
The Mission of God – the Entire Story
GOD'S PURSUIT OF THE NATIONS

Institute of Biblical Studies
Carrubbers Christian Centre

Preamble
My Goal in this first talk on Mission is to help us stand back and take the BIG view of what God is doing – what is His mission all about – His Missio Dei
.
As an architect I like to see the BIG PICTURE so I am going to attempt to go right through the Bible in this 45 minute talk. 

At the end of this talk I will seek to summarise all I will cover through a series of simple illustrations that will capture this incredible story.  They will help us understand what God has been doing through the ages. 
So here we go, fasten your seat belts, put your chair backs in an upright position because we are going to move fast as we seek to understand the God of this universe and his purposes.
This is the equivalent of a Sub 4 minute mile in terms of lectures!!!!

Introduction
What is life and our existence here on earth all about?  To answer this question, no matter who you are or where you are from or what culture you are part of, there are 4 other basic questions you need to address in life:
1. Who am I?  How have I come into being – do I have an identity?
2. Where am I? How do I understand this incredible world I live in?
3. What's gone wrong?  This world is messed up – how do I understand that?
4. How do we put it right?

If you are a Christian, a Muslim, a Sikh, a Hindu, a Buddhist, or a combination of any of these or even an atheist you need to address these questions consciously or sub-consciously. So here is the incredible Christian response to these questions.

The Bible starts, "In the beginning God..........".  Who is this God?  What is he like?  Let me put forward 3 characteristics that describe God that come from the first few chapters of Genesis:

· Creator God

- we see the evidence all around us 
· Loving God


- relational God, relationships are important to Him 
· Just God

- looks for obedience 
"In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth". Gen 1:1. Part of that creation was humankind, first Adam, then Eve, male and female. It says in Gen 1 that God "created them in his own image"
. This is a powerful statement and perhaps one of the most significant in all scripture.  But what does it mean?

· God is a creator God - humankind are also creative, this sets us apart from all the rest of the creatures God speaks into being.  Think for a moment about the art world, architecture, sciences.  The creativity is evident in each of these areas
· God is a loving God
- people are loving and relational, "love is what makes the world go round. 
· God is a just God
- humankind have an inherent sense of justice within them.  We see this in all cultures. 
In Genesis
 God hands over his creation to man and woman, he says to them; 
· be fruitful 
· multiply 
· fill the earth 
· enjoy the blessings of the earth 
· care for my creation 
It says God saw all he had done and it was “very good”
. 
This word “good” is repeated 11 times in Genesis chapters 1 and 2.  It has a sense of wellbeing – this is how God planned it and this is how it worked out.
But God asks one thing and only one thing of Adam & Eve - "do not eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil"
.  God was asking for one sign and only one sign of obedience from his creation and acknowledgement of him.

Right away we have answered the first and second questions 

· "Who am I?". You are part of humankind, created by God, in his image, (this is really important) to live in relationship with him and the rest of his creation.
· "Where am I?"  You live in a world created by God, over which he has given us dominion. 

The Garden Relationship
Here is the first two chapters of Genesis we find a perfect relationships between:
· God and man

· God and woman

· woman and man.

"God saw it and it was good."

Genesis 1-2
I call this the Garden Relationship – the prefect relationship
The Post-Garden Relationship
Things begin to go wrong. The unique relationship with God is broken. Sin and disobedience cause this break.
"Your iniquities have separated you from your God - your sins have hidden his face from you so that he..... will not hear." 

The one thing that God asks of Adam and Eve is not to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, but it is this that they do
. God had warned them that if they eat of the fruit of this tree they will “surely die”.  Satan's tempting words were "you will be like God, knowing good from evil".
  But they were already like God in that they had been created in His image - this was a real deception from Satan.

This one area of acknowledging obedience to God they fail in. They are subtly led into temptation and eat the fruit.  The result:

· they realised they were naked, their innocence was taken.

· and they hid from God, their relationship was broken. 

From Genesis 4 to 10 we begin to witness the growth in the number of people on the earth and the further effects of sin. Cain slays his brother,
 and in Genesis 6 "the Lord saw how great man's wickedness on earth had become and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil, all the times"
 .  It says that the “Lord was grieved that he had made man on the earth and his heart was filled with pain.”
  In response to this God sent a great flood in judgement on the earth, saving only the family of Noah, the "righteous", "blameless" man who "walked with God".

