Black, White, & Shades of Grey #6

“Magnets for God”

1 Corinthians 9:19-23

Have you ever looked at two people in love and wondered, “What do they see in each other?” They may be very different physically, intellectually, or socially. They may have vastly diverse interests. Yet something drew these two very dissimilar people together. How can that be?


The answer: Opposites attract.

Between people, this is an overstatement. Sometimes different people are attracted to each other, but other times two people come together because they have so much in common. But in the field of physics, this is a fact that has no exceptions: Opposites attract. Don’t ask me to explain it, but I can tell you that when it comes to electromagnetism, like charges repel one another while opposite charges attract one another. 


There is a parallel to this fact in the spiritual realm as well. As Christians we are called to be magnets for God, drawing others to Him. Depending upon the quality of our life, though, we can either attract people toward God or we can repel them away from Him.


In our continuing series on Christian ethics, I’d like to consider how our moral choices impact the lives of others. Last Sunday we saw how our ethics reflect on God—positively or negatively—to those around us. Today we will discover how this is also true in our relationships with others, particularly those who do not know Christ. I call this the principle of evangelism.


I realize the word “evangelism” scares some folks—even Christians. The word evokes images of raving fanatics trying to shove God down someone’s throat, or the crooked televangelists trying to get people’s money. But evangelism is not about those things at all. The term evangelism comes from the Greek euangelizō, meaning, “to share good news.”
 Many Christians think that sharing Christ with others is difficult, complicated, and should be left to professionals with special training and skills. But this is not the case. As one person put it, evangelism is “one beggar telling another beggar where to get bread.”


The key to reaching others with the good news of Christ is not slick marketing or catchy phrases. Michael Green, one of the foremost scholars in the field of evangelism, writes, “The sheer power of the Spirit in the lives of Christians is one of the most attractive magnets which draws people to Christ.”
  I am convinced that others need to see Jesus in our lives before they hear about Jesus from our lips. When they do, they will be drawn to Christ just like metal is attracted to a magnet.


One character in the Bible personified this principle: the apostle Paul. F. F. Bruce writes,

Paul attracted friends around him as a magnet attracts iron filings. There are about seventy people mentioned by name in the New Testament of whom we should never have heard were it not for their association with Paul.
 

I’d like to turn to one of Paul’s letters preserved in our Scriptures that displays this side of the great apostle. We read in 1 Corinthians 9:19-22,

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. 


From this text we see the evangelistic priority, the evangelistic principle, and the evangelistic practice at work in the life of Paul. While none of us may ever duplicate Paul’s life and ministry, we can all learn important lessons from his life as they apply to the realm of ethics.

The Evangelistic Priority

In these verses we discover the passion of Paul for his ministry. Nothing was more important to the great apostle than to spread the good news of Jesus to as many as possible. He was the embodiment of the evangelistic priority. He wrote in 1 Corinthians 9:16, “Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” 

Paul goes on in 2 Corinthians 5:14-6:2,

For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. 

So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

As God’s fellow workers we urge you not to receive God’s grace in vain. For he says, “In the time of my favor I heard you, and in the day of salvation I helped you.” I tell you, now is the time of God’s favor, now is the day of salvation.

Notice the powerful words: “compels” (meaning “drives”), “implore,” “urge.” This was no half-hearted effort for Paul; this was an overriding passion. Consider again verse 19 of our text this morning: “Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible.” Freedom is a wonderful thing, and something Paul would fight tooth and nail to retain (just read the letter to the Galatians to see that!) But if it meant bringing others to Christ, Paul would lay aside his rights and, in his own words, make himself “a slave to everyone.”


Are we that committed to the Great Commission? 

The Evangelistic Principle


Let’s move from the evangelistic priority to the evangelistic principle. It is seen in the word “win,” used five times in this passage of 1 Corinthians 9. What does he mean by the word “win”?


In our culture, we often think of winning in terms of winning a game or a contest. That sense of the word carries the connotation of victory or conquest over someone else. When we use the word “win” in that way, it is understood that there are winners…and there are losers.


I don’t think Paul had the idea of competition in mind when he used the word “win” in this passage. There are no “winners” and “losers” when it comes to evangelism (unless you think of Satan as “losing” the souls won to Christ!) Rather, the apostle had in mind the idea of being “winsome.” I know that is an old-fashioned word we don’t hear much anymore, but the connotation is very relevant. 


You see, Paul does not speak of browbeating people to Christ, or guilt-tripping them into the Kingdom of God. People are not preached into repentance or nagged into eternal life. (I’ve heard of some who are “nagged to death,” but never nagged to life!) In fact, 1 Peter 3:1-2 speaks to this very issue:

Wives, in the same way be submissive to your husbands so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives.

