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LENT “BECOMING A MISSION SHAPED CHURCH’ 

LENT 5 ‘Mission as Incarnation’ 
 

Sunday morning readings; John 20:19-23, John 1:1-14, Philippians 2:5-11 
 
The word incarnation comes from the Latin ‘with the flesh’. If Matthew 28 was the impetus for 
the great mobilisation of mission activity in the 19th century then John 20:21-22 has been 
important for more recent understandings of mission. “As He spoke, he showed them the 
wounds of his hands and of his side. They were filled with joy when they saw the Lord! Again 
he said to them, Peace be with you. As the Father sent me, so I am sending you.” The 
intimate relationship between the Father and the Son was to be the paradigm of mission for 
the disciples. The spirit of Jesus would guide and direct them. So we see that mission as 
incarnation finds itself rooted in Jesus own incarnation. John 1:14 reads and ‘he tabernacled 
amongst us’. He made his home, from the Hebrew word his dwelling, in our midst. The word 
become flesh is the most profound expression of incarnation. It’s involved, it’s costly, it’s time 
consuming, it’s extremely inconvenient. Yet it’s for all of us. It involves a posture of learning, 
of submission, of humility yet it breeds great power and authority. 
  
Matthew’s passage basically advocates incarnational mission. Discipleship in Jesus’ ministry 
was very involved. He lived in community, working with 12 men. Travelling round supported 
by a network of women and other supporters. It was a difficult task. Jesus’ disciples learnt on 
the job. They were doing their apprenticeship under Jesus in the rough and tumble of life. 
Jesus was often let down by his disciples. They frequently misunderstood what he was 
preaching, even when he took them to one side to explain things more clearly. Jesus posture 
of submission and humility towards the Father in his ministry was exceptional. 
 
Paul says ‘I pour my life out like a drink offering’ The incarnation is a reminder to us of the 
depth and the cost of Christ’s ministry. He made his home amongst us, understood us, wept 
with us, laughed with us. ‘As the Father sent me into the world I am sending you.’ In the 
same way we are ‘to be in the world but not of it and to love the least in the power of the 
Spirit.’ 
 
Mission as incarnation challenges us to re-imagine the gospel in each new context. The 
techniques and methods of the previous generation will not necessarily be effective for an 
increasingly secular, post-Christendom generation. Our challenge in becoming a mission 
shaped church is to re-conceive the gospel, its beauty and mystery, its power and 
transformative effects afresh.  
 
In the history of Christian mission living among the ones God has called us to minister to can 
cause us to do radical things. 
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Two	  Illustrations	  

1. In	   the	   1860’s	   Hudson	   Taylor	   who	   founded	   the	   CIM	   (China	   Inland	   Mission)	   confused	   and	  
upset	   a	   large	  majority	   of	   the	  missionary	   community	   in	   China	   because	   he	   took	  mission	   as	  
incarnation	   very	   seriously.	   Taylor	   knew	   that	   in	   order	   to	   reach	   the	   Chinese	   effectively	   he	  

needed	  to	  become	  like	  them.	  Even	  before	  leaving	  UK	  for	  China	  he	  has	  memorised	  hundreds	  
of	   Chinese	   characters.	   He	   couldn’t	   pronounce	   them	   but	   he	   knew	   what	   they	   meant.	   No	  
language	  learning	  CDs.	  Whilst	  other	  missionaries	  used	  translators	  Taylor	  was	  committed	  to	  

learning	  a	  new	  language.	  Perhaps	  more	  radically	  still	  he	  died	  his	  hair	  black	  (there	  aren’t	  any	  
natural	   Chinese	   blonds	   by	   the	   way)	   tied	   it	   into	   a	   tight	   pony	   tail	   which	   was	   the	   Chinese	  
custom	  and	  donned	  local	  clothes	  so	  he	  could	  blend	  in	  as	  much	  as	  possible.	  Today	  there	  are	  

millions	  and	  millions	  of	  Chinese	  Christians	  in	  part	  because	  of	  Taylor’s	  obedience.	  	  

2. Another	  wonderful	  example	  of	  incarnational	  ministry	  was	  that	  of	  Robert	  Moffat	  a	  missionary	  
to	   South	   Africa	   in	   the	   beginning	   of	   the	   19th	   century.	   He	  was	   21	   years	   old	  with	   no	   formal	  
theological	   training	   he	   went	   to	   live	   among	   the	   Bechuana	   people.	   His	   background	   in	  

agriculture	  gave	  him	  a	  way	  into	  the	  community	  but	  he	  was	  still	  regarded	  as	  an	  outsider	  until	  
he	  took	  it	  upon	  himself	  to	  learn	  the	  Setswana	  language.	  This	  was	  an	  incredible	  undertaking	  
as	  he	  had	  no	  formal	  training.	  He	  had	  to	  catch	  the	  sounds	  write	  them	  down	  and	  then	  figure	  

out	   the	   grammar.	   By	   1857	   the	   translation	   of	   the	   Bible	   had	   been	   completed.	   More	  
importantly	   his	   deep	   grasp	   of	   the	   language	   meant	   the	   attitude	   of	   the	   Bechuana	   people	  
changed	  completely	  and	  a	  revival	  broke	  out.	  

