 

prays for the eyes of believers’ hearts to be enlightened to know the hope of our calling and the 

resurrection power of God at work in our lives. He describes in chapter 2 how God has redeemed 

us by his grace individually and corporately as he is bringing believing Jews and Gentiles 

together into one body—the body of Christ—reconciling us all to himself and to one another. By 

doing this God is demonstrating his multi-faceted eternal wisdom to the principalities and 

powers of the heavenly realms—all the spiritual powers of the universe. Paul prays again for 

believers to be strengthened by the Spirit in our inner beings so that Christ may dwell in our 

hearts through faith, and that being rooted and established in love, we may have the power to 

comprehend the astounding greatness of God’s love and be filled to the measure of all the 

fullness of God (3:1-19). 

 Then in chapter 4 Paul addresses our life together as the church of Jesus, the body of Christ, 

focusing on the essential importance of unity. Later in the second half of chapter 4 and in 

chapters 5 and 6, he talks about how we should live as individual disciples in light of what God 

has done in Christ, focusing on our ethical behavior, our family relationships, and our spiritual 

warfare with Satan. 

 All of Ephesians is really about spiritual formation. If we focus for a few minutes on the text 

we read earlier (4:11-16), we can see the essence of Paul’s understanding of it. For Paul spiritual 
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formation was about two key and critical things: building up the church and growing up into 

Christ. For him, it was all about growth in unity toward maturity. 

 Throughout this passage, Paul is concerned with building up the church. He cites that as the 

reason that God has given the church its various ministers: apostles, prophets, evangelists, and 

pastors/teachers. He gave them to equip his people for works of service, so that the body of 

Christ may be built up . . . (4:11-12). 

 But this building up of the body is vitally intertwined with its individual members—

individual disciples who are growing up into Christ. Look what he says. 

 The body is to 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 

(4:13). That will mean that the members of the body will no longer be infants, tossed back and 

forth on the waves of false teaching. Instead, Paul says, speaking the truth in love, we will 

grow to become in every respect the mature body of him who is the head, that is, Christ 

(4:14-15). And when this happens, as each member of the body is doing its part, the body grows 

and builds itself up in love (4:16). 

 

How do we do it? 

 So how do we do this? Paul’s very clear about it here and in a host of other passages as well. 

The Christian life is about so much more than being rescued from hell. As important as that is, 

God wants so much more in his dealings with us; he wants us to be in a relationship with him, 

growing together with other believers to become like his Son. He wants to form us in Christ by 

his word and his Spirit into what he wants us to become. And he uses his church, his people, to 

bring that about. 

 So how do we do it? How does God want to form us and use us as a church to form others?  

 As I said, spiritual formation involves nurturing people toward Christ and nurturing people 

in Christ. 

Nurturing people toward Christ means helping them to become believers. Bruce Powers says 

that there are basically three kinds of conversion experiences.2 

 For some, conversion is a developmental experience. They are nurtured into the kingdom. 

That’s how it was with me. My parents taught me about Christ. I was in Sunday School and 

worship every week from infancy. I was exposed to the gospel from the beginning, so that as the 

Spirit drew me to Christ, it made all the sense in the world for me to put my faith in him and 

follow him. 

But it’s not that way for everybody. For some, their conversion is a crisis experience leading 

to an immediate, radical turning to Christ and a radical change in their way of life. Some of you 

have had that experience. It was like turning on the light, like going from night to day.  

I remember an older preacher friend telling about his conversion experience. Before he was a 

Christian, he would hear his wife pray for him at night. He was a farmer, and as he was plowing 

one day, the Holy Spirit began to deal with him. Every time the tractor wheels turned, he could 

hear his wife praying, “God, save Vernon.” Finally, he couldn’t take it any longer. He stopped 
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the tractor, got off and got down on his knees right in the middle of the field and gave his life to 

Christ. 

For others, conversion is a process of a gradual turning or stages of conversion, like C. S. 

Lewis, the great 20th century British writer. He’d been brought up to be Christian, but through a 

series of experiences he had become an atheist. As God began to deal with him, he admitted the 

possibility of God’s existence, becoming an agnostic. Sometime later, he very reluctantly 

became a theist—no longer able to deny God’s existence, he began actively to believe in him. 

But it was only still later that he became a Christian, putting his faith in Jesus Christ. 

For every follower of Jesus, conversion is ongoing as we’re transformed into the likeness of 

Christ. In every case, we turn from our way to God’s way, putting our faith in Jesus Christ as 

Lord and Savior. As Dr. Powers says, “Conversion is an act of God and a gift from God!”  

How we nurture children, youth, and adults in various life situations toward Christ may 

differ. The one common factor will be sharing the gospel with them in meaningful ways that 

address them where they are. Once they become believers, we have to nurture them toward 

maturity in Christ. This will involve several things. 

 We must help believers grow in their understanding and experience of God. This will 

involve helping them learn the Bible and Christian doctrine and teaching them about those 

who’ve gone before us and how they knew and experienced God. It will mean helping them 

learn how they can tend to their own spiritual growth in the grace and knowledge of the Lord 

Jesus Christ and their development in their relationship with God through the practice of spiritual 

disciplines like worship, Bible study, prayer and meditation, giving, service, guidance, and 

others—not just being informed but being transformed by the word of God and the Spirit of 

Christ.  

 We must also help them grow in Christian character, becoming like Christ in their attitudes 

and actions. We must instruct them in Christ’s ways and teach them to observe them, following 

his example. We must help them learn to live the crucified life, yielding themselves to him so 

that he might develop his character in them. 

And we must help them grow in ministry. This will mean helping them discover and develop 

their God-given gifts, encouraging them to use them to do their part in the body, so that it might 

build itself up in love. 

And all this will happen through worship and Bible study, mentoring relationships and small 

groups, the practice of spiritual disciplines, and in other ways that God will choose to work 

through us as we seek to nurture people toward Christ and in Christ. 

 

 I close on a very practical note . . . 

People have always had different learning styles—visual, auditory, hands-on, etc. These 

differences are more pronounced in our culture now than ever. Changes in technology, especially 

over the past 30 years, have dramatically impacted how people learn—how they take in and 

process information—in unbelievable ways.  

This impacts how we have to do things as the church. Our message and our ultimate goal will 

always be the same. But just as faithful believers have done in the past when the times and 
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technological developments called for it, we may have to adapt our methods, using such 

advances for the glory of God and in the service of his kingdom—not to be trendy, not to 

entertain, but to form people in Jesus Christ, so that the body may be built up and believers may 

grow up!  

                  
MEG 

 

 
1 Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® 

(2011 edition). 
2 I have heard Dr. Powers present these ideas in workshop settings on several occasions. 


