
Introduction
 It has been said many times that a picture is worth a thousand words but I think some 
pictures are words thousands upon thousands of words and that’s the beauty  of art.  Whatever the 
image is, it needs little explanation.  For example, imagine taking a hike in the mountains and 
approaching the trail, we see a bear sign and a rattlesnake sign.  Do we really need any further 
explanation?
 As people, we bear the image of God, our Creator.  Bearing the image of God is beautiful 
and captivating but it’s also extremely important to our understanding of who we are as 
individuals who collectively are bound together in Christ as his church.  
 You probably recall that Jesus told the Pharisees, “Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s 
and to God what is God’s (Mk 12:17).1  We often hear this passage cited as a biblical proof-text 
for paying taxes.  Very  well.  Yet there is another side to this that doesn’t get mentioned enough.  
While Jesus is apparently  telling us to give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar, he also is telling us 
to give to God what belongs to God.  In other words, give the coin back to Caesar since it 
belongs to him and bears his image but don’t we dare give ourselves to Caesar; rather give 
ourselves wholly  to God because we bear the image of God, we belong to God, and we are set 
apart for God’s purpose rather than Caesar’s.
 So with this class, I want to help us understand ourselves as the church and the missional 
impulse that streams through who we are in Christ.  To do this, it’s extremely  important  that we 
learn to read our Bible’s from the beginning in Genesis chapter one rather than from the fall in 
Genesis three.  However, before we move on, let me hint at  where we are going this afternoon, 
let me show us this picture of some Egyptian Christians protecting Muslims during the Egyptian 
revolution of 2011.  It’s a picture that went viral.  I wonder what would happen if our world and 
in particular, our local neighborhoods began seeing more images of the church at work.  Would 
they begin to see God at work in our world?

Our Place in the Story
 Any ways, back to our Bible’s.  As I said, to understand who we are in Christ, we need to 
begin reading the Bible in Genesis chapter one and do so by reading our Bible as a grand story or 
narrative.  In short, our story  is God’s creative-redemptive story.  It’s the story of how God 
redeems and restores his fallen creation, making us a new creation in Christ.  And it’s vitally 
important that we understand the Bible as a complete story.  As the writers of one book say, “If 
we allow the Bible to become fragmented, it is in danger of being absorbed into whatever other 
story is shaping culture, and it will thus cease to shape our lives as it should.”2   In other words, 
we think and live out of a story or narrative every day of our lives.  The question is what story, 
since it is the story  that shapes our worldview and subsequently the way we live out that  story.    
So our first task is to make sure that  it  is the creative-redemptive story  of God which we are 
thinking out of because it is the story that God has made us a part  of and wants us to assimilate 
our lives into.  
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 After Israel was redeemed from Egyptian bondage, this creative-redemptive story of God 
sought to subvert the cosmological stories of the Ancient Near Eastern world.  In the first 
century, the story which this creative-redemptive story sought to subvert was the Roman story.  
Today, for most of us, it’s the American story.  So as Christians, we’ve been incorporated into 
God’s creative-redemptive story so that it becomes our story  too.  Leaning on the work of N.T. 
Wright, I believe it is extremely  helpful for us to think of our story  as a play-script of which we 
are actors in.  To understand this, let’s think of our story in terms of five acts: Creation, Fall, 
Israel, Jesus, The Church and the Coming Kingdom.3
 So when we go back to the beginning of our story which is happening long before our 
place in the play, we go back to the creation of life which offers us the beginning scope of who 
we are to be...the role we will play in this story.  I believe the creation narrative is best 
understood historically  when it is read as a foundational narrative for the people of Israel who 
have been delivered from 430 years of Egyptian captivity (cf. Ex 12:40).  If Israel is going to be 
the people of God and a light to the nations, they need to understand whose image they bear and 
why they bear that image.  So what Israel learns (as well as us) is that  they have been created in 
the image of God, made in his likeness and have been given the vocational task of bearing fruit 
and ruling over everything in the earth (cf. Gen 1:26-28).  Here the image of a shepherd 
emerges,4  an image of blessing and caring after creation just  as God does.  So just as God has 
blessed life, the Israelites too learn that they’ve been created and redeemed to know God and 
become the vessel of his blessing to the world.   
 Of course, we might imagine Israel scratching their heads thinking, “If this is who we 
were created to be, then what happened?”  The answer is the Fall, in Genesis three, where man 
and woman, Adam and Eve, sin.  Though history falls downhill from there, hope emerges when 
God elects Abraham to be the vehicle of blessing to all nations which is an election for mission 
that will be taken up by Israel.5   Thus God raises up Israel, establishes a covenant with them 
which gives them the Torah by  which they will live the life they have been created and redeemed 
for.  This is a life in which Israel is blessed by  God so that they will live as a blessing of God to 
the rest of creation.  However, Israel fails to be what they have been elected for but hope is not 
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lost because God sends his Son, Jesus the Messiah (or Christ), a Jew from Nazareth, to fulfill 
Israel’s elected purpose so that the blessing of God will truly  extend to all people of all nations.  
As we know, Jesus accomplishes this through his own baptism, crucifixion, resurrection, and 
ascension.

