


God’s Part – My Part: How Spiritual Life Works
Part 2 – The Example of Jesus’ Life. Phil. 2:12, 13; 1 Cor. 11:1

We always say, Christianity isn’t a religion, it’s a relationship, and by that, we mean it isn’t a list of rules or laws, it’s a living relationship with Christ. We know we can’t earn our salvation or deserve it. Christ did everything that needs to be done and we’re saved when we understand that and rest in it. However, sometimes just focusing on that aspect of Christian life can lead to an unbalanced view of things that produces spiritual laziness. It can lead us to passivity, where we just think it’s all up to God, and we don’t understand that there is in fact a part we are to play in our spiritual lives. In this series, we’re looking at what that part is, so we can better understand what God does and what He has required us to do. 

In our last session, we saw how this is clearly taught in the OT, how God always did the supernatural, which no man could do, but He almost always worked through the agency of human beings. Moses had to lift his staff to part the Red Sea, lift his hands in prayer when Israel fought a battle. The people had to march around Jericho and shout. They had to build a tabernacle so God could dwell among them. They were to obey the terms of God’s covenant, and when they didn’t, they brought judgments and enemies upon themselves and were finally exiled from their own lands. 

Today, we’ll continue examining this by looking at the greatest example of divine-human interaction ever given, the life of our Lord Jesus Christ. If ever there was clear proof that God uses human beings to accomplish His purposes, the Lord Jesus is that proof! Think about it – even His birth required a divine-human partnership, for His mother Mary, upon hearing God’s plan for her life, said, “Be it unto me according to thy word.” (Lu. 1:38) Joseph, her espoused husband, had to agree to not divorce her, and the two of them had to travel to Bethlehem for her to give birth to Him in a stable, then they had to flee and live in Egypt for a while to save His life, and fulfill prophecy. God used a humble Israelite couple to bring His Son into the world!

We know that Jesus came into this world to die for our sins and make atonement for us. But He also came to teach by example how God wants us to live! He called people to follow Him (Mar. 1:17). Paul said to imitate him (Paul) as he imitated or followed Christ (1 Cor. 11:1). So then, how did Jesus live life? Did He sit around passively, waiting for God to accomplish His purposes? Not on your life! Careful study of the Gospels and Acts will reveal He was not passive but was very actively involved with His Father so that the will of God could be worked out in and through His life. 

We know He submitted to His parents and learned all He needed to learn as a child and youth. (Lu. 2:51, 52). At the age of 12, He had to be in His “Father’s house,” the Temple, where He was actively asking the teachers questions and listening to their answers (Lu. 2:49). Though He was the Son of God, we can see that He actively involved Himself in the process of learning. He most likely learned the scriptures in synagogue school. Hebrews tells us He also learned by His sufferings. (Heb. 5:8)

Later, He left the carpenter’s shop and His mother’s home to seek out John the Baptist at the Jordan River and submit Himself to water baptism, “to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15). By doing this, He actively aligned Himself with what God was doing at that time. He did not merely submit to baptism, however, but Luke also tells us that afterwards, He was praying (Lu. 3:21). Thus, He was actively seeking God, desiring all He had for Him when the heavens were opened, and the Spirit descended upon Him like a dove (Lu. 3:22). His participation and active involvement at this scene are often overlooked or seen as unimportant but should not be. Jesus did not do unnecessary or perfunctory things! If He was praying at that point, may we not rightly conclude that His prayers played a part in what happened immediately afterward, when the Spirit came upon Him? Just as He tells us to come to Him, believe in Him, and drink of His Spirit (Jn. 7:37, 38), and to ask God actively to fill us with His Spirit, (Lu. 11:13), so Jesus modeled the need for human participation in God’s activity by actively seeking what God had for Him.

 Likewise, as we study the rest of Jesus’ earthly ministry, we see an example of how a Spirit-filled man lives, an example we are surely meant to imitate as His followers and disciples. A disciple is one who is learning to be like his/her master, learning to live as the master does, according to Matt. 10:25.  

