“THE VALUE OF OUTREACH”
Acts 1:7-8







Matthew 5:13-16

There are two social ingredients in today’s American culture which seem to often pop to the surface when people interact with one another. The first personal characteristic is a preoccupation with one’s self. We see evidence of this in a prevailing attitude which is advanced in most regular adages such as; “I’m going to do my own thing”, “no one’s going to tell me what to do”, I’m looking out for number one”, or “the Lord helps those who help themselves”. This individual trait is many times accompanied by a second ingredient: a thirst to be competitive. We have learned in “The Truth Project” that it is the drive to win at all costs or hold a personal significance in the eyes of others. Put these two approaches to life together and you find a people focused on acquiring things, which they have exclusively. We call such a point of view a compulsion to be superior to others. In many instances it doesn’t matter if others have personal rights, as long as we have them. So many of our hot social issues today show a tension which exists between what people have in the way of individual rights and the need individuals have for community.

Not surprisingly, with such a bent toward exclusivity among the pursuits of our culture, even our Christian faith is affected. The Lord commanded the Church to go into the world to “share” the gospel story. Many Christians are content to “spare” themselves the uncomfortable experience of reaching out to neighbors and friends. My former youth pastor told our youth group (when we were in high school) “the gospel is to be shared, not spared”. It is not within the “comfort zone” of many believers to point out to others their sinfulness and their need of a personal Savior. How ironic that Christians, who have no problem telling their acquaintances where to find the cheapest gas prices, will avoid sharing the gospel with their friends. The same people have no trouble relating which store has an item a friend is perhaps searching for. Yet, whenever a friend’s spiritual welfare becomes a matter of concern, a Christian can be strangely uncomfortable and quiet. Welcome to our need to address another value which this congregation holds dear: “the Value of Outreach”. In the Values Statement for FBC we read:

“WE VALUE OUTREACH – It is God’s desire for us to reach our community for Christ through prayer, direct involvement and love for all.” This value statement is accompanied by five listed Scriptures. Today we will take time to look at two of them. Here’s the first one.
“He said to them, ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 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 1:7-8)  What a straight-forward message! Amazingly, in this verse, we would be blind not to notice there is something Christians are not to know AND something they are to do. Amidst the insatiable need for humans to know all the specific details of future events, God’s Word pointedly informs us that “the times and dates the Father has set by his own authority” are not “[ours] to know”! The verses we just read go on to tell us that the only thing to be in our thinking is the “power when the Holy Spirit comes upon [us]” which motivates us into “being [the Lord’s] witnesses”. Simply stated we are commanded (by God, Himself) to be a witness for our Lord! So what do we see happening in many American churches today? Things have become quite twisted around. For the past few generations (beginning with the wide-spread, popular ministry of men such as Hal Lindsey) many churches hold yearly prophetic conferences to discuss and debate things such as: who is the Anti-Christ, what does European Common Market’s “Euro” currency mean in terms of the Lord’s return or how will the current downturn in our economy hasten the “End Times”. Many conversations these days, center on people believing that we are now close to the 2nd coming. Our scripture passage tells us, conversely, that such considerations are not where we are to focus our interest. Our main goal is to center on discovering how we can be a “witness” to those, in our life, who do not know the Lord. Their eternal destiny might depend on us living up to the commission given to us by the Lord!

