
Semester 5: Living in the body, living in the world
1. Eternal life and the neighbor
2. One thing is needed
3. Enjoying discipline
4. The spiritual battle
I. What to do with the neighbors
Some thoughts:
Not only does Jesus redefine our typical view of ‘neighbor’, but ups the ante of our interaction with the people around us—all the people around us.  For the Jewish people in the days of the New Testament, there was a strong sentiment that they were the people of God to the exclusion of all other kinds of people.  When Matthew 5:43 records Jesus saying, “you have heard it said, you shall love your neighbor and hate your enemies” he is expressing two sides of a coin.  Side one: you shall love your neighbor is a command in Leviticus 19.  Side two: hate your enemies is a cultural view that seems to come from the strong Jewish nationalistic sentiment of the day.  Jesus’ response to this dual message is that loving your neighbor includes loving your enemy, those who persecute you, those who are different from you.  
Another passage recorded in Matthew 19 shows us this same cultural clash with different framing.  Jesus encounters a young man who asks him a pointed question in response to the command to “love your neighbor.”  Asking “who is my neighbor” the man moves to the heart of this particular issue: how far to my heart have to extend in love to those I live around?  In a parable, Jesus explains that the neighbor is universally applicable to every person regardless of position—social, economic, religious, et cetera.  To meet the demands of the commandment to love your neighbor is to have genuine love for all the people with whom you interact.
In Romans 15:1-3, Paul adds to this perspective of being generous in love to the neighbor.  Simply put, he anticipates and responds to our most likely reaction to the exhortation to love our neighbor as ourselves—self gratification.  Part of our fallen nature is the continued presence of self-centeredness, selfish ambition, self-service, and the like.  Speaking to these natural tendencies head-on, Paul simply says to please our neighbor for the good of our neighbor (and not for our own good).  Many times throughout the scriptures, you see this sort of teaching (to forsake ourselves for the good of the other).  Phillipians 2:3 is a prime example of this kind of teaching.  
 
There are many tangles that come around to keep us from this expression of authentic love.  Unforgiveness, pride and jealousy, fear or doubt, and the like.  The implications are wide.  It affects most aspects of our life—is the fruit of the Spirit on display as we interact with neighbors or the deeds of the flesh (Galatians 5), are we quick to judge or quick to forgive (Matthew 5:14-15, 7:1-5, James 4:12), are the qualities of a pure love present in relation to the neighbor (I Corinthians 13).   
Some questions:  
Do you consider your neighbor?  How does your heart respond to people who wrong you, slight you, dislike you?  What are the implications of this kind of teaching on your living?  What does it mean for you to love your neighbor?  Who are the neighbors you have difficulty loving?  What would it take to change your heart’s position toward them?
Other scriptures: Matthew 22:36-40, Leviticus 19:18.
II. One thing is necessary
Some thoughts:
One of the more profound quotes I’ve come across is by Henri Nouwen who says, “Nothing conflicts with love of Christ more than service to Christ”.  For many of us, that sort of statement causes us to flinch inwardly—service, after all, is how we show Jesus our love.  He even says, ‘those who love me will obey my commandments’ (John 14).  A harsh reality for some, though, is that our relationship with Christ no longer identifies with Jesus’ statement, “no longer do I call you slaves, but friends.”  Friendship with God, intimacy and authentic relationship is somewhat distanced and masked over by our frenzy of religious activity.
Looking at one of the stories in the gospel narrative, we see the foundational difficulty in this paradigm.  Luke 10 tells the story of two sisters, one busy working to serve Jesus and the other sitting at his feet.  At one point, Busy Sister complains to Jesus about Sitting Sister and Jesus says that Sitting Sister has chosen the better part.  The phrase that is somewhat haunting for many of us is this one: “you are worried about so many things, but only a few things are necessary, really only one.”  
There are many ways to miss the essential invitation of Jesus to be with him.  Some have a relationship with Jesus that is casual to the point where they rarely even join him in the active work he is doing in the world.  Some never fully neglect their infatuation with the world and the deceits of sin.  Many who seem to love Jesus with their whole hearts, though, have shallow relationship with Jesus and mask it with the busyness of ‘kingdom work.’  
His invitation to intimacy remains for all, though—busy and lazy.  He calls every person to know him and be in him.  This is the secret of the Sitting Sister, that the better part is accepting Jesus’ full invitation to relationship, a relationship of communication and connection, not just busyness and service.  Two passages stand at the heart of this invitation.  Matthew 11:28-30 is a simple call to let go of the burden and be with Jesus through the days of our lives.  It echoes Isaiah 55, which calls anyone to neglect spending themselves on unsatisfactory living and turn to Jesus who is a rich supplier of true life.  Taking these ideas into the story of Mary and Martha (Luke 10), there is something essential in being with Christ that cannot be replaced by any other activity.
This is certainly not an exhortation to laziness or spiritual apathy, but in line with the message to the church of Ephesus in Revelation 2, we must take care that we not lose our first love in the busyness of serving him.  Even if a person has little inclination toward ‘over-service,’ the temptation to lose sight of the one thing remains a struggle in the universal human condition.
Some questions: 
What place does service have in your relationship to God—is it the primary means of relationship or the outcome of relationship?  What does it mean that ‘only a few things are necessary, really only one’?  How is that applicable to your daily living?  Where do you find yourself in the Nouwen quote—does it strike you as true in any sense about your own life?
