August 15 we will study Acts 8:26-40.  Discussion questions are:

1.      How many of you feel the following statements pretty well describe you:

You care about people going to hell.  You want to take as many people with you to heaven as you can.  You are not sure that you have ever personally gotten anybody to come to Jesus.  You hope that you have been a link in a chain of other influences that contributed to someone coming to Jesus.  You are nervous about the idea of “pushing” religion on other people.  Sharing your faith is an intimidating concept to you.  Yet, in spite of everything, you believe that God is in the business of connecting believers with seekers

a.      How seriously concerned are you about the above characterizations?

2.      Do you have a story about a religious zealot who was obnoxious and turned you off of 

evangelism when done his way?

3.      How much of a test of faith was the angel’s command to Philip in vs. 26?

4.      Why do you suppose the Spirit begins doing the commanding in vs. 29?

5.      You and I don’t get direct messages from angels and the Spirit like Philip so how do we know who we are supposed to approach about Jesus?

6.      Three suggestions were made this morning about improving your spiritual listening skills.  How does each apply in your life?

a.      “Turn down the noise.”

b.      “Raise your antenna.”

c.      “Develop a relationship.”

7.      What is the significance of Philip beginning “at that very passage” and telling him the             

good news about Jesus?

a.      Why is it important to “take a person where he is” and lead him to Jesus rather 

than approaching everyone with the same canned speech?

 

Sermon:  Help!  I’m Afraid To Share My Faith!

I want to try and read your mind this morning.  You care about people going to hell.  You want to take as many people with you to heaven as you can.  You are not sure that you have ever personally gotten anybody to come to Jesus.  You hope that you have been a link in a chain of other influences that contributed to someone coming to Jesus.  You are nervous about the idea of “pushing” religion on other people.  Sharing your faith is an intimidating concept to you.  Yet, in spite of everything, you believe that God is in the business of connecting believers with seekers. 

It takes a certain amount of religious fervor to be evangelistic.  Many of us shy away from anything that looks like religious fervor because of abuses we have seen by religious zealots who were such sociopaths they had no fear of rejection.  It is no secret that religious fervor has led to people and nations being separated from one another.  Religious fervor has fanned the flames of many a war.  If you’ve ever had a neighbor who was radical about his religion you soon learned not to invite him over for a friendly visit in the back yard.  Not all religious fervor is bad.  Religious fervor is at its very best when it goes about tearing down walls, not constructing them.   It was religious fervor that built many of the great hospitals in this country. Have you noticed how many hospitals have religious names?  The same is true of the early history of higher education in America.  Many of the finest universities in America were started by a religious group.  But by far the most significant accomplishment by people with religious fervor is the great number of people who gone to heaven as a result of their telling them about Jesus.  

This morning let’s put ourselves in the shoes of a man much like us and see if we can learn from his example how to become more confident about this business of soul winning.  Early in Acts the disciples are challenged, “…you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  In today’s text we see the first instance of a disciple of Jesus going to what the ancients regarded as the end of the earth – Ethiopia.

Had he been looking for excuses to not be evangelistic, Philip wouldn’t have to look far to find some good ones.  His fellow deacon and co-gospel preacher, Stephen, had just been stoned to death for preaching the same gospel Philip is commissioned to go preach.  One of his better-known converts, Simon the Sorcerer, had turned out to be a hypocrite.  When he heads toward Ethiopia and sees the prospect riding in his chariot but the guy won’t even stop his chariot to talk to Philip.  And, when he gets close enough to talk to the prospect, he quickly learns the guy is already very religious and a student of the scriptures.  What’s the use of talking to a guy who is already headed in God’s direction?

Put yourself in Phillip’s shoes.  Out of the blue, God tells Philip to take off for the desert.  No reason was given.  No arrangements were made for someone to take his place in Samaria.  There was just a command to go.  The key to Philip’s response is his sensitivity to God’s leading.  In a situation where many would have said:  “I’ll go but not now.” or “Lord, I’m needed here.  Get someone else.” or “Not to the desert, Lord.  Nobody even lives down there.”  As a student of Isaiah no doubt Philip was well acquainted with one of Isaiah’s more famous quotes:  “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are my ways your ways.  As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isa. 55:8)

“Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Go south…’” (Acts 8:26).  God doesn’t send angels with messages to just anybody.  Obviously the message is sent to Philip because he has the kind of spirit that is sensitive to God’s will.  Did you know you can develop that same spirit within yourself?  It starts by improving your spiritual listening skills.  How do you do that?  First you turn down the noise.  Jesus often said, “He that has ears to hear, let him hear.”  Turn down the noise so you can hear.  Maybe it’s the noise your career makes that demands so much of your attention.  Maybe it’s the noise of the next item on your “to do” list that is so deafening.  Maybe it’s the noise of “What are we going to do for fun this week-end like we do every week-end?” that is so distracting.  Maybe it’s the noise of trying to manipulate your kids into being the greatest of all kids in sports or academics or whatever you dreamed of your kid becoming that keeps you from hearing.  How do you turn down the noise?  Two simple steps:  (1) Set aside some special time for God.  It’s what the Psalmist heard God direct, “Be still and know that I am God.” (Ps. 46:10).  (2)  Raise your antenna.  If you are under 40 you may not be aware that you used to be able to raise and lower the antenna on your car.  Believe it or not antennas weren’t embedded in the windshield but attached to the fender and could be raised and lowered.  The higher your antenna, the better the reception.  How do you raise your antenna to hear God’s calling you to reach a lost person?  You pray for specific lost people every day of your life.  When you start praying for lost people you will start seeing lost people.  A couple of months ago I bought a Nissan Frontier pickup.  Before I bought it I never thought much about Nissan Frontier pickups.  But now that I am driving one I notice every Nissan Frontier when I am driving.  I decided to put some running boards on the pickup so guess what I looked at on every pickup I saw for a week?  The running boards!  If you want to start seeing lost people, start praying about lost people.  Get them on your mind!  What do you think Jesus thought about as he walked the dusty roads of Palestine?  He said he came to seek and save the lost so what do you think he thought about all the time?  

