PAGE  
4

Share the Hope You Have!
1 Peter message series

Sunday, August 1, 2010                 Pastor Mike Clark
(All verses are from the New International Version unless noted)

Let's look at 1 Peter 3:13-22 today.
13Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good?  14But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed.  “Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened.”

15But 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, 16keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behavior in Christ may be ashamed of their slander.

17It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil.  18For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God.  He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, 19through whom also He went and preached to the spirits in prison 20who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built.  In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, 21and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also— not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God.  It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, 22who has gone into heaven and is at God’s right hand — with angels, authorities and powers in submission to Him.

A woman pulled up to a red light behind another car.  The driver of the car in front of her was talking on his cell phone.  The light turned green, but the man didn't notice.  The woman honked her horn but the man did not move.  She yelled at the man.  The man still didn't move.  The woman went ballistic inside her car, ranting and raving at the man, pounding on her steering wheel and dashboard.  The light turned yellow.  The woman blew the car's horn repeatedly, as she yelled and screamed at the man.  The man finally noticed the commotion.  He looked up, saw the yellow light and accelerated through the intersection just as the light turned red.  The woman was beside herself, screaming in frustration as she missed her chance to get through the intersection.
As she was still in mid-rant she heard a tap on her window and looked into the face of a very serious looking policeman.  The policeman told her to shut off her engine, had her get out of the car and handcuffed her.  He then placed her back in her car and told her to wait.  The red-faced woman obeyed, speechless at what was happening.  After a long wait, the officer finally came back.  The policeman uncuffed her hands, and said, "I'm sorry for this mistake.  But you see, I pulled up behind your car while you were blowing your horn and screaming and cursing.  Then I noticed the “Choose Life” license plate holder, the “Follow Me to Sunday School” bumper sticker, and the chrome plated Christian fish emblem on the trunk.  Naturally I assumed that you had stolen the car.  Have a nice day!"

How does your lifestyle witness to those around you about Jesus?  Do you live for Jesus in a way that others would ask you about Him?  How do you share about the Lord?  How do you talk about your relationship with Jesus?  Do you go out in front of the grocery store or shout it on the street corners?  Do you go around and knock on doors?  Do you share about Jesus at all?

The Barna Group surveys the changing beliefs of Americans.  One finding was a “greater reluctance to explain their faith to other people”  They discovered a significant drop in the number of people who willingly shared their faith.  We are more reluctant to share our faith for a number of reasons.  One, our culture places a premium on tolerance that feels that everyone has a right to their own beliefs.  That’s OK because we value our freedom of belief here in America.  Two, our culture also increasingly believes that no one religion has the only truth about God and that any truth is relative.  That needs to be questioned, because there are absolute truths, while other beliefs are harmful and false.  Without the truth, people are perishing.  The truth must be shared.
Three, we have seen too many people in the name of some god force their beliefs upon other people, so we – those who believe strongly in a personal relationship with Jesus – feel reluctant to share our faith with others.  Now, I think that our reluctance to “force” our belief on others is a good thing.  There is no reason for any of us to force our belief upon others.  God does not want us to do that because God does not force us to believe.  He wants us to believe willingly.  However we still need to share our faith so that others can know the greater life we experience in Jesus for today and the hope of life for eternity.

How should we share about Jesus?  We are not to force our faith in Jesus on others.  We are not to coerce, manipulate or take advantage of others in any way.  Peter tells us what to do in verse 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 Barna study also found that, “While most Americans are more skittish than usual about explaining their faith to others who hold different religious views, among born again Christians a majority (61%) said they had personally explained their faith to someone else in the past year with the hope that the person would accept Jesus Christ as their Savior.”  Why would born again Christians still explain their faith in such numbers while others are more reluctant to share their faith?  Because we have wonderful news to share.  We have a hope and a truth that is worth sharing, and we believe that others will greatly benefit from hearing our hope.
What are you sharing?  What does Peter tells us to do in this verse?  He does not tell us to shout on street corners or knock on doors to talk to strangers, but to be ready to explain the hope we have when someone asks us about it.  So we need to think clearly about this and ask ourselves what is the hope we have in Christ?  In your following Jesus as your Lord and Savior, answer these questions:
· What benefits have I experienced or felt?

