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“I Have a Friend Who’s a Jehovah’s Witness”

I John 2:18-25; 4:1; 5:1-5; and I John 4:10-11

Good Morning! As I mentioned last week we are, throughout the summer, going to focus on mission. Jody started by talking about foreign missions and local missions. I am going to jump off from that. 
There is a way of doing both local missions and foreign missions at the same time. We can  because of where we live. We live in the United States; this is the place where people want to come. We are a diverse nation; the world has come to us and has now become our neighbors. So the world is here. By reaching a neighbor, which is local, you will also be reaching the world. A lot of these folks will go back to their homeland and take what they have learned with them. I’m sure your neighborhood is much like mine. Mine is incredibly diverse ethnically, and with these different ethnicities come different faiths.  
So the next few weeks we are going to look at how we can share our faith with those of other faiths. It will be a combination of a comparative religions study and evangelism. We are going to look at we can share your faith with those of other faiths, which is often a fearful task and an overlooked one as well. 
Last week we talked about why. “Why should we? I mean don’t all religions lead to the same place? Aren’t they all basically the same?” The answer is NO! They are not. When you look at them, to be completely intellectually honest, the answer has to be no. They are polar opposites. 
Jesus, when he came, came to a pluralistic culture like ours; and to this pluralistic world he said, “I am the way, the truth and the life and no one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)  And that claim has been validated at least in my experience. How about in your experience? Has this claim made by Jesus held true in your life? 
The title for this message is “I have a friend who (or I have a neighbor who) is a Jehovah’s Witness.”  We are going to begin there. Well, why? First let me ask a question. How many of you have friends who are Jehovah’s Witnesses?  Raise your hand. Some of you do. That is surprising. The reason why I had you do that is because very few people know a Jehovah’s Witness, personally. The reason for that is it is a very tight-knit community. They are so active in their church that the majority of Jehovah’s Witnesses do not have any friends outside of their local church. They are surrounded by fellow Jehovah’s Witnesses. They tend not to have friends from the outside world because they see the outside world as absolutely corrupt, in the clutches of Satan; and their goal is to escape from the corruption in this world. They do that by being part of a Jehovah’s Witness Church. 
But here is what I know also: every one of you will meet a Jehovah’s Witness in your life. Am I right? How many of you have met a Jehovah’s Witness? That’s everyone. They are the most accessible faith of all, which is why I want to take them first. Part of their evangelism is going door to door. I know you will meet one, or lots of them, actually. So they are a very accessible group to reach.

They are also the third largest religion in Delaware. Of course Christianity is first, I put Protestants and Catholics together. They are all Christians. Judaism is next; 5.4% of the population is Jewish, followed by 1.2% being  Jehovah Witnesses.
I am just going to barely scratch the surface in this area; however, for further reading here are some books I want to recommend: The first book is more a cerebral, factual look at world religions and what they teach.— “Handbook of Today’s Religions” by Josh McDowell and Don Stewart. 
Another really good book, less technical, but it cuts to the chase, is Fritz Ridenour’s  “So What’s The Difference.” The one I like the most because it puts a human face to this discussion is a more recent book by Thom Rainer called “The Unexpected Journey.” It chronicles the lives of people who were part of other faiths but made the long journey to faith in Jesus Christ and how that occurred. While hearing their story you also learn what their faith believes and what you can do to best reach people who are part of other faiths. So I encourage you to read and educate yourselves. 
My hope for this series on world religions is to put a human face to people of other faiths. When people think of people belonging to other faiths (other than Christianity), often the word, “cult” comes to mind and it gives them the willies. You don’t want to be caught up in a cult, so it’s better to stay away from people associated with it. Some people feel they will get contaminated somehow, or convinced to follow another faith. So we avoid people from other faiths, unnecessarily so. God loves them too and wants them to know Him.  

