The Missional Jesus Christ

A LENTEN JOURNEY

COMPANION READING FOR WEEK ONE

“IT’S TIME…AN URGENT CALL TO CHRISTIAN MISSION”

Chapter One:  “It’s Time!…for Spiritual Formation”—Pages 2-8

SUNDAY SCHOOL LESSON ONE—WEEK ONE

SUNDAY, MARCH 5, 2006

“BEING TRANSFORMED: 

 EMBRACING THE MIND OF CHRIST”

Romans 12:1-2; Philippians 2:1-13

“I’d rather see a sermon than to hear one any day.

I’d rather one would walk with me than merely show the way.

I may misunderstand you and the fine advice you give.

But there is no misunderstanding how you act and how you live.”

“Commitment without reflection is fanaticism in action. But reflection without commitment is the paralysis of all action.”—Dr. John McKay

Dr. John McKay is absolutely on target as he assesses the ongoing threat to Christian ministry in our world today.  There is a general contentment for those who are followers of Christ to find satisfaction in learning matters of doctrine, but that doctrine oftentimes does not display itself in everyday living and contact with the world itself.  How do the words of Dr. McKay play themselves out in our living today?  First, there are many whose lives are filled with doing good things.  These people are busy doing good day in and day out, but many times they do not understand the purpose of their actions.  On the other hand, there are those who simply choose to “soak in” the truth.  They, like Kierkegaard’s domestic goose, talk the talk of soaring though the clouds of Christian service and ministry on Sunday, but on Monday they find themselves relegated to the confines of the barnyard making little difference as salt and light in their lifestyles, never seeking nor seizing the opportunities that present themselves for transforming the world.  Perhaps behind it all is that we, as believers, have lost our sense of URGENCY with relation to being the transforming presence of Christ in our world.  We need to take heed to the words of Robert Moffat as he says, “We’ll have all eternity to celebrate our victories, but only one short hour before sunset to win them.”  Have we lost our sense of urgency?  Perhaps some food for thought is necessary here.  Why should we as First Baptist Church of Dalton, Georgia feel a sense of urgency with relation to the call to Christian mission?  Why the rush?

Consider these facts.  In looking at the 2005 CIA World Fact Book, the population of the world in July 2005 was 6,446,131,400.  Now that is a lot of people!  But, take this consideration a step further.  It was estimated that in 2005 there would be 8.78 deaths per 1,000 people.  Take a moment to do the math.  Here’s the answer!  In 2005, 56,597,033 people were estimated to have died.  Take it one step further.  Once again, according to this Fact Book, 33.03% of the world’s population is listed as being Christian.  Again, take a moment to do the math.  Thus, in 2005, 39,361,995 people died who did not profess a relationship with Jesus Christ.  Are you feeling a little bit more of a sense of urgency?  Are you not haunted by the fact that so many people will die each year without knowing the love of God in Jesus Christ because no one felt a sense of urgency to share that love with them.  Have our lives of reflection without commitment paralyzed us into lives of inaction when it comes to helping to shape and mold the world for Jesus Christ?  Have we become so consumed with doing good things that we have forgotten the best?  Or, perhaps we need to reorient and transform ourselves to be more like Christ so that we might more fully participate in the on-going mission of Jesus Christ.

If such a task is to be undertaken, the first step in that process is that we need to become serious advocates and participants in the process of spiritual formation.  Quite simply, we need to take on the mind of Christ so that we can become His transforming agents in our world today.  Paul was quite clear in his words to the church at Rome about the danger in becoming so conformed to the world that we miss the mark of the high calling of Jesus Christ.  Here are Paul’s words from the New International Version of the Bible and from The Message.

Romans 12:1-2 (NIV)

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—His good, pleasing and perfect will.

Romans 12:1-2 (The Message)

So here's what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life--your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life--and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for him. Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops well-formed maturity in you.
	

	Missional Thoughts from Romans 12:1-2
The real danger in studying a passage such as Romans 12:1-2 is the old adage that “familiarity breeds contempt.”  We have heard these words on so many occasions that the power and impact of their meaning have been “lost in translation” (and we are doing the translation!).  What did Paul mean in this passage, and how does it relate to spiritual formation?  

