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Pastor: Richard Pfeil

We Reach Out Better Together

Philippians 1:5, 27

Last week we started on a journey called 40 Days of Community. For those who are visiting, let me bring you up to speed. 40 Days of Community has a two-fold purpose. The first purpose is to deepen the community within the church, and the second purpose is to take that love and reach out to the community surrounding our church. This really is God’s calling for his church and for us.
 Last week we answered the question Church- why bother?  A lot of people have this perception of the church as being no different from the world. It has problems; it has conflicts; it has imperfect people, as well. How can God use such an imperfect device to accomplish his purposes? A lot of people have given up on the church. So why is church worth the effort? Why belong to a church? The short of it is because God wants us to love what he loves. Christ loves the church. Ephesians 5 tells us that Christ loves the church and he gave himself for it. God wants us to love the Church in the same way. Plus, believe it or not, we are better together. We accomplish God’s purposes in our lives better together. 
We talked about God’s 5 purposes for us last week. There are 5 things that we get from a church that we can’t find anywhere else in society or in our community. One of those things was that we are better together because in the church I find people to work with me. We gave the analogy of the snowflake. A snowflake by itself is very fragile, can’t do a whole lot on it own, but together with a bunch of other flakes, it can stop traffic. It can shut down retreats. Snowflakes bound together can accomplish tremendous things, and have a tremendous impact. The same thing is true if you get a bunch of Christian “flakes” together. We can make a better impact together than we can alone. 
That is really what I want to talk about today - We Reach Out Better Together. The biblical word for reaching out is the word “witness.” The last thing Christ said before he left the earth is Acts 1:8, “You will be my witnesses.” Now what is a witness? When I say the word witness what comes to mind? Do some free association. What are some images that come to your mind when I say witness? [People shouting out answers]  Shares evidence. That is a good bibilical definition -shares evidence. What else comes to mind? Ever feel guilty because you are not doing it? How about fear? Does fear come to mind? What do I say, how do I do it? How will people perceive me?
 How do you bear witness? A lot of people have this image that being a witness is like being a car salesman or insurance salesman. If you are a car salesman or an insurance salesman, please forgive me. They have a sense that I have to make the deal happen. It’s all on me.  How do I do that? I have to learn techniques?  If I learn techniques doesn’t it make it kind of shallow, plastic, and not really real? So we have these images about witnessing that really inhibit us, or keep us from actually doing it. As a result it never happens. 

Someone made a joke: What do you get when you cross a Presbyterian with a Jehovah Witness? You get someone who loves to knock on doors, but when you open the door they have nothing to say. The truth about Presbyterians is that we are very quiet about our faith. We don’t talk about it very much. What may be inhibiting us is not our selves, but it may be our perception of witnessing. So often we think of witnessing as something that we have to do on our own. And if we have to do it on our own we feel very inadequate. We are not very confident, but uncomfortable. We don’t want to be painted as a religious fanatic. All kinds of things go through our head. 

What may be keeping us from actually being a witness is our conception of it. When you look at Scripture the word witness is not set in an individual context. We think of witnessing as something that you can do only as an individual, but when Scripture talks about witnessing, it does so in the context of the church. Think of Acts 1:8 Jesus says, “Be my witnesses.” Who is he talking to? Not individuals. He is talking to the church, a collection of believers (in this case the eleven apostles). When Jesus sent his disciples out to be witnesses, did he send them out alone? No- he sent them in pairs, didn’t he? When you read the book of Acts and you look at Paul in his ministry, what you discover is he does not do it alone. He has this huge entourage traveling with him.  Philippians 1:27 says this: “You are standing together side by side with one another, strong in purpose, and that purpose being to tell the good news.” You are standing together. Let’s circle the word together (If you have an outline use it, it can be very helpful). If you are looking at that verse in the outline circle the word together. You are to stand together, and together you are to tell the good news. Philippians 1:5 says “You have been my partners in spreading the good news about Christ.” Circle the word partner. How did they witness? How did they reach out? They didn’t do it on their own. They did it in partnership with one another. 
I want to talk about four ways that you can reach out together. You can be a witness together with other people. We can play a part- and I actually will use the word to spell out these four ways so you can remember it. We all can play a part in being a witness, and this area of reaching out is something we will do better if we do it together. If we do it together it will probably happen more often than if we tried to do it alone. 
 Let’s pray first though.

