The Evangelism Paradigm
The new hype in church outreach is missions. Any church you go to, you know what to expect. A booth with a wall map of the world, a brochure listing all the missions we can jump onto – for a price. One hundred fifty dollars got some friends and I to one of the poorest towns in America, where we assisted families in need. Another trip is planned this Fall. A trip to Brazil starts up next month, and a Mideast missions trip is in the final stages of planning. Several friends of mine are going to Argentina, with fifteen hundred dollars down. It is something, isn’t it, to see peoples’ faces light up when they set out for a missions trip. It is unbelievable to watch a group of high school students telling other high school students how Jesus wiped away our pasts and if we accept him he will make us new creations. Chills run up your spine as those setting out for Mexico to feed the hungry and clothe the naked are taken before the church congregation, applauded, cheered for, and prayed for. 

Isn’t it something, I wonder, that when we come home, we go back to eating, sleeping, golfing, and watching TV? Isn’t it something that we can share our faith so fervently, with such enthusiasm, with complete strangers, but fall into complacency and ignorance for our closest friends when we invite them into our doors without the slightest mention of Jesus? Isn’t it something that people will pay thousands of dollars to go overseas to tell people about Jesus, but when it’s free and at home, they want nothing of it?

I think major changes are needed. 

For too many years we have seen missions as an international thing. I’m not saying it isn’t – missions are international. But they’re local, too, and even more so. We are under the impression that America is full of Christians, that everyone loves Jesus, everyone in America is going to heaven. We are under the impression that America is a land of the church, not a land of the free. It is time to realize that America is the fifth largest nation in the world in need of the message of Jesus – in need of the news that we are invited to share in God’s kingdom, not only in heaven, but on this earth now, living as disciples for Jesus, engraved in Kingdom-living. And to make it harder, most Americans who don’t know Jesus personally see Christianity as a man-made, modern, organized religion, whose followers are arrogant, close-minded, and unloving. Christianity is not man-made; its roots are grounded in Judaism, and it is certainly not modern. Many of us have made Christianity into organized religion, though Jesus certainly does not intend for it to be this way – he calls for a pure, simple and real faith in God, not some organized chaos. The world – and much of America – believes Christians are perfect, and if they screw up, then they are liars – they don’t realize that while Christians are new creations, they also go through the same struggles as the non-believer, and just like the non-believer, they sometimes fall, too. Do we owe some of the due to the church for making our believers dogmatic, close-minded and unloving? Changes are needed. Add this mindset to the pure and simple fact that most Americans want nothing to do with Christianity, and we have a difficult task before us. It is much, much harder to share Jesus in America than anywhere else. 

So here we find a paradigm. Why are we so eager to stretch our faith to complete strangers we will never meet again, but so hesitant to reach out to the falling, distorted, lost and confused culture of mainstream America? We are in this church, and even now we are on a missions trip! We’ve been on a missions trip ever since we invited Jesus into our life! We live in one of the most anti-Christian nations in the world! We’ve been given a great responsibility, a great privilege, and dare we shirk it?

Dan Kimball points this out very nicely in his book, The Emerging Church:

Several years ago, when I was a high school pastor, I saw how excited youth would get about going on missions trips to Mexico. They would be bold sharing their faith on the streets, doing dramas in public settings, but as soon as they got home, they would be much more passive and not retain their evangelistic fervor. 

It puzzled me until I realized that most of them did not view missions to be a local thing. They associated missions with other countries only. So I began creating a culture of missions that included our very town of Santa Cruz. I gave a message in which I talked about a village called Zurcatnas. I told them it was right on the ocean with good surfing. They would each have a family who hosts them, and they would get a room in a house and meals, and some would even have a car. Since English was spoken there, they would be able to continue their education as well as communicate in the language of the natives. They could fairly easily get part-time jobs if they needed some spending money. And I shared how 90 percent of the teenagers in Zurcatnas are unevangelized. 

