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Introduction 
 We’re going to take a break from the book of Acts for the next couple weeks for 
Christmas and New Years.  Next week, remember, we will not be having service here, so 
don’t show up here.  We will be meeting at 10:00 AM at Seminary Avenue Community 
Church up in Lincoln Park for a joint Christmas service (check out the bulletin for more 
details).  The week after that, January 1, the YMCA will be closed too.  So again don’t 
come here.  Come over to Andrea’s and my house at 10:30 AM for church and then a 
New Year’s Day party. 
 What I want to do today is preach a Christmas-related sermon as this time of year 
affords us the opportunity to reflect on the birth of Christ, the entrance of God into time 
and space.  I want us to ponder the deep mysteries of that truth – God became man.  I 
want us to reflect on what that means about God and then what that means for us.  In 
short, what I want to affirm today is just this: Immanuel must be Immanuel. 
 
If that makes no sense to you right now, let’s pray that it will by the end of our time 
together… 
 
The Missio Dei 
 There’s a phrase that’s being tossed around a lot in some circles nowadays.  How 
many of you have ever heard of the term missio Dei?  It’s Latin.  It means “the mission of 
God.”  Just do a Google search for “missio Dei” and at the top of the list will be several 
new, start-up churches that have taken this as their name.  I think it’s a great name for a 
church.  What does it mean?  What does it signify?  What are we talking about when we 
talk about the missio Dei? 
 Well, if you were here a couple weeks ago when we looked at the last words of a 
man named Stephen in Acts chapter 7, you’ll remember we took special note of the fact 
that he didn’t lay out a water-tight, logically organized defense before his accusers who 
were outraged at his theological position on Jesus.  No, he told a story, he told the story 
of the OT, the story of redemption.  This was the story he lived in.  This is how he 
understood reality.  This is how he communicated truth.  I suggested that we need to learn 
to treat the Bible a little less like an encyclopedia or a dictionary and a little more like a 
novel or a play.  Scripture is God’s special, authoritative revelation of himself to us, but 
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for the most part it’s not authoritative in the sense that the IRS Tax Code is or the MLB 
Rule Book or your car’s Owner’s Manual.  It’s much richer than that. 
 N.T. Wright gives a great illustration of how the Bible is authoritative.  He says: 
 

Suppose there exists a Shakespeare play whose fifth act had been 
lost.  The first four acts provide, let us suppose, such a wealth of 
characterization, such a crescendo of excitement within the plot, that it is 
generally agreed that the play ought to be staged…  [We might then] give 
the key parts to highly trained, sensitive and experienced Shakespearian 
actors, who would immerse themselves in the first four acts, and in the 
language and culture of Shakespeare and his time, and who would then be 
told to work out a fifth act for themselves. 
  Consider the result.  The first four acts, existing as they did, would 
be the undoubted ‘authority’ for the task in hand.  That is, anyone could 
properly object to the new improvisation on the grounds that this or that 
character was now behaving inconsistently, or that this or that sub-plot or 
theme, adumbrated earlier, had not reached its proper resolution [I guess a 
lot of people have objected to the new movie version of Pride & 
Predjudice on the grounds that the some of the liberties taken and 
especially the ending isn’t consistent with Jane Austen’s story and the 
mores of Regency England].  This ‘authority’ of the first four acts would 
not consist in an implicit command that the actors should repeat the earlier 
parts of the play over and over again.  It would consist in the fact of an as 
yet unfinished drama, which contained its own impetus, its own forward 
movement, which demanded to be concluded in the proper manner but 
which required of the actors a responsible entering into the story as it 
stood, in order first to understand how the threads could appropriately be 
drawn together, and then to put that understanding into effect by speaking 
and acting with both innovation and consistency.1 

 
Kind of cool, huh?  Isn’t it helpful to think of the Bible that way – a story that we 

enter into and live out of?  Now Wright proposes that we as Christians are living out the 
fifth and final act of the grand, unfolding story of redemption.  Here’s how he delineates 
the acts: I. Creation; II. the Fall; III. Israel; IV. Jesus; and then the rest of the New 
Testament (not including the Gospels) form the first scene in the fifth act.  Now the 
church lives under the ‘authority’ of the first four acts plus the beginning of the fifth, the 
biblical story.  It tells us where we’ve been and points to where we’re going and in the 
meantime it controls how we live in the present – what we do when we wake up in the 
morning, how we conduct ourselves at work or school, how we spend our time when we 
come home, how we treat our spouse/kids/homeless guy we pass on the way to the train.  
The biblical story governs the whole of our lives today. 

