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A while back I was in Louisville and met a friend for lunch.  As we were walking down the street we were discussing some matters of faith, and I asked this question (it was a rhetorical question) – why don’t we just do what we want with our lives, wouldn’t that be much simpler?  His response was a great response, because he simply said, someone has to show people the way of Jesus.  What a great way to sum up the purpose of our lives – showing people the way of Jesus.



This morning we continue our series In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love, based on the Baptist Faith and Message, and we arrive at the topic of Evangelism and Missions.  Many times these two subjects are seen as separate topics, but they are inseparable; it’s two different words for the same concept, like money and currency.  Generally, we think of evangelism as something we do and missions as something that is done by a person who travels to another area, but the mission field begins as soon as we walk out the front door of the church building.

Many people are uncomfortable talking about their faith.  Sometimes we even fall into the pattern of thinking that we shouldn’t talk about our faith, at least in certain environments.  What are the two topics that are viewed as being off-limits at a dinner gathering?  Politics and religion.  But what two topics impact us more?  Even political candidates are coming to understand they have to learn to be comfortable talking about their personal faith if they want their message to resonate with the American public.  Some people would go as far to say that some presidential candidates have lost precisely because they could not talk about their faith.

Why is it that for so many people, perhaps everybody at some point, talking about our faith – sharing our faith – is so difficult?  We don’t have trouble talking about the things in life about which we are passionate.  How many grandmothers are here this morning?  How many of you have pictures of your grandkids with you?  How many of you find a way to take out those pictures of your grandkids at every opportunity?  Let me find my keys – oh, I just happen to have some new pictures of my grandkids, would you like to see them?  And you don’t wait for the person to respond, do you?  You just pull those pictures out and start showing them.

Part of the reason, I believe, is we are conditioned to feel awkward.  Maybe it’s because we have come to believe that faith is a personal matter so you don’t discuss it publicly and you should keep to yourself, or, we don’t feel comfortable because we don’t know how to express something that is so personal or what words to use.


This morning, I want us to look at a passage from the gospel of Matthew that gives us a model for how Jesus did evangelism.  The portion we read this morning comes from the end of chapter nine, but the entire chapter gives us examples of the way Jesus went about evangelizing people.
1.  Jesus offers forgiveness.


Chapter nine starts with the story of some people bringing a paralyzed man to Jesus.  The response of Jesus is surprising because he does what?  His first reaction isn’t to heal the man but to do what?  To offer forgiveness.  Why would he do such a thing?  Offering forgiveness sends the scribes into a rage because they see it as blasphemy; only God could forgive sin and they were not about to acknowledge that Jesus was in fact God.

Jesus did heal the man, but he wasn’t just dealing with physical healing, but spiritual healing as well.  Part of evangelism is the offering of grace, the good news that God is a God who forgives sin.


Perhaps the most difficult calling we have is not love, but forgiveness.  Forgiveness entails, among other things, a very large risk.  What if you offer forgiveness and it is rejected?  What if you ask for forgiveness and you are rejected?  We don’t want to ask for forgiveness because we are the one who “gives in” and because asking for forgiveness puts us in a position of vulnerability.

God extends forgiveness.  This was a message that Jesus gave over and over again, because it’s a message we need to hear.  If we want to show people the way of Jesus, we have to tell them forgiveness is available to them.

2.  Evangelism crosses social barriers.


The next story in chapter nine is the calling of Matthew.  Jesus spies Matthew in his tax office and calls to him – Follow Me! (verse 9).  And once again Jesus stirs up debate because of what he has done.  The Pharisees, those religious vultures who are always poised to pounce, immediately demand an answer from the disciples – Why does your Teacher eat with the tax-gatherers and sinners (verse 11).  They don’t bother to ask Jesus directly, but he hears their question and responds It is not those who are healthy who need a physician, but those who are ill.  But go and learn what this means, “I desire compassion, and not sacrifice,” (Hosea 6:6) for I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners (verses 12-13).

If Jesus had given in to the expectations of the religious leaders Matthew would never have been called; neither, most likely, would the other eleven have been called.  If he had given in to their demands Jesus would never have dined with Zaccheus, never healed the woman who was bleeding, never talked to the woman at the well, never raised Lazarus, never healed the blind man, never healed the man with the withered hand, never fed the multitudes, never stepped in to prevent the stoning of the woman caught in adultery; in fact, if Jesus had listened to the religious leaders he probably wouldn’t have done much of anything because that was precisely what they were doing – not much of anything.


The thinking and the vision of the religious leaders of Jesus’ day had become so twisted and so narrow they believed it to be wrong that Jesus would reach out to all types of people.


The human impulse is to do create what author Dick Keyes calls tribes.  A religious tribe is when we only associate with people who look like us and think like us and know all the right religious phrases and read all the right books and listen to all the right music.  As a nation, we are becoming a nation of separate tribes.  We have splintered into so many subgroups and subcultures and you can stay in your own subgroup and subculture and rarely if ever interact with anyone outside of your tribe.  This is exactly what the Pharisees had done, and they criticized Jesus because he wouldn’t stay within their tribe.


It isn’t always easy to deal with people who are different from us, but the example of Jesus is that he would cross any boundary to reach someone.

3.  Evangelism and missions are acts of love and compassion.


Verse 36 is a beautiful verse – And seeing the multitudes, He felt compassion for them because they were distressed and downcast like sheep without a shepherd.  He felt compassion for them – the foundation of evangelism and missions is love and compassion.  You can’t reach out to people unless you love people; you can’t reach out to people unless you have compassion for people.


What an apt description Matthew gives for these people – distressed and downcast, like sheep without a shepherd.  That was a description of the multitude that followed after Jesus and it’s a description of people today.  We live in a time where many people are distressed and downcast.  The distress and uncertainty of the times have certainly put many people into this category.
4.  Evangelism and missions are for all who follow Jesus.


When Jesus looked upon the multitude he turned to his disciples and said the harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few (verse 37).  Some of you know what it’s like to have too little help for a harvest.

Do you need to be able to dissect great theological questions to do evangelism?  No.  Do you need to have an answer for every question and every challenge to do evangelism?  No.  Do you have to go to a far off country to do mission work?  No; you simply have to walk out the front door.

It all comes back to showing people the way of Jesus.  Do you think this could solve some of the problems in our world?  Do you think this could speak to the violence in our world?  The self-absorption?  The suffering?  I believe it can solve all the problems of the world.
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