The Fifth Act: The Church and the Coming Kingdom
 So up to this point I’ve summarized our story  so that we can have a better idea of our role 
in it, which I want to turn to now.  As we hear our story, it should be fairly  obvious that it has 
both a resolution and a destination.  The resolution is in Jesus and the destination is the total 
reign (kingdom) of God, so that life will be lived once again as God created life to be lived.  
 This means we must read the Bible in a Christ centered, kingdom oriented way.  Let me 
explain what I mean by this.  In scripture, when Jesus begins his ministry, Mark 1:14-15 says, 
“After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God.  ‘The 
time has come,’ he said.  ‘The kingdom of God has come near.  Repent and believe the good 
news.’”  Then in v. 17, “‘Come follow me,” Jesus said, and I will send you out to fish for 
people.”  
 So the good news that Jesus preaches is the kingdom of God, God’s rule which is 
breaking fourth upon history.  It’s this good news that Jesus calls us to believe and to reorient our 
life around (which is repentance).  As we do this, we are also called by Jesus to follow him as his 
disciples learning to live this new kingdom way of life.  Something I am very convinced of is 
that for us to believe this good news of the kingdom, reorient our life around it, and follow Jesus 
as his disciples in living this kingdom way of life out, we must learn to live by the same beliefs, 
values, and aims of Jesus.  That is, we learn to believe as Jesus believed, embrace the same 
values that shaped Jesus’ life, and live for the same purpose which Jesus lived.  This is why I’ve 
come to define discipleship as learning to live in the way of Jesus.
 So as the church, acting out our role in the story, we’re striving to be Christ centered and 
kingdom oriented.  We do this by living as disciples.  Let me also emphatically  say that I do not 
believe this is a calling to follow an alleged pattern of the first-century church that our 
fellowship, the Churches of Christ, have historically  piecemealed together from the New 
Testament.  I believe our pattern is Jesus and the more that we learn to live in the way of Jesus, 
the more we will be the church God has made us to be.
 However, there is more that needs to be said about  this.  As actors within this fifth act, we 
are striving for is what N.T. Wright describes as living “with both innovation and consistency.6  
First, we strive for consistency with the rest  of the story which is moving towards the kingdom-
reign of God.  So when the poor are cared for, when marriages are strengthened, when sinners 
are reconciled to God and each other, when churches live in unity, and so forth, we appear 
consistent with our story.  However, because we always find ourselves in different emerging 
situations, living in the way of Jesus will require some innovation.  As we move forward, we will 
put some more skin to the innovative aspect of our role as actors within the fifth act of our story.
 What N.T. Wright helped me see is that the fifth act does not end with the first-century 
church.  It continues on until the story reaches it’s conclusion in history with the second-coming 
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of Christ and God once again dwells with his people again in the new heaven and new earth (cf. 
2 Pet 3:14; Rev 21:1-4).  Yet we only have the first scene in the fifth act with some snippets of 
how the story concludes which is what we call the New Testament.  So if we were to just keep 
trying to reenact verbatim the scene from the first-century over and over again, it would be 
redundant.  Yet is would not only appear redundant but over time it would make less and less 
sense to the spectators of the world as the situations and circumstances of culture slowly change.  
Let me illustrate what I mean: it would be incomprehensible to think of a military continuing to 
carry  out it’s orders by  the same means that militaries did one hundred, five hundred, and a 
thousand years ago.  With all the changes in circumstances, if any military continued trying to 
conduct business as it did centuries ago, it would fail.  However, when a military innovates as 
circumstances demand but does so in ways that are consistent with the aim of the mission then it 
is poised to carry on.  
 The New Testament was never meant to be read like an operator’s manual or set of by-
laws for an organization.   What the New Testament, along with the Old Testament does, is offer 
us an authoritative base by which we can make appeal to in order to judge whether our 
improvisation is consistent with our story (or inconsistent).7   That is, the Bible is the script by 
which we gage whether the innovative life we are living is consistent with the message we 
proclaim and the aim of the mission God has elected us for.  