For most people the normal reactions to Jehovah’s Witnesses are these (see if you have done any one of these.) Either you look outside and you see two people holding a magazine and you know what is going to happen, so you just pretend you are not home; or you open the door and you shut it in their face while you say, “I’ve already got a church. I’m a Christian.”  Or you get into a theological or doctrinal debate with them. You invite them in and you engage them in a debate, which usually leaves everyone frustrated or angry. Those are the normal reactions that people have towards Jehovah’s Witnesses.
Now I went on line and read or listened to dozens of stories of those who are or were Jehovah’s Witnesses. You know what I discovered? They are people exactly like you and me. They are human beings with hurts, with fears, and with doubts. They are going through the same struggles in life that you are, the same stresses that you are. All of them also have deep, abiding spiritual questions. Every one of them has an intense hunger for God and really wants to be right with God. They have tender hearts towards God. 
This is my hope for you. If you can just see them differently, it will make a world of difference. See them as Jesus did. Let me read Matthew 9:35-36 and every time you see them now, let this passage be the lens through which you see them. It says, 
“Jesus went through the towns and villages teaching in their synagogues and preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing every sickness.” (Now imaging he is walking through all these towns. Imagine the diversity of people he is encountering. Maybe you are there).  “When he saw the crowds he had compassion on them because they were harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd.” 
Let’s pray. Lord, help us, if we get anything out of today, to get new lenses when we look at Jehovah’s Witnesses. They are people who really want you, who desire you, who have all these spiritual questions and yearnings about the meaning of life and why they are here. Someone gave them an answer and they believe they are following the right way. Lord, just humanize them in our eyes. Help us to see them as you see people and have compassion on them. Enable us to gently prod them toward you. We pray this is Christ’s name. Amen.
Another thing you can do, if you have a computer, is to go online. Go to YouTube.  It is the best source for hearing the stories of former Jehovah’s Witnesses, and their stories are all about the same. There are commonalities and reoccurring themes in all their testimonies. Also, two good websites to check out are: www.exJWvideos.com or www.reachout.org . Or google “Former Jehovah’s Witnesses” and you’ll find a ton of websites. 
People often talk about the evils of the internet and all the bad stuff on there, and there is! But the internet also is doing a lot of good. The Jehovah’s Witness organization is hemorrhaging today because of the internet. Within the movement you are forbidden to read any book that is critical of the organization, any book written by former Jehovah’s Witnesses. You could be reprimanded. You could go before the judicial council. You can be de-fellowshipped (which means kicked out) if they catch you reading any unauthorized information. The problem with the internet is it is anonymous. No one knows what you are looking at. So, a lot of them are logging on to these forbidden sites and hearing the truth. They are getting information that demonstrates to them that the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society is a cult and is not the undefiled church of God. The people and their stories fit their own experiences and it has led many to leave Kingdom Hall to embrace Jesus Christ.
One thing they discover, in particular are the inaccuracies of the prophesies given by the Watchtower prophets. They see them and then read in Deuteronomy 18 that any prophet who predicts things that do not come true, that person is a false prophet. Deut. 18 is in their Bible as well.
Jehovah’s Witnesses have this basic belief about prophecy. It is evolving. New prophets will arise with new light which oftentimes will contradict and replace the old light. The emphasis is “We have new light now. Don’t listen to the old light. The old light was incorrect. We now have a new light. It is important to know that.”  That is their way around the changes in doctrine that have occurred over time. 
They also are discovering how much of what they believe is in contradiction to scripture. You might say, “Well, why didn’t they just read the Bible for themselves?” It is hard to explain other than to know that every one of them will say that they were told from the get-go that they cannot rightly interpret the Bible for themselves, that they need an authoritative interpreter.  The Watch Tower is, and the Watch Tower prophets are, the new light from God. They are the prophets of God. God reveals it to Jesus, Jesus speaks it to them and they write down what God has told them directly. They write it down in the Watch Tower. Independent thinking is avoided. You can get in trouble for independent thinking. You do not question the teachings of the Watch Tower or the Watch Tower prophets. If you do, statements like “Satan has a hold on you” are said about you.  Again, Witnesses are told that the whole world is corrupt, Satan influenced, Satan controlled. The only way you can get free of it is through the safety of the Jehovah’s Witnesses organization. 
Again, looking from the outside, we wonder how anyone could get wrapped up in that? Who are these people? As I looked at the profile of these people, here is what I discovered. They are not stupid. They are smart, rational, well-educated people.
Its founder, Charles Russell, in his own mind, attempted to create a faith that was rational. He saw his beliefs as a rational approach to Christian faith. As a Christian there were things in his faith that, to him, made no sense. They were irrational. So he left the faith and started a bible study where he taught his beliefs. There are professors in it. There are doctors. There are lawyers. There are people from every part of our culture, every profession you can think of. So they are not stupid. 
Are they gullible? They are not gullible either. What they were, at one time in their lives, is vulnerable, all of them. Every one of them had some kind of crisis in their life. Whether it is spiritual question or difficulties in life, at that moment in time when they were going through a crisis, there was a knock on the door. There was a smiling face with answers to the questions that they had. These people were informed. They were confident. Their answers were quick and ready and reasonable. 
Every one of these folks also came from a dysfunctional family. Either they had little or no spiritual influence or they had some, but in their home when they asked a tough question, the parents’ response was “I don’t know. Go talk to the priest (or go talk to the pastor).”  You’ve just got to believe no real good answer was given to the spiritual question, so they went out looking. 
Another trait that most mentioned about themselves was, they were on the shy side. The Witnesses gave them confidence. They train people to speak publicly. That alone is a confidence booster!