When I asked how many people would want to go there, almost every hand went up. Then I explained that the village of Zurcatnas was Santa Cruz; the name was simply spelled backward. I told them that everything I said about the mission field, everything they were excited about, was the very situation they were already in… they are ambassadors of Jesus and missionaries… 

We live in one of the countries in greatest need of evangelists, in greatest need of people to come forth and share the news of Jesus. Why are we always so eager to go out-of-country to evangelize, but so reluctant here in the States, in our towns, our workplaces and schools, in our own homes? A poll was taken some years ago, asking Christian teens the top ten reasons why they were often afraid to tell others about Jesus and what he has done for them:

“I wouldn’t know what to say.”


“I’m afraid they’ll think I’m stupid or laugh at me.”



“I’m afraid I will say the wrong things.”




“I’m afraid they’ll think I’m preaching to them, and so they won’t listen.”





“I’m afraid they will think I’m a hypocrite.”





“I’m afraid they will ask questions I don’t know the answers to.”




“I’m afraid of losing friends because of witnessing to them.”



“I’m afraid I’ll be too nervous.”


“I’m too lazy.”

“I’m afraid of rejection.”

Here we see the reasons teenagers give when asked why they oftentimes don’t share their faith. Let none of us criticize them. We’ve all been there before. None of us have seized every opportunity given to us to witness to others about Jesus, and we’ve bathed in many of the reasons laid out above. The Scriptures, however, tell us that the Spirit will give us words when the time comes. Not everyone accepts the message; look at Pharaoh, who – despite signs and wonders and plagues and the death of his firstborn son – refused to acknowledge the power and authority of God. When the missionary Paul preached to others about Jesus, not all of them accepted his message – he was called stupid many times, and laughed at many more; he was beaten as well! We need to be sure we go to the lost humbly, with fear and trembling, just saying, “Hey, I want to tell you about Jesus. I don’t have everything figured out, but this Jesus guy, he’s worth looking into.” We aren’t perfect – however, this mustn’t keep us from telling others about the God who erased our imperfections in our past, present, and even future! Sometimes friends can be lost through witnessing – it is a sad fact. Jesus told us that he did not come to bring peace, but to bring a sword; he came to bring about division. Satan can poison us with fear and nervousness – he doesn’t want us telling others about Jesus, so he filters fear and complacency and lies into our ears: “Talk to him about it next time… You’re not worthy enough to talk to others about Jesus… you’ll just mess up what you say and turn them farther from God…” His little whispers are lies. He whispers them because he knows we can find effects on those we witness to!
 It is my prayer, though, that nothing will keep us from sharing the news of Jesus with others. It is a sad day when we take Jesus’ sacrifice for granted by refusing to tell others about Jesus and what he has done for us. It is a sad day when we get too preoccupied with our own faith that we don’t reach out to those who are seeking a faith of their own. It is a sad day when we become so complacent that instead of telling our friends about Jesus when the time is ripe, we just go bowling and talk about sports or art or video games or whatever. But, oh, won’t it be a sad day when, after all this, we see our friends judged guilty by God; a sad day when they look at us with those lost, depraved eyes, and silently wonder, Why didn’t you tell me? Hell is real. Hell is a place of complete separation from God. It is a place of tears, heartbreak, sorrow and darkness. Heaven is real, too. Jesus invites us into a life of kingdom-living, and grants us a seat at his right hand in the Kingdom of Heaven. Who will join us? Who won’t?

I always harp on the need for changes. But this change is needed more than ever.

It is time that instead of singing, “I will not be silent, no, I will not be quiet anymore,” we really mean it, and instead of just singing with our lips, we sing with our lives as well. Evangelism is needed in America. It is needed in our homes, in our schools, in our workplaces. People are hungry for God. They don’t want church; they want God. If people wanted church, our churches would be flooding. But people want God; that is why spirituality is exploding. If we give a homeless man a home, but don’t mention Jesus’ name, how is that doing any good? How is that truly reaching out? Or if we tell someone, “God loves you,” what does that mean? They may say, “I know! But what God are you talking about?” We need to bring Jesus out of the closet.

The biblical word evangelizo literally means, “to bring or show good tidings or news.” We need to bring this good tiding out into the public, we need to radiate it with our words and actions.

But the question is, “How?”

