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WITNESS 
The Searching Heart of Christmas (Part 1) 

Text: Acts 1:1-8 
 

Introduction to the Scripture 
 
We live in a society today where fewer and fewer people have any personal understanding of 
what the Birth of Jesus Christ means for them personally. It is a culture where the word 
“Christian” is still used frequently, but without the biblical content or personal practices that once 
made that word suggest a distinctive or attractive identity. Church attendance figures hold up 
nationally only because the Builder Generation—the last generation where the majority 
identified with church life—is simply living longer. For more recent generations, church 
involvement is plummeting toward zero. While the church worldwide is growing by leaps and 
bounds, America is now the largest English-speaking mission field on the planet.  
 
It will no longer do for Christians to deny these realities, to go off on diatribes about them, or to 
pretend that we can turn back the clock. While we are wise to stay current with the times in our 
communications and teaching approaches, simply “doing church better” will not be sufficient to 
turn the tide. We’ve got to give up the idea of maintaining our position in the culture and, 
instead, go on a mission again. The word “Church” and the word “building” have to become 
separate concepts again. Instead of expecting people to come in here, we have to take the life 
and message of Jesus Christ out there in new ways. In short, Christianity has to become a 
movement again. If that is to happen, then what is needed now more than ever is a whole new 
wave of “witnesses.” And it is toward that role that Jesus calls his followers in our lesson from 
Acts chapter 1. Let’s read responsively… 
 
Recovering Our Mission 
 
Between the first Advent, the first coming of Jesus, and his second, Jesus gave to his followers 
a mission. “When the Holy Spirit comes upon you, you shall be given power to become my 
witnesses, in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Jesus gave this 
commission like it was great news and a wonderful vocation and something that God would 
make it possible for all of us to do. Yet when I say that for us to fulfill our calling in our time, we 
need to be “witnesses,” I’d bet dollars to donuts that a lot of us immediately feel our anxiety go 
up or our nose turn up. Researcher, Kent Hunter, asked thousands of Christians to identify what 
they considered their top five areas of struggle when it came to living out their faith. The Number 
One response was “being a witness for Christ.” Why is that? 
 
One of the reasons may be because we haven’t entirely enjoyed the sort of “witnessing” that 
others have done toward us. At one time or another we’ve been exposed to people who model a 
sort of “drive-by” approach to faith-sharing. They throw their version of Christian truth at people 
like a splattering paint pellet or water-balloon. It feels like “evandalism” more than anything we 
associate with the life-changing love of Jesus Christ. But the kind of witness Jesus had in mind 
was not like that. Think of the letters of the word “WITNESS” as a guide here. For those who like 
to take notes, I’ve provided an outline on the back of your worship folder.  
 
Walk With People 
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Christian witness begins with a commitment to WALK faithfully with people—not as a strategy or 
as a discipline but because people are worth it. God himself is our model in this regard. 
Summing up his intention to the people of the Old Testament he says: “I will walk among you 
and be your God, and you will be my people.” Jesus spent 30 years preparing for his public 
ministry. He then devoted most of the next 3 years walking daily with just 12 people, pouring 
himself intensely into 3 of them in particular, praying for them, welcoming their questions, 
meeting them at the point of the dirty feet and their doubts about God. Christ’s Apostles spent 
years doing likewise with others. The mission of the church isn’t a marketing scheme or a 
survival strategy. It is a movement of redemptive relationship-building, inspired by the God of 
relationships. The question I want to ask is: Who, beyond the circle of churchgoers we know, 
are we who seek to follow Jesus out there walking with today? 
 
Invite People into Christian Community 
 
If we are regularly journeying with people, then the second rhythm of witness can come into 
play. We can INVITE people to come experience Christian community with us. The great Host in 
one of Christ’s parables said: “Go to the street corners and invite to the banquet anyone you 
find.” So the servants went out into the streets and gathered all the people they could find, both 
good and bad, and the wedding hall was filled with guests.  
 
