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Prioritizing the Gospel
Romans 1:16-17; January 4, 2026

Happy New Year! Each year our leadership chooses an annual theme to encourage our church family and to provide a target to reach in the next 12 months. 
· Last year our theme was “Fixing Our Hearts on Jesus.” 
· The end of 2024 and through all of 2025 our church experienced the most disruptive time in at least 50 years. When difficult times come, you can focus on the challenges exclusively or you can focus your eyes and hearts on Jesus while you face the challenges.
· One path generally leads to despair and a desire to escape while the other leads to courage and a desire to please the Lord. 
· We used Hebrews as our key study because it teaches so many wonderful truths about Jesus. 
· Jesus is better than the angels. I think we are generally in favor of whatever help the angels provide.
· Jesus replaced the priestly and sacrificial system. That is why we don’t have priests in our church. We have pastor/shepherds whose primary responsibility is to lead all of us to our savior. 
· He is the only mediator between God and man. He is sitting on a throne of grace where he dispenses mercy and grace.
· Jesus offers the new covenant built on better promises.
· These truths about Jesus explain why he is our rock, fortress, and strong deliverer. I think this emphasis encouraged our church family when we had to do difficult things.

If it is true that our church family grew in their willingness to fix their hearts on Jesus and if it is true that our church family is ready to take that heart to the next level, then …

What then should the theme of 2026 be? What would be a forward-thinking theme that we can embrace in 2026? We decided to start our process by reminding ourselves of our mission.

The mission of Faith Church is to bring glory to God by winning people to Jesus Christ and equipping them to be more faithful disciples

Then, the choice seemed obvious. We spent significant time focusing inward and on our challenges. It was necessary and loving to do so. 
· But if we are not careful we will spend too much time on ourselves and fail to see the needy world around us. 

Therefore, we decided on the theme “Prioritizing the Gospel.” 
· This is not about creating more evangelistic events although we want to evangelize together. 
· My family served in hospitality during the Living Nativity. We take hot chocolate and cookies to the cars in the drive through lanes. It was shocking how many people came for the first time.
· But this theme is intended to be more personal.

I appreciate our creative department who produces backgrounds like this and other accompanying documents to help us. The picture, yes Josh Nelson approved, demonstrates a one on one conversation. One person sharing Jesus with another. 
· In the background is a map of our community.
· This is our Jerusalem.
· Each week when you see this background it will be a reminder that we want to prioritize the gospel in our own hearts.

Yes, we want to evangelize together, but more important than that, we want to win Lafayette and West Lafayette one conversation at a time.

When Paul wrote to Timothy just prior to his death, he reminded his co-worker:

2 Timothy 4:3-5 For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires, 4 and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths. 5 But you, be sober in all things, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.

I could say a lot about these verses, but one phrase is my focus this morning – “do the work of an evangelist.” All our pastors want to successfully obey, “do the work of an evangelist” and we want you to join us. During my installation service, I encouraged us to view our immediate vision as one of character. 
· We must be a church filled with people who want to live worthy of the gospel, to conduct themselves consistent with the gospel, and to personally share it. 
· With that in mind please open your Bibles to Romans 1. As you are turning there … 

Paul begins with a prayer of thanksgiving in v. 8 thanking God that their faith was well known. It not only resulted in thanks to God for their genuine faith which was well-known, but it also resulted in an intense desire for Paul to visit them. The visit was not like two families going on vacation together. 
· This visit was to have important purposes like (a) providing spiritual gifts, (b) being encouraged with each other’s faith; and (c) bearing fruit. 

I would like to read Romans 1:8-17. This is the Word of the Lord. I suggest that there are 3 ways we can prioritize the gospel in our hearts.

I. By Being Eager to share the Gospel

Romans 1:15 So, for my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.

I do not believe that Paul’s attitude should be unique. Instead, the more we treasure Jesus in our hearts, the more we understand his care for us, the more eager we should be about sharing the message with others.

That is why our #1 goal this year is …  

Lead Faith Church in our annual theme of Prioritizing the Gospel

We believe that the best way for us to move forward is to focus on prioritizing the gospel this year. 
· Faith’s high-water mark in terms of memberships occurred in 2016 when we were just under 1950. Since that time, there has been a slow plateau and decline. 
· If we grow in the future, we should not expect the Lord to deliver people to us. Instead, we must fulfill our mission to win them and invite them to join us.
· I believe it is still true that more people in Lafayette and West Lafayette do not attend a Bible believing church than those who do.
· There are plenty of lost people around us.

