The Great Banquet

Changing Our Environment
Talk Eleven

Overview, Purpose, and Approach to Presentation


This talk is presented at the beginning of the third day.  Its aim is to describe not only how followers of Jesus are necessarily “in” the world, but how Christians are called to work for the world’s transformation.


Changing Our Environment is anchored on three basic truths:  

(1) Transformation begins with changing ourselves.

(2) In relating to others we seek first to understand and then to be understood.   

(3) Changing our environment works from the inside-out.  The work that Christ accomplishes in us leads to the work that Christ accomplishes through us.

This talk should provide concrete examples of each of the three truths – primarily from the speaker’s own experience.   

Scripture texts are provided as references and illustrations,

and are not required parts of the talk.

Presentation (25-30 minutes)

The Challenge of Our Environment


An “environment” is the sum total of circumstances associated with


a particular time and place.  The environments of our homes, offices, 

social circles, churches and civic organizations feature a complex 

interplay of people.


Christians are called to live and work and represent God in environments

that frequently stand against his priorities.  

We must be in the world but not of the world.

Jesus prayed concerning his disciples, “My prayer is not that you take them

out of the world…” and, “As you sent me into the world, I have sent them

into the world.”  (John 17:15,18)


Another observer has written, “The Lord works from the inside out.  The


world works from the outside in.  The world would take people out of the


slums.  Christ takes the slums out of people, and then they take themselves


out of the slums.  The world would mold men by changing their environment.


Christ changes men, who then change their environment.  The world would


shape human behavior, but Christ can change human nature.”


Ministry always goes forward with our ultimate end in mind:  To know Jesus


as Savior and Lord and to make him known to others.


In summoning us to help transform the world, Christ calls us to three


fields of ministry:



(1) Ourselves



(2) Others



(3) Our environment

Ministry Field Number One:  Ourselves


We have no hope of changing our environments except by first changing


ourselves.  This happens by intentionally surrendering our wills, our minds, 

and our hearts to the transforming power of Christ’s Holy Spirit.

Jesus works from the inside out.  

During his ministry Jesus was continually at odds with the Pharisees, who

believed that change was all about the outside – what you look like and 

what you are doing – instead of changing the heart.

Jesus modeled this “inside-out” principle by withstanding 40 days of temptation

in the wilderness (Luke 4:1-15).  Private victories precede public victories.

Before his public ministry began, Jesus privately withstood Satan’s temptations

to compromise his mission.  In the wilderness Jesus resolved the issue of

whether he would obey God or settle for a lesser call.  Then, empowered by 

the Spirit, he publicly began to serve others.

Personal transformation requires the surrender of three crucial areas.


Our Wills



The will describes the part of human character that involves choice.



Regardless of our thoughts and feelings, we are called to choose God 

and his ways every day.

It is an act of the will to choose Jesus as Savior and to make him

Lord of your life.  It is also an act of the will to make him known

to others.


Our Minds



In The Truth Through Study we learned the importance of studying



God’s Word.  The more we study the Bible, the more we learn about



God, his ways, and our own lives.



Study is the means by which we change our perceptions of the world.



In order to impact our environments for Christ, we must understand



them better.  Most importantly, we must learn to see our environments



as Jesus sees them.



The apostle Paul wrote, “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this



world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:2)



As we surrender our minds to the influence of the Spirit, we become



increasingly effective in our Christian witness.


Our Hearts



The Latin word for heart is “cor.”  When we say that something is



“on our heart,” we’re speaking about the core priorities of our existence.



What does it mean to surrender your heart to Jesus?



It means to let him come in and shake the foundations of who



you are and to change the way you see yourself and the world.



As our hearts become fully surrendered to Jesus, we grasp what Paul



was saying when he wrote, “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who



lives in me.” (Galatians 2:20)



Prayer is the chief ongoing means of giving our hearts to Jesus.



The more time we spend in God’s presence, the more we will remain



in his presence as we move through the day.



Prayer is like a lever, putting God’s strength fully behind ours.  Levers



are simple machines that amplify muscular strength:  They allow a worker



to exert a force that is greater than the one he generates.  

Prayer, as a lever, brings the fullness of God’s presence and power into

our lives, enabling us to effectively utilize the potential that he provides.

When Jesus has accomplished private victories in our minds, wills and hearts,

we are ready to attain public victories for his glory.

Ministry Field Number Two:  Others


The Bible is the story of how God himself seeks us before we seek him;


his influence with us is anchored on his seeking us first.  God came in


Jesus to understand our need and to love us unconditionally.  He 


understands us completely because he became one of us and “moved 

into the neighborhood.”  (John 1:14, The Message)


Jesus is our model for relating to other people.


As we increasingly understand Jesus and thus understand our own lives,


we simultaneously seek to understand others.  In particular, we seek first 

to understand before we are understood. 


This requires consideration, patience, and courage.  Immature disciples


rush to “sell” Jesus long before they have come to understand those they


are trying to influence.  Mature disciples first seek to understand others


and acknowledge the problems they are facing.  In doing so they naturally


communicate the love and grace of Jesus.


What does it mean to understand? 


The word describes someone who chooses to “stand under” another person.


To understand we must humble ourselves and give up our biases about others.


We must “stand under” their point of view – to see the world as they see it.


This is what Jesus did.  He came and “stood under” humanity to teach us


how to live as God’s people.


To understand others we must experience three transformations of our own:


Our Attitudes



Jesus said, “Do not judge, or you too will be judged.” (Matthew 7:1)



We can never know, as God knows, the true condition of another 

person’s heart.



We are called to be a light, not a judge – to help provide the light of

understanding and direction, while leaving judgment up to God.



(Matthew 5:16; Luke 8:16; John 1:1-9; John 8:12; John 9:5; I John 1:7)


Our Hopes



Being devoted to Jesus changes what we yearn to see happen



in the lives of other people.  Paul vividly describes his hopes 



and prayers for others in Ephesians 3:14-21.



The good news is that no one is ever beyond the hope of God.


Our Plans



In The Life of Christian Action we talked about the priority of



reaching others with the good news about Jesus.  We must



take the steps necessary to understand those around us, 



so that we might do everything possible to win their hearts



for Christ.



We must actively listen to their questions and concerns, meet



them at the point of their needs, and allow our words to be used



by the Holy Spirit to help open their hearts and minds.



When another person crosses the line of faith to trust Christ,



our call is to help them continue to learn and grow through



their study of God’s Word, as expressed in Romans 12:2.

Ministry Field Number Three:  Our Environment


God calls every Christian to help transform their environment – the situations


in which they find themselves – for the sake of Jesus Christ.


We begin by allowing God to change ourselves.   Our hearts and minds


and wills must be surrendered to him.  As we are changed, we change


our environments.


We continue by making a commitment to understand others – to cultivate


relationships that will allow us to introduce them to the love of Jesus.


At every point we go forward with courage and consideration, resolving


to be a light and not a judge.  Who we are and whose we are speaks more


eloquently than any words.


We don’t have to be perfect to begin this process.  In fact, if we wait for


perfection we will never get started.  Jesus promises his own power and

presence every step of the way:  “And I am with you always, even to the 

end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)
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