What do we learn from Jesus’ example of the Spirit-filled life? From His forty-day fast in the desert, we learn that Jesus practiced fasting and self-denial. We learn that He resisted temptation by using the Word of God (which He must have memorized), as both a defensive and offensive weapon. We learn that He had a very disciplined prayer life. He lived a life of dependence, not upon His own resources, but upon the resources of God, the Holy Spirit. He said He only did what He saw the Father doing. He always followed the Spirit’s leading. 

Again, I know we tend to think He did these things because that’s what the Son of God would/should do. But I think we need to see it in a different way. We need to see it as what any person must do to live the spiritual life successfully. 

After all, it was these disciplines that enabled Him to overcome all enemies and obstacles and fulfill God’s purposes for His life (Matt. 4:1; Jn. 5:19). It was His practice of the spiritual disciplines, His active seeking of the Spirit’s direction and will by the discipline of solitude and reflective prayer, that enabled His success. 

Jesus didn’t just come to die for our sins. He also came to model spiritual life for us. His practice of spiritual disciplines is what enabled Him to live a victorious life and fulfill God’s will! Not only that, but He intends for us to follow His example and imitate His practices! That’s what being a Christian means, following Jesus!   

Doing the will of God was not automatic for Jesus, any more than it is automatic for us. He had to actively seek the will of God throughout His life. We can especially see this in what happened in the Garden of Gethsemane. Jesus prayed three times to be sure of the Father’s will. And He had to go through a terrible struggle to comply with it. It was so stressful He sweat great drops of blood. Had he not done so, His atoning sacrifice would not have been accomplished, and humanity would have no opportunity of salvation. God didn’t just decree our salvation. Jesus had to make it possible by cooperating with the will of God as a human being. The God-Man had to do His part, or the will of God would never have been accomplished!

I don’t want to give any wrong impression here. Of course, the reason Jesus was able to so perfectly carry out the Father’s will was because He was God in human flesh. That’s why we so needed Him to come as Savior. No regular human being could do what Jesus did. But what I hope everyone can agree with is that, though Jesus did it perfectly, that does not mean we can dismiss how He lived as irrelevant to our situation. Remember, we are all called to follow Him, to be His disciples! A disciple is a learner. We are called to learn and to imitate the spiritual disciplines Jesus practiced, as the way in which we also can live a spiritual life, a life directed and empowered by God’s Spirit here in this fallen world. We’re called to follow Jesus!

Speaking of Gethsemane, remember that when Jesus prayed there, He also told His disciples to stay alert and pray too, because the spirit was willing, but the flesh was weak. They didn’t do what He told them, and they failed totally as a result, even though He was modeling it in front of them! So in that one incident, we see both what to do and what not to do, and we see how actively practicing spiritual disciplines makes all the difference!

We need to stop seeing Jesus as only the Son of God, and realize He was also the Son of Man. The Son of God became the Son of Man precisely so that we, the sons of men, might become sons and daughters of God! He alone atoned for our sins on the cross. But that doesn’t mean what He did automatically applies to every human being, whether or not they do their part. Our part is to hear the Word, to believe it, to repent of going our own way, deny ourselves, and do all the other things required for a spiritual life, a life of walking in the Spirit and following Jesus. Our part is to respond properly, to appropriate what God has provided for us. 

I’m not saying any of us can do this as perfectly as Jesus. I’m not trying to put a guilt trip on any of us for not practicing the spiritual disciplines as He did. What I am saying, along with Paul the apostle, is that we can and must work out our spiritual life with fear and trembling, recognizing that God is working in us to cooperate with Him and allow that to become our lifestyle. I’m saying, with Paul, that we are called to follow Christ, to imitate His way of life, because that’s what it really means to be a Christian, a little Christ, a Christ follower! As a speaker I heard recently say, our part is to labor to enter into the rest that Jesus has provided. He wants us to rest. But we have to labor to enter into that rest of faith. We have to do our part, working out our salvation, because He is here to work it in us. 

Our final hymn will be #4, How Great Thou Art. 
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