· What problems have been resolved in my life?

· How has Jesus helped me change for the better?

· How has it helped my relationships?

In each answer you find the hope you have experienced in following Jesus.  It becomes obvious that Jesus makes a huge difference in our lives.  I would not want to live without Jesus like I did before I personally knew Him.  What about you?  What is your hope?  Be ready to share it because many people around you need hope.  This world is thirsty for hope.  Our neighbors are floundering without hope.
But this begs the question; do others notice your hope?  Are you expressing hope in your daily life in a way others notice it?  If Jesus is real to you, the difference should be noticeable to others.  They will wonder why you act the way you do.  They will ask you.  So don’t be afraid to explain your hope.  This takes the pressure off you because you don’t have to force your belief on anyone.  Just share your hope.  As Peter says in v. 16, explain your hope “in a gentle and respectful way.”

Do you know the difference between the verbs “to proselytize” and “to evangelize”?  They are not synonymous.  John Stott wrote ("Why Don't They Listen?" Christianity Today, September 2003, p. 51), “The best way to distinguish them is to understand proselytism as ‘unworthy witness.’  Proselytism takes place (1) whenever our motives are unworthy - when our concern is for our glory rather than God's, (2) whenever our methods are unworthy – when we resort to any kind of "physical coercion, moral constraint, or psychological pressure", and (3) whenever our message is unworthy – whenever we deliberately misrepresent other people's beliefs.  In contrast, to evangelize is (in the words of the Manila Manifesto) ‘to make an open and honest statement of the gospel, which leaves the hearers entirely free to make up their own minds about it.  We wish to be sensitive to those of other faiths, and we reject any approach that seeks to force conversion on them.’”
We don’t force our love for Jesus on anyone.  We don’t proselytize.  We evangelize in a gentle and respectful way leaving the hearer free to make up their own minds.  We are like thirsty people telling other thirsty people where we found clean and refreshing water; like hungry people telling other hungry people where to find food.  When I travel to a new place, I always like to hear where others found a good meal or comfortable lodging.  Even more so, people will want to hear your hope, what helps you live a better life.
A wonderful truth to keep in mind when sharing about Jesus is that you and I don’t have to convict people of their need for Jesus.  Jesus taught us (John 16:8) that the Holy Spirit convicts people of their sin and their need for Jesus.  Our job is not to judge or condemn.  That turns people off and makes them unable to listen to our hope.  Jesus said that He came not to judge the world or condemn it, but to save it (John 3:17-18).  That is true for us too – we don’t judge or condemn others.  So we let the Holy Spirit convict others, while at the same time we let the Holy Spirit use us as witnesses.  We share our hope and God uses our testimonies to point others to Jesus.  
Always be ready to share the hope you have and you will be amazed at how the Lord creates opportunities for you to share.  This is God’s plan for us.  Romans 10:13-15, 13for, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”  14How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach unless they are sent?  15As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”
So, who do you tell first about Jesus?  Look at Mark 5:18-20 with me.  A man had just been delivered from many evil spirits.  Jesus freed him from a life of great destruction to a life of meaning.  18As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon–possessed begged to go with him.  19Jesus did not let him, but said, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how He has had mercy on you.”  20So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for him.  And all the people were amazed.
Who do we tell first?  Our own people; those we are in contact with everyday – our family, friends, neighbors, co-workers, classmates – our network.
How do we share our hope with them?  We can share our hope by praying for others.  Rick Richardson writes about his prayer sharing (Reimagining Evangelism, IVP, 2006), “My friend Sam works at Einstein Brothers Bagels, where I write my books.  Recently, as I was going through the line, Sam waved me over.  ‘I've lost my wallet again.  I don't know where it is!’  ‘Sam, I will pray for you,’ I assured him.  ‘I guess it can't hurt,’ he replied (I get that response a lot).  Ten minutes later, he came over and told me he had found it.  ‘All right!’ I rejoiced.  ‘Hey, you can ask me to pray for you any time.’ He laughed.  The next week as I went through the line, Sam let me know his ulcer was acting up.  ‘Sam, is there anything I can get you?’ I asked.  He sent me over to the nearby Cub Foods to pick up some medicine.  When I came back, I told him I would pray, too.  This time he welcomed my prayers a little more enthusiastically.  Ten minutes later, he approached me and said he felt much better and hadn't needed to take the medicine.  These days, he doesn't wait for me to ask.  When I see Sam, he often asks me to pray for him without any suggestion from me at all.”