There are several ways we are planning to work this theme out.

· We will preach through Galatians. It begins by emphasizing the exclusivity of the gospel. There is only one good news that rescues sinners from eternal destruction.

But prioritizing the gospel is not just a preaching series and good as those might be.  We need different ways of working out our theme in the ministry and in individuals lives.

· That is why our ABF and Faith Groups are talking about ways to emphasize the gospel, provide evangelism training, and talk about how to develop a heart for the lost.

If successful, ABFs and Faith Groups should see new believers join their groups. Small groups of any kind can slip into a fellowship only mindset. They like their people and enjoy being with their people, but get so comfortable that they don’t really want others to join them.

· Pastors Dustin and Trey are finalizing a list of memory verses for us to do as a church family. 1 per month.

Bob Smith used to talk a lot about Scripture memory. When he lost his eyesight he especially thanked the Lord for the many passages he had hid in his heart. We have not spoken about it much, but we are going to emphasize it this year. Twelve verses to increase your evangelistic awareness. Here is a sample … 

January - Romans 1:16–17 -16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.”

March - Ephesians 2:8–10 -8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast. 10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.

April – 1 Corinthians 15:1–5 -1 Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, in which also you stand, 2 by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain. 3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.

· We have recently gained the approvals necessary to begin a Lifewise Bible Program in our public schools. It is starting in the Northend, but we hope to include Wyndotte Elementary before the year is over. 

We bring public school students 1 hour per week to our campus to teach them the Bible. It is our hope that many children will profess Christ and we will be able to reach their respective family.
Not surprisingly, we plan to still have the Taste of Christmas, Living Nativity, and Good Friday services. Each of these events is a church-wide evangelistic outreach.

We all understand that talking about the gospel in service, in our ABFs or Faith Groups, or even doing a church wide evangelistic outreach is different than individual presentations of the gospel.  

· That is why we are encourage each member to share the gospel with two individuals this year.

I am talking about two face to face conversations where you share the good news of Jesus with another person and encourage them to repent and believe.
· The Lord will control how many of those presentations result in conversions. However, each of us can control who we will pray for and witness to.
· I encourage you to put some names on your list today. Who will you invite over? Who are you going to pray for? When will you try to open that first gospel door?

We have roughly 1,700 members of Faith. Assuming that we all accomplish this goal, nearly 3,500 gospel presentations will occur from our church family.

Romans 1:15 explained Paul’s eagerness to share Christ with the Roman Christians. 
· It is our hope that in 2026 Faith Church and its members have an eagerness to share Jesus with the lost and dying world around us. 
· It is our hope that you will join us in eagerly desiring Jesus to rescue sinners.

We want to embody the idea that we are just beggars telling other beggars where to find the bread of life.

Let’s face it though, sometimes eagerness is tempered by fear. The Lord gave us Romans 1 to help us with our fear as well.

II. By Not Being Ashamed of the Gospel 

Romans 1:16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.

NT believers faced cultural uncertainty. Last year we learned in Hebrews that believers lost their homes to government persecution. 
· Archeology in early Christianity reveals the disdain that the population had for those who worshipped Jesus.

There is a famous picture of a man hanging on a cross with the head of donkey. The inscription reads Alexamenos (a name of a person) worships his God. (put picture on ppt)

While this kind of governmental or cultural attitude is not nearly that severe here, it is also more true that biblical Christianity is viewed more negatively by some than what used to be the case. You never know whether your conversation will be pleasant or more critical.
· That can produce fear.
· Fear that the person will look at you like you are weird, or that might change a relationship or friendship.
· Fear that you might be criticized or challenged in ways that you cannot answer.

While few of us would say that we are ashamed of the gospel, we might need to admit that we struggle sharing it and that we are hindered by fear more than we would like to admit. 

A second goal attempts to address this concern.

Lead Faith Pastors in improving our Shepherding privileges

Pastors are shepherds because they are called to especially care for God’s people. When Jesus replaced the priestly system, he did not leave us as solo Christians. 
· He provided a structure called the church to care and advance his mission. Leaders or shepherds have important responsibilities.

