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Have you discovered that there are certain things people don’t like to talk about?  I, for one, don’t like to talk about things I don’t understand.  When the engineers on our Elder Board start talking about their work, I get very quiet because I understand very little about technology and I don’t want to call undue attention to my ignorance by trying to participate in the conversation.  Here’s another topic most people avoid talking about – their weight.  Pretty much everyone thinks they weigh either too much or too little, it seems, so we just avoid the topic altogether.

Another topic most of us don’t like to talk about is sex.  There are some topics you can only talk about with your family, but guess what – sex is not one of them.  Sex is something you especially don’t want to talk about with your family.  I certainly don’t want to talk about it with my kids, and the only thing worse than talking about it with your kids is talking about it with your parents, unless, of course, it’s talking about sex with your pastor.

Or how about politics?  It’s been hard to avoid it in an election year, but most of us learned a long time ago not to bring up politics unless we wanted to start a fight.  By definition, it seems, politics are divisive.  Politics force you to make choices.  If I choose Candidate A and you choose Candidate B, then I must think you’re wrong and you must think I’m wrong.  So it’s just safer not to talk about politics at all.
So what’s on your unwritten list of things not to talk about?  I imagine there are some things you don’t talk about because you’re not interested in them.  Some things you don’t talk about because you don’t understand them.  Some things you don’t talk about because they’re embarrassing.  Some things you don’t talk about because they’re private.  And some things you don’t talk about because they’re controversial.

And for many people at the top of the list of things not to talk about is this – religion.  We were taught this as kids, weren’t we?  It’s one of those principles we learned at the same time we learned to flush the toilet and brush our teeth – you don’t talk about politics, and you most certainly don’t talk about religion.  And as we’ve grown up we have discovered for ourselves all the reasons you don’t talk about religion.  First, we don’t talk about it because we think people just aren’t interested.  After all, over 90% of all people in California never go to church; clearly they aren’t interested in this stuff, so let’s not bother them with it.  Second, we don’t talk about religion because there’s so much we don’t really understand about it.  We know in general terms what we believe, but most of us aren’t very good at explaining why we believe what we believe.  Third, we don’t talk about religion because it’s embarrassing.  For some of us it’s a little embarrassing to admit we believe in Noah and the ark and Jonah being swallowed by a large fish and Jesus coming back to life; we almost feel like we’re admitting we believe Pinocchio really became a little boy.  Fourth, we don’t talk about religion because it’s private.  It’s personal.  It’s between you and God.  It’s not something you can put in words.  You don’t talk with anyone else about your intimacy with your spouse, and so you don’t talk with anyone about your intimacy with God.

And fifth, we don’t talk about religion because, like politics, it’s divisive.  A vote for the Republican candidate is a vote against the Democratic candidate.  A vote for Jesus is a vote against Mohammed.  If I tell you that I follow Jesus, then by implication I am telling you that you should follow Jesus, I’m saying that I’m right about religion and that you’re wrong.  So it’s better not to say anything about what we believe.  We don’t want to offend people, especially the people we work with and live next to.  We want to break down barriers, not create them.  So let’s be sure we teach our children what our parents taught us: “Children, there are two things you don’t talk about – politics and religion.”

And yet Jesus challenges us to do just the opposite.  Jesus commands us to speak up, to let people know that we are his followers.  Listen to these words of Jesus from John’s Gospel, words he spoke the night before his crucifixion: “When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, he will testify about me.  And you also must testify, for you have been with me from the beginning.” (John 15:26-27)  

We all know what it means to “testify.”  I have to admit that having been a lawyer for 15 years just saying the word “testify” warms my heart.  It takes me back to those days when I got to examine a witness, when I would put a witness under oath and ask him or her to tell me their story.  I still remember the first time I did that, the first time I deposed a witness.  Quite honestly, I didn’t do a very good job.  So on a break the attorney who was my mentor at the time took me aside and said, “Craig, when you take a witness’ testimony, what you’re really trying to do is to get them to tell you their story.  Have him tell you the story so that a person reading the transcript can visualize what happened first, and what happened next, and what happened after that.”  

When Jesus challenges us to testify, to give our testimony, what he’s challenging us to do is to simply tell our story.  In other words, Jesus wants us to tell people the story of our experience with him.  Let me teach you a legal term, the term “hearsay.”  Let’s say I asked a witness to a fight in the company lunchroom to tell me what she saw, and she responded, “Well Jim told me that he saw Bill throw the first punch.”  I would object: “Your honor, that’s hearsay.”  And the judge would strike that testimony as inadmissible because it wasn’t based on what the witness observed but it was based on what the witness heard someone else say about what they observed.  Here’s my point.  When Jesus challenges us to testify, he’s not asking us to talk about anyone’s experience but our own.  He’s not challenging us to talk about what you heard the pastor say or what you heard your mom say; he’s challenging us to talk about our personal experience with God.  He’s not challenging us to memorize a set of principles or to master arguments we read in a book; he simply wants us to be willing to tell our own personal story.