Ask others how to pray for them and this will open many doors.  I have yet to meet anyone who turns down my request to pray for them.  Do you say grace at a restaurant?  Before you do, ask the waiter/waitress if there is something you could pray for him or her about.  I have done this and found out they really appreciate that.
We can share our hope through acts of compassion.  Larry Reed ("Opening Doors in Our Neighborhoods," Decision, April 2006) wrote how he did that; “My wife and I have found a simple program that lets us reach out to our neighbors and helps feed the hungry at the same time.  It allows us to gradually build relationships with our neighbors by visiting them every two months to collect goods for people who are hungry.  First, we prayer-walk the streets, asking that God will move our hearts to be broken for these neighbors.  Then, we tell our neighbors that we are helping to feed hungry kids and their families in our area.  We give them a note that says we will be stopping by on a certain date to collect non-perishable food items, and will deliver them immediately to a local food bank.  We include our names and address, a list of needed items and a packet of information about the program and the needs of the hungry.  On the specified date, we return to the house.  This gives us another chance to get to know our neighbors face to face.  After that, we go back every two months.  When a neighbor has donated, we say: "Thanks again.  By the way, at our church we pray for families who receive this food, and we also pray for the families that give it.  Is there anything we can pray about for you or your family?"  After a year of working this program, we had a neighborhood Christmas party where the Gospel was presented.  We asked people if they would be interested in a neighborhood Bible study, and nearly everyone showed interest.  It resulted in a men's Bible study that became evangelistic.  We saw people come to Christ.”
We encourage you to keep finding ways to share the compassion of Christ by meeting people’s needs.  That will create opportunities to share your hope.  We will be having another “Outreach Saturday” this October 16th.  We hope everyone at COV will do something that day to share the love of Jesus with our neighbors and community.
We hope you will share your hope through our church events.  Coming this September is our “40 Days of Love” campaign.  We will be talking about how we love the Lord, each other and our neighbors and finding practical ways to do that with each other.  Other special events to invite others are our Kirken Sunday and Harvest of Praise Thanksgiving Dinner.  These are all quality programs where people will enjoy coming and sharing our fun, food and fellowship.  You won’t be embarrassed and your neighbors and friends will have a good time.  This can then open the conversation for you to share your hope.
I hope you will invite friends, neighbors and family to our regular COV worship services.  We work hard to make these services times of joy, caring, and discovering the Lord’s practical truth for greater life.  We need your help to make Sundays a time of warm welcome and encouragement to our visitors.  The love of Christ is easily experienced here at COV in the small details of how we treat our guests on Sunday morning.  I cannot emphasize enough how important your welcome is to COV.  If everyone who entered here felt like we really appreciate them, that is often more important than anything else we do.  People who visit us have already made up their mind about if they will return before I preach based on the welcome you give them.  I so appreciate you when you give up your seat for our guests, when you park further away so guests can park closer, when you talk to guest first before talking to your friends.  We call these things, Jesus style welcoming – to think more about others than we do about ourselves.  That is what Jesus does.  That is what Jesus’ Church does.

When we are always prepared to share the hope within us, and keep our eyes open to helping with the needs of those around us, the Lord will bring people to us who will want to hear about our hope in Jesus.  Just remember to do it in a gentle, respectful way!