Radio celebrity Garrison Keillor tells of growing up in an offshoot of the extremely conservative 
Plymouth Brethren, where hellfire and brimstone are not just a regular diet, they’re the only 
things dished out. Keillor says all this left him hoping that Jesus wouldn’t return till he’d gotten 
married and had sex at least once. In time, he gave up going to church altogether. He would be 
asked by people: “Do you go to church?” and he’d say “No.” They’d respond by asking: “Why 
don’t you go to church?” and he’d tell them. It was years before anyone asked the third 
question: “Why don’t you come with us?” Keillor didn’t have a stock answer to that one. Before 
he knew it, he found himself saying “Yes.” Keillor quietly admits that that along with caring for 
his family and doing his radio show, a centerpiece of his week is now his community of faith. 
 
Do you know that 80% of the people who wind up connecting with a church do so because 
someone they knew liked them, invited them to come with them? They got invited to a support 
group or a seminar or a book club or a parenting program or a fellowship circle by someone 
they respected and -- on the strength of that relationship -- gave it a try. There they found to 
their surprise that where two or three had gathered in Christ’s name, there in the community, 
God himself seemed present there.  
 
That’s not to say there won’t be plenty of “No, thank you’s” if we step up the inviting—especially 
if it’s to an event at a Church building instead of someplace more familiar. Invited to meet Jesus, 
a man named Nathaniel once said “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?" "Come and 
see," said his neighbor Philip. We’ve got no idea how many times Philip had to issue that 
invitation. What we do know is that 20 chapters later, Nathaniel’s name is listed among Christ’s 
core disciples.  
 
Testify of Christ 
 
One of the most helpful insights to emerge out of the studies of younger generations today is 
their decreasing openness to claims of universal truth. That is to say that they are moved much 
less than the Builder Generation is by assertions that there is a right way or by quotations from 
external experts or endorsements by popular authority figures. They will not easily be reached 
by propositional teaching and this orientation will not be penetrated by scolding and mocking 
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them as relativists. What people of this “post-modern mindset” do pay attention to, however, is 
testimony. They will listen to those who simply TESTIFY to the transforming influence of Christ 
in their life. In the Bible we’re told that John the Baptist “came as a witness to testify concerning 
that light, so that through him all might believe.” When was the last time you told someone who 
wasn’t a follower of Jesus something about how knowing Jesus and living as a Christian has 
made a difference in your life? How God is changing your time priorities? Reshaping the way 
you respond to conflict? Sustaining you in the midst of loss?  
 
Brian McLaren, one of the most perceptive Christians of our time, urges us to remember that 
“The good news is not an argument… or a sales pitch. News is an announcement... The big 
question that people have in their minds right now is not the question we Christians are 
answering. We are answering the question, “Is Christianity true?” They are asking “Is 
Christianity good?” “Will Christianity make me a better person or a worse person?” “Will 
Christianity save the world or will Christianity destroy the world?” Before the people of this New 
World will hear the Christian message for themselves they will want to know what its true 
penetration and fruit is in those of us who claim to already have made a home for the seed.  
 
Nail the Slaying Sins 
 
This brings me to the fourth habit of witnessing needed today. It’s the word “Nail,” as in 
“Crucify.” You and I need to be ready to NAIL the sins that hurt or confuse our witness and do 
so in a spirit of humility, honesty, and hope. If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves 
and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and will forgive us our 
sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  
 
Have you heard the saying: “How you are living speaks so loudly that I cannot hear what you 
are saying”? Let me be clear about this: The imperfection of Christ’s followers does not remove 
a person’s responsibility to respond for themselves to the call of God. I had a dentist that 
slapped me around when I was a kid. I wanted to write-off dentists forever; but then it occurred 
to me—these are my teeth. I’m a fool if I allow the existence of a quack out there to keep me out 
of the dental care pond! 
 