God seeks to make a new start by sending a flood but saving Noah and his family.  But sin is still there.

The relationship between God and humankind is completely broken, people still have relationships with each other though the effects of sin are evident in the way people live.

Genesis 3-10
I call this the Post Garden Relationship – separation from God
The Post Babel Relationship
Another, amazing event takes place in Genesis 11:1-9 and has dramatic repercussions on humankind.  It is an event in scripture we do not often reflect on but it is of great significance.
God's judgement in the flood does not solve the problem but rather the effect of sin continues to grow as the population grows
. This is seen in the story of the Tower of Babel. Humankind in their longing to restore the broken relationship with their maker, decide to build a tower up to God. In many ways this was a noble decision and act. They took upon themselves the problem they were facing and attempted to solve it.  But they saw as the solution their own ability to complete the tower and thus be reunited with God.
 They failed to realise that the problem of their relationship with God had nothing to do with physical remoteness and distance but all to do with their own sin of disobedience.

God's judgement of this act of sin is profound.  It is the geographical and cultural scattering of humankind.
  Foreign languages and culture divided people and put barriers of confusion and misunderstanding between them. Sin then not only affected communication with God but was now affecting communication between fellow human beings. Out of the sin of Babel came the dividing and the scattering of humankind.

We acknowledge as good the cultural diversity that is around us but it has come out of an act of sin. Practically all the wars and conflicts in history have had at their basis the clash of cultures and civilisations.

The relationship structure of God with humankind in Genesis 2 is now completely broken. No longer is there fellowship between God and man and no longer is there true fellowship between people - they are divided by culture and language.

Genesis 11
I call this the Post Babel Relationship - separation from God and from Each Other
Poem on Tower of Babel. W.D. Coker
The Old Testament Relationship

These 2 relationship breakdowns basically answer the question of what has gone wrong – our third question.  Sin and disobedience have broken our relationship with God and among people.
The rest of the Bible from Genesis 12 to the end of Revelation answers how these broken relationships can be put right and culminates in God's plan for eternity.

No sooner has Genesis 11 finished than God himself intervenes and takes the initiative to begin the process of reconciling His relationship with humankind.

God chooses as man to work through
 - a special man - his name is Abraham.  He asks him to:

· leave his own country

· leave his own people

· leave his father's household

· and go to a land God would show him.

  And God Abraham some great promises:

· I will make you a great nation

· I will bless you

· I will make your name great

· I will bless those who bless you

· I will curse those who curse you

· All peoples of the earth will be blessed through you.

God promises Abraham that He would make from him a great nation and that this nation would “bless the world”.  Abraham held onto this promise throughout his life even though it was only in the later stages of his life that God blesses him with a son.
 The Children of Israel, the descendants of Abraham become the people of God.
The great story move rapid on.  Jacob (Israel), Abraham’s grandson has twelve sons. One of these sons, Joseph, is sold as a slave by his brothers and ends up in Egypt
.  God uses Joseph to bless Egypt and the surrounding nations during a great time of famine
, but the consequences of his brothers' sin are devastating. The whole nation of Israel is doomed to 400 years of awful slavery in Egypt.  This is where the book of Genesis ends.

The first fourteen chapters of Exodus begin with the rescue and recovery from slavery of the Children of Israel and by the end of Deuteronomy they are on the borders of the Promised Land.  This only happens after following years of wandering in the wilderness and God seeking to teach them many lessons.  Under Joshua's leadership they enter the Promised Land and in Judges and Samuel they begin to possess much of what God has for them in the land. You begin to feel that now; at last, the promise to Abraham given hundreds of years before is beginning to be fulfilled.

But instead of blessing the nations of the earth by obeying and following God,  the Children of Israel begin to adopt all the traditions and culture, worship, thinking and foolishness of the nations around them.  They turn their back on God! In the end God judges them and he sends them into exile.

Under Daniel they repent.  They begin to return to the Promised Land under Zerrubabel then Nehemiah and Ezra. The nation that had become like a ‘valley of dry bones’,
 as dead as you could get but through repentance and faith in God they are again restored.