 Heavenly Father, as we look at you Lord, teach us. Teach us how we can do things better together. One area we can do a whole lot better and as a result it will put a lot less pressure on ourselves is if we reach out together. So teach us, teach us ways we can reach out together and be your witnesses. It is your call on our lives and a lot of us haven’t dealt with the fact that we haven’t talked to anyone about our faith in years. So Lord, free us of that guilt and help us to live in the center of your purposes together. We pray this in Christ name. Amen.   
What are some of those things we can do together? Well, the first starts with “P.”  One way we can reach out together is by Praying Together. You find this in the Apostle Paul’s ministry. What fuels his ministry? Reaching out to others in prayer. Colossians 4:3 says Paul exhorts the church “to pray for us that God will give us an opportunity to tell people his message.” He tells them pray for us. If a church is praying for him and for his opportunity to reach out to others, what is the content of that prayer? The content of that prayer, of course, is praying for Paul and his ministry and his missionaries and his outreach; but also for the people, that God would soften their hearts, that God will open their hearts to the Gospel, that Paul will be able to present the gospel in a way that is acceptable to them. You find this all in the book of Acts. 
The early church was a praying church. They were praying at Pentecost when the Holy Spirit came on them. They were praying in the crisis of Peter going to jail. That’s a hilarious story of how he was freed and he comes back and whoever answered the door couldn’t believe it was him and shuts the door in his face - kind of a hilarious story. During his imprisonment, though, the church gathered to pray. They also prayed for direction. It is in prayer that God called Paul and Barnabas to mission work. The church prayed for the missionaries and they prayed for the people they were trying to reach. 
Why? Because prayer can do thing we cannot do. In fact Jesus said this very thing in Mark 9:29. He says in response to the disciples’ question: “Why couldn’t we heal this person? Why couldn’t we cast out the demon? Jesus said to the disciples, “This kind can come out only by prayer.” 
What does he mean by that? He means that there are some things in this life that are immune to human effort, human devices, and human technique. All the power in the world, all the scholars in the world, all the greatest minds, all the most persuasive speeches you can come up with will not work on some things. Some things come out only by prayer. Why is that? Why is prayer so powerful? Because prayer is our admission that we cannot. Prayer is a way of us bowing out of a situation saying, “Lord we can’t, but we invite you in to deal with the situation.” It is the bowing out of human effort and giving way to God’s coming into the situation and into that moment and working. And who is more powerful  than God? Prayer can do what God can do. 

There are some things that are immune to human effort. One of those things that are immune to human effort and persuasion is the human heart. Nothing is harder, nothing is more stubborn to change, than the human heart; and yet, God can change the human heart. There is a quote that I like, it says, “people can reject your argument and they can refuse to listen to your logic, but they are powerless against your prayers.” 
So here is what I want you to do. This is the action I want you to take:  Get together with other Christians and if you are in a small group, at your next meeting I want you to take some time together and form a prayer list. Write down or announce to the group one person that you have a burden for, someone who has yet to make a profession of Christ in their life. One person. And then what I want the  small groups to do is to pray for each other. Pray for that person on that person’s list. 
Now a word of caution. If you are in a small group with your spouse and your spouse is that person, do not say it. You will embarrass the person. Don’t say it if it is your spouse. Pick someone else. Secondly, be very careful about prayer. When you turn God loose on someone’s life, be prepared to allow God to do whatever he wants to do to open their heart.  I say that with a word of caution because this [his broken shoulder]is a result of prayer. My children have been telling me I need more margin in my life, so since I couldn’t do it myself, God has given me margin! So be careful in prayer because God will answer it and in ways you don’t expect. 

