
 

 

 Sermon for Sunday, February 4, 2018 
 

Shaped by the Gospel 
 

In every new member class, I point out that the Greek word for “ambassador” is “presbea” from which 
comes the name “Presbyterian.”  What it means to be a Presbyterian is to be an ambassador for Christ, God 
making his appeal through us.  We are those persons who have been called by God to represent Jesus Christ 
to the world, in both word and deed, and to invite others to join us in the community of faith. 

In practice though, we just aren’t very good at this sort of thing.  On the one hand, we don't know 
how we are supposed to go about it.  Oh sure we can invite someone to church.  But telling them about the 
gospel?  We’d rather have a root canal!  And isn’t talking about Jesus the responsibility of the pastors?  On 
the other hand, we aren't sure why we should do this.  There is little personal advantage in this for us. 
Inviting someone to church isn't going to improve our status in heaven or reduce our pledge.  And talking 
about Jesus is just going to make us look stupid, or weird, or worse. So why do it? 

We do it, because we each have been called by God to minister in Christ's name. We know that in 
our heads, and we know that in our hearts.  Only, we have learned that putting ministry into practice is not as 
easy as it sounds.  Whom do we invite, for instance?  Do we invite only persons who are unchurched, or are 
members of other Christian congregations fair game?  And how do we invite them?  Do we just say, "Look, 
would you like to come to church with me next week?"  Or do we say, "Hey, you need Jesus in your life!"  
And do we have to invite a friend?  Maybe we should invite a stranger.  Wouldn't that be better? 

Well, we know from Paul's letter to the church in Corinth, that the earliest Christians had similar 
reservations about how to go about fulfilling their call to ministry.  They wondered whom they should invite 
to join their fellowship.  Jews?  Gentiles?  Romans?  Should new members have to adhere to the Law of 
Moses, or only to the gospel of Christ?  Maybe there were certain criteria by which one could judge whether 
one was fit for the church or not?  Accepting the call to minister in Christ's name was one thing, but putting 
that call into practice was not as easy as it sounded. 

So Paul, who loved the church, tries to answer their questions.  But in the midst of his letter, as if 
realizing that the Corinthians also need something to guide them through future issues, Paul resorts to 
personal example to give them a clearer sense of direction. He lifts up his own ministry and conduct as 
exemplary for the Christian church to follow.  Concludes Paul, "Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ." 

Paul allowed himself, in every way, to be shaped by the gospel.  Before his conversion to 
Christianity he had been shaped by the Law of Moses.  The Law made him righteous, and proud, and 
boastful.  The Law made him feel superior to others, and led him into such conflict with Christians that he 
killed them to protect his Jewish faith.  In every way, the Law caused him to think more highly of himself 
than he ought to have thought.  But with his conversion to Christianity, Paul discovered that life takes on a 
whole new meaning, even holiness, when it is lived not for self, but for others.  When the desires and 
demands of the self are allowed to die, Christ lives, and we live in true communion with God through him. 

Each of us decides what will shape us.  Ambition, competition, greed?  Biblically, there are only two 
choices.  Either we are shaped by our own desires, needs, goals, dreams, and fears, or we are shaped by God, 
whose will is made known to us in Jesus Christ.  To be shaped by God, we allow God full sway in our lives.  
We die to the self that Christ may live in us.  We become imitators of Christ, proclaiming the gospel as he 
did, acting in his name, and living by the code of God's love and justice.  That's what Paul did, and he urges 
us to do the same, that Christ may abound. 

So what does it look like, in practice, to be shaped by the gospel? 
To be shaped by the gospel is first of all to proclaim it.  The gospel is good news after all, a message 

that God loves us and will not abandon us, in spite of our wrongdoing.  To be shaped by a message, means 
becoming a living example of the message.  It's as if the self, which causes us so much grief and despair, is 
replaced by the gospel.  So to be disciples of Christ, we become the gospel, we become the message. 

Christians are what they say and do.  We are people who proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ in both 
word and deed.  When we don't, we aren't.  Said Paul, "Woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel."  Yes, woe 
to me, because when I don't proclaim the gospel, I am enslaved again to the sinful desires of my self.  There 
is no room for boasting and no room for self-interest, because the gospel replaces self-interest with the will 
of God.  So, why do we invite people to church?  Because we have to.  We have freely chosen to enslave 



 

 

ourselves to the gospel instead of to self-interest.  If the gospel is shaping our lives, we proclaim it.   We 
declare in both word and deed the good news of God's redeeming love.  It's what God calls us to do as 
participants in God’s life.  

To be shaped by the gospel is second of all to incarnate it.  Said Paul, "I have become all things to all 
people, that I might by all means save some." 

Paul had a unique ability to reach people where they lived.  If they were Jews, he did not speak to 
them in the language and customs of Greece, but from the perspective of the Law of Moses.  Likewise, if 
they were Greeks, Paul spoke to them in their language and from the perspective of their culture.  He was all 
things to all people, that he might speak to them and they might hear the gospel.  In doing this, Paul willingly 
sacrificed some of his own freedom in Christ, that he might relate to those who were not yet free.  That is the 
essence of the Incarnation, that God gave up the freedom of being God, to become human, that we might 
hear and believe God’s message of unmerited love. 

The ability to incarnate the gospel is crucial to its proclaiming, because it is the essence of the gospel 
itself.  It requires that we get alongside a person to show them what unmerited love is really like.  So in youth 
ministry, we don't try to become like a kid, but we do sacrifice the freedoms and privileges we enjoy as 
adults in order to walk with youth in their world.  So in member care, we don’t become sick, but we sit 
beside those who are suffering, and alone, and ill, to demonstrate that God is with them and caring for them.  
So in talking with our friends about Christ, we try to share the gospel in a language with which they are 
familiar, and reveal to them how God has already shaped their lives. 

Too often we are imitations of Christ instead of imitators of him.  Instead of allowing ourselves and 
our actions to be really shaped by the gospel, we shape ourselves into what we think Christ would like.  We 
pray, we go to church, we give of our time, of our money, and of our talents, but we do so in order to gain 
some advantage for ourselves.  To be shaped by the gospel is to seek the advantage of others, that they too 
may be saved.  It is to be Christ-like, in the sense that Christ lives in me and through me. And the paradox of 
faith is that only when I am enslaved to Christ am I truly free from the enslavement to my self. 

Finally, to be shaped by the gospel, is to be selfless.  It is to recognize that one's life does not exist in 
oneself, but in God's love, and therefore, to love as God loves is to participate in God’s life, which is eternal 
life.  It is in the embrace of love, and only in the embrace of love, that we discover who we really are: 
persons created to live in the self-giving image of God. 

Acting in love, to proclaim the gospel of God, that others might also be saved, is what it means to be 
shaped by the gospel.  It's what Jesus did.  It's also what Paul did.  And both Jesus and Paul remind us that 
it’s what we are called to do. 

So as you struggle with how to serve as an ambassador of Christ, and about whom to invite to church 
and how to go about it and what to say, relax.  Just let your words and your actions be shaped by the gospel.  
Don't worry about what your friends or acquaintances will think of you.  Don't be concerned about what is in 
this for you.  Just care enough to let someone else hear the good news of God's saving love made known to 
you in Christ Jesus your Lord.  If you do that in a selfless way, and in an incarnational way, you will imitate 
Christ.  And you can't do any better than that. 
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