Why Am I Here? #32

“Becoming a World-Class Christian”

selected Scriptures

Perhaps you’ve heard the saying: “There are three types of people in the world: Those who can count and those who can’t”? (If you didn’t get it, you would be in the latter category!) I’ve heard many sayings begin with the words: “There are (x) types of something or other in the world…” So I’ll begin this message with a similar statement: 

There are two type of Christian: A world-class Christian or a worldly Christian.


I didn’t make that up; that distinction belongs to Rick Warren, who goes on to describe these two characters,

Worldly Christians look to God primarily for personal fulfillment. They are saved, but self-centered. They love to attend concerts and enrichment seminars, but you would never find them at a missions conference because they aren’t interested. Their prayers focus on their own needs, blessings, and happiness. It’s a “me-first” faith: How can God make my life more comfortable? They want to use God for their purposes instead of being used for his purposes. 

In contrast, world-class Christians know they were saved to serve and made for a mission. They are eager to receive a personal assignment and excited about the privilege of being used by God. World-class Christians are the only fully alive people on the planet. Their joy, confidence, and enthusiasm are contagious because they know they’re making a difference. They wake up each morning expecting God to work through them in fresh ways. 

Which type of Christian do you want to be?


Last week we considered the commission of the Christian, and we noted that Jesus’ final command to His followers before returning to Heaven was to take the Good News of salvation to the ends of the earth. I like how John Stott summarizes this in his powerful little book, Our Guilty Silence: “The mission of the Church cannot mean less than the whole Church bringing the whole gospel to the whole world.” 
 

Each one of us is responsible to play our part in accomplishing this task. Our roles are not identical, but our involvement is essential if the Great Commission is to be fulfilled. I want to suggest three ways we can each become a world-class Christian:

· Developing a Global Perspective

· Displaying a Global Passion

· Demonstrating a Global Partnership

Developing a Global Perspective


First we must develop a global perspective. This involves our mind, or intellect. We need to think differently. Worldly Christians tend to be shallow and selfish in their thinking. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 14:20, “My friends, stop thinking like children. Think like mature people” (cev) Children only think of themselves; mature adults think of others. World-class Christians shift from self-centered thinking to other-centered thinking.
 Paul goes on to say in Philippians 2:4, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” 


In order to do this, we must change the way we think. Our tendency is to only see what is right in front of us, like a horse with blinders tunneling their vision. We are so caught up in our personal problems and those immediately around us that we fail to see what is happening on a global scale.


The apostle Paul was certainly a man on a mission. He shares his sense of mission with the Roman Christians in Romans 15:13-33, our Scripture reading from earlier in the service. He identifies himself as “a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles” in verse 16. Then he describes the breadth of his ministry in verses 19-20: “So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ.” Stott explains the meaning of Paul’s first phrase:

The expression all the way around should probably be translated ‘in a circle’ or ‘in a circuit’. Then one can visualize, or trace on a map, the arc of Pauline evangelism encircling the Eastern Mediterranean…. Illyricum…is situated on the western, Adriatic seaboard of Macedonia, and corresponds to Albania and the southern part of former Yugoslavia today.
 


While the New Testament does not record Paul’s evangelization of Illyricum, he may have walked west along the Egnatian Way from Thessalonica, at least to the borders of Illyricum.
 Paul is stating that he had preached from Jerusalem, where the Gospel was first preached, through the territory of Asia Minor and across into Macedonia and Greece. The emphasis here may be as much on where Paul had not been, namely Italy and Spain, which he mentions in verse 23, “But now that there is no more place for me to work in these regions, and since I have been longing for many years to see you, I plan to do so when I go to Spain.”  

Now before we get lost in ancient geography, let’s not miss the point! Paul’s words in verse 20 shows his global perspective: “It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known.” Certainly Paul could have sung the hymn from earlier in the service:

To the regions beyond, I must go, I must go, where the story has never been told;

To the millions that never have heard of his love I must tell the sweet story of old.

In today’s world, Wycliffe Bible Translators is working around the globe to translate the Bible in lands that have never heard of Jesus. Other missionaries and organizations are taking to Gospel to “the ends of the earth.” 