Every one of these people also has a deep passion, a desire to know God. And, what’s surprising more to me is, having come out of the movement (if I were them I would be so turned off to religion because I was lied to or deceived. That would make me upset and distrusting of any religion claiming it was the truth.  I would want nothing to do with religion! But it is the opposite for them) just about all of them come to faith in Christ. When they hear the gospel it resonates in their hearts they ask him in. They have a real, profound experience with him and it is a qualitative and quantitative difference between what they had experienced before. 
You might ask the question, “What do you mean they came to Christ? I mean, don’t they believe in Jesus Christ already? They talk about him a lot at their rallies and churches. And they do. They talk about Jesus as being an example. They talk about Jesus as being a heavenly figure but what they mean by Jesus is very different from what we mean by Jesus. 
Jehovah’s Witnesses teach there is one God and only one God. Therefore God couldn’t possibly have a son. Jesus was not the Son of God. Jesus was actually Michael, the Archangel, who God created first. So Jesus was the first of God’s creations. (You can see where they get that in scripture). When Michael came to earth he assumed the name Jesus. After the resurrection he returned to heaven and resumed the name Michael. 
The cross was our paying God back for our sins so that the slate could be made clean. Jesus cleaned the slate for us all and gave us all the opportunity to be saved. You are not saved, yet. How are you saved? You are not saved by the cross. The cross simply wipes the slate clean and gives everyone equal footing to be saved. How you are saved is by earning heaven. Every religion except for Christianity teaches salvation by works. The way of salvation is through perfect obedience to Jehovah, which is the only correct name for God. 
Perfect obedience is accomplished by doing everything the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society tells you to do The Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society [WBTS] is the real name of the Jehovah Witness organization. The name was changed to the Jehovah’s Witnesses by Joseph Rutherford, the organization’s lawyer and successor to Charles Russell.

So what does perfect obedience entail, according to the teaching of the Watchtower?  I’m going to describe it to you. As I do, imagine the kind of passion required by those who are actually willing to do all this just so they can go to heaven.  I would love to have a church full of former Jehovah’s Witnesses. Man, they would turn this community upside down. Here is what they have to do. (You think it is bad listening to me for about a half an hour):
1. They have to go to five meetings a week. And nearly every one of them does it unless you are starting to backslide, then you get called into council. Now you’re in trouble. On Sunday they have Public Talk followed by Watch Tower study. 
The two magazines of Witnesses are the Watch Tower, which is where they get all their doctrine. All their beliefs come from the Watch Tower magazine. And, Awake. Awake is a new magazine used as an evangelistic tool to attract new people. They print 22 million of these a month! That’s how many they hand out. One of the former leaders, one of the upper echelon who came out of the movement, said the WBTS is a publishing company wrapped up in the garb of religion. Its main function is to produce massive amounts of information, magazines, and tracts. 
Then during the week there’s Theocratic Ministry School which is followed by Service Meeting. And then you are required to attend a weekly bible study. Just about all of them go to every one of these things. 
2. On top of that you must do field work, which is door to door evangelism or street witnessing. On average, a Jehovah’s Witness will spend from 100-150 hours a month going door-to-door. They even have ribbons for certain levels. Some people have even quit their jobs and do it from 8 in the morning to 4PM. Why? Because they want to go to heaven so badly that they will do anything to get there.
3. Vacations for Witnesses are no picnic either. Most Witnesses spend their vacation time going to long conferences or retreats that last 7-8 days during which they are indoctrinated 10-12 hours a day. 