First, you should notice that Paul joins two interesting words to make his point more profound—living and sacrifice.  We are living sacrifices!  We must present ourselves totally and completely, submitting to His will, work, and Word for our lives.  When a person makes that commitment, they are in essence saying, “Yes Lord, I want to serve you fully and completely.  I know that you have called me and are calling me to some special service for you.  I offer myself totally and completely to that call.  Lord, I do not understand it all, but I do dedicate myself to be all that you want me to be.”  We must understand that an important part of this process is our commitment to stripping off that “old self” that was a part of our lives.  Paul was also clear to the church at Colossae when he said, “Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.”

Then, following that affirmation, you come to the reality of verse 2.  It is at this point that many of us find ourselves unable to fulfill God’s call to ministry in our lives because our lives are already too full of other things that crowd out that call.  We cannot be concerned with other people’s spiritual formation because, more often than not, we do not have time for our own spiritual formation!  Romans 12:2 says that we are not to be conformed any longer to the pattern of this world, rather we are to be renewed by the transformation of our minds.  It is at this point that each person must seriously commit to the act of what we will call “eliminating things.”  You must begin to measure things by their Kingdom impact.  You begin to eliminate good things in favor of doing the best thing.  You begin to move aside the important things and replace them with the essential things.  You follow the advice of Stephen Covey and focus your life back on the big rocks, and you let the little rocks fall into place (or off to the side).  You cannot keep putting things into life, without understanding the need to take things out at the same time.  Of course, this entire concept must be understood as a process.  That is why we call it spiritual formation!  It is the daily building of our lives into the image of Christ in all that we do.  It is walking daily with Him, being tempted and tested, facing trials and tribulations, molding and being molded into the likeness of our Savior.

How though do we get it right?  How do we bring ourselves to become missional Christians and missional churches?  How do we recapture the passion of that first love in sharing the gospel message?  Perhaps there is not a better way to accomplish this than by taking on the mind of Christ in our every waking and sleeping moment.  It is not an act that we will drift into by accident.  It is an intentional process on each of our parts.  Our minds will be formed by something; why not Jesus Christ?  Thus, we face the question, which is the central point of our lesson this week—What does it mean to have and take on the mind of Christ?  How do we embrace the attitude of Christ so that, like Him, we can be instruments and models of spiritual formation?

Philippians 2:1-13 (NIV)

(1) If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, (2) then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. (3) Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. (4) Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. (5) Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  (6) Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, (7) but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  (8) And being found in appearance as a man, 
he humbled himself and became obedient to death—even death on a cross! 
(9) Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, (10) that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, (11) and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (12) Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, (13) for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.

When reading these words we are reminded of the imperativeness of not only professing our faith in words, but also showing that faith and commitment in the loving actions of our lives.  How do people know that we are Christians?  Or, perhaps better said, “What does it mean to be a Christian?”  As we encounter our passage for this week Paul gives us clear insight into what it means to be a Christian.  We have often looked at this word “Christian” and stated that it means that when we assume the privilege of this name, we become “little Christs.”  Therefore, that which Christ embodied in His life, we too should embody in our own.

The Motivation for Being Like Christ (verses 1)

When you read verse 1 it is important for you to understand that the word “if” is actually better translated “since.”  “Since we have the encouragement from being united with Christ, since we have the comfort from His love, since we have fellowship with the Spirit, and since there has been bestowed upon us tenderness and compassion, then …”  These are all conditions that are assumed to be true in our lives because of our yoking ourselves together with Jesus Christ.  And, since they are true, the Christians at Philippi are urged to demonstrate and to display the attitude of Christ in their personal lives.  These four statements therefore become our motivations for being like Christ.

Let’s break down each statement to get a clearer meaning.  First, “since there is encouragement from being united with Christ.”  The word “encouragement” literally means “a calling alongside.”  When Christ calls us to follow Him, He is actually beckoning us to come alongside of Him.  The implications to this point are far-reaching.   To be called alongside of Christ means that He will always be my companion on the journey of life.  He does not send me out on my own to fend for myself as I encounter the trials and tribulations that life bring to me.  Christ will always go with me and before me in whatever I may do in life.  All the resources that are His are mine for this arduous and joyful journey.  Christ will never ask me to go anywhere that He has not been or is not willing to accompany me.  No matter what I face in life, He has faced it.  No matter where I may find myself, He has been there.  When Christ calls us to come alongside of Him we understand that we do not have to figure it all out on our own.  The grace of God will always be with me and go before me as He walks alongside of me.  We must understand that “Christianity is not a place to stand, but a road to walk in choice companionship with the leader of life.”  (Quote from Broadman.)  Thus, to be that effective model of spiritual formation, we must be united with Christ.

