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Text: “....and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in aludea and Samaria and to
the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

One of the most troubling questions that faces the Gmisbmmunity concerns the
guestion of how we understand our faith in a world afji@ls pluralism. Some years ago John
Hick, a Presbyterian minister, wrote a bdadie Myth of God Incarnate. In that book he
maintained that Christians must give up the belief ofiitamity of Christ. For Hick the
Christian belief in the divinity of God is a divisivetian in a world where religion is already a
major source of conflict and violence.

This morning | want to deal with the question of what veamby evangelism. The first
chapter of the Book of Acts represents a transitiomfthe life of Jesus to the beginning of the
early church. In the Book of Acts Luke describes a fortyquriod between the resurrection of
Jesus and the ascension of the Christ. During thist@ses met with his disciples and
encountered a number of people--both believers and novdrsliel his passage contains the
command of Christ to his disciples that is very sintitathe “Great Commission” in Matthew’s
Gospel (cf. Matthew 28: 19-20). In the Book of Acts treeililes are charged by Jesus that “you
shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judeaandr{ and to the end of the earth”
(Acts 1:8).

This sermon will address two questions: 1) What is “evamg@l and 2) How do we
practice “evangelism” in the 2Century?

.
First, what do we mean by evangelism? The word cdroesthe Greek word

“euangelion,” which means “good news.” The early Glaischurch believed that in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ they had encedrgemething extraordinary. For

—




Presbyterians, evangelism is the proclamation of the gews that in Jesus of Nazareth God
has unequivocally declared his grace, mercy, and goodvaill people, indeed to all creation.
Evangelism in the Presbyterian Church is not somethiaghurch does to save lost souls. It is
our conviction that it is God alone who has the powesabfation. Evangelism is the activity of
the church in response and obedience to the prior (peugmneality of God’s grace in Jesus
Christ. Someone once told the story of a man who agrie Dr. Dwight L. Moody, the famous
evangelist. The man had obviously been drinking a good thisaid to Dr. Moody, “Dr. Moody,
you remember me. You saved me some years ago.” Moodgdeptou look like something |
saved.”

As Presbyterians, we believe that the proper resporSed’s love in Jesus Christ is
repentance, obedience, discipleship, and worship. Buirtlez is critical. We don’t repent, obey,
follow Jesus, and worship in order to earn God'’s loWée do so in response to God’s saving
activity in Jesus Christ. One of the most disturbing pasatiiat Jesus told is the “Parable of the
Laborers in the Vineyard” (Matthew 20:1-6). In that pagal#sus tells about a farmer who went
out to hire a group of laborers. Some worked all day. Seanked a half a day. Others only
worked an hour. In the end, all received the same wdgepdint of the parable is that God
alone is the one who offers salvation and it is Gpdssogative to do so in whatever manner
God chooses.

So, how then are we to engage in the work of being Guthgsses in “Jerusalem,
Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth?”

The first task is to practice evangelism gracefullyotimer words, our evangelism should
reflect our fundamental belief about God’s grace. Alallelse, it means that the church does
not present the gospel in a coercive and manipulativeofasOr to put it another way, we are
not called to judge other people or their religion. Ouk tago bear witness to God’s love in
Jesus Christ. The church, through the ages, has strugiited host of perplexing questions that
include the question of those people who never have timeeha hear the gospel and those who
are part of other religions. At the end of the day,eh&not much more we can say than to say
that we trust in God’s grace.

John Leith, in his bookrom Generation to Generation, states that the crisis in the
Presbyterian Church today is related to the ability pdrdicular church to proclaim the
centrality of Jesus Christ. Leith believes thatdhference between churches that are alive, vital,
growing and energetic and those who are dying can be desterihe way that a particular
church answers the question that Jesus put to his dsci@o do you say that | am?” Those
churches that can answer unequivocally and without eatyouity with Peter “You are the
Christ, the Son of the living God,” are those that Hdeevitality, and energy.

The confession that Jesus is the Christ comes ortlyebgower of the Holy Spirit. Hence

a renewed and vital church cannot be programmed, arrangkglaaned. It always comes as a
gift of the Spirit, for which we have to wait. Theme aome that believe that the renewal of the
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church begins with goal setting, task forces, and orgaoimdtmethods. These may be helpful,
but they do not insure renewal. True renewal is a gi@ad’s grace that comes from the
integrity of the faith and practices of a worshiping camity.

The second task of the church is to practice evangéliddty. The urgency of
evangelism is not the church’s legitimate desire forarpeople and larger budgets. The urgency
of evangelism is nothing more and nothing less than thencyge the gospel itself, the urgency
of the good news of God’s grace in Jesus Christ.