QUESTIONS	  

 
1. Think	  about	  these	  two	  missionary	  men	  from	  the	  19th	  century.	  What	  element	  of	  their	  lifestyle	  

and	  commitment	  challenges	  you?	  

2. How	  seriously	  do	  you	  take	  the	  idea	  of	  really	  listening	  to	  and	  understanding	  other	  cultures	  so	  
we	  can	  reveal	  Jesus	  to	  them?  

3. South	   Africa	   is	   a	   fascinating	   and	   complex	   case.	   Because	   of	   our	   history	   we	   have	   been	  
dislocated	   from	  one	  another.	  We	  still	   view	  each	  other	  with	   some	  suspicion.	   If	  we	  believe	  
that	   Jesus	  ministry	  was	  a	  ministry	  of	   reconciliation	  what	   steps	   can	  we	   take	   to	  over	   come	  

barriers? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



Revd	  Benjamin	  Aldous/Diocese	  Lent	  course	  2012	  

	  

19	  

	  

BIBLE	  STUDY	  

Philippians	  2:5-‐11(NIV)	  

5	  In	  your	  relationships	  with	  one	  another,	  have	  the	  same	  mindset	  as	  Christ	  Jesus:	  

	  6	  Who,	  being	  in	  very	  nature	  God,	  	  
	  	  	  did	  not	  consider	  equality	  with	  God	  something	  to	  be	  used	  to	  his	  own	  advantage;	  	  
7	  rather,	  he	  made	  himself	  nothing	  	  
	  	  	  by	  taking	  the	  very	  nature	  of	  a	  servant,	  	  
	  	  	  being	  made	  in	  human	  likeness.	  	  
8	  And	  being	  found	  in	  appearance	  as	  a	  man,	  	  
	  	  	  he	  humbled	  himself	  	  
	  	  	  by	  becoming	  obedient	  to	  death—	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  even	  death	  on	  a	  cross!	  

	  9	  Therefore	  God	  exalted	  him	  to	  the	  highest	  place	  	  
	  	  	  and	  gave	  him	  the	  name	  that	  is	  above	  every	  name,	  	  
10	  that	  at	  the	  name	  of	  Jesus	  every	  knee	  should	  bow,	  	  
	  	  	  in	  heaven	  and	  on	  earth	  and	  under	  the	  earth,	  	  
11	  and	  every	  tongue	  acknowledge	  that	  Jesus	  Christ	  is	  Lord,	  	  
	  	  	  to	  the	  glory	  of	  God	  the	  Father.	  

QUESTIONS	  

1. Although	  Christ	  was	  in	  the	  form	  of	  God	  (verily	  God	  verily	  man)	  he	  took	  on	  the	  nature	  of	  a	  

servant	  (Gk	  Bond	  slave).	  Do	  you	  see	  your	  ministry	  as	  a	  ministry	  of	  servanthood?	  

2. Jesus	  complete	  obedience	  to	  the	  Father	  resulted	  in	  his	  death	  (and	  resurrection).	  What	  
would	  complete	  obedience	  look	  like	  in	  your	  life?	  Give	  examples.	  

 
In	  the	  light	  of	  Phil	  2:5-‐11	  what	  practical	  steps	  might	  you	  need	  to	  take	  to	  be	  more	  incarnational	  in	  
revealing	  the	  love	  of	  Jesus?	  This	  is	  not	  meant	  to	  be	  a	  guilt	  trip	  so	  find	  ways	  to	  encourage	  one	  
another.	  Do	  you	  see	  opportunities	  to	  cross	  cultural	  barriers	  in	  your	  everyday	  life?	  What	  might	  this	  

look	  like?	  Make	  a	  commitment	  to	  do	  something	  concrete	  using	  some	  examples	  below.	  

1. Invite	  someone	  from	  a	  different	  culture	  to	  your	  home	  group	  or	  church	  and	  ask	  them	  to	  
explain	  different	  Baptism,	  Funeral	  and	  Wedding	  traditions.	  

2. Arrange	  a	  twinning	  with	  another	  local	  Anglican	  church.	  Plan	  a	  service	  together	  using	  

different	  languages	  and	  worship	  styles.	  Involve	  as	  many	  people	  as	  possible	  in	  the	  planning.	  
Perhaps	  conclude	  the	  service	  with	  a	  meal	  bringing	  special	  dishes	  from	  your	  own	  culture.	  

3. Plan	  some	  type	  of	  outreach	  to	  a	  local	  refugee	  community.	  We	  know	  that	  in	  the	  past	  few	  
years	  there	  have	  been	  various	  attacks	  on	  foreign	  nationals	  (Zimbabweans,	  Somalians	  etc).	  

Perhaps	  visit	  some	  homes,	  make	  a	  meal,	  if	  someone	  in	  your	  church	  can	  help	  a	  foreign	  
national	  secure	  an	  ID	  document	  or	  go	  together	  to	  Home	  Affairs.	  Be	  creative!	  