How can we develop such a global perspective? One way is to read and watch the news with “Great Commission eyes.” Wherever there is change or conflict, you can be sure that God will use it to bring people to him. People are most receptive to God when they are under tension or in transition. Because the rate of change is increasing in our world, more people are open to hearing the Good News now than ever before.
 This will help us get out of our own tunnel vision of our own little world and see the vastness of a global vision.

Displaying a Global Passion
We should not stop with a change of thinking, however. We must also display a global passion. This speaks of our heart, or emotions. We have been referring to the Great Commission a lot over the past two weeks, but the Great Commandment—to love God and to love my neighbor—goes hand in hand with the Great Commission. One might say that the Great Commandment provides the motivation for the Great Commission.

Stott pointedly connects these two concepts as he writes,

To love my neighbour is to seek and to serve his highest good. …Man’s highest good is more than the basic necessities of food, clothing and shelter. It is not even health of body and mind or harmonious integration into society. It concerns his relationship with God, in whose image and likeness he has been made.

It is because man is fundamentally a spiritual being that he cannot live by bread alone. He has a deeper hunger than baker’s bread can satisfy. If we know this, and if we also know the gospel which can introduce him to ‘the true bread from heaven’ [John 6:32], we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve… To say this is not to forget that man is one person, a body-soul, or to imply that his physical needs may be ignored. It is rather an assertion that the neglect of my neighbour’s spiritual needs, on whatever pretext, is incompatible with the claim to love him. Such neglect is criminal irresponsibility. To suppress the good news in silence is to incur guilt.


My point is not to guilt anyone into a global passion, but rather to show that our love for others in best expressed by meeting their most pressing need. There is no more pressing need than to bring them to Jesus!


What was God’s motivation for saving the world? The familiar words of John 3:16 tell us, “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son,﻿ that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  Think about those first few words: God so loved who? The world. How much? That He gave His one and only Son. Why? So that those who believe in Him would not perish but have eternal life. That’s love!

Leon Morris points out,

The Jew was ready enough to think of God as loving Israel, but no passage appears to be cited in which any Jewish writer maintains that God loved the world. It is a distinctively Christian idea that God’s love is wide enough to embrace all people. His love is not confined to any national group or spiritual elite. It is a love that proceeds from the fact that he is love (1 John 4:8, 16). It is his nature to love. He loves people because he is the kind of God he is. 
 

Love is also the reason why Jesus has not returned to earth yet. We read in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.”  Paul writes in 1 Timothy 2:3-4 of “God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.” Perhaps Ezekiel 18:30-32 expresses the passion of God for the lost best in these words:

Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign Lord. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign Lord. Repent and live! 

This does not mean that everyone will be saved; only that God wants everyone to be saved. For although God wants all men to be saved, although he has made provision for all to be accepted, some will exercise their God-given free will to exclude Him. And this He cannot prevent unless He is to take away the very freedom of choice that marks us out as men. Some will indeed perish, but this is not because God wills it.
 Whenever I am asked, “How can a loving God send anyone to Hell?” my response is, “That loving God has done everything in His power to keep people from going to Hell—short of removing their power to choose!” Our Father is giving the lost every opportunity to come to Him to be saved.

To make this personal, apply 2 Peter 3:9 to one you know who does not yet know Christ. Put his or her name instead of Peter’s “any” and “all”: “[God] is patient toward _____, not wishing for _____ to perish but for _____ to come to repentance.” That changes the perspective, doesn’t it?
 

We are to mirror God’s passion for the lost. Perhaps we need to pray the words of the hymn we sung last Sunday, “Give me a passion for souls, dear Lord, a passion to save the lost.”
 Until we share God’s heartbeat—and heartbreak—for those who do not yet know him, we will never be world-class Christians.


The haunting words and melody of another hymn, “He Was Not Willing,” says it so well:

He was not willing that any should perish; Jesus enthroned in the glory above,

Saw our poor fallen world, pitied our sorrows, Poured out His life for us, wonderful love!

Perishing, perishing! thronging our pathway, hearts break with burdens too heavy to bear:

Jesus would save, but there’s no one to tell them, no one to lift them from sin and despair.

Plenty for pleasure, but little for Jesus; time for the world with its troubles and toys,

No time for Jesus’ work, feeding the hungry, lifting lost souls to eternity’s joys.

Perishing, perishing! Hark, how they call us; “Bring us your Savior, oh, tell us of Him!

