Confronting Casual Christianity #6

“Casual Regarding Our Witness”

Ezekiel 33:7-9


Imagine this: In the middle of the night, a television news crew has set up a live feed outside the burned-out shell of a home. The reporter grimly announces that by the time firefighters arrived, the house was engulfed in flames, and the entire family inside perished. 


The reporter then interviews a neighbor who claims to have witnessed the blaze. He states his name and indicates that he lives across the street from the burned house, and that he knew the victims of the fire for several years.


“When did you notice that something was wrong?” the reporter asks.


“Well, I let my dog outside around two o’clock, and I could see some smoke coming out of the front windows and door.”


“Did you see flames at that time?”


“Maybe a little glow through the curtains.”


“Did you make any attempts to warn the family that their house was on fire?”


“No…I didn’t want to disturb them. It is the middle of the night, you know. They might not appreciate that. Besides, I don’t know what I would say to them.”


Dumbfounded, the reporter hesitated a moment before continuing. “So, did you call the fire department or police when you noticed that something was wrong?”


“No, we’re a part of a neighborhood watch here, and we elected a man down the street as our president. It’s his job to call the police or fire department when something is wrong.”


The reporter looks at the man incredulously. “So you saw that this family’s house was on fire, but you did nothing about it?”


The man paused for a moment, then replied, “Well, I did send up a prayer for them…”


How would you react if you saw that on television? That is an apocryphal story—I made it up myself—but can you imagine the criticism such a person would face? He may even be prosecuted for his negligence.

“Yes, that’s true,” you might say, “but surely something like that would never happen in real life!”

I disagree.

I believe it does happen…in real life…all the time.

And I believe you and I are often the guilty parties.


Over the past several weeks we have been confronting casual Christianity—that careless indifference that marks many believers’ lives, and turns off many unbelievers to the cause of Christ. We have seen how we can become too casual regarding our worship, regarding our wealth, regarding our walk, and regarding our words.  This morning I would like to address the problem of becoming careless regarding our witness, and the serious consequences that follow if we do not take this matter seriously.

The Condition of a Lost Civilization 


I believe that many Christians have become casual regarding their witness because they have lost sight of three things. The first is the condition of a lost civilization. Do we really comprehend the fate of men, women, and children who are not committed to Jesus Christ?


Overwhelming numbers of people outside the church (and a surprising number of those inside many churches) no longer believe in a literal place called Hell. Some think it is inconsistent that a loving God could send anyone to a place of torment, while others dismiss it as an archaic device to keep people in line. Evangelical Christians, though, by and large do believe in a literal place called Hell, prepared for the devil and his angels, but also the eternal abode of all those who reject Christ.


We just don’t live like we believe in it.


Like the negligent neighbor in our opening illustration, we see the truth—these folks are in danger of the fire of Hell—but what are we doing to warn them? I know that my made-up story sounds ludicrous, but consider the reasons many Christians give for not witnessing to those they know who are lost:

· “They might not like being called lost or that they are going to Hell.”

· “I don’t know what to say to an unbeliever about Jesus.”

· “That’s not my job; that’s what we pay the minister to do.”

Not much difference, is there? The same lame excuses we would never accept in our hypothetical tale are all too real in the lives of many Christians. Do you really think the family would have minded the inconvenience of being awakened in the middle of the night to be told their house was on fire? Hardly! Do you have to understand all the details of the dangers of fire and smoke to be able to rescue people inside a burning house? Of course not! Are you seriously going to stand before God and tell Him you did not tell others about Jesus because “that’s the minister’s job”? Good luck with that one!

Before you dismiss this as an overreaction, turn to Ezekiel 33:7-9, where the Lord says,

“Son of man, I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; so hear the word I speak and give them warning from me. When I say to the wicked, ‘O wicked man, you will surely die,’ and you do not speak out to dissuade him from his ways, that wicked man will die for﻿ his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. But if you do warn the wicked man to turn from his ways and he does not do so, he will die for his sin, but you will have saved yourself.”


“Okay,” you might object, “that’s fine…but Ezekiel was a preacher! That doesn’t apply to me!”


Not so fast, my friend. Turn to another Old Testament account that mirrors our opening illustration. In the book of Second Kings, we read of siege by the Aramean army around the city of Samaria. Rather than risking their men in a frontal attack, the Arameans simply cut off the city from the outside world and waited for them to either starve to death or surrender. The situation was getting very grave when we come to the seventh chapter:

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 tents and 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. They returned and entered another tent and took some things from it and hid them also. 

Then they said to each other, “We’re not doing right. This is a day of good news and we are keeping it to ourselves. If we wait until daylight, punishment will overtake us. Let’s go at once and report this to the royal palace” (2 Kings 7:3-9). 

These were not preachers or prophets or priests—these were lepers, social outcasts of their time. They had become so desperate they were ready to surrender their liberty in order to find food. But what they discovered was food, clothing, money…and the freedom to enjoy as much of it as they wanted! Can you imagine how they must have carried on as they went from tent to tent, enjoying more than they could ever use on themselves!


But what does verse nine say? You can almost see the light bulbs going on above their heads. “Wait a minute, fellas,” one of them said to the others. “This isn’t right. There is a whole city of people starving to death, and here we are stuffing ourselves! We’d better share this good news before they find out we’ve been hoarding it all to ourselves!”


Warren Wiersbe comments on this passage,

It takes very little imagination to apply this scene to the church today. Jesus has won the victory over Satan and “this is a day of good news.” Believers are enjoying all the blessing of the Christian life while a whole world is suffering and dying. How can we keep the good news to ourselves? If we do, we will answer for it when we face the Judge. How can we be silent in a day of good news?


How can we be, indeed.


