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  Getting the Most Out of Service



  One of the great things about the Christian way is that it eliminates the divide between the sacred and the secular, especially in the area of service. In most religious systems those who preach, baptize and lead worship are doing sacred service, while people who make meals or deals are doing secular work. This false divide was smashed by Jesus. The good news Jesus preached and embodied is that all of life and all service to others can be part of the kingdom of God—that glorious shalom-bringing rule of God that infects life in this world with heaven.


  Usually when we speak of service we refer to something done for the benefit of others. But in both languages of the Bible, Greek and Hebrew, ministry and service are the same word. So in this series of studies we are considering biblical examples of people doing ministry. But here is the problem. Sometimes ministry is defined by (1) place—service in the church building rather than the marketplace and home, (2) function—something done on behalf of the whole, such as pastoral ministration, (3) need—meeting “spiritual” needs rather than secular needs such as servicing an automobile, and (4) title—such as Reverend. But in the New Testament ministry is something that belongs to all of God’s people, all men and women, all old and young, and it is not just done in churches and mission fields but in workplaces, cities, relationships, schools and universities, hospitals and medical clinics, and art studios. No wonder good Christian people are confused.


  Many of us have been told that some people do ministry more than others, that not everything is ministry, that ministry may relate to certain functions more than others but may “happen” in almost any context, that ministry is done by some full time and by others part time, and that ministry par excellence is what the pastor does. And no wonder the confusion when good pastors hear of someone’s call into ministry, they think instinctively of preaching and other ministry functions. If ministry is evangelizing the lost and edifying the found, then only a small minority of the church can do ministry continuously, perhaps the one percent that can be supported financially for so-called full-time ministry. In reality there are no part-time options available. For the rest of the people of God, ministry is a discretionary time activity—something done with the few hours that can be squeezed out of the week’s schedule after working, sleeping, parenting, neighboring, washing and doing the chores.


  The Bible addresses this massive confusion with a liberating perspective: ministry is service to God and neighbor at the same time. Ministers are people who put themselves at the disposal of God for the benefit of others and God’s world. It is not limited by the place where the service is rendered, the function, the need met by the title of the person or even by an overt reference to Christ. In Matthew 25:31-46 the surprise of the righteous on the day of judgment is that the service done gratuitously for others was actually done for Christ, and the concern of the unrighteous was just this: if they had known it was Jesus they were serving, they would gladly have done it. So service and ministry are totally interchangeable ways of speaking of the same reality. It might be a good thing if we could permanently substitute the word service wherever we now use the word ministry. Imagine someone saying, “I have been called into service in the church.” Or I am called into ministry in the school, the hospital or the company.


  In the following ten studies, covering examples from Genesis to Revelation, we will explore service in a variety of contexts: family, the physical creation, society, the city, neighbors, relationships, the church and the workplace. Looking inside ministry we will examine examples of service that were motivated by imagination, passion, faith, hope and love. Out of these studies I hope you will discover that you are a full-time minister of Jesus Christ and be able to live and serve wholeheartedly.


  Suggestions for Individual Study


  1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


  2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


  3. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


  4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


  Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


  5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


  6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


  7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.


  Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


  1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


  2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


  3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


  4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


  When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


  5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


  6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


  7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


  8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.


  1


  Caring for Creation


  Adam and Eve


  Genesis 1:26–2:15


  The Bible opens with an amazing picture of God serving, God working. Unlike the gods of the Greco-Roman mythologies, God is not dining on nectar and ambrosia in heavenly rest and contemplation. God is busy fashioning everything and giving meaning to it. In a story that could be understood by the simplest Bedouin nomad or the most sophisticated nuclear scientist, a figurative account of a literal event, the fundamental truth about God, humankind and the world is expressed. Galileo Galilei once said, “The Bible tells us how to go to heaven, not how the heavens go.” It tells us who created and why, and science continues to tell us how.


  GROUP DISCUSSION. Think of a situation in which you were involved in what seemed a completely meaningless activity. What made it seem that way, and how could it have been different?


  PERSONAL REFLECTION. Have you ever been given a job description? If so, how did it make you feel? What difference did it make to how you functioned?


  The earlier part of Genesis 1 describes God speaking everything into creation—first by separating and then by filling everything, creating place. God made everything nonhuman and then, as his superlative creation, he made a creature that is absolutely distinct. In so making human beings in two sexes and commissioning us, God gave us both our identity and our calling (our being and our doing). Read Genesis 1:1–2:15.


  1. Describe what we learn about God in the first chapter of Genesis.


  What do we learn about the world and universe we live in?


  In contrast what would it be like to live in a universe that was all chaos rather than a cosmos?


  2. Genesis 1:26 states that God made human beings in his image and likeness. From what you read in Genesis 1–2 what are the characteristics that make us reflect God?


  3. By placing human beings in a garden where God is present (Genesis 3:8), in a social community and in an undeveloped material world, what do you think the job description is for the humans?


  4. What is your own response to this description of what it means to be a person serving God and God’s purposes?


  5. Since the words serve and ministry are the same in both original languages of Scripture, how would you describe in your own words the ministry of all human beings?


  6. The first instance of the word holy in the Bible is found in Genesis 2:3. What is so good about the rest commandment God places on human work?


  7. Genesis 2 restates the story of creation from a different perspective, as though to answer the question, How does it take both man and woman to be in the image of God? What further perspective do you gain from this chapter on the dignity and the duty of human beings?


  How do you see this being fulfilled in your own life and service?


  8. The various terms used for Adam and Eve’s service description include “be fruitful,” “increase in number,” “fill the earth,” “rule,” “work [the earth]” and “take care of it” (see Genesis 1:28; 2:15). Describe how these are fulfilled in the various ordinary occupations, whether paid or not, that we undertake today.


  9. What difference will viewing everyday tasks as service and ministry to God and neighbor make to how you live and work in the world?


  Thank God for showing you the rich and fruitful service that he calls all human beings to undertake. Ask him to help you see how your own work serves him, your neighbor and his creation.


  Now or Later


  Read the rest of the creation story in Genesis 2:16–3:19. What has happened to the man and woman, to the creation? What affect has sin on everyday work and service, and on the relationship of husband and wife? Why has this come about? What indicates that the man and woman have not lost everything that constitutes their uniqueness as God’s image-bearing creatures? Does God want us to live this way now, and if not, why?


  2


  Witnessing About Jesus


  The Samaritan Woman


  John 4:1-42


  “You Christians are so bigoted! You think that you have the only way to God.” This outburst happened after several weeks in a neighborhood Bible study with atheists and adherents of an Eastern religion. It cut deeply. I responded carefully, “Yes you are right. We Christians are often bigoted. But Jesus is not. He includes everyone.” The study we are undertaking in the fourth Gospel of the New Testament is an extraordinary example of the inclusiveness of Jesus, and the natural witnessing that comes from being truly and deeply welcomed by him. At the time of Jesus the old divided kingdom of Judah (in the south) and Israel-Samaria (in the north) suffered deep animosities toward each other. The Samaritans, remnants of the old kingdom that got shifted off to Assyria, with their own temple on Mount Gerizim, and with a small Bible composed only of the first five books as God’s Word, were loathed by most Jews, especially the strict Pharisees. If at all possible they avoided even passing through their territory. They were “unclean.” But Jesus deliberately goes there, meets a woman by Jacob’s well and initiates an amazing conversation. It becomes a model for witnessing. Significantly this conversation takes place in the woman’s workplace. It is generally agreed that in the twenty-first century the primary location for the mission of God is the marketplace, not the church or religious gatherings.
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