I just mentioned heaven a second ago, Witnesses do not actually work to get to heaven anymore because heaven is full. It was filled around the 1940’s. They interpret Revelations literally, so only 144,000 are saved. Where do the others go? The Bible also mentions a “new heaven and a new earth.” The new earth is paradise. It is a paradise where Jesus reigns. Every one else who is saved after 1945 will reign with Jesus on earth forever. But the only way to get there is through all this stuff, all this work, and all of them are never sure it’s enough. So they are guilt ridden, fear ridden, because they are not sure if they are good enough to get to heaven with Jesus.

See how good the good news is! They do all this stuff simply to go to heaven. It’s amazing. And when they hear the good news, that Jesus actually made them right before God and offers salvation as a free gift…it sounds too good to be true. And when they actually accept it, the experience is like a weight is lifted off. 
Let me read these verses to you, imagine you are a Jehovah Witness and you are doing all this stuff to get to heaven and then you hear this. How liberating this passage is - a passage we  take for granted:

“For it is by grace you have been saved through faith. It is not from yourselves it is a gift of God.” (Ephesians 2:8)

Imagine if you don’t have to work for it anymore...the peace; the joy. That doesn’t mean they don’t do anything in response to their faith. Actually they do, but now it’s out of tremendous love, because they know that their salvation is assured because of what Christ has done for them. Now they no longer have to panic and worry if they have been doing enough. 
The effect of being part of the Witness lifestyle is this, this is a common theme from those who left the organization…exhaustion. You can imagine trying to be a Witness in our culture. They are exhausted and that leads to depression. Most or a lot of psychiatric wards have a term for this. They call it literally, “The Jehovah’s Witness Depression”—it is that common. The suicide rate is high for Witnesses, as well as marital problems. The cause? They have no time for each other. Then there are problems with the kids rebelling from the strictness of their faith. Kids are made to sit through hundred of hours of meetings. You know how hard it is for them to sit for 1 hour in church! Think of five meetings a week and they go on for hours at times. Imagine that!

And if you don’t keep your kids in line and in church you are poor parent, and you get called into council and are chastised for it. As a result, there is a lot of child abuse in the Witnesses. 
Normally what takes people out of the JW  faith is what brought them into the faith— another crisis. Usually it is the crisis of divorce or the crisis with raising the children, but oftentimes it a health crisis. Because the Witnesses teach you cannot vaccinate (recently changed), you cannot have an organ transplant (also recently changed) and you cannot have a blood transfusion (still the order), if you become ill and that illness requires one of these procedures, it puts you in a dilemma. Do I die or watch my loved one die, often a child, or do I violate my faith and potentially go to hell? Many Witnesses will choose not to do the procedure and will put their kids or selves at risk, which has resulted in doctors and hospitals seeking court injunctions and charges against parents for neglect and endangerment of a minor. 

I experienced this as a chaplain in a hospital. I spoke with a mother who was a devout Witness. Her daughter was gravely ill and needed a transfusion. Pressure was brought to bear on her but she did not budge. She believed God would heal her daughter, that He would not want her to violate her faith, so He would heal her. I don’t know the end of the story other than hearing that she removed her daughter from the hospital. 
In the book, “The Unexpected Journey” a father recounts his experience with an ill child. He was a third generation Jehovah Witness and they told him he could not allow the doctors to treat his daughter. The doctors told him if they didn’t that she would die. He and his wife wrestled with the decision and chose to let their daughter die. Can you imagine that? The medical team, out of their own moral conscience could not allow that to happen so they got a court order that permitted them to give the child a transfusion. The family fought the order but lost and relinquished to the court system. And because of this, for not fighting harder and not taking their daughter out of the hospital, he and his wife were reprimanded by the elders of their church. He said, “They were going to let my daughter die.” “One elder told them on the way out that they hoped the blood was tainted and that she got hepatitis.” That was the last straw. The family left the church.