Another way we can reach out better together is by appealing to common interest. We do this almost naturally. Paul says (and this is really the power behind Paul’s belief to reach out), “Whatever a person is like, I try to find common ground with him so that he will let me tell him about Christ and let Christ save him. I do this to get the Gospel to them and also for the blessing I myself receive when I see them come to Christ.” 
Again we do this kind of naturally. I know JOY Fellowship does this quite naturally in that in January they have a meeting and they pool together their common interests, things they enjoy doing. They schedule those events, and then, if they have a neighbor or friend who has a similar interest, they invite them along. That is a wonderful way of reaching the retired in our area who have no church. Simply create events that retired people would enjoy and then invite them along. You are inviting them along to be part of a group of Christian people who (hopefully), by the example of their life and attitude you will be a wonderful witness as the reality of Christ. Who knows? As a result they may give the church a try! Forty percent of retired people do not have a church and do not profess any faith at all. It is a wonderful way of reaching them.
 Our youth group does this pretty naturally. Very intentionally, the youth ministry created a very welcoming and fun atmosphere in which to meet. Go check out the Youth Room, known as the Roxbury! We remodeled the whole downstairs for a purpose – to make it very inviting to young people. Young people will not come to a white-walled, institutionalized-looking room. How do you reach them? By creating an atmosphere that will be inviting. That is why we have things like ping-pong tables and video games and volley ball courts. You create an atmosphere and event that appeals to young people, and then you invite them to come. They come and play volley ball and ping-pong and stuff and they get around adult Christians who then are able to be a witness to the kids. They also witness the love and community of the young people; it’s a great way of reaching people. 
The Softball team and Nimble Thimbles, are all ways the church attempts to create a common interest among people who wouldn’t normally go to church and invite them to be part of a small group of Christian people (so we can rub off on them). It is a great way of reaching people. I know of one small group where the men love to fish. So they chartered a boat and invited other men to go on a fishing trip. Some of the men invited were not believers. Yet, because it involved fishing the non-believing men attended and spent the day in fellowship with believing men. This gave the church men the opportunity to be a witness and to rub off on the other men. Again, it is a great way to be a witness as a group. You do not have to share the gospel right then and there. God may give you the opportunity. But probably not. But it does set the stage for slowing reaching men for Christ. By their seeing that being a Christian only helps a man and does no harm and doesn’t turn you into a fanatic, it help bring men to faith! 
Again, what you are doing is reaching out to non-Christian friends in the community so that Christians can kind of rub off on them.  So they can see that Christian people are normal, nice people and maybe they would like to come to church as a result. 
So this is what I want you to do in your small groups. (If you are not part of a small group, get in a small group). Discuss your common interest and plan an event that is fun. Then invite a couple of friends over as well. You see this all through Scripture. A good example is Luke 5:29. Matthew came to Christ and what he did was throw a big dinner party. As part of the dinner party he invited friends to come over and meet Christ. That is a wonderful way of reaching out. Everyone likes to party (you know I’m not talking about a beer party)! So hold one!  Have a theme party- a super bowl party, a Fourth of July party- invite your non-Christian friends. This will get them around people who know the Lord. Then let nature takes its course. Let your friends marinate with believing people. Over time people will be drawn to the Lord, if we simply let our lights shine. You do not have to do a lot of talking or selling the faith. All you have to do is live it genuinely and talk openly about it as the conversation naturally flows that way. We set the stage and God gives the opportunity. 
When I was in New Brighton that’s how we doubled the Sunday school. Twice a year, at the beginning and at the end of the Sunday school year we threw a community-wide party. Each year it had a theme. One time it was a fair; we recreated an entire fair- balloons, cotton candy, flags everywhere- and we invited the community to come and send your kids to Sunday school, and it doubled. Every year it doubled just simply by throwing a party and reaching out to others. So I encourage you to do that. Reach out to others by finding common interest and then creating an event that enables you to invite your friends and let them rub shoulders with other Christians. 
A third way in which we reach out better together is by reaching out in love. One of the things I have been most concerned about is that in the last 20 or 30 years our culture has been going through a bit of culture war. There have been competing ideas and ideology and moral standards. What used to be part of our culture is being challenged, and as a result, well-meaning Christian people have stood up to try to retain those standards within our culture and within our law (all very appropriate). All that has been good. It is a way for us to be “salt and light.” But it has come at a cost. It has come at a price to us. The world has got this perception of Christians as being people who are judgmental, who are critical, who think they know better than anyone else, who think that they know it all and they have all the answers. Or some people see Christians as being people who look down on others or put other people down. The world knows what the church stands against, but I am not sure the world knows what the church stands for. The world definitely knows what we stand against but do they know what we stand for. It is a perception we will have to work hard to overcome. I think the way we work hard to overcome that is reaching out in love. The world expects judgment. What a surprise if Christians reach out in love. 