When churches get big and spread out they create new strengths and weaknesses. Our church has amazing musical talent, fabulous teachers, and outstanding ministries at every level. 
· How many churches could pull off a Christmas concert like that? Or a Taste of Christmas with that level of quality? 
· We also have a lot of competent Bible teachers. Sunday messages, FCI, ABFs, Women’s ministries, Men of Faith … you name it and you will find a quality Bible teacher leading. The strengths are clear.

But the cost of excellence and variety is often the personal connections. It becomes the have and have-nots (not from a money perspective, but from a relational one). 
· While this will always be a focus because that is what the Bible calls pastors … it is especially important when you experience hard things. 
· We took a few steps last year and we want to take additional ones this year.

If you are going to be bold with the gospel, then you must also be encouraged and strengthened in your walk with Jesus when we are together. 
· If the challenges of the world are leading you to spiritual weakness, then we want our time to be refreshing, encouraging, and strengthening for your faith.

Here again is a connection point for every person in our church. You might not be on the pastoral staff, but you might be experiencing strong faith. In your strength …  
1. You can still point people to Jesus, to his Word, and to biblical counseling. I said at Stewardship Celebration that either your marriage is one to emulate or ask for help. Deal with issues when they are small.
2. You can pray with people. It is okay to do that. 
a. I am trying to do better when I am at a restaurant to ask the server what we can pray about. It amazes me how that question often prompts a person to share a significant request.
3. If you lead ministries, you can encourage the volunteers by making their service a joy.

My point is that we can encourage each other in our boldness and willingness to proclaim Jesus loudly. 
Thankfully, this passage gives us a couple of points to encourage each other with.

A. Knowing it is the power of God for Salvation

This may initially sound a bit strange. The Lord is telling us that when the good news of Jesus Christ is proclaimed, God’s own power is unleashed. 
· It is not your ability to present the gospel that results in conversion – it is the power of God. 
· Yet, we sometimes struggle with thinking that there is a specific formula we need for people to respond.

One time, I was discouraged about that. People have generally appreciated my Bible teaching, my counseling (for the most part), the funerals I conducted, or the weddings I have officiated. I don’t believe anyone has asked me not to come to the hospital. 
· But one area of pastoral ministry that has not been equally fruitful has been evangelism.
· I listened to Billy Graham. 
· I wanted to hear what he said that attracted 50,000 people in a stadium and several thousand would respond. Wow! Surely, he must have the formula… This is essentially what I heard:

1 Corinthians 15:1-5 Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, in which also you stand, 2 by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain. 3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, 4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 5 and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.

I was encouraged on the one hand that I was proclaiming the same message. I was still amazed that when Billy Graham spoke those words, thousands responded. 

Friends, let’s take courage together that it is not the exact presentation or some magic set of words that will unleash God’s power. 
· It is the message of the gospel which we share that unleashed his power and God determines the outcome.

Please also notice that it results in salvation. This is not just a term that addresses the negative – that is the new state and identity of the believer – but it also addresses the positive – that is the deliverance from eternal wrath and entrance into eternal glory.

Thus, the gospel converts the sinner and transforms the believer. 

We are also encouraged …

B. Knowing that it can save anyone who humbly believes

I suspect that each of us could name a person or two that we struggle to believe could be saved. They are hard hearted and have been resistant. I can think that way. 
· There are a few in my life that seem happy with me to believe what I want, but do not desire that I attempt to convince them that I am right.

When it comes to salvation, Galatians 3:28 makes clear There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
Only the Lord knows those who are truly his. But this passage reminds us that no one is outside of the Lord’s reach.

There is something else here. We must all balance the time we give ourselves with the time we give others. Time is one of the few items that you always consume and can never save. 
· Some attending our church might ask, when am I supposed to find time to do all this?

Another goal we have this year is …

Lead Staff and Leadership to conduct a comprehensive review of all ministries to determine their contribution to our mission

We understand that all of us are finite. We have limited time, energy, health, and resources. Under normal circumstances 2025 was supposed to be strategic ministry planning year. We postponed it to 2026. 
· However, when it came time to discuss 2026 we realized that we might need a year to plan for the strategic plan. That means evaluating everything we have. Asking if we have become broader than our ministry can sustain.