The Church: God’s Masterpiece
 Taking everything we have covered thus far, I want to narrow our focus specifically to the 
question of who are we as the body of Christ, the church of Jesus Christ.  To do this I want to 
draw our attention to Ephesians chapter two and then we’ll look at some ways we can live in the 
way of Jesus as consistent innovators.  
 Where I would like to begin is by  reading from this passage in Ephesians chapter two and 
I’ll read from the New International Version.  Ephesians 2:1-10 reads:

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, 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.  All of us also 
lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our flesh and following 
its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature deserving of wrath.  But 
because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with 
Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been 
saved.  And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly 
realms in Christ Jesus, 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.  
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For it is by  grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from 
yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by  works, so that no one can boast.  For we 
are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God 
prepared in advance for us to do.8

Here Paul speaks about our redemption.  In the first nine verses, Paul is essentially  describing us 
as people who were once dead but, by the grace of God, people who have been made alive in 
Christ.  In v. 1, Paul is literally  speaking in the present-tense voice saying “You being dead” to 
emphasize the present nature of our human condition when God acts to save us.9  Though we are 
dead as a result of our sins, we are told in vv. 5-6 that God has “made us alive” and has “raised 
us up  with Christ...”  So just as in creation where God establishes life, God is making life here 
too.  The only difference is that this new life is redemptive made by God who is saving us from 
the dead.  God does this so that he can show off to the world what he has done throughout the 
coming ages (vv. 6-7).10   Thus, just as it has always been since the beginning of creation to the 
redemption of Israel and now with the church, God is the subject and we are the objects of his 
benevolent action.  The question, which has already been hinted at, is for what purpose?
 The question is answered specifically in v. 10 which reads, “For we are God’s handiwork, 
created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  This 
verse tells us that  we are created in Christ for “good works” which states the purpose.11  
However, to understand what sort of statement our good works are to make, we need to embrace 
the reality  that we are “God’s handiwork.”  In the Greek New Testament, this word is poiēma 
which is where our English words “poem” and “poetry” derive from.  So in a sense, our identity 
in Christ is that we are now God’s poetry12 or what I like to call, God’s masterpiece.  That is, as 
church, we are God’s living artwork.  In fact, the New Jerusalem Bible translates v. 10 as “We 
are God’s work of art, created in Christ Jesus for the good works which God has already 
designated to make up our way of life.”  This new way of life is, I believe, the way of life Jesus 
teaches us to live as we follow him.
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 So when pulling our entire story into picture, what we have is a life that is becoming as it  
was in the beginning.  God has created and redeemed us in Christ to live as the vehicle of his 
blessing in the world.  Just as it  was for Israel coming out of Egypt, God has redeemed us in 
Christ so that the world will see our life characterized by good works and see how great  our God 
is—this God who seeks to bless all nations and all people.  As God’s masterpiece, God is places 
us on display as his living artwork so that the communities we live can see the mighty 
reconciling and restorative work of his redemption.  
 This is why I believe that as the church, we are called to live out of our new identity in 
Christ which is oriented towards the second-coming of Christ when the reign of God will be fully 
restored.  Regardless of where we were born and whether we identify our birth origin by 
nationality, race and ethnicity, geographical region, social status, etc...  That is not who we are in 
Christ and not the life we are living.  In other words, I was born an American caucasian male in 
the southern state of Arkansas.  While there may be much to celebrate about that identity, that is 
not who I am in Christ and therefore that is not the story I am to live.  It  seems as though we 
have too many Christians who are more interested in living a story  shaped by their birth origin 
rather than the new life they have been made a part of in Christ.  Therefore the life they are living 
is one of this present age rather than the age to come.  Yet as God’s “handiwork”, we are a 
proleptic people.  We live in this present age as a portal into the age to come so that the world 
can begin to see what life will be when God’s reign is fully  at hand in the second-coming of 
Christ.