Why Should We Tell Our Friends Our God Story?
Now let’s address a couple of questions that you might have on this whole topic. Here’s the first issue – “Why should we tell our friends our God story?”  After all, I just gave you five reasons why we shouldn’t talk about religion, and I imagine you could think of some more.  Yes, we understand that Jesus told us that being quiet about our faith isn’t an option for his followers, but why?

Let’s try looking at this whole matter of what Bible students call evangelism from a different perspective.  Let me use a classic illustration from an Old Testament story that might help us warm up to this whole idea a bit.  Let me ask you this – what is the hungriest you’ve ever been?  At least once a week I will say something like this: “I’m starving.”  Have you ever said that?  The truth is that I have no idea what it really feels like to be starving.  But like many people in our world today, the people of Israel back in the year 850 B.C. knew all too well how brutal real starvation can be.

Back in those times, starvation was a strategy of war.  In 850 B.C. a king named Ben-Hadad had his army surround the city of Samaria rather than attack it.  And then Ben-Hadad and his troops simply waited for the Israelites to die of starvation.  Here’s how bad it got:

As the king of Israel was passing by on the wall, a woman cried to him, “Help me, my lord the king! … This woman said to me, ‘Give up your son so we may eat him today, and tomorrow we’ll eat my son.’ So we cooked my son and ate him.  The next day I said to her, ‘Give up your son so we may eat him,’ but she had hidden him.”  (2 Kings 6:26-29)
The people of Israel were so desperate for food that mothers were eating their own children.  If they ventured outside the city walls, they would die like rodents flushed out of a gopher hole.  If they stayed where they were, they would starve to death.  Rock … hard place … people of Israel.  But help came, and it came from the unlikeliest of sources.  The account is preserved for us in the seventh chapter of 2 Kings:

Now there were four men with leprosy at the entrance of the city gate.  They said to each other, “Why stay here until we die?  If we say, ‘We’ll go into the city’ – the famine is there and we will die.  And if we stay here, we will die.  So let’s go over to the camp of the Arameans and surrender.  If they spare us, we live; if they kill us, then we die.”

At dusk they got up and went to the camp of the Arameans.  When they reached the edge of the camp, not a man was there; for the Lord had caused the Arameans to hear the sound of chariots and horses and a great army, so that they said to one another, “Look, the king of Israel has hired the Hittite and Egyptian kings to attack us!”  So they got up and fled in the dusk and abandoned their horses and donkeys.  They left the camp as it was and ran for their lives.

The men who had leprosy reached the edge of the camp and entered one of the tents.  They ate and drank, and carried away silver, gold and clothes, and went off and hid them … Then they said to one another, “We’re not doing right.  This is a day of good news and we are keeping it to ourselves … Let’s go at once and report this to the royal palace.”  So they went … (2 Kings 7:4-10)
So let me ask you – who saved the people of Israel from starvation?  God did, right?  God was the one who caused the bad guys to get goose bumps one night and to run off and leave all their food and supplies behind.  But in a very real sense, it was those four lepers who saved Israel.  It was those four lepers who realized that they had a moral obligation to share their good news with their countrymen.  Four starving lepers saved a nation by telling hungry mothers and fathers and children where to find bread.  

And that’s what evangelism is – telling starving people where to find bread.  Do you remember what Jesus told the crowds after he had fed nearly 15,000 people with five loaves of bread and two small fish?  In John 6:35 Jesus said, “I am the bread of life.  He who comes to me will never go hungry, and he who believes in me will never be thirsty.”  And we who follow Jesus have discovered that to be true.  We have discovered for ourselves the good news that Jesus can satisfy our hunger and quench our thirst.  And as those four lepers realized many years ago, for us to keep that good news to ourselves, to deny that good news to people we care about, would be morally wrong.  Evangelism isn’t shoving your personal beliefs down the throat of someone who has no need for your religious views; evangelism is telling a starving person where to find bread.  
Jesus’ last command to his followers before he left this earth was this: “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.” (Matthew 28:19)  Let’s think about what would happen if we didn’t do that.  Our first Golden Retriever, Justice, from time to time had a flea problem.  After trying different shampoos and powders to no avail, we contacted the vet to see if he had anything else we could try.  He told us about a pill we could give Justice.  At first we thought the pill would make Justice immune to the fleas or that it would kill the fleas already on her.  But the vet explained that the pill worked in an entirely different way.  Here’s what happens.  First, the fleas on Justice would bite her.  When they did, they would ingest the ingredients of the pill we gave our dog.  Those ingredients, it turns out, make the fleas sterile, making it impossible for the fleas to reproduce.  Before long the old fleas would die and they would leave no new fleas to take their place.  That’s how you can kill off fleas.  And that’s how you can kill off a church.  If we as followers of Jesus don’t take seriously the command of Jesus to make disciples, we become spiritually sterile.  Do you remember those five reasons I gave you why we don’t like to talk about our faith?  Those are the reasons Satan uses to convince us to keep the good news of the Gospel to ourselves.  That’s Satan’s strategy to sterilize the church.  If Satan can just persuade us to keep our mouths shut so we don’t reproduce disciples, Satan can kill off the church.  
Let me read to you an excerpt from Donald Miller from his book “Blue Like Jazz.”  Here’s something he’s learned about sharing Jesus with his friends: 