More and more people are starting to understand the Bible in these ways.  And I 
must say it’s fresh and exciting!  The field of ‘biblical theology’ has blossomed in the last 
50 years trying to understand the theology of the Bible on its own terms, tracing out 
major themes along the story-line of the Bible, and most interestingly trying to discern 
the so-called ‘center’ of the Bible.  What’s the major motif in the story?  One candidate 
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that has a lot of merit is the missio Dei, this idea that God is a missionary God.  The first 
four acts of the play entitled Heilgeschichte (Salvation History) are all about a God who 
makes humankind for himself and when they rebel in Act II he goes after them, pursuing 
them, wooing them, winning them back to himself over a long period of time and through 
varied ways.  That’s the story Stephen recalls before the Sanhedrin.  When you read the 
OT through this lens it all suddenly becomes much clearer.  God is on a mission.  As the 
writers of the book Missional Church put it, “[Mission] is the central biblical theme 
describing the purpose of God’s action in human history.”2 

From his walking in the garden in search of Adam to his calling of Abraham 
when he “lived beyond the River and worshiped other gods” (Joshua 24:2) to his visit to 
Moses in the burning bush, his leading his people through the desert with a pillar of cloud 
and a pillar of fire, his fighting on their behalf in the Conquest, his returning them from 
exile, his incessant pleadings with them through the prophets,… God has been on a 
mission to reach people for himself, to redeem and restore the whole of creation. 
 Isn’t that an amazing story – that God is after us?  But wait, it gets even better.  
The whole story points to one man.  The culmination, the goal of everything God had 
been doing from Creation right up to the first century is found in Jesus the Christ!  This is 
where Stephen takes his story in Acts 7.  Jesus is the hero par excellance.  The name 
Jesus means Savior.  Jesus sums up his own life’s mission with the statement in Luke 
19:10, “The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.”  He came on a mission 
to rescue us, to decisively defeat the powers of evil and with his blood to purchase men 
and women for God from every tribe and language and people and nation (cf. Rev. 5:9).  
Jesus was sent by God (we see him using that phrase over and over again) to accomplish 
a task – the salvation of humanity, the initiation of the kingdom of God.  And through his 
life, death, and resurrection he accomplished it.  Praise God!?  Isn’t that story good news? 
 
The Missional Church 
 Now those touting the significance of the missio Dei don’t stop there.  This is very 
important.  We still have one more act in order to pull things together.  As David Bosch 
says, “The classical doctrine of the missio Dei as God the Father sending the Son, and 
God the Father and the Son sending the Spirit [is] expanded to include yet another 
‘movement’: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit sending the church into the world.”3  The 
Trinitarian God is a missional God.  But more than that: his mission has expanded to 
include us his church as not just the recipients of his salvation, but as mediators of it!  
Where do you get that?  Of course there’s the classic text for missions – “Then Jesus 
came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  
Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you” (Mt. 28:18-20).  The Great Commission. 
 But it’s more than just one text.  There are also texts like Jn 17:18 where Jesus is 
praying to the Father concerning his disciples, “As you sent me into the world, I have 
sent them into the world.”  He says again to his apostles (a word that actually means “sent 
one”) in Jn. 20:21, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.”  So it’s not some 
disconnected command, it’s directly tied in to the missional posture of God himself.  And 
even more than a few dozen proof-texts is the whole biblical theological understanding of 
the missio Dei and the church as the body of Christ.  The entire book of Acts is couched 
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as the continuation of Jesus’ activity in the world through his body, the church (cf. 1:1).  
The rest of the NT reflects the beginning stages of the new people of God fulfilling what 
the OT people of God were predicted to become – a blessing to all peoples of the earth.  
Just as Jesus was sent, the church is sent out into the world to continue the missio Dei by 
heralding the kingdom’s arrival in Jesus, bringing the kingdom’s realities to bear on the 
yet remaining fallen world order, and beckoning others to join in before Christ returns to 
consummate the kingdom. 
 Now what does that mean?  That all sounds nice, maybe not all that new, but if 
you really think about it, it is radically new compared to the way we in North America 
have been thinking about church and doing church for many, many years.  It means that 
“Missions” is not just part of what we do as a church or 15% of our operating budget or 
something a few of us do for two weeks in the summer or something we pray about for 
10 minutes at prayer meeting on Saturdays.  It’s our identity as a church.  We have to 
understand that the church is missional by nature and stop seeing “Missions” as just one 
program among many.  So the thinkers and writers behind the concept of the missional 
church can talk about moving from sending to being sent4 or congregations with missions 
vs. missionary congregations.5  It is what we are, not just one thing we do on the side. 

