Sharpening the Skill of Evangelism #2

“Be Prepared”

selected Scriptures

For well over a century, the motto of the Boy Scouts has been “Be Prepared.” This was established by the founder of the Boy Scouts, British Army Lieutenant-General Robert Baden-Powell. He wrote Scouting for Boys in 1908, the year after the Scouts had been established, in which explained the meaning of this motto:

BE PREPARED, which means, you are always in a state of readiness in mind and body to do your DUTY;

Be Prepared in Mind by having disciplined yourself to be obedient to every order, and also by having thought out beforehand any accident or situation that might occur, so that you know the right thing to do at the right moment, and are willing to do it.

Be Prepared in Body by making yourself strong and active and able to do the right thing at the right moment, and do it.

The concept of “be prepared” dates back further than the Boy Scouts, however. Two thousand years ago Peter wrote 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.”
As we seek to sharpen the skill of sharing our faith, let’s see how we can be prepared for those opportunities.

Be Prepared

First, we must be prepared, as we saw from the verse above. 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: to always be ready to defend our faith against those who would attack it or dismiss it as irrelevant. More and more, this is the attitude we will face as we reach out to others with the gospel of Christ. People do not just trust what others say anymore, particularly about religion!

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 school shootings, gun violence, and war? What can the Scriptures tell us about transgender, homosexuality, and identity issues? What does our Christian faith say regarding mental illness, depression, and suicide? How can we address issues such as immigration, homelessness, and assisting the poor from a biblical perspective? What do we say to people who live in anxiety, fear, or who are ready to give up hope?
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 modern 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 see some examples within the Bible itself. In Matthew 16:1-3, we read,

The Pharisees and Sadducees came to Jesus and tested him by asking him to show them a sign from heaven. He replied, “When evening comes, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is red,’ and in the morning, ‘Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and overcast.’ You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times.”

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. 

Then the Pharisees went out and laid plans to trap him in his words. They sent their disciples to him along with the Herodians. “Teacher,” they said, “we know you are a man of integrity and that you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. You aren’t swayed by men, because you pay no attention to who they are. Tell us then, what is your opinion? Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” 

But Jesus, knowing their evil intent, said, “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me? Show me the coin used for paying the tax.” They brought him a denarius, and he asked them, “Whose portrait is this? And whose inscription?” 
“Caesar’s,” they replied.

Then he said to them, “Give to Caesar what is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s.” 
Rather than taking sides, Jesus stated the truth about human government being established by God, about our responsibility to honor governmental authority (which nobody could argue), and thus diffused the potentially sticky situation. 

Jesus showed remarkable awareness of current events in Luke 13:1-5,

Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices. Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.”

These two tragic events were certainly on the minds and lips of Jesus’ contemporaries. He used these to explain a spiritual truth that helps to answer one of the strongest objections to Christianity.

In John 4, 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? On the insert you’ll find what I call 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.

This also means that we may have to invest some time and energy in getting to know the world around us. Follow the news (as much as you can trust it). 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 or sports, 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.

Allow me to share some real-life examples of how this works:

· While in junior high school, a friend and I were talking in the library discussing the sudden passing of Pope John Paul I, barely a month after his was named the head of the Catholic church. I was not Catholic, but my friend was. I listened to his questions and concerns, and I learned a lot along the way out his church’s doctrines and practices. When the time was right I was able to share with him the differences between our faiths. Through our conversations over an edition of Time magazine, my friend came to know Christ in a personal way.

· In the fall of 1982, seven people in the suburban Chicago area died suddenly. When these random deaths were linked to cyanide-laced Tylenol capsules, hysteria broke out—not only around the Windy City, but across the country. At this time, my father worked in a machine shop. Many of his co-workers spoke of the tragic deaths, but one man in particular displayed a deep sense of fear. Striking up a conversation concerning this current event, my dad was able to lead this man to Christ, the Victor over death and the fear of death.

· Following the devastation of Hurricane Katrina in the New Orleans area, many Christian preachers and churches claimed that God sent the hurricane to the area to punish the residents for their sins. Several people asked me for my opinion on the matter, perhaps expecting to pick a fight. When I referred to Luke 13 and explained that I did not agree with those who were teaching that God was punishing that area with the hurricane, they were surprised…and open to the Gospel.

These are but a few examples of using real-life issues people are talking about to introduce spiritual truth.
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Not only life-and-death matters qualify for the witnessing wheel. A lot of people we know follow sports. We might be able to connect their interest in a particular sport or team with athletes who are professing Christians (though we need to be careful who we choose as an example!) 

Or specific events can be used to illustrate a biblical truth. For example: In Super Bowl XXXIV, the St. Louis Rams led the Tennessee Titans 23-16 with six seconds remaining in the fourth quarter. But the Titans had the ball ten yards away from the end zone. With no time outs remaining, quarterback Steve McNair passed the ball to receiver Kevin Dyson at the five-yard line. Rams linebacker Mike Jones wrapped up Dyson, who stretched out the ball toward the goal line. But the ball landed one yard short of the end zone, and the Titans lost the game.

What does this have to do with spiritual truth? I use this to illustrate Romans 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (emphasis added). Dyson fell one yard short of the end zone, but as far as the final score goes, he might as well have fallen ninety yards short. Close doesn’t matter when it comes to the glory of God!

The “spokes” on the wheel can be as simple as common sayings that come from the Bible, though many people today don’t know it. Listen for such phrases as “the skin of my teeth” or “nothing but skin and bones” or “drop in the bucket” or “you reap what you sow” or even the word “scapegoat,” and you can explain how those came from the pages of Scripture. There’s no shortage of applications for the witnessing wheel! 

Be Positive

Finally, we need to 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. 

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 later on…after you’ve won their confidence. Begin by being positive.

Be prepared…think about what subjects, questions, or objections unbelievers might have. Be practical…know what’s going on and how the Bible relates to it. Be positive…even when their beliefs and behavior are not right. This may open the door to share your faith even more.
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