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First Unbinding the Gospel Sermon
Hillsborough Reformed Church at Millstone

Acts 8:26-37

“Acts of the Apostles”

Today launches a series of six sermons for our Unbinding the Gospel emphasis – which will intensify in Lent. Everyone in the church is asked to participate in forty days of prayer and devotion and to be involved in a small group.  We are praying for spiritual quickening in the church.  Please participate.
What we are talking about here is evangelism.  All the literature on evangelism emphasizes how frightened people are by the word (evangelism)  It is often referred to as the dreaded “E-word.”  To tell the truth, I am sick of hearing that.  For decades I have heard about problems with the “e-word.”  It conjures up for people maniacs screaming on street corners, people threatening others into salvation – “Where will you spend eternity, heaven or hell?”  “Will that be smoking or non-smoking.”

To all that we have be hearing for decades, I say, “Get over it.”

Evangelism is a beautiful word.  It means good news.  To evangelize is to tell good news.  Not to rant and rave about sin – to tell good news.

The world needs good news.  

I need good news, and so do you.

So if the evangelism bothers you, I as your pastor am telling you – “Get over it.”

And if you want to know the truth, if you read the context of the passage cited this morning, you learn the true cost of evangelism.  It isn’t getting the jitters.  It isn’t some social anxiety about how others might react.  For his evangelism, Stephen got death!  Now that is something to worry about.
In fact, most of the Apostles were martyrs, paying with their lives for preaching the gospel – for their testimony!

I don’t recall the last time someone in Somerset County, or even NJ, was put to death because they told someone about Jesus.

We are pretty safe!  Thank God.  And remember that many people around the globe put their lives at risk when they talk about Jesus.
So again – you and I need to get over our anxiety.

Now.
The world is waiting.  The world needs Jesus Christ.  

We talk about what excites us.  If you get a new car, you are excited about it.  If you get admitted to your first choice of college you are excited about it.  If your team wins the game, you are excited about.  Jesus has forgiven your sin and you will not only not die but live eternally – ho-hum.

Your relationship with Jesus Christ is the most important thing in your life.

God has made that relationship right. That is something to shout about.

In ancient times, when the country was at war, when the battle was over, a messenger would be sent running home with the news of the battle.  Did we win?  Are we free?  Or did we lose, and must we be slaves forever to our enemies?

It was a life and death question, everything was at stake!  If the news was good, the messenger was evangelizing his people – bringing them good news.  

The best news you could ever hear has been brought to you, and to me.  Will we tell about it?

It is our duty to do so.

One commentary said this about Phillip and the Ethiopian Eunuch – “In immediate obedience, with little information but complete trust in the God who guides, Phillip sets out…In a day when four of six billion have yet to hear the gospel within their own language and culture, we should not be surprised to see God calling our most effective evangelists to go [out with the gospel my words]…And like Phillip, they should obey immediately and unquestioningly.”

Unquestioning obedience.  Are we willing to obey Jesus?  That’s what it means to call him Lord.

Almost two decades ago, I was president of the Regional Synod.  One of the great things about being synod president  is you get to preach to the whole synod.  (It is also one of the scariest – [reaching for so many colleagues!)  My sermon was “Fill Your Horn with Oil and Go.”  Then, as now, we were having a church wide emphasis on evangelism.  The synod had been building up to doing evangelism for years.  We had a full time consultant for the synod working on evangelism.  He said all the stuff that is in our Unbinding the Gospel program – how people hate the e-word, and negative images it conjures up.  On and on and on – but still, no one was giving testimony.  So I chose as a scripture, I Samuel 16:1, which says, The Lord said to Samuel, ‘How long will you grieve over Saul? I have rejected him from being king over Israel. Fill your horn with oil and set out; I will send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a king among his sons.’ The context is this – Saul the king has died.  The prophet Samuel is really broken up by this.  He can’t get over it.  God has commanded him to go and anoint a new king – David.  To mark that a person was becoming king – sweet, precious perfumed oil was poured over his head.  Samuel would fill an animals horn with the oil, cork it up, and journey to David to anoint him.  But Samuel was dawdling.  So finally, God in exasperation says to him, “Samuel!  Stop your dawdling!  Fill your horn with oil and go!”  In other words, God is saying to Samuel, get up off your butt and get going!