 Andrew is the one who taught me that what I believe is not what I say I believe; what I believe is what I do.  I used to say that I believed it was important to tell people about Jesus, but I never did.  Andrew very kindly explained that if I do not introduce people to Jesus, then I don’t believe Jesus is an important person.  It doesn’t matter what I say.  (p. 110)
If you believe Jesus is an important person, you will want to introduce your friends to him.  By the way, here’s another reason we sometimes give for not talking about our faith with our friends: “I witness by the way I live.”  And to a point that makes perfect sense.  It is true that before we explain the good news to our friends we need to be the good news.  Before we verbalize the message of Jesus we need to help our friends visualize the message of Jesus.  It’s been well said that people don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.

But at some point we have to say something.  We have to, in the words of Jesus, testify.  As one author says in response to this argument, “What arrogance!  Do any of us live out our faith so compellingly that anyone merely observing us will be swept into giving himself or herself over to God?  Of course not!” (Tony Campolo, p. 57 in “Letters To A Young Evangelical”)  Remember those four lepers who found all the food that had been left behind?  Imagine that instead of telling their starving friends where they could find food they instead decided to merely be an example.  So they eat and eat until their bodies are strong and even a little fat, and then they take a stroll into the city so the people can have a visual example of what it looks like to have food.  Somehow I don’t think their friends and neighbors would say, “Oh, thank you for your example.  Now we know what it looks like to be well fed.”  The reality is that those people would have starved to death unless the four lepers had decided to say something.  Your friends and my friends need more from us than an example of clean living.  They need us to tell them about the one who made us clean.

How Do We Get Started?
So assuming we want to rise to the challenge and to testify about what he’s done in our lives, assuming we want to take the challenge of making disciples, how do we get started?  Do we need to take a class or to memorize a presentation or what?

Here’s the first and most important thing you need to do to get started, and you can do it without getting out of your seat – pray.  The place to start is to pray.  

Now I imagine that all of us pray, most likely every day.  We pray for our kids.  We pray about health issues.  We pray about decisions we’re faced with.  We pray for comfort.  But from time to time the Spirit of God asks me this question: “Craig, how much time have you spent in this last week praying for your friends who aren’t Christians?”  Listen to this verse from 2 Corinthians: “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ.” (2 Cor. 4:4)  Satan, the Bible tells us, blinds our friends spiritually so they can’t see the light, so they can’t understand the good news of the Gospel.  In other words, there is a spiritual battle going on when we try to explain the Gospel to our friends.  And the only way to win a spiritual battle is with spiritual weapons, specifically the weapon of prayer.  If we want to share the Bread of Life with our hungry friends, we need to start by praying for them.  

So let me ask you to do something today, something we’ve talked about before.  Let me ask you to write down the names of three people who are still far from God and to commit to praying for them every day for the next 30 days.  They don’t have to be long, eloquent prayers.  Let’s do this – let’s commit to praying one minute each day for three friends; that’s three minutes a day.  Commercial breaks on TV last that long.  So tonight when you’re watching your favorite show, instead of fast-forwarding through the commercials, just put the TV on mute and spend those three minutes praying for your friends.  

Here’s the next step, a step we learned a few years ago when we did the “Just Walk Across The Room” series.  Do you remember that series?  In that series we learned about “3-D evangelism.”  The first D is to develop friendships, the second D is to discover stories, and the third D is to discern next steps.  Let’s just focus on the second D – discover stories.  What we mean by that is this – before you start telling your friend everything you know about Jesus, take the time to discover their story.  Ask them about their life and their spiritual journey.  Ask what they believe and how they came to believe it.  If they really don’t want to talk about it, don’t worry – they’ll tell you.  But most people are glad to tell you their stories.  