What fuels the JW organization, stated by many former Witnesses, is fear. They are fearful of not going to heaven. They are fearful of falling into the clutches of Satan. They are fearful of the corruption of the world. They are told, from the very beginning that the world is coming to an end, Armageddon is right around the corner. Flee this corrupt world. Stay within the safety of the JW organization!

This is part of the history of the Witnesses. Charles Russell, after he left the Presbyterian church, went over to the Adventists and was heavily influenced by their emphasis on the end times and the coming Armageddon, the final battle before Christ returns. From the early years JW prophets predicted (falsely) this final conflict. It’s what fuels the numbers and brings people into the church. Armageddon was predicted to have occurred in 1914, 1918, 1925, 1975 (anyone remember that?... 1975) and 1989. Of course, each time they were wrong. When Jesus didn’t return in 1914 Russell said Jesus did return, but only spiritually.  A later prophet said, “No he didn’t come back spiritually, he’s going to come back, but we don’t know when that will occur.  Over time Witnesses learned to stop predicting the end, but it is pounded into them that the signs of the end are evident today and the only way to be saved is through the Ark of the Witnesses (a reference to Noah’s ark)

As a result of this emphasis, they also teach that you shouldn’t get married and you shouldn’t send your kids to college. Concerning college, they encourage parents not to send their kids for two reasons: 1. The end is near, so there is no need for an education, and 2) Everything is so corrupt out there that if their kids go away to these secular colleges their heads will be pumped with false teaching and they will fall away from the one and true church. They will fall into Satan’s grasp. 
Notice how often I mention “Satan.” Satan is a big part in their religion. Satan is everywhere. Satan is in everything. He is in us, Catholics, Protestants and in every other religion. Everything is under his control. As a result, they reject birthdays and Christmas and Easter and Mother’s Day and Father’s Day and holidays because they all have pagan influences. They are all part of this pagan culture. 
They deny members involvement in the military and political causes because the whole system is corrupt. Even the artwork, if you look at the artwork of the magazine, reflects this gloomy pessimism of the world. The pictures are dark. Armageddon is a constant theme. So is Satan, death, war, blood, etc. Along oddly drawn smiling Witnesses is a backdrop of doom and gloom. It has just this dark cast to the thing. 
Kingdom Hall is ruled by the authority of the elders. These elders keep secret files on every member and when you do something wrong it gets marked in your file. If you do enough things wrong you are brought to a tribunal for discipline. People will tell how they were broken down and wept in repentance. Members are told to report on each other in order to keep each other spiritually clean. Initially, becoming a Witness is a warm and welcoming time with everyone smiling and welcoming you. However, as you are drawn in, tighter and tighter controls are placed around you. It becomes a very strict and controlling experience with the feel of the “secret police” watching you. It is a very tough organization to break free from. And once you are dis-fellowshipped, you are cut off by everyone, even your wife and kids, if you are married.  

Well how did all this begin? Well it began in 1870 by Charles Tate Russell, who was a Presbyterian. God forgive us. A former Presbyterian who didn’t like what he heard preached so he decided to go to a liberal Congregational church. He didn’t like what he heard there either so he went to the Adventist church. From them he picked up their emphasis on Armageddon and the last days. Russell began to believe he was a prophet and that the mainline church was corrupt and only he had the true interpretation.

What turned off Russell from the Presbyterian church (and all Christian churches) was its belief in the Trinity. He thought that was irrational. How can any God produce such an irrational concept? As a result he didn’t believe Jesus was divine. He also couldn’t accept the existence of hell because it made God cruel and unjust. How could God torture people in hell for all eternity?  The punishment didn’t fit the crime, he felt. 
So he started a bible study, just a simple bible study to pass on his teachings. The Jehovah’s Witnesses get their doctrine from the teaching of Charles Russell. It is composed of his beliefs wrapped up in scripture. He took what he believed and went looking for Bible passages that supported it. Others that contradicted his teaching were explained away or changed. Finding those contradictions or changes in the Bible is easy and is one of the ways Witnesses are led from their faith. Recognizing this, the organization produced their own translation of the Bible which simply added words or removed words and meanings in the original that contradicted Russell’s beliefs. The translation is called, “The New World Translation of the Christian Greek Scriptures.” The title is impressive but it is in no way an accurate translation of the Greek scriptures, and any Greek scholar, Christian or  non-Christian Greek, can tell you this. It is just an absolute corruption of the original text. It just changes things blatently without textural proof. Russell and the Witness Organization want to bend God’s Word so it serves their purposes. Though Russell and successors to his church claimed to know Greek and Hebrew, in a court of law it was shown that they didn’t even know the alphabet of either language. 