Guess what God is saying to us today about telling good news to the world?  Announcing the victory?  Get going.  Tell people what Jesus has done for you.

The church is not a cruise ship.  Many churches develop a culture that makes people think the church is there to please them.  Hardly!  Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the great German theologian who died as a martyr in a plot to kill Adolf Hitler in the years of the Second World War said, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”

“The church is the only club that exists for its non-members.”  William Temple said that.
  We are here to serve – God first, neighbor second.  

And there is no one else to tell the world good news.  That’s the church’s job.  “Go ye therefore and make disciples of all nations.”  That’s what Jesus said.  Listen to it again.  It is not a request.  It is not a suggestion.  It is a command.

I came across this amazing statement in my morning reading today:  “It is not the church of God that has a mission in the world, but the God of mission who has a church in the world.”

Many people love the short, sharp definition of evangelism.  Evangelism is one beggar telling another beggar where to find bread.

Without Jesus we are nothing.  In him, we have the bread of life.  Without him we starve on the streets.  Its that simple.  And since I, as a starving man, have found out where they are handing out free bread – the church – I am obligated to go back into the “hood” and tell the other beggars so they can eat too, and not starve to death.

It is that radical – the gospel is life and death.

If I can add one note of urgency.  There are people out there claiming to preach in the name of Jesus.  But they are false prophets.  When disaster struck Haiti, one prominent religious broadcaster made a statement that indicated that God was letting Haiti be punished for a pact they made with the devil in the eighteenth century.  There are people who preach stuff like that.  Call it what you want, but you can’t call that kind of preaching or teaching gospel – that is not good news.  
Also in the eighth chapter of Acts is the strange story of a man named Simon.  Simon was a magician.  He saw what power the apostles had, how the Holy Spirit was given through the laying on of hands.  It was a very desirable power to have.  So Simon offered the apostles money for their power.  He was sternly rebuked.  There are voices out there – preachers who attach the name of Jesus to hatred, and use that to influence people – that is not evangelism.  

Call it what you want, but you can’t call that kind of preaching or teaching gospel – it is not good news. 

And we are to bring good news to a broken, weary, sin-sick world in danger of perishing.  We not only have to address people indifferent to the gospel, but also people who have a jaded view of Christianity because of the hatred some proclaim in the name of Jesus.  You have the power to put a different face on Christianity. What face?  Not what face – whose face – Yours!  That is your calling – to tell what Jesus has done for you.

Have you ever had to testify in court?  You are sworn in and take the stand.  You are to tell the whole truth  and nothing but the truth, so help you God.  As one of Christ’s people, you are called on to testify.  To testify what?  That you believe in Jesus Christ?  No.  Not that you believe in Jesus Christ.  I believe in Mount Fuji, though I have never seen it.  I believe that Moses lived, though I could never know him.  Not that you believe in Jesus Christ, but that you know him.  He is not a dead historic figure – but a man who is alive and you have met him and talk with him and he lives in you.  To say you believe in Jesus Christ means you live in obedience to him.  To say you know him, means you commune with him.

If you believe in Jesus – you will testify that you know him.

You are the living proof of Jesus.  A witness that he lives.  That your life belongs to him.  That you talk to him in prayer and listen to his voice when you read the Bible.  That at Holy Communion he sits at table with you and loves and leads you.

You and I are to testify what God has done in our lives in Jesus Christ.

I hope you can see the difference between what we want to accomplish in Unbinding the Gospel and the kind of evangelism with which we do not want to be associated.  The difference you see, is love.  What we are calling evangelism – telling what difference Jesus has made in your life – in your life – is not manipulation – it s not telling someone else what to do or believe – it is simply testifying – what has happened to you.

I did a Google search with this – I typed in the phrase, “The word evangelism.”  You can guess the first listing – Wikipedia.

