Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls #4

“Watering the Plants”

various texts

What does it take to make a seed grow into a thriving plant? Basically a seed needs soil, water, and sunshine to grow. Now those who make their living in farming will tell you there is much more involved than that, but those three items are basic essentials.


Over the past few weeks we have been considering the subject, “Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls,” taking the many agricultural allusions in Scripture and applying them to the task of evangelism, or bringing others to Christ. So far we have considered tilling the soil and planting the seeds, and this morning I would like to continue with the emphasis on watering the seeds.


Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 3:6, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.”  Paul started the church in Corinth, then Apollos followed Paul and nurtured the church, but it was God who made the church grow. Sometimes we are the ones who initially plant the seed of God’s Word in someone’s heart, but other times we come along after that initial work and we develop the work another has begun. 

I’d like to consider five principles in “watering the seeds” of evangelism. We must be prepared, be practical, be positive, be personal, and be patient. 

Be Prepared


First, we must be prepared. Peter writes in 1 Peter 3:15, 

But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.

The Boy Scouts were not the first to coin that phrase; Peter wrote it to Christians two thousand years ago! But what are we to be prepared to do according to this verse? Peter says we must be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks why we believe what we do. At some point we may be challenged, or at least questioned, regarding our Christian faith. What do we say? Peter advises that we be ready before we are asked, so that we have an answer at hand.


Kenneth Wuest calls defending the faith “every saint’s obligation.”
 Just as Philip’s invitation to Nathanael to meet Jesus was met with skepticism, so our attempts to bring others to Christ will not always be accepted quickly and smoothly. They may ask tough questions or challenge what we tell them about the Bible or about God. This is the field of apologetics—no, it is not apologizing for our faith, but it is precisely what Peter commands us to do here: always be ready to defend our faith against those who would attack it or dismiss it as irrelevant.

Norman Geisler comments on this verse in his book, When Skeptics Ask,

This verse says several important things. First, it says that we should be ready. We may never run across someone who asks the tough questions about our faith, but we should still be ready just in case. But being ready is not just a matter of having the right information available; it is also an attitude of readiness and eagerness to share with others the truth of what we believe. Second, we are to give a reason to those who ask the questions. Finally, if He is really Lord, then we should be obedient to Him by “destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, and…taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). In other words, we should be confronting issues in our own minds and in the expressed thoughts of others that are preventing them from knowing God.
 

In our next message in this series I will address some specific arguments skeptics level against Christianity and how we can answer them biblically and logically. Having these truths in our minds will help us a great deal when dealing with those who question Christianity.


Notice the attitude Peter commands as well as the action: “But do this with gentleness and respect.” We must be very careful at this point not to bash people over the head with the truth. Think about a spray nozzle on a garden hose. Many have various settings for the water pressure of the sprayer. The highest setting might be good for powering away dirt, but it might damage or even kill flowers or plants. For that, a more gentle setting is required.


Colossians 4:5-6 states, 

Be wise in the way you act towards outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone. 

John Stott observes, “This is a very practical instruction. We are to be sensible in our relationships with outsiders, to seize every chance to witness, to combine grace with salt (perhaps wholesomeness or even wit) in our conversation, and to be ready to answer whatever questions are put to us.”
  It pays to be prepared.

Be Practical 


Secondly, we must be practical. One of the biggest objections unbelievers have to Christianity is irrelevance. Unfortunately, many Christians serve as prime examples of that criticism. We are either hopelessly ignorant of what is going on in the world, or we have no way of connecting our faith with real world situations and problems.


Some​one asked famous theologian Karl Barth, “What do you do to prepare your Sunday sermon?” Barth answered, “I take the Bible in one hand and the daily newspaper in the other.”
 What was true for his preaching is also true for our witnessing. We need the Bible to give us the basis for faith and action, and the newspaper to give us sufficient knowledge of the current situation to enable us to apply the directives of our faith in a meaningful fashion. We neglect either of these at our peril.
 