Why did God invest so much in the Children of Israel?  They just seemed to constantly wander away from him.  I think the answer to this is 2 fold:

1. They would provide the root out of which God would bring his full salvation in sending his one and only son.

2. God invested so much in them to show us all how futile we are and how much we fall short of his standards.

The story of the Children of Israel is fascinating, it is one of sin, judgement, repentance, restoration, then back again to sin.  This goes through succeeding generations. They knew they were a special people, chosen by God but they failed to recognise that they were only special so that God could use them to bless all the nations. They missed their calling - they had an exclusive view of God - they thought he was for them and for no one else.
Genesis 12 to Malachi is a fascinating story of God's love and long-suffering and his people's waywardness and disobedience. It is a picture of humankind's feebleness and failure and of God's unending faithfulness. 

Genesis12 - Malachi
I call this the Old Testament Relationship Model – the Children of Israel as the people of God.
The New Testament Relationship
God brought his plans for reconciliation to a climax 2000 years ago. God once again breaks through the sin barrier into creation but this time it is in a very different.  He does not communicate with a man or woman to use them for a purpose, or for that matter a nation - but God himself enters creation in human form, born into this world as everyone is born, born into the house of David of the Children of Israel - born as their promised Messiah, Emmanuel – God with us
.  The Children of Israel were looking for the promised Messiah of the Old Testament - yet they do not recognise him.

You can't get any more direct communication from God than this. This is an incredible step of love on God's part. The triune God, in his son Jesus Christ, makes himself a servant in order to bring about His plan of reconciliation to humankind.

But how would this be achieved? It would be achieved through the saving work of God alone, embodied in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  God, through his own initiative,
 placed on Jesus the entire sin of humankind.  God is a just God.
  Justice is part of his character and that justice demands a punishment for sin
.  But he is God of love
.  A love for us that leads to the death of Jesus on our behalf.

"For God so loved the world that he sent his one and only son, so that whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his son into the world to condemn the world but to save the world through him". John 3:16-17

This is an incredible act of love and sacrifice, initiated by God and carried out by God himself so that we who believe can be reconciled to him and become children of God
.
Good news indeed but is doesn't stop there. We have to personally respond to this act of love from God to us by accepting what he has done for us.

Matthew to John
I call this the New Testament Relationship – Jesus fulfilling the mission of God
The Relationship for the Age of the Church

Now God asks us to play a major role in taking this Good News of Jesus to the world.

"For God is reconciling the world to himself in Christ Jesus, (now wait for this) and he has committed to us this message of reconciliation, we are therefore Christ Ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us, we implore you on Christ behalf, be reconciled to God." 2 Cor 5:18-20.

The Good News of what God has done for us in Jesus, he now asks us to pass to others. We are his Ambassadors.  We are commanded to deliver a message of Good News to all.
New Testament Perspective 

But how is God going to disseminate this good news?  The Church, established first in Jerusalem becomes the Body of Christ, the Living presence of Christ
 and is the means of spreading the Good News by being an agent in achieving this reconciliation.  Like a broker bringing two parties together. Jesus final commands to his disciples begin to give us, in detail, the Church's role in this great work.  In Matthew 28:18-20 and Acts 1:7-8 (words perhaps said at the same time) sum up Jesus final commands to his followers:

· Go




)
· make disciples of all nations

)  Matthew 28:18-20
· baptise new believers

)
· teach new believers


)
· do this in: 

· Jerusalem



)
· Judea



) Acts 1:7-8
· Samaria



)
· to the ends of the earth

)
This is Jesus mandate to the Church. It was focused on evangelism, discipleship and spiritual growth spreading out from the centre of Jerusalem to the ends of the earth. The Church's role is to "gather" in the "scattered" communities, nations, peoples and cultures through the work Jesus accomplished on the Cross. (2 Cor. 5:18-20) The Church and the people of God are now his channel of communication for the purpose of proclaiming Jesus as Lord. The Church is God’s means sharing the Gospel, culminating in preparing itself to be a people who will be the radiant bride of Christ.

This "gathered" and "scattered" dynamic is the tension in which the church functions. The two words "gathered" and "scattered" have opposite effects.  It seems you can only be one or the other.  It seems impossible to be both at the same time. Church history is predominantly a story of "gatheredness", interspersed by times of missionary zeal or persecution which resulted in the Gospel being taken to "scattered" communities.