The second motivation is the “comfort that we have from His love.”  The love that Paul speaks of in this verse is the agape love of God.  In this Christian sense, love is not primarily an emotion, but an act of the will.  His love for us sought our own good at the cost of Himself.  Should we not model this same attitude in our own lives?  Being His agents of transformation begins with our call to exhibit the same love to all people that was shown in His life.

Third, Paul mentioned “fellowship with the Spirit” as our next motivation for being like Christ.  The word “fellowship” is the New Testament word “koinonia.”  It denotes mutual participation or a partnership between believers that is empowered by the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit being our Teacher and our Guide should lead us to Christ-likeness.  If we are going to accomplish the great calling to be agents of transformation in our world today we must understand the imperative empowering of the Holy Spirit to lead us into and through this process.

The final motivation that Paul mentions in verse one is “tenderness and compassion.”  When we think about what Christ has done for us, we are stimulated to be like Him by responding in tenderness and compassion.  How might the attributes of tenderness and compassion differ from our customary thoughts of kindness?  Buechner describes compassion as the “sometimes fatal capacity for feeling what it’s like to live in somebody else’s skin.  It is the knowledge that there can never really be any peace and joy for me until there is peace and joy finally for you too.”  This definition might help you with your answer to the previous question.  Looking on the world with the eyes of Christ will move us to compassion.  Only until we have such an attitude will the urgency of this call come to full meaning for each of us.

The Marks of Christ-likeness (verses 2 – 4)

Discussion Point:  What do you think is the biggest barrier to unity in our church today?  

Read verses 2 through 4 noting that in these verses we are given a glimpse of the marks of Christ-likeness.  Remember verse 1:  We have the motivations and since the motivations are in place, these are attributes we should exhibit.  The first characteristic is that of oneness (verse 2).  We are to be like-minded in our relationships in Christ.  We are to work together with one love, one spirit, and one purpose.  Reflect for a moment on some positive things our church is doing “like-mindedly.”  What are some practical ways to improve such an attitude?  We must remember that unity is not conformity and diversity is not division!  We are to be like-minded, one in Jesus.  Having this Spirit of oneness in the body will open many doors of opportunity to be His transformers.

Christ-likeness is also characterized by humility (verse 3).  What are some examples of humility that you have seen that have furthered the cause of Christ?  “Humility is often confused with the gentlemanly self-depreciation of saying you’re not much of a bridge player when you know perfectly well you are.  Conscious or otherwise, this kind of humility is a form of gamesmanship.  If you really aren’t much of a bridge player, you’re apt to be rather proud of yourself for admitting it so humbly.  This kind of humility is a form of low comedy.  True humility doesn’t consist of thinking of yourself much differently from the way you’d be apt to think of anybody else.  It is the capacity for being no more or less pleased when you play your own hand well than when your opponents do” (Frederick Buechner).  We should not do anything out of selfish ambition (“strife” in KJV).  This denotes a rivalry for the sake of gaining “vainglory.”  The TEV translates “vainglory or vain conceit” as a cheap desire to boast.  People in the church sometimes work to advance themselves rather than to advance the cause of Christ.  The antidote is that we are to count others better than ourselves.  As Brian Harbour says, “We are to climb down from the throne on which we sit and let someone else sit there.”  

Christ-likeness is also characterized by helpfulness (verse 4).  Paul is saying at this point that a major cause of disunity in the church is self-centeredness (looking only to one’s own interests).  We need to be and must be concerned about the needs and problems of others!