What does the Bible have to say about genetic engineering, acid rain, and nuclear power? How about abortion, birth control, and euthanasia? What about leveraged buyouts, junk bonds, and managing for productivity? Is there anything about public education, prison reform, or universal health insurance? Would we turn to the Bible to help us solve problems in transportation, housing, or waste disposal? Can we find any verses on AIDS, arthritis, or Alzheimers disease?
If we’re going to read the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other, we’ve got to face these kinds of issues. We’ve got to ask what connection there is between the revealed truth of the Word and the world as we find it. Otherwise, we’re back to the common critique of Christianity: The Bible has relevance only as a devotional guide; it has no bearing on the practical matters of life.

However, any sensible Christian will immediately recognize a problem in this regard. There is no one-to-one correspondence between the verses in the Bible and the issues of contemporary life. We can’t just “﻿plug in﻿” biblical texts in answer to the needs and problems we face. Life is far too complex for that.

Nor was the Bible written for that purpose. It is not a text on biology, psychology, business, economics, or even history. When it does speak to those areas, it speaks truthfully but not comprehensively. The Bible’s primary subject is God and His relationship with humankind. And it is largely our responsibility to work out the implications of that for everyday life. We have to think them through and make choices—biblically informed choices.
 


Let’s take a few examples of this within the Bible itself. In Matthew 16:1-4, Jesus was able to use a common saying about the weather (something akin to what I remember hearing, “Red skies at night, sailors delight; red skies at morning, sailors take warning”), and applied it to spiritual truth. Matthew 22:15-22 records another confrontation with the Pharisees in which they tried to trap Him in a political argument. Rather than taking sides He stated the truth about human government being established by God and diffused the situation. Jesus showed remarkable awareness of current events in Luke 13:1-9, a text we will look at in detail concerning specific objections to Christianity. In John chapter four, Jesus uses the situation He found Himself in—being near a well where a woman came to draw water—to teach the truth about her need and His offer of life.


How can we be this practical in our witnessing? Take the insert from your bulletin and consider the diagram. I call this a “witnessing wheel.” The outer circle represents those you know who don’t know Christ. The inner wheel is Jesus Himself. The spokes of the wheel are topics of interest or relevance to the outsider that can be used to explain or illustrate the truth about Jesus. It is our responsibility to identify what it is people are talking about today, and to find biblical principles that apply to them. (If you aren’t sure, ask your minister. That’s what he gets paid for!)


This also means that we may have to invest some time and energy in getting to know the world around us. Read a newspaper or watch the evening news. Discover what is popular in books, movies, music, or television. If you are trying to reach out to someone and they are interested in cars or motorcycles, become familiar with those subjects. It will establish a point of commonality between you, and it will demonstrate that you care enough about them to learn about what is important to them.

Be Positive

Sometimes what people are interested or involved in is not exactly pleasing to God (or to us!) We might be tempted to immediately criticize their activities or hobbies or likes—and we may have solid biblical footing to do so—but that is not a wise approach initially. Instead, we must be positive toward the person. 


Case in point: Paul’s visit to the city of Athens is recorded in Acts 17. He was waiting for Silas and Timothy to arrive from Berea. Acts 17:16 states, “While Paul was waiting for them in Athens, he was greatly distressed to see that the city was full of idols.” All the pagan temples and statues really bothered Paul. He knew that these people were living in violation of the first two commandments against other gods and graven images. But when he had a chance to speak to the people of Athens, he began his speech with these words: “Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious” (Acts 17:22). Without conceding the truth of God’s Word, Paul was able to establish a common ground to meet them on. 


I am not suggesting that we compromise the truth of Scripture or water down the Gospel in order to make it more acceptable. But when we deal with those outside the body of Christ, we must be positive in our approach or we will lose them altogether. Remember, as much as God hates their sin, He loves the sinner—and we are called to do the same. Establish the fact that you care about them as a person, rather than treating them like a statistic or a prize to be won. You will have the opportunity to tell them the truth about their life later on…after you have won their confidence. We begin by being positive toward them.