Now let me give you a shocking verse that Paul states in I Corinthians 5:12. He says this, “It is not my business to judge those who are not part of the church.” It is not my business to judge those who are not part of the church, and have you ever been guilty of that? I know I have. Just this year at little league (my daughter plays baseball), there is a fourteen year old girl who’s working with the team who is pregnant. I have thought in my mind, “Oh brother, just another single girl who has gotten herself in trouble. You look at the family and think, “There’s not much hope for this girl. She will repeat the same mistakes as her parents. Just another “welfare family” whose kids and their kids will be in and out of the courts….etc” It’s easy to look down or talk about or be critical of this teenage girl. 
Paul says it is not my business to judge those who are not part of the church. It is a mistake when we as Christians expect non-believers to act like believers. It just isn’t going to happen. Why? Because they don’t even know they need to change. They don’t even know what they are doing is wrong. They don’t have the power to change. They don’t have the power to change their life until Christ comes into it and gives them a new heart and a new mind and a new life. 
How will such people be reached? It isn’t by us looking down on them and being critical or judging them. You reach people who are in those situations through acts of love and kindness. This is why the early church was so effective in reaching people for Christ! I Thessalonians says, “Because we love you we were happy to share not only God’s good news with you but even our own lives.” “But even our own lives” 
So here is the action step I want you to take. First, ask God to give you a deeper love for others. Second intentionally reach out through a mission project and express the love of God to others. 
Now in your bulletin, in front of the outline, is a  list of mission projects that are available for you to do right now. I want every small group to meet together and talk about what mission project you would like to do and then do it. If you are not part of the small group get several people to join with you and reach out together. Do one mission project in the next forty days. Imagine what would happen if all 300 members of the church reached out to express God’s love. What a difference it would make! What a difference in perception we would have within our community when the community sees White Clay. When people think of us they say: “Isn’t that the church that is in a middle of a graveyard?” Wouldn’t it be wonder if could create the perception—Isn’t that the church that reaches to the nursing homes? Isn’t that the church that came to my house and mowed the yard one day? Isn’t that the church that feeds the hungry? Isn’t that the church that ministered to a needy family member of mine? What a difference it would make in our community if what the community experience from us is love rather than criticism. People need our love not our leer! 
The last thing the last thing you can do together to reach out to our community is tell your story. I Peter 2:9 says, “You are God’s instruments to do his work and speak out for him, to tell others of the night and day difference he has made in your life.” It is interesting that God describes reaching out through the word witness. What does the word ‘witness” mean? In the courtroom a witness simply tells the jurors what they have heard and saw. They tell you what happened. That is what being a witness is. Being a witness is not being Gods’ attorney. Being a witness is not being the judge. So often that is where we put ourselves— in the place of judgment. Being a witness is simply telling others what has happened in our lives. That’s it! 
Now when I say that what happens? A lot of Christian people get all nervous about this and it’s because we don’t know how. We don’t know what to say. In the bulletin I have given you some material to help you learn how to share your faith. A lot of us just don’t know how to get started. Well there is an outline to help you get started. There is even a better way to learn how to share your faith though, and that is to practice. So here is the action I want you to take. In your small group (and if you haven’t got a small group, get a small group)… No, let’s back up a second. First, write out your story. Follow the outline provided. Then, in your small group share your story. Take turns doing it. Each week have one or two people talk about what God has done in their life (depending on the size of your group). Then, have the group kind of share their response to it. As a group, help each other develop an effective way of sharing your story, so it’s concise and effectively communicates what you want to communicate. As you practice in the small group you will become one, you will learn how to share your faith and you will be more comfortable with it. Hearing each person’s story will also become a great encouragement to you. Your faith will be affirmed and deepened. And the more you do it the smoother and more effective you will be to the point that you will be able to share it with out fear, it will flow naturally, and you will be able to do it from memory. In your mind you will have a good outline of the things you want to share. Further, you will develop the ability to share each new thing God is doing in your life. You will learn not only to share your salvation story but also all the things that God is doing now in your life. All this will be made possible by your sharing your faith in the small group which is a safe environment in which to learn. 
I would love it if, most Sundays, we would have someone who would start the service by simply sharing what God has done in their life. Why do I want that? If you were to come to worship for awhile and listen, you’d get the impression that our God is powerless to do anything. Without sharing what God has and is doing in our lives, on a particular Sunday, all you hear are the things God is not doing, in the form of a prayer request. Over time there is a perception and that perception is, “These Christians sure have a God that doesn’t do much. All I hear is that they have chronic needs. I never hear stories of God ever doing anything in their life. Why do they believe? I don’t see God doing any good for them. Why be a Christian? Do you get what I am saying? If all you ever hear are needs and not answers to those requests. It paints a picture of God that isn’t very appealing. It says God is dead, and I know that is not the case. I know God has done a lot for you and I. And we need to share it!

