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John 20:21 
 
Incarnational Ministry and Mission 
 
To incarnate = to embody  

• How do we embody the Gospel; how do we embody God? 
• How can we be Jesus in the flesh to people? 
• “Preach the Gospel at all times and if necessary use words” (St. Francis of Assisi) 

 
John 1:1-14 
The Word became flesh, and dwelt among us 
 
John 1:18 
No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained 
Him. 
 
Explained = Exegesis (ἐξηγέομαι) = to make known, to unfold 
 
If you want to know what God is like you look at the Incarnate Christ 

• That works 
 
If you want to know what Christ is like you look at the incarnate Church 

• That is supposed to work 
 
The disparity… 
 
The 3 most common perceptions of Christians today by not-yet-Christians in America1: 
 1. Antihomosexual (91%) 

 2. Judgmental (87%) 

 3. Hypocritical (85%) 

 
We may be the only Bible some people will ever read… 

• All they know about Jesus may come from us—and this is how we are explaining Jesus!?!?! 

                                                        
1 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, UnChristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity… and Why it Matters (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 27. 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Part of the problem is our tendency to either cocoon, combat, or conform to culture. 

• They think we are Antihomosexual because we are combative (about the wrong things in the wrongs 
ways) 

• They think we are judgmental because we cocoon 
• They think we are hypocritical because we conform 

 
But the Incarnation of Christ informs and shapes the way we are to live in the world 

• The reason we do not cocoon away from people is because Christ came to people 
• The reason we do not combat people is because Christ came to reconcile people 
• The reason we do not conform to this world is because Christ was not of this world 

 
★  Just as the nature of God is the basis of mission—the nature of the Incarnation is the 
     model for mission 
 
Christ was fully God and fully man (The dual nature of Christ) 

• Colossians 2:9 
For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form  

• Hebrews 3:14 
Since then the children share in the flesh and blood, He Himself likewise also partook of the same… 

 
Patterned after this, the church also has a sort of dual nature: 

• John 17:16 
They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. (we are new creations) 

• John 17:18 
As Thou didst send Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world. (we are still humans) 

 
We (the Church) are both: 

• 1 Peter 2:5 
A royal priesthood called to offer up spiritual sacrifices to God—worship  

• 1 Peter 2:9 
A holy nation send to proclaim the excellencies of God—witness  
 

This is what we can call the double identity of the church2 or Incarnational Christianity 
• We are a people who have been given a new nature (born from above) and are called out of the 

world to worship God 
• But we are also are still members of humanity sent into the world to witness and to serve with/for God 

o Sent into not merely in – we are not to merely tolerate being here – we are to be on mission! 
 
To be the Church (or a church) is to be a worshipping and witnessing community 
 
To be a Christian is to be a worshipping and witnessing person 
  
Because this is based in the very Incarnational Identity of Jesus, one can say: 

• “There is no participation in Christ without participation in his mission to the world”3 
 
How do we do this? 
 
Look how Jesus did this: 
                                                        
2 John Stott, The Living Church (Nottingham: Inter‐Varsity Press, 2007), 54‐55. 
3 Willingen Conference of the International Missionary Council (1952) as quoted in Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret: An Introduction to the Theology of Mission 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 1. 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“He did not stay in the safe immunity of his heaven. Instead, he emptied himself of his glory and humbled 
himself to serve. He actually entered our world. He took our nature, lived our life, and died our death. He could 
not have identified with us more closely than he did. It was total identification, though without any loss of 
identity, for he became one of us without ceasing to be himself. He became human without ceasing to be 
God.”4 –John Stott 
 
Total identification without any loss of identity (not cocooned—not conformed) 
 
He was totally committed to humanity, without ever ceasing to be holy. 
 
Some of you are more committed to humanity than holiness 

• You are in the world, but you are still of the world (The world is in you! Cf. A boat) 
 
Some of you are more committed to holiness than humanity 

• Your not of the world, but neither are you in the world (So heavenly minded, you are of no earthly good) 
 
You are both failing… 
 
If we are committed to God’s glory we will want to balance both (Cf. The Incarnation) 

• Like Jesus did—totally committed to humanity without ceasing to be holy—because He was concerned 
for God’s glory 

o He was with and ministered to drunkards and prostitutes and low-lives and traitors 
 But he never acted like them 

 
We need to be set apart in behavior, but sent out in relationship! 
 
Because we are sent out on mission (by Jesus and like Jesus)—most of our meaningful 
Christian existence will be outside the four walls of the church 
 
Being on mission does not mean inviting people to church services. 

• Inviting people to church services is called “inviting people to church services”5 
 
Being on mission means loving and serving people in a way that is representative of who 
Christ is 

• We all know people that need love but hate church 
o Why would we invite such a person to church? 

 Instead, we should give them what they need: love 
o If someone is sick, they do not need an invitation to church, they need a Christian filled with faith 

and the Holy Ghost to lay hands on them and pray for them, and to giving them loving care and 
help. 