Peter addresses Christian wives of unbelieving husbands, and he instructs them not to nag at them or preach at them or criticize everything they do. In fact he says, “they may be won over without words.” Wayne Grudem comments,

Unbelieving husbands can be won without a word—that is, not by continually preaching or talking about the gospel, but rather simply by the behaviour of their wives, their Christian pattern of life. This emphasis on conduct rather than words is also applicable to other situations in which Christians find themselves in regular daily contact with unbelievers (at work, within a family or college residence, etc.). Though Peter does not exactly say that Christians should never talk about the gospel message to their unbelieving husbands or friends, he does indicate that the means God will use to ‘win’ such persons will generally not be the Christian’s words but his or her behaviour. To know this should increase prayer both for grace to live rightly and for God’s working in the husband’s heart.


Once again the idea is to “win” over the unbeliever to Christ (the same Greek word appears in both 1 Corinthians 9 and 1 Peter 3.) Our impact on unbelievers ought to be a positive one—we need to attract people to God like a magnet, not repel people away from God by our attitudes and actions.


Remember in our last message we considered Philippians 2:15, where Paul said we are to “shine like stars in the universe”? How were we to do this, in that immediate context? Verse 14 says, “Do everything without complaining or arguing.”  Wow! If we as Christians could do that, how much more of an impact would our witness to others have? The evangelistic principle is to win people to Christ, and I am convinced unbelievers need to see Jesus before they hear about Him.


Let me give an example. When we hear the word “evangelism” or “evangelist,” many of us immediately think of Billy Graham, whose evangelistic crusades have reached more people than anyone in history. But his ministry is not only to the crowds; he can reach one for Christ even as he can reach one hundred thousand. Listen to the testimony of one of these individuals:

In an address entitled “A Charge to Keep,” delivered during his 2000 Presidential Campaign, George W. Bush stated:
Actually, the seeds of my decision had been planted the year before by the Reverend Billy Graham. He visited my family for a summer weekend in Maine. I saw him preach at the small summer church, St. Ann’s by the Sea. We all had lunch on the patio overlooking the ocean.

One evening my dad asked Bill to answer questions from a big group of family gathered for the weekend. He sat by the fire and talked. And what he said sparked a change in my heart. I don’t remember the exact words. It was more the power of his example. The Lord was so clearly reflected in his gentle and loving demeanor.

The next day we walked and talked at Walker’s Point, and I knew I was in the presence of a great man. He was like a magnet; I felt drawn to seek something different. He didn’t lecture or admonish; he shared warmth and concern.

Billy Graham didn’t make you feel guilty; he made you feel loved.

Over the course of that weekend, Reverend Graham planted a mustard seed in my soul, a seed that grew over the next year. He led me to the path, and I began walking. And it was the beginning of a change in my life.

I had always been a religious person, had regularly attended church, even taught Sunday school and served as an altar boy. But that weekend my faith took no a new meaning.

It was the beginning of a new walk where I would recommit my heart to Jesus Christ. I was humbled to learn that God sent His Son to die for a sinner like me. I was comforted to know that through the Son, I could find God’s amazing grace, a grace that crosses every border, every barrier and is open to everyone. Through the love of Christ’s life, I could understand the life-changing powers of faith.
 


That man would later become the 43rd President of the United States. Regardless of what you think of George W. Bush personally or politically, here is a man who was “won” to Christ by another. And notice what he said: “What he said sparked a change in my heart. I don’t remember the exact words. It was more the power of his example.” More than words, it was the way Billy Graham carried himself. “He was like a magnet; I felt drawn to seek something different.” That is what being a magnet for God is all about!
The Evangelistic Practice


This brings us to the evangelistic practice. How are we to do this? Let’s return to our text for this morning in 1 Corinthians 9, beginning in verse 20:

To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some.

What is Paul saying here? Was he some kind of chameleon, changing colors to adapt to different environments? Not at all. His message was the same but his manner of communication differed according to the understandings of his audience.
  Not only his communication changed, though. Paul conformed to the culture and practices of those with whom he worked. When with Jews, he observed Jewish custom; when with Gentiles, Gentile custom. With the “weak,” those who were over-scrupulous in their observances, he was particularly careful to regulate his conduct to their standards. 

Now I am certain that Paul’s adaptability appeared as “inconsistency” to his critics. They had failed to note that his “inconsistency” was governed by a greater principle to which he consistently yielded. “I have become all things to all men, that I might by all means save some.” Paul was uncompromising on beliefs and behaviors that were governed by the gospel but flexible and adaptable on those matters that were not.


