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Question from last week:
Are non-Christians human?
Here is the challenge of dealing with things that are the most real but not yet present.  When we say that Christians become truly human in their transformation into Christ, we must be careful to say that as of yet, none of us are really human.  Being truly human is being Christlike, walking and living in his humanity.  We are re-born into that reality when we meet Christ, but that does not mean that all of that reality becomes present to us all at once.  

Instead, we are in process. We are growing into Christlikeness, maturing into the type of humanity that desires the things of God that sees the world as it truly is, rather than as it appears, and lives from the values of the Kingdom of God, not the Kingdom of Self.  In order to become truly human one must be “in Christ” (to use Paul’s language from Ephesians). The process to become more like Christ however does not need to wait until metanoia (the Greek word for repentance, or turning towards God) occurs. Because of the work of the Spirit in even non-Christian’s lives (what the Church has called prevenient grace, or grace that goes before) and because we recognize the shared grace that all humans share because of their initial creation in God’s image (what is called in theological circles, common grace), we know that God is already calling people to move into their true calling – to be truly human.  We all await that final movement, the entry into our true humanity, but no one has yet achieved this during their life, except for Jesus. 

This means that we do not “lord it over the non-believer,” that somehow they are less human than we are.  In fact, depending on how well they have partnered with God’s grace, they may be ahead of us in the process of becoming truly human.  But, and this is the key, the final entry into true humanity cannot be accomplished by our human efforts.  It is finally a move of the Spirit that occurs only by the submission of our total selves to the will and work of the Triune God. This movement towards true humanity means that metanoia and submission are part of the equation, and so ultimately, one can only become truly human by being “in Christ.”  
Doesn’t Jesus’ humanity have the advantage of Jesus’ divinity?
The other way of saying this is that Jesus had some advantages that we did not have, namely, he was God. So, how does Jesus’ humanity really impact us?  Doesn’t this just create another scenario that we can all feel guilty about?  That we are human like Jesus?

First off, we need to rethink how we understand Jesus’ divinity and humanity.  Yes, he was in his being God (Philippians 2:6), but he emptied himself of profoundness of divinity in becoming human (the Greek word here is kenosis –emptying (like pouring out)).  Jesus experienced his divinity not in an ontological self-possession, but through his relationship with his Father.  The intimacy of the relationship between Jesus and his Heavenly Father radically changed how he lived out his humanity.  It provided the pathway into understanding how the world really is, how to live, and therefore, how to be human. 
Over the next few weeks we will look into the life of Jesus and the writings of the Scriptures to understand the thing that Jesus understood, and from that understanding, how to move into our humanity.  The central keys for us in this process will be:

Week 2
Identity

Week 3 
Community

Week 4
Trust

Week 5
The Practices of Daily Life and the Process of Humanity

Identity

During recent research with young people on college campuses, one mission agency found these to be the typical responses of how people perceived their true selves:

I am flawed






I am ugly, in body and soul.

I am a futile person in a futile life.



I am unlovable.

I am powerless. 





I am meaningless

I am fragmented.





I am undesirable.

I am lonely.






I am unworthy.

I am what I do.

The challenge for us in the process of becoming truly human is to see ourselves (and of course, others) in light of who they really are, not who they appear to be.  We face several major challenges in seeing ourselves aright.  The first of these is the impact of our culture on us.  Look at the list above.  Words like ugly, undesirable, meaningless are categories that have their meaning rooted in what the world around us says.  If you have ever looked at the women in the paintings of the centuries past, you have probably thought, at least in the back of your mind, these are not particularly attractive people.  By our standards, they are not.  But, by the standards of the culture in which they lived, they were some of the most beautiful women on earth.  This is the challenge of living at any given time.