Other passages:
Mark 3:14 (Jesus calls them for the primary purpose of being with him), Psalm 27:4  
III.  Enjoying discipline
Some thoughts:
For most people, the idea of discipline is not a welcome thought.  Images of harsh punishment or even an overarching aversion to ever being caught in the wrong makes us push back against the idea that we stand in need of correction.  The reality of fallen parents, teachers, coaches and authorities in general (whether good or bad) only serves to further confuse our understanding of discipline and causes us to pull further back from it.
The bible deals very realistically with the idea of discipline.  It neither pretends that humanity doesn’t stand in need of it, nor apologizes that God is an active discipliner.  Instead, it presents a stark picture of a loving God making those whom he loves more and more like himself through various means, discipline being one.  There are three passages that are of particular interest.
The first is found in John 15.  Here, in the parable of the vine, Jesus says that the Vinedresser (God) prunes every branch that bears fruit that it might produce even more.  While our temptation is to look over this phrase to the more glamorous ideas of abiding in God and bearing fruit for him, the method for this sort of fruitfulness is (whether we like it or not) that we are ‘cut back’ by God.  The image here is of a productive vine that has parts of it that are dead or dying, parts that are growing awkwardly, parts that aren’t yielding any produce.  To encourage growth and production, the Vinedresser cuts away these parts so that the essential nourishment that is given to the branch through the Vine can meet its full capacity for fruitfulness.  In human terms, those things in our own lives that are unproductive for the kingdom—sin, wrong beliefs, fleshly attitudes—are cut away so that the parts of us that live in righteousness can actually produce the fruit that is intended for them.  
The second is found in Hebrews 12 and is even more explicit.  Here is speaks of our natural tendency to dislike discipline, but that the discipline of God is actually a sign that we are his children.  In fact, moving toward the other extreme, if we weren’t disciplined our adoption would be in doubt.  The passage goes on to acknowledge that even though it is difficult at the time, the discipline of a good God will actually be extremely positive, good and fruitful in the end.  
Here is the point of discipline, then, that we would become like God.  And for us who want to be like him anyway, our best response to his correction is cooperation and hope.  After all, a perfectly good and kind God disciplines us for our good deserves our utmost trust.  This sort of trust is hinted at in Romans 2 when Paul says that it is his kindness that leads us into repentance.  Even though this kind of sentiment is certainly countercultural, learning to endure the discipline of God with joy and a knowledge that it is motivated by love is an invaluable tool to growth toward Christlikeness.
Some questions:
How do you view discipline?  What about the discipline of God?  What goes through your mind when you think about his idea or the concept that God disciplines us as children out of love?  What would change in your heart and mind if you would endure his discipline with joy and hope?  How would that change effect your relationship with the Father?  
Other passages:
Proverbs 10:17, 15:10, 15:32, 
IV. The Spiritual Battle
The reality of life with Christ is that we continue to battle on several fronts.  Internally, we strive against our flesh, the sinful nature, that places itself against the instruction and way of God.  Externally, we war against demonic forces, worldly influences, and the like.  While different groups of Christians have tendencies to avoid these negative realities altogether or focus on them almost exclusively, the scriptures give us a middle way.  God’s instructions urge us to fight and give us a distinct hope in the midst of the battle.
Apart from giving us an account of the armor available to us through Christ, Ephesians 5 also presents us with a foundational principle to give us help in the fight.  The section begins in verse 10 and encourages us to “be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might.”  Perhaps the most important principle in spiritual warfare is that it is the Lord who gives all the equipment and authorizes us to fight.  Many of us weary ourselves pursuing our own enemies with our own equipment and strength only to fail and become weary.  Utter dependence on the Father for strength, courage and tools for battle is the only way to fight against those things which are not “flesh and blood”.
In Ephesians 5 and another ‘war passage’, II Corinthians 10:3, we see that much of our fight is against false belief.  Ephesians gives us our offensive weapon as ‘the word of God’.  II Corinthians sees one of our primary battlegrounds being all those patterns of thought which are opposed to God.  Toward this end, we fight with truth, even more specifically spoken truth.  The lies that are the weapons of the enemy are thwarted with the shield of faith, but our own offensive tactic is to present truth in every battleground where the enemy and culture have sown their lies.    
An easy example is the battle against our flesh.  Paul describes it well in Romans 7, and even in the writing we see this method of truth at work.  After vividly laying out the struggle, Paul makes an informed declaration in the end to answer his own question: that it is through Jesus that he will be set free and (moving into chapter 8) that even in this present state there is no condemnation and he sets us free from any bondage to sin.  The truth is presented as a response to the struggle.  This gives us clues as to our own fights, and how to be triumphant in the end.
Back to the passage in II Corinthians 10.  Many often see these verses in light of their own mind and the struggle to live by the truth, and even though it may be applicable in that sense it is actually intended for an entirely different purpose.  It actually addresses the ministry of Paul in the face of a cultural ideals and intellectual systems that were opposed to the truths of God.  Using the same method, Paul declares that the divinely powerful weapons he employs will demolish these considerations such that obedience to the teaching (way) of Jesus would result.  He means that in public (both to believers and unbelievers), he combats the strongholds of the enemy by destroying speculations and untrue knowledge.  Good examples of our contemporary situation in this would be the prevalence of harmful sexual habits or of materialism as a guiding motivation in life.
While one can spend a lifetime plumbing the depths of our spiritual fights, these are a few of the more basic foundations.
Some questions:
Have you considered the spiritual battle that engages you?  How does this affect your understanding of what it means to follow Jesus?  What comes to your mind when you think of ‘spiritual warfare’?  What do you think about our primary weapon being ‘the word of God’, truth?  How do you fight with truth? Do you have any experiences that give you context for this sort of reality?
Other passages: II Corinthians 2:14