And it’s not just something that’s done oversees somewhere in the bush.  Be 
honest: how many of you automatically think of that when the term “Missions” is used?  
As I’ve said before, the Christendom model that has dominated Western civilization since 
the days of Constantine is dead.  Long gone are the days when we could even possibly 
conceive of America as a “Christian nation” responsible for the evangelization of the East 
and Global South (if it ever was right to think that way).  America is desperately in need 
of missionaries.  But we still kind of slip into that default mode, don’t we?  We have a 
Missions Committee and support missionaries overseas, but our church here is about 
teaching and marrying and burying and having nice programs for our kids and social 
functions – kind of taking care of its own; a feel good, happy, comfortable family there to 
kind of be the chaplain to broader American culture.  Maybe we’ll have an evangelism 
ministry, but still that’s just one ministry among many. 

But when we understand the missional nature of the church, biblically, and when 
we understand what is becoming more and more obvious – that North America is a 
mission field – we understand that our whole way of thinking about church has to change.  
The man who has done the most to open our eyes to this reality is Lesslie Newbigin.  
Newbigin was a missionary from Britain to India in the 1900s, but at the end of his life he 
returned to Britain only to realize that it was also a mission field.  Of Western culture he 
said, “Here, surely, is the most challenging missionary frontier of our time.”6  Today, not 
only are we living in a post-modern West, but also a post-Christian West that’s 
increasingly pagan. 

The church is a sent community called to witness to the reign of Christ in our own 
culture.  Therefore, a “missional mindset” must pervade everything we do – worship, 
preaching, teaching, fellowshipping, children’s ministry, small groups, community 
service… EVERYTHING must be done from the posture of being a sent community, a 
missional church “as though God were making his appeal through us” (2Cor. 5:20).  The 
church, by definition, cannot be inward focused.  Because of the Bible’s emphasis on the 
missio Dei and the church as participating in that and because of the reality that more and 
more our culture is an unreached people group, IBC has realized the necessity of adapting 
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what we call a “missional mindset” in all we do… in simply how we conceive of being a 
community of faith. 
 
Incarnation as a Necessity of Missions 
 Okay.  You’re probably thinking, “He said this was going to be a Christmas 
sermon, but it’s sounding more like a classroom lecture on missiology.”  Well, all of that 
was said to set up this Christmas sermon I’ve been wanting to give for awhile now.  
Christmas marks a major development in the play of salvation history.  It’s the dramatic 
beginning of Act IV.  To go back to the Shakespeare illustration, it’s as if Shakespeare 
wrote himself into the play.  God has written himself into the story.  God actually became 
a part of his creation.  He actually became flesh.  It’s mind boggling!  The immortal, 
invisible God actually became a zygote, a fetus, and eventually the self-sufficient, non-
contingent being was born of a woman and sucked at her breast to stay alive.  The 
mysteries and the implications of that event are infinite, but I just want us to think this 
Christmas about how the missio Dei required the Incarnation.  It couldn’t be completed 
apart from the Incarnation.  God, on his mission to redeem creation, actually became a 
created being.  God, in his quest for lost humanity, actually became a human. 