In recent years there has been a terrible ero$iorembership in the Presbyterian
Church (U.S.A.) as our membership declined from 4.2 milli@mbers in 1965 to slightly over
2.2 million in 2005. Recently, there is a chorus of vottes say that our church must respond
by no longer keeping accurate rolls and reporting suclststatas the number of people in
worship, the number of new members, baptisms, etc. @beng told by some that numbers do
not matter.

Most of us know that numbers do matter. Frank Harrimgadio for a number of years
was the minister of the Peachtree Church in Atlaoiae told me that people often complained
when he quoted statistics. Often he was told that nusdzenot matter. Frank’s response was to
say that he had never had a number show up at churah.tdl@ver did a number (say number
37) come before a Session. Numbers are people and peapte co

If we believe that the Gospel of Jesus is somethiagishworth sharing, if we believe
that having a living faith can make a great difference iriftan@f an individual, then do we not
have a responsibility to proclaim boldly the gospeledus Christ?

The third task of the church is to practice evangelistin iwtegrity. That is particularly
critical in a time in which many people are turned ofthuyrches that use highly manipulate
tactics to try to incorporate people into the churchati®iwhy the evangelism of a particular
church must be consistent with its understanding ohéssage. Let me share with you three
aspects of a growing church that not only have integutyabe also highly effective.

The first is intentionality. Churches that are gnagvare growing because they have a
vision of what it means to be “the church.” That visioast begin with the minister of the
church but the lay leadership of the church must shatenust also be rooted in the Great
Commission of Jesus Christ and in a passion for theefjcSome years ago our session engaged
in a long-range planning exercise. We had a great visisrhaf our church might be. We
wanted to expand our worship, our outreach, and our Chretiiacation. But we quickly
realized that we could not fulfill any of our dreams witha critical mass of people and
resources. As a result of that process, we hireddavidlual who was charged with one
responsibility--helping us try to get new members to joitws in the task of witnessing for
Christ in the Center City of Charlotte.

In my experience, many churches do not understand howtampantentionality really
is. Several years ago a minister came to see me.ade&encerned about his church. They were
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experiencing a tremendous loss of membership. The firstiguéstsked him was how often
they took in new members. He answered that his church ecgyved new members on the
second Sunday of every other month. | thought to my$e#:working.” That is not
intentionality. That is an example of how not to @m@age people to join a church.

The second characteristic of evangelism with intggsithat it is invitational by nature.
Next Sunday our Evangelism Committee is asking eachwfymvite someone to attend our
church. The best evangelism has always been thisr&\feoaasking that you know everything
that is in the Bible or that you are able to explaisameone God’s plan of salvation. We are
only asking that you find someone at work, in your neighdod, or someone else with whom
you have contact to attend our worship, to visit a Sundayodclass, to help with our outreach
ministry. Each Sunday the worship of this church is brasidio almost 22,000 people all over
this region through WSOC-TV. Some of the people who wisitchurch come here because they
have watched our worship service on television, but 70 peotéme people who join the church
do so because someone asked them to join.

A third characteristic of a growing church is thasihard work. Our church makes a
strong and intentional effort to attract new membeutochurch. We offer membership classes
and membership dinners so that people can find out abouatission and our membership.
Susan Daniel, our New Member Coordinator, works hard ¢i tritors, to get in touch with
them and to invite them to become a part of our ch@ebwing a church is not an easy task. It
takes commitment, enthusiasm, resolve, and hard waailsd forces a church to change.

Several weeks ago | mentioned in a sermon the new biogat Henry Ward Beecher,
entitledThe Most Famous Man in America. Debbie Applegate, the author of the book, describes
the magnificent preaching and worship of the Plymouth CongoegdChurch in Brooklyn
Heights, New York where Beecher was the ministerhEaeek over 6,000 people would come
from all over Manhattan to participate in the worshiphef church. After the church service a
couple greeted me in the Narthex. They told me they merabers of that church. | asked them
how the church was doing. They smiled and said thatshige different today. The church
that once had over 6,000 today had 250 members. Now, theyregidad a sanctuary that
seated two thousand people with only about 40 or 50 peoeyogiven Sunday.

Today, First Presbyterian Church faces some trememafpgstunities as the Uptown
continues to grow and the opportunities for ministry &reat limitless.

Surely, there is no more important question for us tharmquestion Jesus asked his
disciples, “Who do you say that | am?”

May God give us the faith and courage to say with P¥tau are the Christ” and to be
the light that God intends us to be.

Amen!
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