 It would be very encouraging to your faith and mine, if we heard people sharing all the good things God has done for them!

Do you get this paper? It is called the USA Weekend? It’s in the Sunday paper. Every year this magazine promotes “Make a Difference Day,” and shares the stories of those who took the time to improve their communities through a service project. If you ever get the chance, read the stories. What you will learn is, We Reach Out Better Together! All the projects are done with others and that made it both more successful and at the same time very rewarding. It is fun to serve with others. You get an energy through it that you don’t get serving alone. On the inside cover of this feature they share this  Mission Statement for Make a Difference Day. Here’s what it says:


“Make a Difference Day has a simple mission: Put your cares on hold for one day to care for 
someone else.” 
Had I not known that this came from a “secular magazine” I would have said it came from some church sign or newsletter. But is didn’t. It came from a “secular organization!” It should have come from a church but it didn’t, but it captures well exactly what Jesus called us all to do and it reminds us how. We need to simply put our cares on hold for one day so we can care for others. 

Now if the world could do this how much more should God’s people be doing this? How much more should we be taking a day (and not just a day but making a lifestyle out of it) to help someone else. Think of the impact and difference it would make, especially if we did it together, all 300+ ! Wow..

 Let’s pray, Heavenly Father, indeed use us to reach out together. It just doesn’t happen on our own. Some of us don’t have the opportunity. Some of us have the opportunity but are frightened by the whole idea. Some of us don’t know how or how to star. We don’t want to be misunderstood and mislabeled by the world as being a religious weirdo. As a result we never get about doing your work, which is to share the good news of what you have done in our lives.  Lord, help us reach out and help us reach out in such a way the communities love, not criticism or judgment. Only love!  The type of love we received from You demonstrated on the cross for us. We pray this in Christ’s name Amen.       
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