Second was a site talking about one word evangelism – if you had to boil it down to one word, what would it be?  The article said the word is “believe.”  But I already told you that is not correct – besides, I think Macy’s copywrited that for their Christmas ads – and I say DON”T boil it down to one word – what is the sense in that – the Bible doesn’t do it, neither should we.

The third listing on Google was sort of like this sermon – a nice piece about the word evangelism and how it means telling good news.  It was a message not unlike this one!
But you don’t have to go far to it all slipping away – the fourth listing says it is a lie to tell people “God loves you.”  That is not true, the author says.  Some are destined for the wrath of God who will be all the angrier at them – and on and on…

You see, no one has the right to say that to people.  God does love them.  The Bible has lots to say about God’s wrath and condemnation – but that is not the church’s message – and it is not the message of your life.
I’d like to finish with Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch.  This is an intriguing story.  (By the way, how would you like to be known as the eunuch?  The Bible doesn’t give us this poor man’s name.  He has been known for two thousand years as the “Ethiopian eunuch!”  Let’s give the fellow a name – how about, Fred?  We have several Fred’s in this church.  Or let’s refer to him as Roger from now on.  Give him a little dignity with a name!)  Phillip is walking on the road form Jerusalem to Gaza – we know where that is!  If you don’t ask Carol Luidens.  It would have been a major road and in very good shape – thanks to the Romans.  The Ethiopian eunuch is riding in a chariot – but forget Ben Hur – it was not that type of chariot – he was seated after all.  This man was a very important prominent figure, being a court official of the Queen, so seated in the cart or wagon would have been the driver, perhaps a servant, and the Ethiopian reading the Isaiah scroll.  He is reading the 53rd chapter of Isaiah, but doesn’t understand it.  Phillip tells how it is fulfilled in Jesus.  He tells the eunuch what?  If you don’t believe in Jesus you will burn in hell forever.  No!  It says “. . .he proclaimed the good news about Jesus.”  The Ethiopian eunuch asks to be baptized.

The Ethiopian had been in Jerusalem on business no doubt, and was drawn to wonder about the faith.  He was on his way home – Ethiopia was considered about the bottom of the world in those days – It was incredibly important because it was the gateway for trade with all of the African continent – anything traveling by land went through there.  And God made this encounter happen which was very valuable for the expansion of the church.

God brings you into contact with people who are very important for the expansion of the church.  And asks this of you.

Tell them.

Fred D Mueller

Then an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Get up and go towards the south* to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’ (This is a wilderness road.) 27So he got up and went. Now there was an Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of the Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, in charge of her entire treasury. He had come to Jerusalem to worship 28and was returning home; seated in his chariot, he was reading the prophet Isaiah. 29Then the Spirit said to Philip, ‘Go over to this chariot and join it.’ 30So Philip ran up to it and heard him reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, ‘Do you understand what you are reading?’ 31He replied, ‘How can I, unless someone guides me?’ And he invited Philip to get in and sit beside him. 32Now the passage of the scripture that he was reading was this:
‘Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter,
   and like a lamb silent before its shearer,
     so he does not open his mouth. 
33In his humiliation justice was denied him.
   Who can describe his generation?
     For his life is taken away from the earth.’ 
34The eunuch asked Philip, ‘About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?’ 35Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus. 36As they were going along the road, they came to some water; and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is water! What is to prevent me from being baptized?’*
� Biblegatewat.com/resources/commentaries/IVP-NT/Acts/Phillip-Ethiopian-Eunuch


� Cost of Discipleship


� This has also been attributed to CS Lewis, but I think Temple said it.  I hope to find ouot for sure before I leave this earth


� Christian Century, January 2010, p. 40  Anthony Robinson reviewing a book by Craig VanGelder, The MIssional Church and Denominations.  (Eerdmans, 2008)  “A quotation from the Church of England "Mission-Shaped Church" document, cited in The Missional Church and Denominations, captures the missional church spirit: ‘It is not the church of God that has a mission in the world, but the God of mission that has a church in the world. . . . God is on the move and the church is always catching up with him. We join his mission.’”


� D T Niles
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