Open-air preaching doesn’t really work anymore. The key, my friends, is relationships.

Love others. Hang out with others. Jesus hung out with sinners. We ought to hang out with the lost. Tell our friends about Jesus. Find common ground, and gently, humbly, lovingly, non-confrontationally, show them the truth, and pray that they will accept it just as you did. We have nothing on the lost, except that we’ve found One who loves; let’s share this discovery with them! Pray that they will find the treasure of God just as we did. Pray they will see the light in our lives, the salt on our tables, and want their own darkness to fade, and their own blandness to be sprinkled with salt.

Pray.

“When I am with those who are oppressed, I share their oppression so that I might bring them to Christ. Yes, I try to find common ground with everyone so that I might bring them to Christ. I do all this to spread the Good News, and in doing so I enjoy its blessings.” – 1 Corinthians 9:22, New Living Translation

Just as Paul didn’t just throw the truth in peoples’ faces, neither should we. Following the model of Paul – and not only Paul’s model, but Jesus’ model – we ought to ‘share in their oppressions.’ We ought to befriend them, we ought to let them know that we know what it’s like to feel pain and pressures and to not know left from right. Spend time with them. Laugh with them, cry with them, listen to them. Befriend them not to show them Jesus, but befriend them to make a friend; our love for them will be shown through our witness of Jesus. We tell them we love them, we care about them, and we tell them we have someone who loves them, too, and cares about them, too, and can bring rest and sleep to tired limbs. 

It is here that Paul shows us, more than ever, a thing or two about testimony. One of the most ancient and yet most amazing methods of reaching out is testimony. Simply telling people what God has done for you. Bruce Wilkinson, in The Prayer of Jabez, writes, “When people realize that we were once like them… lost and empty… it will be much easier for you to connect with them and they will understand easier. You cannot change someone else unless you have changed yourself.”

In Mark chapter 5, we find Jesus stumbling out of a boat when a demon-possessed man runs from his grave home in a cemetery and runs right up to Jesus. A lot of people knew the demon-possessed man, and they avoided him. His condition was terrible. He lived amongst the tombs, and not even the strongest man could restrain him, not even with chains – he would simply break the chains and smash the shackles on the ground. His situation was hopeless. Yet Jesus found him, and cast out the evil spirit, cleansing him. Jesus then tells him, 

“Go home to your friends, and tell them what wonderful things the Lord has done for you and how merciful he has been.” – Mark 5:19, New Living Translation

Go home to your friends, and tell them what wonderful things the Lord has done for you, and how merciful he has been. Jesus’ command swims through eternity and hits us hard. He tells us to go out into the world, to give our testimony, to draw others in to his wonderful grace and mercy. Jesus says right before his betrayal and crucifixion.
“…You must also tell others about me because you have been with me from the beginning.” – John 15:27, New Living Translation
Yet it is not only our testimony that will draw others to Jesus. As Wilkinson put it, “You cannot change someone else unless you have changed yourself.” Our lives must back up our words. St. Francis is attributed with saying, “Preach the gospel at all times. If necessary, use words.” We must be living a life of Kingdom-living: a life lived for Jesus at all times, everywhere, 24/7, for our message to be the utmost powerful.

“You are the salt of the earth. But what good is salt if it has lost its flavor? Can you make it useful again? It will be thrown out and trampled underfoot as worthless. You are the light of the world – like a city on a mountain, glowing in the night for all to see. Don’t hide your light under a basket! Instead, put it on a stand and let it shine for all. In the same way, let your good deeds shine out for all to see, so that everyone will praise your heavenly Father.” – Jesus, Matthew 5:13-16, New Living Translation

Evangelizing is not something a disciple of Jesus does. It is what a disciple of Jesus is. Evangelizing isn’t made up of words and words alone. It is made up of not only words, but actions, thoughts, speech in our day-to-day lives. Evangelizing involves our hearts, finances, families, marriages, singleness, friends, creativity, speech, attitudes, bodies, actions, jokes, whispers, shouts, glances, secrets, thoughts, and – yes – even our words. 