One of the central messages of the Gospel of Jesus and His Kingdom is that God loves you.  For years you couldn’t watch a sporting event without someone holding up a John 3:16 sign.  God does indeed love us…but when we go to the checkout aisles at Safeway and see Glamour or Cosmopolitan or even Martha Steward Living, we see how far we are from the cultural ideal – in body, in presentation, in decor, in soul. We live in a world that is constantly sending us messages that we are the things listed above, and many many other horrible things.  Or, that we will never be all the good things that society says it values.  Our identities are developed in large part by the things we ingest with our eyes, with our ears, and with our hands.  When we say that we are “ugly” or a “failure” or “undesirable” we are merely repeating back what we have ingested.  It was no different for Jesus.  He couldn’t be a rabbi because he wasn’t married.  He was poor (he had to live off the giving of others).  He lost all of his followers save a few because of his message in John 6, which was the New Coke of his day.  The challenge ever before Jesus was to build his identity not from that which was laid before him by his culture (think about the adulation of Palm Sunday), but on a different source.  
The second challenge we face in securing our identity is that of the lies of Satan.  In today’s scientific world, many have no place for Satan, and others give him too much space.  But the Bible deals very realistically with the person of Satan, calling him by the name “the father of lies.” (John 8:44)  This is part of the story of The Fall (Genesis 3), where the snake tells the most subtle of all lies to Adam and Eve, that they will not surely die and that they will become just like God. They fell because they believed Satan’s version of truth and reality, not God’s. While we do not think about the reality of Satan in our everyday lives (and I am not saying that you should focus on Satan), we must be aware of the work of the enemy in corrupting our view of God, of ourselves, and of the way the world really is.  This is why the temptations figure so prominently in the Gospels (all three of the Synoptics), and why the message of Satan again is so dangerous.  While he affirms the truth about Jesus’ titles, he attempts to reinterpret what they mean by twisting reality.  We must likewise be aware of the attempts at subtle twisting by the one who desires to destroy our humanity, both now and forever.  
The third challenge is internal.  We have so long believed the messages of the culture and/or of the enemy, that we truly believe these things are true about us.  Even as we are faced with the truth in Christ, as he embraces us, we fight against this new reality.  We see this in the scriptures, that sometimes it is more importance for us to be “right” in our own minds than to experience truth and life (Balaam, King Saul, Nicodemus).  This is in many ways the deepest challenge, because we bring ourselves with us everywhere we go.  Part of it is the challenge of the difficulty and pain involved in becoming truly human and experiencing the shedding of our old selves.  Part of it is the commitment to the old ways of doing things that are snuck into every thing we do.  And part of it just plane sinful nature!  In the final week of this course, we will talk about how we extinguish the desire to be “right” in our own minds for the truth of true reality. 
Finally, the greatest challenge we face is truly believing what the Bible says about us.  I remain convicted that the Bible is first and foremost about God.  We should read it from that perspective.  But in seeking God where he can be found – in the Scriptures, in his Body, and in his service – we find that not only do we receive his presence there, but also our true identity.  As Jesus says, “if you try to keep your life for yourself, you will lose it. But if you give up your life for me, you will find true life.” (Matt 16:25, also Matt 6:33).

So we must go to the scriptures, and not just read, but hear. We must begin to see the world from the perspective of the God who reveals himself in the person of Jesus and in the Scriptures. We must gain new sight from that perspective.  We do not read the scriptures, study them, meditate on them, and even memorize them because we get “brownie points” for heaven or “jewels in our crowns.”  We do so that we might truly understand the way things really are, just as we read ancient history to understand worlds that have passed or watch the Discovery Channel to understand our universe.  It is through the Scriptures that we find out what is truly real about God, about the world, and, especially important in this process as we pursue our true humanity in Christ, what is true about those who are in Christ Jesus.  

We are no longer reading the words of the Bible for “information” but to find out what the world is really all about, how it really works, and what is really true.  We begin to form a narrative for our entire lives, built around God’s own self-revelation in Jesus, in the Bible, and now in our midst.  

This is why so much effort of late has been spent refocusing our attention on the subject of the Kingdom of God.  The Kingdom of God is seen in the scriptures as the most real of all realities.  It is the time and place and day when justice, mercy, goodness and righteousness will rule on earth.  It is the experience of the heavenly realm intersecting the created realm. It is the realm of true humanity.  That is why Jesus took such great pains to preach about the Kingdom, but why he always used word pictures, fuzzy outlines of that ultimate reality – because as not truly human ourselves it was and is beyond our full comprehension.  But, it is the source and foundation of our hope, and it is the place where our identities will truly be lived out.  While we do not experience it fully in this life, we do get the foretaste of it, first in scripture as we become aware of our identity, but also in community, as our identity is not a singular one, but one connected to our fellow would-be human beings.  That is the focus of next week.

Seeing the Two Realities – Ephesians 2

Focus for this week: Read through Ephesians 2 (we will do so in class).  As you read through this look at the reality of who you are, versus what those (the culture, the devil, your own heart) tries to tell you that you are:

2:1 As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 2 in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient. 3 All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath. 4 But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-it is by grace you have been saved. 6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God- 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. 10 For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

11 Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called "uncircumcised" by those who call themselves "the circumcision" (that done in the body by the hands of men)- 12 remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 

14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15 by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 16 and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. 17 He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. 18 For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 

19 Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God's people and members of God's household, 20 built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. 21 In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. 22 And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 
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