More people would come to the same sort of conclusion where Christianity is concerned, if they 
saw more of us showing an authentic awareness that we must look like quacks at times… that 
we’re aware of where our practices aren’t lining up with our profession… that we gossip or brag 
or spend in ways that are inconsistent with Christ’s vision… and that we’re earnestly seeking 
God’s help in putting those old ways to death. Genuine humility is one of the most winsome 
characteristics on earth. When a little old nun from Calcutta named Mother Theresa nailed her 
own sin by admitting “I care for the poor in part because it helps keep in check the Hitler in me,” 
it increased the credibility of her witness.  
 
If we are going to be the witnesses Jesus calls us to be out there in the world, then we are going 
to need to be ready to WALK with people for a long time and on their turf. We’ll need to more 
frequently INVITE others to join us where together we can experience the power of Christ in 
community. It will be important that we find the words to TESTIFY authentically to the 
transforming influence of Jesus in our life and to humbly NAIL the sins that are clouding our 
witness.  
 
More Next Week 
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The last three elements of witness are equally important, and for that reason we’ll explore them 
the next time I’ve got your ear and there’s more time to do them justice. In brief, being a witness 
means that God’s power will help us EMBODY the character of Christ in our everyday life, 
especially when we’re under pressure. People need to see visually and not just hear verbally 
how Christ is alive in us. Witness also means that we will be known as ones who SUPPORT 
other people through times of pain and hardship -- for burden-bearing love is God’s most vivid 
signature. And, finally, when the time is right, witnessing will also lead us to SHARE the path to 
eternal life and the pathways of abundant life in a way that others can hear.  
 
This is the mission that is again at the doorstep of the Church in a pre-Christian world. As we 
are answering Christ’s call, there will be times when we will be like the child that escaped from 
his parents and wandered out onto the stage just before the start of a concert by Poland’s 
famed pianist and prime minister, Ignace Paderewski. As the lights came up, the child was seen 
sitting at the bench of the majestic Steinway, innocently plinking out Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star. 
Before his parents could get to the child, Paderewski himself appeared on the stage and moved 
to the keyboard. “Don’t quit, don’t quit, keep playing” he whispered to the boy. Leaning over, the 
Master reached down with his left hand and began filling in a bass part. Soon his right arm 
reached around on the other side, encircling the child, to add a running obbligato. And together, 
the Master and his disciple won the heart of the crowd.  
 
Long ago, a band of disciples stood on the stage of the world and began to plink out a song 
about Someone born beneath a twinkling star but revealed to the wise as the Light of the World. 
What was the song of those 12 witnesses against the great noise of the Roman Empire? And 
yet, you and I are sitting here now—along with millions the world around. We are still listening, 
still playing that ancient song, because there is a Master who keeps his promises and returns to 
the stage and lends his Spirit’s powerful hands to a witness that wins over hearts. 
 
“So,” as the Apostle Paul says, “let’s not allow ourselves to get fatigued doing good. At the right 
time we will harvest a good crop if we don’t give up, or quit. Right now, therefore, every time we 
get the chance, let us work for the benefit of all, starting with the people closest to us.”  
 
Please pray with me…  
Loving and wise God, in this season ahead, lay the powerful hands of your Spirit on the 
instrument of our lives and play through our witness a song of grace and truth. As we go forth 
into the world again, help us to walk with people as you would in our shoes. Guide us as we 
invite people to come and see what you are doing in this community of faith. Give us the vision 
and words we need to gladly testify to your influence and to humbly nail those places where we 
still need your transforming touch. Use our lives, Lord, to bless and benefit all we meet. For we 
pray in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.  
 
 
 
Leviticus 26:12 
Matthew 22:9-10 
John 1:46 
John 21:2 
John 1:7 
1 John 1:8-9 
Illustrations for Preaching & Teaching, p. 221 
Galatians 6:9-10 (The Message) 
 