After you turn down the noise and raise your antenna you do something similar to what the Holy Spirit does for you.  The Holy Spirit “comes along beside” us and brings comfort in times of need.  Look at how Philip does that with the Ethiopian Eunuch.  The guy is riding along in his rough riding chariot on an unpaved road trying to read a scroll of Isaiah.  He needs help.  I’ve sat in an air-conditioned office with 15 translations in front of me and tried to understand some mysterious passage in Isaiah and found myself clueless.  This Ethiopian Eunuch needs someone to come along side him and help him understand who Isaiah is talking about.  While he travels along in his bumpy chariot reading out loud, as was the custom back then, he is probably a little shocked to see a guy appear from nowhere jogging along side his chariot.  And the guy asks a pertinent question, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  But Philip is a guy with a high antenna who has turned down the noise in his life and he quickly recognizes the Ethiopian Eunuch as a seeker.  He asks, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  Then he listens.  If the guy says, “Of course I do.  Why would I be reading it if I didn’t understand it?”, he probably needs to jog on down the road to the next chariot.  But the guy says, “How can I unless someone explains it to me?”  From that point on Philip knows he is at the right place at the right time talking to the right guy.

People who have had successful evangelism experiences love to share their stories.  Years ago I hesitantly went to see a man who was far more educated than me.  He had shown slight interest in spiritual things so I went to his home to have a Bible Study with him.  After the Bible Study was over I asked, “What do you think?”  he said, “I wish I could believe that.”  I said, “Believe what?”  He answered, “That Jesus was raised from the dead.”  I was stunned.  I was all prepared to answer his questions about baptism but had never been called on to defend the resurrection.  In desperation I said, “If I bring you something to read about the resurrection would you read it?”  He said, “Certainly.”  So I brought him a copy of “Who Moved The Stone” which is a classic defense of the resurrection.  I came back a week later and said, “What did you think of the book?”  He said, “I believe it.”  I replied, “Believe what?”  He answered, “I believe Jesus was raised from the dead.”  He was baptized that night and is a faithful Christian over in Arkansas today.

But not every attempt to share Christ with someone works out so well.  John Ortberg has a great story about feeling the pressure to share his faith with someone and it not working out so well.

“Recently I was on a cross-country flight with three friends who work at my church. The plane was packed, so we could not sit together. One of us threw out a challenge: ‘Let’s see who can have the most significant spiritual conversation with a stranger on the way home.’ (I work at a high-challenge church.) Some people I know seem to convert fellow airline passengers on a regular basis, but I must fly the wrong airline, because that is certainly not my normal experience.

The challenge was presented. Now it was up to me to embrace or avoid it.  I sat down and met the man on my left. He was a businessman, hard at work on his laptop and wearing one of the most beautiful suits I have ever seen. He looked like an ad for whatever store ranks above Nordstrom’s.  It was not an ideal setting for conversation. The whole plane was testy because it was so crowded and because we were running late.  I greeted him over dinner and was working up to turning the conversation in a spiritual direction. However, I was having a problem getting the salad dressing to come out of its pouch. I applied tremendous pressure, and suddenly the whole thing traveled in one tremendous blob and covered his suit.  It was not a little dab. His pants looked like the skin of a Jersey cow.  It took the flight attendant and me twenty-five minutes to convince him that club soda could get the stain out.

He was in the washroom for thirty minutes.  Now I really wanted to go into avoidance mode. I kept wondering, where do I go from here? The thought that kept coming to me was, Club soda could get the stain out of your suit; what’s going to get the stain out of your soul? But I wasn’t sure that approach would be effective.  We talked anyway, and it turned out he was already a Christian.”

People who fly a lot are always telling some fantastic story about leading someone to Christ during the plane flight.  I’ve never been able to do that.  I have to “come along side” someone, develop a relationship, become a friend.  Anything less seems unnatural to me and I’m just not comfortable with it.  

The last observation I want to make about Philip’s evangelism effort with the Ethiopian Eunuch is that Philip focused the conversation on Jesus.  There are lots of great social and ethical issues that Christians are concerned about:  abortion, homosexuality, racism, etc.  As important as those issues are none of those is at the core of the gospel message.  Philip began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus. (Acts 8:35)  The gospel isn’t “My church is right and your church is wrong.”  The gospel isn’t, “You have to understand baptism correctly.”  The gospel isn’t, “Here’s what the Bible teaches about church music.”  The gospel is the good news about Jesus.  

Interestingly enough something was said in the presentation of the good news about Jesus to motivate the Ethiopian Eunuch to spontaneously ask about baptism.   As they traveled along the road, they came to some water and the eunuch said, "Look, here is water. Why shouldn't I be baptized?" And he gave orders to stop the chariot. Then both Philip and the eunuch went down into the water and Philip baptized him. (Acts 8:36-37)  To a man who understands what Jesus did for him on the cross baptism is never an obstacle but an opportunity.  

To those of you who have never been baptized into Christ like the Ethiopian Eunuch was, I encourage you to take advantage of the opportunity to be baptized this very morning.