Be Personal

Another important principle in watering the seeds is to be personal. Nothing is any more effective in drawing someone to Jesus Christ than the sharing of personal testimony. We should always be ready to share our own experience with Christ. A personal testimony catches the attention and holds the interest of the unbeliever.
By its very nature, a personal testimony is unique. It should describe your life before receiving Christ, how you realized your need for Christ, what steps you took to become a Christian, how Christ helps you and makes a difference in your daily life, and any unique ways Christ has dealt with you in drawing you to Himself. A personal testimony is difficult to refute because an individual is sharing truth that has come to them firsthand through their own personal experience with God.
 Like the blind man Jesus healed in John 9, when challenged by the Pharisees, said, “Whether he is a sinner or not, I don't know. One thing I do know. I was blind but now I see!” (John 9:25) 


There is no way of arguing against that—it was the truth! As Rick Warren puts it, 

This is the essence of witnessing—simply sharing your personal experiences regarding the Lord. In a courtroom, a witness isn’t expected to argue the case, prove the truth, or press for a verdict; that is the job of attorneys. Witnesses simply report what happened to them or what they saw.

He goes on to add,

Jesus said, “You will be my witnesses” [Acts 1:8], not “You will be my attorney.” He wants you to share your story with others. Sharing your testimony is an essential part of your mission on earth because it is unique. There is no other story just like yours, so only you can share it. If you don’t share it, it will be lost forever. You may not be a Bible scholar, but you are the authority on your life, and it’s hard to argue with personal experience. Actually, your personal testimony is more effective than a sermon, because unbelievers see pastors as professional salesmen, but see you as a “satisfied customer,” so they give you more credibility. 

Personal stories are also easier to relate to than principles, and people love to hear them. They capture our attention, and we remember them longer. Unbelievers would probably lose interest if you started quoting theologians, but they have a natural curiosity about experiences they’ve never had. Shared stories build a relational bridge that Jesus can walk across from your heart to theirs.

Now you might look at your life and think, “I don’t have much of a testimony.” Perhaps, like me, you came to Christ at an early age, grew up in a Christian environment, and do not have stories of wild living that God rescued you from. I remember in Bible college completing an assignment for my Evangelism class by writing out my personal testimony. I got a B- for the paper. My brother looked it over and said, “What, weren’t you lost enough?”

In addition to sharing with others how we came to know Christ, we can also share “life lessons” with them. Mature people develop the habit of extracting lessons from everyday experiences. Here are a few questions to jog your memory and get your started: 

 

· What has God taught me from failure? 

· What has God taught me from a lack of money? 

· What has God taught me from pain or sorrow or depression? 

· What has God taught me through waiting? 

· What has God taught me through illness? 
· What has God taught me from disappointment?

You might think, “Wait a minute…all those are negative experiences! Why shouldn’t I tell stories of my successes?” Well, honestly, people are not nearly as interested in your successes as in your failures. People have a tendency to be turned off by other people’s success stories. It is when they are facing failure or pain or anxiety or disappointment that people are most open to the Gospel, and they are more willing to hear about how we made it through our painful experiences than our positive ones.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 1:3-4,

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.

Sharing the comfort we have received from God is a powerful tool in reaching out to the lost. Think of those seeds being watered by our own tears. It may be the only way we can bring them to Christ. (It can also help us cope with our own painful memories, if we can realize that God has used those experiences to bring someone else to Himself!)

Be Patient

Finally, we need to be patient. Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Haste makes waste,” and that maxim holds true in evangelism as well. Scores of unbelievers are turned off by pushy, impatient Christians who want them to accept Christ now.

James 5:7 states, “Be patient, then, brothers… See how the farmer waits for the land to yield its valuable crop and how patient he is for the autumn and spring rains.” The farmer must wait for the right time to plant and for the right time to harvest. Plant too soon and you risk losing the crop altogether. Water too much at one time and the plants can drown. Harvest too early and the yield suffers. 


The same is true in harvesting souls. Don’t be pushy! If they are not ready to respond at that time, don’t try to force the issue. Give them the same freedom of choice God has given them! You may be planting or watering the seed, and someone else may come along later and harvest it. It’s not important who leads the lost soul to Christ, as long as he or she gets there!


Perhaps the most tangible way to do this is to listen. James 1:19 says, “Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.”  Give that person the common courtesy of a listening ear, without jumping in to tell them the truth. 
We should listen for:

· Topic – let them set the agenda

· Tone – are they angry? sad? scared?

· Traps – are they trying to set you up? (that will be our next message)
We need to hear and understand their questions before we give them our answers. 

By being prepared, being practical, being positive, being personal, and being patient, we water the seeds of truth sown in their hearts. And then we let God make it grow!
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