 And all of these with no strings attached. 
• Now, let’s be careful here…  

 
“No strings attached” does not mean that we do good works for the sake for doing good 
works 

• We do it all for the sake of God and according to the will of God 

                                                        
4 John Stott, The Living Church: Convictions of a Lifelong Pastor (Nottingham: InterVarsity Press, 2007), 20. 
5 Cf. Jerry Cook with Stanley C. Baldwin, Love, Acceptance, and Forgiveness: Being Christian in a Non‐Christian World (Ventura, Ca.: Regal, First edition 1979, Second 
edition 2009), 80. 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• Jesus said: “This is the will of My Father, that everyone who beholds the Son and believes in Him, may 

have eternal life…” (Jn 6:40) 
• The question is not whether or not we are doing it so people can get saved—we are 

o But the question is: Are we helping people to “behold the Son”, so that they can get saved? 
• Are we incarnating (= embodying) the person and work of Jesus 

o Jesus did not make people go to the synagogue before He fed them, nor after He fed them 
o He did it “no strings attached”, but He did it in a way that profoundly affected people. The love 

He showed became the strings. 
 He draws people with love and kindness (Jer 31:3; Hos11:4; Ro 2:4) 
 So we seek to embody (incarnate) the love and kindness of Christ 

• We will then, if we do that well, have to eventually name the Name of Christ as 
well (Ro 10:17)  

• Or we are merely a signpost that leads to nowhere (TALK ABOUT THAT NEXT TIME) 
 
The reason we usually invite people to church is because we want to get them and Jesus 
together6 

• What we assume is that this is the way to do it—Jesus is at church 
o Yes, but no! 

• Jesus is on mission in and to the world (for the glory of the Father) 
 
Religion, properly defined, is: 

• Humanity’s efforts to reach and please God 
o = What church is for so many people 

 
But the Incarnation is 

• God’s effort to reach and save humanity 
o = What the church needs to be for more people 

 
God reaches out to humanity in the Person of Jesus Christ 

• When we try to get people to God we are doing it backwards 
• We are being religious instead of being Christian7 

 
True Christian Mission is bringing Jesus to people—where they are8 

• This is what God did in the Incarnation (Cf. Mt 1:23—Immanuel) 
• We can call this Incarnational Christianity  

o We don’t need to get people some place—we just need to get to them 
 
It is a more doable task: 

• If our thinking is, “We just got to get the community into the church!” 
• We will never get even close… Couldn’t even fit them in if they came! 
• What we gotta do is get the Church into the community!!!! 

 
Just go where people need love and love them 

• Whether they ever come to church or not, love them. 
• Because Christ loves them—so by loving them you are participating in the Missio Christi! 

 
In order to do this: 

• Be a real, authentic Christian 
o If Jesus is real in your life, it won’t be long before people around you realize it! 

                                                        
6 Jerry Cook with Stanley C. Baldwin, Love, Acceptance, and Forgiveness: Being Christian in a Non‐Christian World (Ventura, Ca.: Regal, First edition 1979, Second 
edition 2009), 80. 
7 Cook, 81. 
8 In his classic book Love, Acceptance, and Forgiveness: Being Christian in a Non‐Christian World, Jerry Cook refers to this as the “Immanuel Principle”. See page 81 of 
the Second edition. 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o If He is not—then they won’t 

 
What we need to develop is a greater confidence of ‘Christ in us’ and Christ in the world 

• We pay more attention to the transcendence of Christ (in worship)  
• Than we do the immanence of Christ (in mission) 

 
We must not see God only as transcendent (though He is), but as immanent (because He is) 

• The idea that God exists but is uninvolved in daily life is called deism  
o This seems to be the prevailing view of teens in America today (even Christians)9 

• But we believe in theism (because the Bible teaches it) 
o One God who is the creator of all things and sustains and participates in all things through 

personal relationships with His creatures 
 We need a greater confidence in this 

 
Part of our theology says that Christ is on mission right now in and to the people around you!  

• That should bring great liberty as you realize we do mission with Christ—not for Christ 
• “Mission is not first of all an action of ours. It is an action of God, the triune God… who is ceaselessly at 

work in all creation and in the hearts and minds of all human beings whether they acknowledge him or 
not…”10 

 
Our role is to manifest that Trinitarian mission of God in the flesh (the here and now) 
 
But we have to “go into” the Trinity before we “go into” the world 

• Otherwise you will find yourself going out not to give love but to get love 
 
The underlying drive of mission is always to reveal the love of Christ 

• Be careful not to fall in to the subtle trap of wanting to be loved yourself 
• Some of you are doing ministry and mission to fulfill a need in yourself 

o This is not the Missio Christi 
 God is self-sufficient and has need of nothing 
 He did not create us out of need but out of nature 
 He did not create us to get love but to give love 

• So a life on mission that is patterned after a God on mission, does not do things to 
meet a need in oneself! 

 
To be sent like Christ means to be sent secure in loving relationship—that need fulfilled 

• Our identity… We are loved by God, so we now love people with God 
 
How can you do that this week? More on the practicalities to come… 
 
 

                                                        
9 Dick Staub, The Culturally Savvy Christian (San Francisco: Jossey‐Bass, 2007), 23. 
10 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 135. 

 