Are we doing things that are not related closely to our mission. If not, what might be another reason to keep them?

This will not be an easy task. It is hard to admit that we need to change something or that something we are doing is not central to our mission or that we do not have the manpower to do it with excellence.

We appreciate your prayers and input as we make strategic decisions.

It also includes …

Determine Appropriate Involvement and Investment in Outside Organizations

During my time as the interim senior pastor (From November 2024 through November 2025) and during the last 6 weeks or so of being the elected lead pastor, I have done virtually nothing in regard to being friends with other organizations on a similar mission.

This year we are considering greater involvement with the Crossroads Fellowship because they want to plant a church in every county in Indiana. 
· We need to think about whether we should and if so, how, we should be involved.

A group of churches gathered to create the Called Out Conference. 
· They wanted to gather teens to energize them to live for Jesus with their friends, on their sports teams, in their schools. We are up to host that conference this year.

Friends, what role should we have in these groups? How much time should I or another pastor spend deployed to these opportunities? 

I am being much more careful about my own speaking. I will be in Germany in the late spring and ACBC asked if I would do a breakout session at the conference next year. But I have a group vetting every opportunity and helping me determine if it fits our mission.
Everyone is busy. Not everyone is effective. We want to be an effective as we possibly can be for the cause of Christ. 

Our annual theme is prioritizing the gospel. We have seen that we do that by being eager to share our faith with others and by not being ashamed of the gospel. My final point this morning is…

III. By Recognizing that it is the only way to be righteous before God

Romans 1:17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith.”

The Lord explains that the unleashed power of God when the gospel is proclaimed can save because it reveals the righteousness of God. It is that same righteousness that comes through faith which is clearly taught in the OT.

He ends v. 17 by quoting Habakkuk 2:4. That book describes a real intense situation. Habakkuk complains that the nation is not being faithful. God tells the prophet that he is sending the Babylonians to destroy them. 
· That is not the answer he was expecting.
· He argues that this would violate God’s justice. How could such a wicked group of people by used to judge God’s people? 
· In this context faith and righteousness go together.

No one can receive the righteousness of God apart from faith. 
· The good news of the gospel is that all those who accept the message by faith will be given the righteousness that belongs to God. He will forever see them through that perspective.

It is a precious gift to know that God sees his people as righteous … not because we are righteous … but because it was given to us by Jesus Christ through faith.

Ephesians 2:8-9 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God; 9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast. 

If this is true, then it tells us that the coexist bumper stickers, the there are many paths to heaven teaching, and the various versions of the gospel are all lies. 
· Biblical Christianity is exclusive. The more we remember the exclusive nature of the Scripture, the more we are compelled to share it with others.

I want you to know that we have a few other goals related to our operations.

Lead Staff through Organizational, Operational, and Theological Improvements

Leadership changes necessitate other changes because leaders do not all have the same strengths and weaknesses. Thus, how we handle a few operations is changing. This is felt most noticeably by the staff. 

I have mentioned that I have a lead pastor accountability team made up of 3 deacons. We meet quarterly for encouragement, advice, and potentially correction.

When I applied for the lead role I committed to being open to constitutional changes. Thus … 

Lead Congregation through Constitutional Changes

This was the will of congregation from the beginning and I think it is an appropriate concern moving forward. 
· A work team functioned in all of 2025 to do research and start making some recommendations. You will see some of the fruit of that later this year during our family devotions on Church Family Night.

Our final goal is
Lead Faith Ministries to Identify Appropriate Cash Reserve & Maintenance Fund

Every church must address their financial realities. We are no different. We want to ensure we are being good stewards and communicating to all of you. 
· I will say more about our financial situation at our next church family night.

I hope the vision for our ministry is clear for 2026. We want to prioritize the gospel. We will seek as many ways as possible to share Jesus with those who need him. This is not just a leadership issue or a big event issue, it is an every person sharing Jesus issue.

When we are prioritizing the gospel we will be eager to share it, we will not be ashamed of it, and we will recognize that it is the only way that one is righteous before God.

When I heard the outstanding Christmas concert, the song “We believe” caught my attention. I asked the choir to lead us in singing that song together as the conclusion to this message. Please stand.

Pray