Our Model—Christ Himself (verses 5 – 11)

We have the motivation and the marks of Christ-likeness, now Paul naturally turns to the example of what he was talking about—Christ Himself.  It is interesting that when we look at Christ we see His total uniqueness—spiritually, mentally, and physically.  You are urged though to examine the fact that a major part of His uniqueness was in the attitude with which He approached life.  Note as you read these verses how the motivations and marks are exemplified in the life of Christ.  In the crucially strong Christological statement in verse 6, Paul speaks of the unchanging nature of Jesus Christ.  His essential being is divine, and it is unchangeable.  Christ was, is, and always will be God.  In every way Jesus possessed the essence of divinity.  And yet, although Jesus existed in the very form of God and possessed the essence of God, He “did not consider equality with God something to be grasped.”  The KJV word for “robbery” literally means “grab, snatch, or clutch.”  Christ did not have to grab equality with God for Himself, for He already had it.  Rather, he made Himself nothing (verse 7).  He emptied Himself.  But of what did He empty Himself?  This is an important question for us.  We must understand that He did not give up His deity because that was His essential nature.  He emptied Himself of the expression of His deity in order to assume the likeness of a human.  He took upon Himself the humility of a servant.  He became the servant of humankind.  What we have here is the exemplification of humility and helpfulness.

Then after taking on the form of a servant (think of this word in terms of service rather than subordination), He humbled Himself even further (emphasizing the voluntary nature of self-emptying) laying aside all the privileges that were rightfully His and surrendered Himself to a death that was usually reserved for criminals and run-away slaves.  Think once again of humility and helpfulness.  “From heaven to earth, from glory to shame, from master to servant, from life to death, what an amazing pathway Jesus followed! (Brian Harbour)”

Paul’s picture of Christ then takes a radical turn in verses 9-11.  From glory to humiliation, and now Christ is portrayed in His present and future glory.  God has exalted Him and given Him a name that is above every name (Jesus Christ is Lord).  “God exalted Jesus because of His obedience in freely taking the role of a servant—even to the point of death on a cross.  Look at this exaltation in verses 9-11.  Is the biblical description of the nature and scope of Christ’s lordship relevant for the contemporary believer?  What are some practical ways in which busy modern Christians can submit their lives more completely to the risen Lord Jesus?”

The Means (verses 12 – 13)

The purpose of Christ’s humiliation and glorification was the redemption of all humanity.  Salvation is ours as a free gift; there is nothing we can do to earn it no matter how hard we try.  With this thought in mind, what does Paul mean when he says to the Philippians for them to “continue to work out their salvation”?  Remember as we have often said that salvation is a three-pronged experience in the New Testament.  We have been saved, we are being saved, and we will be saved.  You perhaps remember the words of the Roman historian Strabo who lived before Christ and gave an account of the once famous silver mines of Spain.  He refers to the “working out of the mines” and used the same word Paul used in this text.  In Strabo’s use of the term, the miners operated the mines in such a way that they could get the utmost value out of them.  They already had the mines in their possession.  Now they were to derive the full benefit from them.  When we become followers of Christ, God plants a tremendous potential in our lives.  This potential is like the precious silver mines.  God wants us to work out that potential to the fullest.  To accomplish this we must approach the task with a particular attitude.  We are to work out our salvation with “fear and trembling.”  This says that in our own power we will not be able to accomplish that which He is beckoning us to do.  We need to come to recognize God for who He is and me and you for who we are.  We must realize His total sufficiency and our insufficiency.  We must realize that we are totally dependent on Him to accomplish His will for our lives and thus avail ourselves to the awesome power that He has in hand to accomplish His purpose through us.  It is God who is at work in us and not we ourselves.  As the great British theologian Ian Thomas said, “I can’t, He never said I could; He can, He always said He would!”

Concluding

Thus, when we take on the mind of Christ we come to understand the important disciplines that He involved Himself with to attain that relationship:  solitude, prayer, meditation, simplicity, submission, celebration, fasting, serving, worship.  All of these disciplines do not “give” us the mind of Christ, but they do give us the empowering of the Holy Spirit to transform us into His likeness and to use us to help “form” others into that same likeness.  

How though does it work?  How do we involve ourselves in spiritual formation and thus in becoming a more missional Christian?  If you glean one thing only from this lesson, please let it be the following illustration that is taken from the book entitled Shaped By God’s Heart, by Milfred Minatrea.  When you take on the mind of Christ and are transformed into His likeness the following cycle will grow exponentially as people see you and begin to model that lifestyle in their daily living.

Follow the Pattern…

LOVE GOD….worship…obey…

LIVE HIS MISSION…serve…share…

LOVE PEOPLE…embrace…invite…

LEAD THEM TO FOLLOW…equip…empower.  

That cycle leads naturally back to LOVE GOD.
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