When it comes to ethical choices—whether or not we should be involved in a certain activity—the principle of evangelism ought to be considered. Now I must admit that in times past I looked at this from a negative viewpoint: If what I am doing harms my witness to an unbeliever who is watching me, I should not do it. And that is valid. We should not engage in anything that would turn people off to the Lord. We don’t want to be a repellant; we want to be magnets for God.


But we can take that too far, to the point that we have no contact with unbelievers at all. John Stott writes,

We Christians disengage ourselves too much from non-Christian society. We tend to barricade ourselves behind the closed doors of our own comfortable fellowship. We are like soldiers who have lost contact with the enemy.

The example and teaching of Jesus is a powerful rebuke to this isolation. Con​sider His example. Not only did He come from heaven to earth to make contact with mankind, but during His public ministry He mixed freely with the world. He at​tracted sinners. They knew that He had come to call them to repentence and that His message proclaimed righteousness. Yet, far from being repelled, “tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to hear him” (Luke 15:1). He befriended them. He did not seem to be at all embarrassed by them; He was at ease in their company. His view​point was radically different from that of the Pharisees. “Pharisee” means separat​ist. They would gather up their robes and recoil in self-righteous horror from the prostitute; Jesus allowed a prostitute to wash His feet with her tears and wipe them with her hair. The Pharisees had no dealings with publicans, regarding them as politically and morally despicable; Jesus entered publicans’ homes and ate with them. The Pharisees threw stones at lepers to make them keep their distance; Jesus stretched out His hand and touched a leper into health.

Are we like Jesus or the Pharisees? We find the company of Christians congenial and are uncomfortable in the presence of non-Christians. And in this we are poles apart from Jesus Christ. Jesus ate with publicans and sinners; when did we last have a meal with a non-Christian? Jesus was called “the friend of publicans and sinners;” how many do we number among our friends? Would that it could be said of us “this man receives sinners”!

Let us turn from the example to the teaching of Jesus. He said that His follow​ers were to be the light of the world, the salt of the earth, and the leaven in the dough. God’s purpose is that we penetrate into the world as the light filters into the darkness, as the salt is rubbed into the meat, and as the yeast spreads in the dough. But that is just what we are not doing. What is your Christian community like? A self-regarding, inward-looking clique? Or is it penetrating into the non-Christian world?

What are the causes of our disengage​ment from society? Lack of living contact with man is a symptom of a more serious spiritual malady. I know that sometimes it is shyness, a false view of holiness, an understandable fear of contamination, or of being led astray. But more often, it is because a real, living, personal contact with non-Christian people is a very costly exper​ience, and we are seldom willing to pay the price. It will cost us both our selfishness and our sin.

Consider our selfishness. We often can​not be bothered to offer real friendship to non-Christian people. Only love cares enough to make contact. It is comparatively easy to distribute cards or handbills adver​tising a meeting or a mission: it is not difficult to organize the meeting or mission itself. It is much more costly to befriend someone, and stay beside him over the years in the give and take, time, patience, sympathy, and sacrifice of real friendship. “Though I am free from all men,” wrote the apostle Paul, “I have made myself a slave to all, that I might win the more” (1Co 9:19). Of how many people are we the slaves? That is what we are called to be…. [But] it is costly to our selfishness.

And consider our sin. Close contact with people involves an uncomfortable exposure of ourselves to them. It is much easier, in both fellowship and witness, to keep our distance. We are more likely to win the admiration of other people if we do. Only at close quarters can idols be seen to have feet of clay. Are we willing to let people come close enough to us to find out what we are like and to know us as we are? True witness, born from friendship, re​quires a great degree of holiness in us as well as love. The nearer we get to people the harder it is to speak for Christ. Is not this the reason why the hardest people to whom to witness are members of our own family? They know us too well.


I don’t believe the practice of Christian ethics should ever be primarily negative, determining what I can’t do. (That is how we fall into legalism.) Remember Paul’s mantra from Galatians 5:1, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” Christian living ought to be more focused on what we can do than on what we can’t do.


When it comes to our interaction with unbelievers, let’s be creative in ways to reach out to them by what we do. Get interested and involved in the things that interest and involve them…as long as those things are not specifically forbidden by Scripture. If Jesus could hang out with prostitutes and tax collectors and retain His purity, so can we. He didn’t engage in their sin, but He did show that He cared. And that was a powerful attraction to Him.


Are we magnets for God, or are we repellants? In the choices we make, let’s follow the example of Paul, “to win as many as possible.”
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