John Stott has written a small yet powerful book entitled Our Guilty Silence. It is one of those books the reader should wear steel-toed boots before opening, because your toes will be stepped on! In this he writes,

If loving obedience to God and His Christ is the first evangelistic incentive, loving concern for men is the second. To love my neighbour is to seek and to serve his highest good…we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve… Such neglect is criminal irresponsibility. To suppress the good news in silence is to incur guilt.


Are we guilty of such silence? Have we become so casual regarding the condition of a lost civilization that we no longer share the good news of Christ with others? Are we so afraid they might ridicule or reject us that we let them go off to a hopeless eternity? Are we convinced that it is someone else’s job? None of those will stand up when we appear before God’s throne and give account of our lives here on earth. I’m not suggesting that we lose our salvation by not witnessing, but we may get in “by the skin of our teeth” as Paul alludes to in 1 Corinthians 3:15.

The Commission of the Lord Christ


A second truth casual Christians lose sight of is the commission of the Lord Christ. The end of each of the four gospels and the beginning of the book of Acts all record the Great Commission of the Church by her Lord:

· Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:18-20). 

· He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15).  

· He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high” (Luke 24:46-49). 

· Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). 

· “But 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” (Acts 1:8) 

Each of these accounts provides important elements of the church’s commission. But notice the similarities: twice Jesus tells them to “go” (and the verb is implied in Acts 1:8) and in the other two gospels Jesus says he is “sending” them. This speaks of the initiative we must take, as John MacArthur points out,

Christ makes it clear that the church is not to wait for or invite the world to come to its meetings, but to go to the world. That is every believer’s responsibility. I fear that an approach emphasizing a palatable gospel presentation within the walls of the church absolves the individual believer from his personal obligation to be a light in the world (Matt. 5:16).
 

We cannot take what I call a “Field of Dreams” mentality toward evangelism. In that movie, the recurring theme was, “If you build it, they will come.” I think many churches feel that way about the lost: If we build a fancy building, if we build modern ministries that will entertain and impress outsiders, then they will come flocking to us. Sorry, folks, it just don’t work that way! And it was never intended to work that way! We are told to go.

And this was not merely a piece of advice or a strong recommendation; this was a command by our Lord. As Stott notes,

In seeking to live for Christ we are concerned to do His will and keep His command​ments, all of them. We are not at liberty to pick and choose. Nor do we wish to. So we do not overlook His last commandment, to ‘go…and make disciples’ [Matt. 28:19].

The Continuance of the Local Church


Finally, there is the matter of the continuance of the local church. Simply put, if we want the church to go on after we are gone, we must begin that work now. We cannot hope that someone else will do it for us.


President John F. Kennedy once said, “We can make this the best generation in the history of mankind, or we can make it the last.” The same can be said of every local congregation. Maybe we will not make this the best generation in the history of our church, but we can certainly make it the last generation, and our church will become history. As Wiersbe points out, “The church of Jesus Christ is always one generation away from extinction.”


How does that happen? It’s simple—do nothing. Sit back and enjoy the benefits of your salvation, keep it all to yourself, and your church will die when you do. Maintain an attitude of, “We like our small little church…we don’t want other people to come in and mess things up,” and your small little church will become an empty little church. We must grow in order to go on. We must reach out if this church is to survive us. As MacArthur concludes, 

If a church lacks this emphasis on outreach, it is doomed to stagnation, decline, and ultimately to failure. The means Christ uses to build His church is the faithful witness of Christians on His behalf.
 


Notice he didn’t say “preachers” or “elders” or “missionaries”; he said “Christians”. It is a responsibility we all share.


I realize that much of this message has been challenging and perhaps a bit critical of the casual state many of us have regarding our witness. I would like to conclude with some encouragement found from the early days of the Christian church, recorded in the book of Acts.


We know that the early church grew in leaps in bounds following the Day of Pentecost when 3,000 converts were added to the ranks. Acts 2:47 records, “…And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.”  I believe that word “daily” is key because it shows that the Christians weren’t waiting for Sunday or waiting for the apostles to do the work of evangelism. It was a regular, daily occurrence for them.


I also find encouragement from Acts 4:13.

When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus.


We think of Peter and John and the other apostles as these intellectual and spiritual giants, but this verse tells us that they were “unschooled, ordinary men.” They did not have a Bible college education or degree. They were not men of oratory skills or intellectual genius. They were ordinary men with extraordinary courage…and that impressed others!


You might ask, “But how do I get this courage or boldness to witness my faith to others?” Acts 4:29 gives the answer. Those early Christians prayed, “Now, Lord, …enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness.” They relied on the power and direction of the Holy Spirit living within them, but when the time came, they were not afraid to speak up!


A great example of this (though we don’t have time to examine it in detail) is found in Acts 8:26-40. The Holy Spirit led Philip (the deacon, not the apostle) into an encounter with an important man—the treasurer of the Ethiopian kingdom. This man was returning from Jerusalem and reading the book of Isaiah. Philip took the initiative and started a conversation with him, found out where the man was at, and “began with that very passage of Scripture and told him the good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:35). In moments he had led that man to faith in Christ. There is no reason we can’t do the same. 


This year Texas Christian Church marks its 135th year of existence. Obviously no founding members of the church are still with us. But the fact that Texas Christian Church still exists is a testimony that those early generations made sure the church went on after they were gone.


What about us? Should the Lord tarry that long, will others be able to look back generations from now and see our faithfulness to Christ as a reason this church still exists? Just think: If each of us would bring one person to Christ in the next year, our church would double in size! And think about how many people we could save from an eternity in Hell if we did! Think of how we will answer to God if we don’t!


Let’s not be like the negligent neighbor of our opening illustration. Christianity is a rescue religion; let’s be about “snatching others out of the fire” (Jude 23) before it is too late. Let’s not become casual regarding our witness—too much is at stake.
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