But how does the Church live at the centre point of this tension and maintain a "scattered" dimension?  To answer this we need to look carefully at the early church in the book of Acts. Acts 2:42-47 gives us the first indication of the function of the "gathered church". The core functions of the "gathered" Church are summed up here, right at its inception. They are:

· devotion to teaching, v42

· devotion to fellowship and encouragement, v42 & 46

· devotion to the sacrament of communion, v42

· devotion to prayer, v42

· devotion to caring and sharing together, v45 & 46

· devotion to evangelism, v47

· devotion to worship, v47

In the midst of these practices it was a community filled with awe because of what God was doing in and through them
.  There is a tremendous security bound up in all of the above practices that held this community together. It is interesting to note that this "security" was seen by others and it drew them to faith.
 

But the initial "settledness" of the early church in Acts is soon broken.  Peter and John are arrested and tried
.  The church is shaken by God's judgement on Ananias and Sapphira
.  The Apostles are persecuted by the high priest
, Stephen is stoned
 and the entire Jerusalem church is scattered
.  God takes the "gathered", secure believers of Jerusalem and "scatters" them.  It seems as if this would extinguish the witness of the Church.  But rather than extinguishing the witness it actually multiplies.  Some of these disciples are scattered to Antioch
 and there, form a new church together with local believers.  Through the work of the Holy Spirit this persecuted church in Acts 13, "gather" together and make a conscious decision to "scatter" some of their own leaders for the sake of spreading the good news
. The Antioch church provides for us the model for the church today – a church with a missionary heart.
The model that begins to unfold in the book of Acts and in Paul’s Epistles is all about establishing communities of witness, who in turn are burdened with the message of the Gospel and send out others to carry that message further.  The Antioch church through their agents took the good news all over the Mediterranean, into Asia Minor and to the heart of the Roman Empire
.  Paul even had plans to take it to Spain
.  These persecuted churches of Jerusalem and Antioch are a model for the church today.  They were churches dedicated to building up their own communities in order to send some of them out.   They were churches that existed for mission, in Emil Brunner's famous expression, "as fire exists by burning".

By means of the "scattered" and "gathered" Church, God is reconciling the world to himself - re-uniting peoples and cultures in Christ - undoing the sin of the garden that separated humanity from God and sin of Babel that divided humanity.  The Church is the instrument of God, working in the name of Christ to deal with the effects of sin seen in the broken relationships between their creator and humankind and among people themselves. 
This can only be achieved through the Church embracing the tension of being a "scattered" and "gathered" community at one and the same time.  It must not run from this tension. This is the model we exist in today. God continues to look to us to be his Ambassadors - carriers and bearers of the Gospel.
The Church becomes the living Body (presence) of Christ, uniting peoples across communities, countries, cultures, race and language. This is the answer to question 4, "how can things be put right." It is on the saving work of Jesus, proclaimed by his followers.
Acts to Jude
The Relationship Model for the age of the Church – a Church passionate about proclaiming the Gospel
The Relationship for Eternity
But God is also a just God. The day will come when God He will re-enter his creation to deal once and for all with sin and to restore completely a right relationship with his creation. 

God will be at the centre of his new heaven and new earth.  People will gather to worship and adore him.  They will come from every tribe, people and nation
.  Jesus will return to gather his people - the dead in Christ will rise first and those alive will be caught up to meet him in the air.

Read from Rev 21:1-5 & 22:1-7

This is what we look forward to as followers of Jesus - what a great hope to sustain us in this broken and hurting world. But for now we are His Ambassadors.

We have moved fast right through scripture – there is a lot I have missed - but this is the BIG PICTURE - the story of God's pursuit of the nations and peoples of the world.

What a story!
Revelation
This I call The Relationship for Eternity – worshipping around the throne of God.
Conclusion

But today we live in the Age of the Church - we are the presence of Christ in this broken world.  We need to live out and proclaim this Good News for all to hear.  Mission is at the very heart of the Church.
This is the narrative of the Christian faith – a story dominated by a loving God, his son Jesus and his Spirit at work in our midst.
Malcolm McGregor
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� Missio Dei is a Latin Christian theological term that can be translated as the "mission of God," or the "sending of God. ...
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