We are so weary, so heavily laden, and with long weeping our eyes have grown dim.”

He was not willing that any should perish; am I His follower, and can I live

Longer at ease with a soul going downward, lost for the lack of the help I might give?

Perishing, perishing! Thou wast not willing; Master, forgive, and inspire us anew;

Banish our worldliness, help us to ever live with eternity’s values in view.

Lord, give us all a passion for souls, a passion like Your own!

Demonstrating a Global Partnership

Finally, we become world-class Christians by demonstrating a global partnership. This transcends the mind and the heart and involves the will. This takes what we think and what we feel and translates it into what we do.
What comes to mind when we hear the word “partner” or “partnership”? Those words carry a connotation of cooperation, working together, being part of a team. There is a sense of involvement in the decision making as well as the implementation of those decisions. In a business or law firm, being a partner means sharing the privileges, the responsibilities, and the rewards of the whole group. 


Paul uses the Greek term koinōnia in this manner in Philippians 1:4-5. He writes to the Philippian church, “In all my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until now…” This phrase is not to be taken in a passive sense and therefore equivalent to “﻿your faith,﻿”  but denotes their active cooperation in the widest sense.
 The Philippian Christians were not merely spectators, cheering on Paul as he preached the gospel. No, they were partners with him, actively working together with him in the ministry.


This partnership in the gospel took on three very tangible, practical elements. I believe that we can partner with others in their ministries in these same three ways.


The first is by praying. Turn to Philippians 1:18-19 where Paul writes,

I know that through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me will turn out for my deliverance.
Throughout Paul’s letters to the various churches as found in the New Testament he asked the Christians there to pray for him and his ministry. We should never underestimate the importance of prayer in our lives and in the ministries of others. 

I chuckle whenever I hear someone say in an rather apologetic tone, “There was nothing left to do but pray,” or “All I could do was pray.” Friends, there is nothing better to do than to pray! As Howard Hendricks put it so well, “it is far more important to talk to God about men than to talk to men about God.”
 The greatest thing you can do for your pastor, for the missionaries, and for one another is pray. Lift them up in prayer, and through your prayers you partner with them in their ministry.

The second form of a global partnership is by giving. Paul writes about the Philippians’ giving in Philippians 4:14, “Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles.” We may be more familiar with verse 19, “And my God will meet all your needs according to his glorious riches in Christ Jesus,” though we seldom hear it in its context. God will supply all the needs of His work around the world, but He doesn’t accomplish that by dropping it from the sky! He uses Christians to meet the needs of other Christians.

The third form of partnership in the gospel is by going. This is seen in Philippians 2:25-30. Epaphroditus was a member of the Philippian church who took the support from the congregation to Paul personally. He didn’t merely pray or give, he went. And at great risk to himself—this passage records that he got sick and almost died. But I am certain that he would do it all again if he had the opportunity. Can you imagine the experiences he had, the memories he made from that experience with the apostle Paul!


You may be thinking, “Are you kidding? I’m supposed to just drop everything and go halfway around the world?” 

Think about this: When Jesus told his followers to “Go everywhere in the world, and tell the Good News to everyone,” that small band of poor, Middle Eastern disciples were overwhelmed. Were they supposed to walk or ride slow animals? That’s all they had for transportation back then! Yet they did it! And they reached thousands for Christ!

Today we have airplanes, ships, trains, buses, and automobiles. It’s a small world after all, and it’s shrinking daily. We can fly across the ocean in a matter of hours and be home the next day if we need to be. The opportunities for normal, everyday Christians to become involved in short term international missions are now literally limitless. Every corner of the world is available to us—just ask the travel industry. We have no excuse not to spread the Good News. Now, with the Internet, the world has gotten even smaller. Any believer with Internet access can personally communicate with people in virtually every country on earth. The whole world is at our fingertips!
 We can go—even on a short-term, temporary basis—if that is what God calls us to do.

If we want to be like Jesus, we must have a heart for the whole world. We can’t be satisfied with just our family and friends coming to Christ. There are over seven billion people on earth, and Jesus wants all his lost children found. The Great Commission is our commission, and doing our part is the secret to living a life of significance.

I ask you again: Which type of Christian do you want to be: a world-class Christian or a worldly Christian?
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