God couldn’t complete his mission without doing so.  He couldn’t be a missional 
God that was distant and far off.  Jesus couldn’t be a missionary to Earth and not live 
here.  But it’s even more than that.  Jesus was sent into the world and that meant he took 
on human customs, enmeshed himself with human culture, communicated in human 
language, felt our emotions, ate our food, went to our social gatherings, participated in 
our economy… he became fully human. 
 I said earlier that I really like the name Missio Dei for a church.  But even more I 
really like our church name, Immanuel.  It means, “God with us.”  That’s not supposed to 
illicit – “Ah, that’s special.  God is with us!  He’s among our nice, cozy, little, tight-knit 
community.  Isn’t that great and reassuring?”  Yes God is among us – we, the church, are 
the temple of the living God.  Yes that’s a marvelous, comforting truth, but he’s among 
us so that we can be among the greater community.  Remember (those of you who were 
at last year’s Summer Retreat), the end-time temple of God which is the church is 
supposed to expand to eventually encompass the whole earth!7  We are a sent people.  
We are a missional church.  We are not some insular club segregated off from the outside 
world.  As Dr. Beale says, “The mark of the true church is always to be outward-looking 
and expanding God’s presence and not obsessively introspective.”8 
 And how do we go about participating in this mission?  How are we to be a 
missional church?  We take our cues from Act IV of Heilgeschichte.  In his mission God 
took an incarnational approach.  We’ve got to take an incarnational approach.  Over the 
last year we realized that we were not being missional in its all-pervasive sense.  There 
was great teaching, great fellowship, great retreats, even a great summer Missions trip, 
but we were too inward-focused.  So after much prayer and fasting we all recognized that 
God was calling our community to be intentional about being reaching the UIC area.  Our 
mission is this dynamic, diverse, and grossly under-reached neighborhood we call the 
UIC area. 
 But we also realized that as ludicrous as it would be to send **** as a missionary 
to the ******** **** people in ***** with out her actually going and living there, it 
would be pointless for us to be missionaries to this neighborhood and not live here.  To 
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really reach this neighborhood we had to be an incarnational community.  All praise and 
honor to God, I’m pleased to say that whereas at the beginning of 2005 only 3 members 
lived here, now at the end of 2005 over half of the membership either live here or is en 
route (a percentage that will only go up).  And most of those who have started coming or 
visited live right around here.  That’s an amazing start towards Immanuel being 
Immanuel to the UIC area. 
 But it’s even more than that.  Being Immanuel to the UIC area means taking on 
UIC area customs, enmeshing ourselves with UIC area culture, communicating in the 
language and idioms prevalent in the UIC area, feeling the emotions people here feel, 
eating the food people here eat, going to local social gatherings, participating in the local 
economy… it means being fully incarnational.  This is an encouragement to keep going 
in the right direction.  I can see us living here but still hanging out with just each other, 
still shopping in the burbs, still preferring to eat out on the northside…  Really, that 
displays an anti-missional mindset. 
 Being missional and being incarnational as the only way to be missional means 
getting to know ****** the mail lady or listening to ******, the lady that lives across the 
street’s, story of how her family came here from Mexico 50 years ago.  It means talking 
with *******, the middle-aged man who’s at the World Gym every morning working out 
after working the midnight shift at a local factory.  It means picking up *****, the elderly 
Czech woman who’s lived in Pilsen all her life, when she fell down along the sidewalk 
and banged her face up on her way to the Senior Citizen’s home that’s by your house for 
lunch. 

It means joining other concerned residents at a neighborhood home-owner’s 
meeting with the Alderman to discuss the proposed Historic District status of your 
neighborhood and how that will affect the community.  It means starting a conversation 
with the clerk at the Dominicks on Canal about her new born baby because you know she 
was obviously pregnant the last time you shopped there and she’s obviously not now.  It 
means welcoming ******* and ******* to the neighborhood on the day they arrive from 
Louisiana to get a new start after Katrina wiped out everything they owned and telling 
them where the nearest grocery store is and how to get around places.  It means reading 
up on the history and politics of the city and of the Maxwell Street neighborhood or of 
how UIC began and knowing the lingering resentment.  It means SO much more than 
parking your car here for a couple hours on Sunday morning and then getting out.  It 
means SO much more than just receiving mail with a 60608 or 60607 or 60612 zip code. 
 Being Immanuel – an incarnational, missional church in the UIC area – is going to 
mean having play dates with the other moms on your street.  It’s going to mean writing 
letters to the editor of the Chicago Journal speaking up as a voice for the poor caught in 
the way of gentrification.  It’s going to mean taking Christmas gifts to a single dad with 
three kids living off welfare in the Barbara Jean Wright Courts.  It’s going to mean doing 
so many other things that demonstrate that this is our neighborhood that God has called 
us to be Christ in and to share Christ with.  We own it.  We love it.  Even though we’re 
exiles here, we settle down and plant gardens and work for the good of the neighborhood 
(cf. Jer. 29:4ff). 
 We’ve made great strides in this direction in 2005.  Exciting things are going to 
happen in 2006.  This Christmas may we reflect on the significance of the Incarnation as 
the critical step in the missio Dei and may we seriously reflect on what that means for us 
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– a community called and sent by Jesus that calls itself Immanuel Baptist Church.  May 
we be reminded and encouraged that Immanuel must be Immanuel. 
 
Benediction 
May you be overwhelmed this Christmas by the fact that God came after you so 
passionately that he actually entered into human history and may that twist of events in 
the story control the way you think about your life’s mission. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, December 18, 2005.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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