Many Christians are active in speculating on each new current event that comes along. There was the alarm over 9-11. Then there was the shock of Hurricane Katrina. This year most Christians are actively conversing about the political chaos which pervades America from a faith-point of view. Right now, everyone is preoccupied with the catastrophic, ecological disaster inundating the Gulf coast of America. We should be concerned with all these things, as you know. But when have we been captivated by the same amount of interest in who you and I know is lost and dying in their sin? Is outreach even an active, conscious thought in our lives these days?
When I grew up in church (many moons ago) congregations would hold yearly “evangelistic campaigns” so members could invite “their unsaved friends” to come to church. Before that, from the “frontier revival camp meetings” of the 1800’s the church always went out to where people lived in order to “reach-out” with the gospel. Then, in the 1950’s that all changed. At that time, evangelism was brought into church buildings across this land. Even today, the main idea in older believers’ minds is for evangelism to occur for the most part on the church campus. There is still the expectation of many that “altar calls” are still to be the standard method for evangelism to occur. Yet, in the Bible, most evangelism did not happen when the church “gathered together”. Let’s turn to our second passage of scripture to find out what Jesus had in mind when He gave His command to reach the lost world of mankind. In Matthew 5:13-16 we read:
“You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.”
Outreach is to take place throughout each day of the week as God’s people live and work in “the highways” and byways of life. (Matthew 22:9 KJV) Do you see the description given in these verses about the Lord’s outreach strategy? Jesus does not tell His disciples to bring people to the gathered church: initially! He tells us as Christians to be salt. When someone serves food, the meal is not served on a pile of salt on a dish in order to spice the cuisine. The salt is added to the food while in its setting; in the pan or on the dish. The salt is put on the food, where the food is at! This does not mean we will not ever have “altar calls” from time to time in our worship services. But this stranger to your friends, who is your pastor, is not the one who has a meaningful relationship with most of your friends. You are the one who knows them! That is what you are to be all about. You need to sprinkle your life’s experience (witness) of Biblical faith on the lives of your non-believing friends who have learned to respect and trust you. When you spend enough time to show them your reliable witness: you flavor who they are with Biblical truth.
Jesus illustrates the outreach command a second way; just to make sure we get His expectation for us as we value outreach. In Bible times, houses usually did not have windows (for security purposes). Instead, when you lived in a house, back then, all the rooms in the building were completely dark. Let me interrupt our sermon to show you some slides from Israel. Notice the inner courtyard of this house in Capernaum’s ruins. It is believed to be Simon Peter’s house, but that is incidental to our discussion. (Ignore the metal structure built to protect the ruins.) In the courtyard a fire would be built and palm branches covered this courtyard. (As an aside this gives us  clarity about the men who brought a man on a litter and let him down through the roof where Jesus was teaching, because a huge crowd filled the house.) In the daytime the courtyard is where you would have natural light. At night, the family gathered around the fire, ate together and visited until bedtime. They lived in a world of darkness! When you went to bed you would put your lamp under an earthen bowl to extinguish the light. 
The Lord uses this reality to instruct His followers that they were going to be “the light” of their world. He knows that, apart from the “witness” of Christian lives, the world would never see the “light of the gospel”. Then Jesus states, with authority, “let your light shine before men” where the unbelieving people of the world exist. THAT IS NOT ON A CHURCH CAMPUS PRIMARILY! The light you possess is to be seen where people live and move and have their being. Please be reminded that the Lord tells his disciples they are to “be my witnesses in Jerusalem... Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”. (Acts 1:8) There weren’t church buildings then! The command was not for Christians to invite folk to their services, in their buildings, to hear the gospel. Instead they were to “witness” in the midst of people they lived among. They were to have relationships with people and be known by the same people, personally. The Lord of the Church placed His folk in a fishbowl: to be seen by people. 

With our tour of our Lord’s view of outreach summarized, I have a question for each of us today: including me. HOW IMPORTANT; HOW CENTRAL IS OUR PREOCCUPATION WITH EVANGELISM/ OUTREACH? Is our heart set on developing relations with those who are in the world of darkness and share interests akin to ours? Are we committed to building relationships with these people in order to allow them to get to know us? Is our heart bent on getting to know them as people, genuinely, so we can become close? As we live, are we drawn to the task of outreach? 
If you have considered such an endeavor to be out of your comfort-zone and a task for others, are you ready to change and open yourself up to such a step of obedience? Sharing your experience of living faith might be the very tool God uses to draw another to himself! Someone’s eternal destiny might depend on you! Will He find you and me faithful?        
PAGE  
4