In the Old Testament, we find a guy named Jonah whom God chose to go out to the people of the city of Nineveh, and to tell them about God so that they turn from wicked ways. Job is frightened by the very idea and takes off in the opposite direction. Eventually he joins a ship to sail away from the general direction of Nineveh; God sends a vicious storm; they toss Jonah overboard, and Jonah is swallowed by a fish. In the fish’s belly for three nights, Jonah is forced to think over his little escape plan. Eventually he promises to go to Nineveh, and the fish spits him out. He goes to Nineveh, and the people there believed!

When we are led by God to witness to someone, we need to do it, because by refusing to do it, we’re saying, “No,” to God, and “No,” to the other person. We are saying, “No, God, I’m not going to talk to them about you.” At the same time, we’re saying, “No, Friend, I’m not going to tell you about Jesus. Hope you find out the Truth some other way.” Just as Jonah was the only chance for the people of Nineveh, we may be the only chance for the people I’ve felt God calling to witness to others, and at times, I have not; other times, I have – I regret forever refusing to witness, because I know I could have sealed their fate. If God calls us to witness, and we refuse, it is extremely possible that those in need of Jesus will be lost forever.. Would we rather tell someone about Jesus, in the hope that they find the happiness and joy we have because of what Jesus has done, and at worst have them laugh and make fun of us, or would we rather disobey God because we’re afraid of what other will think? Would we rather disobey God and cast our eyes away from a soul writhing in Satan’s clutches?

What will we, as individuals, choose? 

What will we, as a church, decide?

Are we going to choose the risk of rejection, humiliation and ostracism, or are we going to flat-out pave their road to Hell?

This is hard stuff. I know. But it’s time we open our mouths and really live out our faith.

We don’t have to be professionals to do it. We just need to have Jesus, in more than thought and deed, but in reality.

We need to tell others that there is a man. At first, his name was the Word. He was with God, and all things were created through him. The universe was a gift to him. We—humans, the foremost creations of God—were his gifts as well, but our hearts were corrupted, and we strayed from the Light—we turned from God. The Word, filled with compassion, love, truth and a thirst for justice, came to the earth and changed his name—Jesus Christ: “the Lord saves, anointed one.” This man has two natures: human and divine. He knows both sides of the spectrum. He had a body; he has a Spirit, and he has a Soul. Jesus shows us what God is like—he is literally God-incarnate: God-become-flesh. He is our example of how to live. He brings God close to us. He came not to save the angels, as the Book of Hebrews puts it, but to save the children of Abraham—a fallen and crooked human race. He came, showing us all the Light. He is the Way, the Truth, and the Life. A long time ago his Father and Equal, God, declared that a blood offering was needed for the forgiveness of sins [sins being acts of rebellion against God]—forgiveness is the ‘wiping out,’ the ‘cleansing,’ or more practically, the ‘erasing’ of sins. Jesus came as that one final blood offering. He sacrificed his life—spilled his blood—for the erasing of our sins. He showed his true power and being and he conquered death when he rose from the grave three days later. All who believe in Jesus and call on his name receive the awesome forgiveness—their awful and hideous and sinful past erased completely; brought to the right hand of God; adorned with the name, Child of God the Creator. It is this man who gives us the power and the victory over not only spiritual death, not only over sin, but also makes us new creations. We are no longer lost. We are found. We are no long wondering. We are in the arms of God. We are sinners saved by grace, yes, but so much more – new creations!

We need to realize what is going on.

We live in a country starving for God. We live in a country tired of church. We live in a country whose natives thirst for a rich and tasty and genuine spirituality – the spirituality only Jesus can provide. How will they ever know if no one tells them?

We are all missionaries, whether we like it or not.

Take it or leave it. Take the opportunities, or leave them behind. It’s up to us. 

I challenge all of us to step outside our ‘comfort zones’ and really live out our faith. 

We’re light – do we light up the darkness?

We’re salt – do we give out the taste of God?

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. So you must go and make disciples of all nations. Baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Teach them to obey everything I have commanded you. And you can be sure that I am always with you, to the very end.” – Jesus, Matthew 28:18-20, NIV
� Dan Kimball, The Emerging Church, pp. 208, 209