With no formal training, Russell wrote 6 books—a 6-book series called “Studies in the Scriptures,” which is kind of the bible for them. There have been only 5 leaders of the Witness church: Charles Russell, Joseph Rutherford, Nathan North, Frederick Frances and Milton Herschel, the current leader. They are housed in Brooklyn, NY and, if you want, you can go online and see them. They take up an entire block 32 buildings. Not bad for a church that is so young.
How do you reach them? First, see them the way Jesus saw people. Let me read from the testimony of a guy who was a third generation Witness who came to Christ. “I had argued hundreds of times with Christians and pastors. I hardly ever lost an argument when I went door to door as a Witness. (Never debate them! They are very good in debate tactics. They have memorized everything. They have questions and answers they go by, kind of a rote text.) I could tie Christians in doctrinal pretzels. I could tear down the concept of the Trinity, the celebration of Christmas, and serving in the military. But when that woman came to my home I could not proof-text against Christian love.”

 All the woman did was bring a chicken casserole to their home when their daughter was ill! It was that act of kindness that reached this third-generation Witness. Up until that moment he had never experienced love like that before, even from his own church members. 
Another way to reach them is by inviting them in, but do not invite them in to debate them. You will lose unless you are very good at debate and are firm in your faith and know your doctrine extremely well. Plus, debating doctrine doesn’t win anyone. But kindness does! So do not slam the door in their face. Being kind to them, showing Christian love, compassion and inviting them in for a snack will plant positive seeds in their lives. Or just listening to them and having a bible study with them, is helpful but that takes a lot of time. And, again, you have to be very confident in your faith. 
What other Witnesses have said about what reached them was simply getting a Bible into their hands and encouraging them to read it for themselves. Just simply hearing the gospel message was revolutionary. Here is what the same guy said:  “I had knocked on doors for twenty-eight years. I had been in thousands of homes of Christians including pastors. I have had doors slammed in my face, dogs sic on me and water thrown on me, but I never, never, never had anyone share the gospel with me. No one, that is, except the clerk in the Christian book store.”

People, every Witness has doubts. Many come to Christ simply due to the working of the Holy Spirit in their lives, telling them that something is not right. All they need is the light of love and a friendly person to gently show them the way to Christ. All they need is to hear the gospel, to have a friend show them the truth. Encourage your Witness friend or visitor to read the bible for them selves. When they do they often find, for themselves inaccuracies and contradictions. They discover how often their prophets falsely predicted the end and according to their own bibles, these prophets, the founders of their faith are themselves, false prophets and the Witness faith a corruption of the truth and true church. The JW organization is a house of cards that will fall when the light of truth is shined and the gospel heard.

Another way to reach a Witness is by putting one of these books into their hands: Raymond Franz’s book, “A Crisis of Conscience.” Ray was one of the top prophets in the organization until he had a crisis of conscience. Another good book is the one is by William Schnell, “Thirty Years a Watch Tower Slave.” Or point your Witness friend to one of the websites mentioned earlier. 

Let me end with these two passages to consider. I Peter 3:15 says “In your hearts set apart Christ as Lord always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.”
I Corinthians 13:1, 8 says… “And I will show you the most excellent way. If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels but have not love, I am only a sounding gong and clanging cymbal.”  “Love never fails.” 
Let’s pray, Help us Lord to get new eyes for these wonderful people who desparately want to know you, desparately want answers to their lives, desparately want to go to heaven. Wish that we had that kind of drive in us, that kind of zeal, that kind of passion. Turn that passion to knowledge, the knowledge of the free gift of salvation in Chris and use us to get that message out. Help us to do that through acts of kindness and love, seeing them as you see them. We pray this in Christ name. Amen     