This is the part of evangelism that is very natural for me.  I love to hear people’s stories and I love to ask questions.  And I imagine you’re the same way.  You enjoy reading a good story, you enjoy watching a good story, and you enjoy hearing someone tell you their story.  And at some point most people, once you’ve listened with genuine interest to their story, will naturally ask you to tell them something about your God story.  And when they do, you need to be ready to give your testimony, to be ready to tell them your story.

How Do We Share Our God Story?
So how do we do that?  It’s really fairly simple.  Your story, like most good stories, is really a “before and after” story.  There are three parts you need to cover in telling your God story.  The first part is what life was like before you met Jesus.  What kind of person were you back then?  What kind of questions did you have?  What kind of issues were you struggling with?  The second part of the story is how you came to follow Jesus.  Who helped you to understand God’s story?  What helped you come to believe in Jesus?  How did you go about becoming a follower of Jesus?  What’s so important about this is that you want your friend to be able to know from listening to your story how they can become a follower of Jesus if they want to.  And third, what has life been like for you since you became a follower of Jesus?  How has Jesus made your life better?  In what way has Jesus been the Bread of Life for you?  How has Jesus satisfied the deep hungers of your heart?

So that, very simply, is your God story – life before Jesus, how you met Jesus, and life after meeting Jesus.  This doesn’t need to be long.  In fact, it should probably be about three minutes.  TV has trained us to have an attention span of about that long.  But it does have to be heartfelt.  It can’t just be points and principles and ideas and concepts; it has to be about you.  

In our last few minutes together this morning, let me share a couple of thoughts on the concept of what it means to be a spiritual guide.  We’ve come to the last of the 5 Gs this morning – we’ve covered grace, groups, growth, gifts and now guide.  If the word “evangelism” doesn’t resonate with you or if the idea of giving your testimony still makes you uncomfortable, maybe it will help to think in terms of being a spiritual guide.  

Most importantly, let’s be clear about what our goal is as spiritual guides to those of our friends and neighbors who believe differently.  Here’s what our goal is not – our goal is not to convince our friends that we’re right and they’re wrong.  Our goal is not to defeat our friends in some sort of religious debate.  Sometimes as Christians we get the mistaken notion that it’s our job to “conquer” our friends who believe differently.  We sometimes talk about Christianity being at war with our culture, which sometimes leads us into thinking – quite wrongly – that those who believe differently are our enemies, enemies to be conquered.  And frankly, that’s why some people think Christians are jerks.  But Jesus never called us to conquer those who believe differently.  He called us to guide them.  He called us to lead them to him, to show them the way.  He called us to help them connect with the Father, not to conquer them in the name of the Father.

The best illustration I’ve read of what it means to be a guide comes from Donald Miller’s book “Blue Like Jazz” in which he recounts a story of a Navy SEAL who was part of a covert operation to rescue a group of people who had been held hostage in a dark part of the world for a long time.   The SEALs helicoptered in, located the compound, and stormed the room where the hostages had been imprisoned for many months.  The room was filthy and dark; the hostages were curled up in a corner, terrified.  The SEALs stood at the door and firmly told the hostages to follow them.  They explained that they were Americans and had come to rescue them.  But the hostages wouldn’t budge.  They sat on the floor and hid their eyes in fear, unwilling or unable to believe that these soldiers were really there to help them.

The SEALs stood there, not sure what to do.  They didn’t have the time or the manpower to carry all the hostages to freedom.  Then one of the SEALs had an idea.  He put down his weapon, took off his helmet, and curled up next to the other hostages, getting so close his body was touching theirs.  He softened the look on his face and put his arms around them, something none of the prison guards would have done.  After a number of minutes went by, some of the hostages finally raised their eyes to meet his.  He then whispered to them that they were Americans and they had come to rescue them.  “Will you follow us?” he asked gently.  The SEAL then stood slowly to his feet and waited until the hostages did the same, one by one, ever so haltingly.  Finally, the SEAL began to walk out of the building, turned to beckon the hostages to follow, and without another word they followed him to freedom.

That’s our mission.  We are not called as Christians to take prisoners for Jesus.  We are not called to conquer our neighbors and friends who believe differently, to prove that we’re smarter, to defeat them in a spiritual debate.  If we think of it in those terms, our friends will be justified in thinking of us as spiritual jerks.  Our mission is not to be spiritual jerks, but it is to be spiritual guides.  Our mission is to get up close to people we care about and to invite them to follow the Jesus we love to freedom.  That’s something every one of us can do.  May God give us the graciousness, sensitivity and love to represent him well in this world, and to guide people who are lost in sin to the Savior who loves them with all his heart.  
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