The Mission: Practically Living as God’s Masterpiece
 The million dollar question is how do we do this or what does this look like, particularly 
in a generalized North American culture.  Ultimately, the answer to this question spans the 
breadth of matters pertaining to morality and ethics and gospel proclamation as our witness to 
Jesus and the kingdom of God.  Further more, while the question can be addressed in general 
terms by  reading our story  (scripture) and seeking consistency  with our story, particular 
examples are likely  only answered within your local ministry  context since it is our context that 
helps determine how we innovate as actors within the story.  Nevertheless, there are somethings 
we can say based on what we have covered today.
 First up, I believe we ultimately embrace our church identity  as God’s living artwork only 
when our good works flow out of God’s blessing of us in Christ.  That is to say that the best 
missionaries, which is what we all are called to be, are those who understand that they are who 
they  are only because of the God who, in his grace, blesses them in abundance.  The relationship 
between blessing and mission is understood as follows:

Blessing in the Bible refers to God’s characteristically  generous and abundant 
giving of all good to his creatures and his continual renewal of the abundance of 
created life.  Blessing is God’s provision for human flourishing.  But it is also 
relational: to be blessed by God is not only to know God’s good gifts but to know 
God himself in his generous giving.  Because it is relational the movement of 
blessing is a movement that goes out from God and returns to him.  God’s 
blessing of people overflows in their blessing of others and those who experience 
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blessing from God in turn bless God, which means that they  give all that creatures 
really can give to God: thanksgiving and praise.”13

So we are blessed by  God so that as we enjoy the blessings of God, we become a vehicle of 
God’s blessing to others.  This, of course, is so that others might begin experiencing the 
flourishing of life as God created life to be lived, where his will is done here on earth as it is 
done in heaven (cf. Matt 6:10).  This is how blessing becomes a relational movement where 
others come to know God and, along with us, bless God with thanksgiving and praise.
 The issue of good works raise a questions about the role of social justice and mercy 
versus evangelism, as though one has primacy over the other.  In the twentieth century Mainline 
Protestants tended to give emphasis to social justice and mercy while Evangelicalism became 
know more for it’s name’s sake, giving priority to evangelism.  Churches of Christ have sided 
with Evangelicalism and in my ministry experience, have viewed acts of justice and mercy (i.e., 
benevolence) as a means to evangelism.  In other words, by offering benevolence, we are then 
better poised to teach people the gospel and evangelize them.  
 Christopher J.H. Wright suggests that our mission involves both serving and evangelism 
without giving priority to either but  recognizing that the “ultimacy” of God’s mission requires 
both.14   I think Wright is correct here and needs to be heard because the ultimate goal of God’s 
mission in regards to humanity  is that the lives of people are redeemed and restored so that  they 
may live life as God created them to live.  This requires us to act with justice and mercy when we 
encounter hungry people and it also requires us to teach people about Jesus so that they  can 
begin following Jesus to and live the life God has created and redeemed them for.
 Moving on, as we assimilate this way  of life that we have been created and redeemed for, 
it ought to change some of the conversations we have.  When it comes to assembly and worship 
practices, that’s a question that I believe is best answered by every local church.  However, some 
of the issues that Churches of Christ have fought against, including instrumental worship, seem 
rather insignificant in regards to what is important when we seeks to embrace our church identity 
as God’s artwork or handiwork.  Further more, when we embrace our church identity as God’s 
artwork, we are talking about a life that is bigger than just that which assembles for a few hours 
on Sunday.  We are talking about a life that is lived throughout the entire week as well.  
 For a long time in America we have been improvising our life as church with church 
buildings and it worked really well for a long time.  We built a building in the center of town or 
out on the new boulevard in town and people came.  However, for many of our churches, non-
Christian people have stopped coming and so we need to improvise some more and learn to be 
church among the people in new ways.
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 One example of improvisation is seen in this story of a Korean Pastor Lee Jong-rak who 
created a drop-box for mothers to drop off their unwanted babies.15   Pastor Lee, along with his 
wife and a few other staff members from the Jusarang Community Church, take in these 
unwanted babies and raise them.  Based on a need within their own context, they proleptically 
demonstrate to other Koreans a snapshot of what life is like when God’s kingdom is at hand.  
 I’ll also share with you what the Columbia Church of Christ, whom I serve with as a 
minister, are attempting to do as a way of innovating while remaining consistent with our story.  
I’ve been interviewing members of our church and as a result, we have learned that one of our 
strengths is our open and non-judgmental disposition towards others.  In the mean time, my 
neighbor is a single mother of four children and she has been battling breast cancer.  She was 
recently  declared in remission and so we have decided to “take our show on the road” so to speak 
and throw a neighborhood BBQ to celebrate her new lease on life.  What we want to see happen 
is that this becomes the first of many neighborhood BBQ’s and events that allow us to serve our 
neighbors and live as witnesses of Jesus Christ among them.  
 In this, we hope our life lived together among our neighbors will serve as a proleptic sign 
of God’s kingdom.  We hope that in this way, we can continue living as participants in God’s 
mission and this what our story is about and what our role in the story  is.  For we are God’s work 
of art!
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